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‘There are worse things than getting beaten up’:  

Masochism and Neoliberalism in Normal People 

Orlaith Darling 

  

Moments of escalated and bathetic violence, both symbolic and physical, pepper Sally Rooney’s 

Normal People (2018), a novel deeply concerned with power and powerlessness. In one such 

instance, Marianne requests that her boyfriend Jamie put down one of her family’s champagne 

glasses: 

He drops the glass on the floor and it shatters. Marianne screams, a real scream from her 

throat, and launches her body at Jamie, drawing her right arm behind her as if to strike 

him. Connell steps in between them, glass crunches under his shoe, and he grabs 

Marianne by her upper arms. Behind him Jamie is laughing. Marianne tries to push 

[Connell] aside, her whole body shudders… They look at each other and the rigidity 

leaves her and she goes slack like she’s been shot… Connell turns Marianne’s body 

around and steers her towards the back door. She offers no resistance (178-9). 

Read in isolation, Jamie’s sneering response that Marianne is ‘a fucking mental case’ might 

command credibility (179). However, Marianne’s relationships with men are characterised by 

microaggressions, psychological bullying and physical violence, a critical context for the power 

dynamics of this scene. Before this exchange occurs, for example, the party outside hears her 

‘raised voice coming from the house, almost a shriek’, upon which Connell, Marianne’s best 

friend and on-off love interest throughout the novel, rushes to her protection (178). In this 

moment, Marianne’s explosion is tethered to its symbolically charged background, and her 

forceful response speaks to the submerged nature of male power in this scene. Her reaction is 

both visceral – her ‘whole body’ becoming a site of frenetic rage – and anticlimactic, easily 

diverted and defused by Connell, speaking to the general trend throughout the novel, in which 
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violence informs Marianne’s daily interactions while being simultaneously off-limits to her as a 

response. 

         I open with this scene from the novel in order to contextualise from the outset Willem 

Schinkel’s contention that ‘violence has a tendency of being misrecognised’ (3). In the context of 

this scene, for instance, both Marianne’s reaction and the power dynamics between her and the 

other characters is not immediately clear from the direct action; a more nuanced understanding of 

the submerged violence of the novel is required to fully interpret this exchange. Developing this 

idea of submerged violence, Slavoj Žižek argues that ‘subjective violence’ with an identifiable 

agent is merely the most obvious form of a triumvirate of violence which also encompasses 

‘symbolic’ and ‘systemic’ or ‘structural’ violence (1-2). ‘Subjective’ violence, Žižek contends, is 

a ‘perturbation of the “normal”, peaceful state of things’ - an act of physical violence which 

punctures an otherwise pacifist context, for example (1-2). However, this ‘normal’, ‘peaceful 

state’ elides latent ‘symbolic’ and ‘systemic’ violence which are maintained as analogous to 

peace - in the case of this scene, the skewed gender dynamics and Jamie’s role as a hostile 

character throughout the novel. Judith Butler identifies this same issue, calling 

structural/symbolic violence ‘precarity’, while recent philosophy of embodiment emphasises 

‘vulnerability’ as central to how ‘we develop as subjects’ (Petherbridge 58). In Normal People, 

this submerged, ‘misrecognised’ violence takes two forms – gender and class – which overlap 

and converge on the two main characters, Marianne and Connell. While Marianne exists in a 

society which ‘rationalis[es] violence against women and other oppressed groups as necessary to 

the patriarchal status quo’ (Higgins and Silver 6), Connell’s experience is curtailed by his lack of 

means in recessionary Ireland. 

         This sense of being at the mercy of wider social, economic and political systems is 

clearly an area of interest for Rooney, who commented in a 2019 profile that ‘I am trying to 

show the reality of a social condition as it is connected to broader systems’ (Collins). As has 

been much commented on, Rooney herself is a Marxist and is, thus, ‘not really attracted to 

individualism as a philosophy’ (Widyaratna). Throughout, the characters vaguely connect their 

deracination to the ‘broader systems’ noted by Rooney. Seemingly harbouring latent awareness 

of structural powers at play, Marianne muses that ‘she wasn’t at all powerful, and she would live 
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and die in a world of extreme violence against the innocent’ (228). Similarly, Connell expresses 

the feeling that his relationship with Marianne is mediated by some ubiquitous but unquantifiable 

force: ‘it feels at times like their relationship has been captured in a complex network of 

power…containing them both’ (157).  In this essay, I read Normal People as a sustained 

engagement with neoliberal ideology and a critique of the type of society, culture and norms it 

engenders, arguing that Rooney portrays neoliberalism as both a form of and a breeding-ground 

for gendered violence as well as a type of submerged class warfare.   

         A primarily economic ideology, neoliberalism bloomed in the 1970s/80s under American 

President Ronald Reagan and British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, both of whom 

championed financial deregulation, privatisation of public services and tax-cuts for the wealthy. 

Different perspectives on neoliberalism have emphasised its ‘extension of market-rationality to 

otherwise noneconomic domains of life’ (Heuhls and Greenwald 9); its emphasis on personal 

responsibility and the rampant individualism stemming from Thatcher’s ‘there is no such thing 

as society’ thesis (Brown 100); and its self-presentation as a ‘natural universal’ reality rather than 

a discourse (Heuhls and Greenwald 8). Neoliberalism’s social aspects – particularly its 

individualism and ‘conceptual mobility’ (Nilges 361) – as well as its economic ramifications are 

a critical context for this novel. In promoting ‘individual solutions to myriad social problems’ 

(Ong 2), neoliberalism exhorts subjects ‘to make sense of their individual biographies in terms of 

discourses of freedom, autonomy and choice – no matter how constrained their lives may 

actually be’ (Gill and Scharff, 5-6). Neoliberal emphasis on the successful ‘individual’ obscures 

the systematic nature of both class-based and gendered violence, deracinating structural and 

physical violence from a recognisable framework of inequality and oppression and portraying it 

‘not as a problem of society, but rather one that is specific and inherent within certain lives’ 

(Taylor 151). 

         For Connell, the violence of neoliberalism becomes clear when he attends a college in 

which his own relative poverty contrasts sharply with his peers’ extreme wealth and privilege, 

and in which everyone ‘just goes around comparing how much money their parents make’ (217). 

Over the course of the novel, he comes to internalise this neoliberal violence which marks him as 

different, suffering depression and mental health issues. Meanwhile, Marianne responds to 
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gendered violence by flirting with masochism as a means of differentiating the ‘self’ from the 

female body as an easily identifiable target of violence. While this masochism initially reinforces 

patriarchal structures by essentialising the female body as a site of violence, Marianne 

increasingly uses masochism to undermine the neoliberal project. Repurposing masochism as a 

‘rejection of hierarchy’ (Walters 7), she challenges neoliberal privileging of the ‘independent and 

egotistical individual’ (Ong 2), and ignores individualism in favour of a radical, constructive and 

regenerative interdependence. In this way, Normal People offers a tentatively optimistic reading 

of the possibilities of embodiment through the rejection of individualistic subjectivity in a 

society nonetheless teeming with systemic, symbolic and subjective violence. 

         From her adolescence, Marianne weaponises her difference to internalise her alienation 

from the mainstream society of her school – she gets into ‘pointless arguments’, ‘exercises an 

open contempt for people in school’ and refuses to abide by social conventions like shaving her 

legs (3). Early in the novel, she notes with mild disdain that her classmates enjoy the 

homogeneity of the educational system while she rails against it: 

         [her] classmates all seem to like school so much and find it normal. To dress in 

the same uniform every day, to comply at all times with arbitrary rules, to be 

scrutinised and monitored for their misbehaviour, this is normal to them. They 

have no sense of the school as an oppressive environment (12). 

Connell, by contrast, is popular and universally liked – he is a GAA star, many of his female 

peers are attracted to him, and he is intelligent and admired by his teachers. However, unlike 

Marianne, his likeability is facilitated by his lack of a firm sense of self, with his permeable 

boundaries meaning that his subjectivity largely comprises what other people think of him. From 

early in the novel, he notes his difficulty in identifying and pursuing what he wants. He 

internalises his classmates’ teasing that he fancies his economics teacher, even when it is clear 

that she is being sexually inappropriate. While Marianne is a virgin throughout most of school, 

Connell experiences the kind of sexual ambivalence which will resurface throughout the novel. 

His sexual encounters leave him doubting himself in an existential way, with his own body 
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hosting conflicting feelings of desire and disgust whereby sexuality is experienced as a form of 

bodily violence which is both inflicted and internal: 

[he] suspect[s] that there’s something wrong with him, that he’s unable to be intimate 

with women, that he’s somehow developmentally impaired. He lies there afterwards and 

thinks: I hated that so much that I feel sick. Is that just the way he is? Is the nausea he 

feels when Miss Neary leans over his desk actually his way of experiencing a sexual 

thrill? (5) 

While Marianne feels that her ‘real life’ is waiting for her to join in – ‘Marianne had the sense 

that her real life was happening somewhere very far away’ (11) – Connell is aware that his life in 

Carricklea is limited but does not envisage radical alternatives. In this context, the fact that 

Connell is from a lower socio-economic background than Marianne is significant. Indeed, 

Connell and Marianne begin their affair because Connell’s mother is a cleaner who works for 

Marianne’s family: ‘People know that Marianne lives in the white mansion with the driveway 

and that Connell’s mother is a cleaner, but no one knows the of the special relationship between 

these facts’ (2). 

         In the opening section of the novel, Connell fears that being associated with Marianne 

would detriment his social capital. Tellingly, however, this association is discussed through a 

class – economic capital – lens by his friends: 

         At lunchtime on Tuesday, Rob started asking questions about Connell’s mother 

working in Marianne’s house, and Connell just ate his lunch and tried not to make 

any facial expressions. Would you ever go in there yourself? Rob said. Into the 

mansion. Connell jogged his bag of chips in his hand and then peered into it. I’ve 

been in there a few times, yeah, he said. […] I’d say she thinks of you as her 

butler, does she? […] Does Marianne not have a little bell she would ring to get 

her attention, no? Rob said (23). 

The importance of class which, in school, seemed secondary compared to Marianne’s social 

exile, is paramount when Marianne and Connell move to Dublin for university. The reversal of 
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the pairs’ social standing makes Connell painfully aware of his modest upbringing in comparison 

to people ‘destined for shareholder board meetings’ (Lord), whose fathers ‘not figuratively’ 

caused the recession; as Anastasia Baucina comments, ‘he overcomes the material barriers to his 

tudy, only to find that it is not enough to overcome the vast class differences which generations 

of wealth create.’ This class element is increasingly the propeller of the miscommunication 

which blights their relationship, with ‘money mean[ing] Marianne and Connell nearly fall out of 

each other’s lives’ (Lord). That is, the recalcitrant self-sufficiency renders Connell suspicious of 

everyone but Marianne, from whom he still reluctantly accepts favours despite feeling that she is 

‘indulg[ing] an attraction to someone who could never belong in her world’ (127). However, 

when he loses his job in a Dublin restaurant, he is too proud to ask to stay in her apartment; their 

lack of shared experience when it comes to class means that Connell assumes Marianne will 

infer that he wishes to stay in her apartment, while Marianne’s class comfort - alongside her 

gendered insecurity - means that she does not. When they break up as a result, and she starts 

going out with Jamie, Connell’s self-consciousness about his lower socio-economic background 

introduces confirmation bias to his conclusion: ‘She wanted a boyfriend whose family would 

take her on skiing holidays’ (125). 

         Austerity criticism highlights how, although neoliberalism may be nebulous, it is ‘real’ in 

its physical impact on disadvantaged bodies (Stuckler and Basu; Negra and Tasker). There are 

two main instances of this in Normal People. Firstly, in the second half of the novel, Connell 

learns that his school friend, Rob, has killed himself. In the novel, Rob leaves school and moves 

to Galway to study Business. However, in the BBC/Hulu television adaptation, a scene in an 

early episode shows Connell returning to Sligo for a weekend and meeting Rob for a pint. 

Although he is supportive of Connell, it is clear that Rob is envious of his life in Dublin, and that 

he feels left behind. He notes, for instance, that although his work is alright it is quiet. It is 

difficult not to link Rob’s suicide, though there is not a specific reason given for it, to the radical 

increase in  both youth mental health issues and suicide rates in Ireland following the economic 

crash of 2008. Normal People takes place from 2011, thus encompassing some of the worst years 

of recession and austerity. If the financial crisis became a ‘Year Zero’ (Patterson), it also erased 

the sense of a future to look forward to, especially among young people, for whom 

unemployment or emigration seemed the only options. In this context, as Baucina notes,  Rob 
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evokes ‘experiences common to young people under today’s capitalism - the isolation and sense 

of failure for those who cannot move with economic tides.’ Coming of age in a time marked by 

hopelessness and despair, Rob is a body sacrificed to political economy; he is part of a 

generation for whom the Celtic Tiger trend of upward social mobility enjoyed by his parents was 

unceremoniously reversed. 

         Correspondingly, Connell falls into a depressive episode and shares Rob’s suicidal 

ideation, admitting on a counselling questionnaire that he has had ‘thoughts of killing myself’ 

(202). Like Rob, Connell embodies immobility: ‘Last night he spent an hour and a half lying on 

the floor of his room […] somehow it was impossible to move either forwards or backwards, 

only downwards, onto the floor, until his body was arranged motionless on the carpet’ (201). 

When he visits counselling, this immobility is tied to monetary concerns, in that he can only 

receive therapy because ‘it’s free’ (201). Although Connell’s body is a receptacle of state-

sanctioned neoliberal violence, through the imposition of austerity and the corresponding youth 

mental health crisis (Rice-Oxley; Hornby), this violence is essentialised in Connell and painted 

as intrinsic to him. That is, as he sits in the waiting room, he notices that there is a glass screen 

between the receptionist and everyone else and realises that he is viewed as potentially violent: 

‘Do they imagine that people like Connell pose a risk to the woman behind the glass? [...] Do 

they think that because Connell sometimes lies on his own floor for hours, he might one day 

purchase a semi-automatic machine gun online and commit mass murder in a shopping centre?’ 

(202). Instead of being a subject capable of inflicting violence, Connell sees his body as an 

object deserving of violence: ‘he fantasised about lying completely still until he died of 

dehydration’ (203). The nexus of structural violence in which Connell is enmeshed begins to 

converge on his body, with his suffering escalating from ‘chronic and low-level [anxiety]’ to 

‘major panic attacks: hyperventilation, chest pain, pins and needles all over his body’ (206). 

Moreover, Connell’s body continues to serve as a centre for prevalent but ill-defined violence, 

harkening back to his fraught relationship with sexuality in school. Just as he internalised Miss 

Neary’s sexual violence, conflating the nausea he felt with a ‘sexual thrill’, he is still unable to 

identfy the source of the violence afflicting him. This is not helped by the neoliberal culture of 

the novel, in which the external causes of mental health issues are not so important as the 

imperative to self-help. That is, the counsellor’s conclusion – ‘we can’t change your 
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circumstances, but we can change how you respond to your circumstances’ (217-8) – 

demonstrates the neoliberal ‘politics of personal responsibility’ whereby everyone must be 

‘autonomous, rational, risk-managing and responsible for their own destiny’, and whereby 

victimhood is equated with ‘abrogating one’s agency’ (Phipps 24; 28; 34). 

         The second instance of this disadvantaged bodies theory is the scene in which Connell 

arrives at Marianne’s flat in Dublin after having been mugged: ‘his mouth cut and bloody, dark 

blood like dried ink’ (143). The immediate violence of this scene – the mugging – is complicated 

by both class and gender dimensions. Drunk, Connell begins to flirt with Marianne, only to be 

told that Jamie, her boyfriend, is in the other room. Connell’s reply – ‘Maybe I’ll just go back 

out and get punched in the face again, he says. It wasn’t that bad’ (145) – speaks to the violent 

antipathy he feels towards Jamie, who beats Marianne, and the possessiveness he feels of 

Marianne sexually: 

         Connell had compulsive fantasies about kicking Jamie in the head until his skull 

was the texture of wet newspaper… Once, after speaking to Jamie briefly at a 

party, Connell had left the building and punched a brick wall so hard his hand 

started bleeding (163). 

When Jamie calls Connell’s mugger ‘fucking lowlife scum’ and insinuates that he must have 

been a junkie, Connell internalises this insult despite knowing it is not aimed at him: ‘Who, me? 

Connell says. That’s not very nice. We can’t all go to private school, you know’ (145). 

Emboldened by an act of overt violence against him, he feels empowered to address the class 

violence represented by Jamie who embodies the arrogant entitlement of his wealth. 

         This class aspect is added to by the sexual capital Marianne introduces – Jamie is, 

Connell knows, intimidated by him as ‘the tall guy who used to fuck [Marianne]’ (127). The 

scene depicts something of the Oliver Mellors complex which pertains to Connell as a working-

class male in an elite metropolitan university context. That is, Marianne contrasts Jamie and 

Connell, noting the former’s ‘ugliness’, his receding hairline and ‘weak, jawless face’, and 

concluding that ‘[b]eside [Jamie], even covered in blood, Connell radiates good health and 

charisma’ (146). While Connell’s blood emphasises his vitality, the linkage of this violence to 
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money – firstly through his wallet being robbed and secondly through Jamie’s classist 

interpretation – means that it is almost by virtue of his lack of money that Connell is attributed 

with this vitality, this manliness, in comparison to Jamie. This positions Connell’s sexual 

attractiveness as contingent on his association with the ‘lowlife scum’ who mugged him, 

implying a physicality which derives from his socio-economic status, and recalling the 

fetishization of the working classes exemplified in the contrast between Clive Chatterley and 

Mellors in Lady Chatterley’s Lover. In this scene, Connell’s response to Jamie is described as 

‘hostile’, with Marianne wondering ‘whether being punched in the face has put him in a hostile 

mood’ (145). Her line of reasoning here locates Connell’s motives in an act of overt violence 

(being punched) rather than acknowledging the layers of violence underlying Jamie’s 

commentary. As such,  this is a moment in which the maelstrom of class-based, symbolic 

violence between Jamie and Connell threatens to spill out into the open. And yet, it does not. 

Much like Connell intercepts the moment of violence between Jamie and Mariaane 

described at the start of this essay, Marianne defuses the violence between the two men in this 

instance. Again echoing Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Marianne becomes an object of capital to be 

interpolated by two males engaged in an economic-capital grievance mediated through 

competition for her body as sexual capital. As Marianne tacitly sides with Connell, telling the 

others to leave while she attends to him, he rejects her having previously flirted with her for 

effect, telling her he has a girlfriend. Her upset at this is then, again, dispelled by his class – as 

she asks him to leave, Connell reminds her that he needs money, having been mugged. Her self-

deprecating reply – ‘Oh god, she says. In the excitement there I forgot you actually got assaulted’ 

(151) – undermines her grief, and concedes that the violence aimed at her by both men – Jamie’s 

physical violence and Connell’s using her as a piece of sexual capital when it suits him – is 

secondary to the overt violence aimed at Connell. 

         Other reviewers have noted this maelstrom of interconnected power dynamics and 

anxieties emanating from ill-defined but foundational hierarchies. As Heller McAlpin details, 

Rooney’s attention encompasses the ‘fluctuating power dynamics in relationships, issues of 

class, privilege, passivity, submission, emotional and physical pain’, depicting the difficulty in 

establishing intimacy ‘against the backdrop of an economically uncertain, post-recession world 
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threatened by… political upheaval and questions about the morality and viability of capitalism’ 

(McAlpin). The complicated interaction and comingling of these various strands is beautifully 

wrought in one early scene on a ‘ghost estate’ in Sligo. The ‘ghost estate’ refers to one of the 

abandoned, half-built estates of houses which littered the Irish countryside following the 

economic crash of 2008, wherein the previously booming construction sector collapsed and any 

building activity was unceremoniously ended regardless of stage of completion. For years after 

the financial crisis, which plunged Ireland into austerity, these half-finished housing estates 

served as physical  reminders of the dismantling of state protection to families and individuals, 

making Ireland into a literally ruined land. As Connell and Marianne stand in the concrete 

skeleton of a house, questions of gender and class power are confused and overlaid. The 

abandoned house symbolises the dismantling of state protections, such as housing, by the free 

market, and is a clear signifier of the debunking of capital security for this generation, which is 

particularly pertinent for Connell. His exasperation that the abandoned houses are not given 

away ‘if they can’t sell them’, and the conclusion that it is ‘something to do with capitalism’(34), 

correlates with a later discussion of male privilege when Connell’s terms are used to discuss 

patriarchy. Like capitalism, patriarchy is presented not as a discourse, but as a system which 

simply exists; although Marianne acknowledges that men ‘control the whole social system’, this 

simply ‘is what it is’ (96). Thus, the capitalist system at play in the ghost-estate operates in a 

manner similar to male privilege; under both systems, Marianne is an embodied object and 

questions of systemic power are translated into questions of sexual power. 

         Indeed, this scene also illuminates how class violence and capitalism uses the female 

body as a site of deflection and violence. From early in the novel, Marianne’s specifically sexed 

experience is subtly parsed in terms which connect her body to the idea of a market. Before she 

and Connell have sex for the first time, he muses that she has the power to ‘degrade him by 

association, since she is considered an object of disgust’ thus tying her, her body and their sexual 

encounters to an idea of value and currency. Just as Marianne is vaguely aware of their class 

difference, Connell is cognisant of the gendered violence levelled against Marianne only in the 

abstract. Pondering that ‘Marianne lived a drastically free life’ (25) and ‘what a secretive, 

independent-minded person Marianne was, that she could come over to his house and let him 

have sex with her’, Connell harnesses the liberal language of the free-market: ‘she just let things 
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happen’ (21). However, as specific word choices throughout imply, Marianne is not ‘drastically 

free’ but is rather victim to an oppressive, powerful structure. Marianne herself calls on capitalist 

jargon, observing that ‘her willingness to be used had probably shocked [Connell]’ (63), as does 

Lorraine: ‘Marianne is a very vulnerable person. And you did something very exploitative’ (75 

italics mine). 

         These connections are further parsed in the ghost estate, which is paralleled with 

Marianne’s body and sexuality. Firstly, the gothic resonance of the abandoned house reflects 

Marianne’s broken household, in which her brother and deceased father are/were abusive 

towards their female family members. Secondly, the ghost-estate’s name, ‘Mountain View’, 

connotes the Romantic and Irish nationalist conflation of the female body and the landscape, as 

observed by man from his phallic (mountainous) structural advantage. This sense is heightened 

by the description of Marianne’s own garden which ‘is more like “grounds”’ and includes ‘a 

large stone statue in the shape of a woman’ (6) wherein the statue conveys both the calcification 

of the female body in a domestic setting and a sense of gendered immobility. Similarly, Ireland’s 

cultural tethering of woman to the home means that Marianne’s body is symbolically bound to 

the abandoned house,[1] whose dereliction insinuates the precarity of female status under 

capitalism. For Sinéad Molony, the Celtic Tiger idealised the house/home as both ‘the 

cornerstone of the neoliberal fantasy’ and ‘a signifier of gendered morality’, while austerity 

highlights the ‘disconnect between idealisations of home and embodied experiences’ (188-9). 

Correspondingly, the capitalist excesses manifest in the abandoned house are refracted through 

the female body, with Marianne’s evaluation, ‘Pretty sordid’, commenting on both the 

implications of sexual activity in the house but also the free-market economics which sees it 

abandoned and not ‘give[n] away’ (34). This diffuse, unnameable power – ‘It’s something to do 

with capitalism’ – is grounded in Marianne’s body when she asks Connell, ‘If I wanted you to 

fuck me here… would you do it?’ (35). The site on which this power is negotiated is at once 

Marianne’s body (asking if Connell would ‘fuck’ her) but also the dilapidated house as a symbol 

of capitalist violence (‘here’). 

         Hence, the power of capitalism is skimmed over to become a question of embodied 

sexual power, and structural power is individualised when Marianne acknowledges, ‘I can’t 
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make [Connell] do anything’ (35). Moreover, the idea of Connell ‘fuck[ing]’ Marianne ‘here’ 

also specifically alludes to a ‘mattress’ in the house. ‘Stained badly with damp and what looked 

like blood’, the mattress connotes loss of virginity, representing the female body as a site of pain 

specifically situated in the destabilised domestic sphere of the ghost estate (33). Indeed, when 

Connell muses that three of his houses would fit into the abandoned house, Marianne internalises 

his critique of capitalism, substituting her body. Cogitating that ‘she would have lain on the 

ground and let him walk all over her body if he wanted’, she allows her body to absorb 

capitalism’s wrongdoings and to function as a site on which Connell can exercise power (34). 

         If Marianne is raised ‘in material wealth’, this is accompanied by ‘emotional poverty’ 

(McAlpin). From her upbringing, Marianne is taught that her body is a site of violence. The 

detail that her mother decided ‘a long time ago that it is acceptable for men to use aggression 

towards Marianne as a way of expressing themselves’ tallies with Marianne’s willingness to be 

used by Connell as a site on which he can work out his desires, and vent his ill-defined social 

frustrations (64). Connell’s power over Marianne’s body is part of a wider public claim on the 

female body and sexuality; although Marianne inhabits her body and cursorily ‘owns’ it, bodily 

autonomy is a myth for women. Early on, for instance, Marianne astounds her classmates by 

arriving at a school fundraiser in a slinky black dress. However, her confidence – ‘she rocks her 

hips forward and runs a hand loosely through her hair’ (38) – is undermined when Marianne is 

groped and assaulted by a stranger: ‘in one motion he moves his hand down from her shoulder 

and squeezes the flesh of her right breast, in front of everyone’ (39). This assault, again, 

intermingles questions of ownership and the female body. Marianne herself is always, as a 

woman, viewed as a piece of property to be evaluated for better or for worse by her social 

superiors. However, the ways in which this ties her to a discourse of capitalism become clearer in 

her move to college, whereupon she slides easily into a socially legible status as a co-member of 

a monied class. Her value becomes located in the fact that these rich young men want to sleep 

with her. While, before, she was ‘an object of disgust’, men now cat-call her in the street, openly 

and unashamedly staking a claim to her sexuality, leading, as one reviewer notes, her 

‘intellectual and sexual capital [to] intersect with real money’ (Collins).  Indeed, specific 

references throughout the novel to the material function of money – with Connell pondering how 

‘sexy’ it is – serve to physicalise the discourse of capitalism, as in his consideration that ‘it was 
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in [his] power to make [Marianne] happy. It was something he could just give to her, like money 

or sex’ (105). 

         In a sense, Marianne herself comes to locate her value (or perceived lack thereof) in her 

body, coming to internalise the structural violence onto the sexed female body – the ‘things [that] 

happen to her’ are ‘buried on the earth of her body’ (241). Gilles Deleuze’s description of 

masochism as an effort to create ‘a counterpart of the world capable of containing its violences 

and excesses’ (37) speaks to this need to anchor ‘excessive’ but ineffable ‘violences’ in the 

material. Certainly, the world is ‘excess[ive]’ in its violence to Marianne, from school (where 

she is ‘an object of disgust’), to her community (where the man in the nightclub assaults her), to 

Connell who allows her to feel pleasure before ‘savagely humiliat[ing] her’ (61). By framing her 

body as this world, capable of absorbing violence, Marianne complies with neoliberal 

internalisation of structural violence – ‘these efforts only disguise what is buried inside her, the 

evil part of herself’ (241) – and forges a distinction between herself and her body. This 

distinction is necessary for subjectivity – because neoliberalism disregards structural 

disadvantages, the ‘ideal human subject’ is the ‘highly individualised’ male as opposed to the 

precariously embodied, relational female (Thicknell 85). Female subjectivity under neoliberalism 

thus necessitates the disavowal of female sexedness as a vulnerability in a society rife with 

(unacknowledged) gendered violence. 

         Under neoliberal norms, women must ‘present all their actions as freely chosen’ (Gill 

and Scharff 7), and ‘agency’ comes from absorbing the violence waged against the ‘self’. 

Accordingly, for Marianne, masochism is a means of presenting herself as successful in spite of 

the violence aimed at her, because, through masochism, she now chooses violence. This is clear 

in Marianne’s relationship with Jamie, wherein the narrative detailing Marianne’s masochism is 

intertwined with her prior humiliation: ‘She had had to tell people what had happened between 

them, that [Connell] had broken up with her and moved away, and it mortified her’ (116). 

Furthermore, Marianne’s language regarding masochism – ‘You know, I like guys to hurt me’ 

(138) – is inextricable from previous references to her mother allocating ‘aggression’ as a means 

of expression towards Marianne. For Marianne, masochism is a method of ‘presenting her 

actions as freely chosen’: the individuation of structural violence is clear in her seamless 
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movement from the particular to the general, describing her specific relationship with Jamie – 

‘when she thinks about how little she respects him…[she feels] an overwhelming desire to be 

subjugated’ (138) – in the same terms as her general observation that ‘there’s always been 

something inside her that men have wanted to dominate…all with the aim of subjugating some 

force in her personality’ (192). Marianne wonders whether ‘every stage of her life [would] 

continue [with] the same remorseless contest for dominance’ (192) while seeking to physically 

ground this structural violence through masochism. Asking for violence becomes a means of 

internalising and neutralising its structural elements; masochism physically grounds structural 

violence in the body. 

         While masochism creates an illusion of self-sustainability, it also reinforces Marianne’s 

body as a site of violence. In keeping with the idea that the body has become ‘increasingly 

individualised’, ‘separat[ing] us from others’ (Shilling 14), Marianne waiving control of her 

body – ‘she experiences no more ownership over her body than if it were a piece of litter (190-1) 

– is directly connected to self-preservation through the creation of bodily boundaries: ‘the 

outside world touches her against her outside skin, but not the other part of herself, inside’ (188-

9). While this separation is part of Marianne’s coping mechanism, it also means that ‘the many 

conflicts which used to occur between bodies now take place within the embodied individual as a 

rising demand of affect control’ (Shilling 14). Indeed, Marianne’s body remains a locus of 

widespread violence aimed against the female: 

         sometimes in the middle of the day she remembers something Jamie has said or 

done to her, and all the energy leaves her completely, so her body feels like a 

carcass, something immensely heavy and awful that she has to carry around (113). 

Similarly, Marianne’s ‘game’ with Lukas allows her to formalise, perform and thus manage 

shame, which is in turn associated with being dependent on Connell for happiness. Ritualising 

the worthlessness she feels when he rejects her allows Marianne as a ‘self’ to disassociate from 

the humiliation brought about by Connell. 

         Connell is cognisant that Marianne uses her body as a border of subjectivity, recalling 

when he saw Marianne in a bathrobe and inferred her momentary vulnerability: 
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         Marianne came downstairs in a bathrobe. It was just a plain white bathrobe, tied 

in the normal way, her hair was wet, and her skin had that glistening look like she 

had just been applying face cream. When she saw Connell, she hesitated on the 

stairs and said: I didn’t know you were here, sorry, maybe she seemed flustered 

[…] He knew he was probably getting dressed in her room, and whatever clothes 

she was wearing when she came back down would be clothes she had chosen to 

put on after she saw him in the hall (7). 

The movement from being caught off guard - in a ‘normal’, ‘plain’ state of being - to then 

consciously constructing herself for Connell means that, later in the novel, Connell’s ‘undo[ing] 

the sash of her bathrobe’ comprises a deconstruction of Marianne’s built-up protections (93). The 

use of Marianne’s body as a protective shell fails with Connell. While she may foster an 

appearance of being ‘independent and remote’, Marianne is ‘not like that, not at all’ with him 

(106). Hence, Marianne’s original proclivity towards masochism stems from the need to 

capitalise on her ‘coldness’, to control the feelings which made her ‘different’ with Connell. This 

attempt to retain subjectivity through bodily debasement is foiled because Marianne’s 

masochism is based on willingness to surrender control to Connell, as evinced when Connell 

reveals that he has a girlfriend and Marianne’s body, the epicentre of her carefully fostered self-

control, betrays her. In this scene, Marianne’s shock ‘feels physical’, and she seeks to ground her 

pain in the body: ‘the cup in Marianne’s hand is too hot to hold, but instead of placing it down 

again she just lets the pain seep into her fingers, down into her flesh’ (149-50). Nonetheless, her 

body reveals her emotional turmoil – ‘her back is turned but she feels her shoulders jerk upwards 

in a horrible involuntary spasm’ – demonstrating her inability to separate her ‘self’ and body 

when it comes to Connell. The fact that, when Connell tries to touch her, she jerks away ‘like 

he’s trying to hurt her’ (150) demonstrates the connection between the emotional and the 

physical for Marianne and the sense and the sense in which her ‘craving for certain acts’ is 

inextricable from ‘a particular kind of emotional landscape’ (Laing). 

          If neoliberalism is represented by the separatist, closed body, sexuality itself is 

something of an assault on individualist values. The tenet that ‘we are [never] completely 

distinct’ (Taylor 152) is evident in Rooney’s privileging of constructive porousness over 
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individualism, turning the body from a separatist unit into a vehicle of connection. This 

subversive potential of sexuality is raised in Rooney’s first novel, Conversations with Friends: 

‘if you look at love as something other than an interpersonal phenomenon and try to understand 

it as a social value system it’s antithetical to capitalism, in that it challenges the axiom of 

selfishness’ (180). Here, subversion is connected to love’s ‘subservien[ce]’ (Rooney, 2017 180), 

a link further parsed in Normal People. The second novel’s neoliberal context means that 

Connell and Marianne’s relationship occurs amidst ‘the commodity market’ of individualism 

(194), in which interdependence is conflated with loss of personal control. Indeed, relationality 

and interdependence expressly contravene neoliberalism’s ‘hypervigilance about control’ 

(Molony 183) and privileging of ‘ontological individualism’ (Gilbert 69). 

         As such, writing about contemporary romance narratives, Walter Benn Michaels 

extrapolates that relationships under neoliberalism are necessarily masochistic (21-3) – in light of 

individualism, compromising on the complete control of ontological and physical boundaries 

becomes analogous to masochistic submission. Certainly, both Connell and Marianne overtly 

struggle with control. Sexuality as a surrendering of control is a source of anxiety for Connell 

who, after having sex with girls, thinks: ‘I hate that so much and I feel sick’ (5). Vaguely aware 

of sex as a transformative, relational force, he wonders whether he’d be ‘Someone very 

different? Or exactly the same person, himself’ if he slept with Marianne (181). Due to the 

neoliberal norm of individualism and its attendant boundaries, Connell’s struggle to maintain 

neoliberal values while conducting a relationship with a social outcast is expressed in terms of 

abjection – when he recalls telling Marianne that he loves her, Connell takes ‘one deep breath 

and then throws up’ (54). In this way, Connell’s abjection speaks to neoliberalism’s ‘insistence 

on the irreducible reality of the individual as the basis of human experience’ in signifying the 

expulsion of foreign bodies which threaten the integrity of the self. However, this ‘insistence’ 

comes to be repudiated by the signifiers of openness such as coughing, vomiting and breathing 

which increasingly denote Connell and Marianne’s relationship (Gilbert 69). 

         For instance, in the scene in which Connell and Marianne confront their feelings for one 

another, careful attention is paid to Marianne’s breathing: ‘she lies there breathing’, ‘she can hear 

him breathing’, ‘she moves her hands to her ribs, feels the slow inflation of her diaphragm’ (232-
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4). In this encounter, the connectivity and vulnerability of masochism are linked to the assertion 

of desire. Wanting to ‘whimper’, Marianne is like a ‘trained animal’, ‘let[ing Connell] kiss her 

open mouth’ and enduring a ‘sensation… so extreme she feels faint’ (235). For Marianne, 

masochism transitions from being ‘a simply passive or reactive form of desire’ to: 

a complex, emergent and “in-between” phenomenon that throws into chaos such 

oppositional definitions as subject/other, normal/abnormal, and pleasure/pain and calls 

forth alternative modes of thinking about the embodied self and the relation of this self to 

others (McPhee 8). 

While, previously, desire was an ambivalent concept for Marianne – she ‘desires’ to be abused 

by Lukas ‘but she’s conscious of being able to desire in some sense what she does not want’ 

(190) – masochism allows her to realise the ‘punishing force of her desire’. In fostering 

connectivity, Marianne at once surrenders her individual protections and asserts desire, which 

moves from being a confused, undefined notion to something Marianne can state with clarity: ‘I 

wanted you to kiss me’, ‘I want this so much’ (235-6). 

          Thus, Marianne’s masochism initially comprises an internalisation of structural violence. 

Allowing her to ‘ask’ for violence and use her body to contain it, masochism coheres to 

neoliberal narratives of personal agency and individualistic subjectivity. Marianne’s relationship 

with masochism renders stark the violence and isolation of neoliberalism, but Rooney’s 

conclusion is ultimately optimistic, with masochism becoming a means of foregrounding and 

subverting structural violence. Marianne gradually realises masochism as a rejection of regulated 

subjectivity and individualism – a ‘transgressive phenomenon… that questions, deconstructs and 

subverts normative cultural frameworks’ (McPhee 2), masochism ‘destroys the self-contained 

character [individualism] of the participators’ (Bataille 17). Thus, Marianne’s masochism starts 

as a means of retaining an untouchable interior ‘self’ but becomes a radical renunciation of the 

neoliberal values of subjectivity and individualism. In a society ‘where the closed body is 

elevated to an ideal’ (Carlstrom 218), and where ‘the ambivalent openness and exposure’ of 

‘intersubjectivity’ is distrusted (Taylor 153), Marianne expresses complete personal surrender: ‘I 

would have done anything you wanted me to’ (134). Her eventual rejection of individualism, and 
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her embrace of porousness and interdependence, reveals the discourse of neoliberal 

individualism and refuses to allow it to remain an unacknowledged assumption. Simply put, 

Marianne highlights Connell’s structural gendered power by asking him to take it to its extreme. 

Finding Marianne telling him ‘You can do anything you want with me’ pleasurable (237), 

Connell knows that ‘he has never been able to reconcile himself to the idea of losing his hold 

over her’ (248), yet he won’t say that Marianne belongs to him or hit her when she asks. 

         As such, Marianne’s formalisation, through masochism, of her suffering ‘makes a claim’ 

on Connell (Petherbridge 66-8). Initially, Connell’s exploitation of Marianne is a result of his 

individualism and need to retain a ‘self’ untainted by association with her. As the novel 

progresses, his discomfort with his power begets the gradual realisation of structural power held 

over Marianne. Eventually, Marianne leads Connell to reject individualism, later expressing his 

feelings in terms of ‘suffering with her when she suffers’ (162). Ultimately, Connell realises that 

Marianne’s lack of some ‘primal instinct, self-defence or self-preservation’ has forged their 

mutual dependency: ‘he would lie down and die for her at any minute’ (247-8). Calling on 

Marianne’s language of masochism – ‘You’re worthless, Lukas likes to tell her. You’re nothing’ 

(190) – Connell realises that he could not contemplate being ‘nothing to her’. Hence, by 

foregrounding her own vulnerability, Marianne highlights Connell’s: her observation that 

‘cruelty does not only hurt the victim, but the perpetrator also’ (226) links to Connell’s 

realisation that ‘the only part of himself he wants to protect’ is the ‘part that exists inside her’ 

(148). An ‘interactive ritual’, masochism thus facilitates the overturning of the closed bodily 

borders of individualism, the rejection of ‘self-sufficiency’, and the embrace of shared identity 

and the ‘multitude’ of ‘one flesh’ (Hardt and Negri 208). 

         Parsing the themes of dominance and submission throughout, Helen Charman argues that 

Rooney ‘can never quite shake the suggestion that Marianne is somehow abnormal, or damaged’. 

However, this assessment perhaps misses the point: Normal People moves away from ideas of 

inherent individual flaws, acknowledging them as decoys. In one devastating moment, Marianne 

admits that she didn’t talk about her brother’s abuse because she ‘didn’t want [Connell] to think 

[she] was damaged’ (183), serving as a perfect example of how systemic abuse (domestic 

violence) is internalised as personal failure under neoliberalism. When she and Connell reconcile 
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in Sligo, Marianne’s asking him to hit her during sex and his subsequent refusal speaks to 

Connell’s awareness that this sort of violence is a defence mechanism, that Marianne seeks to 

formalise her vulnerability into violence as a preventative measure. This is in line with her prior 

admissions that ‘[m]aybe I want to be treated badly, she says. I don’t know. Sometimes I think I 

deserve bad things because I’m a bad person’ (133), and that ‘[s]ometimes I think I must deserve 

[Alan’s violence]. Otherwise I don’t know why it would happen’ (182). Indeed, the first time 

Marianne asks Connell if he would ever hit a girl, his reply to the contrary is met with her 

admission ‘she has never believed herself to be fit to be loved by any person’ (44). 

         Towards the end of the novel, Alan’s insistence that Marianne stop seeing Connell, his 

throwing a glass bottle at her and breaking her nose, sees the violence she requested being 

realised. As such, Connell’s insistence that ‘no one is going to hurt you like that again’ (252) 

brings the violence with which she has been assailed from the beginning of the novel into the 

open and promises an end. Marianne’s bleeding nose recalls Connell’s after being mugged and 

brings the conversation on class and sexuality full circle, demonstrating that power has been 

established between him and Marianne as a reciprocal, open exchange. Marianne comes to 

foreground structural violence and dismantle it through masochism and openness so that her 

being ‘abnormal’ or ‘damaged’ is no longer relevant (Charman): ‘She was in [Connell’s] power’ 

but ‘she knows he loves her’ (262). In this sense, the realisation of ‘how strange to feel [oneself] 

so completely under the control of another person, but also how ordinary’, highlights the 

insidious impossibility of individualism, if not the occluded and sinister nature of neoliberalism 

in general (262 italics mine). 

         In conclusion, for Rooney, ‘the relationship as a unit of social life’ is ‘much more 

interest[ing] than individualism’ (Widyaratna) – accordingly, Normal People revolves around 

relationality, viewing its main characters as ‘plants sharing the same pot of soil’ (265). Marianne 

and Connell’s relationship moves from its participants’ separate, confused negotiation of life to 

becoming a deliberate, considered dismantling of individualism. The gentle compromise between 

Marianne’s need for vulnerability and Connell’s reticence to physically hurt her epitomises 

mutual openness as opposed to this individualism: 
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In bed he would say lovingly: you’re going to do exactly what I say now, aren’t you? He 

knew how to give her what she wanted, to leave her open, weak, powerless, sometimes 

crying. He understood it wasn’t necessary to hurt her: he could let her submit willingly, 

without violence (258). 

This scene is in complete juxtaposition to Marianne’s earlier masochistic proclivity, where 

neoliberal and gendered structural violence was merely played out on her body. It is by this 

means that Marianne comes to express her personality in a more asserted manner: echoing and 

inverting the structural violence by which men wished to ‘subjugat[e] some force in her 

personality’ (192), Marianne’s openness with Connell ‘seem[s] to happen on the deepest possible 

level of her personality’ (258). If Rooney notes the difficulties of overcoming the transactionality 

of the capitalist framework in personal relationships, then the novel’s dismantling of power 

culminates in its somewhat vague conclusion – revisiting Marianne’s earlier powerlessness when 

she knows ‘I can’t make you do anything’ (35), Connell bids her ‘Say you want me to stay and I 

will’ (265). However, Rooney ignores such balances of power: if ‘intercorporeality creates 

constitutive openness’, potentially sparking ‘(social) change’ (Petherbridge 71), Rooney’s ‘most 

dazzling argument, her riskiest proposition, is for a sort of transcendence through 

interdependence’ (Collins), with the conclusion drawn that ‘people can really change one 

another’ and, thus, the system (266). 
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[1] Bunreacht na hÉireann 41.2.1: ‘The State recognises that by her life within the home, woman gives to the State a 

support without which the common good cannot be achieved’. 


