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mate. This view may be oversimplistic and fail to recognise how 2024
fist-bottoms ready themselves for fist-play through preparatory KEYWORDS
journeys of bottom training. This study explored how gay men Bottom; bottom training;
who bottom in fist-play understand bottom training and how this fisting; gay; kink
understanding informs their personal sense of pleasure, risk, and

safety. Unstructured individual interviews were conducted with 8

gay men who play as fist-bottoms. An inductive thematic analysis

was conducted on the data, from which four main themes were

developed: (1) training the body to play; (2) training for headspace;

(3) training to understand pleasure; and (4) training by rules. Taken

together, the findings highlight how fist-bottoms understand their

bottom training as both a formative and transformative process

that shapes their corporeal, psychological, erotic, and subcultural

knowledge and skills to navigate play. Through bottom training,

fist-bottoms explore and attune their understanding of what is safe

and pleasurable, as well as riskier play.

Introduction

Anal fisting amongst gay men has been characterised as a risky form of sexual play,
particularly for the bottoming (receptive) playmate. As a form of edge-play', fisting
has been described as ‘dangerous and could result in complications that lead to death’
(Silverstein and Picano 2004, 95). For this reason, bottoming in fist-play requires an
enthusiastic consent that is predicated on knowledge of the risks and an expertise
to navigate those risks in ways which maximise safety and pleasure (Brough 2005;
Niederwieser 2013; Shockey 2009). Little however is known about the preparatory
learning journey that ‘fist-fuckers’ embark on in readying themselves to bottom. To
close this gap, this study explores how gay men who fist-fuck understand the sub-
cultural practice of bottom training and how this practice shapes their knowledge,
skills, and readiness to play as a fist-bottom.
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Anal fisting involves the insertion of the hand, wrist, and parts of the forearm of
the topping (insertive) partner through the anus and into the rectum and sigmoid
colon of the bottoming (receptive) partner?. For the bottoming partner, fisting pro-
duces intense sensations of ano-rectal stretching and fullness as well as overwhelming
feelings of interpersonal connectedness and, for some, altered states of consciousness
(Herrman 1991). Although gay men do not have a monopoly on the practice of anal
fisting (Valverde 1980), Norton (2006) contends that:

Surveys of diaries, news reports, and the gay media have established that fisting was
invented in the summer of 1971, in the ‘backroom’ of a gay bar in New York City. The
practice quickly spread to the backroom bars of San Francisco and was exported thence
to Japan and Europe. (para 15, quotations original).

While public health discourse around the effects of AIDS would reshape the per-
ception and practices of those early fisting communities as unsafe (Barcelos 2023;
Rubin 1997), in contemporary gay culture, Rehberg (2023) anecdotally observes that
it appears ‘virtually impossible to talk about gay sex without talking about fisting’ (123).

In research, anal fisting has largely appeared as an item on a menu of more
‘extreme’ sex acts practised amongst GBMSM (gay, bisexual, and men who have sex
with men) during ‘riskier’ forms of sexual congress such as group sex and sexualised
drug use (Knox et al. 2020; Maxwell, Shahmanesh, and Gafos 2019). Fisting has also
featured in studies of gay sexual subcultures such as leathermen (Rubin 1991), bears
(Moskowitz et al. 2013), and pigs (Floréncio 2020), where it becomes encoded with
different meanings in constituting specific sexual identities. Fisting has also received
attention in theorisations of how gay and queer bodies and practices disrupt heter-
onormative codes of vanilla and genital-centred sex in the production of pleasure
(Foucault [1984] 1997; Halperin 1995; Thorneycroft 2020). Martin’s (2020, 2022, 2023a,
2023b, 2024) qualitative studies with fisters probably represent the most sustained
focus on this community. Martin (2024) has found that fisters think of themselves as
erotic explorers and sexual athletes who, while pushing the boundaries and limits of
hetero-and homo-normative sexual practice, understand their kink and play as under-
pinned by ethics of intimacy, care, and informed pleasure-making.

Fisting does carry some degree of risk, especially where the participants may be
inexperienced, intoxicated, or when interpersonal violence may be a factor (Cappelletti
et al. 2017; Cohen et al. 2004; Navin 1981). Practised improperly, such as with inad-
equate lubrication, neglecting nail filing, or attempting to expedite insertion without
having sufficiently stretched the anal sphincter, can result in serious sexual injuries
to the bottoming partner including tears to ano-rectal tissue or perforation of the
colon (de Bakker and Bruin 2012; Shook, Whittle, and Rose 1985; Sohn, Weinstein,
and Gonchar 1977). While some research has implicated fisting in fatal and nonfatal
injuries (Cappelletti et al. 2016), this work tends to draw from medico-forensic case
studies and acknowledges that injury or death from fisting is rare.

In the sexual subculture of gay men who fist-fuck, bottom training (also referred
to as hole or anal training) is a process through which a fist-bottom gradually
readies themself and their body to comfortably take (and hold) either their own or
a playmate’s whole hand (Cheves 2018). Typically, bottom training involves a
fist-bottom engaging in regularised sessions of either solo or partnered anal play
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over weeks and possibly months. During this play, fingers, hand(s), and sex toys
are used to stretch the anal sphincter to the point of being able to comfortably
accommodate a full hand. For the neophyte bottom, training is geared towards
achieving the milestone of safely taking one’s first fist. For the more experienced,
training can become a lifelong ritual that enables progress to more advanced forms
of fist-play.

Despite the apparent importance of bottom training in preparing a fist-bottom to
play, the practice has not been explored extensively in the extant literature on fisters.
In one study of BDSM (Bondage and Discipline, Dominance and Submission, and
Sadism and Masochism) practitioners who fist, Holmes et al. (2018) found that bottom
training was considered a means of ‘disciplining the anus’ (128) to withstand the
rigours of play. This study however explores the multifaceted roles that bottom training
is understood to play in forming a fist-bottom’s personal sense of risk, safety, and
pleasure as they prepare to play.

Materials and methods
Study design

The present study employed an exploratory qualitative design, epistemologically
oriented by an interpretivist paradigm that aimed to analyse how fist-bottoms under-
stand their bottom training and how this understanding shapes their personal sense
of risk, safety, and pleasure. Ontologically, an interpretivist lens assumes that reality
is subjective and socially constructed (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2013). People are
therefore seen as creating their own understanding of their world through their
interpretations of lived experiences and the meanings they construct around these
experiences. From this vantage, the researcher (JHM) sought to explore the subjective
practices of meaning-making that fist-fuckers employed in understanding their bottom
training.

Ethical considerations

Prior to commencing with the recruitment of participants, ethical approval for the
study was received from the Faculty of Humanities Research Ethics Committee at the
University of Pretoria (reference: HUM041/1023).

Participants

To recruit participants for this study, a convenience based purposive sampling strategy
was used. This involved identifying potential participants through a network of already
established contacts developed from previous research projects involving fisters (Martin
2020, 2022, 2023a, 2023b, 2024). The researcher reached out to these contacts and
requested their assistance in gauging the interest of fisters within the social and
sexual networks in which they themselves play. These contacts were asked to approach
potential participants who they knew identified/played as an exclusive fist-bottom or,
if they were a switch/versatile, had a preference for bottoming in scenes of fist-play.
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Fist-fuckers who had never bottomed or who were exclusive tops were excluded from
recruitment.

In total, eight self-identified gay men between the ages of 28 and 52 agreed to
be interviewed (see Table 1; mean = 35.13years of age). Seven of the participants
identified as exclusive bottoms, while one was switch/versatile with a preference
for bottoming during fisting. Three of the participants identified as Black (ethnically
African) and five as White (Caucasian). All the participants were South African nation-
als and lived in either Cape Town or Johannesburg, with the majority (six) being
single. There was some variation in the sample concerning the total number of
years each participant had been fisting (range: 1-25years; mean = 7.25years of
experience).

Data collection

For the purpose of the present study, the researcher employed unstructured individual
interviews. Rather than being rhetorically ‘hemmed in by the fixed scope, order, and
wording of items’ (Soss 2006, 142) that is typical of more structured interview sched-
ules, unstructured interviews offer the opportunity for a conversational space that is
flexible for the interviewer and interviewee and, more especially, provides the inter-
viewee the discursive room to determine the direction of the dialogue and how much
they choose to share. This kind of consideration is important where potentially sen-
sitive topics such as the intimate details of an interviewee's sexual and erotic life
form the focus of the interview.

All the interviews were held online, audio-recorded, and conducted by the
researcher. On average, the interviews tended to run between 60 and 90 min in length.
Following an unstructured format, the substantive component of each interview was
initiated with a framing question:

For this research study, | am interested in exploring how fist-bottoms understand their
bottom training and what it means for them. If you don’t mind, could we start off by you
telling me how you understand bottom training?

Following the recommendation of Zhang and Wildemuth (2009), and to keep the
interview within the framing topic of bottom training, the researcher prepared an
aide memoire (agenda) which included the following items: reason(s) for training,

Table 1. Participant characteristics.

Years
Pseudonym  Age Race City of Residence Relationship Status Preferred Role  Fisting
Asive 32 Black Johannesburg Single Bottom 1
Ash 28 White Cape Town Consensually Non-monogamous  Bottom 8

Relationship

Carl 40 White Cape Town Monogamous Partnership Bottom 10
Kyle 35 White Cape Town Single Bottom 5
Paul 33 White Johannesburg Single Bottom 4
Rex 52 White Johannesburg Single Switch-Bottom 25
Sizwe 31 Black Johannesburg Single Bottom 2

Xolani 30 Black Johannesburg Single Bottom 3
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personal history of training, training techniques, challenges in training, and lessons
learned from training.

Data analysis

The audio-recording from each interview was transcribed verbatim. Thereafter the
researcher de-identified the transcript, removing participant names and other refer-
ences that could clearly identify participants. The de-identified transcripts were then
imported into the NVivo™ 12 software package for coding.

The researcher conducted a thematic analysis using an inductive approach (Braun
and Clarke 2006). Initially, the researcher re-read the interview transcripts alongside
the audio recordings. Using a line-by-line approach, different features of each tran-
script were labelled and then, working across all the labelled transcripts, common
features were identified. Hereafter an initial set of codes was generated by extracting
data excerpts. To render the codes into a set of themes the researcher iteratively
grouped together codes to determine if codes could be consolidated on the basis of
a shared understanding of bottom training.

From the analysis, four overarching themes were generated: (1) training the body
to play; (2) training for headspace; (3) training to understand pleasure; and (4) training
by rules. Each theme formed a distinct dimension of training, namely: (1) the body;
(2) psychological and emotional considerations; (3) sensual and erotic experience; and
(4) the subcultural norms and values of bottom training.

Findings
Training the body to play

The first theme developed across all the interviews was how bottom training was
understood to prepare the body to play. All participants described fist-play as a
physically demanding kink that ultimately needed a bottom’s body to perform in
ways that were not typical of the receptive position in anal intercourse. It was there-
fore suggested that the body had to be trained for the physical requirements of
bottoming. All the participants made mention of two bodily sites that were a focus
of their training: the anus and rectum. These were constructed as focal sites targeted
through training to enable receptive fist-play:

... Your hole is a muscle. Like any muscle, you can train it to do something more. Just
because it doesn't stretch like that every day doesn’t mean it can't. (Ash, 28).

The rectum is biologically designed to stretch so it can store your poop before you take
a dump. You can fit a hand in there pretty easily. (Asive, 32).

What is notable about these extracts of data is the description of these bodily
sites as having inherent organic affordances capable of receptive fisting. For Ash, the
anus was a muscle capable of being stretched and, for Asive, the rectum was an
organ ‘biologically designed to stretch’ Like most of the participants, Ash and Asive
discursively invested an innate and perhaps unrealised potential for fist-play in the
physiology of the anus and rectum. The assertion that the anus and rectum can be
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trained, in Ash’s words, ‘to do something more; and that the anus and rectum pos-
sessed untapped anatomical potentials for fist-play was a belief expressed by most
of the participants.

All the participating fist-fuckers also stressed the need to understand training as
a full body exercise. Thus, while asserting the centrality of the anus and rectum to
receptive fist-play, these corporeal sites could not be understood apart from the
bodily systems and processes they were interlinked with. The training was constructed
as a practice of preparing the entire body to participate in receptive play:

It's not just about your hole. You're getting your whole body ready to play. Training
teaches you about how you need to diet before you play and how to clean out. You have
to understand how your metabolism works, what your bowel movements are like, and
how you need to eat before you play. All that helps you practise your cleanout because
no one wants to play with a messy bottom. (Paul, 33).

In this account, Paul drew attention to the preparatory rituals of dieting and
douching that fist-bottoms pursued prior to play. In a sentiment shared with other
participants, Paul invoked the identifier of the ‘messy bottom’ as a pejorative status
and product of inadequate training, seeing training as process of learning to master
bottom specific expectations of cleanliness and the rituals of colorectal douching that
signal their subcultural readiness to play.

Training for headspace

The second theme developed through data analysis was an understanding of bottom
training as a process of psychological and emotional preparation. Recognising that
bottoming in fist-play entailed physical and emotional vulnerability, training was often
framed as a practice of acclimating to this reality:

A scene is a big leap of faith. ... [Mly training was more about feeling safe enough to
give myself over to someone. [...]. You're lying there with a hand in you. That kind of
vulnerability is scary. It's not easy to process on an emotional level. (Kyle, 35).

Kyle's assertion here highlights the dynamic of interpersonal intimacy in fist-fucking
and the ways in which a bottoming playmate gives their entire self, in body and
mind, over to their topping partner. Part of this is an understanding that bottoming
involves ceding control to the topping playmate and reconciling with the anxiety and
trepidation that this invokes, especially for some newbie fisters. Thus, for most of the
participants, training was a way of gradually accepting the emotional and physical
vulnerability associated with being in the receptive position.

Participants in this study also understood the emotional groundwork of training
to be important by virtue of the close connection between a bottom’s mental and
physical readiness to play:

Are you going to be a good bottom? Are you going to get hurt? Are you going to be
clean? All that runs through your mind. You can just become a stress ball and that turns
your body off. There’s a mind-body connection. Training yourself to get into the right
headspace is training that connection. If you're feeling relaxed and your mind is calm,
then your body is too. (Sizwe, 31).
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The interconnection between mind and body in fist-fucking is well-documented
in the communal literature of fisters (Brough 2005; Herrman 1991; Niederwieser 2013).
For fisting aficionado Larry Shockey (2009, 9), fist-bottoms must ‘turn off the tapes,
that is, overcome the anxieties impeding their headspace. In communities of kink,
headspace refers to heightened or altered states of consciousness that a kinkster may
shift into during their play (Vivid, Lev, and Sprott 2020). For Sizwe, achieving the
‘right headspace’ for bottoming was aided by training to enter a headspace of com-
plete relaxation and openness to their playmate.

Training to understand pleasure

The third theme to develop in the interviews was the role training played in enabling
fist-bottoms to understand their bodies, the diverse array of sensations entailed in
bottoming, and what they personally found to be sensually satisfying. For fist-bottoms,
training formed an important process of learning to differentiate the sensations they
might experience when being fisted and, in particular, what could be encoded as
pleasurable:

Starting off, you have to get to know your body better. You have to train yourself to rec-
ognise every sensation. What's a good feeling, what’s a bad one. What do you like, what
don't you like. What sensations are hard limits and what are your soft limits you can push
a little further. (Xolani, 30).

When you're getting [fist-]fucked there’s a very thin lines between like mind-numbing

out-of-this-world pleasure, dull awkwardness, and a sharp pain. It can all be on the turn

of a wrist. The only way you learn what those lines feel like for you is in training. (Paul,

33).

In the accounts offered by Sizwe and Paul, bottom training was understood as a
process of exploring what is pleasurable and what is not. Much like for other partic-
ipants, training was a technique for developing an embodied capacity to identify
personal markers for how play should feel and how to avoid risks of injury. For Sizwe
and Paul, the hard and soft limits of play are sensually constituted and the lines
between safe and unsafe play have distinct feelings to them. For most of the partic-
ipants, training developed a knowledge/feeling of these lines and limits, serving a
protective function that mitigated risk.

For the participants in this study, bottom training was understood to be a formative
method for neophyte fisters to establish their own sense of their pleasure. For more
experienced fist-bottoms, training was understood to facilitate the accessing of new
pleasures:

My training is more on depth [play] now. It comes with risks. The deeper you go, the
more intense the fullness is. But when you go into the colon you can't always feel what's
going on. [...]. I'm using tentacles much more now to get used what it feels like to go
past my sigmoid [colon]. (Kyle, 35).

Kyle’s account demonstrates how his own training had evolved to (re)shape his
desires. Much like Kyle's move to depth® play, this was also the case for participants
who had experimented with more advanced forms of bottoming such as punching*
and taking doubles®. Yet, as Kyle pointed out, this necessitated modes of training
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that equipped him with the skills to navigate this new horizon of pleasure and risk.
Kyle's desire for depth play coupled together the prospect of more intense feelings
of fullness with the risk of not being able to fully feel deeper play. Given the decrease
in pain receptors as one heads deeper into the colon (Forgan-Smith and Leather
2023), the risk of not detecting a wayward hand is serious. For this reason, training
helped to hone Kyle and other fist-fuckers embodied sense-and pleasure-making as
their bottoming evolved.

Training by rules

The fourth theme developed in this study was an understanding of bottom training
as a methodical process guided by communal lore. It was apparent that many fisters
considered their training to be founded in values of care and respect (for the body)
that were a central part of what it meant to be a fister:

| think people outside the community need to understand that we respect our bodies.
None of us want to get hurt. We understand that to experience this really amazing plea-
sure we have to be careful. That’s why we train before we play. We understand this is not
something you can free style. (Carl, 40).

... [Flisters have been around for a long time now. We're not dying on mass. We've per-
fected a way to do this. [...]. There’s a collective wisdom that sets the rules so you don't
get hurt. The people who get hurt are the people who don't follow the rules and think
there’s short cuts. (Rex, 52).

Much like Carl’s account, many of the fister-fuckers in this study emphasised that
bottom training was a marker of the care that the community placed on a bottom’s
safety and pleasure. Most of the participants, as it was for Rex, regarded the subcul-
ture of fist-fucking to hold a ‘collective wisdom’ of expertise curated over years and
had come to form ‘the rules’ of training. For Carl and Rex, as it was for other partic-
ipants, bottoming only became unsafe when a fist-bottom did not adhere to the lore
and protocols for training.

In accessing this subcultural knowledge to guide one’s training, all the participants
placed emphasis on utilising trusted sources of information. While the websites of
well-known and reputable fisting porn performers were mentioned as useful sources
of information, most highlighted the value of contact interactions with other fisters
as integral to the training process, particularly for neophyte fisters. Older and more
experienced fisters were identified as the safest and most valuable sources of com-
munal and experiential knowledge, and were often seen as best placed to transgen-
erationally transmit this knowledge through (contact or online) advice, coaching, and
mentorship:

The older guys make the best mentors. Theyre nice to train with. They've got all this
knowledge from their own experience. (Xolani, 30).

For all participants, there was a broadly accepted principle that training was a
gradual process defined by a slow and incremental approach:

It takes planning. You have to set hole goals that work for you. You start small with just
a couple of fingers, playing around, and seeing how many you can ease in. That may not
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be the most satisfying but as you feel comfortable, you push yourself a little more and
gradually size up. Maybe you then start with some toys that have a wider and wider cir-
cumference. The point is, you're going slow and steady, it's precise and methodical. That's
what makes it safe. (Rex, 52).

Rex’s account here provides a summative outline of bottom training that was
shared by all participants. A graded approach of steadily employing one’s own fingers
and hand as well as toys of larger sizes to stretch the anus and rectum was the most
common training technique. Setting incremental ‘hole goals’ and the considered
identification of different toys, butt plugs, dildos, and other objects to achieve those
goals within a specific session of play was employed by most participants. While this
approach was understood to provide a fist-bottom the necessary time to safely adjust
to the increasing size of the toys, it also underscored the view of most participants
that fist-bottoms tailor the pace of their own training within the generally accepted
rules of training.

Most participants stressed that training was often iterative, characterised by prog-
ress and setbacks in not always meeting desired hole goals at the envisioned pace.
Participants often expressed frustration born from their desire to play and, more often
than not, a carnal ‘hunger’ they had to take a fist. This erotically impelling force of
desire was however understood to also be potentially problematic, especially where
the desire to take one’s first fist or progress to more advanced play was not accom-
panied by the requisite expertise and skill. It is in this way that training featured as
a disciplinary force that channelled and counterweighted a fist-bottom’s desire:

My eyes have always been greedier than my hole. That can be a problem. | learnt that the
first time | went online and bought my first [butt] plug. It was 15cm at its thickest point.
It was way, way too big. [...]. ... [T]he fantasy was bigger than my hole. ... [Training] was
a good way of humbling my hole. (Asive, 32).

The whole point of training is that it teaches you restraint, because you have to know
when to stop. It teaches you discipline because you've got limits that you need to com-
municate to your top. You might be hungry but you can’t let that run away with you.
(Carl, 40).

In these accounts, training was understood to mould a fist-bottom’s desire into
something safer to manage. In Carl’s account, fisters appear to understand training
as a disciplined learning process that capacitated them with the skills to safely nego-
tiate play. Apparent in these two accounts, and across all the interviews, training
bridged the gap between fantasy and reality by establishing a fist-bottom’s knowledge
of limits which must be communicated to their topping partner.

Discussion

The findings from this study offer insight into how gay men who bottom in fist-play
understand their bottom training. These forms of understanding not only shape how
fist-bottoms ascribe meaning to their training but also how their training is considered
to shape their sense of pleasure, risk, and safety as they prepare to enter scenes of
fist-play. What the findings highlight is that bottom training does not solely focus on
preparing the anus to participate in fist-play, as earlier work has suggested (Holmes
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et al. 2018). Rather, bottom training comes to form and transform a fist-bottom’s body
in its entirety to partake in fist-play, in conjunction with their psycho-emotional
headspace, their sensual and erotic experience, and the subcultural values that define
what it means to be a fist-bottom. In this way, training formatively crafts a fist-bottom’s
understanding of the corporeal, psychological, sensual, and subcultural dimensions
of fist-play as well as how these multifaceted dimensions co-constitute what it means
to be ready to bottom.

The findings highlight how fist-fuckers employ an alternative ‘pleasure-knowledge
(Preciado 2018, 21) of the body and, in particular, the anus and rectum. Accumulated
in and transmitted through trusted subcultural resources, such as websites hosted by
well-known fisters and interactions with more experienced fisters, this
pleasure-knowledge is predicated on a subcultural understanding of the anus and
rectum. This understanding constructs the anus and rectum as possessing a material
malleability and queerer plasticity that permits erotic possibilities situated outside of
(hetero)normative and genitocentric understandings of the (sexual) body. The genitals
are displaced as the principal sites for pleasure-and lovemaking. In doing so, bottom
training becomes framed as an enabling practice that works towards re-forming the
corpo-erotic architecture of the anus and rectum by tapping into and extending
‘natural’ capacities for fist-play that are believed to be organically embedded in the
biology of these bodily sites. What this understanding establishes for fist-bottoms is
a new ‘biocode’ (Preciado 2018, 30) for the anus and rectum that transmogrifies them
from orifices of excretion and faecal expulsion to organs of reception and erotic
ingestion. This biocode not only re-writes the corpo-realities of the anus and rectum
with a queerer capaciousness than they are normatively ascribed but, moreover,
underwrites a shared understanding of the protocols which organise training as a
careful, considered, and incremental process.

Although the anus and rectum are understood as proximal sites for receptive
play, bottom training also shapes how fist-bottoms understand the embodied inter-
relations and interdependencies that characterise their readiness to play. Through
training, fist-bottoms come to understand themselves as an ‘orchestrated whole’
(Merrell 2003, 16), constituted by a connection between their body and mind or,
‘bodymind’ (Merrell 2003). In the theme of training for headspace, bottom training
was constructed as much a psychological process as it is a corporeal one. Furthermore,
it was understood as a process through which the mind-body connection is formed
and strengthened. The barriers to this connection must also be worked through
and overcome in order to establish the appropriate headspace for bottoming. These
include emotional risks and anxieties that a bottom must reckon with in training.
Like in other communities of kink, the intense vulnerability experienced in the
bottoming or submissive role is understood to potentially open a bottom to emo-
tional harm (Hébert and Weaver 2015). Training appears to act as a protective and
fortifying practice that acclimates a bottom for the emotional intensities and psy-
chological demands of play.

The training was also understood to shape how fist-bottoms understand the
interconnections within their body and how the entirety of their body participates
in play. Bottom training acts as a disciplinary practice (Holmes et al. 2018) through
which the whole body, including physiological processes of digestion and excretion,

’
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become the object of training and (self-)surveillance. In a Foucauldian sense
(Foucauld [1979] 2002), bottom training appears to form a subculturally circum-
scribed dispositif, or disciplinary apparatus. As a disciplinary regime, training produces
a bottoming body and subjectivity which is subculturally coded as ‘clean’ through
regulatory rituals of dieting and douching. In much the same way that pre-coital
rectal douching is considered important in producing a more desirable receptive
partner amongst men who prefer receptive anal intercourse (Schilder et al. 2010),
the findings from this study highlight how ‘cleanliness’ operates as a powerful sub-
cultural norm that confers readiness, expertise, and suffuses what it means to be
a ‘good’ and desirable fist-bottom. In this sense, bottom training works towards
regulating the fist-bottom’s body into a (docile) body that is compliant with sub-
cultural expectations.

The disciplinary quality of bottom training also features in the way that a fist-bottom
is shaped as a disciplined subject through their training. This is apparent in the ethos
of dedication and perseverance to training and the structured programme of training
characterised by ‘hole goals, regularised sessions of anal play, as well as established
toys and techniques. This bears similarities with Martin’s (2024) finding that some
fist-fuckers understand themselves as sexual athletes whose training forms part of a
narrative which constructs them as elite sexual beings. In the theme of training by
rules, tropes of discipline and restraint also appear as important values for what it
means to define oneself as a fist-bottom. For the fist-fuckers in this study, training
was believed to temper the erotic force of a bottom’s desire and the hunger of their
‘desiring anus’ (Dowsett 2000, 34). By ingraining an awareness of their limits, training
transforms a fist-bottom’s body, their corpo-erotic desire, and their sexual subjectifi-
cation as a fist-bottom through a rhetoric of discipline. In discursively positioning the
fist-bottom as a disciplined subject who is aware of and able to clearly communicate
their limits to the topping playmate, the trained fist-bottom emerges as a responsible,
knowledgeable, and safe sexual subject.

In this study, bottom training also appeared to enable fist-bottoms to attune
their embodied capacity for ‘visceral perception’ (Leder 2005, 335). According to
Leder (2005), the sensory world within the viscera of our bodies is one which is
usually diffuse and vague because it lacks the perceptual acuity which characterises
our sense perceptions of the external world. For fist-bottoms, the knowledge and
skill of understanding what they feel when they are being fisted and whether these
feelings sensually signal safe or unsafe play, guides them in determining the pace
and progression of play. Fist-play is unlike other forms of kink that create sensory
stimulations that are registered on or just beneath the surface of the skin such as
electrical shocks or clamping sensitive parts of the body. The erotic work of fist-play
principally takes place inside the receptive playmate’s body. Training therefore
enables a fist-bottom to develop a more finely honed sense of the intense fullness,
stretching, and snaking pressures they feel. From this understanding, training is
constructed as a practice of embodied learning through which a fist-bottom'’s visceral
knowledge and skill is formed and developed. This visceral knowledge is understood
to aid fist-bottoms in navigating the sensory and sensual reference points of the
play taking place inside them and, in turn, what these sensations mean for their
safety and pleasure during play.
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Conclusion and limitations

This study explored how eight gay men who play as fist-bottoms understand their
bottom training and how the meanings they ascribe to this training inform their
sense of pleasure, risk, and safety. The findings revealed that bottom training was
understood as multifaceted process entailing corporeal, psychological, sensual, and
subcultural dimensions that collectively prioritise a bottom’s wellbeing and, in turn,
shape their personal readiness and subcultural identity as a fist-bottom. Together, the
findings suggest that bottom training forms (part of) a developmental pathway that
equips new and experienced fist-bottoms with the skills to understand and navigate
their desires and establish limits for safe play. Bottom training is therefore akin to
the experiential learning that Sprott, Meeker, and O’Brien (2019) have found are crucial
to the education and development of kinksters in their kink. Such findings are import-
ant because they highlight how communities of kink that practise forms of edge-play,
such as fist-fuckers, foster unique and perhaps queerer practices of learning and
acculturation that serve a protective function which work to mitigate both role and
kink specific risks.

The findings of this study need to be considered in light of the delimited focus
on the practice of bottom training. By focusing on bottom training, this study did
not explore the other values, meanings, or practices that holistically shape one into
a fist-bottom. Studies with gay men who prefer to bottom in anal sex have highlighted
that there is a complex range of personal meaning-making that informs the desire
to bottom including considerations around power, pleasure, and masculinity (Hoppe
2011; Ravenhill and de Visser 2018). The same can be said for studies with kinksters
who bottom or play as a submissive (Moser and Kleinplatz 2007; Newmahr 2010).
Thus, while bottom training may be understood by fist-fuckers as a necessary con-
dition for playing safely and enjoyably as a fist-bottom, it is not entirely sufficient in
explaining both why and how someone becomes a fist-bottom.

Notes

1. Edge-play refers to forms of kink which involve a higher degree of risk. It includes ac-
tivities where there is either extreme sensory deprivation and/or stimulation/sensation,
or potential for physical or emotional harm. Examples include breath control, wax play,
or bloodletting, amongst others.

2. Sexual self-labels like top, bottom, and versatile function as important identifiers and
descriptors of gay men'’s (anal) sexual preferences (Ravenhill and de Visser 2018). In some
sexual subcultures, these labels also serve as tools for expressing preferences, negotiat-
ing roles, and establishing role-specific forms of erotic practice and etiquette (Newmahr
2010). However, practices like anal fisting challenge the rigidity of these labels, empha-
sising versatility, mutual exchange, and dynamic power relations (Barcelos 2023). See
Martin (2023b) for a fuller discussion on the subversion of these terms in fisting.

3. Depth play entails the insertion of the top’s hand (and parts of their arm) beyond the
bottom’s sigmoid colon.

4.  Punching involves rapid and successive insertions of the top’s hand into the bottom'’s
rectum while it is balled into a fist.

5. Taking doubles refers to the insertion of two hands through the bottom’s anus, either
by the same or different topping partners, simultaneously or non-simultaneously.
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