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Asking for It: (Re)Thinking Female Masochism and Consent in The River Ophelia1 
Justine Ettler’s novel The River Ophelia has faded into relative obscurity in the years following its much-hyped publication in 1995. My aim is to remedy this situation by arguing that Ophelia actually constitutes a hugely significant (and previously overlooked) intervention into feminist debates about female masochism. These debates have been dominated by two seemingly incompatible arguments: that female masochism constitutes an internalised form of woman-hatred that has been justified by the concept of ‘consent’ and, conversely, that female masochism represents a flexible sexual preference that does not always require female powerlessness. I will contend that Ophelia is significant firstly because it poses a challenge to the rigid “pro/anti divide”2 that has framed these debates. Ettler does this by suggesting that the female masochist may be understood as both sexually subordinated and capable of sexually subordinating others.

Secondly, I will argue that Ophelia’s intervention into the aforementioned feminist debates is significant because it is a literary intervention as well as a political one. Ettler’s novel borrows characters and ideas from a range of male-authored fiction works, including the Marquis de Sade’s Justine (1793). Sade’s novel has been read by some feminists as the ultimate textual example of female sexual subjugation. In Ophelia, however, Ettler’s ‘Justine’ and her female friends are able to critically analyse as well as endure their violently sexual encounters with men who include the misogynist journalist ‘Sade’. This, I will suggest, gives both Sade’s character and (more broadly) the female maoschist a sense of agency that they have long been denied.


       Female Masochism and Consent 
Upon its initial publication, Ophelia was the subject of lively discussion in both ‘scholarly’ journals and more ‘mainstream’ media outlets (for example, tabloid magazines such as Who Weekly) in Australia. Responses to the novel were mixed: Ophelia was variously classified as an expression of youthful angst3 and as an example of feminist “erotica”4. However, in more recent years, Ettler’s novel has been virtually overlooked by feminists and theorists of Australian literature. The purpose of this essay is not simply to renew interest in Ophelia, although that is certainly one of its aims. I will instead draw attention to the important implications that Ettler’s novel contains for feminist understandings of the relationship between gender and power. These implications were barely suggested in the initial critical responses to Ophelia that I briefly described above. I will specifically address the way that Ettler’s novel refuses to “canonise” one feminist approach to female masochism “at the expense of the other”5.

The two feminist approaches on female masochism that I will discuss emerged as part of broader feminist debates about sadomasochism (SM). These approaches are certainly not the only ones6, although they are arguably the best known, and they are both invoked – albeit in different ways, and to different extents - throughout Ophelia. The first has been most commonly expounded by radical feminists, and reflects the basic radical feminist principle that gender is the primary source of all oppression7. Within the terms of this approach, the female masochist is a woman who has internalised a seemingly pervasive misogyny8. Radical feminists have also argued that masochism has been routinely justified using the concept of ‘consent’. According to Susan Hawthorne:

Consent is a ploy that the powerful use to legitimate whatever


they do. Legally speaking, it changes the act from one of 


violation to one that is acceptable. Consent is only required


when people are vulnerable in some way: legally, medically,


emotionally, sexually.9
The second feminist approach has been influenced by a diversity of poststructuralist writings about the relationship between corporeality, power and subjectivity. These include (but are not restricted to) works by Michel Foucault, Giles Deleuze and Felix Guattari10.  This approach is also indebted to a sexual libertarianism or ‘sex-radicalism’ that flourished in sections of the feminist movement during the early 1980s11. Feminists aligned with this approach have argued that female masochism is not necessarily a by-product of misogyny, or what Foucault might (albeit somewhat opaquely, I would suggest) have called “social power”12. These feminists have instead suggested that the female masochist may indeed adopt a dominant or powerful position within them. Furthermore, while these feminists have not suggested that consent is an unproblematic concept for women, neither have they suggested that it is invalid. As Margaret Hunt puts it, women who partake in SM encounters are “fully in command of their faculties” and not merely suffering from “false consciousness”13.
In thinking about why Ophelia has not commonly been seen as an intervention into these feminist debates about female masochism and consent, two reasons come to mind. The first is that Ettler’s novel does not adopt what might be understood as a ‘pro’ or ‘anti’ stance on these issues. The second reason is Ophelia’s textual or literary form. Ettler’s novel is a highly self-conscious re-writing of male-authored texts that include Justine, as well as Georges Bataille’s Story of the Eye (1928), William Shakespeare’s Hamlet (1602), and Bret Easton Ellis’ American Psycho (1991). Feminist authors have “rewrit(ten) patriarchal master narratives” such as these in order to “reveal them to be patriarchal fictions which form the foundation of constructed reality”14. I will focus primarily on Ophelia’s representation of Sade’s ‘Justine’15. In Ophelia, Ettler transplants this character into the environs of contemporary (for the 1990s) Sydney and attempts to answer the question: “what’s it like from (her) point of view”?16. Or, put another way: What is it like from the point-of-view of a woman who willingly participates in acts of violent and objectifying sex? In raising this question, Ettler alerts her readers that she will be exploring the issue of female masochism from a feminist viewpoint. Related to this, Ettler also makes her ‘Justine’ “do things”, and not simply function as the subject/object of male sexual violence17. And this was fate that, according to some feminist theorists, Sade’s ‘Justine’ faced. For these feminists, Sade’s Justine is perhaps the ultimate example of literary and cultural misogyny18. 

Throughout the essay, I will specifically address a selection of key moments in Ophelia. These include episodes from ‘Justine’s’ relationship with ‘Sade’. I will also discuss ‘Justine’s’ sexual abuse at the hands of her thesis supervisor ‘Bataille’, and her attempted ‘seduction’ (or is it rape?) of her friend ‘Ophelia’. I do not pretend that this will constitute a comprehensive analysis of Ettler’s novel. The moments I will address do not necessarily capture the extent of Ettler’s use of self-consciousness and intertextuality, both of which have been widely regarded as distinctly postmodern literary tropes19. Nor do these moments really capture the novel’s broad-ranging commentary on the relationship between gender and cultural representation. I have chosen to address these moments because (to my mind, at least) they most strongly reflect the approach to female masochism and consent which I see as being at work in Ophelia. 

Also, at no point will I suggest that Ettler herself would necessarily support or align her text with any of the feminist approaches that I will discuss20. I will instead suggest she bridges a gap between these approaches through her argument that the female masochist may be understood as a profoundly disempowered subject and a subject who is capable of exerting (albeit often imagined and/or oppressive) sexual power over others. Consent is a problematic concept in the world that Ettler’s ‘Justine’ inhabits, but it is not understood as simply an excuse for sexual degradation. In bridging this theoretical and political gap, Ophelia demonstrates that the aforementioned feminist approaches are not necessarily mutually exclusive, that they need not be considered only in opposition to one another. Additionally, and related to this, Ettler gives a voice and subjectivity to both ‘Justine’ and the ‘female masochist’. In the manner of other feminist authors who have rewritten “patriarchal fictions”, Ettler suggests that “these women’s lives are important”21: that is, we must not simply dismiss them as outdated stereotypes of femininity. For these reasons, then, I will argue that Ophelia is an immensely important contribution to the fields of feminist literary, cultural and body studies.
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Was she asking for it?

Was she asking for it?

Was she asking nice?

Yeah, she was asking for it

Did she ask you twice?22
I will first address the opening chapter of Ophelia, where ‘Justine’ and ‘Sade’ meet at a party. This first meeting sets up the novel’s complex and self-conscious literary and political approach. ‘Justine’ introduces herself to ‘Sade’ (and the reader) as a student who is researching a thesis “on sex and death”23. ‘Sade’ is here represented as a Playboy journalist who elsewhere declares that women “are all the same … they are after one thing and one thing only"24. Heavily intoxicated, the pair returned to ‘Justine’s’ apartment for a night of sex. This sexual encounter (as with many others depicted throughout the book) serves the purpose of the thesis that ‘Justine’ never appears to write: that is, and on a very basic level, it explores how exactly the relationship between gender and power is played out in sexual acts where the woman adopts a subordinate position. And, as with those other encounters, this one is described in the following terms:

I hadn’t even managed to lock the front door behind us when


     Sade grabbed me and started tearing all my clothes off, He kissed


 me hard and I tasted blood in my mouth. He dragged me to my


bed and ripping my underpants in half pushed me down on the 


          bed and fucked me, plunging right in up to the hilt so that it hurt.25
This clinical prose was dismissed by some critics as exemplifying literary amateurishness26. I will, however, concur with Ettler that it “forces the reader to have opinions about what’s happening…”27 Or, more specifically: by writing about brutal sex acts in a “dispassionate”28 manner, Ettler provides a space for her readers to form opinions about the acts that she is describing without any overt authorial guidance or instruction. There is the possibility of reading these passages as arousing or ‘erotic’ accounts of heterosexual SM encounters. Conversely, the sexual encounters described throughout Ophelia can be read as “anti-erotic”29: that is, as highlighting an inhumane and sexually objectifying side of SM sexuality. This is a side that radical feminists such as Hawthorne have referred to when they have argued that the woman who embraces SM sexuality is being “exploited, abused” and “made to feel powerless”30.

Moreover, throughout Ophelia, Ettler does suggest that there may be a specific relationship between gender and masochism. This relationship is most astutely summed up in the following observation from ‘Justine’s’ friend, ‘Ophelia’. This observation is written in the comical stream-of-consciousness style that characterises various other passages in the novel:


The thing about all this pain (women) go through, all


this love that just hurts all the time, the thing about all


this pain is that it’s really exquisite. It’s exquisite pain.


That’s what keeps us going back for more.31
The term ‘exquisite’ is particularly significant here. This term has often been taken to mean something (an individual, a piece of art, a location) that is simply pleasing or attractive. However, in Ophelia, ‘exquisite’ describes the far more complex and ambiguous emotion or sensation. This sensation is suggested in the definitions of the term that are listed in my copy of The Concise Oxford Dictionary:

1. a. Of great excellence or beauty; acute, keenly felt 

(exquisite pain, pleasure); keen (exquisite sensibility) …
2. Coxcomb, dandy …32
Neither ‘Ophelia’ nor Ophelia the novel provide a definitive answer as to why some women may keep “going back for more” of this sex that seems to be both “dandy” and (more cryptically) “acute, keenly felt”. This is not, after all, a text which provides ‘definitive answers’. Nevertheless, there is the suggestion throughout Ophelia that an attraction to so-called “exquisite pain” can (at least partly) be attributed to a culture in which the sexual objectification and degradation of women is (to quote Ettler herself) “relentless”33. Consider ‘Sade’s’ observation about women’s supposed sex addiction. Consider also ‘Bataille’, who – after admonishing his student for describing textual representations of violence against women throughout her thesis – whispers: “I want cunt”34. These remarks reflect a viewpoint that some feminists have detected within Sade’s fiction: that is, and put very simplistically, a “good” woman is one who suffers for the purpose of generating male pleasure35. One is also reminded here of the radical feminist argument that in sexist societies, “women are not free and equal individuals in … giving consent”36. For to what extent can an individual genuinely “consent” to sex when it is the “one thing” that individual is expected to want, and want only?

However, while Ophelia might appear support certain radical feminist arguments about female masochism, I would suggest that it is also removed in many ways from radical feminist analyses of SM, or a work of fiction such as Andrea Dworkin’s 1990 novel Mercy (which also features a female protagonist who endures a series of violent sexual encounters)37. In these works, radical feminists have powerfully exposed and criticised a binary gender structure in which “woman=victim, man=violater”38. Ettler invokes a similar gender structure throughout the narrative of Ophelia. However, I would suggest her text also goes some way to complicating this structure by suggesting that the gender roles described above have not always been so clear-cut or rigid. For example, ‘Justine’ and her female friends establish the kind of critical/political understanding of the relationship between gender and power that Sade’s ‘Justine’ – and, indeed, Sade himself - never did. ‘Ophelia’s’ remarks about “exquisite pain” may be written in a comical fashion, but they do self-consciously suggest an awareness of women’s complicity – unwitting or otherwise - in their victimisation by men. Note her use of the term ‘exquisite’: this term evokes a far more complex series of emotions (ecstasy, danger, intensity) than, say, ‘erotic pain’ or ‘pleasing pain’. Similarly, ‘Justine’ asks herself the following questions during a moment of despair over her relationship with ‘Sade’:

Why don’t I leave him? How can I still love him? What’s wrong


with me? Why don’t I see this for what it is? … I cry even harder.


nothing can help me. Not feminism, not psychoanalysis. I’m


never going to be happy. I’m never going to believe I can be happy.


I’m never going to be in control of my life.39
The tone of this passage suggests that ‘Justine’ seems almost intent on “still lov(ing)” Sade and not being “in control” of her life. She implicitly acknowledges that “feminism” may offer her tools of empowering herself and stepping away from loveless and abusive relationships with misogynist men40. Yet, perhaps for this reason, ‘Justine’ actively rejects feminist insights.
Moreover, throughout Ophelia, ‘Justine’ herself takes charge in a sexual sense.  To support this point, I will briefly describe a random selection of moments throughout the text in which she does this. ‘Justine’ orders ‘Sade’ to “take off all (his) clothes”41 at one point, and elsewhere fantasises about violently disrupting a sexual encounter between ‘Sade’ and another woman: “I’d ram the fork through her eyes, starting with the right eye, and … smile at Sade and leave”42. ‘Justine’ may lack the “institutional position of power” that ‘Bataille’ wields, but she does believe (or fantasise) that by having sex with him she will make “it through her honours year well before graduation”43. ‘Justine’ also attempts to ‘seduce’ ‘Ophelia’ while the latter is sleeping. We read about how ‘Justine’ “slipped her finger inside” her friend “and “licked” her “tiny red clit”44. ‘Ophelia’ “moan(s)”, but otherwise remains “perfectly still”45. ‘Justine’ eventually wonders whether she is in fact “raping her friend”46.

A radical feminist analysis might well understand ‘Justine’s’ actions as examples of a woman adopting the traditionally ‘masculine’ or ‘male’47 role of sexual aggressor. I agree with this argument to the extent that all forms of sexuality (and this includes sexual relations between women) is conditioned in some way by the hierarchies that have characterised sexism and misogyny48. Sexual aggression and sexism may have primarily benefited men as a social group, and they may have been predominantly exhibited by men, but women are also not immune to perpetrating them. And as the examples I have provided suggest, ‘Justine’s’ acts of sexual domination do not necessarily offer her what might be understood as genuine empowerment or liberation. For instance, ‘Justine’ herself acknowledges that she has been exploited (in both a sexual and institutional sense) by ‘Bataille’ when she discovers a file on his computer that is titled “‘Students I Have Slept With’”49. To this extent, then, Ophelia does not endorse the argument raised by some SM supporters and feminists that masochism may be mentally and/or politically empowering50. 
My point is rather that these moments in Ettler’s novel support the basic poststructuralist/‘sex-radical’ feminist argument that the female masochist need not be understood only as the subject of sexual subordination. Ettler’s ‘Justine’ is not Sade’s “passive creature”, whose (ostensible) attempts to remain “virtuous” inadvertently led to a cycle of sexual violence she could not apparently control51. Nor does this contemporary ‘Justine’ entirely match the model of the ‘female masochist’ that has frequently been described by radical feminists: that is, a woman whose ability to participate willingly in sexual acts is completely impeded by a widespread woman-hatred. In Ophelia, roles such as ‘masochist’, ‘dominant’ and ‘submissive’ are (again to quote Foucault) distinctly “fluid” and changeable52. Ettler’s ‘Justine’ might be subject to often flagrantly sexist treatment and attitudes, and she might “embrace abjection”53. However, she is also capable of adopting what might be referred to as a ‘sexually dominant’ or ‘top’ position. 

Furthermore, in the attempted ‘seduction’ of ‘Ophelia’ that I have described, there is the suggestion that the issue of ‘consent’ is perhaps more complex than some theorists (feminist and otherwise) have suggested54. In Ophelia, as in radical feminist analyses of sexuality, ‘consent’ is not understood as being simply a matter of saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to a particular sexual encounter. However, neither is it quite understood as what the radical feminist theorist Sheila Jeffreys has termed “a bizarre and outdated notion”55. I would suggest that Ophelia is more concerned with asking “what defines … (c)onsent”, and (more specifically) how exactly this concept is “measured”56. In doing this, Ettler does not suggest that women who seek out violent or objectifying sex are ‘asking’ to be raped or sexually harassed57. Nor does she suggest that all masochistic women (or women in abusive sexual relationships) would be capable or would wish to carry out acts of sexual dominance. She does, however, imply that the line between consent and sexual violation is a grey one. 
I would like to conclude my analysis by briefly considering the questions about consent, gender and power that are raised by the ‘Justine’/’Ophelia’ episode. These questions are open-ended; the reader is left to decide how to answer them, based on their own approach or attitude towards the relationship between gender and power. These questions are: Can we read ‘Ophelia’s’ moan an expression of sexual pleasure? Is it the cry of a woman who is unaware (or only dimly aware) that her body is being used for the erotic gratification of another? Can one be sexually violated if one also experiences sexual pleasure? And, perhaps most crucially for my analysis, can we interpret actions such as the sexual penetration of a sleeping individual to constitute “rape” if they are carried out by a member of what Hawthorne might call a “powerless” social group – in this case, another woman? Can one be “powerless” while also exerting sexualised power over another individual?




Conclusion

The River Ophelia raises a range of important questions about sex, gender, power and representation. I have not been able to adequately address all of these. I have provided only a limited overview of theoretical approaches to Sade’s fiction58. I have not explored the myriad psychoanalytic understandings of masochism59. Finally, I have not mentioned the fact that the feminist debates about issues such as masochism and SM that I have discussed never really flourished in an Australian context60. By engaging with these debates, I would suggest that Ophelia inadvertently provides a commentary on the complex and changing roles that both ‘Australian literature’ and ‘Australian feminism’ have played (and, indeed, will continue to play) in an increasingly globalised world61. It is beyond the scope of this essay to consider what these roles have been or might be, though I would suggest that doing so would be a highly fruitful task.
I have argued that The River Ophelia is significant for feminist studies because it engages with both of the feminist approaches to female masochism and consent that I have described rather than simply choosing between them or playing the two off against each other. This aspect of Ettler’s novel was overlooked by many of its early critics, who mostly approached Ophelia in either generational62 terms or with a specific focus on the text’s sexually explicit content. Moreover, as I have argued, Ophelia is significant in that Ettler’s intervention into these debates is made through her updated version of Sade’s ‘Justine’. Ettler uses ‘Justine’ to demonstrate how female masochism is not unrelated to a broader cultural misogyny. However, as I have also argued, an equally important suggestion underpinning Ophelia is that the female masochist is not entirely abject or without agency (however illusory this agency may often be). In Ophelia, ‘Justine’ and her female friends are sexually objectified by men, but they are also capable of critically analysing this objectification. Furthermore, as I have demonstrated, throughout Ettler’s novel, this ‘Justine’ also sexually dominates (and perhaps even violates) women and men around her. In the world of Ophelia, then, there is indeed a fine line between pleasure and pain, consent and rape. 
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