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‘Well, and then came the sixth hour! It was impossible to grant all 

the requests to be allowed to watch it from near by. The 

Commandant in his wisdom ordained that the children should have 

the preference; I, of course, because of my office had the privilege 

of always being at hand; often enough I would be squatting there 

with a small child in either arm. How we all absorbed the look of 

transfiguration on the face of the sufferer, how we bathed our 

cheeks in the radiance of that justice, achieved at last and fading 

so quickly!’ 

- Franz Kafka, In the Penal Colony (1993:116) 
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Summary 

Conventional approaches into BDSM (Bondage/Discipline, Dominance/submission, 

Sadism/masochism) analyze it as individual pathology. This falls into the trap of 

psychological determinism in attributing pathology to the ‘sick’ mind of the 

individual and does not consider the socio-historical factors that discursively produce 

BDSM. Furthermore, virtually all the literature on BDSM is Western-centric and 

neglects the phenomenon as it is practiced in the East; any interpretation of the 

discourse surrounding BDSM necessarily involves situating it within a particular 

socio-historical milieu. In my study, I take a position in which power and positionality 

are produced and articulated in and through discourses. It is my contention that the 

BDSM body in Singapore is gendered, classed and racially marked: the BDSM 

experience in Singapore cannot be experienced outside of any of these categories. 

While we would assume that the Singapore middle-class Chinese male (SCM) is the 

hegemonic ideal in all spheres, he is in fact at the bottom of the local BDSM 

hierarchy. Why is this so? In my analysis, I pin this down to the 

social/economic/gendered position of the SCM which undoubtedly resonates with his 

larger milieu. In moving between a discussion of citizen and state, my study on 

BDSM in Singapore sheds light on the modern city-state and the implications of my 

findings for her future. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Bondage/discipline, Dominance/submission, Sadism/masochism (BDSM) is 

an alternative sexuality which is having an increasingly visible global presence. 

Singapore presents a fascinating point of study precisely because it is frequently 

described by everyone from international politicians to Singaporeans themselves as a 

‘nanny state’, populated by well-disciplined citizens and where the state rules with an 

iron fist, velvet glove or not. If the figures at www.alt.com1 are anything to go by, 

Singaporeans are readily taking to BDSM. The number of Singaporean members is 

remarkable when compared to Japan and Malaysia which have populations of 127 and 

27 million respectively. The comparison with the former, famed for its love hotels, 

‘soap lands’ and vending machines selling used panties is particularly compelling. 

                                                                                                               Table 1 
                                           Population Data and Alt.com Listings by Country2 

                                         
Is there anything interesting or distinctive about the Singaporean BDSM scene? 

 
‘First of all, the most obvious thing. Most of the male subs are Chinese males. 
And a LOT of Chinese Singaporean men are into forced feminization/cross 
dressing. [They are forced by] by the fem Domme! Or their own girlfriend is 
okay if they can convince them. [Their domme] can be expat also, they don't 
care, they're desperate for any dominant female coz there are so few around. 
Especially so few who would give these guys time of day’. 
 

This excerpt was taken from one of the first conversations I had with my informant – 

my question had been to ask her to describe the local BDSM scene. What does the 

                                                 
1 www.alt.com Described as the ‘World's Largest BDSM & Alternative Lifestyle Personals’. 
2 As noted in ‘2007 World Population Data Sheet’, Population Reference Bureau and ‘Browse the 
Alt.com Listings’, alt.com member listings by country. Figures accurate as of November 2007.  

Country Population (in millions) Number of listings on alt.com 

China 1, 318.0 29,438 

Malaysia 27.2 25,201 

Japan 127.7 24,740 

Singapore 4.6 24,179 

Hong Kong 6.9 11,698 

South Korea 48.5 5,566 
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local BDSM scene reflect about this modern city-state? How and why is it possible 

that cross-dressing is popular in homophobic Singapore? The Singaporean middle-

class Chinese male (SCM) is the hegemonic figure: Why is he most often a male sub? 

‘Sub’, short for ‘submissive’, is one of the abbreviations for the various BDSM roles. 

The others include: Dom = male dominant, Domme = female dominant, sub = 

male/female submissive, switch = male/female who is either undecided or chooses not 

to have a fixed role identity. How are conceptions of dominance and submission 

created, (re)produced and experienced in the Singaporean BDSM scene? It is my 

contention that the BDSM body in Singapore is gendered, classed and racially 

marked: the BDSM experience in Singapore cannot be experienced outside of any of 

these categories. 

1.1 Literature Review 

1.11 SM in the ‘Psy’ Sciences  

Sadism and masochism became pathological mainly through the writings of 

Richard Freiherr von Krafft-Ebing. Krafft-Ebing was an Austro-German psychiatrist 

who penned Psychopathia sexualis (1886), a famous study of sexual perversity. In his 

study, sadism and masochism compose half of the four broad categories of sexual 

variation (the other two were fetishism and homosexuality) which he discussed at 

length. He defined sadism as the act of sexual arousal produced by inflicting pain, 

borrowing the term ‘sadism’ from the attitudes expressed in the novels of the marquis 

de Sade (1740-1814)
3
. Masochism he defined as the opposite of sadism, since, instead 

of the desire to inflict pain and use force, the masochist has the desire to suffer pain 

and be subjected to force. Again, fiction was his inspiration, specifically, the writings 

of Leopold Ritter von Sacher-Masoch (1836-1895), a historian, dramatist and novelist 

                                                 
3 Comte Donatien-Alphonse-Francois marquis de Sade had achieved notoriety from both his lifestyle 
and his fiction, particularly Justine ou les malheurs de la vertu (1791) and Juliette ou les prospérités du 
vice (1797). 
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whose writings reflected his personal erotic fixation on pain, humiliation and 

submission4.  

Early psychoanalytical approaches to the topic of SM, such as those of Freud 

(1938, 1953, 1959, 1961) and Krafft-Ebing (1965), viewed SM as evidence of an 

underlying psychopathology. Krafft-Ebing argued that SM was due to a ‘congenital 

hereditarily tainted constitution’ involving a ‘pathological intensification of the 

masculine sexual character [in sadism and a] degeneration of the physical peculiarities 

of women [in masochism]’ (Krafft-Ebing, 1965:125). This, although he included in 

his work, examples of female sadists and male masochists. His theory has been 

criticized as vague and speculative (Marcus, 1981; Thompson, 1997:109) and his 

model is ironically biologically reductionist despite the lack of any actual empirical 

evidence for the role of biology or neurology in such sexual variance. Furthermore, 

his theories are derived entirely from clinical single-case studies and from historical 

and anecdotal illustrations, while his position as a forensic psychiatrist meant that his 

sample tended to comprise persons guilty of violent criminal offences5 (Taylor, G., 

1997:109). Unsurprisingly, sadism is presented as incompatible with a ‘normal sex 

life’ and a ‘disease’ giving rise to uncontrollable ‘attacks’ of depravity and violence. 

‘Such factors may explain his conflation of consensual SM with ‘violence’ and 

‘pathology’, and his inferred association between sexual sadism and murder, 

infanticide, genocide, rape, paedophilia, necrophilia and bestiality, and their 

                                                 
4 Sacher-Masoch’s stories almost always featured a woman in furs. In his classic, Venus in Pelz, Wanda 
and Gregor are the active and passive participants in flagellation (Bullough, V., Dixon, D. and Dixon 
J., 1994:47). 
5 For instance, his analysis of the origins of sexual sadism makes reference to the erotized nature of 
primitive rituals involving animal and human sacrifice and to the ‘degenerate caesars’ and their ‘delight 
in having youths and maidens slaughtered before their eyes’. There is also reference to an infamous 
array of serial killers and child murderers; case studies include an epileptic who ‘bit of pieces of his 
consort’s nose and swallowed them’ and a man partial to eating cats and rats who gratified his sexual 
desires with dead ‘putrid bodies’. Parallels are also drawn with those who have a penchant for 
‘sodomizing [decapitated] geese’ or ‘wallowing in the warm steaming entrails of dead chickens’.  
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association in much subsequent theorizing on SM’ (Greene, G. and Greene, C., 1974; 

Thompson, B., 1994:109). 

Like Krafft-Ebing, Freud too, positioned sadomasochistic desire within an 

evolutionary Darwinian model of gender-determined sexual aggression, He ultimately 

pinned the cause of this neat dichotomy down to underlying biology:  

‘The sexuality of most male human beings contains an element of 
aggressiveness – a desire to subjugate; the biological significance of it seems 
to lie in the need for overcoming the resistance of the sexual object by means 
other than the process of wooing. Thus sadism would correspond to an 
aggressive component of the sexual instinct which has become independent 
and exaggerated and, by displacement, has usurped the leading position’ 
(Freud, S., 1976:24, emphasis in original).  

 
Likewise, he considered masochism a perversion and believed it to be ‘nothing more 

than an extension of sadism turned round upon the subject’s own self, which 

thus…takes the place of the sexual object’ (Ibid.). For Freud, sadism and masochism 

were abnormal exaggerations of the intrinsic qualities of male aggression and female 

passivity. According to him, they ‘occupy a special position among the perversions, 

since the contrast between activity and passivity which lies behind them is among the 

universal characteristics of sexual life’ (Ibid.).  

 The process by which sadism was assumed to give rise to masochism, and the 

way in which they became ‘independent and exaggerated’, was to occupy much of 

Freud’s subsequent theorizing and was crucial in the genesis of his theory of 

instinctual drives. However, his analysis of SM is somewhat confused by his vague 

and varying use of the term, which he applied to sexual practices, instinctual drives 

and with the publication of A Child is Being Beaten (1919), a diversity of behaviours 

including characterological, non-sexual traits (Maleson, F. G., 1984:110). Evaluation 

of the theory is also complicated by its continual and often radical revision, not least 

because of the problem posed by masochism to the functioning of the pleasure 
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principle. Freud appears to have made two attempts to negate this difficulty, first in 

suggesting, similarly to Havelock Ellis (1903), that any strong excitation in an infant, 

including that which might be punitive, could produce ‘sexual’ arousal, and second by 

postulating the existence of a second primary instinct capable of overriding that which 

seeks pleasure; the death instinct (Freud, S., 1959:110), an innate self-directed drive 

towards destruction of the self. Later, he notes that masochism is not easily separable 

from sadism, that ‘the most remarkable feature of this perversion is that its active and 

passive forms are habitually found to occur together in the same individual’ (Ibid.). 

Freud thus broadened the concept with his introduction of the popularly received term 

‘sado-masochism’ as two forms of the same activity, often found in the same person: 

‘He who experiences pleasure by causing pain to others in sexual relations is 
also capable of experiencing pain in sexual relations as pleasure. A sadist is 
simultaneously a masochist, though either the active or the passive side of the 
perversion may be more strongly developed in him and thus, represent his 
preponderant sexual activity’ (Freud, S., 1938). 
 

Subsequently, Freud’s modification of Krafft-Ebing became institutionalized 

in psychoanalytic thought and for much of the twentieth century it was this Freudian 

version that dominated in both the popular and scholarly literature (Levitt, E. E., 

1971). It is also interesting to note that both Freud and Krafft-Ebing – the most 

prominent psychoanalysts of their time – had lived much of their lives during the 

Victorian era, a time of very conservative attitudes towards sexuality. Moreover, the 

literary works with which they were familiar, such as those by de Sade and Sacher-

Masoch, describe extreme obsessions and behaviours. The only sadists and 

masochists with whom they had contact were patients, many of whom had come for 

help with other problems (Stekel, W., 1965: 18). The psychoanalysts’ theories about 

these behaviours were therefore derived from very limited experience. Their 

perspective however, is still prevalent. Ross (1997) for example, sees sado-masochists 
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as having been abused as children, experiencing ‘irrational guilt’ being filled with 

‘unconscious rage and the desire for revenge’, and having a ‘fragile sense of identity’. 

In the Handbook of Relational Diagnosis and Dysfunctional Family Patterns (1996), 

sado-masochistic behaviour is pinned down to the ‘individual dynamics of character 

style’: masochists have a self-defeating or masochistic-depressive personality mixed 

with neurotic disorders and self-defeating features, while sadists have narcissistic, 

paranoid and sociopathic personalities (Glickauf-Hughes, C., 1996:270). Towards the 

end, the author includes a section entitled ‘Treatment’, in which she recommends a 

‘multimodal therapeutic approach involving couple’s therapy, individual therapy, and 

moderate use of medication’ (Ibid.). As this is one of the most recent psychological 

treatises on SM, it is significant to note that despite the removal of sadism and 

masochism from the American Psychiatric Association’s DSM-IV-TR6, it is still 

viewed as pathological and its practitioners as requiring ‘treatment’. 

In general, SM has been visualized as intrinsically pathological and its 

practitioners as a particular kind of people for whom the behaviour is a symptom of 

some underlying personality problem. Most psychiatrically-oriented writers on the 

subject continue to emphasize the psychopathology of the individual, although they 

have usually confined their work to either the collection or presentation of individual 

case histories (Caprio, F., 1955 and Stekel, W., 1965).  

1.12 The Sociology of SM 

As early as 1969, anthropologist Paul Gebhard had argued that SM  was not so 

much a pathology as something that was deeply ‘embedded in our culture since our 

                                                 
6 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth edition, Text Revision:  
‘For Sexual Sadism, if the person has acted on these urges with a non-consenting person, or the urges, 
sexual fantasies, or behaviors cause marked distress or interpersonal difficulty, then the clinical 
significance criterion is met.  For the remaining Paraphilias [including masochism], the clinical 
significance criterion is met if the behavior, sexual urges, or fantasies cause clinically significance 
distress or impairment in social, occupational or other important areas of functioning’ (DSM-IV-TR, 
emphasis added ).  
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culture operates on the basis of dominance-submission relationships, and aggression 

is socially valued’ (Gebhard, P., 1969). Bullough et al also contend that  

‘Historically, in fact, ecstasy has often been associated with pain. Cultural 
conditioning to pain and suffering have sequelae which have implications not 
only for the social toleration of pain as suffering and therefore as being good 
for one’s soul but for the acceptance, and even at times encouragement, of 
sado-masochistic behaviour’ (Bullough, V. et al, 1994:51)7. 
 

Since the publication of Gebhard’s seminal article, ‘Fetishism and Sadomasochism’ 

(1969), there has been a growing body of literature on SM from the point of view of 

the social sciences, especially that of sociology and social psychology. Recognizing 

that psychoanalytical interpretations do not accurately address the situations of many 

contemporary sado-masochists, modern writers have begun to broaden the perspective 

taken by clinicians. SM has been increasingly visualized not only as individual(ized) 

pathology but a social behaviour since it entails an interaction of individuals. Thus the 

interrelationships among, and the social meanings underlying such aspects of 

behaviour as dominance and submission, aggression and passivity, masculinity and 

femininity all have implications for what is now commonly defined as sado-

masochistic behaviour. 

                                                 
7 I agree with Gebhard’s statement that aggression is socially valued (although interestingly, this should 
be qualified as male aggression). However, I find problematic his contention that sado-masochism is 
embedded in our culture, and Bullough et al’s contention that sado-masochistic behaviour is socially 
tolerated or encouraged. The history of the association between pain and ecstasy existed long before the 
‘invention’ of SM, but it is dangerous to fall into the trap of calling ‘sado-masochistic’ any relationship 
which involves pain/ecstasy and/or dominance/submission. My point is further demonstrated by Darren 
Langdridge and Trevor Butt (2004) who refer to ‘institutionalized oppressive S/M structures’ and 
describe our society as being ‘riddled with oppressive sadomasochistic structures (organized along 
patriarchal and capitalistic lines) that produce a culture steeped in dominance and submission’ 
(Langdridge, D. and Butt, T., 2004). Almost every relationship involves power dynamics in the form of 
dominance and submission – whether this necessarily makes it a sado-masochistic relationship is a 
different matter.  
My aim is to point out that sado-masochism itself has a specific history and it is vital that we do not 
lose sight of this in a discussion of the related but conceptually distinct issues of power, pleasure and 
the ‘social’. Gary Taylor (1997) too allows that the use of pain to enhance sexual arousal does seem to 
have existed throughout human history and across a diversity of cultures including ancient Egypt, 
Arabia, India and the Orient7 but this he describes as ‘SM-type practices’. He pins down the birth of 
SM proper to the year 1886 – the year Krafft-Ebing first established the official use of the terms 
‘sadism’ and ‘masochism’ within medical discourse in Psycopathia Sexualis – as it was only then that 
‘such practices became diagnoses of sexual pathology’ (Ibid.).  
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Sadism and masochism are treated as sociological phenomena, dependent 

upon meanings which are culturally produced, learned and reinforced by participation 

in sado-masochistic subcultures. Unlike earlier writers, whose source of information 

was largely confined to case studies of patients in therapy, recent researchers utilize a 

variety of methods of data collection. These methods include survey research and 

questionnaire studies, content analyses of BDSM publications, letters and stories 

appearing in sexually oriented magazines, analyses of graffiti and materials collected 

from the Internet, ethnographies, theoretical essays, critical examinations of the 

assumptions implicit in psychiatric categories used by clinicians and court decisions 

involving SM and reviews of the state of knowledge on the topic. There are also a 

growing number of articles appearing in popular magazines that frequently cite the 

work of these researchers. This more recent literature focuses on the social 

organization of SM, SM interactions, socialization to SM, characteristics of sado-

masochists and the functions of sado-masochistic subcultures and organizations for 

their members, norms and values. These are meticulously documented in Thomas 

Weinberg’s (2006) review.  

In recent decades there has been a tendency to extend the definitions even 

further to cover rapists as well as their victims, abused and abusing spouses, initiators 

of child abuse, and even certain kinds of suicides (Moser, C., 1979). Such an inclusive 

definition is exemplified in the human sexuality text of Masters, Johnson and 

Kolodny published at the beginning of the 1980s. ‘Forms of sadism run the entire 

gamut from “gentle”, carefully controlled play acting with a willing partner to 

assaultive behaviour that may include torture, rape, or even lust murder’ (Masters, W., 

Jakeson, V. and Kolodny, R., 1982:349). Weinberg, Williams and Moser protested 

against such over-generalization by professionals and instead attempted to develop a 
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construct based on the participants’ views on what constitutes sado-masochism. They 

challenged the notions of ‘sickness’, ‘perversion’ and ‘danger’, and popular 

imagination which sees SM as ‘no sport, but a driven activity fuelled by rage’. The 

authors contested the traditional or essentialist model of BDSM and urged that it be 

replaced by a more atomistic one. Defining the essentialist model as one which 

transformed ‘doing’ into ‘being’, they held that it was a model imposed from the 

outside. They also rightly pointed out that the traditional model was suspect and 

inaccurate because no such personality type had so far been found. Instead, they used 

the term ‘sado-masochism’ to describe an activity and to focus more on roles than on 

persons. By emphasizing how people interpreted their own behaviour, they argued 

they had eliminated the essentialist question of whether people or behaviours are, in 

and of themselves, ‘really’ sado-masochistic and instead looked at the participant’s 

own application of the label ‘sado-masochism’ (Weinberg, M., Williams, C. and 

Moser, C., 1985:380).  

I would like to highlight however, that it is misguided to focus solely on 

people’s interpretations of their own behaviour apart from the surrounding discourse 

on SM and to take that as (closer to) the ‘truth’ of SM. It is not incorrect to focus on 

such interpretations, but they should not be studied in isolation of the prevailing 

discourse(s) on SM. For example, it is not inconceivable that someone might 

participate in BDSM precisely because he or she revels in its ‘deviant’ or 

‘pathological’ status. 

For Weinberg et al, SM thus became a social process involving a set of social 

practices that sustained a particular class of erotic fantasies and behaviour which in 

turn generated sexual arousal. Members of their study sample viewed SM as a sexual 

experience grounded in fantasy in which the voluntary partners played 
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dominant/submissive roles that they defined as sado-masochistic. The social processes 

involved what they took to be the five key features involved in the participants’ use of 

the category ‘sado-masochism’. These are: 1) dominance and submission, 2) role 

playing, 3) consensuality, 4) a sexual context, and 5) mutual definition. They assert 

that ‘usually all five of the features had to be present in order for the participants to 

categorize the activities as sadomasochism’ (Weinberg, M., et al:381). The authors’ 

ideas were not so much a novel concept but a summary of much of the research that 

immediately preceded their writing. Anticipating their emerging definition were 

several studies focusing on the interaction between individuals in the sado-

masochistic groups and organizations. 

In their paper, ‘Making Sense of S & M: A Discourse Analytic Account’ 

(2001), Gary Taylor and Jane Ussher also attempt to understand SM according to a 

series of typologies that mirror Weinberg et al’s. According to their interviews, ‘four 

main definitional discourses became evident’ – these are four prerequisites that 

reflected the way in which participants defined SM. These include: 1) consensuality, 

2) an unequal balance of power, 3) sexual arousal, and 4) compatibility of definition. 

The authors readily admitted that their categories almost exactly reproduce 

Weinberg’s and saw this as ‘suggesting that the construction of BDSM used by the 

participants in [their] study [were] not particular or peculiar to this group of 

individuals, nor too heavily influenced by the expectations of the researchers’ (Taylor, 

G. and Ussher, J., 2001:311). While the authors present a laudable effort for 

attempting to understand SM from the participants’ point of view, they repeat the 

mistake of their predecessors, that is to focus solely on people’s interpretations of 

their own behaviour apart from the discourse surrounding SM and to take this as 

(closer to) the ‘truth’. It is ironic that they can write that ‘SM can only be understood 
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through a phenomenological analysis of its often multiple, subjective meanings and 

that these meanings can only be understood within their socio-cultural and historical 

context’ (Ibid..:311, emphasis added), but end up asserting that the phenomenological 

method, by reducing phenomenon to the level of discourse, tends to deny its operation 

on a more material level It is excessive and unbalanced to invoke this as a defence for 

their exclusion of a discussion of material forces in their analysis. In fact, it is 

incomprehensible how any discussion of SM ends up becoming a ‘negation of the 

material world, and of the body, which are lost in a kind of “constructionist 

solipsism”’ (Ibid..:311). How can an analysis of SM exclude the body? 

The authors perhaps realize their folly a little too late, for in their last 

paragraph, they agree that ‘perhaps what is needed is a more integrative theoretical 

and epistemological framework that acknowledges the discursive-material dualism of 

sexuality’ (Ibid..:312). I would contend that this link between the symbolic and 

material is what needs to be the focus of study, and not a discussion which ends up 

being either materially deterministic or pure cultural construction. The symbolic and 

material are ideal types and while useful in theoretical conceptualization, should not 

be reified.  

Thusfar, my critique has firstly been to highlight the flaws in the ‘psy’-

sciences approach to SM. My contention is that such accounts end up falling into the 

trap of psychological determinism in attributing pathology to the ‘sick’ mind of the 

individual. Such an approach does not consider the social and historical factors that 

discursively produce SM and how it is experienced.  

1.13 The World(s) of BDSM 

Any interpretation of the discourse surrounding SM necessarily involves 

situating it within a particular socio-historical milieu. How are SM identities and 
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experiences discursively produced in different cultural contexts? Although much of 

the SM literature has been from Europe/the United Kingdom, much has been written 

on SM in Japan.  

 The ‘Japan’ entry in the International Encyclopaedia of Sexuality (1997-2001) 

states that:  

 ‘It is well-known that sadism and masochism have been taken up in Japan’s 
 literature and paintings…It is uncertain how many people are interested in 
 sadism and masochism today, but their numbers are not few. Roughly ten 
 thousand magazines dealing in S&M are thought to be sold each month, by 
 which one could estimate the number of interested people to be perhaps two or 
 three times that number (Hatano, Y. and Shimazaki, T., 1997-2001). 
 

In Pink Samurai: The Pursuit and Politics of Sex in Japan (1991), author Nicholas 

Bornoff acknowledges the country’s reputation for kink. He describes the violence of 

comic books in Japan as ‘legendary, and readily visible upon glancing over shoulders 

on trains and coffee shops’ (Bornoff, N., 1991:364). ‘Swingers, scatologists and 

sadomasochists: in Japan too a lot of very weird things go on in private clubs’ 

(Bornoff, N., 1991:357). In Permitted and Prohibited Desires (1996), Anne Allison 

cites that in the realm of printed and visual media alone, Japan is well known for the 

openness and pervasiveness with which sex is referred to and nakedness displayed:  

‘[S]adomasochistic scenarios are printed in comic books sold as openly as 
they are read…there is a tolerance for the preponderance in Japanese media 
of…acts of sadomasochism in which there is no genital copulation, 
stimulation, or exposure (Allison, A., 1996:150, emphasis added). 

 

Allison poses that the Japanese state’s regulation of sexual expression in public media 

appears contradictory. On the one hand, there is ‘incredible indulgence’; while on the 

other, the state has, until recently, rigorously and consistently outlawed realistic 

depictions of genitalia, including pubic hair. She contends that mass sexual tropes 

such as voyeurism, infantilization and sadomasochism are ‘something other than 
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“obscene” and other than “real”, referring to them as ‘fantasies’ (ibid). In Japan, what 

is defined and prohibited as ‘obscene’ by the state is also that which is most sacred 

and central to the state’s ideology of national identity – stable families, reproductive 

mothers, and orderly homes (Allison, A., 1996:151). Later, I show how an instance of 

the Singaporean state’s censoring of sadomasochism in popular culture demonstrates 

a parallel investment in the definition of heternormative sexuality. 

 It must be noted that the Singaporean state differs from the Japanese state in 

that there is no apparent contradiction or ‘incredible indulgence’ in sexual expression. 

The easy availability of SM clubs in Japan too is another factor which distinguishes 

the two societies. Allison cites that: 

‘SM clubs proliferate today more than ever before…sado-masochism is in fact 
one of the great staples of the Japanese sex scene…There is one thing 
however, which one never, but absolutely never, sees in an SM show in the 
nudo gekijo (nude theatre) and that is a man being pushed around by a woman. 
That kind of nonsense is reserved for the private club. In here, the customers 
on their hands and knees with their spectacles awry play horsy as they are 
humiliatingly and delectably ridden around the room by disciplinarian 
hostesses in leather corsets, black stockings and triumphant leers framed in 
black lipstick (Bornoff, N., 1991:369, emphasis added).  

 

This is a unique non-sexual twist on the definition of obscenity. While Allison 

differentiates between public and private SM clubs, Singapore does not have a 

standalone BDSM club. In my fieldwork, munches were held at public bars and clubs. 

Why is this so? Earlier, I compared the statistics of alt.com members between selected 

Asian countries. There is ostensibly a market for BDSM clubs and dominatrix 

hostesses. Is such a venue possibly in the works? Would SCMs buy (into) it? I address 

this question of commercially available sex in the following chapter. 

 In Tokyo, like Singapore, there is a clearly defined red-light district –the kinky 

sex scene is generally confined to Shinjuku. Likewise, ‘the kinkiest, being rendered 

rather exclusive by dint of inclination, accessibility and price, often finds itself 
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discreetly tucked away in private ‘mansion’ apartments in residential areas’ (ibid). In 

whose HDB flat or landed property can Singapore’s kinkiest meet to play? So too, the 

issue of the spatial distribution of sexuality will be discussed in the following chapter.  

 In describing the Japanese world of BDSM, Bornoff interestingly cites the 

Malay word ‘amok’, as that which describes a phenomenon shared by most Far 

Eastern societies in which the ‘betraying of one’s true emotions is considered 

extremely rude; regardless of aggravation and misfortune, there is no going around 

upsetting group harmony with a long face. Hence the legendary smiles visible 

throughout South-east Asia and culminating in Japan…’ (Bornoff, N., 1991:362). He 

goes on to suggest that ‘with no escape route, the pressure building up in an iron-clad 

social tank can explode’. I make a similar contention – that the SCM’s involvement 

with BDSM sexuality functions as what Bornoff refers too as ‘a vicarious substitute, a 

safety valve’ (Bornoff, N., 1991:363). I disagree however, with his broad 

classification of all ‘Far Eastern societies’ as stoic. Such a definition reproduces 

Orientalistic binaries and leaves little room for empirical exploration.  

In the same vein, I argue that the Singaporean BDSM scene derives from and 

is a hybrid of that in Europe, the United States and Japan. This uniquely Singaporean 

BDSM is infused with local power relations and caught up in the politics of culture in 

globalizing Singapore. Bornoff refers to ‘advanced industrial nations in which 

institutionalized cruelty has been proscribed [and where] fantasies lurk beneath the 

surface’ (ibid). However, where he leaves this statement as a general hypothesis, I 

take it up as grounded theory. What I hope to do in my study is to take a position in 

which power and positionality are produced and articulated in and through discourses. 

I aim to situate the body at the centre of my study and to document the relation 

between meanings and the material. 
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1.2 A Qualifier 

Very early in my research, a conflicting usage of the terminology emerged 

from my fieldwork observations and interviews. On international blogs and websites 

such as www.alt.com, the term ‘BDSM’ was utilized by its practitioners in 

encompassing the range of sexual behaviours that they engaged in. However, 

SCMs/Singaporeans in general preferred the term ‘SM’ and were less familiar with 

the acronym BDSM and what it stood for. This despite the fact that although 

spanking, whipping and electro-torture were some of the activities indulged in at 

munches
8
, the most popular and regularly performed activity was bondage, that is, the 

state or practice of being physically restrained – as by being tied up, chained, or put in 

handcuffs – for sexual gratification. Whether it was a mid-air suspension of a six-foot 

Caucasian sub that required the strength of two men to pull off, or one of the SCMs 

tying up a female sub in a series of intricate knots, my observation of the audience 

confirmed that bondage was the most compelling performance. It seemed that the 

Singapore scene was more about ‘bondage’ than ‘sado-masochism’9.  

When I asked June about the difference between the two and if it was 

important, her immediate reaction was, ‘Have you been talking to the Singapore 

BDSMers, or maybe more accurate to say SMers, again?’ 

‘When Singaporeans use the word “SM”, they do not make the distinction 
between B&D, D&S, and S&M. They can be referring to anything that is 
kinky, which as you've correctly guessed, usually revolves around the locally 
popular Bondage & Discipline.  
The difference is v important!   It is only not important to Singaporeans bcoz 
they don't care, or are oblivious, or are just “not that into it”. Or assume 

                                                 
8 A ‘munch’ is a low-pressure social gathering for people involved in or interested in BDSM, usually at 
a restaurant. When available, munches often use a private room and people are free to arrive and leave 
within the specified hours. The primary purpose is socializing: munches often help those who are 
curious about the lifestyle meet others who may be able to help them become more comfortable and 
better informed. Munches can also be a place to get advice about or pass on anecdotes about BDSM 
experiences. 
9 The main difference between the two being that physical pain is more a property of sado-masochism 
than bondage. 
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everyone else must mean the same thing, and here, it is actually kinda 
true. “SM” doesn't really make any sense and “BDSM” is the most accurate.’ 

 

As I will argue later, the preference for ‘BDSM’ versus ‘SM’ among my informants is 

a reflection of one’s cultural capital as epitomized in one’s education and 

cosmopolitan identity. However, unlike June who pins the SCM usage of ‘SM’ to 

their general ignorance, I suggest that this preference is precisely due to SM’s 

pathological connotations as inherited from the “psy-sciences”. For the SCM, SM 

derives its deviant ‘kink’ qualities from its status as a mental illness or psychological 

affliction. BDSM as a sexual subculture is fairly young in Singapore and has yet to 

fully divest itself of these connotations. On the few occasions when SM is publicly 

discussed, it is still defined as a mental disorder for which one should seek medical 

advice. In an episode of ‘TabTV’ titled ‘Mutilators’, SM was discussed in the same 

breath as teenaged self-mutilators who ‘slash themselves because they think it’s fun 

and cool’ (TabTV, 2006). Those who indulge in SM  

‘include men like Lionel who gets sexual pleasure from pain. Psychologists 
have said, even though on the surface, Lionel's activities may not appear 
destructive as it doesn't affect the other areas of his life, it is a sign he is 
suffering from a mental disorder and should seek help’ (Ibid.). 

 
In this light, the Singaporean BDSM subculture is several decades behind the West. In 

Europe and the United States, practitioners refer to themselves as a BDSM 

community. This is evident in BDSM magazines, blogs and websites, virtually all of 

which originate from the West. 

Moreover, as shown in my literature review, anthropological and sociological 

literature have adopted the abbreviation ‘SM’ from its previous usage in psychology, 

psychiatry and psychoanalysis. My contention is that the scholarly usage of ‘SM’, 

‘S/m’, ‘sado-masochism’, or ‘sadism/masochism’ does not adequately grasp the 

complex of sexual behaviours that fall under this category. It is difficult to draw clear 
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lines of distinction between the related sexualities of bondage/discipline and 

dominance/submission from sadism/masochism, all of which possess the defining 

element of the derivation of sexual pleasure from pain. That said, it is important to 

stress that there exist important subtleties in the different nature of the pleasures 

derived and pain experienced. The term ‘BDSM’ includes the interlinked sexualities 

of bondage/discipline and dominance/submission that are conceptually distinct yet 

related to sadism/masochism (Weiss, M., 2006; Kolmes, K., Stock, W. and Moser, C., 

2006; Herman, R., 2007; and Westerfelhaus, R., 2007). Thus, I have chosen to use the 

term ‘BDSM’ as opposed to ‘SM’ as a conscious departure from the latter’s inherited 

“psy-sciences” baggage and to acknowledge it as a budding sexual subculture in 

Singapore. 

1.3 Theoretical Framing 

 At the heart of BDSM lies a play with power. It is this self-conscious and 

playful attitude that so artfully articulates the immaterial: What does it mean to be an 

SCM? An approach that sees the body as discursively produced is essential in 

exploring the identity constructions inscribed on and embedded in the SCM’s body. 

Following Butler’s definition of ‘sex’ as a regulatory ideal (1993:22), I understand the 

SCM’s desires and sexuality to be produced when he as citizen-subject responds to 

the interpellations of the Singapore state. In this way, the SCM’s desire and 

understandings of his own sexuality are rooted in institutional subject-demands. This 

does not equate to a simple mapping of state-interpellation onto citizen-response. The 

state has traced the outlines of legitimate desire. What is interesting for my analysis is 

that these are similarly echoed in the BDSM realm despite its status as illegitimate 

and deviant desire. If ‘sex’ is understood as societal norms, its contents are 

inextricably linked with taboo and transgression. BDSM can thus be viewed as a 
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controlled and highly ritualized transgression. Moreover, BDSM in Singapore 

presents an interesting case for study because it attracts the Chinese, middle-class 

males – the ‘norm’ category.  

1.4 Research Question 

My research has implications for three broad areas of theoretical concern. 

Firstly, what does the subordinate position of the SCM as hegemonic category of the 

population reveal about Singapore as disciplinary state and more generally, about 

disciplinary regimes in modern societies? Secondly, how does the theatricality of 

BDSM translate on the Singaporean stage? The analogy of BDSM as performance 

underscores the different roles of actor and audience, and accordingly, what each 

derives from the performance. Thirdly, how does the Singaporean BDSM scene 

compare with that in the West? What is the link between the racialized hierarchy 

evident in the local BDSM scene and Singapore’s position in the global economy? 

My findings have implications for the way sexuality is theorized across and between 

cultures and how it intersects with class and ethno-racial relations that have become 

increasingly transnational. Are the forms and operations of modern disciplinary 

regimes changing with globalization or articulating with new transnational cultural 

practices?  

1.5 Hypothesis  
 

In this paper, I will be addressing two questions: 1) Why BDSM? and 2) What 

is so unique about BDSM in Singapore? My contention is that BDSM is the 

manifestation of the symptom of anxiety that plagues the SCM. This anxiety derives 

from a state-level neurosis that has far-flung effects on the citizen psyche. Key to 

understanding the unique case of BDSM in Singapore is the concept of ‘discipline’ – 

the state actively disciplines the citizen body through its various campaigns, policies, 



 26 

moral panics, mass-media messages and governmental speeches. The aim of this 

disciplining project is ultimately a civilized society. However, my contention is that as 

a consequence of being disciplined to excess, up to the point of metaphorical death, 

the SCM finds in BDSM a form of catharsis. BDSM as practiced by the SCM is thus 

the symptom of an overly-disciplined and paternalist society. 

1.6 Methodology 

 
 When I first expressed my interest in studying BDSM in Singapore, the 

immediate reactions from my colleagues were almost always fieldwork-centred. They 

were skeptical about the feasibility of my research given the seeming difficulty of 

access to the field, and how I would manage my role as researcher in such an 

intensely private realm of people’s lives. In truth, fieldwork was the easiest hurdle. 

June, my initial contact, is an ex-colleague who introduced me to the main BDSM 

circle in Singapore
10

. The group is loosely made up of about fifteen to twenty active 

individuals at any given time11. There are around two males for every female; an even 

mix of ang mohs
12 or Caucasian male expatriates and SCMs; and several Singaporean 

Chinese females (SCFs) who accompany their male partners. There are virtually no 

female Caucasians or non-Chinese Singaporeans. In my two years of fieldwork, I had 

met only one Singaporean Indian Dom and a Singaporean Indian couple who were 

originally ‘swingers’ and decided to ‘try BDSM out’ after being invited to a munch by 

Jake
13

. The group members are mostly middle to upper-middle class and range in age 

                                                 
10 Refer to Appendix 2 for full list of informants and their biographical details. 
11 Active members are those who meet regularly at monthly munches. Inactive members number over 
two hundred and are those who join the group’s online Yahoo website which they typically find 
through an Internet search. Both groups are virtually active and participate in the subculture through 
chat forums, photograph album uploads, group polls etc.   
12 Ang moh, literally ‘red hair’ in Hokkien, is local slang for Caucasian. The term had pejorative 
undertones but these have faded somewhat with popular usage in local parlance and the media. 
13 Jake is a British expatriate working in Singapore and in his early fifties. He regularly opens his house 
as a venue for group munches and is viewed as ‘group leader’. He is known as ‘Master Jake’ or ‘MJ’ 
by the group members because munches are usually organized on his initiative. He is also one of the 
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from their mid-twenties to late fifties. As munches are held once a month, I asked 

June if there was any other way I might get in contact with Singaporeans who were 

interested in or included BDSM as part of their sexuality. She directed me to 

www.alt.com where I set up my own profile, filling in details such as gender, 

education, race and sexual orientation.   

Being forced to spell out my identity in such specific detail such as height, 

body type and hair/eye colour should have sensitized me to my position and relation 

to my potential informants. As I would soon learn, it is impossible to enter this field 

as a disembodied and asexual being. At the initial stage of my fieldwork when 

conducting interviews with SCMs, I felt that my identity and sexuality as a single 

female of ‘mixed race
14

’ was an interference. It was difficult and oftentimes 

frustrating to be physically and mentally ‘sized up’, propositioned and flirted with. 

After numerous attempts at re-directing the focus of the conversation to my informant 

and deflecting questions away from myself, I had an epiphany of sorts. In my 

eagerness to dissect the SCM psyche, I had neglected the fact of his body. And mine.  

A standpoint epistemology in which positionality and the situated nature of 

any knowledge that I would glean from my subject-location vis-à-vis the SCM’s is 

fundamental to this study. Rather than fight or ignore my physical being and social 

identity, I used it as a key to unlock the SCM’s inner workings. It was not simply 

acknowledging the different subject-locations we occupied, but being conscious of 

how the SCM as Self – Chinese, heterosexual male – regarded me as literal Other – a 

single female of unclear ethnicity. To the SCM, my ambiguous physical features 

prevented him from straightforwardly placing me in any racial category. In his mind, I 

                                                                                                                                            
moderators of the group’s website and as will be seen later, his gender, ethnicity and Dom role are 
interweaved into his role as group ‘leader’.  
14 I am of Chinese/Indian ethnicity and my physical features are not typical of either ethnicity. 
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was effectively constituted as racial ‘Other15’ and bundled with this knowledge was a 

mix of fear, desire and apprehension. Once I was cognizant of this objectification by 

the SCM, and more importantly, allowed rather than ignored the resulting ‘tension’, it 

became apparent how my position could give me privileged access to his inner self. 

This self-conscious reflexivity illustrates the theoretical significance of the body in an 

analysis of desire and sexuality. At munches, I was still teased half-jokingly about 

‘when it would be my turn’, but instead of demurring, I flirted back. It was an integral 

part of my performativity that I worked with and not against the definition of the 

situation. Despite my informants’ knowledge that I was ‘doing this for research’, it 

was my subject-position as single non-Chinese female that was kept at the forefront of 

their consciousness.  

In all, I interviewed some twenty people from June’s circle using a 

combination of structured and unstructured interviews. I attended twelve munches 

which were held at either of two locations: Jake’s home or a local gay bar that closed 

an eye (and a curtain) to our BDSM antics and paraphernalia. At these, I would 

engage various individuals in conversation, usually ending with an exchange of email 

addresses and a promise to speak more online. With the detachment that came with an 

Internet conversation, I probed them about their personal history and sexual 

experiences. Questions and answers that would have embarrassed were much more 

readily dealt with. With each informant, I had between three to twenty in-depth online 

conversations which I recorded with their permission.  

As the bar would close at midnight, the group often adjourned to Jake’s home 

for ‘play parties’ which took on a different and more intense nature. These would start 

harmlessly enough with drinks and milling around. But as the night wore on, playtime 

                                                 
15 In Singapore, the population is divided into four main ethnic groups or ‘races’ – Chinese, Malays, 
Indians and ‘Others’ – this last group consists mainly of Eurasians and other ethnic minorities. 
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would get serious. Although I usually declined to let myself be tied up, one evening 

after much cajoling, I let Jake buckle a heavy leather corset around my waist and strap 

my feet into a pair of glossy black five-inch heels. This one act of transforming my 

body gained me tacit approval and rewarded me with leverage at corresponding 

munches. Jake and several other SCMs were also fond of taking photographs at the 

munches and parties. These they uploaded onto the group website into albums which 

date back a decade. I checked the website regularly for discussion threads, 

photographs, information on future munches and updates on new members. 

From alt.com, I obtained contact from about thirty SCMs and conducted face-

to-face interviews with ten of them at public locations where we met either for lunch 

or a drink after work. Fieldwork at alt.com was straightforward. The numbers 

themselves are revealing: In Singapore, there are 11,123 ‘men seeking women’ 

compared to the 418 ‘women seeking men’. In third place are the 197 couples also 

‘seeking women’16.  In the space of two years, I received more e-mail, ‘winks’ and 

requests to be added on various networks than I could handle. In addition to online 

conversations, I also conducted content analyses of the local blogosphere at alt.com. 

June frequently updated me on her new postings and even suggested I create one to 

assist me in my data collection.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
16 http://alt.com/p/local.cgi?m=9069381_50179&trlid=dropdown_menu-2, ‘Get Local’ section for 
Singapore. Figures as of 4th February, 2008.  
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Chapter 2: Disciplinarity 

‘Oh, Singaporean Chinese male. Oh my god. They are bad, real bad. So cute, but 

so full of hang-ups. Dick size, bimbo girl behaviour, the list is endless.’ 

- Leah, German expatriate female sub 

 

In this chapter I will explain how different historical and socio-economical 

forces have worked to form the SCM subject. The subject-category ‘SCM’ is only 

created when the individual acquiesces to his identity as ascribed by the state. 

Interpellated by the state, he is transformed from amorphous entity to citizen-subject. 

It is by responding to his state-ascribed position, that he takes on that position and 

becomes the SCM. This position endows him with a unique subjectivity through 

which he knows, understands and experiences, amongst other things, desire and 

sexuality.  

2.1 The SCM Personality 

 In articulating the connection between state discourse and individual 

personality, I rely on a previous study – The Authoritarian Personality (1950) by 

Theodor Adorno, Else Frenkel-Brunswik, Daniel Levinson, and Nevitt Sanford. Their 

research was part of a joint undertaking of the Berkeley Public Opinion Study and the 

Institute for Social Research, also known as the Frankfurt School17 and an attempt to 

explain the conditions that allowed Nazism to gain a foothold in Europe. The 

Authoritarian Personality addressed itself to the question of whether the United States 

might harbour significant numbers of people with a ‘potentially fascistic’ disposition. 

Based on how respondents answered a series of questions
18

, the F-scale (F for fascist) 

                                                 
17 The latter organization, formed in Germany during the Weimar era, was leftist in orientation. Its 
leading members, including Adorno, aimed at understanding man and society by mixing a non-
orthodox form of Marxism with psychoanalytic theory. The Authoritarian Personality was part of a 
series called Studies in Prejudice, sponsored by the American Jewish Committee as part of an effort to 
produce basic research on religious and racial prejudice, especially, but not only, anti-Semitism. 

18 For example, subjects were asked how much they disagreed or agreed with such statements as:  
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identified nine key dimensions of a proto-fascist personality: conventionality, 

submissiveness, aggression, subjectivity, superstitiousness, toughness, cynicism, the 

tendency to project unconscious emotional responses onto the world, and heightened 

concerns about sex. The authoritarian personality type is defined by nine traits that 

were believed to cluster together as the result of psychodynamic, childhood 

experiences. These traits are conventionalism, authoritarian submission, authoritarian 

aggression, anti-intraception, superstition and stereotypy, power and "toughness," 

destructiveness and cynicism, projectivity, and exaggerated concerns over sex. So too, 

the authoritarian is predisposed to follow the dictates of a strong leader and 

traditional, conventional values.  

The nature of my methodology differs in significant ways from Adorno et al. 

Whereas the researchers relied on a standard set of questions, my interviews were 

more open-ended. Furthermore, my position as outside-researcher was not as clearly 

defined. Nevertheless, I attempt to draw out the same connection between personality 

and national (un)consciousness. I hypothesize that the state institutions of military and 

education have been central to the formation of a distinctive SCM personality, at the 

centre of which lies anxiety. 

 In Autobiography and Decolonization (2008), Philip Holden demonstrates 

how the Singapore Story is The Singapore Story - the latter is the title of Lee Kuan 

Yew’s autobiography published in 1998. Holden argues that four decades after 

                                                                                                                                            
"Obedience and respect for authority are the most important virtues children should learn." 
(Submissiveness.)  

"Homosexuality is a particularly rotten form of delinquency and ought to be severely punished." 
(Aggression and sex.)  

"No insult to our honor should ever go unpunished." (Toughness and aggression.)  

"No matter how they act on the surface, men are interested in women for only one reason." (Sex and 
cynicism.) 
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Singapore’s independence, ‘its social imaginary is still reliant on a sense of anxiety at 

not yet being a nation’ (Holden, P., 2008:170) and that Lee’s own self-fashioning 

through self-discipline, pragmatism, and ceaseless devotion to work in service of the 

nation are very much a part of a wider social imaginary enabled by the state (Holden, 

P., 2008:169). SCM masculinity is thus still very much shaped and conditioned by 

Lee’s vision of rugged masculine bodies which is rooted in both his personal career 

and the nation’s history. Holden stresses that ‘the focus here on character is crucial’: 

‘Lee’s memoirs work to bind present to past, to align narrator, protagonist and author 

in a trajectory of rational progress and self-discovery that mimes the nation’s’ 

(Holden, P., 2008:173). Holden ends this section affirming that the disciplinary 

practices that Lee urges are in service of nation, and this story of self-discipline 

becomes the nation’s story – asceticism now pressed into the service of capital and 

Singapore’s industrial development. BDSM can thus be argued as an ascetic corporeal 

experience that on the surface may appear of little service to the nation. Later, in re-

evaluating this statement, I contend otherwise. 

2.2 Pragmatism PAP-style 

In Flexible Citizenship, Aihwa Ong pins down an understanding of political 

economy as necessarily linked to capitalism, which she argues, ‘has become even 

more deeply embroiled in the ways different cultural logics give meanings to our 

dreams, actions goals, and sense of how we are to conduct ourselves in this world’ 

(Ong, A., 1999:16). This link between the forces of capitalism and cultural logics is 

nowhere more evident than in Singapore where the underlying logic of pragmatic and 

rational governance are regularly upheld by the PAP-state as their end of the bargain 

in an exchange for electorate support. ‘In countries such as Singapore, Malaysia and 

China, citizens are persuaded that their governments will guarantee economic and 
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social well-being in return for economic discipline and social conformity’ (Ong, A., 

1999:70). I will tease out how the separate threads of capitalism, globalization and 

pragmatism are weaved together into a discourse that will explicitly demonstrate on 

the one hand, the PAP-state’s anxiety, and correspondingly, the anxiety of the 

Singaporean Chinese male. It is the latter which is ultimately crystallized in the local 

practice of BDSM. 

Chua Beng Huat clearly explains the terms ‘pragmatism’ and ‘survivalism’ as 

they are employed and understood by the PAP-state and accordingly, by Singaporeans 

themselves:  

‘The historically determined condition at the time of political independence 
was distilled…by the PAP into an issue of the “survival of the nation”…If a 
measure of social control can be shown to contribute to economic growth, it is 
considered as necessary to survival per se and hence, “pragmatic”’ (Chua, B. 
H., 1995:4).  

 

Since the early period of independence, the key phrases in the state vocabulary are 

‘politics of survival’, building a ‘rugged society’ and adopting an ‘ideology of 

pragmatism’. Since their appearance on the PAP’s ideological front, these motifs have 

yet to disappear from Singaporeans’ national consciousness and together form one of 

the several strategies of ‘maintenance’ that the PAP-state constantly engages in. By 

emphasizing the supposed economically precarious situation of Singapore, it is 

explicitly suggested that political acquiescence with the PAP is for Singaporeans’ 

own betterment. 

2.3 Moral Panics, Acts of Maintenance and The Culture of Excess 

In addition to the economy, a second concern for the PAP-state is the twin 

concepts of unity/integration versus disunity/disintegration. For the PAP-state, unity 

and integration are equated with security and support for the regime. Following this, 

the PAP-state has to engage in constant maintenance of the social and motivational 
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domains such that its citizens are ‘constantly instructed and harried in order to prevent 

the political jungle from returning’ (Leifer, M., 2005:514). Indeed, the Singaporean 

state maintains power through orchestrating crises that become opportunities for the 

government to identify “threats” to state security, to marginalize potentially dissenting 

groups, and to instill self-surveillance in a population induced to feel continually 

under siege
19

 (Ong, A., 1999:72). Oftentimes, such crises evolve to moral panics 

when they are framed in terms of morality, for example when a certain group is 

demonized and defined as a threat to societal values. Examples of such crises include 

the declining (Chinese) marriage and birth rates, a “Marxist” conspiracy
20

 to subvert 

the state and the furor over “the Michael Fay incident21”. These crises serve several 

purposes including highlighting the supposed vulnerability of Singaporeans, fostering 

a mentality of dependency on the government and simultaneously galvanizing the 

country. In line with its philosophy of pragmatism, the PAP-state typically couches 

these in terms of language of survival in the economic jungle for its citizens. 

                                                 
19 By ‘orchestrating’, I do not mean that such crises are simply manufactured or drawn from nothing; 
rather, my purpose is to highlight their dramaturgical quality. In the orchestration of such a crisis, the 
state seizes on social trends and events which it defines, frames and assembles into a performance for 
consumption by the audience-citizenry.  

20 In 1986, the Catholic Church came under government scrutiny. The Catholic Archbishop was warned 
by the Minister for Home Affairs that certain Catholic organizations were being used for subversive 
political ends and that the government could not allow such political activism. One of the key figures in 
the “conspiracy” was Vincent Cheng, who penned articles on the inequalities and injustices of the 
socio-political system which ‘incite[d] disaffection with society and urge for revolutionary change’ 
(ST, 27 May 1987). Invoking the Internal Security Act (ISA) in 1987 the government detained sixteen 
members of the Catholic Church without trial for their involvement in the alleged “conspiracy”. In the 
ensuing media frenzy, the media and government launched a vigorous critique of Liberation Theory 
and openly associated it with the part played by radical Catholicism in the 1986 ousting of President 
Marcos in the Philippines. 

21 In 1994, Michael Peter Fay, an American teenager became Singapore's most famous -- or notorious -
- prison inmate. After pleading guilty to vandalism charges, the 18-year-old student was sentenced on 
March 3 to four months in jail, a $2,200 fine and six strokes of the cane. The story made headlines 
worldwide, especially after U.S. President Bill Clinton asked the Singapore government to waive the 
caning, which he called "excessive." After losing an appeal against his sentence, Fay asked Singapore's 
President Ong Teng Cheong for clemency. On May 4, the government announced that the Cabinet had 
recommended to Ong that Fay's caning be reduced to four strokes as a gesture of respect for the 
American president. 
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Souchou Yao too makes the link between Singapore’s history and the PAP-

state’s strategy of ‘constant maintenance’, discussing a ‘culture of excess’ which has 

come out of the telling and retelling of the Singapore Story. Utilizing the language of 

psychoanalysis, he contends that this culture of excess is a symptom of the dramatic, 

violent experience of national struggle which has become a national culture and akin 

to trauma (Yao, S., 2007:32, emphasis added). This ‘driving impulse’ although 

historically economically-derived, has generalized to become an amorphous state-

level neurosis centering on ‘real or imaginary dangers’. While Yao has shown how 

the PAP-state’s relentless emphasis on pragmatism has bubbled over into a culture of 

excess that sees both citizen and state in the grips of a nervous energy, in this chapter, 

I go a step further to examine the effects this state-level neurosis has on the SCM’s 

mind and behaviour. How does the culture of excess play out in the discourse of the 

everyday? 

Recently, the deaths of two National Service men in the space of as many days 

alarmed Singaporeans who, in the following days, were assured by Defence Minister 

Teo Chee Hean that ‘preliminary inquiries showed that procedures such as medical 

treatment and evacuation were in place, and that they were being followed’. However, 

he concluded that ‘[by] my own sense – not based on any statistical evidence – our 

soldiers are fitter but maybe less rugged’ (Today, 16 June 2008). The anxiety – both 

real and imagined – is directed at physical resilience, echoing Lee’s language of 

survivalism and the Durkheimian metaphor of society as body
22
. Another example is a 

                                                 
22 Several days later, a front-page report posed the questions: ‘Are the younger generation of 
Singaporeans growing up less physically rugged than their fathers? Is the obsession with the Internet 
and computer games leading to a generation who exercise only their fingers and are not as fit as they 
should be?’ (ST, 15 June 2008). The article was a mishmash of quotes drawn from online forums, 
sports doctors, fitness instructors and PE teachers, ‘most [of whom] cautioned against jumping into any 
conclusions from the recent deaths’. Despite the incongruity of the compelling headline and triviality of 
the article’s actual content, it went on to say that, ‘Still, going by anecdotal evidence, some fitness 
instructors and PE teachers said it does seem like the young today may not be as fit’ (Ibid.).  
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report titled ‘MM Lee, participants of 1968 NDP recount heavy downpour 

experience’. Almost forty years later, Lee recalls the resolute spirit of the contingents 

as they stood motionless awaiting command and the commander’s decision to carry 

on with the National Day parade despite the heavy rain: 

‘If we showed a lack of resolve, we just scattered because of the rain, what 
would our friends make of us and what would those who are not our friends 
make of us? So we said, “No, we will go through this because to call it off, 
means that all my talk about a rugged society, we're going to make it, is just 
empty talk”. It couldn't be done’ (CNA, 27 August 2005).  

 

Launched in the 1960s, Lee’s rugged-society model was thus perfectly epitomized in 

this incident which fused physical resilience, mental fortitude and national solidarity. 

The same report posed the question that a trade-off had been made between mental 

and physical conditioning: ‘As the third-generation SAF slews more towards the high-

tech, are its more educated servicemen less physically rugged than previous 

cohorts?23’ The link between the mental and physical has greater resonance, 

particularly in light of my contention that having been disciplined to excess, to the 

point of metaphorical death, the SCM engages in BDSM to feel alive again24. This 

connection between the corporeal experience of self-inflicted pain and subsequent 

rejuvenation of the soul is perhaps the flipside of Lee’s vision of rugged bodies.  

                                                                                                                                            
Two weeks later, Singaporeans were reminded by a second front-page headline, ‘Today’s NSmen – 
more fit but less tough’ (ST, 1 July 2008), that their rugged national culture was slipping away between 
their fingers. In explaining the aforementioned difference between ‘fitness’ and ‘ruggedness’, it was 
surmised that although fitness as measured by the National Physical Fitness Award appeared to be 
improving given the increasing pass rates, it was coupled with rising obesity levels, a reduction of 
Basic Military Training from five to four months and the dubious suggestion that the rising fitness-test 
pass rates were attributable to ‘students being better prepared for the tests, which are becoming viewed 
like one more subject to be aced’. In a strange twist of words, the national physical fitness test became 
an academic test of one’s mental ability. 
23 When pressed for his views, Lee ‘felt the 1968 generation seemed more rugged than today's and 
that's because of the progress, material comfort and the way children are being brought up’ (Ibid.). 
24 BDSM as a sexuality that emphasizes ‘mental work’, an emotional connection between partners and 
popularly conceived of by the group as ‘kink for intellectuals’ is thus ideally suited to exploring the 
connection between the mental, physical and the body. 
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 Seen thus, we have the connection from history of national struggle, 

reconstructed in the present as trauma, the repercussions of which is an intense and 

excessive anxiety. For the state, worrying to excess is ironically the balm for the 

‘traumatic mind’; it is in a warped way, simultaneously the symptom and the cure. 

Ideally, the constant re-telling of the Singapore Story will ‘imbue the national subject 

with this [same] anxiety’ and will ‘desirably generate a nervous energy that prepares 

the nation for disaster’ (Yao, S., 2007:40). In this way, Yao can assert that it is both 

the ‘culture of excess’ and Singaporeans themselves who are ‘made the suffering 

symptoms’, to which I add: of and for the PAP-state. 

2.4 State and Citizen on Freud’s Couch 

My argument thus far is that the twin anxieties of the PAP-state – that of 

economy/security and equated with consolidation of political hegemony – form the 

underlying logic of its ‘acts of constant maintenance’ which it conducts in the form of 

state-sponsored moral panics. These inevitably end up dividing the population 

unequivocally into categories such as ‘cosmopolitan/heartlander25’, ‘stayer/quitter’26, 

and through the government-controlled mass media, such anxiety attacks are 

consciously manipulated and elevated to the level of national culture. What is 

significant for my analysis is the link between the SCM’s anxious mind and 

disciplined body and how these state-anxieties (re)produce SCM citizen-anxiety. 

                                                 
25 From then PM Goh Chok Tong’s National Day Rally Address 1999 in which he mentioned that there 
were two types of Singaporeans – the cosmopolitan and the heartlander. The cosmopolitan he defined 
as international in perspective and contributing to the generation of wealth for Singapore. The 
heartlanders, however, make their living within Singapore and have local orientation and interests 
(Binnie, J., 2006). 

26 From his National Day Rally Address 2002: ‘Fair-weather Singaporeans will run away whenever the 
country runs into stormy weather. I call them "quitters". Fortunately, "quitters" are in the minority. The 
majority of Singaporeans are "stayers". "Stayers" are committed to Singapore. Rain or shine, they will 
be with Singapore.’ 
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What are the effects of the ‘culture of excess’ and state-orchestrated crises on the 

SCM body? 

In The Protestant Ethic (1958), Max Weber shows how Calvinistic 

Christianity both directly and indirectly cultivated asceticism and self-denial in the 

individual’s pursuit of economic gain. Such an ethical worldview emphasized hard 

work, frugality and minimal consumption. Although Weber does not discuss it 

explicitly, this discourse would produce a certain kind of body. Foucault elaborates on 

this connection between discourse and the body in his discussion of medicine in 

ancient Rome:  

‘[M]edicine was not conceived simply as a technique of intervention, relying, 
in cases of illness, on remedies and operations. It was also supposed to define, 
in the form of a corpus of knowledge and rules, a way of living, a reflective 
mode of relation to oneself, to one’s body, to food, to wakefulness and sleep, 
to the various activities, and to the environment.’ (Foucault, M., 1984:100). 

 

The medicinal discourse came accompanied with an obligate worldview, including a 

clear and defined mode of relation to oneself and one’s body
27

. The questions for this 

thesis are therefore: What is the precise nature of the socio-moral sentiment that 

shaped and moulded the SCM body? What corresponding worldview was defined and 

through what state institutions was it effected?  

 In the PAP-state’s efforts to catapult Singapore out of poverty, Goh Keng 

Swee – one of the first-generation leaders
28

 – astutely focused on the non-economic 

factors that would propel economic growth. Drawing from The Protestant Ethic, he 

emphasized that ‘the early stages of economic growth…needs a robust philosophical 

outlook to go through with it’ (Goh, K. S., 1972:45). With the release of The Goh 

                                                 
27 The general principles suggested a ‘tighter structuring of life, and solicited a more constantly vigilant 
attention to the body: an intensification, much more than a radical change; an increase of apprehension 
and not a disparagement of the body’ (Ibid.).  
28 His political career consisted of a list of overlapping ministerial appointments from 1959 to 1984: 
1959-70 Minister of Finance, 1965-79 Minister of Defence, 1973-80 Deputy Prime Minister, 1979-84 
Minister of Education, and 1980-84 First Deputy Prime Minister. 
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Report (1979) on the development of Singapore’s education system, it was proposed 

that moral education in the form of Religious Knowledge would be included as part of 

the syllabus. The school was thus the main institution in which such an outlook would 

be promulgated. Among the subjects offered were Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, 

Hinduism and World Religions; but it was Confucian Ethics that was the prime focus 

of official promotion, such that it took on the character of a societal campaign
29

.  

Despite the state’s best efforts, the Religious Knowledge programme was 

discontinued in 1989 due to its unintended effects that included highlighting religious 

differences and the problem of student/teacher proselytization. However, the model 

citizen in terms of the Confucian ideal of “Jūnzǐ” (Chinese: 君子; literally 

“nobleman”) who combines the qualities of saint, scholar, and gentleman is still being 

promoted through Special Assistance Plan (SAP) schools. In SAP schools, English 

and Mandarin are taught at first language level and several other academic and non-

academic subjects are taught in Mandarin including Chinese literature, history, art and 

music. Places in SAP schools are reserved for the top 8 per cent of PSLE graduates 

from Chinese-medium schools and so only cater to the top section of the populace. 

How are the minds and bodies of the rest of Singaporean youth moulded? 

2.5 Disciplined & Punished 

‘The school teaches ‘know-how’, but in forms which ensure subjection to the 

ruling ideology or the mastery of its ‘practice’.’ 

- Louis Althusser (1971) 
 

The majority of my SCM informants recalled their primary school days 

affectionately. When I asked them to describe interactions with their teachers, and if 

                                                 
29 According to Eddie Kuo’s analysis of the Confucian movement, Confucianism was deemed suitable 
because ‘it was compatible with the dominant political culture in Singapore, specifically in terms of 
paternalism, communitarianism, pragmatism, and secularism’ (Kuo, E., 1996). To these, Kwok adds 
‘authoritarianism’, likening the movement to other ‘social engineering’ programmes (Kwok, K., 
1999:64).  
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they were ‘good or naughty boys’, they recalled numerous instances of discipline. For 

example, although Eric described caning as very common and that he ‘used to be 

caned in p1 for not getting at least 90 marks in Chinese spelling’, he still manages to 

joke about it. ‘When we got caned, we dun tell our parents, or we will get round two!’ 

Wayne too describes an incident with his school principal: 

‘The time my friend found a wallet on the floor, he passed me some of the 
contents, we got accused of stealing and got sent to [the principal’s] office. 
HahaHAh. He threatened to feed us to his dogs and made us kneel on the floor 
and got caning. Hahah kinky eh =P [‘cheeky’ emoticon] He said, first I'm 
gonna make you brush the dog's teeth, then after that I'll throw you into a cage 
with him, and let him eat you. ROFL [Rolling On the Floor Laughing]. I can't 
believe I believed that kinda shit. Me and my friend were begging for our 
lives. It’s so funny when u think back.’ 

 
However, their tone changed when they went on to describe their secondary school 

experiences. While the SCMs were disciplined strictly at both primary and secondary 

level, it is their memories of the latter that are more disconcerting. Keith and Eric both 

became more somber when describing the discipline system at their secondary 

schools: 

‘In my sch, it’s previously known as gangster sec school, so they actually 
posted two teachers who were part of police. Can arrest n cane ppl. They were 
the fiercest. The female teacher's shouts were terrifying ok, can hear from all 
over the whole school.’ 
 
‘There's the discipline mistress who is always loitering around somewhere 
waiting to catch guy's long hair n ushering them to the office to cut it for them. 
One of the rare times u see guys cry is when they get their hair cut in sch by 
her.’ 

 

Keith’s account of police presence at his school highlights the intermeshing of 

student-teacher and citizen-state relations in which teachers are simultaneously law-

enforcers charged with policing their students’ physical appearance and movements
30

. 

                                                 
30 The School Honorary Volunteer Special Constabulary Scheme initiated in 1997 appoints discipline 
masters/mistresses, teachers and operations managers as officers vested with equal powers of a police 
officer. The scheme’s objectives are to ‘enhance the role of school-based disciplinarians and serve as 
an extension of police presence in our schools’. Currently, there are more than 200 such officers or 
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Their recollections of student-teacher interaction and the disciplinary system are 

tinged with a harder, sinister quality.  

It is also interesting that their most striking memories are of female discipline. 

Keith described a ‘female police cum teacher’ whose shouts he remembers most 

vividly. Eric’s discipline mistress ‘had the power to give u detention. She walks in the 

crowd in the morning, checks ur hair length.’ In ‘Sexing the Teacher’, Sheila 

Cavanagh (2005) discusses the sensationalist media coverage of twenty-six year old 

Amy Gehring, a former teacher who allegedly indecently assaulted two former 

students in the British school to which she was recruited in 2000 from her native 

Canada. Cavanagh contends that: 

‘Although Gehring’s sexualized persona was publicly frowned on, the same 
persona of the sexually dominant female is sought out in British and North 
American S-M dungeons, suggesting that the persona is central to culturally 
inscribed fantasy…Spankings and canings are particularly common requests in 
the contemporary British context’ (Cavanagh, S., 2005). 

 

Apparently, the fantasy of a sexually dominant female is not confined to Western 

societies. Modelled after British schools which have since abolished corporal 

punishment, Singaporean schools thus present an interesting point of comparison. 

Much of school discipline involves close monitoring of the students’ physical 

appearance and movements: the students’ bodies are constantly subjected to the gaze 

of the state/teacher-cop. Singaporean schools are known for draconian rules regarding 

hair/fingernail length, socks, shirtsleeves, permitted jewellery, spectacles and watch 

styles amongst other things. Regular spot-checks are typically conducted at morning 

assembly where the form teacher and prefects of each class walk down the lines of 

                                                                                                                                            
'teacher-cops' serving in 134 secondary schools and Vocational Training Centres. In addition, these 
teacher-cops have a uniform to wear although most decline to. 
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students scrutinizing each student from head to toe. Punishments are physically meted 

out on the students’ bodies. Keith described instances when he  

‘forgot to do [homework], forgot to bring stuff, noisy in class [and was] asked 
to stand in front of class and was beaten with this long ruler that my teacher 
has. For other teacher, we were asked to squat thruout the lesson. It was 
painful. [Was getting beaten like that common?] Very! Or u stand outside the 
classroom lor. Or under the hot sun on the basketball court.’  

 

While girls are spared corporal punishment, boys are caned for offences ranging from 

disrespecting their teachers, to smoking and gang violence. Caning sessions are 

sometimes held in the principal’s office, but usually in front of the offender’s class or 

in severe cases, the entire school. This kind of physical punishment combined with 

public humiliation bears lasting impact on the SCM consciousness. Both Singaporean 

and non-Singaporean members from the BDSM group confirmed that many SCMs are 

into humiliation as part of BDSM play. According to June, ‘they derive their 

humiliation from forced feminization, kneeling on floor and just being told what to 

do, being told they r worthless, have tiny cock, etc.’ Although Keith related how a 

few ‘gangster boys’ prided themselves on not flinching while being caned and smiling 

at the school audience when they walked offstage, what is salient is the connection 

between punishment and its public venue. As will be elucidated in the following 

chapter, this has ramifications for the SCM’s fascination with the spectacle quality of 

BDSM. 

In describing his secondary school experience, the change in Wayne’s tone 

was even more drastic. He linked his miserable time at school with its Chineseness: 

‘Sec school was shit for me. I hated that place. Didn't fit in. Dunman High. Chinese 

Communist shit place31’. He went on to describe it as ‘very regimental, like under the 

                                                 
31 Dunman High School is one of ten SAP schools in Singapore. Currently, SAP schools only cater to 
those studying the Mandarin mother tongue. In a SAP school, several other academic and non-
academic subjects may be taught in Mandarin including Chinese literature, history, art and music – 
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regime of fear of the Discipline master’. A decade on, he is still bitter about his 

experience: 

‘Actually even to this day, I bear a grudge against all those Chinese teachers 
that did me wrong. In that school, [one’s Chinese grades] counted for the 
WORLD. I desire to stab their heart and twist it slowly and watch them die. It 
was that bad. But I dun give a fuck, proved all of them wrong with an A2 
grade for O's [GCE ‘O’ level exams] and was like, HAH in your face 
MOTHERFUCKERS. Those narrow-minded mofos [motherfuckers], prolly 
thought it was a fluke. I’ve a strong hate for anything that looks remotely like 
a Chinese Teacher.’ 

 
In Dunman High, Wayne is interpellated as racially Chinese but English-speaking. 

The fact that this is a problematic identity is ingrained into him – he is a ‘failure’ 

because his Chinese ‘sucks’
32

. This difference has repercussions for his involvement 

with BDSM. The irony of this is that it is precisely this ‘problematic’ clash between 

the West as embodied in the English language and ‘Asian values’ that SAP schools 

                                                                                                                                            
forms of “high-culture” – ostensibly the cultural ballast against the invasion of the West31. Almost all 
students that attend SAP schools are ethnically Chinese, and those who are not usually study Mandarin. 
In some schools, assemblies, routine public announcements and other formal and ceremonial events 
including the school song and motto are in Mandarin. These are intentional moves to allow students to 
be immersed into a Chinese-speaking environment. Consequently, SAP students tend to use Mandarin 
more frequently on a daily basis. As I will argue in Chapter 4, while an English education has always 
been linked with a globalized worldview and cosmopolitan identity there is ambiguity about the 
connotations of a Chinese education. Whereas the connotations of someone ‘Chinese-educated’ were 
once negative, this view has been subject to considerable revision with the emergence of China’s 
economic clout in recent decades. 
32 He describes being ‘singled out for scoldings and being made to look silly during Chinese lessons’. 
This public humiliation has already been illustrated earlier in the example of public caning sessions and 
will be seen again later in the SCMs’ relation of their National Service (NS) experience. Intriguingly, 
in an unrelated message thread on the local group’s BDSM website, a Singaporean female group 
member had posted details of one of the SCM member’s persistently rude attempts at propositioning 
her. The few members who replied to her posting laughed it off but one of the SCMs retorted: 

‘Perhaps if we spent a little effort in etiquette education instead of knee-jerking, we might 
actually reduce the number of such incidents. Public humiliation is so "Singapore 

government". Surely we're better than these sexually-repressed, gay-bashing, BDSM-hating 
men in white?’ (emphasis added). 

Apparently, there is a realization and recognition at a particular style of disciplining as being uniquely 
Singaporean, or more accurately uniquely PAP. When Wayne claimed that ‘not many girls come out 
into the open [about BDSM]’ and I asked why this was so, he replied: ‘Blame Singapore. The scrutiny 
of the public eye. They fear the harsh backlash that others may give.’  
The further implications of this Singapore/PAP-style of the necessarily public nature of humiliation or 
punishment will be taken up in the following chapter which discusses BDSM as a space for punishment 
as play, parody and performance. As contended earlier, this kind of public degradation has a lasting 
impact on the SCM’s psyche and conception of himself. 
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were established to address33. It is significant to note that prior to 1979, Confucianism 

was not even a topic for public discussion in Singapore. Ironically, as Goh himself 

noted in a 1976 speech on the SAF study that drug addicts tended to come from 

broken families, 

‘…a great majority of drug addicts among SAF soldiers are dropouts from the 
English stream. Nearly all of these are from dialect-speaking families. I 
suspect that the feeling of inadequacy, insecurity, over-anxiety and other 

personality defects arise in school when the child is educated in a language 

which is not spoken at home’ (Goh, K. S., 1976, emphasis added) 
 

While the SAF soldiers dropped out of school and turned to drugs, Wayne went on 

from Dunman High to junior college and eventually to university. He too experiences 

the same feelings of over-anxiety but while the SAF soldier may have turned to drugs, 

Wayne found his solace in BDSM. 

 Faii, a former student of both Raffles Institution and junior college – 

Singapore’s premier schools – was my youngest SCM informant at nineteen years old 

and the newest to BDSM. In his narrative on NS, he displayed frustration at the 

‘lower mentality’ that National Service (NS) required and disparaged it as ‘a huge 

waste of time’ no less than four times in the course of our conversation. This was 

particularly grating for him as a member of the ‘elite’: 

‘The army is a one-size-fits-all thing that is sadly based on the capabilities of 
the average individual. There's a sizeable elite (for lack of a more politically-
sensitive descriptor) that's disadvantaged. A lot of them just end up being 
technicians, clerks, storemen. I’ll be ending up as a clerk most prob.’ 
 

Due to a back injury, Faii suffered a downgraded status and was ‘disappointed [he] 

couldn’t go for officer command school’. Despite admitting that he ‘sounded rather 

arrogant’, he elaborated on the nature of his resentment: 

                                                 
33 The Asian values debate was one of the PAP-state’s strategies of maintenance which combined both 
crisis production and a moral panic. The crisis identified was one of ‘Westernization’ and to galvanize 
the local population, the PAP-state seized upon the figure of the hippie as symbolic of everything that 
was wrong with the West. 
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‘Sometimes when you realise that all your female friends and non-
Singaporean friends have gotten offers from top unis around the world and are 
doing interesting stuff while you're in NS, it gets quite frustrating.’ 
 

Like the English-speaking Wayne in his Chinese SAP school, Faii’s location in the 

discursive space of NS is deeply troubling for him. Coming from the premier schools 

of Singapore, he is used to being a leader and his ‘Pes C’ downgraded status 

contradicted this conception of himself. Like Wayne, language was also an issue for 

Faii who linked it explicitly with class and education level: 

‘Singlish and Mandarin are a must. Proper grammar is reserved for other JC 
and poly guys (more for the former). That’s another instance of intellectual 
downshifting.  It’s distasteful but necessary I guess.’ 

 

For Faii, English was a marker of his class position and education level. He resented 

his clerk position and being forced to ‘intellectually downshift’ by conversing in 

Singlish, Mandarin, Hokkien as it represented to him a ‘waste’ of his intellect and 

abilities. 

 Accordingly, I surmise that for both Wayne and Faii, BDSM as a sexuality 

imported from the West functions as a space where they reclaim ‘English-ness’ as a 

status marker. Jack, another SCM, who was educated in Singapore, Indonesia and the 

United States, said of his requirements for a girlfriend/sexual partner: ‘[She] has to 

speak good English; I don’t like it when people speak Chinese to me even though I 

can speak Mandarin, Teochew, Hokkien, Cantonese and Indonesian
34

.’ As I contend 

throughout this chapter, the group that undergoes the heaviest and strictest forms of 

state discipline is the Chinese heterosexual middle-class male. It is primarily this 

group that seeks out BDSM as a way to cope with the anxieties from their insecure 

                                                 
34 Later, he related a recent incident at a munch in which Dickson ‘the China man’ had requested a lift 
home: ‘I was very irritated at him because he didn’t ask directly. Instead, he asked where I lived and 
when I said “the West”, he said “Me also!” expecting me to volunteer to drive him home. No way I’m 

driving anybody home!’ As someone who takes pride in his transnational education, upbringing and 
relationships, it is evident where ‘Chinese’ or the (exclusively) Chinese-speaking lie in Jack’s 
hierarchy of ethno-racial identities.  
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social position. Individuals like Wayne, Faii and Jack who have either experienced an 

‘extra’ lashing from their teachers, a seemingly unfair deal from NS or who embrace 

the language and culture of the West, too display an increased proclivity to BDSM.  

The SCMs also drew similarities between their time in school to that in the 

military in two different ways. Firstly, Wayne and Keith made a compelling link 

between (physical) punishment and its sexual undercurrents. In History of Sexuality 

(1978), Foucault expounds on the connection between pleasure and power. While 

power implies inequality, humiliation and pain, its mechanisms function with a 

double impetus: 

‘The pleasure that comes of exercising a power that questions, monitors, 
watches, spies, searches out, palpates, brings to light; and on the other hand, 
the pleasure that kindles at having to evade this power, flee from it, fool it, or 
travesty it…Capture and seduction, confrontation and mutual reinforcement: 
parents and children, adults and adolescents, educator and students, doctors 
and patients, the psychiatrist with his hysteric and his perverts, all have played 
this game…’ (Foucault, M., 1978: 45, emphasis added). 

 
Foucault thus conceptualizes power as a mechanism of attraction in which pleasure is 

discovered through both its exercise and evasion. Keith revealed that he had often felt 

sexually aroused during his school and NS punishments: 

‘I do get punished in my CCA [co-curricular activity] lah coz I joined 
volleyball den the training was tough. [Why did you get punished there?] Coz 
I wasn’t performing gd enough so my coach got to penalise me. [What did he 

make you do?] Hey, u're getting me high u noe, wtf [what the fuck]. [High?] 
Hard. [How come you’re getting hard thinking about this?] Some kind of 
fetish I guess. Haha. [Has it happened before?] Often, when I see ppl getting 
punished or I kanna punished. Wonder why u din ask my NS days. Haha those 
were worse.’ 

 

I had not brought up the topic of NS yet and his was an unexpected revelation in 

which he had pre-empted the topic, illustrating the connection between the school and 

military as part of the state’s disciplinary apparatus that carve out the SCM’s psyche. 
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In his discussion of Goh Keng Swee as Singapore’s ‘social architect’, Kwok (1999) 

says: 

‘With the institutionalization of NS, in addition to national security, Goh Keng 
Swee had the idea of fostering “the sense of alertness in an amoral generation 
filled with parvenu values”. The process of systematically putting whole 
cohorts of young men through two or more years of military service was, 
among other things, a massive process of disciplining Singaporean youth.’ 
(Kwok, K., 1999:59, emphasis added) 

 

Accordingly, this thesis is a study of the unintended consequences of the disciplinary 

process. Yao has already contended that the ‘sense of alertness’ has bubbled over into 

a culture of excess, but how has this impacted on the SCM’s conceptions of his 

desires and sexuality? Keith went on to say of his two-year ‘imprisonment’: 

[Do you remember any incidences when you got punished and got that high 

feeling?] Yea, in camp. I felt like I’m stucked in there, got to be “tormented” 
but I couldn’t escape. [How did that make you high?] When I was punished 
lor. [What went through your mind?] Haha. Like “pls stop tormenting me”. 
[But you were conscious of the fact that you were in some part enjoying it?] 

Hehe, yah. 
 

For the SCM, NS thus reinforces the discursive construction they undergo at school. 

However, while the discursive construction that takes place in the classroom is mostly 

symbolic, that in NS places an all-consuming focus onto the body which is put 

through intense physical exertion, deprivation and conditioning. This may account for 

the fact that firstly, fewer Singapore Chinese females take to BDSM and secondly, 

those who do become subs do not display a similar kind of neurotic obsession and 

insecurity that is evident in the majority of SCMs.  

 The second way that the SCMs likened NS to school was through the 

importance of obeying commands and performing tasks. Faii said: 

‘It's just like school. You just go through the motion, just have to listen to 
orders and follow.’ 
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What the SCMs found problematic was the seemingly senseless nature of orders and 

punishments meted out. Faii described an incident involving one of his army mates: 

The usual punishment [for mishandling a rifle] is guard duty but for Ninja 
Company, this friend of ours had to open and fold his groundsheet repeatedly 
to the sergeant's satisfaction. Each time he failed, he was pumped 50 [made to 
do fifty push-ups] then he was made to strip and assemble the rifle…By time 
his ordeal was over, including all the shouting, he had done several hundred.’ 

 

Niki also described how one of his officers got demoted after one of his army mate’s 

parents ‘complained to the ministry’ because they had been subjected to ‘harsh 

punishments which is actually not supposed to be part of training’. When I asked him 

how he and his army mates had reacted to this, he retorted: 

‘Curse the commander all the time lor, thinking whether is this part of military 
training or is it just sadistic punishment by govt. Have to take it like slave, do 
what as they say. This is not abt fighting for war. This is more like harsh 
endurance training. If we go for war, I think we will kill the commander first 
and run away.’ 

 
To cope in such an environment and undoubtedly to preserve his own sanity, the 

SCM mentally switches off. What is highlighted here is the deadened state of mind 

that both school and especially NS not only stimulate, but require. The latter is a two-

year ordeal in which rapid-fire commands are barked, orders are given and senseless 

punishments are frequently meted out. Under such circumstances, the best attitude to 

adopt would be one of total obedience and compliance. These mind-numbing 

pressures combined with the intense physicality of military training produce anxieties 

in the SCM, the effects of which are evident both during the NS period and the years 

to come.  

 What of the rest of the population? As described above, it is the SCM group 

that is subject to the harshest disciplinary experiences. This engenders within him a 

proclivity to BDSM. The second question is why BDSM is not far more popular I 

within the SCM population? I suggest that it is the factor of propinquity that sets apart 
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this smaller group which has a very strong online presence, as the earlier comparative 

statistics illustrate. It is thus a smaller sub-set of SCMs who are the most likely to 

discover BDSM through the Internet, international/transnational popular culture and 

mass media and also most likely to interact with the ang mohs in the workplace or 

leisure. Propinquity is defined as nearnesss in place (proximity); affinity of nature 

(similarity); and nearness in time. All three are fulfilled by the SCM/the ang moh in 

Singapore: by definition of their language, education, occupation and social circles, 

this smaller group of SCMs finds themselves in closer and more frequent contact with 

ang mohs. Propinquity explains why some SCMs participate in BDSM and others do 

not. What of these other SCMs? I hypothesize that this latter group engages in other 

activities such as working out at the gym, going to spas, buying beauty or cosmetic 

products and training for marathons/iron-man competitions. All these activities 

demonstrate an intense and renewed focus on the body and can be seen as a different 

expression of masculine corporeal energy/anxiety. BDSM is thus one of the avenues 

through which this nervous energy is channelled. 

 Following these examples of the symbolic discursive construction and bodily 

discipline that SCMs are made to undergo, the question now is, how have these 

shaped the contours of SCM subjectivity and masculinity. 

2.6 What is Singaporean Chinese masculinity? 

 In conversation with my SCM informants, several similarities emerged when 

discussing how they discovered their attraction towards BDSM. Typically, their story 

began with an initial curiosity which led them to BDSM websites or chat groups. This 

is where they learnt the jargon and different techniques of BDSM play such as self-

bondage, pet-play and sensory deprivation. Thomas relates, “[From the] Internet, I try 

self-bondage. Then I went deeper, I try breath control, then mummification. [But] 
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always alone, no one to partner”. Ray recounts, ‘A few years ago, online at a 

chatroom. When I was trying to play with this virtual avatar chat thing. After which I 

found out that there is the dom/sub lifestyle, and the bondage. So I got an interest and 

read up about it.’ The importance of the Internet in promoting the increasing 

popularity and visibility of alternative sexualities is nothing new. However, what is 

unique in Singapore is that for the SCM, this initial foray into BDSM via the Internet 

is a period of intense self-discovery and exploration of his sexuality. Jing says: “When 

I was in JC, I distinctly recall saying that I didn’t know why anyone would find 

pleasure in pain”. [My] deviance was still latent.” He then elaborated on his ‘intense 

period’, from when he was nineteen to twenty-one: 

“My sexuality then became more “clear” to myself. I used the Internet to 
explore, search for pictures. It’s a phase that everyone goes through – 
discovering and exploring. When I found pictures and online groups, I wasn’t 
the only one…I used the Internet to meet subs/Doms, talk about likes and 
dislikes with different people, to see if we were compatible.” 

 

When asked if he knew then what BDSM role he preferred, Wayne admits: “Not 

really. I was rather confused. Back then, my whole D/s [Domination/submission] 

thing was really more restricted to myself. Both men clearly differentiate between 

their identity now from that in their transitionary period35.’  

For SCMs like Jing and Wayne, the exploration of their burgeoning adolescent 

sexuality is linked to an attraction to BDSM which can be depicted in a series of three 

stages. First, is their entry into the disciplinary apparatus of the state in the form of 

their formal education and compulsory two-year stint in NS. The SCM personality 

thus materializes through discursive construction by teachers, parents, principals, NS-

mates and army superiors. Secondly, once thoroughly imbued with constant anxiety 

                                                 
35 Jing refers to ‘amateurish incidents’ and a JC episode in which he was fooling around with a few 
classmates as ‘experimental’ – ‘we were horny geek boys’. Other SCMs I spoke to all confirmed 
coming to BDSM on the Internet between the ages of eighteen to twenty – the youngest informants I 
had were two nineteen-year-olds both of whom were still serving NS.  
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about his body and social position, the SCM develops a proclivity to BDSM. It is an 

effect of his unique socialization and position in state discourse. BDSM is thus an 

emergent abnormal practice that periodically breaks the surface of normal state 

discourse. Furthermore, although it is practiced in covert spaces which remain 

unregulated by the state, it is by nature inextricably meshed with the entirety of the 

state’s disciplinary apparatus. Thirdly, BDSM plays the function of (temporarily) 

resolving the SCM’s personal anxieties and insecurities, preventing them from 

evolving into dysfunctional eruptions in normal society. With his psyche temporarily 

soothed, the SCM can reassume his position in the disciplinary apparatus. 

2.61 Mobility and Alternative Subject Positions 

Comparing how Wayne, Jing and Ray deal with the task of introducing their 

vanilla girlfriends to the BDSM lifestyle outlines the existence of different SCM 

masculinities. Both Wayne and Jing are in stable relationships with Singaporean 

Chinese females both of whom were originally “vanilla”36 and introduced to BDSM 

by them. Wayne ‘tried to tell her about it as soon as possible, and tried to convert her 

as soon as I could’. Conversely, Jing stressed the importance of how he ‘marketed 

himself’ and prided himself on pulling it off with his image and approach. When I 

asked him how he ‘made it work’, he replied: 

‘Many are uncomfortable with SM, they feel funny or weird about it, like 
freaky little boys. Spontaneity and being natural are important. And make up 
for not being macho with intellect. My approach is rationalizing it – I ask, why 
is it disgusting? We should embrace rather than repress those desires. If you 
repress them, it can become a serious problem.’  

 

Here, Jing is referring to how he as SCM can make up for not being as macho as the 

ang moh. Although the ang moh is ‘macho’ in a way that the SCM is not and cannot 

                                                 
36 ‘Vanilla’ or conventional sex. Usually interpreted as sex that does not involve such elements as BDSM, kink, 

or fetish activities. 
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hope to be, Jing believes he can still compensate with other personality traits such as 

intellect and spontaneity. Whether the SCM attempt is successful however, is another 

question. When I asked Ray, if he was currently dating anyone, he replied: ‘Nope, my 

last gf I tried to intro the lifestyle to her. And she thought I was weird. Hahaha shit.
37

’  

The anxiety that comes with being SCM subjects located within the Singapore 

state’s discourse has intense repercussions for their identity, sexuality and 

masculinity. BDSM becomes a way for the SCM to resolve these anxieties. However, 

this resolution is no straightforward end and brings with it a new contradiction: that of 

being an ostensibly culturally conservative Asian male engaged in a deviant sexuality. 

The way that the SCM manages his second-level anxiety of being a culturally 

conservative Asian male engaged in a deviant sexuality translates to his degree of 

mobility within the discourse. Can he adopt an alternative subject position? Can he 

create other SCM masculine identities that unburden him of this new anxiety? From 

my conversations with them, several of these alternative positions emerged – the 

homosexual, the transvestite and the global citizen as occupied by Jing, Nicole38 and 

Jack. 

                                                 
37 Ray’s failure at introducing his vanilla girlfriend to BDSM further grounds him into a quicksand of 
insecurity:  

‘Sad right? Sometimes I go to alt [www.alt.com], look at the list and wonder how many years 
from now would it take to meet someone right [Why do you think it’s so hard?] Hmm. I’ve 
this notion that there isn’t much people in Singapore, or relatively hard to find someone. And 
even if you did, they’re probably taken or looking for something else. If dating is hard, finding 
someone in SM is harder. For a girl probably easier, to find someone, lots of Doms around I 
think.’ 

As his own musings reveal, the problem is not the lack of people in Singapore. If Ray does find 
someone, they are ‘probably taken or looking for something else’ – an ang moh Dom. In comparison to 
the SCM for whom dating is hard, it is ‘easier’ for a Singaporean female because there are lots of ang 
moh Doms around.  
38 In her late twenties, Nicole is an SCM and transvestite, or ‘t-girl’ as she and her circle prefer to be 
identified as. They exist independently from the BDSM group, but as Nicole is into both transvestitism 
and BDSM, the groups occasionally overlap through her introduction of BDSM paraphernalia to the t-
girls. Her experience will be elaborated on in a later chapter. 
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Unlike Ray who conceives of BDSM as a difficult secret he has to handle, 

Jing speaks freely despite it being our first time meeting in person39. Contrasting 

himself with ‘freaky little boys’ who are ‘uncomfortable with SM’, he presents the 

possibility of an alternative subject position. In narrating the time-line of his sexuality 

to me, Jing’s first recollections were of being ‘not totally straight’. He recalled the 

‘thrill’ of being attracted to a schoolmate in secondary school and two army mates 

during his time in NS and displayed no awkwardness when admitting these ‘gay’ 

inclinations. Homosexuality as a position of alternative sexuality allows him to 

(temporarily) detach himself from the disciplinary apparatus that constructs him as an 

SCM. It is his mobility that allows him to acknowledge that he is not and will never 

be the ang moh, yet, neither is he a ‘freaky little boy’ who brings his baggage of guilt 

and anxiety with him to BDSM. From this vantage point, he is able view his SCM 

identity objectively and recognize its constructed nature. While Ray, Wayne and Jing 

are SCM subs, only Jing manages to retrieve his body from the disciplinary apparatus 

to construct an alternative subject position. What allows him to do so and whether he 

presents ‘a challenge to the inevitability of white supremacy’, as Aihwa Ong claims of 

the new Asian postmodern subject, will be taken up in the fourth chapter.  

                                                 
39 His position towards BDSM is unproblematic and not laden with either guilt or anxiety. He is 
slightly self-conscious when being sexually explicit but is unhesitating in recalling his sexual history. 
He admits very early on in our conversation that he had had homosexual inclinations in his 
adolescence; later, he described several ‘amateurish incidents in JC’ when he and several friends 
played with belts and blindfolded each other; mid-conversation. When he saw me beginning to draw a 
time-line to chart his sexuality and involvement with BDSM at various stages of his life, he offered to 
complete it for me. 
Contrastingly, Ray later asked me: ‘Are your standards for a boyfriend very high? Like, maybe gotta be 
able to go through walls, lift a truck, kind of thing, hehe.’ We both knew that he did not fit with these 
stereotypical notions of masculinity. His inadequacy was evident. For Ray, you were either Superman 
or not – there was no Clark Kent. Whereas Jing adopted a position of equal level with me and spoke 
with an easy air, Ray’s insecurity was evident from his attempts at propositioning me in which he made 
little effort to conceal his desperation. When I threw back his question at him, he launched into a 
lengthy description of his ideal girlfriend, before pausing and pulling the rug from under his own feet 
when he added, ‘Or do you think my requirements are silly? [No, of course not.] Haha, okay. Ya, 
phew. I was worried for a moment...I dun think I’m the best, but I think you’re special, so I’m trying 
anyway!’ 
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2.62 Superficial Bondage 

 Discursive construction and bodily discipline are firmly intertwined with 

sexual desire as Keith’s ‘ultimate sexual fantasy’ illustrates:  

‘There's my fantasy that my officer would take off my boots and tie my feet to 
the pole and whip me up, where I would scream for mercy and he spank my 
butt till its sore.’  

 

Unfortunately, the line between fantasy and reality is all too clear for the SCM. As 

June stated, many SCMs are into humiliation as part of BDSM play – ‘They are used 

to it, they probably hear it from their parents too, that they are useless. And now 

they’re looking for an authority figure to give that to them.’ Given his heterosexual 

orientation, his ideal authority figure is a female Domme. However, female Dommes 

are fairly few in number and most Singaporean females who are into BDSM 

typically take up with Caucasian partners. This leaves the SCM with little choice and 

for most, it matters little who stands at the other end of the cane – male, female, gay 

or straight. The majority of these SCMs are simply looking for someone whom they 

can ‘use to tie them up’. In the words of June, ‘to them it is about the act/activity, and 

less of D/s’: 

‘The more desperate, and the more rare it is to find people who are willing, 
then they not care who does it as long as it gets done. But the BDSMers in 
here are very superficial to begin wif anyway.’  

 

In relating his story, Niki echoed this superficial involvement with BDSM and linked 

it with a reluctance and inability to form lasting relationships: 

‘[Male subs have] no commitment. It’s something like one-night-stand, after 
that zero contact. They want bondage, not you…Some even want sex. I have 
met cds [cross-dressers], BDSMers, they say the same thing, want the same 
thing. After that they say “please forget me”40.’ 

 

                                                 
40 When I asked him of the sexuality of these male subs, that is if they were straight or homosexual, he 
replied, ‘They don mind if it is a girl or guy. They just want it. So they are not gay or straight, just sex.’ 
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And then without a trace of self-irony, he added,  

‘I did oral for three guys who after that left and now think of it, it is risky cos 
it spread AIDS. Well anyway, I like it in the first place, oral is still fine.  Got 
one cd wants me to tie him up and fuck him. I feel it’s disgusting. But anyway 
I did it for that one time. Not happy.’  

 

June and Niki thus draw a contrast between the SCM’s fixation with the bondage act 

and a Domination/submission relationship, which demands comparatively more 

mental and emotional involvement. 

Ultimately, the traumatic adolescent experience of bodily surveillance, 

physical punishment and public humiliation have combined to result in a fetish for 

BDSM practices that involve bondage or role-play in which they typically occupy a 

subordinate position. However, their involvement in such play is largely devoid of 

emotional intimacy and possesses none of the intricate ‘messiness’ of a BDSM 

relationship. Ostensibly, the SCM is seeking to recreate scenes of humiliation in an 

effort to reproduce the feelings these aroused in his adolescent self, which he now 

links with sexual gratification. However, the fleeting nature of his sexual high means 

that he will forever be dissatisfied. The question of the specific nature and mechanism 

of the SCM bondage fetish will be taken up in the following chapter when I explain 

how his anxiety is (temporarily) resolved through the said fetish. 

Thusfar, I have traced the outlines of SCM masculinity as discursively 

produced by the state institutions of the school and military. It is my argument that the 

SCM participation in BDSM is a combination firstly, of this disciplinary conditioning 

and secondly, Yao’s culture of excess as exemplified in the anxieties cultivated within 

his consciousness. In elucidating the latter, it is imperative to differentiate the two 

anxieties. There is on the one hand, that of the state, and on the other, that of its 

citizens. Although the two are intermeshed, the citizen-anxiety extends beyond that of 
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the state. For the SCM, worrying to excess – whether in preparation for impending 

disaster or not – is not the balm. To put it simply, SCMs have their own set of 

symptoms. These are manifest in different ways, one of which is an inclination to 

BDSM sexuality. It is therefore crucial to address the following: What is the nature of 

the SCM’s trauma; how is it related to that of the PAP-state; and, how does the 

SCM’s trauma relate to the symptom of BDSM? In the following sections, I elaborate 

on the relationship between capitalism and ethno-racial identity and secondly, on 

contemporary gender relations. I then show how SCM masculine identity is shaped by 

the intertwining of the different threads of class, gender, and race/ethnicity.  

2.7 An SCM Capitalism 

Aihwa Ong (1999) rightly zeroes in on these barely contained anxieties but 

collectively refers to them as ‘nostalgia’. In contrast with Yao’s analysis, her 

‘nostalgia’ does not effectively capture, firstly, the complexities of border-crossings 

that result in conflict and ambivalences for the SCM’s concept of self; and secondly, 

how this ‘nostalgia’ is closely intertwined with the related concepts of memory, 

history, truth and trauma. She writes, ‘By attributing the economic success of Asian 

countries to smaller, more flexible, Asian forms of democracy, Singapore leaders 

reinforce their regime of truth, and they tap into the unconscious desires and 

nostalgia of the diasporan Chinese population’ (Ong, A., 1999:71, emphasis added). 

However, she does not go on to elaborate on the precise nature of these desires and 

nostalgia until several chapters later: ‘Such images of family morality – restraint, 

fraternity, princeliness – both represent and resonate with the fantasies of Chinese 

families, with their nostalgia for a remembered glorious culture, and with the ways 

they understand economic and political experiences’ (Ong, A., 1999:146, emphasis 

added). It is this nostalgia and unconscious desires that I argue to be increasingly 



 57 

problematic for the SCM to manage. It is thus important to pin down the dynamics 

between economics and ethnicity – is there a distinctive Chinese capitalism? How 

exactly does race/ethnicity intersect with capitalism in Singapore?  

In his rugged-society model, Lee Kuan Yew precised how racial/cultural 

differences between societies are reflected in their capitalist performance. This model 

contained two dimensions of contrast. The first of these was racial and contrasted a 

disciplined, achievement-oriented work ethic among the Chinese to the “soft” society 

of the Malays. To this, a second gendered layer was added, contrasting a masculinist 

imagery of hard virility with soft femininity. In an interview with the Asian Wall 

Street Journal, Lee pointed to the Confucian “intangible” values among which is the 

belief in hard work, thrift, filial piety, and national pride as key factors in economic 

advancement (Ong, A., 1999:72). He then went on to contrast the Philippines as 

‘celebrated failure’ with purportedly “Confucian” Vietnam, which he believes may 

overtake the former. His ranking of “Confucian” over “non-Confucian” countries 

defines a hierarchy of moral and economic performances that coincide with racial 

difference in Southeast Asia. 

‘This grid of cultural differences between countries also constructs the less 
successful, “soft” subjects – women, racial others – who exist within as well 
as outside of one’s national borders. These subordinated subjects have to be 
civilized and regulated – by Confucian ethics and capitalist discipline – in 
partri-racial orders where the Confucianist merchant is the gendered, classed, 

and raced ideal (Ibid., emphasis added).  
 

This clearly exemplifies the social position of the Singaporean middle-class 

Chinese male: he is the successful Confucianist merchant. The operative word here is 

‘success’ which is intimately linked with the SCM’s masculinity. It is precisely 

because his ‘success’ in both the economic and sexual spheres is being challenged by 

‘soft subjects’ – women and racial others – that his masculinity is being increasingly 
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shaken. Thus, what is interesting for my analysis is that while intuitively, like Ong, 

we would assume that the Singapore middle-class Chinese male is the hegemonic 

ideal in all spheres, he is in fact at the bottom of the local BDSM hierarchy. The 

question of how these (formerly) less successful soft subjects have challenged the 

SCM’s position will be split into two. While the challenge presented by racial others 

will be discussed in my fourth chapter on transnationality, that posed by Singaporean 

females will be presented in the following section in which I discuss the changing 

life-course of the Singaporean female and the ensuing repercussions for gender roles. 

2.8 Darling, would you carry my handbag for me? 
 

Since Singapore’s independence, gender roles have been increasingly thrown 

into flux by the entry of more females into schools and the workplace
41

. These 

economic changes have not been matched by a corresponding change in conceptions 

of gender roles and identity. Although Singaporean women are encouraged to perform 

well at school and go on to achieve the career of their dreams, they are still faced with 

working the “double-shift” and the contradictory roles imposed by their work and 

their family. In this vein, Stella Quah (1988) asserts that Singaporean women are 

caught between two worlds: ‘the modern, contemporary society which cries for 

equality of the sexes, and the traditional norms of the patriarchal society which 

dictates that women should be submissive to their spouses’. BDSM is thus intriguing 

because although ostensibly replicating traditional racial and patriarchal norms in 

which the most common pairing-up is a Singaporean female submissive and a 

Caucasian male dominant, it unfolds in a space of deviant sexuality. This challenges 

Quah’s description of Singaporean wives as ‘modern in thought, but traditional in 

action’ which implies that Singaporean women are hesitant about their (sexual) 

                                                 
41 In 1996, the male resident labour force rate stood at 78.7% and remained stable for the next decade, 
dipping slightly to 76.2% in 2006. In contrast, the female resident labour force rate in 1996 was 49.9% 
and rose to 54.3% in 2006, an increase of almost 9% (Singapore Statistics). 
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powers. Being ‘submissive’ to your ang moh Dom in the bedroom has vastly different 

meanings from being submissive to your Chinese husband in the living room. 

Consequently, the idea of being ‘submissive’ is revealed to be a multi-layered 

concept. How does the meaning of being ‘submissive’ change in a situation in which 

both parties derive sexual gratification from that relationship? What does it mean to 

be a ‘sub’ in Singapore?  

Paulin Straughan adds that this dilemma of gender equality versus patriarchal 

submission is more compelling for educated women who are exhorted to both 

‘embrace procreation and full participation in the economy’ (Straughan, P., 1997). We 

see here then the differential impact of changing gender roles on the educated section 

of the population. Whether by choice or circumstance, our ‘best women’ are not 

marrying. Those who do are forced to make daily decisions based on a ‘choice’ 

between career and family, and do so as ambiguous identities in a rugged-society 

model that imagines its disciplined labour force as necessarily masculine/ized 

subjects. The gender roles of this educated/middle-class section are thus particularly 

fraught with tension
42

.  

In a front-page report headlined, ‘Do Singapore Women Expect Too Much?’ 

(ST, 24 February 2008) a survey of two hundred singles by the Social Development 

Service revealed that despite their success at school and in the workplace, 

Singaporean female attitudes are ‘quite old-fashioned’ and ‘seem to reflect the 

traditional image of women as fragile creatures who need to have everything done for 

them’43. The double standards that women have in the economic and sexual spheres 

                                                 
42 Importing (female) domestic labour from neighbouring third-world countries is one of the PAP-
state’s stop-gap measures to deal with the physical impossibility of taking on a full-time career while 
being saddled with housework and children to care for. It is thus inevitable that more Singaporean 
females are either staying single, delaying marriage and/or childbirth, or if they do get married, 
deciding not to have children at all.  
43 The survey revealed that: 
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are illustrated in this interviewee response: ‘I consider myself a modern woman. I’d 

fight for a contract, tooth and nail. But when it comes to relationships, I will take the 

submissive role and let the man wear the pants’44. Such an attitude is cited as 

‘bewildering’ for some men, while being ‘out of touch with reality’ for others:  

‘Women set standards selectively. In certain areas, they want us to perform to 
expectations. Yet at other times, they want to have their say. They are sending 
mixed signals and they confuse us sometimes’.  
 
‘If [women] are always piling on the pressure on men to do this and do that, 
they’d just put them off’.  

 

A female interviewee agreed with the above response, declaring that ‘we set ourselves 

up for failure and disappointment when we put the pressure on the opposite sex to do 

all the things that we’re perfectly capable of doing.’ What is interesting is that 

although both mention this female-exerted ‘pressure’, by and large, the Singaporean 

males are stepping up to this role. Although 24% of women say they expect their 

                                                                                                                                            
- 80% of women expect their boyfriends to pay on dates and 92% of men will do so. 
- 50% of women expect men to open the doors to cars and restaurants and 88% of men will do 

so. 
- 90% of women expect men to send their girlfriends home after a date and 94% of men will do 

so and 

- 24% of women expect their boyfriends to carry their handbags and 70% of men will do so. 

44 Apparently, such sentiments are not unique to Singaporean women. One type of popular Japanese 
erotic comics (ero-manga) is the “ladies comic books” that seem to glorify sexual violence and rape. 
These are not a tiny fringe phenomenon - Amour, the leading such comic, has been published for six 
years and claims a sales circulation of 400,000. Amour, Taboo, Cute, Scandal, Love, and other similar 
ero-manga have a greater impact than their substantial sales would indicate, because copies are often 
passed around among friends. Even so, these magazines are also not standard fare for the average 
Japanese woman. 

The paradox of these “ladies comic books” lies in the fact that, although their readers are 
overwhelmingly women, mostly in their 20s and 30s, the cartoon stories glorify sexually passive 
women, sexual violence, and rape. Ninety of the 316 pages in the December 1995 issue of Amour, for 
example, contained rape scenes. Despite the growing independence of Japanese women, these comics 
portray passive women being brutalized rather than assertive women who control their own lives. 
When interviewed by a New York Times reporter, Masafumi Mizuno, editor of Amour, admitted that 
‘Sometimes we carry stories where the woman takes the initiative, and those kinds of stories have their 
fans. But most readers seem to prefer when the women are in a passive position.’ Mariko Mitsui, a 
former politician and active feminist, finds it puzzling that many young Japanese women really do not 
want to be liberated. ‘They want to escape independence, and so for them to be raped seems better” 

than negotiating their own sexual encounters’ (http://www2.hu-berlin.de/sexology/IES/japan.html#1).  
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partners to carry their handbags, a startling 70% of men admitted to having no qualms 

about doing so. A male reader’s response to the article was that: 

‘There is just no denying the modern Singaporean women’s luxury to pick and 
choose, use and dispose, and ultimately, love and control – they wear the 
pants. In truth, we enjoy pleasing our girlfriends even if it means carrying her 
pink, furry limited-edition Hello Kitty handbag’. 
 

This disjuncture between traditional and modern in patriarchal Singapore has 

intense repercussions for Singaporean Chinese masculinity. Singaporean females may 

have their own double-shift dilemma, but the SCM is also pressured to achieve a 

certain masculinity. His dilemma is that there are multiple, conflicting masculinities – 

that of Lee’s rugged-society model; the cultured Confucianist junzi; the sexual 

equality version; and the ‘old-fashioned’ gentleman amongst others. The SCM who 

accepts the ‘traditional’ role does so despite, or possibly even in response to the 

bewildering mixed signals that his female counterpart is sending out. In his letter to 

the Straits Times, reader Wong Hoong Hooi (ST, 9 March 2008) wrote: ‘Singaporean 

men have been generally too insecure to do anything other than become more 

Western than the Western men in the Galahad role-playing, believing that it 

safeguards a masculinity they dare not define for themselves without reference to 

women’ (emphasis added). Thus, while 70% of men say that they are willing to carry 

their girlfriend’s handbag, this is not done without arousing concomitant feelings of 

anxiety at being visibly and publicly feminized. How else is the SCM feminized? This 

self-description was taken off a profile on alt: 

‘I am single and willing to serve with housework and chores that Mistress 
wishes me to do. My likes in the lifestyle are bondage, tease and denial, 
blindfolds, orgasm denial, spanking, light flogging, panty/body worship, 
relinquishing control to my Mistress, submission to her, 24/7 slavery. I like to 
be forcefully feminized. I also like cross-dressing and forced to serve.’ 
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Here, the SCM copes with his masculine confusion by revelling in his emasculated 

role as sub/slave – what is significant however, are his last lines. June reveals how a 

substantial number of SCMs are ‘into cross-dressing and forced feminization’ and 

comparatively more so than non-Singaporean male subs. This view was confirmed by 

several other SCMs and non-Singaporean males I spoke with. June says: 

I find it funny! I should think the Singaporean guys won't have to try so hard 
to be feminized! [laughs] Just carry handbag!’ 
 

For the SCM, emasculation is inextricably linked with feminization. This feminization 

further comes in the form of cosseting which he experiences at the hands of his 

mother and/or girlfriend. Ray says: 

‘My mom cares a lot but she is really naggy. But my grandma’s the one who 
loves me the most. Haha. [My mother is] always nagging. About how, I’m 
short. Lol. Saying that I need to drink more milk. Dun laugh =p Then she says 
stuff like, “Like that how to find gf?” Nag nag nag -_- [‘irritated’ emoticon] 
then also about how I sleep late, or how I dun sleep after I come back from 
work. Like, “u shd be sleeping!!!”’ 

 
Is it not too far a stretch from carrying his girlfriend’s handbag to wearing her 

stockings? 

The SCM retreat into a position of meek submission is affirmed by SCM Mark 

and Leah, a German expatriate and female sub who likes Asian/Singaporean men. 

Faced with vaguely-defined and multiple masculine subject positions, the SCM falls 

back on either extreme: ‘aggressive’/abusive or more commonly, boring/docile. This 

aggressive/docile dichotomy is mapped onto the Dom/sub categories. Although SCM 

Mark had qualified that ‘the Singaporean male is more likely to be docile’, he offered 

the following explanation for ‘abusive’ Doms: 

‘That Singaporean men are boring, or abusive, is the refrain led by a chorus of 
sarong party girls45. When put into a situation of a dominant, where aggression 
is perceived to be an important trait, and goaded by unfair stereotypes, the 

                                                 
45 Sarong Party Girls or SPGs is a pejorative term describing local girls who will only go out with 
Caucasians. 
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natural response from the male ego is to overcompensate. So eager to crush 
the allegations of being safe, spineless and boring, they cross fully (and 
foolishly) into the other side - into the arms of an abusive psychosis.’ 

 

Leah too complains frequently about the difficulty of finding a ‘good’ Singaporean 

Dom. When asked about her experiences with SCM Doms46, she says that a number 

of ‘Doms’ here are ‘clueless macho sorts who use BDSM as an excuse to mistreat 

women’.  

There is thus a flipside to the ‘traditional’ conception of masculinity. On one 

hand, while becoming ‘more Western than the Western men in the Galahad role-

playing’ is indicative of the intertwining of a hyper-chivalry, weakness and deference 

to the female, it also implies traditional conceptions of female sexuality. Attitudes 

towards female sexual liberation have not caught up with those regarding female 

economic emancipation; females are still expected to be – or at least act – sexually 

naïve. An exchange on the group forum as related by June explicates the local 

understanding of ‘Dom’ and SCF ‘subordination’: 

‘Some newbie came onto the site and asked question on how, wot to do etc. & 
MJ had to repeat himself the same shit he says to newbies

47
. So I suggested to 

MJ, he should put up a permanent FAQ for newbies. And this idiot – 
obviously SG Chinese – wrote, “Sounds Dom to me,” regarding my post! 
They’re such idiots. Soooo stupid and narrow-minded/chauvinist. They expect 
the sub girls to be v stupids and not speak out much. Altho I have to admit, 
quite a few sub girls in SG r like dat anyway. Dimwits. Bimbos.’ 

 

What both June and Leah find idiotic about the SCM is that their 

understanding of being ‘dominant’ is a reversion to what they consider sexist 

                                                 
46 Despite their supposed Dom status, June, Jing and Leah do not hold SCM Doms in high regard 
because of the SCM’s warped definition of ‘Dom’ or simply because their Dom persona lacks 
believability. Jing declared that he ‘simply could not imagine a Chinese Dom’. On her alt blog, Leah 
writes: 

‘I had this bloke online, guess what, he accused me of not being sub because I said that I did 
not like blowjobs. How fucking dumb is that? And he thought he was the perfect Dom.’ 

47 The online group is frequently joined by new members who in their introductory posts, typically ask 
the ‘whats’ and ‘hows’ of BDSM. As moderator and default leader of the group, ‘MJ’ or Master Jake 
replies to the majority of such ‘newbie’ posts. 
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attitudes. Female subordination in the sexual sphere implies that the explicit 

expression of female sexuality is taboo. Females who choose not to abide by the rules 

of this game are labeled as sexually promiscuous48. What they see as even more 

exasperating is that although she might not be a ‘bimbo’ in reality, the SCF readily 

steps up to this role. She might be equally sexually interested in him but the SCF will 

play hard to get and sex will happen only when the SCM wants it. Leah’s alt blog rant 

on Singaporean girls who ‘play dumb’ drew several responses49. Interestingly, one of 

the alt readers following their exchange suggested that ‘it is the pervasive 

Confucianism, the “defer to the male, at any price”, even their own self-respect’ that 

was the reason for the SCF’s ‘playing dumb’. Although the reader’s mention of 

Confucianism is perceptive, it does not recognize the ‘play acting’ part of the SCF’s 

playing dumb.  

In the context of SCM hegemony, the very act of having an orgasm in public 

can be conceived as being empowering for the SCF. In addition, the SCF uses BDSM 

to achieve other goals through a strategic use of the sub role. In the words of Leah, 

the typical SCF act is to be a brainless bimbo: 

                                                 
48 Calling this ‘double standards’, June said: 

‘Have u noticed double standards chauvinist Asians have about sex and women? That women 
r dirty, but men r allowed to be as sexed up as possible. It’s bad enough for her to enjoy sex so 
much, but if she's into KINKY SEX, then she must be way bad! So the men not respect their 
subs usually.’ 

49 One of them was from an SCF who shared a similar opinion: 
‘The problem with Sg girls is that they very manipulative, whingey, and play mind games. How [Leah] 
described them is EXACTLY the type who is off playing mind games, and putting up a front as if they 
are virgins (they could be, but while being “virginal”, they have got a cock in their mouths, after being 
“persuaded” by bf). I think these Sg girls feel they need to show this kind of “innocent” behavior in 
order to “get” or “hook” their guys. Frankly speaking, if I already am having a dick in my mouth, I 
might as well go all the way. But noooooo, these Sinkee manipulative girls want the guys to think that 
they are not the sluts, that these girls are so jealous of. (Meanwhile, guys sometimes goes screw around 
with these 'sluts', to relieve themselves, 'cos their 'sweet gfs' don't want sex till marriage.) 0.28 months 
into married life, guy realises that it was a mistake. Ms. Whingey has turned out to be a complete nag, 
and he was fooled. Hence the amount of warped Sg guys in places like ALT’s sister site, AFF - totally 
unhappy, and with a huge baggage, searching for "no-strings" sex. While no-strings is definitely good 
in my books, 'no-strings-but-with-baggage' is DEFINITELY NOT! The horror stories I can tell you 
about this is scary.’ 
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‘Most women in Singapore act like this50. Not all of them are stupid, but they 
act it, which is even worse. How many women have you seen in the BDSM 
scene that acts confident? There are a few but they are mostly Dommes. 
Especially if they are Chinese, they don’t just behave sub, they behave simple, 
weak. Look at Sally, Brian’s gf. The first time I saw her was at Jake’s party 
and she was wearing that stupid bunny outfit, remember? [But she also loves 
the attention right, she’s quite the exhibitionist.] Yes, but I wonder how much 
is for herself, for her ego, or for her aim, her goal. [What do you think her goal 

is?] To get to Brian’s wallet of course.’ 
 

Leah’s frustration stems from the fact that to be a female sub in Singapore is equated 

with being mindlessly passive. The bimbo act may be off-putting to Leah, but it gives 

the SCF an ‘advantage’. It can thus be conceptualized as a form of strategic 

essentialism in which the SCF uses traditional conceptions of femininity as a tactical 

ploy to achieve (subversive) goals. These may include an ang moh boyfriend/Dom, an 

SCM wallet, or even simply her personal sexual pleasure. With her move into the 

labour force and the formalization of the Women’s Charter in 1961 that was designed 

to protect the rights of Singaporean females and provide for greater legal equality in 

legally-sanctioned relationships, the SCF is a newly independent agent. In this light, 

the SCF body can be viewed as a site of struggle. In the fourth chapter, I illustrate 

how her body is often at the centre of the BDSM performance and what this indicates 

of SCM masculinity. 

I have contended that the SCM’s participation in BDSM is a combination of 

firstly, his disciplinary conditioning and secondly, Yao’s culture of excess as 

exemplified in the anxieties cultivated within the SCM consciousness. In explicating 

the former, I traced the outlines of SCM masculinity as discursively produced by the 

                                                 
50 On her alt blog, Leah quotes ‘a Singaporean girl with brains’ describing the ‘standard Singaporean 
female’: 

‘The problem with Sg girls is that they very manipulative, whingey, and play mind games. 
How you've described them is EXACTLY the type who is off playing mind games, and 
putting up a front as if they are virgins (they could be, but while being 'virginal', they have got 
a cock in their mouths, after being 'persuaded' by bf)…I think these Sg girls feel they need to 
show this kind of 'innocent' behavior in order to 'get' or 'hook' their guys.’ 
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state institutions of the school and military. With excerpts from my interviews, I relate 

how the school and military function as part of the disciplinary apparatus which go 

beyond ‘moulding’ to pummeling the ‘future of our nation’. In elucidating the latter, I 

demonstrated the connection between the historically economically-driven origins of 

state trauma and the current ‘culture of excess’. While Yao states that this culture of 

excess has generalized to become an amorphous state-level neurosis, it is evident that 

the central core of the economy is still the driving force of much nervous energy. I 

then showed how neo-liberal capitalism, globalization and pragmatism are 

interweaved in the construction of the SCM as rugged, disciplined and successful 

subject in contrast to less successful soft subjects. This latter category was then split 

into a discussion of the female gender role in which I demonstrated that attitudes 

towards female sexual liberation have not caught up with those regarding female 

economic emancipation. This was then shown to have ramifications for local 

conceptions of ‘domination’ and ‘submission’. Different, oftentimes conflicting 

definitions of masculinities are on the table and faced with this dilemma, the SCM 

chooses to retreat into literal submission. He has perhaps taken gallantry to a strange 

extreme by ending up becoming a literal punching bag – but how and to whom?  

In the next chapter, I trace the global circuits of BDSM and the implications of 

its importation to Singapore. Thusfar, I have elaborated on the character role of the 

SCM while outlining that of the ang moh. In expanding on this comparison of 

masculine competence it is necessary to paint the setting, that is, the transnational 

space of Singapore. It is against this larger backdrop – imbued with the brightly-

coloured swathes of ‘globalization’, ‘transnationalism’ and ‘cosmopolitanism’ – that 

the performance of Asian versus Western masculinities is played out. Before I ask 

how the figure of the ang moh Dom structures the Singaporean BDSM scene, I turn 
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my attention to the similar glow that surrounds the ang moh foreign talent in the 

Singaporean neo-liberal economy. Seen thus, it is the morality of the economy which 

structures the Singaporean economy of moralities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 68 

Chapter 3: Transnationalism  
 

 

Figure 1 
The above photograph is from local website forum sammyboy.com, taken in the  

Ang Mo Kio area during the 2006 elections period 
 

3.1 White, Yellow & Grey 

 Resentment among Singaporeans regarding their perceived slight by the state 

in favour of more talented foreigners has been simmering and in recent months, been 

brought to boil. One of the more controversial reports in local news centred on the 

issue of a housing shortage caused by the rising import of foreign labour from 

neighbouring countries India, Bangladesh and Thailand. With major construction 

projects like the Integrated Resorts and Youth Olympic village underway, some fifty 

thousand new foreign workers are expected to join the Singapore job market in the 

next few years. ‘This, industry watchers say, will add to the social and economic 

dilemma of having more foreign workers in Singapore’ (CNA, 25 January 2007). In 

an article titled ‘Foreign workers to be housed next to cemetery (ST, 2 March 2008), 

an example of such a social dilemma came to a head when it was reported that: 
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‘The influx [of foreign workers] has resulted in complaints from Singaporeans 
who feel that their estates are being 'invaded'. The Building and Construction 
Authority [stated] that a key consideration when choosing dormitory sites is 
their location [as] “residents may not be tolerant of such facilities being 
located too near their homes.”…However, reader Ng Hui Ying felt that [this 
was] still too close for comfort. “These workers are mobile and can visit the 
nearby housing estates if they want.”’ 

 

It is ironic that by ‘location’, the spokesperson meant for the dormitory sites to be 

located away from residential areas. The grievance that Ng has with foreign workers 

is their mobility – she is disturbed by the fact that despite their remote dwellings, their 

movements are uncontainable and cannot be subject to the same restrictions. What 

nerve has the foreign worker issue touched among Singaporeans? In this chapter, I 

discuss the concepts of place, position and mobility. What is the place of a foreign 

worker versus foreign talent in Singapore? For whom is mobility encouraged, and 

why? And what does all this have to do with BDSM? 

In Singapore, immigrant labour is differentiated according to their level of 

skills into two broad categories. In both government and public discourse, 

professional and managerial workers are usually referred to as foreign talent. 

Traditionally, most skilled professionals come from the United States, Britain, France, 

and Australia as well as from Japan and South Korea, and more recently, China and 

India. In contrast, as Singaporeans are reluctant to take on low-skilled jobs that pay 

low wages, the state turns to foreign workers to fill such positions
51

. Given the state’s 

                                                 
51 Because it is believed that too much permanent, low-skilled migration is disruptive to society, 
immigration policy since the 1970s ensures that unskilled and low-skilled migrants remain a transient 
workforce, subject to repatriation during periods of economic downturn. 
These workers are managed through a series of measures, including the work-permit system, the 
dependency ceiling (which regulates the proportion of foreign to local workers), and the foreign-worker 
levy. Unlike lower-skilled, lower-paid foreign workers, high-skilled workers hold employment passes 
(types P and Q) that allow them to bring their family members; they are also not subject to levies. 
Those with P passes generally hold university degrees and seek professional, administrative, executive, 
or managerial jobs, while those with Q passes earn smaller salaries and usually have evidence of 
‘acceptable’ degrees, professional qualifications, or specialist skills. A new category introduced in 
2004, the S pass, assesses applicants on a points system, taking into account multiple criteria including 
salary, education qualifications, skills, job type, and work experience. Although S pass-holders can 
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aspirations for Singapore to become ‘talent capital’ in the global economy, its main 

economic strategy is based on being home to a highly skilled workforce52. According 

to the Ministry of Manpower, most of the record number of jobs created in the past 

three years went to better-paid resident professionals, managers, executives and 

technicians who make more than $2,330 a month, the average pay of workers. ‘White’ 

talent too is still much sought after
53

. The result: these employees who are 

Singaporeans or Permanent Residents now account for 49 per cent of the resident 

workforce, up from 40 per cent a decade ago (BT, 25 February 2008).  

In face of such efforts to not only lure but integrate foreign talent, the 

reactions of Singaporeans have been ambivalent. In a straw poll survey on 

Singaporeans’ perceptions of overcrowding, 14% of respondents ‘blamed 

overcrowding on the growing number of expatriates and foreign workers living here’ 

(Today, 27 October 2007). An article entitled ‘Do they steal or save local jobs?’ 

(TNP, 8 May 2008) posed this question in light of a lament related last month by 

minister Lim Boon Heng of a local drink seller, who was worried that her wages 

would be undercut by foreign workers
54

. A similar article, ‘Foreign Students in 

                                                                                                                                            
bring over dependents, they are subject to a monthly levy of S$50 (US$32). Only foreign P,Q, and S 
pass-holders may apply to become PRs or citizens — another privilege not accorded to the lower-
skilled with work permits.  
52 ‘The cosmopolitans we are trying to attract to our shores will be the research and design Ivans, 
scientists, middle and top ranked management executives, musicians, chefs, designers, merchandisers 
and all those who can make Singapore a hub for manufacturing, construction and services of sorts’ (BT, 
25 February 2008). In its efforts to attract talent, the state has liberalized immigration policies, 
including making it easier for skilled immigrants to gain permanent residency, and launched various 
programs such as company grant schemes to ease costs of employing foreign skilled labor and 
recruitment missions by government agencies. Lee Kuan Yew has similarly stressed that when the 
government discusses increasing the country's population in face of a low replacement rate and fears of 
a brain drain, it is referring to ‘top talent and not the labourers’ (ST, 8 March 2008). 
53 ‘Senior executives in hot demand are so hard to come by that employers here are resorting to foreign 
talent - especially from Europe and Australia - to fill the gap’ (BT, 13 March 2008). 
54 She was referring to a young female beer promoter from China who was working at the same coffee 
shop. Lim had explained that the younger lady's hard work and presence would help draw more 
customers to the coffee shop, thus keeping the local lady's job secure. He reasoned that foreign workers 
are thus helping to save local jobs.  
In quoting reactions from the local internet community, the paper cited a thread in an online forum 
entitled ‘We need anti-foreigner Political Party’ which declared that Singapore was ‘being swamped 
and oppressed by foreigners’. Replies to this post were mixed. A post by ‘Oxford mushroom’ reads: 
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Varsities – Boon or Bane?’ (ST, 1 June, 2008), reported that ‘Singaporeans’ beef is 

why so many [varsity] places are being given to foreigners when there are not enough 

for local students’. Lee Kuan Yew too acknowledges a ‘fear of competition’ and 

‘resistance to the inflow of talent at both the professional and lower levels’ (Lee, K. 

Y., 2000:143). Recent months have seen a slew of articles devoted to driving home 

the oft-repeated mantra of economic survivalism: 

‘Singaporeans should not concentrate on the negative aspects of having 
talented cosmopolitans here but rather focus on why we need them and how 
we can retain them. It is all for the growth of our economy’ (BT, 25 February 
2008, emphasis added)55. 
 

The urgency of the economic necessity of foreign talent to Singapore’s survival is 

inescapable. Furthermore, it is the middle and upper-middle class who would be the 

hardest hit by the increasing import of talent to local shores.  

This is where BDSM enters the picture. It is my argument that BDSM as a 

transnational cultural practice most readily taken up by the middle to upper-middle 

class, is a response that emerges as a result of Singapore’s globalization experience. 

Internationally mobile individuals like Jake and Andy leave the United Kingdom to 

work here, while Jack and Nicole leave Singapore for work and education in both 

Western and Asian cities. Their movements trace out circuits of sexuality, encircling 

the globe and proliferating the practice of BDSM. As stated earlier, foreign talent has 

traditionally been conceptualized as necessarily white. How is global capitalism 

reconfiguring the discourse on Asia and the West? In the next section, I track the 

                                                                                                                                            
‘Foreign talent or foreign workers, those that take up the jobs that Singaporeans shun and so contribute 
to our economy are to be lauded.’ User 'fymk' retorted: ‘FTs take up jobs that Singaporeans want and 
there are issues of undercutting locals. On the other (end of the) spectrum, you have overpaid FTs in 
jobs Singaporeans would love to have.’ Loretta Perera, 21, a copywriter and part-time undergraduate, 
said: ‘I feel threatened when it comes to education and scholarships as most of them who come here do 
very well. But as for jobs, I don't feel as threatened, though they are skilful while being cheaper to 
employ’ (Ibid.). 
55 Other headlines included, ‘What other countries are doing to attract foreign talent’ (ST, 16 May 
2008),  ‘Get foreign talent to stay and sink roots, says DPM Jaya’ (ST, 9 March 2008), ‘Foreign talent 
vital to S’pore’s progress’ (ST, 8 March, 2008), and ‘PM warns of talent loss, leaving no ‘central core’ 
to lead S'pore’ (ST, 12 April 2008). 



 72 

PAP-state’s changing articulations of the West to show why BDSM as cultural 

response emerges at this moment in Singapore’s history. These are roughly divided 

into three sections: the 1980s in which Asian values and Confucianism were 

trumpeted; the 1990s when state sentiment hardened with depictions of the West as 

decadent and immoral; and the current softer stance in which the ideological 

categories of cosmopolitan/heartlander praise the former for its mobility and the latter 

for its loyalty to home.  

3.11 Patched-up Jeans, Patched up souls 

Prior to 1980, industrialization – as well as its corollary attitudes of 

individualism, utilitarianism and instrumental rationality – was vigorously promoted 

as vital for national development and economic progress. It was only in the late 

1970s that individualism was linked with Westernization56 and subsequently imbued 

with negative connotations by the PAP-state. In 1982, “Asian Values” and the 

politics of language entered public discourse. It was premised that the rising 

popularity and promotion of the English language came with its attendant social 

consequences. As an international language, it ostensibly exposed the populace to 

‘undesirable’ influences such as the access to liberal democratic values57. Despite the 

flimsiness of the concept
58

 and the fact that rates of crime, delinquency, drug-abuse, 

                                                 
56 The PAP-state is often vague and ambivalent about the image of the West and how it defines 
‘Westernization’. Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism – the construction and reification of Western 
versus Eastern identities based on a series of opposites – can be applied to show how identity of the 
Self is constructed based on a series of binary oppositions with an identified Other. Here however, it 
is the ‘modern Orient [which] participates in its own Orientalizing’ (Said, E., 1979). In essence, the 
self-orientalizing state seized upon the figure of the Western ‘hippie’ – characterized by ‘patched-up 
jeans and patched-up souls’ (Gopinathan, S., 1988:134) as straw-man to shore up anti-Western 
sentiment as basis for ‘Asian morality’: where the West was ‘individualistic’, the East was necessarily 

collectivistic.  
57 Despite the title “Asian values”, disproportionate attention was accorded to Chinese culture as its 

supposed centerpiece. National unity was equated with political stability by cloaking the Confucian 
values of thrift, filial piety, obedience to authority and loyalty to the government in the language of 
“Asian” morality. “Asians” who were true to their identity were therefore expected to be politically 
docile and subservient to the state.  
58 In 1977, the Asian Values theme was taken up at a seminar and subsequently appeared as the volume 
Asian Values and Modernization (Seah, C. M., 1977). S. Rajaratnam, then Minister for Foreign Affairs 
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abortion, divorce and other such social indicators were comparatively low in 

Singapore compared to other equally urbanized societies, ‘Westernization’ became a 

convenient catch-all of the various social ills that were experiencing increasing 

social visibility.  

While the state until then had preached the benefits of appreciating the 

desirable elements of both Eastern and Western traditions, the subsequent debate 

pitted Asian values (desirable) against corrupting Western influence (undesirable)59. 

In public discourse, ‘Westernization’ became a double-edged sword. While it 

represented scientific knowledge and technological advancement so vital for 

development, Singapore had to contend with the dangerous consequences of 

                                                                                                                                            
and one of the contributors to the volume declared publicly, ‘I have very serious doubts as to whether 
such a thing as “Asian values” really exists – of for that matter “Asian” anything – Asian unity, Asian 
socialism, Asian way of life and so on. It may exist as an image, but it has no reality’. He preferred to 
characterize the prevailing Singaporean value as that of ‘moneytheism’ (Rajaratnam, S.., 1977). 
Another contributor, Dr. Ho Wing Meng cautioned against a ‘misleading interpretation of the concept 
of Asian values’, referring to ‘half-truths’ and ‘misleading, stereotypic generalizations about Asians’. 
He maintained that ‘in actual fact, the social, political, cultural, and other diversities between countries 
in Asia are perhaps as varied as they are in Europe and elsewhere’ (Ho, W. M., 1977).  
59 The official rhetoric till this point was that Singapore could ensure its future well-being by 
preserving those traditional values that contributed to social cohesion and moral rectitude, while at the 
same time attempting to imbibe the spirit of scientific enquiry characteristic of Western societies. 
However, if its potential untoward consequences were to be contained without jeopardizing continuing 
economic growth, individualism, an essential attitude of capitalism, had to be wrenched from the latter 
and dealt with at the level of culture as ideology’ (Chua, B. H., 1995:27). Recasting individualism as 
cultural ideology saw the implementation of the following: firstly, an annual “Speak Mandarin” 
campaign was launched; secondly, the state reached out to local Chinese patrilineal clan associations to 
help in the preservation of Chinese cultural heritage and values, especially filial piety; thirdly, the 
creation of the SAP programme for teaching Mandarin as first language in which students would ‘attain 
a standard of English as high as in the English-medium schools; and absorb the social discipline and 
cultural values in the tradition of the best Chinese schools’ (Goh, K. S., 1978); and fourthly, 
compulsory religious education which was introduced by Goh in 1982 as part of a revamp of the 
education system. The Religious Knowledge programme allowed for Confucianist ideology to pass as 
morality teachings. In 1982, when Goh announced the introduction of the compulsory course for 
secondary school students as a component of the new moral education programme, only five subjects 
were mentioned. These were Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism and World Religion. 
Confucianism was not included as it was purportedly a secular ethical system. It was only at the 
suggestion of then Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, after spending ‘many wakeful hours and several 
sleepless nights’, that two weeks later, in February 1982, Goh revealed that Confucian Ethics would be 
an additional option meant for Chinese students who might not be religiously inclined. During the 
period that followed, what initially appeared as the latest moral education programme evolved into a 
campaign to promote Confucianism among the general populace. It was hoped that the Confucian 
Ethics option would be taken up by the majority Chinese student population. The mass media, Chinese 
voluntary associations and the Chinese community were duly mobilized in a concerted effort to 
promote Confucianism as a moral and cultural foundation for Singapore Society (Kuo, E., 1992). ‘As 
was suggested at the time the RK programme was introduced, and as has become quite clear since then, 
a major reason for creating the RK programme was to revitalize Confucianism’ (Tamney, J., 1996:37). 
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undesirable ‘decadent western values’. These dangerous consequences were seized 

upon by the state in the ‘Marxist conspiracy’ of 1986 in which the Catholic Church 

came under government scrutiny60. In his speech, then senior minister S Rajaratnam 

warned of ‘vocal and financial support for the new Marxists [that would come] from 

the capitals of the Western world’ which he later referred to as ‘expendable useful 

idiots in Western democracies’ (Ibid.). The West was thus perceived as a source of 

politically dangerous and subversive political ideologies. Set against the backdrop of 

the 1984 “freak elections” in which the PAP lost 12 per cent of its usual popular 

support, it is clear that the PAP-state were cognizant of the threat that opposition 

politics presented to its position.  

In all certainty, the state had in mind an emerging opposition movement that 

was centered on English-educated activists who spoke of democracy and social 

justice. Furthermore, it is significant to note that the ideas of Liberation Theology 

spreading through Asian churches ‘expressed the transnational experiences of 

capitalist exploitation and developmental unsettling’ (Goh, D., 2008: 21, emphasis 

added). Attention was thus focused on the Western origin of these political ideas: 

‘The televised confessions linked the detainees to an English-educated student 

activist who went into exile in Britain in the late 1970s, claiming he was the 

shadowy mastermind of the “conspiracy”’ (Ibid.). Whereas transnational connections 

in the 1980s were tainted with the stain of subversive politics, this was to change two 

decades later. In the 1990s however, state articulations of the decadent West 

hardened, with the Michael Fay incident as its defining event. 

                                                 
60 Coming shortly after the introduction of the RK programme, it was ironic that the state framed this 
moral panic as the danger of Western liberalism coming under the guise of religion. This moral panic 
was captured in state vocabulary in its articulation of communism as one branch of “The Unholy 
Trinity” which included race and religion (Rajaratnam, S., 1987); communism and its followers were 
depicted as “dangerous zombies”, a “hydra-headed monster” (Ibid.) and “ravenous wolves” 
(Rajaratnam, S., 1987). 
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3.12 From Six to Four: A Gesture of Magnanimity to the West 

In 1994, Michael Peter Fay, an American teenager became Singapore's most 

notorious prison inmate. After pleading guilty to vandalism charges, the eighteen-

year-old student was sentenced on March 3 to four months in jail, a $2,200 fine and 

six strokes of the cane. The story made headlines worldwide, especially after then 

U.S. President Bill Clinton asked the Singaporean government to waive the caning, 

which he called “excessive”. After losing an appeal against his sentence, Fay asked 

Singapore's President Ong Teng Cheong for clemency. On May 4, the government 

announced that the Cabinet had recommended to Ong that Fay's caning be reduced to 

four strokes as a sign of respect for the American president61.  

Whereas before Singapore’s chastisement of the West held it at a distance, it 

now enacted and applied its superiority onto Western flesh with each stroke – more 

so with the two non-strokes of the original six-stroke sentence that it graciously 

withheld. Brought to arm’s length, the West can no longer sustain its position of 

enemy Other and is instead reconfigured into Georg Simmel’s stranger – neither 

friend, nor foe, or perhaps both. Modernity and globalization have thrown the state’s 

cognizance of the West into ambivalence; it can no longer ignore that its political 

and economic future is intimately linked with this stranger. While Yao contends that 

this increasing intimacy results in a more aggressive anti-West stance, he bases his 

assessment on the period from the 1960s to the 1990s. His position does not hold 

                                                 
61 In his chapter ‘Pain, words, violence’, Yao Souchou’s analysis of Fay’s caning sentence echoes the 
Kafkaesque analogy of the inscription of meaning through judicial punishment. In his chapter, he 
shows what caning as a meaning-making enterprise signifies when carried out by a tiny Asian state on 
a Western citizen of the world’s most powerful nation: 

‘In the cacophony of sentiments and responses, Fay’s punishment is slyly turned around to 
say something about Singapore and the West. In remarkable disparity, Singapore’s tough, 
more ‘realistic’ treatment of criminals is pitted against the Western emphasis on 
rehabilitation and repentance; Singapore’s safe streets and communal cohesion are pitted 
against the urban crime and cultural malaise of the West. The brilliant accomplishment of 

one cannot but show up the pathetic failures of the other’ (Yao, S., 2007:88, emphasis 
added). 
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true for the period beyond the 1990s in which anti-West posturing was quietened and 

replaced by valorization of certain traits that although perceived as ‘Western’, are 

now extolled by the state and which proper Singaporean subjects are to emulate. 

3.13 Alien Talent 

 The state can thus no longer speak of the West as far removed. From being a 

foreign body, it has become foreign talent, to be incorporated into the heartland as 

dutifully proclaimed by headlines such as ‘Ang Moh Hawkers’ – Caucasian food 

vendors setting up shop in heartland locations (ST, 28 October, 2007). A comparison 

of two National Day rally speeches, the first by then Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong 

and the second by his successor Lee Hsien Loong reveals the extent of the state’s 

about-face. In the conclusion of Goh’s 2002 National Day rally speech, he divided 

Singaporeans into two groups – stayers and quitters – based on their loyalty to 

Singapore: 

‘Fair-weather Singaporeans will run away whenever the country runs into 
stormy weather. I call them “quitters”. Fortunately, “quitters” are in the 
minority. The majority of Singaporeans are “stayers”. “Stayers” are committed 
to Singapore. Rain or shine, they will be with Singapore…“Stayers” include 
Singaporeans who are overseas, but feel for Singapore. They will come back 
when needed, because their hearts are here’ (Goh, C. T., 2002). 

 
Although Goh qualified that he was ‘not criticizing all Singaporeans who have 

emigrated’ but those who ‘pack their bags and take flight when our country runs into 

a little storm’, his stayer/quitter labels elicited displeasure among Singaporeans. The 

labels were problematic for several reasons. Firstly, mobility was seemingly opposed 

to loyalty and rootedness. A Singaporean who emigrated had his loyalty to the nation 

cast into doubt: a fair-weather Singaporean stayed and fought, not up and left. 

Secondly, the PAP dilemma is that its dominance rests on popular support won by 

economic growth and improved standards of living, such that ‘Singaporeans now 

measured a government by whether it met their infinite material wants, and that the 
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Government had to deal with voters who were prepared to migrate’ (Ibid.). In times of 

global economic uncertainty, such promises would be untenable. On what would the 

state’s political legitimacy then rest on? Thirdly, who was to say what would count as 

‘a little storm’? For Singaporeans born and bred on pragmatism, it was quite obvious 

that higher stress levels, the increasing costs of living, coupled with visions of wide 

open spaces made emigration a ‘pragmatic’ decision. It was thus imperative for the 

state to refine its position on mobility. Four years later, Lee Hsien Loong declared 

that: 

‘Today many more Singaporeans are living, working, travelling, studying 
abroad…We have to accept this reality. In fact, it's good…We respect the 
choice of those who work overseas. In fact, we encourage Singaporeans to go 
abroad, gain experience…and then come back to Singapore. While it's good to 
have people abroad, we also hope that they don't spend all their life there and 
at some stage, they will decide to come back to Singapore’ (Lee, H. L., 2006). 

Not only was mobility to be accepted as reality, it was to be respected and encouraged 

– a glowing portrait was painted of the transnational Singaporean, ‘gaining experience 

and understanding how the world operates’. While remindful of their loyalty to the 

country, Lee spoke tactfully, hoping that ‘at some stage’, they would return to 

Singapore. In this version, there is little difference from the transnational Singaporean 

and his equally mobile foreign talent counterpart. Both seek the best opportunities on 

a global scale and both are headhunted. The ideal citizen is thus the transnational 

cosmopolitan who is depicted as both desiring and desired. The concept of ‘staying’ 

is outdated in an era of budget flights and multiple citizenship. The state has thus 

reformulated loyalty to focus on strengthening Singaporeans’ ‘heartware’. Clearly, in 

this balancing act between hard-nosed pragmatism and soft-hearted nationalism –

loosely mapped onto the Western foreign talent/Singaporean citizen categories – the 

state sits on a knife edge.  
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The above three periods illustrate shifts in PAP-state discourse through time. 

The state can be conceptualized as passing through these key phases which map onto 

the periods above: 1) survival pragmatism; 2) Confucianism; and 3) global 

cosmopolitan city. It is in this third phase of Singapore as a global city that that the 

SCM finds a space to express and exercise his agency. This also highlights the 

average age of my informants, most of whom were between the ages of twenty-five to 

thirty-five. The ang mohs tended to be a little older and ranged in age from thirty to 

their late forties. This is expected given that for many, their discovery and journey 

through BDSM began prior to that of the SCM’s. As an aside, older SCMs do have 

their own deviant sexualities and responses to their disciplinary experiences. These 

might take the form of visiting prostitutes and finding sexual outlets or a second 

family in nearby Batam. This illustrates a liberalization and opening up of different 

sexual choices. Whereas for the older SCM, “normal” sex was with his wife and 

deviant sex might be with a prostitute, the new political economy heralds a 

proliferation of deviant sexual choices available. BDSM is an example of a sexuality 

that is clearly not normal because it is not dominant or encouraged by the state, yet it 

is not completely taboo. It exists in a grey zone and I suggest that the state allows it to 

remain so because, like homosexuality, such deviance can be argued to be a sign of or 

encouraging creativity. Whereas before, the state had a clear and firm control over 

media circulation, the presence of the Internet in Singaporeans’ homes means that 

deviant sex can now thrive in these virtual, and certain physical spaces as well. 

In chapter two, I showed how the SCM’s discipline and interpellation by the 

state produces a subjectivity that inclines him to BDSM sexuality. In this chapter, I 

turn to how BDSM captures the SCM’s ambivalences that, as I have outlined above, 

are derivative of several phenomena including 1) the state’s equivocal position on the 
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West which it regards with a simultaneous mixture of both attraction and repulsion 

and 2) its obsessive fixation with labels, boundary-drawing and evermore finer lines 

of distinction. As it has become difficult to sustain an explicitly anti-West position, 

the state now focuses much of its energy goading citizens into becoming 

cosmopolitans primed for the new creative economy. Leah’s job as a German 

expatriate female who teaches creativity and thinking skills at a local polytechnic is 

therefore an interesting position to examine. When asked about her thoughts on 

Singapore’s BDSM scene, she said: 

‘The problem is that most people in the scene here do not know the meaning 
of BDSM. It has to be open-minded. People [here] do not talk about sex, do 
not have enough sex, do not explore. Not in the mind, not in life, not in sex. 
BDSM needs a creative mind. People here have no creativity, they copy. So 
they think BDSM is kinky sex, they think that a blowjob or anal is BDSM, 
they never question it, they never try to find out.’ 

For Leah, it is clear that the uncreative minds she encounters on alt.com are rooted in 

an uncreative Singaporean culture. How does economic ‘creativity’, epitomized by 

foreign talent cosmopolitans like Leah and Jake translate to sexual creativity? What 

are the ambivalences surrounding state discourse on creativity and cosmopolitanism 

and how do these translate into the SCM performativity of BDSM?  Linking creativity 

and masculinity, June declared that,  

‘It is quite clear that local Doms - if they get to hook up with fem subs - have 
fucked up idea of BDSM, mostly based on what they read. They are not smart 
about how to dominate the sub. Very lame, uncreative.  

 [How come? Why are expats better at it?] 

In the first place, Singapore guys cant even string together proper sentence
62

 
and have little social skills, so they can forget about being Dom. Being Dom 
requires u to be more, err man. And “uber”.’ 

                                                 
62 She was not exaggerating, as a selection of e-mails we had both received on alt illustrates: 

 “Hai, guy 31 here, would like make friend [sic] with you and know your more particular 
detail.  I'm finding who is ladies can meet me at outside and buy me drink. Also find ladies 
who is free having fun.” 
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In post-colonial Singapore, the white/native binary has been splintered and re-

codified into a multitude of different identities. The state has regularly churned its 

own labels out in an attempt to impose some form of control onto this disarray. 

Kenneth Paul Tan (2003) cites how the state employs a rhetoric of moral crisis in its 

efforts at maintaining its political hegemony, one of whose strategies is the 

introduction of new labels such as cosmopolitan/heartlander. He argues that ‘one 

outcome of moral crisis…is a repressive society steeped in a culture of censorship’ 

(Tan, K. P., 2003). In contrast, my contention is that power is not solely 

negative/coercive but also positive/productive. State inscriptions of ‘creative’, 

‘cosmopolitan’ and ‘foreign talent’ are not simply prescriptive categories, but taken 

up by the individuals on which they are problematically inscribed in the process of 

producing their own (sexual) identities.  

3.2 When ‘Them’ is now ‘Us’ 

Pragmatism is still rule of the day, but the PAP-state’s proposed solution of 

‘enlarging the common space which brings together Singaporeans and immigrants’
63

 

comes across as vague, flimsy and altogether inadequate in tackling the petty 

grievances of daily interaction. On the one hand, the SCM is faced with the looming 

forces of capitalism, globalization and the new world economy, of which he is 

                                                                                                                                            
“I like something kinky or fetish things and looking for someone who can share those feelings 
secretly togather. Currently I'm into electric stimulation and I really enjoying it. Wanna enjoy 
with someone togather.” 
‘Hey baby, I dont hv much experience but talented cuz I saw lots of movie n knew how to do. 
Can I take u? At least we can be friends, rite? So u can talk to me.’ 

63 An article in Today titled, ‘Cracks in society are showing’ stated that: 
‘With the number of new citizens and Permanent Residents expected to outstrip last year’s 
record figure of 70,500, cracks are already appearing not just between different ethnic groups, 

but also within races’ (Today, 17 November 2007, emphasis added). 
The latter fissures are evidently deepening in the Chinese community as according to Senior Minister 
Goh Chok Tong, ‘Chinese Singaporeans are different from their PRC [People’s Republic of China] 
counterparts in terms of accent, culture and habit’ (Ibid.). In the same breath, Goh declared that ‘as 
Singapore must continue to open its doors to new immigrants to boost its population and economy’, his 
proposed solution is to ‘encourage inter-mingling between old and new citizens’ (ST, 17 November 
2007).  
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constantly reminded may jeopardize his employment, and on the other he is inundated 

with the related issues of Chinese racial purity, falling birth rates of the Singaporean 

Chinese population, and a growing population of ‘Others’64. Race, gender and class 

are all weaved together in a discourse in which the Self/Other boundary for the SCM 

is fraught with tension: what was previously ‘foreign’ is now ‘assimilable talent’65. 

While the younger Lee maintained that, whether ‘they come from China, or India or 

Russia, if they can integrate into our society and make a contribution, I say they are 

Singaporean too’, evidently some are more Singaporean than others. In the same 

speech he says: 

‘A Chinese-Chinese is different from a Singapore-Chinese. An Indian-Indian 
is different from a Singapore-Indian. In fact when I met Mr. Koizumi last year 
and I told him, “You know, we are bringing in Chinese-Chinese, Indian-
Indians,” he looked at me, he said, “Chinese-Chinese?” I had to explain, “Yes 
indeed, they come from China. Singapore Chinese come from Singapore. We 
are different.’ (Lee, H. L., 2006). 
 

This shows how ‘difference’ is constructed in Singapore in terms of ethno-racial 

relations and how these are in turn interlinked with the economic sphere. The 

ambivalences that mark the state discourse on the imperatives of a neoliberal 

economy translate to similar ambivalences in the SCM’s performativity of BDSM.  

In short, BDSM is this common, albeit slightly dysfunctional space which 

brings together Singaporeans and immigrants but condenses the volatile tensions 

                                                 
64 Singapore’s plummeting birth rates have long been cause for concern for the PAP-state; more crucial 
however is the disproportionate number of babies born to the lower-educated and racial minorities (i.e. 
the non-Chinese). ‘Our best women were not reproducing themselves because men who were their 
educational equals did not want to marry them. The Asian man, whether Chinese, Indian, or Malay, 
preferred to have a wife with less education than himself’ (Lee K. Y., 2000:136, emphasis added). A 
generation later, The Straits Times reports that: ‘A total of 39,375 children were born in Singapore last 
year with those defined in official statistics as “Others” reproducing more than other ethnic 
groups…Among ethnic Chinese residents, the increase was 4.6 per thousand…But in the “Others” 
category, it was 19.3’ (ST, 26 January, 2008). 
65 ‘A new phenomenon is the increasing number of Caucasian men marrying our women, especially the 
tertiary-educated…Many of these women were forced to emigrate by our rules that allowed a 
Singapore male citizen to bring in a foreign bride, but not the other way round…We changed this 
policy in January 1999: This will add to the cosmopolitan atmosphere of Singapore…Their children are 
invaluable additions to our talent pool. We have to change our attitudes and take advantage of what 

was once considered foreign and not assimilable talent’. (Lee, K. Y., 2000: 143, emphasis added). 
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between the two in a crucible of sex, bodies and ethno-economic identities. When 

Dickson – a ‘China-Chinese’ single male sub – posted the following on the group 

forum, his words provoked the ire of many members. Displeased with what he 

deemed as not a ‘real BDSM society’, he had written that BDSM 

‘…is not just only bondage, fetishist, canning [sic], taking a seat to drink wine 
and chitchat monthly and email each other to discuss something. For those 
who are into it seriously. Maybe we need organize [sic] another “serious” 
BDSM group that is just only open for “real, active participant”.’ 

 

This had been but one in a series of ‘outbursts’ and although initially gently rebuked, 

his increasingly shrill responses and condescending attitude saw the exchange turn 

nasty: 

‘Hey Dick–son, stop the whole holier than crap mate. Put up or shut up dude. 
As long as people are having a good time, doin’ as they please, there is no 
reason to condemn it. If you don’t like it, tough. 

 
Dickson: Who are you? Shut up yourself. You can’t stand here, get out! 

 
Alvin: Dickson, I feel that you are really too much. You have to learn how to 
respect others and not just scream and ask others to shut up. If you are going 
to be like that I will have to ban you from both the sites.66. 

 

Jake: LOL Dickson, I would have banned you ages ago if you did not make 

me laugh so much.  Who is the "WE" you think is going to join a new group 

with you? If you find that you are not getting many invitations to play parties, 

maybe the problem is with you not the other members of the group.’ 

 
Met with a barrage of sharp words, Dickson retreated into silence, effectively 

ostracizing himself. 

As a transnational space in which middle-class Singaporeans meet 

‘immigrants’, this incident stands out for several reasons. Firstly, Dickson’s 

                                                 
66 ‘…By the way I am moderator of sgdomsub and also owner of BDSMAsiaNetwork. So better watch 
the words that come of your mouth again’.  
Alvin was picking up on earlier responses by group members who had also threatened to have Dickson 
‘removed’ and ‘banned’ from the group. It was also an interesting case of Alvin attempting to 
demonstrate his Dom-ness by his stern tone and casual insertion of the fact that he was one of the group 
moderators. In contrast, Jake’s tone was one of annoyance, regarding Dickson more as a pesky fly who 
had become too grating to be ignored. 
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vehemence is surprising considering his passive demeanour at munches. He obviously 

harboured disdain for the group, but as it remained concealed, his presence was 

tolerated. What infuriated the members was his flagrant display of superiority of 

which he had no claim to – Dickson did not know his place, and as it would seem, 

neither does the SCM. As a ‘PRC’ or ‘China-Chinese’, his position within the 

discourse is unclear – 1) is he local or foreign? 2) is he a foreign worker or foreign 

talent? As a Chinese, he is ethnically similar to the SCM, however his nationality 

makes him a foreigner and therefore ‘different’. Also, he is not a low-skilled foreign 

worker, but has worked here for close to a decade at an Information Technology firm. 

Arguably, this would make him foreign talent, but being Chinese and non-English 

speaking, he confounds the ‘white-ness’ of this category. Furthermore, his being 

Chinese and mobile makes him the picture of Asian cosmopolitanism that the 

Singapore state is urging the SCM towards. The resulting discomfiture regarding clear 

demarcation of subject positions and reflection on his own cosmopolitan ambition 

seemingly epitomized by an arrogant, mouthy ‘PRC’ is clearly disruptive for the 

SCM
67

.  

 Secondly, as Jake discloses, Dickson’s soreness was the result of not being 

invited to ‘play parties’ and underscores after-munch politics. While munches are 

held at public venues, play parties are more intimate gatherings reserved for a select 

few68. One night after being invited to a play party, I approached Leah to ask if we 

                                                 
67 In chiding Dickson, Hedrick said, ‘We are together to give each other support and to integrate those 
who are shy and new. Like that u are doing a dis-service to spoiling the group's harmony.’ His was one 
of the milder responses and represents an attempt to fix the ambiguity that Dickson’s outburst revealed 
of Singaporean identity politics. 
68 For example, in an email invite to the group, Jake wrote the following: 

‘We are having a BDSM-themed fancy dress party at Mox on Thursday night and would love 
it if you could come…Some of us might move on to a more private venue later in the evening 
depending on the mood and whether anyone is up for joining us.’ 

His carefully-worded note conceals two things: firstly, the ‘private venue’ where play parties are 
usually held is Jake’s home; secondly, the decision of who would be ‘up for joining us’ is not to be 
made by the individual his/herself. 
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could leave together. It turned out that she had not been invited. As a single, sexually-

available Caucasian female, why, like Dickson, had she been passed over69?. 

Although Leah is ang moh, she is female and her outspoken nature is un-sub-like 

according to local conceptions of a submissive
70

. Notwithstanding the obvious 

incongruity given their participation in a deviant sexuality, female subs are still 

expected and acquiesce to playing the innocent, albeit handcuffed, virgin. This 

behaviour is further fuelled by male ang mohs who view their relationship with role-

playing SCFs as reclaiming some measure of what is evidently an insecure 

masculinity. Leah described this as a ‘misunderstanding of what a sub is’: 

‘This goes for virtually ALL local men, Asian as well as ang moh. Subs are 
not bimbos, they are intelligent women who enjoy to be submissive in SEX, 
but are often strong personalities outside sex. This is a misunderstanding that 
most have, because the local Asian men are only used to totally submissive 
women, who play weak and manipulative, while the ang moh guys believe in 
that very same image and come here to shag such women because they are 
actually not Doms but machos. Sounds super condemming [sic], but sorry this 
is my experience.’  

 

This may be dismissed as an individual case of sour grapes, but an unexpected 

revelation from Andy proved compelling: 

‘In my view, the scene here is mostly a bunch of hedonists. Voyeurs looking 
for a cheap thrill. 

 [For both locals and expats?] 

                                                 
69 Uncovering the answers brings to mind another ‘outsider’, Sess, a Singaporean Indian Dom and 
close friend of Leah’s, who despite her cajoling, declines to attend munches because ‘BDSM here is 
about ang mohs and Chinese girls’. In a blog post, Leah discussed what she called a ‘total paranoia’: 
“I always wondered about this total paranoia that seems to be floating around here when it comes to 
BDSM. [They say]: “I am Indian/Malay and therefore everybody will hate to see me at these 
fetish/BDSM meetings so therefore I don't want to go.” 
‘I think [this statement] is nonsense, of course people have preferences, we all have, but just because 
you have met so many girls who prefer ang moh does not mean they all do. It would be like me not 
going to the next BDSM munch just because most men in Singapore only want to fuck bimbo Chinese 
girls. But that is silly, because every time I meet interesting people there. I cherish the feeling of being 
able to talk openly about BDSM with like-minded people, enjoy to dress up and act according to my 
sexuality. So who cares about the odd narrow-minded person with racial prejudices. And apart from 
these few, it is simply a matter of personal preference, and we all have to accept these, don't we?’ 
70 Later when she is introduced to Andrew, an Australian expatriate, he asks if she is a Domme or sub. 
She rolls her eyes half-exasperatedly and retorts, “Why does everyone always ask me that?” In a 
teasing imitation of her vociferous nature, Jake put his hands on his hips and declares with mock 
annoyance, “I’m a sub, dammit!” 
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I think so. Listen I am just a kinkster too. These wankers who get all up 
themselves over their commanding power make me laugh. MJ for instance 
just likes to shag in my opinion. Sure has experience [but] I don’t see him as 
this all-powerful master. Yawn. 

 [What about you then? What attracts you to come to the munches?] 

 I like playing. Cheap thrills.’ 
 

The question however, is not whether the ang moh is ‘actually a Dom or a macho’, 

but how power-laden concepts of ethnic and economic identities have been 

reconfigured in the neo-liberal economy and how the resulting ambivalences have 

been projected onto the BDSM space.  

Thirdly, as Mark’s response illustrates, the incident throws up the question of 

how ethnicity, language and education structure the performativity of BDSM.  

‘People who show no interest in talking about BDSM before “experiencing” it 
put themselves, their partner(s) and the entire community at risk. Some have 
described kink as “sex for intellectuals”, and with good reason. When playing 
with fire, the last thing you want is a moron at the party.’ 

 

Implying that Dickson was a ‘moron’ is to contrast with the self-portrayal of the rest 

of the group as better-behaved and better-educated71. Earlier, I mentioned a puzzle in 

the local terminology – although most of the SCMs I spoke to referred to the sexuality 

as ‘SM’, given their proclivity for bondage, it seemed that the scene here was more 

about the ‘bondage/discipline’ than the ‘sadism/masochism’ part of BDSM. When I 

sought to verify this with June, she replied that: 

‘As far as I know (and I have talked to lots of ppl all over the world of course, 
not just SG) – “SM” is a term used by HKers and SGers who don't know any 

                                                 
71 His definition of BDSM as ‘sex for intellectuals’ was oft- repeated throughout the course of my 
interviews by other SCMs who waxed lyrical about this ‘intellectual turn-on’. On reading Mark’s 
response, June reacted with extreme distaste: 

‘I hate this statement "sex for intellectuals". It’s a way of making themselves feel better about 
themselves. Same sorta elitist mentality that BDSMers are into when they think of themselves 
as "deviants" and also to justify their perversions by saying intelligent ppl are into it.. So dat 
they feel less GUILT. That’s bcoz they are stupid sheep and can't think for themselves!.’ 

As she pointed out, defining it as intellectual assuages their guilt of partaking in a deviant sexuality but 
also stems from the fact that ‘they are unsure of themselves and their place in BDSM world.’ She adds, 
‘I think it is also bcoz no matter how intellectual he may seem, he is Singaporean after all.’ Despite his 
claims to intellectuality, the SCM ultimately falls short of the phallus because he can and never will be 
the ang moh.   
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better! And usually lack the required education, or else English is not their 
first language. They use the term because they don't know that the word 
“BDSM” exists, or if they knew, aren't fully aware what it means. Maybe they 
just think SM is easier to pronounce! Those more knowledgeable, would at 
most write “S/m”.’ 

 

For June too, transnational cosmopolitanism is a virtue, ‘of course’ she has spoken 

with people from all over the world. More significant is what her words reveal of the 

meaning of an (English) education in BDSM as a transnational space and the implicit 

ethno-racial hierarchy
72

. In reflecting on the profile of Singaporean females who 

would be interested in BDSM, Dan, an SCM, spoke of the centrality of an English 

education: 

‘Girls who are well-read, English literature-wise, English language-wise, have 
more tendency to be involved in BDSM, partly also from reading novels, Mills 
[Mills & Boon romance novels]. In contrast, a person who has lack of access 
to these facilities, lower income, unable to have access to English education 
(eg. someone from Thailand) would have lower chance of figuring out about 
bondage/BDSM.’ 

 

As both June and Dan confirm, non-English-educated individuals from economically-

depressed countries in the region are ‘outsiders’73. This is illustrative of how the 

                                                 
72 June’s own positionality within this hierarchy is telling. As a Burmese national who, with the 
exception of her five years of university in New Zealand has lived in Singapore all her life, she is an 
Asian female who is simultaneously English-educated, ‘foreign talent’ and thoroughly Singaporean-
ized. In the course of relating her biographical details, she paused and with a self-conscious laugh, 
requested that I ‘change her country’ to something other than Burma. In her mind, a third-world 
country like Burma does not fit with the conception she has of herself. 
73 Mark (an SCM) hypothesized that the lesser-educated are into BDSM for different reasons from the 
cerebral SCM: 

‘Why not? There seems to be a big pool of educated, affluent males eager to trade financial 
and other considerations in return for submission (intelligent people are overall more picky, 
but men are generally more stupid than women when thinking below the belt). They are also 
more likely to engage in lifestyle-BDSM73, where the decision-making and Maslow’s primary 
needs73 are taken care of by someone else. i.e. their appreciation of BDSM is more practical 
than aspirational’. 

According to Mark’s reference to Maslow, less-educated women are generally contended to have 
‘baser’ motives in engaging in BDSM. In contrast to better-educated women, their relationships are 
euphemistically described as ‘practical’ and therefore overlapping with the ‘physiological’ base of 
Maslow’s pyramid. He continued to say that the better-educated women ‘tend to have better, white 
collar jobs that pay better, moving them further up Maslow's hierarchy and affording them more time to 
work towards self-actualisation. The amount of exposure to influential material, and the demands for 
imagination and creativity are the same for both subs and Dommes. More educated women are more 



 87 

state’s discursive inscriptions of ethno-economic identities are taken up in the BDSM 

realm. Being middle-class and English-educated, the SCM and SCF are positioned 

above the non-English-educated foreigner and below the English-educated ang moh. 

As June, Dan and Mark confirm, it is their English literacy which enabled them to 

find their way to BDSM in the first place. The following section will be devoted 

firstly, to explicate the transnational circuits through which the SCM tapped on to 

explore his proclivity towards BDSM and secondly, how the SCM’s performativity in 

BDSM is shaped by the ambivalence of his position as situated between state 

inscriptions of ‘cosmopolitan’ and ‘heartlander’. 

3.3 Foreign Talent, Sexual Talent 

‘What we are short of is talent and the more we can get our talent, as Phillip Yeo says 

“kidnap them”, I think the better off we will be’. 

- Lee Hsien Loong (2006) 

 

The BDSM scene in Singapore is fairly young and more accurately a 

transnational rather than postcolonial phenomenon. Its growing visibility can be 

attributed to the global reach of popular culture from the United States, Europe and 

Japan from which the Singaporean BDSM scene derives much of its inspiration from. 

When asked about how they were initiated into BDSM, the majority of SCMs cited 

‘AV74’, comic books, literature, moves and virtual/online games as popular cultural 

items of consumption. One of my SCM informants cited a variety of sources, 

including a locally held film festival: 

‘It was from video, and then Internet, think it was European originated. In 
fact, a few years ago during the art festival they did show a very, very extreme 
BDSM movie direct by a Italian. Inside, they show eating shit, torture, pain, 

                                                                                                                                            
aware of kink, and more appreciative of it. They are also likely to be more ambitious, more feminist 
and more aware of the potential impact of their secret lives on their public life.’  
For this section of the populace, one of the motivations for engaging in BDSM is thus ‘aspirational’. 
74 ‘Adult Video’, usually referring to pornography from Japan, Korea and China. 
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inflicting wounds. Can be quite disturbing. It was show at SHAW CENTRE at 
Beach Road. I saw some movie on [BDSM] but that one during the art festival 
IS SIMPLY AN EYE OPENING!!!! Really wondered, whether is just acting 
or real? Like eating shit and drinking urine. Was a very stimulating movie 

 [Did it lead you to look for anything more?] 

Ya, went to check on titles and search on BDSM. There is many porno on 
BDSM as well. Have u seen movie of people eating shit? Wanna see? I 
downloaded. U wanna me to send u? Interested to see?’ 

 

Especially in Singapore, one has to make little effort to seek such items out as they 

are readily available on MTV, Japanese manga and as the above example illustrates, 

even an ‘arty’, high-culture film festival. 

Individuals from the above-mentioned countries also become vehicles through 

which cultural knowledge is brought into Singapore. Conversations with the 

Caucasian expatriate members of my local BDSM circle revealed that all of them had 

had prior BDSM experience before arriving in Singapore. Before she moved to 

Singapore in 2003, Leah lived in Glasgow and Australia, but it was in her home 

country of Germany where she was first introduced to BDSM: 

‘My best guy friend in Germany is seriously into BDSM. He is a Dom/sadist 
and told me lots about the scene, about the parties. I had some online 
experience in Australia and real experiences in UK and Germany.  

 

Originally from the United Kingdom, Jake too had experimented with BDSM sex 

before his arrival in Singapore a decade ago through magazine pornography and later 

with a girlfriend. Andy had come to Singapore in 1991 and ‘played a little’ with his 

then girlfriend, but sees himself as properly ‘finding the scene’ during his subsequent 

two-year stint in New York City in the United States. There, he signed up onto Adult 

Friend Finder, on which its sister site, alt is advertised. He had also spent several 

years in Japan and shared his experience watching a suspension bondage performance 

at a sex club.  
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The ang moh’s transnational biography as evidenced in the figures of Andy 

and Jake contribute to their desirability. June affirmed that ‘the fem subs in SG prefer 

ang moh Doms who are viewed as ‘more dominant and superior naturally, plus also 

more experience from overseas’
75

. When asked to compare local and expatriate 

Doms, she continued: 

‘It is quite clear the fem subs prefer expat Doms to local ones. Well, of course 
the local ones suck anyway. But even if the expat ones suck, they don't care, 
because probably they see the expats as superior and therefore can be more 
dominant. Some mixed-up white supremacy thing.  
 

The ‘expat’ is thus instinctively and automatically ‘Dom’ because he is an expatriate. 

Although he ‘may suck’, his ethno-economic position affords him far more leverage 

with SCFs vis-à-vis the SCM. In an online posting to the group, a Caucasian Dom 

remarked of his own status: 

‘Being Caucasian in Singapore can be a blessing or a curse. We do seem to get 
remembered more, but also, I have found that the women I meet tend to be a 
bit more “accommodating” and perhaps “adventuresome” than they may be 
with a non-Caucasian. I don’t know why, but several have commented about 
their comfort level with experimentation with me vs. some local chappies.’ 

 

The responses from various group members including Jake and two SCMs prompted 

him to apologize: ‘Seems like I hit a nerve there, don’t know why as it was 

unintentional’. The tension that underlies the performativity of BDSM in Singapore is 

thus unmistakable, although temporarily and painfully revealed by such a faux pas.  

However, any resentment that the SCM may feel towards the ang moh as 

foreign talent and ‘natural’ Dom is complicated. Unless he was particularly 

adventurous overseas, the SCM would have had little opportunity to view, much less 

participate in BDSM. In this way, the SCM is indebted to Jake because it is he who 1) 

brings to the SCM/Singapore his cultural knowledge of bondage and 2) opens his 

                                                 
75 Notably, it is the male ang moh Dom’s ‘overseas experience’ that is translated into desirable 
masculinity – Leah’s is immaterial in determining a (female) sub’s desirability. 
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home for play parties76. Jake’s home thus becomes a safe space for the SCM to enact 

his fantasies whether this has him watching on the side, figuring directly in the scene 

by doing the tying or allowing himself to be bound77. Jake’s positionality vis-à-vis the 

SCM is hence crystallized in the politics of space. It is his equipment and in his home 

that the SCM is allowed to indulge in his bondage/voyeuristic fetish fantasies. Single 

or married SCMs who live with their spouses or families would not be able to hold 

such parties in their homes. There is thus a clear demarcation between the domains of 

the SCM home – the abode of state-sanctioned sex – and the ang moh home – the 

pleasure house of deviant sex. This spatial divide mirrors the larger economic-cultural 

divide between Singapore and the West. The West may be deviant, but the element of 

chaos contained in this deviance is precisely what the Singapore state realizes it needs 

to survive in the new creative economy.  

3.4 Kong Si Mi? (Hokkien: “What are you saying?”) 

Despite acknowledging the importance of creativity78, the state makes no 

effort to conceal that the creativity it desires must be controlled, sanitized and 

profitable, in a word, disciplined
79

. Foreign talent is the creative ang moh disciplined 

and hence the perfect embodiment of state-defined creativity. Having been harnessed 

                                                 
76 Jake has also had a pair of specially constructed steel hooks built into his ceiling for suspension 
bondage acts. 
77 Indeed, this is the magnanimous reason that Jake too gives when asked why he regularly opens his 
home for munches, proving the consummate host by going so far as providing drinks and light snacks 
for pre-party mingling.  

‘I kind of enjoy the munches and playing the role of facilitator, it is good to help people come 
out of their shells. Play parties are ok, but a lot of work the big ones. Again I feel more like I 
am supplying a service than having fun lol but I enjoy smaller play parties of two to six where 
there is more serious play.’ 

78 As demonstrated by the launch of the ‘Thinking Schools, Learning Nation’ vision in 1997, the 
establishment of the Singapore Centre for Teaching Thinking at the National Institute of Education in 
1998, and the introduction of new subjects/courses at junior colleges, polytechnics and universities, 
such as ‘Knowledge and Inquiry’, ‘Creativity and Thinking Skills’ and ‘Creative Thinking’. 
79 An example of undisciplined creativity is defined by Lee Hsien Loong in his 2006 National Day 
Rally Speech in his discussion of the PAP’s adaptation to the digital age by using ‘all ways to get their 
point across – art, humour, wit, and [the ability] to laugh at ourselves’. Nevertheless, one must be wary 
of such ‘creative’ methods, as he goes on to speak of the ‘unrestrained media’ in Philippines and 
Taiwan in which ‘so much creative energy goes into political entertainment’. 
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by the state, the creative chaos of the West is turned into profitability. Whereas the 

West as decadent values is shunned, the West as foreign talent is welcomed. As 

sustaining this position has become increasingly problematic, the state has turned to 

its updated vision of an Asian transnational cosmopolitanism that no longer relies on 

an East/West binary. Backed by the burgeoning economies of China, India and the 

region, its previously austere homily on Asian values has been effectively replaced by 

an optimistic focus on the successful blending of the cosmopolitan, Chinese and local.  

At a recently held forum on culture and creativity attended by three ‘bilingual 

creative talent’ from Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore, one of the beliefs agreed 

upon was that ‘a grounding in one’s local culture is the essence of creativity’ (ST, 6 

June 2008). In the Straits Times report on the event, it was contended that the problem 

for Chinese Singaporeans was that their Chinese-ness was being eroded by the 

English language, that it was ‘[t]he dominance of the English language here [that] is 

causing Chinese Singaporeans to lose their bilingual, bicultural edge.’ This is mere 

rehashing of West-as-threat rhetoric and nothing that Singaporeans have not already 

heard before. It was the proposals from the bilingual talents which were more 

revealing. John Chung advised Singapore to ‘support its home-grown efforts’, citing 

the enthusiastic spirit of Hong Kong creatives who ‘despite getting panned when 

doing “local culture” because it would be unfavourably compared with stuff coming 

out of the West, kept doing [it] until audiences decided it was not bad.’ His 

counterpart from Taiwan, Stan Lai, did not mince words in spelling out his view of 

the Singapore state’s view of creativity: 

‘When you talk about a culture’s creative industries, are you talking about 
culture, creativity or an industry? My feeling with Singapore is that it leans 
towards the last of these.’ 
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In those few lines, the two had neatly summed up the real situation at hand: firstly, 

state-anxiety regarding the ‘local’ but simultaneous reluctance to accept perhaps the 

one true representation of Singaporean identity – Singlish; and secondly, the blinders 

of economic pragmatism that dictate its path, exemplified in its promotion of firstly 

English, then Mandarin and most recently, Arabic and Russian.  

It was thus ironic that the column ended by encouraging Singaporeans to 

‘embrace the cultural “mongrel”’. What is the cultural mongrel if not multi-racial, 

multicultural and predominantly English-speaking Singapore?80 While John Chan is 

praised as part of the wave of “mongrel” Hong Kongers ‘who have imbibed a 

haphazard mix of Cantonese, Chinese and Western influences’, the same 

haphazardness of Singlish is forbidden. Singaporeans are instructed to speak good 

English ‘so that we can be understood, locally and internationally81’ and yet we are to 

be undaunted in ‘doing the local until people decide it is not bad’. How is this ethno-

linguistic ambivalence exorcised in the SCM’s performativity of BDSM? 

In the post quoted earlier, a Caucasian Dom commented that Singaporean 

women tended to be more ‘accommodating’ and ‘adventuresome’ with him than they 

would with a non-Caucasian. As he was to learn quickly, he had struck a raw nerve 

with his words. The first response this drew was from Briant, an SCM, who replied: 

‘Hello Sir, excuse me. I would definitely differ. Non-caucasian “chappies” do 

just fine; your observation is probably the result of a woman’s “sweet talk”.’ 

 

The second was from Jake, who wrote: 

 
                                                 
80 The ST article reported that ‘A comparison between the three countries reveals a crucial difference:  

‘It would appear that Hong Kong and Taiwan have had an easier time establishing what 
constitutes the “local” culture, compared to multi-racial, multicultural and predominantly 

English-speaking Singapore. Though exposed to Western influences, both places are more or 
less culturally Chinese’ (ST, 6 June 2008, emphasis added). 

81 The Speak Good English Movement was conceived ‘because it was deemed significant and 
necessary that Singaporeans speak good English to access international networks and markets. It was 
considered important for our children and youth to possess the ability to speak and write good English 
as this is an advantage for them in a global setting (http://www.goodenglish.org.sg/site/official-
speeches/radm-ns-lui-tuck-yew-2007.html)  
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‘As a Caucasian guest in Singapore I think it behooves me to practice 

discretion and tact and if I had any luck with the fairer sex not to crow about 

my good fortune. I suspect enough local guys get pissed off with expat 

Caucasians without us posting smug emails.’ 

 

Another SCM replied:  

 

‘MJ, don’t you feel you are already being thought that way? Haha. Dont 

worry, I don’t feel that way abt you, but perhaps from the other locals? On the 

other hand, do Asians, today, have that kind of treatment from the women, 

say, in London for example? I have a feeling it’s unlikely, but who knows eh? 

I might just migrate. Hahaha.’ 

 

In response, Jake wrote:  

 

‘Yup, that was kind of my point. I suspect enough local guys get pissed off 

with expat Caucasians without us posting smug emails. That is why I try to be 

"Ever so ‘umble Mr Copperfield" ;)’ 

 
Genuinely surprised by Briant’s hostile tone and Jake’s reprove, the Dom apologized, 

adding, ‘Seems like I hit a nerve here. Don't know why as it was unintentional.’ Like 

Dickson’s outburst, his comment reveals the tension underlying ethnicity, sexuality 

and positionality in the local BDSM sphere. Both Briant and Jake – as SCM and ang 

moh – recognized his casual remark as ‘crowing’ over his superior masculine position 

vis-à-vis the SCM. In addition, whether intentional or not, Jake’s allusion to Dickens’ 

Copperfield is intriguing. His reference to humility is in fact attributed to Uriah Heep, 

the novel’s antagonist who is characterized by his constant claims of being ‘‘umble’, 

but in reality is a master of deception who relies on his cunning to achieve success. As 

a bildungsroman, the novel’s main theme is the disciplining of its protagonist’s moral 

and emotional life. In this light, the SCM and ang moh might be likened to 

Copperfield and Heep respectively. As the novel endorses the Victorian themes of 

sincerity, discipline and the virtue of hard work, so too must the SCM be 

economically disciplined. Although not a conscious deception, the ang moh’s 

humility, like Heep’s, is an act. In the Dickensian world, hard work and discipline 
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come out victorious when Heep’s schemes are discovered and he is subsequently 

jailed. In neo-liberal Singapore, such comeuppance is nowhere in sight and the ang 

moh is instead fawned over by both local women and the state. 

Where do the new demands of a neo-liberal economy and accompanying ideal 

of a disciplined creative subject leave the SCM? In her analysis of capitalism, 

globalization and popular culture, Aihwa Ong offers an optimistic conclusion:  

‘The circulating images, information and capital, which alternatively express 
the mass consumption, ambivalence, and global reach of Chinese subjects, 
constitute a challenge to national ethno-racial orders…They undermine an 
older global consciousness about East-West divisions and the inevitability of 
white supremacy…[M]odern Chineseness [is cast] as a cultural half-breed – 
the Asian postmodern subject who will bring home the trophy’ (Ong, A., 
1999:203, emphasis added). 

 

Ong purports that the transition from an East-West divide has been bridged 

unproblematically by a ‘cultural half-breed’. I find this image of a half-Western/half-

Chinese subject simplistic and failing to address the complex ethno-racial dynamics at 

play. Although I do not disagree that the rise of Asia, and particularly China, as 

economic powerhouse has presented a challenge to the ‘inevitability’ of white 

supremacy, has it really created this newly confident Asian postmodern subject? How 

does pub/coffee-shop talk – favoured hang-out of the SCM – of ang mohs, foreign 

talent, ‘sarong party girls’ and ‘China women’ figure in the debate on East-West 

divisions and white supremacy?  

As I will argue, the SCM does not bring home the trophy. Remarking on a 

typical scene at a BDSM party, June says: 

‘I've seen pictures from BDSM parties Jake has sent me. Almost always, the 
couple is white male and Asian female. Sometimes there is a white female 
with white male. But Chinese male almost never gets any action! [So the 
gender/race dynamics are quite clear- cut?] Yeah, they are’. 

 
Two of my non-Singaporean informants also referred to SCMs’ ‘sheep mentality’:  
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A: They are like sheeps. Or very textbook.  
 
B: Sort of just following what they think should be done and hoping that Jake 
can lead them into something they can all go home and wank about. 

 

A: They had not much direction/ideas of their own. Not much imaginations 
and cannot articulates why they likes it, just go along wif everything. 

 

The majority of SCMs are inexperienced and euphemistically describe themselves in 

their profiles as ‘new to the scene’. ‘I'm keen in the BDSM lifestyle although I do not 

have much experience’ is a popular line in SCM profile self-descriptions. This is left 

by way of explanation, with the expectation that someone – although who exactly is 

unclear – will take them by the hand and literally show them the ropes:  

‘I’m looking for a mentor to learn more about the lifestyle and to improve as a 
Dom.’  

 
‘I am never been into submission sex before hence I hope to learn it around 
here. I also do hope to learn a couple of tricks and someone to really teach me 
the pleasure to make a lady high.’  

 

Such lackluster epithets do little to improve the SCM’s image and only confirm their 

subordinate position vis-à-vis the ang moh. A post by a Singaporean female titled 

‘Caucasian only’, and with the single line: ‘I want to be satisfied by huge thick 

Caucasian dick!’ leaves no doubt as to who is the favoured choice for Singaporean 

females. Further, June’s mention of a ‘mixed up white supremacy’ shows up Ong’s 

claim of an Asian postmodern subject as presenting any challenge to national ethno-

racial orders. This is far from being the case: the SCM is not only ‘not man enough’, 

he does not ‘get any action’ and to add insult to injury, he has to meekly share what 

little action he gets with his competition. When asked about his previous 

relationships, thirty-five year old Alvin confessed that he ‘didn’t have a relation’ until 

he was twenty-six. Also, his current sub was not even exclusively his – 

‘My sub now, she is belong to a ang moh Dom but when the Dom is not in 
Singapore, she still meets up with me.  
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[With the ang moh Dom's permission?]  
No, of course not.  
[How did you find out about her meeting the ang moh?]  
I saw her profile in alt say that she has found a master but her master is a 
angmoh. "Sigh". Which is not me. Then I ask her about it. She say she feel 
good having session with him but she still enjoy the times which we have 
spend together. So she promise me if her master is not around she will still 
meet me.’  

 

Why then does the SCM stand for it? 

3.5 The Filthy Lucre of McDom-alization 

 

Figure 2 
‘What to do about the Dom shortage’ by Chen Han 

 

In one of our conversations, June described the BDSM realm as a ‘microcosm’ 

of larger society. Indeed, the racialized hierarchy in the Singaporean BDSM realm is 

merely replicating one that Singaporeans in general are already more than familiar 

with. In this hierarchy, the most common pairing-up is a Singaporean female sub and 

a Caucasian male Dom. The outsiders are: 1) the Singaporean Dom, 2) Singaporean 

male sub, and 3) Caucasian Dommes/female subs. The first group has to compete 

with his Caucasian counterparts, the second faces a dearth of Singaporean/Caucasian 

Dommes and the third appears to be a veritable non-entity in the local BDSM scene. 

When I asked June about Wayne, an SCM whose role was initially unclear, June 

explained:  
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‘Wayne was sub before, or mebbe switch. 
[So roles are flexible like that for Singaporean males?] 

Well, beggars can't be choosers! It doesn't matter tho, most switches are really 
subs who can't find fem Domme.’ 

 

Thomas says that he ‘wanna try how is it like to be dom[inated], but can’t get Dom till 

now’. Both him and Niki admitted to self-bondage ‘cos I can’t find any male or 

female to dom me in private’. Alvin who is supposedly Dom admits that, ‘actually I 

would like to try to be a sub, but I haven’t found someone to dom me.’ Because of the 

dearth of Dommes in Singapore, SCMs who usually gravitate to the submissive role 

find themselves either without a Domme, forced to reclassify themselves as switch or 

decide to reckon with a desperate situation by seeking a Dom, although they are not 

homosexual
82

.  

The obvious question then is, why not pay for the services of a professional 

Domme? In the course of my fieldwork, it was often jokingly suggested that I become 

a professional Domme as it would be a lucrative side-job if not career in Singapore. 

As Jason, an SCM who was looking into the possibility of such a business put it: 

‘From all my exhaustive efforts to locate every single professional in sg, I can 

conclude one thing, demand far exceeds supply’. His request for local professional 

Dommes to contact him drew a flood of responses, the members divided among those 

who saw the relationship as one of pure transaction and others who condemned what 

                                                 
82 Even female subs and local Doms who already have partners find themselves on the receiving end of 
e-mail requests from SCM subs. In a post entitled ‘NOT SEEKING’, Kaleb says: ‘Just a little note to 
all the subs who have been sending me requests to add them to my messenger. I am very happy and 
content at this time with my submissive. SO NOT SEEKING’.  
As for Caucasian Dommes, this was taken off an ‘Expat BDSM group’ on alt.com: 

[Caucasian male switch] Would any expats know where are all the Caucasian Fem Dommes? 
[Caucasian male sub] G'day mate! Bad news, none around here I checked. As for the local 
ladies posing as pros, they'll sell a fridge to an Eskimo if you see what I mean. The closest one 
I saw a while back was in Honkers, her name is Mistress Kelly. Check out mistresskelly.net. 
She doesn't come cheap though, so financially speaking you might want to consider a quick 
trip to Perth.  

Whether there are actually no Caucasian Dommes in Singapore is yet to be empirically verified but it is 
undeniable that their numbers are infinitesimal. The male sub’s reply also interestingly suggests that 
Singaporean Dommes are not up to par and that the switch would be better off locating one outside the 
country.  



 98 

they saw as a contamination of a connection that should be based on love and trust. 

Ivan, the first SCM to respond, wrote: ‘Never really understood why people go to pro 

Dommes or subs. I never liked the idea of going to a woman who is more interested in 

cash then in me with a wish-list for her to follow. Guess the feeling that it’s fake is a 

turnoff for me.’ For him, the exchange of money meant that an interpersonal 

connection would be impossible, indicating their mutual exclusivity and his 

prioritization of the latter over the former in a (BDSM) relationship. In contrast, 

another SCM reasoned that,  

‘Professional practitioners are here to satisfy a demand.  There are a lot of 

people who do not have the good fortune to find the BDSM facet that they 

crave in a relationship or a suitable partner. And it is a good thing that the 

professional is there to help them satisfy this need. The professional 

practitioner enters the relationship for the money, the client enters it to satisfy 

his need.’ 
 

Acknowledging the overwhelming number of SCMs who are left unfulfilled in their 

search for a BDSM partner/relationship, he also offered a carefully-worded defence of 

‘professional’ Dommes vis-à-vis the unspoken category of ‘prostitute’. Karin, one of 

the few SCF Dommes who owns an ang moh slave, similarly emphasized 

‘professionalism’:  

‘ProDommes typically do not provide sex, as in sexual intercourse.  I am 

talking about real sessions which are not paid sex, not paid escort service. 

There is a sexual component to BDSM but it's not all about actual sex.  There 

are some escorts who will include sex and pretend BDSM as extra services for 

an extra few bucks [but] I would hardly call them ProDommes. 

It is a professional service for those who don’t have a partner open to BDSM.  

It allows them to fulfill a need they have without judgment or fear.  Quite a 

few see the sessions as therapy, an outlet to receive cathartic release from the 

stressful high-pressured environment they work and live in.’ 
 

Karin’s post thus attempts at making several categorical distinctions. Allowing for the 

financial component, she nevertheless draws a distinction between professional 
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Dommes and paid sex/escort services83. The latter two are explicitly sex-for-money 

and therefore conceptually ‘dirty’. The movement is thus from the money as filthy 

lucre to the sexual act as the contaminating element.  

There appears to be a continuum between the points of high/‘intellectual’ and 

low/‘base’ relationships84. However, the categories are not as presumably clear-cut 

and an immediate conundrum arises when one of the other members cites the example 

of his Domme, Ms. Cane, who ‘likes a slave to buy her dinner and pay for the taxi’. 

‘Is that wrong?’, he asks. Ivan replies:  

‘I personally wouldn't mind pampering someone like her in such a manner and 
maybe get involved in other things with her. (Out of chemistry not out of 
arrangement). But to me that’s the same as going out with any other girl. 
When I meet, or date a vanilla girl, I also pay her dinner or drinks. So why not 
the same thing for a pro-Domme?’ 

 

As Ivan points out, if he would act the same way with a professional Domme and 

vanilla female, then there appears to be little difference between the two relationships. 

While he precises that the former is done ‘out of arrangement’ and the latter ‘out of 

chemistry’, it is a complicated task to disentangle the two. His assertion that an 

arranged deal compromises the authenticity of the experience – ‘The feeling that it’s 

fake is a turn-off for me’ – stands in direct opposition to Karin’s presentation of ‘real’ 

                                                 
83 Her repeated use of the word ‘professional’ is part of the attempt to ‘intellectualize’ and in this case, 
even ‘medicalize’ BDSM; ‘real’ BDSM is that which can be both therapeutic and cathartic. 
84 Prostitution resides at the bottom of the lot as it is explicitly sexual intercourse in exchange for 
money. Slightly above that are social escort services. An escort provides company or arm candy to her 
male companion and sexual intercourse is not an explicit part of the exchange relationship, although it 
may often take place. A mistress would rank above a social escort as although existing outside the 
sanctimonious realm of marriage, and despite her acceptance of money or gifts, hers is ostensibly an 
exclusive relationship. A professional Domme would rank either above or on par with the mistress as 
the explicit exchange of money is an integral part of the relationship but the intellectual component of 
BDSM and the premise that actual sexual intercourse does not take place ‘rescues’ it. The ordinary 
vanilla relationship would come next, as ideally it is the union of two individuals based on love and 
mutual attraction; the giving of gifts or paying for dates is not done with the overt expectation of sexual 
access in return. The BDSM relationship would then be at the pinnacle in that it prioritizes a mental, 
emotional and intellectual connection over ‘base’ sexual gratification. This hierarchy is primarily from 
the BDSM practitioner’s viewpoint; a ‘vanilla’ individual would not think of BDSM as an intellectual 
pursuit, but as deviant sex and in all likelihood, categorize it together with prostitution and social escort 
services. 
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BDSM as a supposedly intellectual exercise. If ‘real’ BDSM is based on trust and a 

higher emotional connection, how are these not part of the ‘chemistry’ between two 

people? The distinction between a professional Domme and prostitution based on 

higher/baser conceptions of sex can therefore hold no water. To complicate matters, 

Karin’s position that ‘there is a sexual component to BDSM but it's not all about 

actual sex’ is problematic. Sexual intercourse may not be central to BDSM sexuality 

but if sexual penetration does take place, is the experience any less authentic? It is 

therefore not ‘dirty sex’ which is the thorn in the SCM’s flesh, but ‘dirty money’. 

Despite attempts at rationalizing the appeal of professional Dommes by 

defining it in terms of market forces, there remains an SCM reluctance to consider it 

acceptable. It is my contention that it is the transactional component of the 

relationship that the SCMs find discomfiting. Their middle-class position further 

sensitizes them to the capitalist logic of prostitution in which the sexual act becomes 

part of the transnational circulation of profit and wealth. In contrast with many 

neighbouring Southeast Asian countries, prostitution is legal in Singapore and is 

spatially managed in several red-light districts where Indonesian, Malaysian, Thai, 

Indian and Chinese women ply their trade in brothels, karaoke lounges and massage 

parlours. Given its legal status, it cannot be a straightforwardly polluted category. The 

SCM discomfiture thus stems from his understanding of dirty sex: prostitution is 

conceptually tainted because of its connection with global capital.  

The two graphic images at the head of this chapter were created by Chen Han 

and represent the tentacle-like reach of these symbols of mass consumption. The fear 

is that even BDSM as sacred space is not spared the encroachment of the filthy lucre 

of global capital. In the following section, I argue that this personal fear of the SCM 
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mirrors that of the PAP-state’s regarding the emotional rootedness of its citizenry to 

the country. 

3.6 That Warm, Fuzzy Feeling 

In the last lines of his post, Ivan concluded that ‘a distinction should also be 

made between proper Pro-Dommes (such as Ms. Cane) and obvious leeching fakers 

(such as Ms. Samantha)’. Miss Samantha is a ‘financial Domme’ whom the majority 

of the group is familiar with and unanimous in their unfavourable opinion of her 

‘services’ which she outlines on her website: 

‘[Financial domination] is a way for you to be totally involved in being My 
[sic] slave without disrupting your daily life. Since distance is a “hindrance” 
on the Internet, you can overcome this through gifts, tokens and tithes that you 
send to Me. This gives Me the right to demand more from you which you are 
obligated to give Me. In the end, this will yield your ruin since I have the 
power to take every dime from your bank account leaving you with 
NOTHING!!!’ 85  

 
Incredibly, more than a few SCMs have been duped by her. Nicole added that I ‘shud 

talk to a few of the members on our BDSM site. One poor snook got billed SGD20K 

from her’. Burned by previous experiences with financial domination, SCMs are leery 

of the idea of a professional Domme. Like Ivan’s division between ‘arrangement’ and 

‘chemistry’, the SCM sentiment is that there must be ‘something more’ at the 

foundation of a relationship: 

‘I do like pampering my partner, but money should not be the main drive for 
her to do stuff with me. There has to be at least a bit of love and feeling 
involved. The idea of having to pay money instead of the thing happening out 
of love or nice chemistry doesn’t work for me.’  

 

‘I'm the type of person who would seek a connection, be it a loving, friendly 

or power-based one. Becoming a pro-domme is like selling the cookies I bake 

for friends and family. I didn't want to put a commercial value on what I 

consider as a deeply personal activity.’  
 

                                                 
85 Financial domination is thus presented as a way to overcome the obstacle that the distance of the 
Internet poses to physical intimacy. Upon clicking her name, we are informed that: ‘If you can't wait to 
serve Me and beg to be part of my life, pick up my bills here: $600 rent, $200 start of your slavery 
journey, $250 groceries, $150 phone, $750 ring for Mistress etc.’  
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The SCM aversion to money being the main motivator in a relationship can be 

superimposed onto the PAP-state’s apprehension regarding its own legitimacy and 

citizen loyalty. As outlined previously, the PAP dilemma is that its dominance rests 

on popular support won by economic growth and improved standards of living. In 

times of global economic uncertainty, such promises are untenable. In a neoliberal 

world, the state has realized that it can no longer guarantee the economic and social 

well-being that it holds out in exchange for citizen discipline and social conformity. In 

his speech, Goh quoted a reader in the Straits Times who had written, ‘If we expect 

citizens to die for their country, there must be something beyond material things that 

is worth dying for’ (Goh, C. T., 2002).  

Like the SCM who cites the primacy of love, trust and a ‘deeper connection’ 

as mainstays of a relationship, the PAP-state too speaks of a ‘Singapore heartware’, or 

‘the emotional ties which bind Singaporeans to Singapore and to one another’ (Lee, 

H. L., 2006). In his speech, Lee elaborated on the need for emotional commitment: 

‘This is a new generation and we have to get them to know [the history of our 
first generation leaders], so that you will feel, and from that feeling, then you 
will belong and understand the core part of the Singapore story, how we got 
here’ (Ibid.).  

 
It is still vital that the traumatic roots of the culture of excess are retold as the 

Singapore Story. But forty years on, the younger Lee places greater emphasis on 

‘feeling’ the Singapore story
86

. The question is ‘How to root Singaporeans to 

Singapore?’ (Goh, C. T., 2002); the goal is to get Singaporeans ‘to feel passionately 

                                                 
86 That the National Education programme has been a failure is admitted to when he highlights the 
connection between ‘knowing’ and ‘feeling’ – the transition that has not happened as National 
Education is deemed by students as just another subject to ‘mug’ for. In reply to this, Lee says: ‘It is 
not a mugging subject. It is something you want people to feel, to develop, to feel and sense as a 
community.’ In light of requests from the teachers ‘not to call it National Education because the kids 
will switch off because they think it is a book subject to mug’, the state realizes that any semblance of a 
‘Singaporean heartware’ has to come from inspired citizens and cannot be ‘just something we do in 
schools’. Hence the appeal to parents and grandparents whom Lee tells have ‘a role to play’:  

‘You have to tell the stories to your children, to your grandchildren to know not only what 
happened but how you feel about it, to feel that this is their story and to continue to want to 
write this story into the next chapter and the next volume’ (Ibid.).  
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about something in our country’ (Lee, H. L., 2006). This passion is linked to 

constructive effort for the benefit of the community, and Lee goes on to cite several 

state-approved manifestations of Singaporean heartware. But what things Singaporean 

do Singaporeans already feel passionate about?  

Earlier, I raised the inter-related issues of culture, identity and creativity as 

related in the article on the future of Singapore’s creative industries. Although 

Singaporeans were encouraged to ‘embrace the cultural “mongrel”’, the forms this 

‘mongrel’ was supposed to take were left unsaid. As I alluded to, Singlish – the 

colourful local vernacular whose vocabulary consists of words originating from 

English, Malay, Hokkien, Teochew, Cantonese, Tamil and more recently, Mandarin, 

Japanese, Korean and American/Australian slang – can be one aspect of the 

Singaporean heartware. While in Hongkong, the arts community persisted in its 

performances of locally-inspired culture until the audiences decided it was not bad, in 

Singapore, it looks as if the citizenry will have to converse in Singlish until the state 

decides it is acceptable. Already performances which employ liberal usage of Singlish 

such as Dim Sum Dollies, Broadway Beng and Pamdemonium! have performed to 

full houses at the Esplanade, interestingly enough, a ‘high-culture’ venue.  

 It is therefore deeply ironic that when the PAP-state verbalizes its anxiety over 

the ever-increasing numbers of emigrating Singaporeans, it falls back on Singlish to 

strengthen its connection with the citizenry. In his stayer-quitter speech of 2002, Goh 

assured Singaporeans that he knew ‘the majority of Singaporeans are “stayers”…Rain 

or shine, they will be with Singapore. As we say in Hokkien, “pah see buay zao” 

(literally: ‘beat until die, also will not leave’). Four years later, Lee describes his 

‘worry’ regarding Singapore’s brain drain: ‘We worry because if every trained and 

skilled Singaporean is abroad, then who is going to be here in Singapore, jaga rumah, 
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looking after the home, keeping Singapore dynamic, vibrant, beating?’ Both cases 

illustrate the judicious usage of Singlish which succeeds because its artful blending of 

humour and poignancy charms the heart of the Singaporean listener. It is only at such 

crucial moments, when the state is appealing to its citizenry to feel this sense of 

belonging, that it embraces the mongrel.  

Linguistic choices aside, Enright’s cautionary words that, ‘A totalitarian state 

affords the most civilized society one can have because its citizens are essentially 

dead’ (Enright, D. J., 1960:60) ring loud and clear for the PAP-state. With the new 

creative economy, the state has little choice but to make discursive space for 

‘feelings’ – deadened citizens may be easier to discipline, but dead citizens leave it 

nothing to discipline. Moreover, if the PAP-state is aware of its citizenry engaging in 

BDSM, it is shrewd to avert its gaze of those deep, dark longings which periodically 

break the idealized calm of state waters. Whether choppy waters result in a 

revolutionary tempest however, remains to be seen. 

In chapter two, I showed how the SCM’s discipline and interpellation by the state 

produces a subjectivity that inclines him to BDSM sexuality. In this chapter, I showed 

how BDSM captures the SCM’s ambivalences that, as I have outlined above, are 

derivative of several phenomena including 1) the state’s equivocal position on the 

West which it regards with a simultaneous mixture of both attraction and repulsion 

and 2) its obsessive fixation with labels, boundary-drawing and evermore finer lines 

of distinction. As it has become difficult to sustain an explicitly anti-West position, 

the state now focuses much of its energy goading citizens into becoming 

cosmopolitans primed for the new creative economy. The SCM, SCF and ang moh 

are thus locked in a triangulation of desire in which the Singapore state is arbiter. 
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Framed by state discourse, ‘floating’ desire is simultaneously anchored, enabled and 

articulated via the stage-identities of a uniquely Singaporean cast.  

In the following chapter, I turn to how BDSM articulates and resolves the 

SCM’s ambiguities – that is, those regarding changing gender roles and his masculine 

subject position vis-à-vis the SCF. Specifically, I show how this SCM anxiety-ridden 

subjectivity is resolved in his BDSM fetish, specifically his attraction to bondage and 

the voyeuristic logic that underpins this performance.  
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Chapter 4: Performativity  

 

         Figure 3 
              Japanese anime doll in ‘Kulilin’s ropework’ 

 

4.1 SCM Anxiety and the Bondage Fetish 

‘We must share each other’s excess in order to overcome our mutual lack.’ 

- Michael Holquist (1990) 

  

 As stated in the previous chapter, the SCM’s ideal authority figure is a female 

Domme. However, female Dommes are fairly few in number and most Singaporean 

females who are into BDSM typically take up with Caucasian partners. This leaves 

the SCM with little choice and for most, it does not matter who ends up doing the 

tying, or as the photograph above illustrates, what is being tied up. While a number of 

SCMs take to self-bondage for want of available partners, one of my informants, 

Kulilin, took to practicing his bondage skills on his Japanese anime dolls. He posted 



 107 

an album on the group’s website entitled ‘Kulilin’s ropework’ displaying a series of 

photographs that depicted Japanese anime dolls in various positions, tied with raffia 

string in Japanese-bondage style. At munches, bondage is also the most compelling 

performance, easily drawing an appreciative SCM audience. Their enamoured 

reactions extend to after the performance, when even new members and curious 

others finger the ropes used by Alvin and Kulilin, two self-declared SCM ‘bondage 

masters’87. On the group’s website, bondage fantasies are among the most commonly 

discussed.  Below is a new member’s introductory post to the group: 

‘Hi, I am Thomas, 30 yrs old and new to this group I am a bi [bisexual] and I 
am Chinese. I am a sub and looking for partner to play, male or female also 
can. I like the following: mummification, breath control, tie up tight, 
blindfolded, gag, and hogtied88.’ 

 
The activities he mentions in the last lines are different manifestations of bondage 

activities.  Alvin and Kulilin have even organized ‘bondage 101’ sessions where they 

give a tutorial of sorts to interested SCMs. Why is bondage, and specifically Japanese 

rope bondage, so popular with SCMs?  

When asked what attracts them to BDSM and specifically rope bondage, 

words like ‘art’, ‘beauty’ and ‘aesthetic’ came easily to my SCM informants. Faii says 

that, ‘It’s about appreciating beauty, and being able to control and possess it.’ 

Japanese rope bondage is an SCM-accessible practice for the following reasons: 

firstly, because of its associations with Asian culture. By reframing deviant sexuality 

                                                 
87 Alvin is an SCM in his late thirties. He is single and has had little experience with the opposite sex, 
having his first relationship only at the age of twenty-six. Kulilin is in his early forties and married. 
Previously, his wife accompanied him to munches but he now comes alone and is allegedly looking for 
a sub.  
Despite their apparent role as ‘Doms’, Alvin and Kulilin’s ‘Dom-ness’ chiefly derives from their skills 
at various techniques of Japanese rope bondage. Later, I contend that although this learning seems to be 
an attempt to transcend their SCM-ness, the underlying logic of the SCM bondage act, whether as 
viewer or performer, remains the same. 
88 The hogtie is a method of tying the limbs together, rendering the subject immobile and helpless. 
Originally, it was applied to pigs (hence the name) and other young four-legged animals. In more 
recent years, the term has been applied to ways of restraining humans as well. In hogtie bondage, the 
person who is being tied up is laid down flat on their stomach, with ankles and wrists tied together 
behind their back. 
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as high culture, the SCM is able to manage his second-level anxiety regarding his 

identity as a supposedly conservative Asian. Secondly, because the props required are 

ordinary ropes obtainable from hardware or craft shops, compared to more specialized 

equipment such as electro-torture instruments which are reserved for expert ang moh 

handling. In this way, Japanese bondage as an ‘Asian’ practice affords the SCM a 

domain of expertise vis-à-vis the ang moh. The third and most significant reason are 

the uniquely Singaporean specificities of the bondage act as SCM fetish. In the same 

vein, Anne McClintock (1995) and Martin Danahay (2006) have analyzed sexual 

fetishism in the form of male masochism as a theatrical exercise of social 

contradiction and a model of Victorian masculine identity formation through the 

figure of Arthur Munby, a well-known Victorian barrister and his clandestine 

relationship with Hannah Cullwick, a domestic servant. Danahay argues that the 

problem for male Victorian subjectivity lay in ‘the necessity to be always dominant 

and masterful, at least in public’. Like the SCM, Munby was insecure in his masculine 

subject position which supposedly gave him power over dependents and ‘inferiors’: 

 ‘He admired Hannah Cullwick’s prowess and muscular power; the inverse of 
these statements is his awareness of his own relative lack of strength, and 

therefore of his own proximity to a feminine subject position in the Victorian 

gender system. (Danahay, M., 2006:94, emphasis added)  
 

Munby’s fetishization of work led him to be obsessed with working-class women. He 

sought a resolution of anxieties about his masculine status as worker through his 

relationship with Cullwick in which he staged variations on the theme of dominant 

and subordinate, including sexual fetishes such as infantilism, cross-dressing and 

BDSM play. Likewise, the SCM’s bondage fetish functions as an act of disavowal 

that transfers the location of his pain from within to without the parameters of his 
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body. This act of projection detracts and distracts from his inner sublimated anxiety 

by turning his gaze outward onto the idealized image of the other – the ang moh. 

 In a typical bondage scene, an ang moh Dom will play with an SCF sub89 

whose limbs are bound. Watching such a scene unfold, the Domme-less SCM as 

audience member is ‘forced’ to confront his fears in the form of fantasy: 1) the ang 

moh and his fetishized phallus as embodied in his sexual ownership of the SCF; and 

2) the SCF’s (unmanageable) sexuality. There is thus a double disavowal of desire: 

his desire to be the ang moh and his desire for the SCF. His pleasure arises from 

mastering in fantasy, a situation that is fundamentally dangerous and threatening.  

‘As a theatre of signs, S-M grants temporary control over social risk. By 
scripting and controlling the frame of representation, the player stages the 
delirious loss of control within a situation of extreme control (McClintock, A., 
1995:147). 
 

The crux of this fear is the SCM’s masculinity vis-à-vis the ang moh. The 

ambivalence that characterizes the SCM’s regard of the ang moh is an echo of the 

PAP-state’s cognizance of the West.  

 Despite the ‘anti-yellow culture’ campaign of the 1960s, the Asian/Western 

Values discourse of the 1980s and the ongoing squabbles with the Far East Economic 

Review and Asian Wall Street Journal for ‘interfering with domestic politics’, the 

PAP-state knows its economic and political destiny is inextricably meshed with the 

West. With increasing globalization, it has had little choice but to soften the virulence 

of its rhetoric and redirect its disciplinary energy toward its citizenry. Whereas before, 

the West figured as Evil Other in the PAP-state’s identity politics, it now focuses 

much of its energy goading its citizens for not being ‘realistic’ enough, not ‘engaged’ 

enough, ‘not ‘gracious’ enough, not ‘cosmopolitan’ enough, and not ‘civic-minded’ 

                                                 
89 She need not necessarily be his sub, as SCFs are sometimes shared between ang moh Doms. This 
sharing is usually restricted to BDSM play however, and does not include the sexual act. 
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enough (Goh, C. T., 2002, 2003; Ministry of Information and the Arts, 2000; Lee, H. 

L., 2004). The new idealized portrait is the successful globalized Confucianist 

merchant. Implicit in this portrait is a comparison with his Western ‘foreign talent’ 

counterpart who posseses the creativity, derringdo and other qualities the SCM lack. 

The SCM is then found wanting – both lacking and desiring – the symbolic phallus, 

which is physically embodied in the ang moh penis. This is then the SCM’s pain: the 

repeated confrontation with his lack and unrelenting pressure to match up to this 

figure of a successful Asian postmodern subject. It is this pain that drives him to seek 

a resolution in sexual bondage. This fetish resolution occurs on both physical and 

discursive levels.  

 At the discursive level is the ang moh as phallus whom the SCM is measured 

up against in both the bedroom and boardroom. This discursive dimension will be 

elaborated in the following chapter. At the physical level, the SCM displays intense 

insecurity regarding the size and girth of his sexual organ. June affirms that ‘a lot of 

them have complex about their penis. I see a lot of ‘please humiliate my small cock” 

on alt, aff
90

 and also the local BDSM group site’. With her many interactions with 

Singaporean men, Leah is all too familiar with the nature of the SCM fixation: 

‘Do you know how much idiotic hang-ups exist in this country amongst Asian 
men? They really believe that all ang moh have huge dicks and a woman can 
only be satisfied with a huge dick. And guess where they get their 
“information” from? From porn film. So they see the 5% of ang moh with 
huge dicks in porn films and think this is normal’ 

 

In their email correspondence with her, the subject of Chinese versus Caucasian penis 

size arises almost immediately: 

                                                 
90 Adult Friend Finder – a general online personals website and affiliated to alt. This illustrates that the 
SCM’s penis complex is not limited to the realm of BDSM  
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‘I had several guys say that Chinese cannot satisfy white women, satisfy as in 
penis size.  This is the perception. To most locals, small penis = no 
satisfaction for white woman. For them, it’s all about the dick.’  

 
The SCM penis fixation is also evident in SCM profile pictures on alt.com. A general 

survey of profile pictures reveals that SCMs are more likely than males of other 

nationalities to have a photograph of a/their penis as their profile shot. When I asked 

Leah what she thought of this, she said: 

‘This is just about the biggest turn-off on earth. Most women like men with 
brains, so how about thinking of some interesting way to showcase yourself? 
How about being arty, or interesting, or creative, or just something different 
from the "look at my dick"?’ 

 

Her suggestions to be ‘arty, interesting or creative’ are exactly the ang moh traits 

which the SCM is perceived to be lacking. The penis photograph which is at once 

both replacement and compensation hence represents the SCM’s self-identification 

with the ang moh phallus. The injunction to ‘look at my dick’ exposes his inadequacy 

vis-à-vis the phallus – it is both self-portrait and ideal ego. 

Figure 4a                         Figure 4b 
‘Top Ten Things to Do After Tying Up Your Sub’                    Amended version   
by Chen Han              by Nicole 
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The cartoons above were drawn by two different SCMs. On the left is the 

original by Chen Han, inspired by Jake’s drily-worded reply to an SCM newbie who 

had asked: ‘I’m totally new to all these. I wonder what do you do with your slave 

after you tie them up?’: 

‘I recommend a good game of Scrabble or some other stimulating and fun 
board game (hence the expressions ‘bondage play session’ and ‘Dom/sub 
games’ that you will often see on the site). However some Dom/mes prefer to 
use the time to pop to the shops, see a movie or catch up with some other little 
errands.’ 

 

Leah too was astounded by the request which she saw as epitomizing the typical lack 

of imagination and initiative among SCMs:  

‘Have you heard of imagination? You might want to try it rather than wait for 

ready-made recipes to come to you! If you cannot imagine what to do, how 

about you check out some inspiring webpages?’ 

 

Unsurprisingly, the first two responses to his cartoon were from Jake and Leah: ‘Great 

work Chen Han, I love the cartoon but next time, make me a bit more buff lol.’ 

Meanwhile, Leah delighted in this ‘answer to Jake’s sarcasm’: ‘The creative mind 

finds pleasure in all situations ;) [winking emoticon]’. The cartoon resonated because 

it was a rare example of appropriate SCM creativity. Drawn days after a munch at 

Jake’s residence, Chen Han had captured the BDSM scene in two-dimension: the ang 

moh who always wins, his sexy sub (an amalgamation of three SCFs in fetishwear at 

the munch), and the invisible SCM who is literally removed from the picture, and yet 

meekly accepts this fate. If Chen Han succeeded in demonstrating SCM creativity 

with his cartoon, Nicole went one up with hers, which saw Jake with a ‘buffed up’ 

sexual organ. Displeased with this amendment, Chen Han added, ‘I don't think Jake 
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meant [to] make him buffer in THAT muscle’, to which Jake replied: ‘You are right 

CH. That was not the muscle that needed to be buffed up lol’ (emphasis in original)91.  

4.2 The Voyeuristic SCM 

 Munby was also very much into keeping pictorial souvenirs of his working 

women fetish, amassing over six hundred photographs of Victorian women. 

Photography allowed him to indulge in the illusory fantasy of managing as spectacle 

the dangerous and dominant contradictions of his time which he could not control in 

reality (McClintock, A., 1995:129). Like Munby, the SCM’s pleasure is contained in 

his voyeur position through which he exorcises his citizen anxieties. The crux of this 

fear is his masculinity vis-à-vis the ang moh. Jing readily admits: ‘I think we make 

lousier men than ang mohs. I think we suck, don’t do well at being manly, macho or 

any kind of sexual dominance’. By letting the ang moh handle the SCF, the SCM is 

spared further confirmation of his (sexual) inferiority. But his constant revisitation of 

the bondage site as explicit re-enactment of his anxiety illustrates how fear and desire 

are stirred into a heady combination. McClintock explains the precise link between 

voyeurism, fear and desire: 

‘Voyeurism dramatizes the violation of a threshold…[it] acknowledges a 
barrier to pleasure, a limit to power and then transgresses the limit, reclaiming 
power in a forbidden excess of pleasure…Voyeurism expresses a refusal to 
accept a boundary to the self and its pleasures.  In short, the barrier (the fear) 
is intrinsic and necessary to the structure of the pleasure. Hence the repetitive, 

perpetually deferred pleasure of voyeurism’ (McClintock, A., 1995:129, 
emphasis added) 

 

When the SCF is brought to orgasm by the ang moh, the SCM is witnessing a public 

display of his sexual inadequacy.  His own sexual desire may be aroused but is unmet; 

he is left to contemplate his role as both hapless and helpless bystander. Even when 

                                                 
91 Following this, I contend that it is Nicole’s position as transvestite that permits her to adopt a 
reflexive, unself-conscious attitude in articulating the unspeakable. Having moved beyond the SCM 
category and its accompanying neurosis, Nicole as transvestite has rejected the SCM penis fixation by 
making his ‘hers’. 
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given temporary access to the SCF body – as Alvin and Kulilin are – the fact is that 

this access is licensed by the ang moh and temporary because she is afterward 

returned to him. The bondage act which for him is the main course, is a mere 

appetizer on the ang moh’s dinner plate. The pleasure of the SCM is that of the 

voyeur. 

 At munches, only Alvin and Kulilin as ‘Doms’ readily take to showing off 

their bondage skills – the majority of SCM subs refrain from participating, preferring 

to remain in the safety of the audience perimeter. Brian, for instance, is an SCM who 

attends munches with his SCF girlfriend, Sally. Although he is supposedly a Dom, he 

prefers to leave Sally in Jake’s hands. He is uncomfortable taking charge of a scene 

even in his own home and literally hands Sally over to Jake who proceeds to tie each 

of her wrists to metal grilles. At the last munch, Brian came armed with a Nikon 

camera slung around his neck. While Alvin began binding Sally and Julie – an ang 

moh’s female sub – Brian immediately took to snapping photographs as the women 

giggled and posed for camera. Nodding at Brian, Leah asked if I had ever seen him 

play. When I replied no and asked why she thought so, she replied: ‘Scared. With the 

camera, he doesn’t have to perform.’ After a moment’s pause, she went on: 

‘I used to do nude photography in Australia for a magazine, and it was like 
just me and the photographer having a laugh. This is the same. There is no 
desire.’ 

 

Even Alvin and Kulilin who have seemingly transcended their SCM status because 

they have left the safety of the perimeter to become active participants are ultimately 

proven to fall back on the logic of voyeurism. At munches, both men bring along their 

collection of ropes and waste little time in ‘doing bondage’ on both female subs and t-

girls. However, once the SCF sub is tied up, it is the ang moh Dom who brings her to 

orgasm. The SCM is not permitted further physical contact beyond the de-sexualized 
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task of binding her limbs. Upon viewing Alvin tying up two giggly female subs, Leah 

turned to me and said, ‘He looks like a mechanic fixing a car. He doesn’t look turned 

on at all.’ The actions are performed, but without any trace of the desire from which 

they stem. When I ask Kulilin if he likes tying subs up, he replies:  

‘Yeap. That’s okay with me. Always love to help. [But it doesn't turn you on 
at all?] It doesn't. It’s interesting to tie down a male sub as well. [Why do you 

feel so?] To be able render a guy helpless and serve them up to their mistress 
feels to me like a job well done’. 

 

The bondage act is thus completely purged of its sexual subtext. Kulilin performs 

bondage ‘on request’, to ‘help’ and because it rewards him with a feeling of ‘a job 

well done’. Sex is turned into (pleasurable) work.   

 It is surely sweet relief for the SCM to be distracted from his insecurities and 

the theatrical features of BDSM lend itself easily to his purpose. Thusfar, I have 

theorized that disciplinary conditioning and a culture of excess exercised on the SCM 

body/mind has engendered within him a proclivity to BDSM. A vulnerable 

masculinity in the public sphere seems to be replicated in the private sphere. How and 

where does agency enter the picture, if at all? 

4.3 Agency, Attitude & Aesthetic 

While Richard von Krafft-Ebing coined the term ‘masochism’ in the late 

nineteenth century to describe forms of sexual deviance, he based his descriptions of 

these perversions on literary models. As I outlined earlier, many theoretical inquiries 

since then have been made into the nature of masochism, but most, including those of 

Freud, have been psychoanalytic in approach and generally view masochism as 

pathology. The notion that masochism could refer to something beyond the strictly 

sexual was advanced by Theodor Reik (1888-1969), a student of Freud. In the 

introduction to his 1941 study Masochism in Modern Man, Reik observes that the 
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term ‘masochism’ had undergone an expansion in meaning since Krafft-Ebing had 

first coined the term. While still designating a sexual perversion, the word had also 

come into a more popular usage that Reik describes as ‘a particular attitude toward 

life or a definite type of social behavior: of enjoying one's own suffering or one's own 

helplessness’ (Reik, T., 1941:15). Reik's statement makes explicit what Krafft-Ebing 

only hinted at: that masochism may involve certain preferences or habits not always 

linked with sexuality. Reik's approach suggests that masochism is indicative of 

something more general; a particular manner or approach, even a style, not just to 

sexual activity, but to life itself
92

. 

Reik's use of the word ‘attitude’ is essential. In addition to indicating a 

physical or mental posture, the word ‘attitude’ further suggests ‘a position assumed 

for a specific purpose’ (Reik, T., 1941:16) Read this way, Reik indicates that 

masochism is not only an intentionally assumed position but that there is a clear 

purpose behind it as well. Consequently, unlike what Freud and others have believed, 

masochism is not merely a sexual urge gone awry, but rather, can be a stance assumed 

and maintained for a particular purpose.  

I suggest that the SCM’s involvement with BDSM can be viewed as an active 

stance through which he negotiates the contradictions of state discourse, constructions 

of masculinity and Singapore’s position in the new political economy. Although 

                                                 

92 The idea that masochism might be viewed in terms of a style is an observation Gilles Deleuze makes 
in his 1967 essay ‘Coldness and Cruelty’ which renders a close reading of Sacher-Masoch's Venus in 
Furs. In ‘Coldness and Cruelty’, Deleuze reminds his readers that it was the literary texts written by 
Sade and Sacher-Masoch that inspired the terms, and, he insists, ‘Symptomology is always a question 
of art: the clinical specificities of sadism and masochism are not separable from the literary values of 
Sade and Sacher-Masoch’ (Deleuze, G., 1967:17). Taking his view of masochism a step further, 
Deleuze describes sadism and masochism as entire philosophical systems. For Deleuze, Sade and 
Sacher-Masoch are ‘great artists in that they discover new forms of expression, new ways of thinking 
and feeling and an entirely new language’ (Deleuze, G., 1967:16).  
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SCMs maybe viewed condescendingly by June, Leah and several ang mohs, I suggest 

that masochism does not equate to a simple notion of weakness or passiveness. For 

the SCM, BDSM is a fantasy-space. As described above, munches are held at a gay 

bar and Jake’s home – the first a “deviant” space and the second a realm of 

recreational sex unsanctioned by the state.  

Both Alvin and Kulilin take pride in their Japanese rope bondage skills. Alvin, 

who goes by the self-given title of ‘bondageking’ has even organized a ‘bondage 101’ 

session which Kulilin announced on the group website: ‘Our bondageking is 

organizing a Bondage 101 gathering to teach members who would be interested in 

rope bondage. Please see below for the details.’ Alvin and Kulilin clearly relish their 

role as bondage ‘experts’. They are unhesitating in answering questions that curious 

members may have. This is an example taken off the group website: 

 
‘Mark: Different sorts of rope are used for different types of play, but which 
sort of rope do you use most often (cotton, hemp/jute, nylon-composite), and 
where would you get it? Are there kink-friendly stores in Singapore? Do you 
buy off the shelf at regular stores? Or do you order in off the web? 

 
Kulilin: Usual hardware stores will carry twisted cotton or polyester whites all 
bundled and shrink-wrapped for you. It is also usually at the right thickness 
for bondage. Just remember that the thinner rope you use, the more rounds 
you have to make when tying to relieve the rope bites. You can also get 
waived nylons at Spotlight, or more respectable hardware stores. These 
waived nylons usually come with a core strand. Remove this core strand and 
you'd get a flat rope, which is more flexible in forming to the body shape 
when tying, and also relieve the rope bites. :) And dun bother getting hemp 
from local stores, they are too rough and untreated to be used for bondage. 
Cheers and have fun.’ 
 

His teacher role achieves two purposes. Firstly, it allows him to reclaim some 

remnants of his masculinity vis-à-vis the ang moh Dom. When Alvin and Kulilin are 

performing bondage, it is performed on bodies that they have little control over in 
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reality – the SCF and t-girl. For the duration of the bondage act, the SCM is the actor, 

the ang moh is the passive, if benevolent observer and the SCF body is his to be 

literally bound. Their expertise in Japanese rope bondage rewards them with an 

audience, a compliant body and a means to assert their Asian masculinity in a realm 

of Western sexual knowledge. Secondly, his teacher role allows him to deflect 

attention from any contradictions in the disciplinary apparatus. Teaching other SCMs 

how to perform their SCM-ness elevates him to a position of authority and in this way 

permits him to feed off the disciplinary apparatus. In addition, by becoming ‘dom’ in 

a different way, he simultaneously re-legitimizes and parodies the apparatus. 

This concept of an active masochism is taken further with the example of 

Nicole whose biography I sketch out in my final chapter. Previously, I also cited the 

notion of the SCF body as site of struggle between the SCM and ang moh. When the 

SCM stereotypes the SCF who takes up with ang mohs as an SPG – and its 

accompanying connotations of “loose” and “slutty” – it is their attempt to claim her 

body as theirs. Moreover, in doing so, they are adopting the East/West dichotomies of 

the state. This shows how categories in state discourse are taken up and played out by 

my informants. Both the SCM and SCF in BDSM thus demonstrate a form of agency 

that can be intensely liberating. While the SCF revels in her sexuality, has public 

orgasms, dresses up and poses boldly for the camera, the SCM by his seeking out and 

participation in non state-sanctioned sex at “deviant” venues too demonstrates a 

liberating agency. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

5.1 A Uniquely Singaporean BDSM 

 In this paper, I have shown how the subordinate position of the Singaporean 

middle-class Chinese male in the local BDSM hierarchy is tied to the PAP-state’s 

anxieties regarding its own political hegemony and Singapore’s position in the world 

economy. For the PAP-state, the Singapore Story is the dramatic, violent experience 

of national struggle. This struggle it has elevated to level of national culture, a 

symptomatic culture of excess manifest in its strategies of constant maintenance and 

disciplinary conditioning of its citizens. SCM anxiety and his subsequent participation 

in BDSM are driven by a combination of this culture of excess and disciplinary 

conditioning.  

For both citizen and state, it is crucial to grasp how economic anxiety is 

meshed with race and gender. PAP-state discourse has constructed an ethno-

economic hierarchy at the apex of which is the ang moh foreign talent. He is followed 

by the SCM, SCF and a base of undifferentiated racial others. This hierarchy 

however, is one whose categories are destined to blur and merge into one another. In a 

rugged-society model that imagines its disciplined labour force as comprised of 

masculine/ized subjects, the SCM’s ethno-economic position is challenged by 

formerly soft subjects: SCFs and racial others. Lee Kuan Yew’s formulation of “hard” 

versus “soft” societies is a reworking of the colonial image of ethnic Chinese into a 

positive image based on the Confucian values of hard work and frugality. Following 

this, he has assessed countries’ relative economic performances in terms of their 

possession or non-possession of Confucian culture (Ong, A., 1999:69, 73). In an era 

of globalization and neoliberalism, such a thesis is complicated by the entry of skilled 

immigrants from “non-Confucian” countries like Burma and the Philippines into 
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Singapore’s workforce. Additionally, even the position of “Confucian” Dickson in 

this ethno-economic hierarchy has been shown to be problematic. As revealed, one’s 

position in this hierarchy is based not on the possession of Confucian culture, but that 

of an English education. As a sexuality originating in the West, BDSM articulates and 

resolves the SCM’s ambiguities – that is, those regarding changing gender roles and 

his masculine subject position vis-à-vis the SCF and non-English-educated racial 

others. 

At a second level, BDSM captures the SCM’s ambivalences which are 

derivative of several phenomena including the state’s equivocal position on the West 

which it regards with a simultaneous mixture of both attraction and repulsion. As it 

has become increasingly difficult to sustain an explicitly anti-West position, the state 

now focuses much of its energy goading its citizens into becoming cosmopolitans 

primed for the new creative economy. Foreign talent is the ang moh disciplined and 

hence the perfect embodiment of a creative cosmopolitan. The SCM thus finds his 

masculinity doubly challenged: from the bottom by SCFs and non-English-educated 

racial others; and from the top by the economically and sexually creative ang moh, 

with whom he is constantly measured against.  

At the end of the previous chapter, I returned to the issue of the relationship 

between BDSM and the functioning of normal society. Thusfar, BDSM has been 

functional for Singaporean society. It fulfils the task of (temporarily) resolving the 

SCM’s personal anxieties, preventing them from evolving into dysfunctional 

eruptions. With his psyche temporarily soothed, the SCM can reassume his position in 

the disciplinary apparatus. What of the SCM who does not desire mollification?  
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5.2 The State as Fetish 

‘The real official secret, however, is the secret of the non-existence of the state’. 

- Philip Abrams (1988) 

 

In his chapter, ‘Pain, words, violence’, Yao Souchou presents the reactions of 

Singaporeans to Michael Fay’s sentencing. Of the three hundred letters received by 

the Straits Times, virtually all favoured the sentencing: 

‘In these letters, Fay was seen as an American teenager spoiled by the good 
life of a wealthy expatriate family and the lack of firm parental guidance…At 
the American School, he was known as an ‘under-achiever and trouble 
maker’, ‘consistently indolent and defiled [sic] class discpline’…[He] was 
turned into a figure that expressed the national feelings about law, 

punishment and the nature of government – in contrast to practices in the 
West’ (Yao, S., 2007:82, emphasis added).  

 
What were these national feelings and what did they reveal of the PAP-state’s nature 

of government? In his analysis of Singaporeans’ fervent support of what President 

Clinton condemned as a ‘disproportionate’ punishment and the United States 

government as an ‘excessive penalty’, Yao draws our attention to Singaporeans 

alignment with the state, citing readers’ ‘slavish aping of the State in the attack on 

foreign critics’ and those who ‘mimicked ad nauseam’ the official line about the 

deterrence effect of harsh punishment. It is interesting to observe some of the 

reasons offered for their complicity. One reader felt that ‘to revoke the sentence 

would smack of double standards and Singaporeans would soon question the rule of 

law here. The principle that the same law should apply to everyone will be doubted 

by Singaporeans’. Another wrote that: ‘Everyone in Singapore is subject to the same 

laws. To expect us to make an exception would be tantamount to asking us to 

disregard our laws. How then are we supposed to punish similar offenders in the 

future?’ Yao surmises that there was in the readers’ letters, ‘something of the 
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reprimand from ‘fellow travellers93’’ and suggests that the possibility of reprieve for 

Fay seemed to arouse ‘near envy’ among locals and muses that it is ‘perhaps a 

reaction from people long living under harsh laws who must cultivate heartlessness 

as a psychological adjustment’. (Yao, S., 2007:83). I disagree and believe that citizen 

alignment with the state holds far deeper resonance than is attributable to either envy 

or heartlessness. As the highlighted portions indicate, the ultimate (imagined) 

distress is a vision of doubting Singaporeans. The allowance of a reprieve for Fay is 

equated with a disregard for the law which is then argued to lead to a questioning of 

the state’s moral authority – How then are we supposed to punish similar offenders 

in the future?  

It is my argument that both the ‘slavish aping’ of the State, and the related 

fear of cracks appearing in the solid wall of the law reveal the Singapore state as 

fetish. In this, I refer to Michael Taussig who argues that this notion of State 

fetishism directs us to ‘the political power of this fiction, its powerful 

insubstantiality’ (Taussig, M., 1993:218). In Taussig’s chapter, he analyzes the 

materiality of state fetishism in its different variations including the port, city and 

state borders. The PAP-state similarly fetishizes itself via the material with its 

fixation on rootedness and territoriality. Despite urging its citizens to be 

transnational cosmopolitans, its version of cosmopolitanism entails a citizen 

homecoming. It has had little choice in accepting its citizens’ cross-border 

movements, but with a caveat: 

‘We encourage Singaporeans to go abroad…and then come back to 
Singapore. While it's good to have people abroad, we also hope that they 
don't spend all their life there and at some stage, they will decide to come 
back to Singapore’(Lee, H. L., 2006). 

 

                                                 
93 A person who supports or sympathizes with a political party, but is not an enrolled member. 
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In 2006, the state launched an ‘Overseas Singaporean Portal’ to ‘help nurture a 

diaspora of Singaporeans abroad, who are firmly rooted back home’ (CNA, 26 August 

2006). On the portal’s homepage are five main links in apparent chronological order: 

‘Preparing To Go Overseas; Staying In Touch With Sg; Sg In My Area; Returning 

Home; and Welcome Home’. The Singaporean abroad is thus expected to stay in 

touch with Singapore, find Singapore in his overseas space and ultimately return to 

Singapore – his homeplace. National sentiment is tied to the corporeal: the body is the 

idea of the nation-state. Like a lover, the Singaporean may leave the sensual hold of 

the state to embrace another. But because he is faithful, he redeems himself by 

seeking out her semblance in that foreign body. This as temporary respite before he 

returns to be fully enveloped in her arms, reunited once again.  

For the SCM, the BDSM event is the interface in which state fetishism is 

enacted at individual citizen level. Through the BDSM event, he forms mimetic 

correspondences between his own body, the market-place94 and ultimately the PAP-

state. These connections he fingers feverishly as the beads of a rosary; his bondage 

fetish a softer echo of the PAP-state’s self-fetishization. It is because the SCM 

acquiesces to the state fetish that BDSM stops short of its latent revolutionary 

consequences. What of the SCM who does not acquiesce? If the state is ‘not the 

reality which stands behind the mask of political practice, but is itself the mask which 

prevents our seeing political practice’ (Abrams, P., 1988:238, emphasis added), how 

does the SCM reckon with this realization? What kind of SCM – itself a state-

interpellated identity – is imaginable beyond the state fetish?  

                                                 
94 The neo-liberal marketplace as embodied in ang moh foreign talent and other ‘immigrants’ like 
Dickson and Leah. 
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Nicole, the SCM turned transvestite or t-girl, presents one example of an SCM 

who has defetishized the PAP-state by the various borders she has transgressed and 

transcended. The first of these is the sexual order: 

 ‘I’m just a li’l tgurl 
 [When did you start dressing as a tgurl?] 

I have been struggling with my gender identity since I was young. I am 
bisexual, I [am into] girls and guys. And also tgurls. So I guess that means I 
am pansexual.’ 

 

Although meant light-heartedly, Nicole’s ‘pansexual’ epithet aptly captures how she 

confounds sexual/gender categories. She is genetically male, outwardly female95 and 

is sexually attracted to both genetic males and females, and other transvestites. Her 

ethno-racial heritage also blurs the state’s racial categories: 

‘My mom is half Chinese, half Ozzie; my dad half Burmese, half Chinese. So 
I don't know wat I am, I am rojak. Parents divorced. Mom in Sydney, dad 
remarried, now in Shanghai. I lived all over the world and move around when 
I was young so I got a lot of “weird” frens. I got introduced to SM when I was 
in the States and things got crazy when I was in Europe. My first encounter 
was with my girlfriend who was from Puerto Rico.’ 

 
As she outlines above, she is not only ethnically rojak but her cross-border 

movements disrupt the PAP-state’s vision of Singaporeans tied to national soil. The 

third transgression is the heartlander/cosmopolitan inscriptions – Nicole has rejected 

both the heartlander label and PAP-state version of ‘cosmopolitanism’. Although she 

has a Singaporean passport, she divides her time between Australia, Hong Kong, 

China and Singapore: 

‘I’ve organized munches all over China. Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Xian. 
In Hong Kong I have been trying to meet up with Decima

96
. I met with most 

of the dungeon owners in Bangkok. Several of the moderators are dungeon 
owners in our bdsmASIAnetwork. The last meet that I hosted in Shanghai had 
120 participants. We took over the whole bar, two floors.’ 

 

                                                 
95 Her hair, make-up, clothing and demeanour are feminine.  
96 Decima is a British female in her early fifties. She is owner of Fetish Fashion, a BDSM club in 
central Hongkong and the central matchmaker in a burgeoning community of Asian bondage seekers 
(http://www.time.com/time/asia/features/sex/sexwhip.html).  
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Nicole has gone beyond being merely homosexual97 to be pansexual and is probably 

one of few SCMs who in promulgating BDSM locally and overseas, highlights the 

link between the state and its sexuality. The fourth border, she crosses with her 

prismatic sexuality. Unlike other SCMs, sexual knowledge and experience originating 

from Europe and the United States do not end at Nicole but pass through her to be 

refracted into multiple locations. In defetishizing the state, she brings its sexuality to 

the forefront by establishing BDSM clubs and networks in other countries and 

actively organizing local and international munches. A self-described ‘BDSM 

activist’, her actions fracture the very correspondences that both SCM and PAP-state 

strive to form. She is thus one illustration of a post-state-fetish SCM. 

5.3 Research Implications 

My research findings have implications for three broader areas. Firstly, the 

Singaporean BDSM scene is shown to be a microcosm of Singaporean society writ 

large. It is a space in which local dynamics of race, class and gender are condensed, 

dramatized and contended with. The unique subject positions of SCMs, ang moh and 

non-white ‘foreign talent’, ‘foreign workers’ from nearby economically-depressed 

regions and Singaporean middle-class females in Singapore’s BDSM hierarchy 

articulate the precise ways in which Singapore’s position in the global economy 

directly impact its citizens’ production and conceptions of identity. 

Secondly, the subordinate position of the SCM as hegemonic category of the 

population reveals that in a modern disciplinary regime, the power and status that 

come with a hegemonic position do not make this category invulnerable. Conversely, 

it is this category that is exposed as the most vulnerable. As a hegemonic position is 

                                                 
97 When asked if she saw Singapore as being repressed, Leah had remarked:  
‘ Oh yes, but the difference is that Singaporeans are so happily repressed that they don't even seek to 
find the kinky way out of it. They don't even try to find a way out, not even in a sub-culture. Only the 
gays. I think in order to have a proper BDSM scene here one would need a proper gender liberation, 
and a liberation from Confucianistic thinking.’ 
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contingent on the subordinate position of raced, classed and gendered Others, these 

Others become ‘dangerous’ and have to be constantly monitored and fretted over. The 

nervous energy generated has intense and traumatic repercussions at both citizen and 

state levels.  

Thirdly, the forms and operations of modern disciplinary regimes are 

both changing with globalization and meshing/articulating with new transnational 

cultural practices. This disrupts older conceptualizations of the ‘national’ and BDSM 

exemplifies the position of such contemporary cultural practices which sit between 

the national and transnational. BDSM is national because the SCM's anxiety arises in 

the national disciplinary regime during childhood and adolescence. It is subsequently 

accentuated in adulthood in the transnational economy when the anxiety emergent in 

the national culture is displaced onto the transnational cultural practices of BDSM. 

BDSM hence allows for privatized deviance, yet is revealed to be squarely situated in 

the consumption nexus of neo-liberal capitalism, and one whose cultural logic is 

positioned between the national and the transnational. 

BDSM also expands our conceptualization of deviance in relation to practices 

of the modern consuming subject. Previously, deviance was theorized as a functional 

normative device in modern disciplinary regimes, particularly in the creation of 

disciplined productive subjects. Neo-liberal globalization in Singapore however, 

entailed the move towards a consumption capitalist economy and the corresponding 

formation of a consuming subject. Coupled with greater freedom of individual choice, 

this indicates that sexual deviance is increasingly privatized, paralleling the 

privatization of many state services often observable in neo-liberal systems. 

Singapore as consumption nexus is thus the hub of commodity circuits where desire 

and fetishism is heightened and centred in the consuming individual. Hence, BDSM 
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does not only play out in single physical face-to-face locales, but in multiple sites 

including tourism, the Internet and spread over the consumption lifestyle of the 

individual. 
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Appendix 1 
Informants’ Biographical Details 
 
 

Informant  Biography 

Alvin SCM “Dom”, 37. He is currently single and has had little 
dating experience. Self-declared ‘bondageking’, is into 
(Japanese) rope bondage. Is one of the moderators of the group 
website. 
 

Andy British expatriate male Dom in his late 40s. Previously lived in 
Japan and New York City, USA before moving to Singapore. 
He is currently in an open relationship with an SCF. 
 

Brian SCM “Dom” in his late thirties. Lives together with his SCF 
sub girlfriend, Sally. 
 

Chen Han  SCM friend of Leah’s, in his mid-thirties who was introduced 
to the group by her. He drew Figures 2a and 4, ‘Top Ten 
Things to Do After Tying Up Your Sub’ and ‘What to do 
about the Dom shortage’. 
 

Dickson ‘China-Chinese’, single male sub in his late forties. Has been 
working in Singapore for over a decade in an Information 
Technology firm. He attends munches regularly but 
unaccompanied. His arrogant and dismissive posts elicited 
equally strong reactions from the group. 
 

Ivan SCM sub who wrote a post expressing his distrust of 
professional Dommes. 
 

Jack SCM sub in his mid-thirties. He is a sub and cross-dresser, 
although unlike Nicole, does not make this identity public. He 
is a ‘global citizen’, educated in Singapore, Indonesia and the 
United States and has had relationships with females of various 
ethnic backgrounds. 
 

Jake/MJ British expatriate male Dom in his early fifties. He regularly 
opens his house as a venue for group munches and is viewed as 
‘group leader’. He is known as ‘Master Jake’ or ‘MJ’ by the 
group members primarily because of his ethnicity, and because 
munches are usually organized on his initiative. He set up the 
group’s online website and is one of its moderators. 
 

Jason SCM looking into the possibility of setting up a professional 
Domme network in Singapore. 
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Jing SCM sub, 27. Currently studying in a local university, 
introduced to me by June. Jing is in a relationship with an SCF 
whom he introduced to BDSM. He has had homosexual 
inclinations in adolescence and as a position of alternative 
sexuality allows him to (temporarily) detach himself from the 
disciplinary apparatus that constructs him as an SCM. 
 

June Female, 27, Burmese citizen. She has lived in Singapore all her 
life, save for five years of tertiary education in New Zealand. 
June is my first/main informant and it was she who introduced 
me to the local BDSM circle and www.alt.com.  
 

Karin One of the few SCF Dommes, in her early forties, owns an ang 
moh slave. 
 

Kulilin SCM “Dom” in his mid-forties and married to SCF. Into 
(Japanese) rope bondage. Previously, his wife accompanied 
him to munches but he now comes alone and is allegedly 
looking for a sub. 
 

Leah German expatriate female sub, 41. Lived in Glasgow and 
Australia before she moved to Singapore in 2003. First 
introduced to BDSM in her home country of Germany. 
Teaches creativity and thinking skills at a local polytechnic. 
She likes Asian/Singaporean men but frustrated at the ‘poor’ 
quality of Doms here. Has been single since her arrival in 
Singapore and is frustrated by 1) the ‘poor’ quality of SCM 
Doms and 2) that both SCM and Caucasian Doms typically 
take up with ‘bimbotic’ SCF subs. 
 

Mark SCM in his late thirties. Described BDSM as ‘sex for 
intellectuals’.  
 

Ms. Cane She is a Domme of one of the group members. 
 

Ms. Samantha SCF, Financial Domme who has duped numerous SCMs into 
giving her money, gifts and paying her bills over her Internet 
website. 
 

Nicole SCM and t-girl in her mid-thirties. She is of mixed ethnicity, 
and has lived much of her life overseas since childhood, 
including Europe, Australia and the United States. She started 
several BDSM clubs in China and has organized munches in 
Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Xian, Hong Kong and 
Bangkok. She started the BDSM Asia and China networks and 
currently divides her time between Australia, Hong Kong, 
China and Singapore. 
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Nicole SCM and t-girl, 29. A ‘closeted’ cross-dresser for the past five 
years, has come out as t-girl. Engages in casual sexual 
encounters with other SCMs although she claims to be seeking 
a relationship. 
 

Ray SCM sub, 25. Has had a few SCF girlfriends but little success 
in long-term relationships with someone he can introduce to 
BDSM. 
 

Sally Brian’s SCF sub whom Leah/June cite as example of 
‘bimbotic’ SCF. 

Wayne SCM, 27. Although he now identifies himself as Dom, Wayne 
was previously a switch as he came to BDSM single, 
unaccompanied and unsure of his role. His ‘geeky’ personality 
and slight physique resulted in the majority assumption that he 
was a sub. This appeared to be confirmed after an incident in 
which he allowed himself to be tied up and suspended from the 
ceiling in a state of partial nudity. Some months later, he 
started dating an SCF whom he introduced to BDSM and 
brought to munches.  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


