
Introduction
A Tale of Two Terms

The chorus of Rihanna’s 2010 catchy pop hit “S&M” has her declaring that 
“sticks and stones may break my bones / But chains and whips excite me.” To 
many, those two objects—chains and whips—are virtually synonymous with 
masochism, sadism, or that convenient catch-all combination “sadomasoch-
ism.” Indeed, what Rihanna describes as “S&M” often conjures rather tradi-
tional images of leather- or fur-clad dominatrices and the harsh sound of a 
cracking whip. And while those associations have a long, storied history, they 
do not actually tell the whole story.
 Sadism and masochism, as Magnus Hirschfeld explains in the middle of the 
twentieth century, are “by far the most prevalent anomalies in the sexual life of 
our time” (Sexual Anomalies 253). The complex relationship between pain and 
pleasure has been heavily theorized as a subject of high-brow and low-brow 
art, music, and literature. In the literary world, the word “masochism” likely 
points readers toward fictional erotica: first to Pauline Réage or, rather, Anne 
Desclos, author of the infamous Story of O (1954); and second, more recently, to 
E. L. James, author of the Fifty Shades of Grey series (2011–2017). Réage’s mas-
ochistic narrative has electrified critics interested in feminism, psychoanaly-
sis, fantasy, sexuality, and submission, though its importance for the purposes 
of my work lies in the staunch and controversial readings it inspires. Jessica 
Benjamin, in The Bonds of Love (1988), begins her section on sadomasochism 
by declaring, “Story of O confronts us boldly with the idea that people often 
submit not merely out of fear, but in complicity with their own deepest desires” 
(55). That O’s deepest desires could include being shared with a multitude of 
virtually interchangeable men, being branded, and being pierced confounds 
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as many readers as it seduces. The relationship made explicit between O and 
her many masters presents readers with the perplexing possibility of a happy, 
highly masochistic woman—a representation offensive to many scholars, espe-
cially those who continuously rely on an uncritical interchangeability between 
the terms “masochist” and “victim.”
 Story of O is foundational to a critical consideration of masochism and 
literature. O is a prototypical masochist: an eager, often active participant in 
her own subjection, humiliation, and punishment. The more that O seems 
victimized—first by her lover René, then by the anonymous men at Roissy, 
and finally by Sir Stephen and the Commander—the more she relishes the 
process of “victimization,” though this project highlights the problems in-
herent in any uncritical use of that word. That is precisely why, more than 
sixty years after the novel’s release, O continues to be the paradoxical pro-
tagonist of a very challenging text; many feminist scholars see O as “a vic-
timized woman, too weak or brainwashed or hopeless to resist her degrada-
tion” (Benjamin 55).1 Rightfully, feminists have trouble moving beyond this 
reading of O, who, like the characters I examine throughout this book, finds 
masochism simultaneously fulfilling and empowering even while it is pain-
ful and punishing. Each aspect of the mortification, domination, and agony 
that O experiences becomes a vital part of her intense sexual and personal 
identification as a masochist. In one of the most telling scenes in the novel, 
O catalogs all that has been done to her body as she reveals it to Jacqueline: 
“[Sir Stephen’s] had me pierced with his rings. . . . He also had me branded 
with his monogram. As for the rest, that’s where I was flogged with a riding 
crop. He generally whips me himself ” (171–72). Jacqueline, in this moment a 
surrogate for readers of the novel, says, “You look as though you were proud 
of it, I don’t understand” (172). O’s satisfaction is wholly contingent upon 
the fulfillment of her masochistic tendencies, both inside and outside of the 
bedroom. However, unlike O, the characters I discuss do not gravitate to-
ward extreme corporeal masochisms (including physical torture, anonymous 
abuse, and sexual branding) or toward specifically sexualized spaces (like the 
chateau in Roissy or a dungeon). Instead, their emotional and mental mas-
ochisms are located within everyday personal interactions and relationships. 
The ordinariness of these masochisms is my focal point here.2

 Despite the overwhelming popularity of contemporary pulpy, erotic best 
sellers, most of the critical, cultural, and literary conversations about masoch-
ism have yet to remove it from the stigmatized margins to which it was first rel-
egated by sexology and psychoanalysis alike. The earliest theoretical approach 
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to the sexual experience of pain as pleasure deemed it a perversion and named 
it after what has been seen as its literary origins, Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s 
Venus in Furs (1870). In the novel, protagonist Severin lustfully idealizes the im-
age of a cold, domineering woman who will consistently punish, humiliate, and, 
therefore, pleasure him; the relationship between Severin and Wanda, the spe-
cific woman he pursues, embodies the intimate connection between pleasure 
and pain underneath the term “masochism.” When he declares Sacher-Masoch 
the namesake of “masochism” and the Marquis de Sade the namesake of “sa-
dism,” German sexologist Richard von Krafft-Ebing constructs a new discourse 
about the nature of sexuality and perversion in the late nineteenth century.3 
The subtitle of Krafft-Ebing’s section on masochism in Psychopathia Sexualis 
(1886), its first official naming, is “The Association of Passively Endured Cru-
elty and Violence with Lust” (127). Despite this immediate acknowledgment 
of the masochist’s presumed passivity, Krafft-Ebing makes a telling claim that 
gestures toward more active participation: “The masochist lives in fancies, in 
which he creates situations” wherein he is “completely and unconditionally sub-
ject to the will of a person of the opposite sex . . . humiliated and abused . . . and 
often attempts to realize them [these situations]” (127, emphasis added). In his 
work, Krafft-Ebing constructs a taxonomical system for sexual perversions that 
is based on gender; according to Harry Oosterhuis, Krafft-Ebing reads sadism 
and masochism as “inherent in normal male and female sexuality, the former 
being of an active nature, the latter passive and submissive. They were the most 
extreme forms of sexual hyperesthesia: sadism, at bottom, was a quantitative 
extension of the normal sexual psychology of males, while masochism was an 
exaggeration of the female sexual nature” (64). By locating a measure of cruelty 
and humiliation in typical sexual relations, Krafft-Ebing establishes a spectrum 
by which so-called sexual aberrations could be gauged; his imbalanced use of 
“extension” and “exaggeration” has had long-lasting effects relative to the nor-
malizing of specifically male sadism. Further, his equation of aggression with 
masculinity and submission with femininity, while troubling to many twenty-
first-century readers, reflects normative assumptions about gender that pervade 
sexology, and subsequently psychoanalysis, as a field.4 As Magnus Hirschfeld 
explains more than fifty years later, “real sadism or masochism”—as opposed 
to “normal sexual intercourse” that relies on clearly delineated gender roles—is 
“where the aggressive impulse or the submissive impulse does not serve a sexual 
object, but is practiced more or less for its own sake” (Sexual Anomalies 254–55). 
Because of the gendered roles associated with each tendency, sexologists per-
petuate a heteronormative, heterosexual paradigm of sexual identity, wherein 



4 Ordinary Masochisms

“the perfect counterpart of masochism is sadism,” that condones the combina-
tion of male aggression and female passivity, with specific parameters limiting 
the range of such gendered behaviors (Krafft-Ebing 190).5

 In “The Sexual Aberrations,” the first essay in his “Three Essays on Sexual-
ity” (1905, 1924), Sigmund Freud explains that his ideas stem from “the well-
known writings of Krafft-Ebing, Moll, Moebius, Havelock Ellis, Schrenck-
Notzing, Löwenfeld, Eulenburg, Bloch, and Hirschfeld” (240n1). Indeed, like 
Krafft-Ebing, who saw sadism as “an excessive and monstrous pathological 
intensification” of typical male behavior, Sigmund Freud acknowledges the 
“normalcy” underneath masculine sadistic tendencies: “The sexuality of most 
male human beings contains an element of aggressiveness—a desire to subju-
gate; the biological significance of it seems to lie in the need for overcoming 
the resistance of the sexual object by means other than the process of woo-
ing” (Psychopathia 91; “Three Essays on Sexuality” 252).6 Because men are seen 
as natural aggressors, sadism is more easily explained and understood as an 
exaggeration of perfectly organic, “primitive human impulses” (Hirschfeld, 
Sexual Anomalies 254). In fact, Freud uses sadism to define masochism, claim-
ing “masochism is nothing more than an extension of sadism turned round 
upon the subject’s own self, which thus, to begin with, takes the place of the 
sexual object” (“Three Essays” 252). In Instincts and Their Vicissitudes (1915), 
Freud speaks to how sadism can invert into masochism and in “A Child Is 
Being Beaten” (1919), he ties the development of a child’s masochistic fantasy 
to the sadistic impulses of punishment. When Freud examines the connection 
between pleasure and pain, whether that pain is witnessed or experienced, he 
privileges sadism as more logical and palatable, especially as he considers male 
behavior the standard. The primacy of sadism, then, for early sexologists and 
psychoanalysts, encourages definitions of masochism as aberrant only in men. 
Based upon the widespread belief that a degree of submission is an expected, 
if not required, part of female sexuality and identity, excessive submission by 
men is deemed pathological. This condemnation becomes fundamental to 
both sexological and psychoanalytical approaches to masochism.
 The fleeting but still notable exception to this gendered divide is found in the 
rituals of courtship, references to which appear in numerous sexological works 
on masochism. According to Havelock Ellis, the spectacle of the male suitor’s 
subjection is an intrinsic and necessary part of heterosexual courtship rituals: 
“All love . . . is a kind of slavery. The lover is his mistress’s servant; he must be 
ready to undertake all sorts of risks, to encounter many dangers, to fulfill many 
unpleasant duties, in order to serve her and gain her favor” (Studies, vol. 3, 203). 


