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If you think only trench coat-wearing perverts or corseted Goths are into 
fetish, think again. Kinky people are everywhere: making your coffee, 
sitting next to you at work, walking their dog in the park (and no, that’s not 
a metaphor). Maybe you’re one of “them”. And that’s totally OK, because 
there’s more to sex than inserting part A into part B – the spectrum of 
what arouses us is so vast. In fact, there are roughly 560 known fetishes, 
according to Dr Angela Lewis, author of My Other Self: sexual fantasies, 
fetishes and kinks ($24.95, myotherself.com.au). A fetish can involve 
almost any inanimate and non-sexual object, activity, sight, smell, sound 
or material that causes sexual response – from teddy bears to stilettos 
crushing tomatoes. “Kink” is the umbrella term that encompasses fetish 
and BDSM (bondage, discipline, sadism and masochism), which is 
happening in Aussie bedrooms every night of the week – not just “date 
night”. While statistics are difficult to come by, research by US-based 
clinical sexologist Dr Gloria Brame suggests kinky sex is practised by 10 
to 15 per cent of people. Fetish-lovers are out there, walking among us, 
quietly enjoying sex their way. And there’s a lot you can learn from them. 

Whatever turns you on
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Brought 
to heel

P tramples people in a dungeon at night. Over the phone, 
she’s cheerful and articulate. “I really love my job as  
a fitness instructor; I genuinely have an interest in  
people’s health and fitness. When I train people, they 
jokingly call me ‘mistress’. They say, ‘You’re cracking the 
whip, slave driver,’” she laughs. Little do they know... 

Scientists, sex therapists and psychiatrists are baffled 
by what causes a fetish or interest in BDSM. Not even 
Mistress Mynx can explain why clients want to lick her 
boots or be insulted. “I can’t answer that question… it’s 
like, what’s the inexplicable thing that attracts you to your 
partner or your job?” And what confuses vanilla people – 
those not in the lifestyle – says Hellyer, is the lack of genital 
interaction. “You might ask, ‘How can that be sexual?’ 
We’re so used to associating sex with a penis and vagina.” 

Why you like wooden spoons
“There are many theories as to what starts a fetish, but 
we don’t really know a great deal about it,” says Sydney-
based psychiatrist Dr Tanveer Ahmed. “It’s not about 
receptors in the brain not working properly. It’s very much 
developmental: how we form personality and an idea of 
what constitutes sexual relations. One theory is, there are 
stages of courtship: you’re seeing someone; next stage, you 
flirt; three, you touch; four, you get it on. Fetishes may come 
from stuff-ups in the first three stages, particularly the tactile 
stage.” If the theory is true, fetishes could form between the 
ages of 15 and 25, he says. And stick. “But, if the individual 
soon forms healthy relationships, it could fizzle out.”

In 1968, psychologists Professor Stanley Rachman and 
Dr Ray Hodgson set out to prove that fetishism is a learned 
response – an association caused by nurture, not nature – by 
experimenting on seven male heterosexual colleagues with 
no prior fetishes. With their penises hooked up to a monitor 
(ouch) the men were shown pictures of women’s knee-high 
boots. They were sexually unresponsive. Then, subjects were 
shown the boots, interspersed with erotic images. After  
a while, the men were shown images of the boots alone –  
and five experienced erections. Tests like this, says Dr 
Ahmed, suggest fetishism may be a learned behaviour that 
occurs when a “normal” sexual stimulus is paired with the 
fetish object, rather than something you’re born with. “For 
people with a fetish, the same part of their brain lights up 
that light up for us when we’re sexually aroused,” Dr Ahmed 
says. “For them, it happens because of a ‘different’ stimulus.” 

“What I can tell you is, virtually everybody I spoke to 
remembers having their ‘thing’ from a young age,” says  
Dr Lewis. The reason, she argues, isn’t important. “No one 
said, ‘I wish I wasn’t into it and need to stop’. Everyone  
was comfortable doing what they’re doing and for those in  
a relationship, their partners accommodated their interest.”

 What about bondage and pain? Why some people enjoy 
a good spanking, says Dr Ahmed, is thanks to a genuinely 
fine line between pleasure and pain. “Often pain receptors 
in certain parts of the body are very closely overlapped 
with the pleasure centres,” he explains. Meanwhile, pain 
triggers a release of feel-good hormones from your brain: 
nature’s very own paracetamol. “When you eat chilli, for 
example, initially it’s painful but then you get a release of 
opiates. That bit can be pleasurable, even addictive.” 

When done properly, BDSM isn’t about going hell for, 

erm, leather, anyway. “You should start gently,” says Hellyer. 
“Warm up the skin so blood comes to the surface, which 
means it’s less painful when the intense stuff happens.” 

 Get your kink on
So, there’s more to “spicing up your sex life” than the reverse 
cowgirl or using a blindfold. But you don’t need a strap-on 
or rubber catsuit in order to play with fetish, either. It’s 
about finding your own sexual holy grail: every woman has 
something that turns her on, says Hellyer. “Find out what 
makes you feel sexy, even if it’s a type of music or having 
your hair played with. Open your mind. You might notice 
something in a movie or book. Read erotic literature: each 
story has an erotic element or theme. Some might leave you 
cold; others get you all, ‘Oohh, hhmmm’.” The results, says 
Mistress Mynx, might just be empowering. “Some women 
don’t even know they’re bored – they think this is it. That 
giving your partner a blowjob is how you keep him,” she 
says. “Conversely, I think there’s a lot of men out there afraid 
to tell their wife or girlfriend they’d like to play  
a submissive role in case their partner thinks less of them.”

There are ways to broach the subject with your boyfriend, 
says Hellyer. “It could be in the moment: when undressing, 
use your bathrobe tie to lightly spank him, and gauge his 
reaction,” she offers. “Or, bring it up as playful sex talk over  
a glass of wine. Say, ‘What would you think if I told you  
I was into…’” Either way, keep it light. If he rejects the idea, 
don’t take it personally or become defensive. “It’s not unlike 
any difference of opinion in the bedroom. Be patient; he 
might need to time to digest.” If your bloke’s the one with  
a fetish, take time to process his revelation. Ask yourself, is  

Punch “fetish” into 
Google and it returns 
around 265 million 

hits. The International 
Association of Rubberists’ 

site gets 1500 unique visitors 
daily. At the time of writing, 

Fetlife.com, the kink community’s  
take on Facebook, boasted 894,166 members. Heck, 

you can join fetish groups on regular Facebook – there’s  
a cornucopia of coital inspiration on the web. And yet 
“balloon fantasy” or “adult baby” aren’t words you hear  
at dinner parties too often. What happens behind closed 
doors (or in a suburban dungeon) stays behind closed doors, 
which is why research on the topic is thin on the ground.

Despite popular belief and most Criminal Minds episodes, 
dedicated followers of fetish aren’t sick. Or crazy. Kinky 
people are just like you. In fact, you may think you’re vanilla 
but could be sporting a fetish unknowingly, such as liking 

a man in uniform or having your hair pulled 
during sex. “What counts as kinky or even perverted for 
one person – dressing up in a suspender belt and stockings, 
say, or spanking – may be a harmless game or sex as usual 
for another,” write Dr Juliet Richters and Professor Chris 
Rissel in Doing It Down Under (amazon.com). 

And slowly but surely, fetish is coming out of the closet – 
even hitting the mainstream, says Mistress Mynx, 38,  
a Melbourne-based professional dominatrix. “We’ve been 
wearing six-inch heels in the fetish scene for years and now 
they’re in Myer.” Yep, the times, they are a-changing. 

See, what’s considered “normal” usually depends on its 
place in history. In Ancient Greece, says Dr Lewis, men had 
sex with women and men freely, while 19th century Western 
medicine believed masturbation was symptomatic of mental 
illness. “At one time, oral sex would have been considered 
a fetish because it wasn’t ‘normal’,” adds kink-friendly sex 
therapist and WH advisor Jacqueline Hellyer. Besides, not 
all kinks are kooky. “Heaps of women feel sexy in heels.  
If you get off on wearing heels during sex, you have a shoe 
fetish,” says Hellyer. Got a penchant for Brazilian waxing? 
“You’re acomoclitic [like hairless genitals],” says Dr Lewis. 

Dedicated followers of fetish are most often educated and 
middle class – not trampy weirdos or porn stars. This year, 
Dr Lewis surveyed 229 cuckoldresses: women in long-term 
relationships who have sex with other men (bulls) with their 
spouse’s (cuckold) consent – often encouragement. (Their 
cuckold spouse may watch but typically doesn’t participate; 
at the very least they know about the encounter and are 
aroused by it.) Surprisingly, the average cuckoldress is 
aged between 30 and 39, has been married or in a de facto 
relationship for 11-plus years and is well educated. Sixteen 
per cent had a post-graduate degree, 35 per cent had an 
undergraduate degree. Hardly Playboy bunnies. 

Hellyer agrees kinky people are typically intelligent, 
introspective and inclusive. “They’re not obsessed with 
youth and beauty, like most of society is. People in the kink 
scene believe you are who you are: old, young, fat, thin, 
disabled… everyone’s accepted,” she says. And they’re 
discreet. Mistress Mynx has a day job as a personal 
trainer, is in a long-term relationship and says very few 
people know – or even suspect – she flogs, slaps, canes and 

Do try this at home
Inspiration from some of our favourite fetishes

Narratophilia Narrato (to narrate) and 
philia (love of) refers to arousal from telling sexual 
stories or reading explicit material aloud. Click on 

cliterati.co.uk, edited by sex writer Emily Dubberley, 
for free women’s erotic literature.

Odontophilia A love of teeth. Seminal 
sex researcher Dr Alfred Kinsey found that 55 per 

cent of women and 50 per cent of men respond 
sexually to being bitten. Try gently biting or 

dragging your teeth across his bum or thighs.   

Doraphilia A love of animal fur or leather. 
Find your fabric: lay out a smorgasbord of soft 

materials (including faux fur) and ask him to tease 
you with each one. Change it up with a blindfold…  

Amaurophilia A preference for sex with 
partners who are genuinely blind (yes, really)  

or blindfolded, according to Angela Lewis.  
Channel Kim Basinger in 9½ Weeks: don the 

eye-mask and insist your mate feeds you  
morsels of food straight from the Kelvinator.

Podophilia  
(a love of feet) is the 
most popular fetish, 
with an estimated 
33% of fetish followers 
demonstrating a 
penchant for feet  
Source: InternatIonal Journal 
of Impotence research
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it something you’re not into or just haven’t tried before? After 
all, the idea of sashimi isn’t appetising. But it tastes amazing. 

If you’re really curious – or simply like playing dress-ups – 
there’s always kink clubs. Far from scary, the experts believe 
they could be safer than conventional nightclubs, thanks to 
a strict code. At Hellfire, a monthly kink party at an Oxford 
Street nightspot in Sydney, spectators are welcome but 
costumes are mandatory. Men aren’t allowed to approach 
women, no one touches anyone without express permission 
and anyone caught having sex – including oral – will be 
tossed out. “In that environment, you have to be incredibly 
respectful,” says Hellyer, who’s visited Hellfire as part of her 
research. “You can’t fully surrender unless you feel incredibly 
safe.” Whereas there are no pick-up rules in regular bars,  
she adds. “Often ‘no’ means, ‘I’ve got to try harder’.” 

If the fetish that’s floating your boat isn’t practical, modify. 
For exhibitionism, accidentally-on-purpose leave the 
blinds open when you have sex. If spanking’s your thing 
but paddles aren’t, raid the kitchen drawer. “Use a wooden 
spoon for some light spanking, but always try it on your 
forearm or the inside of your thigh first, so you know what 
it’s going to feel like,” suggests Mynx. “And it’s OK to laugh.”

Feeling weirded out? Fantasies don’t always need to be 
realised, assures Hellyer. “For instance, heaps of women 
have submission fantasies. It doesn’t mean they want to act  
it out. When it’s in your mind, you can control the fantasy.” 
Sharing your newfound tastes with a committed partner 
takes trust and will deepen intimacy, adds Mynx. “It’s not 
like you can do this stuff with a bloke you just picked up.”

32%
of women have tried 
bondage, compared 
with 22% of men
Source: playboy 2011 reader Survey 
of 8000 men and 2000 women. 

1. make a fixed loop
in the end of a long, 
silky rope.

5. Finish with a simple 
slip knot at the top.

slip knot

Fixed 
loop

2. wrap the rope 
around the ankles, 
then pull a loop 
through the fixed loop.

6. Just pull the 
slip knot and it  
all falls away!

3. wrap the rope 
around in the reverse 
direction and pull 
another loop through 
the last loop you made.

4. continue looping 
the loops up the body, 
each time reversing 
direction.

tie curious? Dabble in bondage with this easy but impressive  
tie-me-up game from WH sex expert Jacqueline Hellyer 

Love to 
spoon?

wh

make a loop, 
with the rope 

coming out 
from behind.

pull rope 
through 

the loop, 
making  

a new loop.
pull tight. 
that’s it!

106    womenshealthmag.com.au      September 2011

i
l

l
u

s
t

r
a

t
io

n
s

: j
o

s
h

u
a

 k
e

m
b

l
e

.

sex & love


