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IN THE POST-FREUDIAN world it is common-
place to assume that the foundations of erotic life lie in
infancy. This means that adult sexual love is not only

| shaped by the events dating from that period of intense

intimacy and dependency, it is also an opportunity to
reenact and work out the conflicts that began there.
Where the site of control and abandon is the body, the
demands of the infant self are most visible—and so is the

shift from differentiation to domination. In sadomaso- |
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THE BONDS OF LOVE

chistic fantasies and relationships we can discern the “pure culture” of
domination—a dynamic which organizes both domination and sub-
mission.

The fantasy of erotic domination embodies both the desire for
independence and the desire for recognition. This inquiry intends to
understand the process of alienation whereby these desires are trans-
formed into crotic violence and submission. What we shall sec, espe-
cially in voluntary submission to crotic domination, is a paradox in
which the individual tries to achieve frecdom through slavery, release
through submission to control. Once we understand submission to be
the desire of the dominated as well as cheir helpless fate, we may hope
to answer the central question, How is domination anchored in the
hearts of those who submit to it? i

DOMINATION AND DIFFERENTIATION

Domination begins with the attempt to deny dependency. No one can
truly extricate himself from dependency on others, from the need for
recognition. In the first relationship of dependency, between child and
parent, this is an especially painful and paradoxical lesson. A child must
come to terms with the fact that he does not magically control the
mother, and that what she does for him is subject to her, not his, will.
The paradox is that the child not only needs to achieve independence,
but he must be recognized as independent—by the very people on
whom he has been most dependent.

As we have seen in chapter 1, much can go amiss at this point. If,
for example, the child is unable to relinquish the fantasy of omnipo-
tence, he may be tempted to believe that he can become independent
without recognizing the other person. (“I will continue to belicve that
mother is my servant, a genie who fulfills my wishes and docs as I
command, an extension of my will”). The child may be tempted to
believe that the other person is not scparate. (“She belongs to me, I
control and possess her.”) In short, he fails to confront his own |
dependency on someone outside himself, Alternatively, the child may |
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53 Master and Slave

continue 1o see the mother as all-powerful, and himself as helpless. In
this case, the apparent acceptance of dependency masks the effort to
retain control by remaining connected to the mother (“I am good and
powerful because 1 am exactly like my good and powerful mother
wishes me to be”). This child does not believe he will ever gain
recognition for his own independent self, and so he denies that sclf,

In my discussion of infancy, I have alrcady demonstrated that the
balance within the self depends upon mutual recognition berween self
and other. And mutual recognition is perhaps the most vulnerable
point in the process of differentiation. In Hegel's notion of recogni-
tion, the self requires the opportunity to act and have an effect on the
other to affirm his existence. In order to exist for oneself, one has to
exist for an other. It would scem there is no way out of this depen-
dency. If I destroy the other, there is no one to recognize me, for if
I allow him no independent consciousness, 1 become enmeshed with
a dead, not-conscious being. If the other denies me recognition, my
acts have no meaning; if he is so far above me that nothing 1 do can
alter his attitude toward me, I can only submit. My desire and agency
can find no outlet, except in the form of obedience.

We might call this the dialectic of control: If I completely control
the other, then the other ceases to exist, and if the other completely
controls me, then I ccase to exist. A condition of our own independent
existence is recognizing the other. True independence means sustaining
the essential tension of these contradictory impulses; that is, both
asserting the self and recognizing the other. Domination is the conse-
quence of refusing this condition.

In mutual recognition the subject accepts the premise that others are
scparate but nonetheless share like feelings and intentions. The subject
is compensated for his loss of sovereignty by the pleasure of sharing,
the communion with another subject. But for Hegel, as for Freud, the
breakdown of essential tension is inevitable. The hypothetical self
presented by Hegel and Freud does not want to recognize the other,
does not perceive him as a person just like himself. He gives up
omnipotence only when he has no other choice. His need for the
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other—in Freud, physiological, in Hegel, existential—scems to place
him in the other’s power, as if dependency were the equivalent of
currender. When the subjeet abandons the project of absolute indepen-
dence or control, he does so unwillingly, with a persistent, if uncon-
scious, wish to fulfill the old omnipotence fantasy.! This is a far cry
from actually appreciating the other as a being in his or her own right.

Since the subject cannot accept his dependency on someonc he
cannot control, the solution is to subjugate and enslave the other—to
make him give that recognition without recognizing him in return.
The primary consequence of the inability to reconcile dependence with
independence, then, is the transformation of need for the other into
domination of him.

For Freud and Hegel this is precisely what happens in the “state of
nature.” In Freud's terms, aggression and the desire for mastery—
necessary derivatives of the death instinct—are part of our naturc.
Without the restraint of civilization, whoever is more powerful will
subjugate the other. The wish to restore carly omnipotence, Of O
realize the fantasy of control, never ceases to motivate the individual.
In Hegel’s terms, self-consciousness wants to be absolute. It wants to
be recognized by the other in order to place itsclf in the world and
make itself the whole world. The 1 wants to prove itself at the expense
of the other; it wants to think itsclf the only one; it abjures depen-
dency. Since ecach self raises the same claim, the two must struggle to
the death for recognition. For Hegel this struggle does not culminate
in the survival of cach for the other, in mutual recognition. Rather, ‘
the stronger makes the other his slave.

But this viewpoint would imply chat submission is simply the hard
lot of the weak.? And indeed, the question of why the oppressed
ubmit is never fully explained. Yet the question of submission is
implicitly raised by Hegel and Freud, who see that the slave must grant

ower of recognition to the master. To understand this side of the
rclationship of Jdomination, we must turn to an account written from
the point of view of onc who submits.
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THE FANTASY OF EROTIC DOMINATION

Sadomasochistic fantasy, the most common form of erotic domination,
replicates quite faithfully the themes of the master-slave relationship.
Here subjugation takes the form of transgressing against the other’s
body, violating his physical boundaries. The act of violation of the
body becomes a way of representing the struggle to the death for
recognition. Ritual violation is a form of risking the psychological,
if not the physical, self.

I have based my analysis of sadomasochistic fantasy on a single,
powerful study of the erotic imagination, Pauline Réage’s Story of O.
Reéage’s tale is a web in which the issues of dependency and domination
are inextricably intertwined, in which the conflict between the desire
for autonomy and the desire for recognition can only be resolved by
total renunciation of self. It illustrates powerfully the principle that
the root of domination lies in the breakdown of tension between self
and other.

Perhaps the greatest objection to this work by feminists has been
directed against its depiction of O’s voluntary submission. For them,
the account of O’s masochism is not an allegory of the desire for
recognition, but simply the story of a victimized woman, too weak
or brainwashed or hopeless to resist her degradation.? Such a viewpoint
cannot, of course, explain what satisfaction is sought and found in
submission, what psychological motivations lead to oppression, humil-
iation, and subservience. It denies the unpleasant fact that people really
do consent to relationships of domination, and that fantasies of domi-
nation play a vigorous part in the mental lives of many who do not
actually do so.

Story of O confronts us boldly with the idea that people often
submit not merely out of fear, but in complicity with their own
decpest desires. Told from the point of view of the woman who
submits, and representing, as it does, the fantasy life of a gifted woman
writer,* the story compels the reader to accept the authenticity of the
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Jesire for submission. But the narrative also makes clear that the desire
for submission represents a peculiar transposition of the desire for
recognition. O’s physical humiliation and abuse represent a search for
an elusive spiritual or psychological satisfaction. Her masochism is a
scarch for recognition through an other who is powerful enough to
bestow this recognition. This other has the power for which the self
longs, and through his recognition she gains it, though vicariously. [

At the beginning of Story of O, the heroine is, without warning,
brought by her lover to Roissy Castle, an establishment organized by
men for the ritual violation and subjugation of women. There she 1s

given specific instructions:

You are here to serve your masters. . . . At the first word or sign
from anyone you will drop whatever you are doing and rcady
yourself for what is really your one and only duty: to lend
yourself. Your hands are not your own, nor are your breasts, nor
most especially, any of your orifices, which we may explore or
penetrate at will. . . . You have lost all right to privacy or )
concealment . . . you must never look any of us in the face. If '
the costume we wear . . . leaves our sex exposed, it is not for
the sake of convenience . . . but for the sake of insolence, so your
eyes will be directed there upon it and nowhere else so that you
may learn that there resides your master. . - - [Your] being
whipped . . . is less for our pleasure than for your enlightenment.
... Both this flogging and the chain attached to the ring of your
collar . . . are intended less to make you suffer, scream or shed
tears than to make you fecl, through this suffering, that you are
not free but fettered, and to teach you that you are totally
dedicated to something outside yourself.?

A great deal is contained in these several lines. First, O is to lose all
subjectivity, all possibilicy of using her body for action; she is to be
merely a thing. Second, she is to be continually violated, even when
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she is not actually being used. The main transgression of her boundaries
consists of her having to be always available and open. Third, her
masters arc to be recognized by her in an indirect form. The penis
represents their desire, and through this indirect representation they
will maintain cheir sovereignty. By interposing it between her and
them they establish a subjectivity that is distanced, independent of her
recognition. Indeed, they claim that their abuse of her is more for her
“enlightenment” than their pleasure, so that even in using her they do
not appear to need her. Their acts are carefully controlled: each act has
a goal thar cxpresses their rational intentions. Their sadistic pleasure
consists not in direct enjoyment of her pain, but in the knowledge of
their power over her—the fact that their power is visible, that it is
manifested by outward signs, that it leaves marks.

Why must they find enjoyment more in their command than in her
service, and why must it be distanced, that is, symbolized by the penis?
Because in order to maintain their scparate subjectivity, they must
scrupulously deny their dependency on her. Otherwise they would
suffer the fate of Hegel’s master, who, in becoming dependent on his
slave, gradually loscs subjectivity to him. A further danger for the
master is that the subject always becomes the object he consumes. By
negating her will, they turn her into an object. And when her objec-
tification is complete, when she has no more will, they can no longer
use her without becoming filled with her thing-like nature. Thus they
must perform their violation rationally and ritually in order to main-
tain their boundaries and to make her will—not only her body—the
object of their will.

Finally, the symbolization of malc mastery through the penis em-
phasizes the difference between them and her. It signifies the denial of
commonality that gives them the right to violate her. Each act the
master takes against O establishes his separateness, his difference from
her. He continually places himself outside her by saying, in effect, “I
am not you.” The rational function (calculation, objectivity, and
control) is linked to this distance. The penis symbolizes the master’s
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cesistance to being absorbed by the ching he is controlling: however
interdependent the master and slave may become, the difference be-
rween them will be sustained.

The story is driven forward by the dialectic of control. Since a slave
who is completely dominated Joses the quality of being able to give
recognition, the struggle to possess her must be prolonged. O must be
enslaved piece by piece; new levels of resistance must be found, so that
she can be vanquished anew—She must acquiesce I ever decper
humiliation, pain, and bondage, and she must will her submission ever
anew, cach time her masters ask her, O, do you consent?” The
narrative moves through these ever decper levels of submission, tracing
the impact of cach fresh negation of her will, cach new defeat of her
resistance.

The culmination of the dialectic, the point when O has submitred
and René, her lover, has exhausted the possibilities of violating her,
would, logically, present a narrative problem. But before the problem
can arise, before René becomes bored with O’s submission and she is
used up and discarded, a new source of tension is introduced. One day
René presents O to Sir Stephen, his older {and more powerful) step-
brother, to whom she is to be “given.” Unlike René, Sir Stephen docs
not love O. He is described as having a “will of icc and iron, which
would not be swayed by desire,” and he demands that she obey him
without loving him, and without his loving her.® Yet this more
complete surrender of her person and acceptance of her object status
further arouses O’s desire, makes her wish to matter in some way, tO
“oxist for him.” Sir Stephen finds new ways of intensifying O’s
bondage: he employs her to entice another woman; he sends her to
another castle, Samois, where O will abuse and be abused by other
women; and he makes her “more interesting” by having her branded
and her anus enlarged. These measurcs make Sir Stephen’s form of
mastery even more rational, calculating, and self-controlled than
René’s—more fully independent of his slave,

Furthermore, the fact that Ren¢ looks up to Sir Stephen as to a
father suggests that he is the loved authority not only for O, but also
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59 Master and Slave

for René. He is the person in whose eyes René wants to be recognized;
giving Sir Stephen his lover is a form of “obeisance,” and René is
obviously “pleased that [Sir Stephen] deigned to take pleasure in
something he had given him.” Indeed, O realizes that the two men
share something “mysterious . . . more acutc, more intense than amo-~
rous communion” from which she is excluded, even though she is the
medium for it. René’s delivery of O to Sir Stephen is a way of
surrendering himself sexually to the more powerful man. “What each
of them would look for in her would be the other’s mark, the trace
of the other’s passage.” Indeed, for René, Sir Stephen's possession of
O sanctifies her, leaving “‘the mark of a god.”

René’s relationship with Sir Stephen calls for a reinterpretation of
the story up to this point: we now sce that the objectification of the
woman is inspired both by the need to assert difference from her, and
by the desire to gain prestige in the father’s eyes. Thus René begins
to relinquish his love for O, the tender and compassionate identifica-
tion that moved him when she first surrendered, for the sake of his
identification and alliance with the father. We might say that the desire
for recognition by the father wholly overtakes the love of the mother;
it becomes another motive for domination. (This shift in allegiance
shows how the roots of domination lic not enly in the preoedipal
drama of mother and child, but also in the oedipal triad, as chapter
4 will discuss in detail). O’s unimportance to cither man by compari-
son with their bond to each other becomes a further aspect of her
humiliation and negation.

Despite the narrative’s attempt to create more dramatic tension, the
story eventually becomes heavy with O's inexorable loss of subjectiv-
ity. Playing the complementary part to her masters, O relinquishes all
sense of difference and separateness in order to remain—at all costs—
connected to them. O’s deepest fears of abandonment and separation
emerge as her tic to René is gradually dissolved by her bondage to
Sir Stephen. Briefly left alone, she begins to believe she has lost René’s
love; she feels that her life is absolutely void. She thinks, paraphrasing
a Protestant text she had seen as a child, “It is a fearful thing to be
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cast out of the hands of the living God.” O is the lost soul who can
only be restored to grace by putting herself in the hands of the ideal,
omnipotent other.

As the story continucs, O's desire for connection increasingly as-
sumes the symbolic and Gitual character of a devotion: now it is her
task to live according to her new lover’s will, to serve him whether
he is present or not. Her lover is like a god, and her need for him can
only be satisfied by obedience, which allows her to transcend herself
by becoming an instrument of his supreme will. In this way, O’s story,
with its themes of devotion and cranscendence, is suggestive of the
surrendcr of the saints. The torture and outrage to which she submits
is a kind of martyrdom, sceming “to her the very redemption of her
sins.”® O’s great longing is to be known, and in this respect she is like
any lover, for the secret of love is to be known as onesclf. But her
desire to be known is like that of the sinner who wants to be known
by God. Sir Stephen thrills her because he knows her instantly; he
knows her to be bad, wanton, reveling in her debasement. However,
this knowing can only go so far, because there is progressively less of
O the subject left to be known.

Story of O concludes with a note that proposcs two possible endings
to the story. In the first, Sir Stephen returns O to Roissy and abandons
her there. In the second, O, “seeing that Sir Stephen was about to leave
her, said she would prefer to dic. Sir Stephen gave her his consent.”
This is her final gesture of heroism, her last opportunity to express her
lover's will. The gesture is in keeping with O's paradoxical hope that
in complete surrender she will find her clusive self. For this hope s
the other side of O’s devotional servitude: in performing the tasks her
masters set her, O secks affirmation of herself, O is actually willing
to risk complete annihilation of her person in order to continue to be
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the object of her lover's desire—to be recognized.

O’s fear of loss and abandonment points o an important aspect of
the question of pain. The problem of masochism has been oversimpli-
fied ever since Freud’s paradoxical assertion that the masochist takes
pleasure in pain.” But current psychoanalytic theory appreciates that
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pain is a route to pleasure only when it involves submission to an
idealized figure. As O demonstrates, the masochist’s pleasure cannot be
understood as a direct, unmediated enjoyment of pain: “She liked the
idea of rorture, but when she was being tortured herself she would
have betrayed the whole world to escape it, and yet when it was over
she was happy to have gone through it.”1® The pain of violation serves
to protect the self by substituting physical pain for the psychic pain
of loss and abandonment. In being hurt by the other, O feels she is
being reached, she is able to experience another living presence.® O’s
pleasure, so to speak, lies in her sense of her own survival and her
connection to her powerful lover. Thus as long as O can transpose her
fear of loss into submission, as long as she remains the object and
manifestation of his power, she is safe.

The experience of pain has yet another dimension. In Freud’s terms,
pain is the point at which stimuli become too intense for the body or
cgo to bear. Conversely, pleasure requires a certain control or mastery
of stimuli. Thus Freud suggested that the erotization of pain allows
a sense of mastery by converting pain into pleasure.!2 But this is truc
only for the master: O’s loss of self is iiis gain, O's pain is his pleasure.
For the slave, intense pain causes the violent rupture of the self, a
profound experience of fragmentation and chaos.!3 It’s truc that O
now welcomes this loss of sclf-coherence, but only under a specific
condition: that her sacrifice actually creates the master’s power, pro-
duces his coherent self, in which she can take refuge. Thus in losing
her own self, she is gaining access, however circumscribed, to a more
powerful one.

*As Masud Khan has pointed out, Freud lacked a conception of psychic pain, since 1t
s the property of the sclf, for which he also lacked a concepr. Khan discusses the
importance of finding a witness for onc’s psychic pain, a witnessing that allows the
person to achicve a deep sense of self. He also describes the case of a woman for whom
the immersion in a compelling sadomasochistic relationship seemed to be the alternative
to psychic breakdown. This form of pain substituted for a decp depression based on very
early abandonment and Joss.!!
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The relationship of domination is asymmetrical. It can be reversed,
as when O takes on the role of torturer, but it can never become
reciprocal or equal. Identification plays an important part in this
reversible relationship, bur always with the stipulation that the maso- r
chist gains her identity through the master’s pOwer, even as he actively
negates his identity with her. Inflicting pain is the master’s way of
maintaining his separate identity. In her pain, O's bady “moves her
masters, but chiefly because it displays the marks they have left. Of
course, their “emotion” is always checked, and is finally diminished
as she becomes increasingly a dchumanized object, as her thing-like
nature makes her pain mute. Nonetheless, her submission to their will
embodies the ultimate recognition of their powet. Submission becomes
the “pure” form of recognition, even as violation becomes the “pure”
form of assertion. The assertion of one individual (the master) is
cransformed into domination; the other’s (the slave’s) recognition
becomes submission. Thus the basic tension of forces within the indi-
vidual becomes a dynamic between individuals.

DOMINATION, DEATH, AND DISCONTENT

The relationship of domination is fucled by the same desire for recog-
nition that we find in love—but why does it takes this form? Even
if we accept that O is secking recognition, we still want to know why
her search culminates in submission, instead of in a relationship of
mutuality. Why this complementarity berween the all-powerful and -
the powerless instead of the equal power of two subjects?
We already have some scnse of how Freud and Hegel have ap-

proached these questions. Their answers, as | have pointed out, assume 1
the inevitable human aspiration to omnipotence and they begin and
end in the same place, in the no-exit of domination, in the closed
system of opposites: doer and done-to, master and slave, It is true that
Hegel’s discussion of recognition implies an idcal of mutuality in
which both subjects partake of the contradictory clements of negation
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and recognition. But the polarization of these two “moments” is a
necessary part of his dialectic, and thercfore each subject winds up
embodying only onc side of the tension. In psychoanalytic terms, this
breakdown of wholeness is understood as “splitting.”* Wholeness can
only exist by maintaining contradiction, but this is not easy. In split-
ting, the two sides are represented as opposite and distinct tendencics,
so that they are available to the subject only as alternatives. The subject
can play only one side at a time, projecting the opposite side onto the
other, In other words, in the subject’s mind, self and other arc repre-
sented not as equally balanced wholes, but as split into halves. But is
the splitting assumed by Hegel incvitable? Is the breakdown of tension
inescapable?

George Bataille has dircctly applied the Hegelian dialectic to crotic
violation. His work cnables us to look more closely at Story of O, to sce
how splitting and breakdown assume an erotic form. Individual exis-
tence for Bataille is a state of scparation and isolation: we are as islands,
connected yet scparated by a sea of death. Eroticism is the perilous
crossing of that sca. Tt opens the way out of isolation by exposing us to
“death . . . the denial of our individual lives.”!s The body stands for
boundarics: discontinuity, individuality, and life. Consequently the
violation of the body is a transgression of the boundary between life and
death, even as it breaks through our discontinuity from the other. This
break, this crossing of boundarics, is for Bataille the sceret of all

*The psychoanalytic concepe of sphitting, hike that of repression, has a narrow, technical
use as well as a broader metapsychological and mewaphoric meaning. Just as repression
became a paradigm for a larger cultural process, so might sphrung be suggestive not
only for individual psychic processes but also for supramdividual ones, Technically,
splitting refers to a defense against aggression, an effort to protece the “good™ object
by sphiting off 1ts “bad" aspects that have incurred aggression. But i its broader sense,
splitting mweans any breakdown of the whole, in which parts of self or other are split
off and projected elsewhere. In both uses it mndicates a polanization, in which opposites—
especially good and bad—ecan no longer be integrated; in which one side 15 devalued,
the other idealized, and cach 15 projected onto different objects.'



R T T e

THE BONDS OF LOVE 64

croticism; and it assumes 1ts starkest cxpression in crotic violation. It
should be noted, however, that the break must never really dissolve the
boundarics—else death results. Excitement resides in the risk of death,
not in death itself. And it is erotic complementarity that offers a way to
simultancously break through and preserve the boundaries: in the
opposition between violator and violated, one person maintains his
boundary and the other allows her boundary to be broken. One remains
rational and in control, while the other loses her self. Put another way,
complementarity protects the sclf. Were both partners to give up
control, the dissolution of self would be total. The violated partner
would have no controlling partnet to identify with; she could not
“safely” abandon herself. When both partners dissolve the boundary,
both experience a fundamental sense of breakdown, a kind of primary,
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existential anxiety; instead of conncction to a defined other, there is a
terrifying void. Thus the desire to inflict or receive pain, even as it seeks
to break through boundarics, is also an effort to find them.!® |
As we have seen in Story of O, the control, order, and boundary that
the master provides are essential to the erotic experience of submission.
Indeed, it is the master’s rational, calculating, even instrumentalizing
Lctitude that excites submission; it is the image of his exquisite control
that makes for his thrilling machismo. The pleasure, for both partners,
is in his mastery. His intentions, with their sacramental formality, take
on the purposcfulness of a higher order. The sadist’s disinterestedness,
the fact that he does it “less for [his] pleasure than for [the masochist’s]
enlightenment,” offers containment and protection. This protective
power constitutes the all-important aspect of authority, without which
the fantasy is not satisfying.* This authority is what inspires love and
transforms violence into an opportunity for voluntary submission.

|
*A woman who had once been involved na <adomasochistic relationship complained [!
of her partner that “he was bumbling, he never hure me whete or how 1 wanted to be i

&

hure.” Indeed, 2 good sadist 1s hard to find: he has to intuit his vietim's hidden desires,
protect the illusion of oneness and mastery that stem from his knowing what she wants.!?
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Although the elements of self-control, intentionality, and authority
are meant to uphold the difference berween violator and violated,
control, as we have seen, tends to become self-defeating. The fact that
each partmer represents only one pole in a split unity creates the major
difficulty in sustaining tension. The continual problem in relations of
domination, says Bataille in his commentary on Hegel, is “that the
slave by accepting defeat . . . has lost the quality without which he
is unable to recognize the conqueror so as to satisfy him. The slave is
unable to give the master the satisfaction without which the master can
no longer rest.”18 The master’s denial of the other’s subjectivity leaves
him faced with isolation as the only alternative to being engulfed by
the dehumanized other. In either case, the master is actually alone,
because the person he is with is no person at all. And likewise, for her
part, the slave fears that the master will abandon her to alonencss when
he tires of being with someone who is not a person.

Eventually the other’s unreality becomes too powerful; the sadist
is in danger of becoming the will-less thing he consumes unless he
scparates himself completely. And the masochist increasingly feels that
she does not exist, that she is without will or desire, that she has no
life apart from the other. Indeed, once the tension between subjugation
and resistance dissolves, death or abandonment is the inevitable end of
the story, and, as we have seen, Story of O is deliberately left open to
both conclusions. This ambiguity is appropriate because for the maso-
chist the intolerable end is abandonment, while for the sadist it is the
death (or murder) of the other, whom he destroys. A parallel dynamic,
in which complementarity replaces reciprocity, is a frequent undertow
in “ordinary” intimate relationships: one gives, the other refuses to
accept; one pursues, the other loses interest; one criticizes, the other
feels annihilated. For both partners, the sense of connection is lost:
extreme self-sufficiency leads to detachment from the other; extreme
dependency vitiates the separate reality of the other.

Metaphorically, then, and sometimes literally, the sadomasochistic
relationship tends toward death, or, at any rate, toward deadness,
numbness, the exhaustion of sensation. This end is ironic because such
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a relationship is initiated in order to reintroduce tension—to coun-
teract numbness with pain, to break encasement through violation.
Bataille implics that we need the split unity of master and slave in
order to maintain the boundaries that erotic union—the “little death”
of the sclf—threatens to dissolve. Bu, as we scc, split unity culminates
in disconnection. The exhaustion of satisfaction that occurs when all
resistance is vanquished, all tension is lost, means that the relationship
has come full circle, returned to the emptiness from which it was an
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cffort to escape.

But why is loss of tension the beginning and inevitable end of this
story? Freud's theory of the instincts offers us one interpretation.
Indeed, his whole explanation of the discontents of civilization hinges
on his interpretation of loss of tension.? Freud belicved that only the
:dea of 2 death drive that impels us toward complete absence of tension
could explain the prevalence of destruction and aggression in human
fife. Projecting the death drive outward in the form of aggression or
mastery was our main protection against succumbing to it. Here, as
I sce it, is Freud's effort to explain domination, his parallel to the
master-slave paradox.

Domination, for Freud, is inevitable since otherwise the death in- #
stinct, that primary drive toward nothingness (complete loss of ten- [
sion), would turn inward and destroy lifc itsclf. But fortunately
aggression must contend with its “immortal adversary,” the life in-
stinct, Eros. Eros, in gcncral, and sexuality, in particular, neutralize or
bind aggression. Freud writes that the life and death instincts almost
never appear in isolation, but “are alloyed with each other . . . and
s0 become unrecognizable.” The best place to observe and analyze this -}
merger is erotic life: sadism and masochism are “manifestations of the b
destructive instinct . . . strongly alloyed with erotism.”? Indeed, crotic
domination, Freud continues, may be the prime place to apprchend the
alliance of Eros and the death instinct:

It is in sadism, where the death instinct rwists the crotic aim in
its own sensc, and yet at the same time fully satisfics the erotic b



67 Master and Slave

urge, that we succeed in obtaining the clearest insight into its
nature, and its relation to Eros. But even where it emerges
without any sexual purpose, in the blindest fury of destructive-
ness, we cannot fail to recognize that the satisfaction of the
[death] instinet . . . [presents] the ego with a fulfillmene of the
latter’s old wishes for omnipotence.?!

When aggression is projected outward and harnessed by civilization,
it winds up doing outside what it would otherwise do inside: reducing
the world, objectifying it, subjugating it. If we translate this process
back into Hegel's terms, this means that the self refuses the claim of
the outside world (the other) to limit his absoluteness. He asserts
omnipotence. Omnipotence, we mighe then say, is the manifestation
of Freud’s death instinct. When the destructive instinct is projected
outward, the problem of omnipotence is not solved, but merely relo-
cated. Nor docs the fusion of the death instinct with Eros solve the
problem. For even the alloy of destruction and Eros, as the cycle of
escape from and return to deadness in erotic domination illustrates,
brings us back to the death drive’s original aim: the reduction of all
tension.

Omnipotence and loss of tension actually refer to the same phenom-
cnon. Omnipotence, whether in the form of merging or aggression,
means the complete assimilation of the other and the self. It corre-
sponds to the zero point of tension berween self and other. Domi-
nation, as Freud sees it, is both an expression of omnipotence (or
death)—the complete absence of tension—and an effort to protect the
self from it: to create tension, to break up this assimilation of or by
the other that allows nothing to exist outside. Yet it comes full circle,
and leaves the self encapsulated in a closed system—the omnipotent
mind—at least until the other fights back.

Let us now see what happens when we cxamine the cycle of
omnipotence, from one point of zcro tension to the other, in terms
of intersubjective theory. In this view, the circular movement from
numbness to exhaustion which characterizes domination is a manifesta-
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tion not of the death instinct roward zero tension, but of the break-
down of recognition between self and other. Domination presumes a
subject already caught in omnipotence, unable to make “live” contact
with outside reality, to experience the other person’s subjectivity. But
this apparent first cause is itself the result of an carlier breakdown
betrween self and other—which, though pervasive, is not inevitable.
Insofar as domination is an alienated form of differentiation, an effort
to recreate tension through distance, idealization, and objectification,
it is destined to repeat the original breakdown unless and until the
other makes a difference.

DESTRUCTION AND SURVIVAL

Winnicott’s idea of destruction is about the difference the other can
make. Destruction, after all, is a way of differentiating the self—the
attempt to place the other outside one’s fantasy and experience him as
external reality. I suggest that erotic domination expresses a basic
differentiating tendency that has undergone a transformation. As we
have scen, the fate of this tendency depends on whether it is met with
the other’s capitulation/retaliation or survival. In intersubjective
terms, violation 1s the attempt to push the other outside the self, to
attack the other's separate reality in order finally to discover it. The
adule sadist, for example, is scarching for a surviving other, but his
search is already prejudiced by his childhood disappointment with an
other who did not survive. Likewise, the adult masochist continues to
find an other who survives, just as she did in childhood, but again loses
herself in the bargain.

The controlled practice of sadomasochism portrays a classic drama
of destruction and survival. The thrill of transgression and the sense
of complete freedom for the sadist depend on the masochist’s survival.
When the masochist endures his unremitting attack and remains intact,
the sadist experiences this as love. By alleviating his fear (guilt) that
his aggression will annihilate her, she creates for him the first condition
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of freedom. By the same token, the masochist experiences as love the
sharing of psychic pain, the opportunity to give over to pain in the
presence of a trusted other who comprehends the suffering he inflicts.
Hence the love and graticude that can accompany the ritual of domi-
nation when it is contained and hmited.??

In a child’s development the initial destruction can be scen simply
as part of asscrtion: the desire to affect (negate) others, to be recog-
nized. When destruction fails, the aggression goes inside and fuels the
sense of omnipotence.? Originally, there is a kind of innocence to the
project of destruction. In Freud's theory of sadism—developed before
he introduced the death instinct2é—the infant at first ruthlessly attacks
and devours the world with no sense of consequences. At this stage of
primary sadism the child does not know about inflicting hurt; he
simply expects to have his cake and eat it too. Only when the child
internalizes his aggression and moves into the masochistic position can
he imagine the pain that might come to the other. Then “real” sadism,
the desire to hurt and reduce the other as one has been hurt oneself,
comes into being, In short, aggression, internalized as masochism,
reappears as sadism.* Through this internalization comes the ability o

*Jean Laplanche, the French psychoanalyst, has elaborated on Freud's model of the
movement from primary sadism to masochism to sadism proper. He suggests that the
movement of internalization turns aggression into scxual fantasy; that is, 1 turning
inward, aggression is “alloyed” with sexuality. Whether the fantasy is active or passive,
the act of “fantasmatization” is decisive; indeed, it actually constitutes sexuality and the
unconscious. Sexuality, by which Laplanche means the realm of sexual fancasy, is the
opposite of Eros, a kind of “frenctic anti-life.”?" Eros, if we recal! Freud's usage, is
dirccted outward, toward the other—hence the opposite of the mward-turning aggres-
sion that is sexuality. It follows from Laplanche’s argument that the true opposition of
instincts is not between Eros and death, but Eros and aggression, the latter often
appearing in the guise of sexuality. This comes close to the intersubjective opposition
between negating and recognizing the other. Indeed, Laplanche's idea of the internaliza-
tion of aggression as sexual fantasy 1s compatable to Winnicott’s idea that when
destruction cannot be directed toward the other, the subject remains caught in mental
omnipotence. His idea of the opposition beeween Eros and sexuality suggests something
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play both roles in fantasy, to experience vicariously the other’s part,
and so enjoy the act of violation.

In much of early life, destruction is properly directed toward the
other, and is internalized when the other cannot “catch” it, and sur-
vive. Ordinarily, some failure to survive is inevitable; for that matter,
so is the internalization of aggression. When the parent fails to survive
attack—to withstand the destruction without retaliating or retreat-
ing—the child turns its aggression inward and develops what we know
as rage. But when things go well this rage often dissipates through a
movement in the relationship, a shift back to mutual understanding
that enables the child once again to feel the presence of the other. {For
example, the child accepts the frustration but communicates the fantasy
of retaliation to the parent who has frustrated him, as in, “Here is 2
bulldozer coming to knock down the house.”)

When the child experiences the parent as caving in, he continues
to attack, in fantasy or reality, secking a boundary for his reactive rage.
The child who has been indulged, allowed to abuse his mother (or both
parents), and given no limits to his fantasy of omnipotence, is the
typical “sadistic” child. (“1 can’t control him,” says the parent, and then
repeats for the fifth time “Michael, if you don’t behave you'll have
to leave the table and go up to your room.”) For him, the real object,
the one who cannot be destroyed, never comes into view. For him,
agency and assertion are not integrated in the context of mutuality and
respect for the other but in the context of control and retaliation. The
sadist—child is cognitively aware of the difference between self and
other, but emotionally this awareness is hollow and does not counteract
the desire to control the other.

When the parent caves in, the child cxperiences his expanding
clation, grandiosity, and self-absorption as flying off into space—he

similar to Winnicott's distinction beeween having an interacnion with the outside other
and relating to the object as onc’s mental product—a two-person Versus 3 onc-person
expericnce.
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finds no limits, no otherness. The world now seems empty of all human
life, there is no one to connect with, “the world is all me.” As the
analyst Sheldon Bach describes it, when the self feels absolute, a loss
of differentiation occurs in which “the subject and object are one; the
[person] has caten up reality.”2¢ What the child feels is something like
this: When the other crumbles under the impact of my act, then my
act scems to drop off the edge of the world into emptiness, and I feel
that I will soon follow. In this void begins the loss of tension or
boundarics, a by-product of losing the other.

Survival means that the parent can tolerate deflating the child’s
grandiosity cnough—but just enough—to let him know that he can
go only so far and no further, that somcone clse’s needs and reality
set a limit to his mental feats. The parent must fecl separate and secure
enough to be able to tolerate the thwarted child’s anger without giving
in. Otherwise the parent is destroyed in the child’s cyes. The child
involved in the process of destruction is like Icarus flying too near the
sun. When the parent scts limits, she is actually protecting the child
from the dissolution that occurs when the absolute sclf has its way. Of
course, as we will sce in our discussion of masochism, the child who
is never allowed to destroy can never assume the power to fly or
discover his limits.

The conversion from assertion to aggression, from interaction to
mental control, works in tandem. When things are not resolved “out-
side,” between sclf and other, the interaction is transferred into the
world of fantasy; this includes identifying with the one we harm. The
drama of reversible violator and victim displaces the tension of interac-
tion with the other. This drama now occurs within the omnipotence
of mental life, the encapsulated spherc of the intrapsychic. In successful
destruction (when the other survives), the distinction between mental
acts and what happens out there in “reality” becomes more than a
cognitive awareness; it becomes a felt experience. The distinction
between my fantasy of you and you as a real person is the very essence
of connection.

The underlying theme of sadism is the attempt to break through to
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the other. The desire to be discovered underlies its counterpart,
namely, masochism. Emmanuel Ghent has called this desire the wish
for surrender, for which submission is the “ever-ready look-alike.”??
Like the sadist’s aggression, the masochist’s submission is ambiguous,
conflating the repetition of an old frustration and the wish for some-
thing new. Ghent suggests that it is a wish to break out of what
Winnicott called the “false self.” The false self is the compliant,
adaptive sclf that has staved off chaos by accepting the other’s direction
and control, that has maintained connection to the object by renounc-
ing exploration, aggression, scparatencss.

This compliance is associated with another kind of failed childhood
destruction, one in which the self has not survived. The “masochistic”
child has endured not caving in but retaliation, in the form of either
punishment or withdrawal. He destroys the other only in fantasy; he
will never take a full swing at the parent to test if she will survive.
His rage is turned inward and apparently spares the other, yet the loss
of a viable external other overshadows the struggle to differentiate.
The masochist despairs of ever holding the attention or winning the
recognition of the other, of being securely held in the other’s mind.

Contemporary Freudian ego psychology has often understood sub-
mission as a failure to separate and as an inhibition of aggression. But,
as Ghent suggests, framing masochism as the desire for self-discovery
in the space provided by the other allows us to recognize the wish as
well as the defense. The masochist’s self is “false” because, lacking this
space, he has not been able to realize the desire and agency that come
from within. He has not experienced his impulses and acts as his own,
arising without direction from outside. This experience is what he
longs for, although he may not know it.28

Masochism can be seen, therefore, not only as a strategy for escaping
aloneness, but also as a search for aloneness with the other: by letting
the other remain in control, the masochist hopes to find a “safe” open
space in which to abandon the protective false self and allow the
nascent, hidden self to emerge. Within this space, he secks an opportu-
nity for Winnicott's transitional experience free of the self-conscious-
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ness and adaptation that inhibit him. The masochist’s wish to be
reached, penetrated, found, released—a wish that can be expressed in
the metaphor of violence as well as in metaphors of redemption—is
the other side of the sadist’s wish to discover the other. The masochist’s
wish to experience his authentic, inner reality in the company of an
other parallels the sadist’s wish to get outside the self into a shared
reality.

These dynamics, then, are not merely the stuff of domination; they
are also what make mutuality possible. They allow us to maintain
connection so that we are not shut off from the world in the monadic
capsule of the mind. Mental omnipotence signifies the absence of this
connection, a breakdown of differentiation in which self is assimilated
to other or other is assimilated to self. Internalization then replaces
interaction or exchange with the outside.

The state of omnipotence, with its absence of tension, gives birth
to domination. In the absence of a differentiated sense of sclf and other,
the vital sharing between separate minds is replaced by almost exclu-
sively complementary relationships. In infancy, the complementary
interaction, in which the parent facilitates a positive change in the
infant’s statcs, is often a prelude to intersubjective sharing. The other
must often do something to regulate, soothe, and make the self recep-
tive for such exchange. But increasingly the relationship should shift
in emphasis from regulation to the true exchange of recognition itsclf.
What we sce in domination is a relationship in which complementaricy
has completely cclipsed mutuality, so that the underlying wish to
intcract with somecone truly outside, with an equivalent center of
desire, does not emerge.

This dynamic of destruction and survival is the central pattern of
crotic union. In crotic union, the other receives and recognizes the
subject’s acts including his acts of destruction. Eros is certainly not frec
of all that we associate with aggression, assertion, mastery, and domi-
nation. But what makes sexuality erotic is the survival of the other
with and despite destruction. What distinguishes Eros from perversion
is not freedom from fantasies of power and surrender, for Eros does
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not purge sexual fantasy—it plays with it. The idea of destruction
reminds us that the clement of aggression is necessary in crotic life; it
is the element of survival, the difference the other can make, which
distinguishes erotic union, which plays with the fantasy of domination,
from real domination.

As | suggested earlier, in erotic union losing onesclf and being
wholly there occur together, as if without contradiction, The scnse of
losing oneself creatively, of becoming absorbed in the other is often
only a hairsbreadth away from sclf-absorption.?? In crotic union, the
fundamental experience of atrunement—that separate individuals can
chare the same feeling—is affirmed. Erotic domination, on the other
hand, exemplifies the fatality of dissolving paradox into polarity (split-
ting) cven as it shows it to be the endpoint of a complex process, and
not simply the original human condition.

DOMINATION AND THE SEXUAL DIFFERENCE

It might scem that the association of domination and gender is obvious:
men, after all, have everywhere dominated women, and onc would
expect this to color erotic relationships as well. Yet, even if we
accepted this logic, we would still want to understand how the subju-
gation of women rakes hold in the psyche and shapes the pattern of
domination. Furthermore, it is increasingly apparent that the roles of
master and slave arc not intrinsically or exclusively male and female
respectively; as the original “masochist” of Venus in Furs (Leopold von
Sacher-Masoch) reminds us, the opposite is often truc: the actual
practice of sadomasochism frequently reverses heterosexual patterns.
And, for that matter, sadomasochism 1s just as likely to occur in
homosexual relationships. The question we are addressing, therefore,
is not why arc men sadists and women masochists, since this need not
be the case; but rather, how have sadism and masochism become
associated with masculinity and femininity?

The decp structure of gender complementarity has persisted despite
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the increased flexibility of contemporary sex roles. To understand the
origins of male mastery and female submission, we must look at the
characteristic course taken by each gender in the carly differentiation
process. Since women have almost everywhere been the primary care-
takers of small children, both boys and girls have differentiated in
relation to a woman—the mother.* When we look to the typical
course of male differentiation, we see at once that this creates a special
difficulty for boys. While all children identify with their first loved
one, boys must dissolve this identification and define themselves as the
different sex. Initially all infants feel themselves to be like their moth-
ers. But boys discover that they cannot grow up to become her; they
can only have her. This discovery leads to a break in identification
for boys which girls arc spared. Male children achieve their mascu-
linity by denying their original identification or oneness with their
mothers.?

Robert Stoller’s work on the development and disruption of gender
identity has offered much insight into this process. He has proposed
that male identity is a sccondary phenomenon, since it is achieved by
overcoming a primary identification with the mother. This position,
so contrary to Freud's assumption that children of both sexes begin as
“litle men,” has wide ramifications. For the boy to become masculine,
writes Stoller, “he must scparate himself in the outside world from his
mother’s female body and in his inside world from his own already
formed primary identification with femaleness and femininiey, This
great task is often not completed. . . 73!

The boy develops his gender and 1dentity by means of establishing
discontinuity and difference from the person to whom he is most

*Despite women's universal role as primary carctakers of small children, there 1s great
variation in the orgamizanion of childrearing. Only in Western middle-class families do

we sce the typical pattern of babies attended by one lone mother. Thus our theory, unless
amended, might strictly apply to such familics. On the other hand, patterns of childrear-
ing have been changing—in favor of paternal participation—in these families.




THE BONDS OF LOVE 76

“erached. This process of disidentification? cxplains the repudiation of
the mother that underlies conventional masculine identity formation,
and results in a kind of “fault line” running through the male achicve-

ent of individualicy.

The tendency of erotic love to become erotic domination can be
scen as a casualty of this characteristically male form of establishing
separation. The need to scver the identification with the mother in
order to be confirmed both as a separate person and as a male person—
and for the boy these are hard to distinguish-—often prevents the boy
from recognizing his mother. She is not seen as an independent person
(another subject), bur as something other—as nature, as an instrument
or object, as less than human. The premise of his independence is to
say, “ am nothing like she who cares for me.” An objectifying attitude
comes to replace the carlier interactions of infancy in which mutual
recognition and proud assertion could still coexist. Male identity, as
Nancy Chodorow points out, emphasizes only one side of the balance
of differentiation—difference over sharing, separation over conncc-
tion, boundarics over communion, self-sufficiency over dependency.??

In breaking the identification with and dependency on mother, the
boy is in danger of losing his capacity for mutual recognition alto-
gether. The emotional attuncment and bodily harmony that character-
ized his infantile exchange with mother now threaten his identity. He
is, of course, able cognitively to accept the principle that the other is
scparate, bur without the expericnce of empathy and shared fecling
that can unite separate subjectivitics. Instead, the other, cspccially the
female other, is related to as object. When this relationship with the
other as object is generalized, rationality substitutes for affective cx-
change with the other.* This rationality bypasses real recognition of
the other’s subjectivity. The process might be called “false differentia-
tion.”

Violation is an claboration of this one-sided, or “false,” differentia-
tion, asserting absolute difference from its object, an object we can now
sec as representing the mother.?s A fantasy of maternal power, of being
reabsorbed, underlics this curious method of asserting difference. The
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danger that violation is meant to oppose—the ultimate loss of ten-
sion—is easily equated with the return to oncness with the mother,
and can now be evoked by any profound experience of dependency
or communion {emotional or physical), such as crotic love. The only
defense against losing difference lics in reversing the power relation-
ship so that the master now controls the other, while still proclaiming
his boundaries intact.*

Erotic domination represents an intensification of male anxiety and
defense in relation to the mother. The repudiated maternal body
persists as the object to be done to and violated, to be separated from,
to have power over, to denigrate.”® Thus, on a visit to Sir Stephen’s
villa in the South, O thinks how fortunate it is that they are far from
the sca, for the sca smells like dung (mer = sea; mére = mother). O
further complies in the denigration of what is specifically female in
her sexuality when Sir Stephen uses her “as a boy,” that is, denies her
feminine organs. The anal allusions degrade what woman has to offer,
her bodily difference from man.

It is preciscly this objectification, combined with maintaining abso-
lute difference and control, that informs the master’s transgression. The
vulnerability of a masculinity that is forged in the crucible of feminin-
ity, the “great task” of separation that is so seldom completed, lays the
groundwork for the later objectification of women. The mother stands
as the prototype of the undifferentiated object. She serves men as their
other, their counterpart, the side of themselves they repress.”

The view of mother as object resounds throughout our culture. In
general psychoanalytic discourse, the child relates to the mother as to

*Of course, as we have seen, the infant is never literally one with mother, but this early
identification 1s retroactively called (represented intrapsychically as) “oneness,” Le., the
absence of a fundamental difference. The defense against oneness develops according to
a principle of reversal: I will do to you what [ perceive you are doing to me. If I perceive
your love as stifling my subjectivity, 1 will——again, through love—deny yours. Thus,
as complementarity is no longer tempered by commonality, “oneness™ appears even
more absolute and threatening,
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an object of his drives, and correspondingly devalues her independent
subjectivity. Independence from the mother as object rather than rec-
ognition of her as subject constitutes the essence of individuation. And
these assumptions arc part of a larger problem: to the extent that until
recently “man” and “individual” were synonymous, the male experi-
ence of differentiation has stamped the image of individuality. The
image of the other that predominates in Western thought is not that
of a vitally real presence but a cognitively perceived object. In this
sense “false” differentiation has been a constant component of the
Western version of individuation. Recognizing the other has been the
exceptional moment, a moment of rare innocenee, the recovery of a
lost paradise.

The complement to the male refusal to recognize the other is
woman’s own acceptance of her lack of subjectivity, her willingness
to offer recognition without expecting it in return. (The classic mater-
nal ideal of motherhood—a paragon of self-abnegation—is only a
beautification of this lack.) The female difficulty in differentiation can
be described almost as the mirror image of the male’s: not the denial
of the other, but the denial of the self. Thus the fact of women’s
mothering not only explains masculine sadism, it also reveals a “fault
line” in female development that leads to masochism. Whercas the
boy’s carly difficulty scems to occur in making the switch to a mascu-
line identification, the girl requires no such shift in identification away
from her mother. This makes her identity less problematic, but it is
a disadvantage in that she possesses no obvious way of disidentifying
from her mother, no hallmark of separateness. The feminine tendency
therefore is not to emphasize but to underplay independence.

As Chodorow has argued, mothers tend to identify more strongly
with their daughters; whereas they push their sons out of the nest, they
have greater difficulty separating from daughters.®® Thus it is more
likely that girls would fear separateness and tend to sustain the tie to
mother through compliance and self-denial. If not acute, this tendency
would be unremarkable. But the girl’s relationship to the mother,
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emphasizing merging and continuity at the expense of individualiry
and independence, provides fertile ground for submission.

Submission, as we saw in Story of O, is often motivated by the fear
of separation and abandonment; masochism reflects the inability to
cxpress one’s own desire and agency. In submission, even the fulfill-
ment of desire is made to appear as the expression of the other’s will.
The masochist abrogates her will because the exercise of independence
is experienced as dangerous. To the extent that the mother has sacri-
ficed her own independence, the girl's attempt at independence would
represent an assertion of power for which she has no basis in identifica-
tion. (As we shall see in chapter 3, the girl may identify with her
father, but this has its own difficulties.) The girl’s sense of self is shaped
by the realization that her mother’s source of power resides in her
self-sacrifice. For the girl the agony of asserting difference is that she
will destroy (internally) her mother, who is not only an object of love
but also a mainstay of identity. Thus she protects the all-good, all-
powerful maternal object, at the price of compliance. She becomes
unable to distinguish what she wants from what mother wants. The
fear of scpararion and difference has been transposed into submission.

Sadomasochism gives this fear objective form. In erotic submission,
fear of the master’s power takes the place of the deeper fear—of the
scparation that fecls like death. The deepest anxiety can be controlled
through “the discipline of service and obedience.”? In submission, the
masochist also protects the other from damage by taking the faulr and
the injury upon herself. At the same time, she is able to “enjoy” the
sadist’s attack. His assertion of subjectivity and difference is like a
breath of the inaccessible outdoors. He embodies activity and differ-
ence for her. The vicarious quality of her enjoyment recapitulates the
vicarious pleasure of the sclf-sacrificing mother with whom she identi-
fies. Thus, submission for women allows a reenactment of their early
identificatory relationship to the mother; it 1s a replication of the
maternal attitude itself.

This cyclical mechanism allows us to untangle the fateful association
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that has dogged psychoanalytic debate since Freud's concept of “femi-
nine masochism” was elaborated by Marie Bonaparte and Helene
Deutsch to include the notion that masochism is an inevitable compo-
nent of female scxuality, childbearing, and motherhood.*® Undeniably,
femininity and motherhood as we know them have been tainted with
submission, sclf-abnegation, and helplessness. This is true even when
submission works to conceal or deny the power that women as mothers
do exercise.

And this fact, that women participate in their own submission, has
often embarrassed critics of psychoanalytic theory. Some feminist
critics, who feel that women have unjustly borne the burden of their
victimization, have insisted that women are simply unwilling con-
scripts in an erotic fantasy formed by and for men—victims of the
male pornographic imagination. Susan Griffin, for example, argues
that the subjugation of women can be cquated with the repression of
nature.!! But, in fact, women are not the embodiment of nature,
although they have long been captives of that metaphor. Indeed, in
accepting that equation, women once again participate in their own
subjugation. Women, like men, arc by “nature” social, and it is the
repression of their sociability and social agency—the repression of the
social, intersubjective side of the self—that is at issue. The equation
woman = motherhood = nature is a symptom, not a cure. Embracing
this cquation, feminists have become caught in a contradiction: exalt-
ing women's maternal “nature” while disclaiming women’s masochis-
tic “nature.”

Arguing from a different standpoint, the psychologist Paula Caplan
has renewed the battle against the psychoanalytic position that women
arc “innately” masochistic. Caplan attacks the idea of “pleasure in
pain” in great detail, but, unfortunately, sidesteps the issue of submis-
sion. Her explanation for masochism is that what is “called masochistic
has tended to be the very essence of trained femininity m Western
culture.”** Her argument implies that social learning of a cultural
myth about womanhood suffices to explain the presence of masochistic
fantasies in women, or that the association of femininity with maso-
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chism is the resuit merely of a perjorative view of maternal nurturance
and altruism. Caplan is right that the association of femininity with
masochism persists in the culture; but the explanation for that persis-
tence cannot be sought in social learning.#3

From a psychoanalytic point of view, it is unsatisfactory ro merely
attribute the pervasiveness of submission fantasies in erotic life to
cultural labeling or the derogation of women. The alternative to a
biological explanation of masochism must be sought not only in
culture, but in the interaction of culture and psychological processes.
Culrural myths and labels, while undoubtedly destructive, still do not
explain how the “essence of trained femininity” gets into women’s
heads and is there converted into pleasurable fantasies of erotic submis-
sion, To begin to explain it, we must start with the way in which the
mother’s lack of subjectivity, as perceived by both male and female
children, creates an internal propensity toward feminine masochism
and male sadism. Labeling is a result, not a cause, of that propensity.

Notwithstanding the persistence of these gender associations, it is
safe to say that the mainstream of psychoanalytic thought today rejects
the idea of feminine masochism. (Caplan has a hard time actually
finding recent psychoanalytic proponents.) The analysis of submission
as a defensive strategy of the self has become far more popular than
Freud's notion of femininity in explaining masochism. If anything, we
are faced with the opposite problem: with a few exceptions (notably,
in Stoller), these problems of the self have largely been constructed as
though gender played no role whatever. Nowhere do we find the
explanation that gender polarity plays a role in fostering the break-
down in the balance of differentiation. Yet clearly, the splitting that
is so typical in sadomasochism is in large part a problem of gender.
The defensive masculine stance promotes a dualism, a polarization of
subject and object. The assignment of subject status to male and object
status to female follows from the seemingly unavoidable fact that the
boy must struggle free with all the violence of a second birth from
the woman who bore him. In this second birth, the fantasy of omnipo-
tence and erotic domination begins.
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At the same time, and ironically, the fantasy of erotic dominance
and submission expresscs the deep longing for wholeness. But as long
as the shape of the whole is not informed by mutuality, this longing
only leads to an unequal complementarity in which one person plays
master, the other slave. And even when men and women reverse their
roles, as they often do, the sense of “playing the other” is never lost.
Gender continues, consciously and unconsciously, to represent only
one part of a polarized whole, one aspect of the self-other relacionship.
One person {“the woman”) is not allowed to play the subject; one
peeson (“the man”) arrogates subjectivity only to himself. Again, the
groundwork for this division is laid in the mother’s renunciation of
her own will, in her consequent lack of subjectivity for her children,
and particularly in the male child’s repudiation of his commonality
with her.

It would seem obvious that this lack of maternal subjectivity is a
great, if not the greatest, impediment to the experience of successful
destruction and survival by both male and female children. Only a
mother who fecls entitled to be a person in her own right can ever
be seen as such by her child, and only such a mother can appreciate
and set limits to the incvitable aggression and anxiety that accompany
a child’s growing independence. Only somcone who fully achieves
subjectivity can survive destruction and permit full differentiation.
This fact has been remarkably clusive. It seems intolerable to the
narcissism of adults and children alike that the limits a mother scts
should not merely be an occasional dose of medicine corresponding to
the child’s needs, but might actually proceed from the mother’s asser-
tion of her own scparate sclfhood. The possibility of balancing the
recognition of the child’s needs with the assertion of onc’s own has
scarcely been put forward as an ideal.

It is thus necessary to reconceive the ideal—and the reality—of
motherhood in order to realign the process of differentiation, to miti-
gate the splitting into complementarity. The structure of individuation
which permeates our culture, and which privileges scparation over
dependence, cannot simply be countered by its mirror opposite.
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Rather, it must be criticized in light of a vision of a balance in which
ncither pole dominates the other, in which paradox is sustained.

This vision is important to a feminist critique of society especially now
that male and female roles are no longer as binding as they once were.
Today women in some sectors of socicty may adopt the same emphatic
autonomy, the same “false” differentiation at the expense of real
recognition and attunement, that has heretofore characterized the ideal
of masculinc individuality. The stereotype of the “career woman” is
that she is able to be as detached and impersonal “as a man.” Bur this
individuation based on denying the need for others is hardly liberation.

Story of O supports our suspicion that this kind of individuation,
rather than dissolving domination, fosters it. Os story is no simple
housewife’s tale; it is rather that of the “new woman” who emerged
in this century. O, herself a fashion photographer, is as much a pro-
ducer of objectification as its victim. Thus O is not so different from
the masochist of a more recent novel, Pat Califia’s Jessie, a thoroughly
independent woman, who describes erotic violation as finally relcasing
her from “the bubble of the self, the prison of the mind.”** To repeat,
erotic domination, for both sides, draws its appeal in part from its offer
to break the encasement of the isolated self, to explode the numbness
that comes of “false” differcntiation. It is a reaction to the predicament
of solitary confinement—being unable to get through to the other, or
be gotten through to—which is our particularly modern form of
bondage. The castle of Roissy marshals the old forms of bondage—the
ritual trappings of male dominion and female submission—as if they
could redeem us from the sterility of modern rationality. So in our
era of sexual equality and liberation, the fantasy of erotic domination
returns like the repressed. But this return does not signal an end to
confinement, only a further twisting in the chains, a testimony to the
persistence of splitting and gender polarity in our structure of in-
dividuality.

To uncover this persistence is to confront the original sin of denying
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recognition to the other, and to rediscover the lost tension between
self and other. This tension, a fragile balance, to be sure, can only be
sustained through the lived experience of recognition, the meeting of
separate minds. 1 have argued that the longing for recognition lies
beneath the sensationalism of power and powerlessness, that the un-
recognizable forms often taken by our desire are the result of a
complicated but ultimately understandable process—a process which
explains how our deepest desires for freedom and communion become
implicated in control and submission. From such desires the bonds of
love are forged.




