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Denis Flanigan: Let's see.  I'm 42, basics.  Lived in Houston for just about 5½ years now.  I 
moved here August 2005.  I moved to Houston to do my pre-doctoral internship at the University 
of Houston's Counseling Center.  I'm gay and partnered, been with my partner 9½ years now.  I 
came out in my senior year in high school, which was 1986, and you probably don't entirely 
really know what it means to come out in 1986, but that wasn't a really good time to come out, 
and so, I convinced myself that there was no way that I could be an openly gay pediatrician 
because of concerns that I would be molesting children, which were not entirely unfounded in 
1986 as far as my concerns that that would be how I would be perceived, and so, that really made 
me question my ability to go into that profession.  I was also starting to be suicidal because of 
my sexual orientation my senior year in high school, and I went and saw a therapist, and after I 
sort of got through that, that's when I first began thinking about being a therapist. 
 
Q: Why did you decide to specialize in life transitions? 
DF: Because they're fascinating.  We all go through various life transitions.  Going to college is 
very frequently a life transition because that's around the same time that you begin to identify as 
an adult, and a lot of times we don't know what the hell that means.  I'm an adult, but what the 
hell is that, but we're supposed to be one, and so, it can sometimes be a traumatic experience in 
that you feel like you are supposed to have this identity that you don't.  Graduating from college 
is another life transition in which okay, now I'm really an adult, and I have to go support myself, 
and I don't really know how because I've never done that before.  It can be scary.  Coming out 
process is a life transition.  Again, it's giving up one identity and trying to assume another 
identity.  So, whatever there is that experience with okay the person I thought I am or I've so 
often seen myself to be no longer fits.  That's what identifies a life transition.  And there's various 
events, going to college, graduating from college, having children, having children move out, 
getting married, getting divorced, coming out, realizing that you're the wrong gender, all those 
things qualify as life transitions, and to me, like I said, they're fascinating because there is a real 
trauma often not spoken about and a real grief, again, often not spoken about when we recognize 
that our self-concept that we have for awhile no longer fits us, and that's just fascinating.  I mean 
the idea of helping someone to develop a new identity, I mean, how cool is that. 
 
Q: How has your experiences as a gay person affected your approach to treatment of your 
LGBT clients? 
DF: In a couple ways.  One is that I can relate to their experience in, obviously, very personal 
ways, not only from my own experience, because everyone's experience is truly unique and 
individual, but the ways in which I have been involved in the gay community basically since I 
was 18.  I've been an observer of many other people's experiences as well, and so when I have 
clients who are dealing with gay and lesbian issues or even when they're gay and lesbian identity 
is part of their presenting issue, even if the gay and lesbian identity is not the presenting issue. 
 



Q: Can you tell us a little bit about the primary groups you work with and what it means to 
be a non-traditional minority? 
DF: The three groups that I find myself most frequently working with, one is transgender clients, 
and I do kind of consider them a nontraditional minority because they're pretty damn small as a 
group.  They're gaining more status as a sort of official minority, but even within the gay 
community there's a lot of, well, transphobia basically.  The second major population I work 
with is the BDSM population.  Bondage and discipline, dominance and submission, 
sadomasochism.  So the letters sort of overlap in their representation, and so, I work with clients 
are in basically, power-strained relationships where someone in the relationship has specifically 
given over a lot of power to the other person in the relationship.  These are not the egalitarian 
relationship that we're all taught we're supposed to have, you know, that society tells us we're all 
supposed to be equal in the relationships, and in my perspective, DS relationships are equal just 
in very nontraditional ways.  Both, in the DS relationship, the idea is really about service, and a 
lot of times when people think about DS relationships, they think about the submissive or the 
slave or the boy, whatever, as serving the dominant, but in my conceptualization of DS 
relationships, the dominant has as much responsibility of service to the sub in that the dom is 
supposed to take care of the sub and help the sub grow in very specific ways.  The third group 
that I specialize in is polyamorous which are open relationships and then sort of as a side, people 
who have had affairs.  So, basically, these are people who have not bought into the idea that 
monogamy is the right way to be, and those can become very complex.  You're going to have 
open couples.  You're going to have only open polyamorous relationships.  You can have closed 
polyamorous relationships, with varied structures to polyamorous relationships, ****, triads, 
quads, Ws.  A lot of the therapists out there are trained in very traditional couples counseling 
approaches, and while I can respect that and try to adapt that to the open relationships and to the 
polyamorous or whatever, the affair thing kind of comes in there in that I fully believe that 
someone can be in love with more than one person at a time and that the love might be very 
different or not, and so some of the people who've had affairs come to me because I can respect 
that, and even if they're trying to bring the affair to an end, they want someone who isn't going to 
be judgmental about well clearly you don't love this person if you did this thing.  I'm not going to 
play that game, because **** you're stuck loving two people is really my approach, and it's an 
approach that a lot of people who have had affairs feel much more welcoming. 
 
Q: What kind of special training have you received? 
DF: I think that the therapy approach itself is actually a pretty traditional combination of R and 
BT therapy and existential therapy.  Where I differ is with regard to parameters and expectations.  
A big part of it is just knowing community norms, knowing some of the language, and that does 
a lot in itself to make the clients feel comfortable, and making clients feel comfortable is huge.  
So, again, most of what I bring is my own experience within the BDSM community working 
with clients in open relationship, my own experiences in an open relationship, some reading, you 
know, because there are books out there, but no formal training.  It just doesn't exist. 
 
Q: How do you provide a safe atmosphere for your LGBT and BDSM clients? 
DF: Both of the GLBT clients and the BDSM clients know me as being active in the community, 
and so in many ways, my personal life whether the client actually knows me or not often will 
know about me, that I'm not just this person who works with these clients, but a person who's 



actually a part of their own community, that my advertising is very specifically targets these 
communities so they know that someone will put out there if you're BDSM, come see me. 
 
Q: Can you tell us about the history of the Leather community in Houston? 
DF: Houston had a very strong leather community in the 1970s and 1980s.  It was actually a 
nationally respected, nationally known leather community where people would come from all 
around the country to go to the leather events in Houston and that the bars were, again, nationally 
known and stuff like that.  In the mid 1980s a combination of the energy bust where a lot of the 
energy industries began to tank and the economic prosperity of Houston itself tanked, a lot of the 
frivolity disappeared, also coincided with the first serious wave of AIDS epidemic in Houston, 
and so between the two kind of just wiping it out, wiping out sort of the money, the energy, and 
the people, Houston's leather communities never really recovered. 
 
Q: How did the prevalence of AIDS and HIV play a role in the Leather Community? 
DF: The leather community is pretty much considered to be the sub community of the gay and 
lesbian community that was most strongly hit by HIV.  It was all about raw masculine sex and as 
a consequence of that, there was probably just a lot more sex, a lot more anonymous sex and 
possibly even a lot more rougher sex and rougher sex does, actually, to some degree anyway, 
increase the possibility of HIV transmission, because it makes tissues more likely to tear.  HIV 
still tends to affect the leather community at a much greater rate than it does the rest of the gay 
and lesbian community. 
 
Q: What is the Leather community’s relationship with the greater LGBT community? 
DF: The leather community is frequently either looked down upon or denigrated by the larger 
GLBT community.  There is a certain number of people who perceive the leather community as 
the reason why the GLBT community at large has not gotten more rights because we're the big 
sexual deviants, and we're the ones that are keeping the whole system down, and so, there is this, 
you're not mainstream enough, you're not family oriented enough sort of perspective.  In a lot of 
ways today, we are looked upon as the stepchild of the gay community. 
 
Q: Can you tell us about the Misfits organization and how you got involved? 
DF: I moved to Houston in August 2005 and the first three or four people that my partner and I 
both happen to become friends with all happened to be in the Misfits Club, and so, we're like 
well maybe that's where we should join since that's the people that we already know, and there's, 
sort of just like fraternity, there's a pledging process to join most other clubs, and so we went 
through the pledging.  We got to know the guys in the club, and we pledged, and we became 
members, basically about 4 months after moving here.  Really before we got to know the 
community very well at all, we were suddenly in this leather club, which as it turns out, is very 
well respected in the leather community across the state, and as a club, we identify as what's 
called a leather Levi social club, and so there are these kind of three different types of clubs in 
the leather community.  There's the motorcycle clubs, which are leather clubs where in order to 
be a member you have to have a motorcycle.  We're not one of those.  I don't think anyone in our 
club even has a motorcycle, but because the gay male leather community specifically grew out of 
the motorcycle club community, motorcycles have traditionally played a very big role in the gay 
male leather community, but as the gay male leather community grew, there began to be this 
population that was not motorcycle based, and we sort of grew out of that secondary tradition.  



So, we're sort of the second in tradition, which are LLCs, leather Levi communities.  We identify 
as a brotherhood, not just as an organization, but we have very close bonds amongst each other.  
The third type of organization is more of an educational or kink-based organization, National 
Leather Association, which has a chapter here, is more of that where they're more likely to 
engage in education about leather and kink and also more likely to do play parties where people 
specifically go and engage in leather and kink where we are guys that are interested in what 
leather symbolizes and the values of the leather community, and I think it's more about the 
embracement of the hyper-masculinity represented by leather in our community.  We refer to 
ourselves as a social club because we basically just like to hang out together, but we are very 
often perceived as an organization that very community service oriented. 


