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 Chapter Three 

Where Is Females’ Visual Pleasure? 

 

There is an implicit blind spot here. [. . .] The concept of masochism is 

deferred by the political nature of her argument.  She wishes, justly I 

believe, neither to underestimate the extensiveness of a 

“masculinization” of point of view in the cinema, nor does she want to 

equate femaleness with masochism. (Rodowick 192) 

As David N. Rodowick argues, Mulvey selectively adopts Freud’s theory in 

order to dovetail with her ultimate purpose of critiquing the patriarchal system.  For 

Mulvey, men are the sole agents who possess the access to visual pleasure in the 

mainstream Hollywood cinema whereas women can only be voyeurized and 

fetishized by men without acquiring pleasure through it.   However, according to 

Freud, a drive would never be projected simply toward a single direction; it may be 

projected outward, making the subject reveal sadistic impulses, or introjected, 

contributing to the masochistic characteristics.  Moreover, both the sadistic and 

masochistic activities provide subjects with pleasure.  If subjects, especially women, 

are able to acquire masochistic pleasure through viewing films produced by the 

patriarchal system, then Mulvey’s critique on the patriarchal monopoly of the visual 

pleasure will be significantly weakened.  Though her selection does expose the 

hegemony of patriarchy, her theory negates any possibility for women to acquire 

visual pleasure.  To indicate the flaws of Mulvey’s theory, Chapter Three comprises 

two parts.  The first part demonstrates how Mulvey selectively adopts 

psychoanalytic aspects of theories to support her argument whereas the second part 

discusses the most important part of Freud’s theory that Mulvey deliberately ignores: 
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 masochism.   

Seemingly, Mulvey provides female spectators with more room for 

identification; she argues that females can identify themselves with the oppressed and 

fetishized females or, if they want, with the sadistic male characters, which only 

proves that women have internalized and complied with the doctrines and stereotypes 

men adopt toward women in a patriarchal society.  As a result, Mulvey argues that it 

is in fact a fallacy to suppose that women are endowed with more choices for 

identification is actually a fallacy.  As Linda Williams indicates, in Mulvey’s 

conception women are given “too little to identify with”; the seeming choices only 

serve to consolidate patriarchy (61).  

Two crucial questions thus arise: do women necessarily deserve a negative 

position?  Where is the female spectatorship in the mainstream Hollywood cinema?  

The first question will be discussed in the remaining part of Chapter Three while the 

second will be elaborated in Chapter Four, in which a more liberal spectatorship will 

be brought to observation.   

For Mulvey, sexual difference and the unequal status between males and 

females result from what Sigmund Freud defines as a woman: she represents 

difference, non-phallus, and lack. 

Desire, born with language, allows the possibility of transcending the 

instinctual and the imaginary, but its point of reference continually 

returns to the traumatic moment of its birth: the castration complex. 

Hence the look, pleasurable in form, can be threatening in content, and it 

is woman as representation/image that crystallises this paradox. (Mulvey 

750) 

Adopting Freud’s concept of the castration complex, Mulvey argues that men 
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 are able to turn their anxiety of castration by voyeuring and fetishizing female 

bodies and thus take pleasure in viewing films whereas women can only be 

objectified as a source of men’s pleasure and negated from any possibility of 

acquiring visual pleasure from films produced by men.  However, to reduce the 

entire signification of women to phallic meaning is an oversimplification 

(Pajaczkowska 86).  In “Instincts and their Vicissitudes”, Freud suggests two 

patterns that analyze the active and passive forms per se instead of arbitrarily 

categorizing males and females into masculinity and femininity, which is only a 

cultural distinction.  Moreover, Freud particularly asserts the mobility between the 

two polar sides of a pattern.  The forms that channels the drives are understood as 

active and passive by turns rather than as fixed permanently in their positions.  For 

example, while Freud indicates the desire in looking as voyeurism, he also points out 

the importance of its opposite desire, a desire in being looked at, as exhibitionism.  

In addition, when Freud discusses the desire in controlling or hurting others (sadism), 

he also demonstrates its counterpart, a desire to be controlled or hurt (masochism).  

As a result, males may not necessarily or always occupy the active sides, voyeuring 

and controlling females whereas females the passive sides, being voyeured and 

controlled; spectators may demonstrate each form of desire regardless of their sex.  

Moreover, pleasure, too, is not limited to the subjects of the active sides; it can be 

acquired from both sides.  Consequently, subjects may take pleasure not merely in 

gazing or hurting others but also in being gazed at or being hurt.   

However, the dual set of desire and the subject’s mobility of performing it are 

totally neglected in Mulvey’s article.  Substitut ing fetishism for exhibitionism and 

excluding males from the possibility of performing masochism, Mulvey formulates a 
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 binary set of logic. 8 

 

Table 2.2 

Laura Mulvey’s Categorization of Male and Female Spectators’ Characteristics 

male Female 

active 

object- libido 

scopophilia 

[object-choice 

sadism 

passive 

ego- libido 

narcissism 

identification] 

[masochism] 

Source: Rodowick, David N. The Difficulty of Difference: Psychoanalysis, Sexual 

Difference, and Film theory. London: Routledge, 1991. 12. 

 

Arbitrarily categorizing males as active agents while females as passive, 

Mulvey attributes several opposite characteristics separately to them.  Rodowick 

indicates that object- libido/ego- libido and scopophilia/narcissism, relate to Mulvey’s 

voyeurism and fetishism, whereas object-choice/identification to her interpretation of 

spectators’ identification.  The last pair of opposites concludes that all the male 

drives are sadistic whereas the female ones are masochistic.  However, each pair of 

drives articulated and adopted by Mulvey is problematic.  As Rodowick indicates, 

because of the “political nature of her argument,” Mulvey cannot admit that the 

masculine look contains passive elements and can signify submission to rather than 

possession of the female (14).  Take, for example, Mulvey’s most celebrated claim 

of the element in the mainstream cinema, the male gaze, which is represented by the 

                                                 
8 The chart made by David N. Rodowick is excerpted from his book The Difficulty of Difference, p. 12. 
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 camera that sadistically voyeurs the fetishized female bodies.  Her limiting the 

male gaze to one that only views female as a signifier of castration and an object to be 

possessed denies the male spectators’ spectorial pleasure in masochism.  Throughout 

the article, males, in order to be criticized as the agents sexualizing females, must be 

depicted as tough and sadistic whereas females “can exist only in relation to 

castration”; she is either the “bearer of guilt” or the “perfect product” (Mulvey 751).  

Mulvey’s pairing of voyeurism and fetishism also deserves to be discussed because it 

violates Freud’s own pattern of voyeurism and exhibitionism.  Unlike exhibitionism, 

which is a desire to be looked at, fetishism resembles repression more in that the 

evidence of castration is eliminated.  As Linda Williams indicates, because of 

Mulvey’s locating women as the fetishized bodies, the power of women is already lost 

even before the representation of cinema begins.  A woman’s body serves merely as 

a reminder of the power that once aroused the threat of castration.  As a result, 

Mulvey’s adoption of fetishism in interpreting cinema’s dominant narrative form 

assumes that iconicity is the only function of women who passively mirrors men’s 

image and alleviate their anxiety of castration; women are denied the power of 

resistance not merely in the cinema but also in real life.  As Williams argues, 

Mulvey’s logic concludes that “[p]atriarchal power invariably wins,” the struggle is 

over even before it begins (Hard Core 43).  Moreover, the power Mulvey depicts 

only manifests itself as a negative operation that represses and prohibits objects; its 

positive operation that provides spectators with pleasures is denied. 

Another problematic categorization of Mulvey’s theory is that of sadism and 

masochism, though the latter has been completely neglected by her.  For Mulvey, 

performing the act of look, equivalent to performing power, is always sadistic.  A 

male spectator can identify himself with a male character and sadistically perform the 
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 power of look whereas a female spectator can either identify herself with a male 

character to sadistically gaze at bodies to her like or with a female spectator to fulfill 

her function in a patriarchal society – to be looked at.  In either case, the power, 

which leads to visual pleasure, is merely located in the act of look.  Neither does 

Mulvey provide any pleasure for women to be looked at nor does she mention the 

possibility that male spectators may identify themselves with the characters of the 

opposite sex.  As Rodowick argues,  

Mulvey discusses the male star as an object of the look but denies him 

the function of an erotic object.  Because Mulvey conceives the look to 

be essentially active in its aims, identification with the male protagonist 

is only considered from a point of view which associates it with a sense 

of omnipotence, of assuming control of the narrative.  She makes no 

differentiation between identification and object choice in which sexual 

aims may be directed towards the male figure, nor does she consider the 

signification of authority in the male figure from the point of view of an 

economy of masochism. (16) 

According to Freud, the fantasy of sadism can never exist away from that of 

masochism.  In “Beyond the Pleasure Princip le,” Freud indicates that two primary 

drives determine an individual’s life: Eros, the life instinct, and Thanatos, the death 

instinct.  Eros stimulates an individual’s desire to survive whereas Thanatos pushes 

him back to a state of inertia by seeking death (38).  Thanatos, the death instinct, 

when being projected outward, is manifested as a desire to destroy, master, and 

control.  As a result, sadism, the desire to act violence unto other objects, is the 

manifestation of Thanatos.  However, when the death instinct is projected inward, a 

desire to be mastered and controlled is thus aroused.  Moreover, Freud argues that 
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 sadism and masochism are always observed from the same subject; those who 

are inclined to perform sadistic behaviors are also apt to reveal masochistic wishes, 

acquiring pleasure from both sadism and masochism.  Again, Freud’s concept is 

sacrificed for Mulvey’s political nature, because of which the fantasy of masochism is 

completely neglected.   

Pain, which is overridden in such cases, thus falls into line with disgust 

and shame as a force that stands in opposition and resistance to the libido. 

[. . .] But the most remarkable feature of this perversion is that its active 

and passive forms are habitually found to occur together in the same 

individual. (Freud, Essays 159) 

As Freud indicates, the most complicated and confusing aspect of masochism 

is its combination of suffering and pleasure; their coexistence contracts the pleasure 

principle, according to which an individual’s life is always heading toward an inertia 

state and, as a result, aiming to avoid any factor that causes disturbances to it.  On 

the other hand, the logic that human beings may acquire pleasure through sadistic 

activities seems more reasonable because venting the Thanatos, the death instinct, 

unto others does not damage humans’ interests.  However, Freud argues that sadistic 

and masochistic intensions are often discovered on the same subject, which implies a 

fluid and interchangeable relationship between the two intensions of the same subject.  

As a result, any research strictly or arbitrarily focuses on either sadism or masochism 

such as Laura Mulvey’s project in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” would 

undoubtedly be problematic. 

The term “masochism” was named for the German author Leopold von 

Sacher-Masoch by a German scholar Richard von Kraft-Ebing in Psychopathia 

Sexualis published in 1886.  Kraft-Ebing sets the precedent of associating 
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 masochism with sadism, arguing that masochism is “the opposite of sadism [. . .] 

the wish to suffer pain and be subjected to force” (132).  Emphasizing the 

interrelation between sadism and masochism, he concludes that sadomasochism is 

“the simple reversal of active and passive positions as the distinguishing difference 

between the two perversions and masochism's status as a pathological exaggeration of 

natural feminine traits” (196).  For Kraft-Ebing, since masochism defines an 

individual’s passive desire to be mastered, it should undoubtedly be categorized as a 

feminine characteristic.  

Sigmund Freud, like Kraft-Ebing who stresses the coexistence of sadism and 

masochism, further combines sadomasochism with the libidinal manifestations of the 

scopic drive: scopophilia and exhibitionism, which, as has been discussed in previous 

paragraphs, is the opposite drive that claims the wish to be looked at.  Similar to the 

pattern of sadism, scopophilia demands a desire directed toward another person; on 

the other hand, exhibitionism turns scopophilia toward the subject himself.  Because 

of its passive intention, exhibitionism demands another person to fill the active role of 

looking.  As a result, Freud indicates that the transitions of active and passive aspects 

of the scopophilic drive resemble the pattern of sadism; what differentiates the polar 

desires is whether the desire is directed outward or inward, achieving 

scopophilia/exhibitionism and sadism/masochism (Instincts 92).  

Freud cautiously considers masochism as a danger to humanity because of its 

self-punishing ego activity that contradicts to the function of the pleasure principle, 

which serves as the “watchman over our lives” (Economic 159).  In fact, Freud’s 

theory of masochism has undergone several revisions.  In “Three Essays on the 

Theory of Sexuality,” Freud considers masochism a by-product of sadism, a 

secondary activity emerging from a sadistic impulse and then introjected back to the 



Lin 51 

 subject’s own ego.  As Freud indicates, sadism would “correspond to an 

aggressive component of the sexual instinct which has become independent and 

exaggerated and, by displacement, has usurped the leading position” (158).  On the 

other hand, masochism with the same libido in the essence, 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.  Clinical analysis of extreme cases of masochistic 

perversion show that a great number of factors (such as the castration 

complex and the sense of guilt) have combined to exaggerate and fixate 

the original passive sexual attitude. (158) 

When the essay was released, Freud’s theory simply affirms Kraft-Ebing’s in 

asserting that the difference between sadism and masochism is their active and 

passive aspects.  Nevertheless, Freud begins to emphasize the importance of 

masochism, considering it as another access to pleasure.  Moreover, Freud argues 

that a sadist often performs masochistic intensions as well; in most of the cases, 

sadistic and masochistic impulses can be found from the same subject: 

A person who feels pleasure in producing pain in someone else in a sexual 

relationship is also capable of enjoying as pleasure any pain which he 

may himself derive from sexual relations.  A sadist is always at the 

same time a masochist, although the active or the passive aspect of the 

perversion may be the more strongly developed in him and may 

represent his predominant sexual activity.  (Essays 159) 

According to Freud, a person’s predominant sexual intension depends upon 

whether the sadistic or masochistic impulse outweighs the other.  Likewise, Freud 

argues that a masochist must first be a sadist, or at least carries a certain degree of 
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 sadistic fantasy.  In the transformation from a sadist to a masochist, what has 

been changed is merely the purpose (active or passive) and object (self or other) 

instead of the content of the instinct; the aim and the content will both be changed 

only in the reversal of love and hate (Freud, Essays 158; Studlar, Realm 11).  In 

summary, any theory that strictly categorizes an individual as either a sadist or a 

masochist would fail to provide a comprehensive analysis. 

In “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes” published in 1915, Freud, in addition to 

reaffirming that the masochistic instinct is the reversal of the sadistic one, first 

indicates the most intricate characteristic of masochism: a desire to acquire pleasure 

from pain.  Moreover, he argues that the subject’s pleasure is acquired through a 

double identification with not only the victim but also the torturer.  A subject first 

experiences a sadistic fantasy, becoming a sadist; then, the sadist acknowledges the 

sexual pleasure brought by pain and “masochistically” enjoys the pain of his victim.  

Consequently, in addition to obtaining sadistic pleasure by identifying with a sadist, a 

subject is also able to acquire masochistic pleasure by first identifying with the 

torturer and secondly the victim.   

In “The Economic Problem of Masochism,” Freud divides masochism into 

three kinds: erotogenic, moral, and feminine masochism.  Of the three, Freud focuses 

on the feminine and moral masochism instead of the erotogenic masochism, which 

Freud also calls the “primary masochism,” because it belongs entirely to a biological 

level and is rarely demonstrated.  On the other hand, moral masochism, remarkable 

for its disconnection with sexual desires, differs from the other two in that other 

masochistic sufferings demand a willingness to receive everything the loved object 

emanates, including sadistic activities.  A moral masochist always carries himself a 

sense of guilt, simply wishing for a need for punishment from his super-ego.  
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 Moreover, in order to be punished, Freud argues that a moral masochist may 

deliberately commit the sinful deeds:  

masochism creates a temptation to perform “sinful” actions which must 

then be expiated by the reproaches of the sadistic conscience (as is 

exemplified in so many Russian character-types) or by chastisement 

from the great parental power of Destiny.  In order to provoke 

punishment from this last representative of the parents, the masochist 

must do what is inexpedient, must act against his own interests, must 

ruin the prospects which open out to him in the real world and must, 

perhaps, destroy his own real existence. (Economic 169-70) 

However, as Freud indicates, the most prevalent form is the feminine 

masochism, in which the male subject exhibits a partial identification with his mother.  

Signifying a castrated male, the subject thus places himself in a feminine position and 

performs passive characteristics.  Moreover, in the essay Freud reaffirms his 

assumption in “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality,” arguing that sadism and 

masochism are the same instinct exhibited toward two different directions.  As he 

indicates,  

in certain circumstances the sadism, or instinct of destruction, which has 

been directed outwards, projected, can be once more introjected, turned 

inwards, and in this way regress to its earlier situation.  If this happens, a 

secondary masochism is produced, which is added to the original 

masochism. (164) 

The instinct of destruction’s being introjected signifies that the subject wishes 

to be beaten by the father; similar to the wish in moral masochism, the feminine 

masochist places himself in a passive position in order to demonstrates that his father 
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 loves him.  Such love is manifested through beating, which satisfies the 

masochist and thus granted him pleasure.   

In summary, Mulvey’s problem lies in her severing of the two intricately 

related symptoms of sadism and masochism, and bases her arguments on film 

spectatorship on this severance.  As this chapter has pointed out, the two symptoms 

should be analyzed as the two poles of a spectrum, which the desire of the spectators 

is always shifting.  Thus to argue that male film audiences derive exclusively sadistic 

pleasure from mainstream Hollywood films and to totally ignore the related issue of 

masochism, is certainly problematic.  Apart from Mulvey’s misunderstanding of the 

Freudian concepts of sadism/masochism, another crucial problem is her reductive 

understanding of the nature of identification.  The next chapter will discuss the issue 

in more detail.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


