Sex and Subordination: What is the Appeal of the Forceful Submission Fantasy?

ABSTRACT

Predilection for forceful submission fantasy (FSF; giving oneself to an aggressive suitor)
has long been argued to be a sign of pathology in women (Freud, 1908/1962; Shulman &
Horne, 2006). Yet, FSF’s are commonly portrayed in romance novels earning more than
1.3 billion dollars annually (Romance Writers of America, 2007). Hawley & Hensley (in
press) argued and showed that the FSF is common to both genders, and is enjoyed
particularly by dominant women who construe it as ardent attention from a dominant male
(vs. masochism; cf. Baumeister, 1988). But an important question remains:

What specific elements of the FSF are causing the appeal ~ ? The following
study was designed to address these questions.

INTRODUCTION

In contrast to the view that women have FSFs because of sex guilt, Hariton (1973)
suggested that FSFs may actually empower the fantasist (I am so erotically appealing
that s/he loses control”). This view appears not to have been empirically pursued in any
serious way until Hawley & Hensley (in press).

The Original Research

Confronting the common belief that FSFs in women are pathological and reflect
complacence to prescribed gender norms, Hawley and colleagues sought to explore the
association between FSFs and social power/dominance.

Framing their hypotheses in evolutionary meta-theoretical and resource control theoretic
perspectives (RCT; Hawley, 1999), the authors suggested that dominant women should
be differentially drawn to dominant men. This preference should be reflected in women’s
FSF's if the fantasy represented a passionate exchange with a potent, resource-holding,
dominant partner but not if the fantasy represented a stripping of her power and
autonomy (i.e., masochism).

In order to test these hypotheses, the researchers presented elaborated fantasy vignettes
inspired by romance novels. These original vignettes bear directly on the development of
material designed for the present study.

Original Vignette (pronouns adjusted according to gender of the participant):

He held her hand and led her into the bedroom... With the sound of the door's closing,
her eyes met his. She cautiously asked what he wanted, though she suspected... He
captured her in his hypnotic gaze, his eyes sensual and disarming... "l haven't been able
to take my eyes off of you all night," he murmured lustily... Her breathing quickened as
she attempted to draw away, but he grasped her arm like a vice.... He would consume her.
His mouth advanced firmly to claim hers. She stammered in protest at his wantonness, but
he pushed her onto the bed. She stared up at him as his hand moved slowly to his zipper.
Before she could say anything, he loomed over her. He captured her with his animalistic
passion.

She writhed under him. "W-what are you doing?" she stammered. "What am | doing?"
he whispered huskily. "I'm taking what I've wanted all night..." Smiling, he towered over
her, his hands pinning hers to the bed. He held her fast... He gave her one final chance.
"Tell me to stop," he growled, "and | will."

As much as she thought she wanted him to stop, she found her resolve weakening...
With knowing hands he lifted her skirt, felt her warmth, and purred triumphantly. In one
swift movement, he took her with a powerful stroke. She gulped air, trying to find her
breath... His chest rose and fell against hers. She started to relax.

A murmur of approval rolled from his lips. His strong, skilled hands dropped to her sides
and brushed over her hipbones and thighs... With her hair tightly clenched in his hand, he
continued to hold her fast. She shivered, but not from fear. He had merely piqued her
interest in what was to come...
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METHODS

The Current Work

As is common in the novels, exchanges incorporate multiple thematic elements: Force, Passion,
Sex, the suitor is clear-minded, and his ardor is focused solely on the protagonist. But, are all
elements equally appealing to the fantasist?

In order to explore each thematic element in isolation, we identified each of 5 elements in the
original vignette that could underlie appeal and removed them systematically in a between subjects
design:

1. Passion - removed the emotional elements highlighting of the senses (e.g., s/he captured
him/her in his/her hypnotic gaze, his/her eyes sensual and disarming)

2. Sex- removed the explicit sexual contact (e.g., he took her with a powerful stroke )

3. Force - removed the physically forceful acts (e.g., s/he held him/her fast... grasping his/her
arm like a vice)

4. Exclusive Focus - removed the imagined or implied exclusive focus of interest on the fantasist
(e.g., seeing him/her emerge from the same room with another wo/man)

5. Clear-mindedness - altered the clear-mindedness of the seducer (e.g., s’/he had wondered if
s/he was sober when s/he arrived, seeing him/her loudly and boastfully emerge from downstairs)

HYPOTHESES

1. Removal of any 1 of the above 5 elements will decrease the appeal of the material. Because
Hawley & Hensley (in press) found that fantasists construed the material in terms of an ardent

focused pursuit (vs. masochism), we hypothesized that force would play less of a role than the
remaining elements.

2. Males’ preferences will be diminished by the removal of sex, whereas females’ preferences
will be diminished by the removal of passion (Leitenberg & Henning, 1995; Ellis & Symons,
1990) and focused attention of the pursuer (Buss, 1988).

Participants

179 women and 165 men from the Dept of Psychology participant pool. (mean age = 19.35, s
=2.09). Participants were asked to read one of the altered vignettes and answer questions that
followed. Gender pronouns for all material were adjusted accordingly.

Segment of Stimulus Material
Passion Omitted:

He held her hand and led her into the bedroom.... She cautiously asked what he wanted,
though she suspected... "l haven't been able to take my eyes off of you all night," he murmured.

She attempted to draw away, but he grasped her arm like a vice... She stammered in protest,
but he pushed her onto the bed. She stared up at him as his hand moved to his zipper. Before she
could say anything, he was on top of her. She writhed underneath him. Etc.

DVs- Participant Rated Items

«Appeal= aggregated mean of the following 3 items:
*PercentMyFantasy: In your estimation, what percent of your fantasies follow this theme? (1-7
scale; 1=0%, 5 = 50%, 7=100%).
« Fantasy Appeal: How appealing do you find this material as private fantasy material? (1-7
scale; 1=0%, 5 = 50%, 7=100%).
«Actual Fantasy Match: How closely does this material follow your actual private fantasies? (1-7
scale; 1=0%, 5 = 50%, 7=100%).

Findings

Multiple significant differences between conditions emerged. Removal of force did not significantly
change appeal and was accordingly removed from further analyses. Pairwise comparisons
showed appeal for Conditions 1 (no passion), 2 (no sex), 4 (monogamous focus removed), and 5
(clear mindedness removed) was significantly less than that obtained from the original material
(U< .05). See Figure 1.

Females found the passionless vignette (p=.004) and the exclusive focus removed vignette
(p=.07) less appealing than did males, but the genders did not differ when sex was removed (cf.
hypothesis 2). Additionally, females found the vignette containing the altered clear-mindedness of
the seducer less appealing than males (p=.02). See Table 1.

RESULTS

Table 1: Mean Appeal By Gender
Males Females
M sD M sD

Original 4317 1.392 3722 1.528

Force 4224 1725 3731 1.589

Passion 4.094 1.332 3018 1.428

Sex 3475 1.437 3.385 1453

Exclusive Focus 3892 1.303 3473 1573

Clear-mindedness 4032 1436 3032 1,639

* Though not reaching levels of significance, a trend can be seen for those in Condition 4 (Exclusive
Focus)  with females reporting material without a monogamously focused suitor as less appealing,

DISCUSSION

+As hypothesized, the removal of passion, sex, clear mindedness of the seducer, and a
monogamous focus significantly reduced the appeal of the FSF. Removal of force had
no effect. These findings support the conclusions of Hawley & Hensley that — rather than
signifying masochism—the FSF is generally construed as an ardent, passionate pursuit
rather than force per se (cf. Baumeister, 1988).

*Females, as hypothesized, were significantly negatively affected when passion was
removed. Contrary to our expectations, however, the removal of explicit sex had no
differential effect by gender.

CONCLUSIONS

« Through the presentation of multiple fantasy vignettes, with their content carefully
controlled, we created a unique way to explore the sources of appeal in the forceful
submission fantasy.
« Although gender differences in appeal did emerge between conditions, these
differences do not suggest that predilection for forceful submission fantasy material
should be taken as indication for pathology. In fact, present findings support Hawley &
Hensley’s contention that forceful submission is normative for both genders.
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