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Quick Takeaways

• BDSM is defined by consent and structure, not by which acts are involved.

• Abuse is a pattern of coercion and control — it can exist with or without kink present.

• Isolation, cycling between affection and cruelty, and engineered dependence are red flags in any relationship.

• Anyone — dominant or submissive, top or bottom — can be a survivor of intimate partner abuse.

• If it feels off, that's worth exploring with a kink-aware therapist, not a reason to doubt yourself.

If you're kinky, you've probably had the thought at some point: is what's happening in my relationship 
actually BDSM, or is it something else? It's a harder question than it sounds, because power exchange 
dynamics can look, from the outside, a lot like the warning signs we're taught to associate with abuse. 
Restraint, pain, control, obedience — these are the raw materials of a hot scene and the raw materials of a 
dangerous relationship. The difference isn't in the acts themselves. It's in the structure underneath them.

BDSM Is Defined by Consent, Not by Content

The National Leather Association's long-standing framework holds that consensual kink is voluntary, 
consensual, informed, wanted, and careful. Each of those words is doing real work:

• Voluntary: either partner can leave the dynamic at any time, without retaliation.

• Consensual: everyone involved agreed, in advance, to what's going to happen — including its limits.

• Informed: participants understand the realistic risks of what they're doing.

• Wanted: the activity is something people ask for and enjoy, not something they endure.

• Careful: partners actively work to keep each other safe, physically and emotionally.

A scene that involves impact, bondage, humiliation, or intense power exchange can meet every one of these 
criteria. A relationship with none of those elements can still fail all five. The label "kink" tells you almost 
nothing about safety on its own — the structure around it tells you everything.

What Actually Distinguishes Abuse

Intimate partner violence is a pattern of coercive and controlling behavior used to dominate a partner in 
nonconsensual ways. It can happen in kink relationships and vanilla ones alike, and it can happen to 
dominants as easily as submissives — tops are not immune simply because they hold structural power in a 
scene. A few patterns worth naming:

• Isolation: a partner who works to cut you off from friends, family, or community — sometimes subtly, 
through constant criticism of the people in your life or monopolizing your time.

• Jekyll-and-Hyde cycling: oscillation between affection and cruelty, followed by apologies and excuses 
that reset the cycle.



• Compressed timelines: pressure to move in, get collared, or sign a contract far faster than feels 
comfortable, paired with rapid, engineered emotional dependence.

• Chronic blame and denial: a partner who never takes responsibility for conflict in daily life is unlikely 
to take responsibility for it in the relationship.

• Manufactured dependence: financial or emotional dependence that's cultivated deliberately, then used 
as leverage.

None of these require a single kinky act to be present. And their presence doesn't require any act to look 
extreme — abuse is frequently subtle by design.

Where the Two Get Confused

Confusion tends to show up in a few predictable places. A collar can look, from outside the community, like 
a symbol of ownership rather than commitment — but within a negotiated D/s dynamic it functions more 
like a wedding ring than a leash. A power exchange contract can look like a binding legal obligation, when in 
practice it isn't legally enforceable and exists as a living agreement that either party can renegotiate or end. 
And a submissive's deference in a scene can look, to an unfamiliar observer, like an inability to consent — 
when in fact structured submission and the capacity to consent are not the same thing at all.

The reverse confusion happens too: people sometimes explain away real abuse as "just how our dynamic 
works," using kink language to describe behavior that has nothing to do with negotiated power exchange. If 
your limits are routinely ignored, if you're discouraged from negotiating before scenes, or if you're punished 
— emotionally or physically — for using a safeword, that isn't a rougher flavor of kink. That's a consent 
violation, and a pattern of them is abuse.

A Gut-Check List

A few questions worth sitting with, whether you're evaluating your own relationship or supporting someone 
who's asking you to help them think it through:

• Can you say no to a specific activity without it damaging the relationship?

• Did you negotiate this dynamic, or did it just start happening?

• Does your partner ask about your experience after intense scenes, and adjust based on what you tell 
them?

• Do you feel more like yourself after time with this person, or smaller?

• If you ended the power exchange dynamic tomorrow, would the relationship survive — and would you 
be safe?

If any of these land uncomfortably, that discomfort is data. It doesn't necessarily mean the relationship is 
abusive, but it means the question deserves more than a passing thought.

If Something Feels Off

Trust that feeling. You don't need a clinical vocabulary or a perfect argument to justify concern — the sense 
that something isn't right is itself worth exploring, ideally with a therapist or advocate who won't treat your 
kink identity as the problem. A kink-aware clinician can help you sort through what's negotiated power 
exchange, what's a mismatch in needs, and what's actually harm, without asking you to abandon your 
sexuality to get support.

Want support with this in your own relationship or practice?



Love Psychotherapy, LLC offers LGBTQ+-affirming, sex-positive, neurodivergent-owned clinical care and 
life coaching, with telehealth available across thirteen states and in-person sessions in Madison, Wisconsin. 
Reach out to schedule a consultation.

Well wishes. 🙏
Mx. Love C. Dialogos, LMFT
Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist | Buddhist Chaplain
Pronouns: They/Them

This article is educational and not a substitute for individualized clinical or legal advice. If you are in immediate danger, contact 
local emergency services.

National Domestic Violence Hotline: 1-800-799-7233. If you are having thoughts of suicide, call or text 988.
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