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Because – look – this bit. It doesn’t end like this. He’s always got 
something. He gets me in the room, blindfolds me. But he doesn’t 
fuck me. Well not him, not his dick. It’s the knife. He fucks me – yeah 
– but with a knife. So… 
– Shopping and Fucking, 1996 

When I shoot dope, I don’t think if I do too much I’m going to 
overdose. I do as much as I feel like it to get as high as I can. When I 
let some fucking asshole have me for money, I don’t tell him what he 
can’t do, I just go with whatever he wants, because it’s bullshit 
otherwise. I got married because I wanted to be with Elaine, and she 
wanted that, and I went for it. If you’re still into that weird shit, that’s 
the way it is. If I’m going to let you have sex with me, then you have 
sex with me the way you want. if I don’t wake up the next morning, 
that’s the way it is. 
– The Sluts, 2004 

Because it flickers disturbing light onto the darkest nights of human 
souls, illuminating the visceral cravings and obsessions that erupt 
when the psychosexual desire police goes on break, this fiction has 
been deemed at various moment, the most controversial of any being 
written today. 
– Lev, Leora, 2006 

Is this for real? Is that a stupid question? 
– The Sluts, 2004 



ENTRANCE // LITTLE DICTIONARY 

twink a younger man with no body hair and boyish appearance, hustler a man who is selling sex, 
cut/uncut an uncut dick is not circumcised while a cut dick is circumcised, bareback the sexual 
practice among gay men to having unprotected anal sex, poz an HIV positive person, faggot a 
derogatory term for a gay male, fisting a sexual practice where one partner uses the hand to satisfy 
the other partner in the rectum and/or vagina, daddy an older gay male person, john a man paying 
for sex, trade a person selling sex, queen/queeny a derogatory or self-identifying term for an 
effeminate gay man, scat a sexual practice including feces, pillowbiter a derogatory term for a gay 
male, princess di princess of wales 1981-1997, dead in a car crash, escort a sex worker, lol an 
internet slang expression meaning laughing out loud, s&m/sm an abbreviation for sado-masochism, 
cbt an abbreviation for cock and ball torture, snuff a sex video including a murder, bottom a gay 
male being the receptive part in anal sex, shitstabber a derogatory term for a gay male, jailbait a 
person under the legal age of consent for sex, top a gay male being the penetrator in anal sex, ws//
water-sports a sexual practice sex including piss, rimming/eating ass analingus, a sexual practice 
where one part is satisfying the other part by licking the rectum, bang stick a dick, poppers a party 
drug used by mainly gay men, muscle relaxing and therefore often used in connection to anal sex, a 
shag a british slang term for sexual intercourse, scag/smack a slang term for heroin, wino a 
derogatory term for a homeless alcoholic, kurt cobain the singer of the us american grunge band 
nirvana, death by suicide 1994, e/mdma a psychoactive drug often used in party culture, techno 
music a type of repetitive electronic music, related to rave culture, the lion king a 90s blockbuster 
movie made by disney, inspired by shakespeare’s hamlet, crystal meth methamphetamine, a central 
nervous system stimulant often used as a drug, bo a shortening for body odor, hickey a bruise 
caused by kissing or sucking the skin, kink/kinky a term for sexually non-standard practices, sugar 
daddy a man supporting a younger person economically or through gifts, justin timberlake an us 
american pop artist, bondage a sexual practice where one part is being bound or physically 
restrained in other ways, vanilla a term for conventional sex or sexual behaviour within the range of 
what is considered consensual, ff see fistfucking, cum a slang term for sperm, versatile a gay male 
able to perform as both bottom and top, unzipped magazine a pornographic gay magazine 
published until 2008, crack a form of cocaine that can be smoked, bb see bareback, kevorkian jack 
kevorkian (1928-2011) also known as dr death, an us american euthanasia activist who claimed to 
have assisted at least 130 patient to end their lives, men’s best a czech gay porn distributor, bug 
chasing the act of actively attempting to contract hiv through sex, trick a person paying for sex, 
nick and aaron carter nick is one of the most profiled members of the us american boy band 
backstreet boys, aaron is his younger brother, brat pack a group of east coast us american authors 
during the 1980s, g-rated general admission, a term coined by the us american film-rating system 
indicating a movie not having offensive content, skeezebag a derogatory term for a working class 
woman, insinuating she is promiscuous, junkie a drug addict, perineum the region of the body 
between the pubic symphysis and the coccyx, advocate an us american lgbt magazine, fergie also 
known as sarah, duchess of york and prince andrew’s ex-wife, tool an us american alternative rock 
band, double penetration the sexual practice of two persons penetrating a third part at the same 
time, con job an act of duping or swindling, take that a british 90s boy band, three of the members 
names were gary, robbie and mark, tcp a liquid antiseptic popular in the uk, barney, betty, peeble 
characters from the cartoon the flintstones, anestethic a drug to prevent pain, girl a term used by 
gay men to denote other gay men, dope drugs, most commonly referring to heroin, wicca a 
contemporary pagan new religious movement, speedball the use of cocaine with heroin or 
morphine, raw having sex without condom, mushroom head a penis with a very large head, 
consent is when someone agrees, gives persmission, or says ”yes” to sexual activity with 
other persons, consent is always freely given,  



Abstract 

The gay male emerged as a visible public consumer during 1990s, when the LGBTQ movement in 

the United Kingdom and the United States was marked by conflicting commercial and political 

motives, heightened by the AIDS crisis. The cultural tension surrounding the gay male subject was 

reflected through various literary expressions. In the United Kingdom Mark Ravenhill’s Shopping 

and Fucking (1996), as part of the in-yer-face theatre, exploded in the face of the bourgeoisie. In the 

US America Dennis Cooper’s highly publicised George Miles Cycle (1989-2000), was followed by 

The Sluts (2004) as part of the transgressive literature, provoking both straight and gay 

communities. Through an analysis of themes such as capitalism, commerce, hyperreality, 

internalised fear, desire, and violence in the works, an alternative image of the gay male is 

distinguished. This is an image of the gay male subject that is complex, multi-faceted, contradictory 

and polyvalent. The characters relate differently to the hegemonic hyperreal role model, but are 

exposed to the same social structure that dictates their living conditions and positioning them as 

objects possible to practice violence on. 

The works provide a widened and complicated image the public image of the gay male. Their 

countercultural narratives trace how the gay male subject have been affected by the heteronormative 

society. When the provided stereotype is too narrow to express the burden and the joy of the 

contemporary gay male subject, alternatives, like the depictions by Ravenhill and Cooper, may 

allow the subject to fully possess the gay experiences of pain, sorrow and anger that he has been 

forced to bear. This research explores how the violence within the texts holds a liberating potential. 

Key Words: Mark Ravenhill, Shopping And Fucking, Dennis Cooper, The Sluts, Gay Male 

Violence, Gay Capitalism, Gay Consumerism, Gay Hyperreality, Gay Simulacra, Gay Civilisation, 

Gay Authenticity, Blank Fiction, Transgressive Literature, In Yer Face, Cool Britannia.   
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1. Towards a Land Beyond Morality - An Introduction 

During the 1980s and early 1990s the Western LGBTQ communities experienced a great backlash  

in terms of civil rights due to the HIV/AIDS crisis that mainly affected gay men. It was a setback 

when it came to terms of gay rights, especially after the more progressive years following the 

1970s’ Stonewall Riots (Bronski, 1998, pp. 75f; Duggan, 2002, p. 181; Hekma, 2006, p. 338). 

These events were answered by a renewed political energy in the gay rights movement, represented 

by the Second National March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights 1987 and the emergence 

of Act Up! and Queer Nation in the United States and Outrage in the United Kingdom, among other 

initiatives (Bronski, 1998, pp. 77ff; Hekma, 2006, pp. 343f, 356f).  However, the 1990s also 1

presented an even more commercialised gay culture than the 1980s’, with the emergence of the 

”gay consumer” (Bronski, 1998, pp. 144f). Duggan connects this development to a neoliberal 

politic that reinforces rather than challenges a heteronormative perception of sexuality (Duggan, 

2002, pp. 179, 182). During the late 1990s and early 2000s internet and other online media added 

another layer to the gay culture, resulting in a more connected community (Hekma, 2006, p. 339). 

In this context, characterised by both mourning of lost lives as well the tension between capitalistic 

escapism and the high-profile political movements, new kinds of literary expressions emerged.  2

This thesis will explore how two different works, Mark Ravenhill’s Shopping and Fucking (1996) 

and Dennis Cooper’s The Sluts (2005), respond to this historic context.  3

1.1. Transgressive Fiction in the US and In-Yer-Face Theatre in the UK 

The contemporary cultural currents of the time of the emergence of the texts are marked by similar 

political tensions as presented above. The US American context had seen both political depictions 

related to the evolution of the LGBTQ movement, such as Angels in America (1993) and Boys 

Don’t Cry (1999) and more light-hearted depictions, such as Hedwig and the Angry Inch (1998). 

When The Sluts was published the gay male was highly present in mainstream culture, with the 

British-American television show Queer as Folk (2000-2005) as the culmination of the mainstream 

wave.  

 Sweden does not share the same history as the UK and the US. There were no institutionalised community centred around a specific 1

homosexual identity but the more general non-straight identity as LGBT (HBT) represented by the RFSL organisation. Furthermore 
the image of the homosexual man was non-existing in the public mind, except for a few spectacular exceptions, until the AIDS crisis. 
The Swedish gay/queer movement did not display the same spectacular acts of civil disobedience as the anglo-saxon/anglo-american 
ones (Svensson, 2007, pp. 59ff).

 I encourage the reader to notice that this (very brief) introduction, as well as the rest of text, has an anglo-saxon/anglo-american 2

context as a reference point and by no means intend to depict or narrate gay culture in any other spatial signification.

 In the analysis, I will refer to Shopping and Fucking as ”S&F” and to The Sluts as ”The Sluts”.3
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Cooper’s works were initially met with great interest but also loud condemnations for its strong and 

highly provoking content. Cooper have by some been described as part of the academic New 

Narrative movement and/or the more popularised Queercore movement (Halpern, 2011, p. 82; 

Hemstad, 2006, p. 150). The US American literary scholar Elizabeth Young associates Cooper to 

the ’blank generation’ genre, a term closely connected to other literary terms and genres, such as 

’post-punk’, ’new narrative’, ’queercore’ and ’the lost generation’ (Young, 1992, p. vii). I have 

chosen to use the term ’transgressive fiction’. The term is less connected to specific groups of 

authors and therefore more suitable for my investigation. Transgressive fiction emerged during the 

1990s with Cooper as one of the most prominent writers alongside with Douglas Coupland 

(Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture, 1991), Bret Easton Ellis (American Psycho, 1991; 

Glamorama, 1998), and Chuck Palahniuk (Fight Club, 1996) among others. The term was 

popularised 1993 by a LA Times columnist, Michael Silverblatt, and has been used to describe  
a range of texts which expound the Sadean paralogy of violence, mutilation, cruelty and deviance for the 
pleasure of the sovereign individual, where the desires of the depersonalizing subject can be projected 
onto the passive object.  
(Hoey, 2014, p. 26). 

Cooper’s writings have been described as ’seemingly amoral on the surface, actually have a moral 

code of their own’ (Burgess, 2016, p. 24). 

Ravenhill’s theatre play Shopping and Fucking was also met with extensive publicity when it 

premiered at the Royal Court Theatre in London 1996. Just like Cooper’s novels, it sparked outrage 

but also great reviews and drew large audiences. The play is considered as one of the portal works 

in the British in-yer-face theatre, a movement emerging in the United Kingdom during the 1990s 

(Bicer, 2012, p. 114). The movement is, in a 1997 issue of American Theatre, described as ’not so 

much amoral or immoral as simply beyond such concerns, as if morality were a term from a bygone 

era’ (Wolf, 1997, p. 44). The British theatre critic Aleks Sierz has coined the term in-yer-face theatre 

and he defines the genre as ’any drama that takes the audience by the scruff of the neck and shakes 

it until it gets the message’ (Sierz, 2000, p. 4). Furthermore he characterises the style as  
the language is usually filthy, the characters talk about unmentionable subjects, take their clothes off, 
have sex, humiliate each another, experience unpleasant emotions, become suddenly violent.  
(Sierz, 2000, p. 5)  

A common trait of the descriptions of the genre is its generational aspects and relation to 

Thatcherism, both within the plays, but also in how the authors, often born around 1970, are 

relating to the older generation (Howe Kritzer, 2008, pp. 29f; Sierz, 2000, pp. 237f). The term in-

yer-face is often used to characterise the style while the general theatre movement of the British 

nineties is called ’Cool Britannia’ (Sierz, 1998, p. 324). Notable works in the Cool Britannia 
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movement are Anthony Neilson’s Penetrator (1993), Sarah Kane’s Blasted (1995), considered the 

most infamous in-yer-face play paving the way for the success of Shopping and Fucking, and Irvine 

Welsh’s Trainspotting (published 1993, adapted for stage 1995 and an international movie success 

1996). Shopping and Fucking and the in-yer-face theatre was following the enormous success of the 

gay coming-of-age drama Beautiful Thing (1993 as theatre play, 1996 as film adaptation). 

I want to stress how the transgressive fiction and in-yer-face theatre are described similarly and 

emerged simultaneously. 

1.2. A Post-Gay Context 

Both works are written intentionally to provoke, by self-identified gay/queer writers who expressed 

an ambition to offer an alternative to the mainstream gay story, and who both sparked outrage, both 

from mainstream media and the gay community (Lev, 2006a, pp. 20f; Sierz, 2000, pp. 125f). British 

literary scholar David Alderson describes how the debates and experiences from the HIV/AIDS 

crisis are slightly different in the US America and the United Kingdom. Referring to material from 

1998 he describes how the American gay movement celebrated a lightning after a long militant 

struggle to gain gay rights and the increasing possibilities for gay individuals to access lifestyle 

possibilities that had before been inaccessible, while the British gay community had a less dramatic 

history and already been a lot more assimilated, and by extension commodified (Alderson, 2010, p. 

864). 

The works of Cooper and Ravenhill have gotten great attention for their controversial content. 

The authors have been accused of using a shock technique rather than developing strong texts and 

their texts have been described by literary critics as empty and amoral. My thesis is that the works 

of Cooper and Ravenhill are responding to a certain political context and therefore uses morality 

and amorality to investigate structures in their contemporary cultural currents. Ravenhill has 

positioned himself in opposition to the gay mainstream movement through his refusal to be labelled 

as a gay writer, as he consider the gay identity to have been appropriated by consumer culture. He 

has been using terms such as ’queer’ and ’post-gay’ to describe his writing (Sierz, 2000, p. 151). 

Both labels can be understood as politically motivated reactions with the aim to distance himself 

from the mainstream gay culture. Cooper’s writing has alienated himself from ’some gay identity-

politics-oriented audiences and heterosexual-liberal readerships’ and he has gotten criticism for the 

lack of positive gay images in his texts and even being considered ’antiqueer’. His refusal to 
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affiliate to a assimilationist gay fiction movement has even rendered him death threats from gay 

activist groups (Lev, 2006a, pp. 20f).  4

Relating a literary work to certain political, historical and socio-economic context raises 

questions on to what extent a work can be understood through the chosen lens. Alderson enlightens 

the fact that Ravenhill, whether he wanted it or not, was writing in a capitalist society, and the 

institutions who took up his works were acting with commercial interests (Alderson, 2010, p. 879). 

In that kind of sense Ravenhill’s works can be considered captured in the historical situation they 

were written in. Although that might be true, I will not dig deeper into Alderson’s suggestion, but 

rather focus on the way Ravenhill and Cooper discuss capitalism within their works. 

The thesis aims to explore the similarities and differences of the British in-yer-face theatre and  

the US American transgressive literature with Shopping and Fucking and The Sluts as examples. 

Although the thesis will not focus on any author’s biography I want the reader to be aware of the 

context in which the texts were produced. I will address the political and historical state of the gay 

and queer movements during the early 1990s. I am exploring both texts from the assumption that 

they are investigating the same kind of issues, with similar methods, but from slightly different 

perspectives. I suggest that both works are responding to the cultural and political discourses 

dominating the gay movements in each country where and when they emerged. 

Even though the scope of the thesis does not include a Swedish approach to the works, I have 

chosen to include some Swedish perspectives, e.g., the publication and reception of the texts in 

Sweden (chapter 2.1), some Swedish history (chapters 1 and 10.4) and what further research in 

Sweden could focus on (chapter 12). My reason is that I want to enlighten the way the texts have 

reached me as well as provide an understanding to from where my perspective originates.  

1.3. A Theoretical Seed 

Before we plunge into the amoral world of Cooper and Ravenhill I want to present the founding 

premises for my reading of the works. 

The postmodern human’s existence is constructed on an endless range of repeatings. We are 

constructing an image of who we are through the objects we meet in the physical world. From that 

perspective we can understand our Selves as a concave mirror with an endless amount of 

refractions, the self image is a mishmash of our experiences and encounters in the physical world. 

 The quote by the transgressive film director and visual artist John Waters (Hairspray, Pink Flamingos, Female Trouble) ”Dennis 4

Cooper has been out forever, but I don’t picture him at the White Party, I don’t picture him with a rainbow flag, and I think that’s so 
much why I respect him” illustrates the relationship Cooper has to the mainstream gay culture as well as his iconic reputation within 
the alternative cultural sphere (Lev, 2006b, p. 132).
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But it is not only our self images that are constructed as reflections of the surrounding world, but 

also all the objects we meet. Therefore the self image must be understood as reflections of 

reflections, in the same way as the objects only are reflections without originality. This is what the 

term hyperreality refers to (Baudrillard, 1994 [1981] , p. 2). In other words; the post modern 

humans world view, and self image, is a complex of an endless amount of copies without originals. 

The lack of authenticity must be understood as the post modern humans biggest sorrow, which 

may cause a longing for something pure, true and authentic. As soon as social relations are 

regulated civilisation becomes present and the human drives are sublimated and suppressed. The 

sublimation and suppression can explain the displacement in civilisation that the modern human 

being may experience (Freud, 2002 [1930], pp. 40-44). The longing for the authentic and genuine 

may work as a momentum for the individuals endless search for something that feels, something 

that truly can satisfy one’s deepest desires. The constant failure of obtaining the true satisfaction 

causes exhaustion and ennui in the individual. In this thesis I am investigating how this can be 

understood as an implosion of human desires that slowly makes the subject to lose its autonomy. 

The theoretical framework for the thesis will be further presented and developed in the theoretical 

chapter. 

2. Maps of the Wilderness - The Material 

2.1. Publication, Premiere and Reception in Sweden 

Cooper’s The Sluts is an independent novel but it is connected to the George Miles Cycle 

(1989-2000), as it was intended to be part of it (Kennedy, 2008c, p. 194). The content of the novel is 

as controversial as in the George Miles Cycle but the story is exclusively narrated through an 

imaginary website reviewing hustlers. The George Miles Cycle consists of five, quite short, novels 

all telling the story about George Miles from different angles and perspectives. US American 

literary scholar Adam W. Burgess describes the pentalogy as one novel in five parts with Closer 

(1989), the first part, as ’the form, the physical body, for the entire cycle, leaving the latter novels 

increasingly formless, consisting only of material which decomposes dramatically from novel to 

novel’ (Burgess, 2016, p. 12). In many ways The Sluts reflects the composition of the pentalogy as 

it, in five sections, depicts the main character, Brad, through the eyes of others, all with their own 

intentions. And just as with the George Miles Cycle the narrative falls apart and becomes less and 

less contoured towards the end. Cooper himself describes The Sluts as ’connected to the cycle but 

it’s definitively not part of the cycle’, noting that it has a strong relationship to Frisk and reflects the 

exact same structure as every novel in the cycle (Kennedy, 2008c, pp. 192ff). The most important 
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trait that differs The Sluts from the cycle is that George Miles is not part of the novel in any way.  5

Cooper describes the difference as ’[a]ll the other books have an emotional centre to them and this 

one has no emotional centre to it at all, it’s purely abstract.’ (Kennedy, 2008c, p. 196). 

The Sluts was published in 2005 in the US but has not been translated into Swedish. The first two 

novels of the George Miles Cycle, Closer and Frisk, have been translated into Swedish and 

published by the groundbreaking underground publishing house Vertigo Förlag, with the suitable 

slogan ”Texts from the edge of the abyss” (Texter från avgrundens rand), in 2004 (Närmare) and 

2006 (Kluven). 

Ravenhill’s Shopping and Fucking made a great success when it debuted in a production by the 

British Out of Joint theatre company at the Royal Court Theatre in London 1996, but also sparked 

great controversy. Even the name was under debate. When it premiered and later toured the United 

Kingdom the name was censored and the touring company met protests (Sierz 2000, pp. 125f). The 

play centres around four young people, exploring sexuality, love and kinship while trying to make 

their living in a harsh society. A fifth character is present as a father figure, not participating in the 

relational game between the characters. On the international tour that followed the success in the 

United Kingdom the play visited Göteborg in October 1997 and later the same year premiered in a 

Swedish translation by Kerstin Gustafsson (Köp och svälj) by the theatre company Grupp 98.  

A remarkable observation is that an article in the biggest news paper in Sweden, Dagens Nyheter,  

preceding the Swedish premiere of Shopping and Fucking, is focusing on the consumerism, the lack 

of nudity in the production and the characters Lulu and Brian, not even mentioning sexual 

orientation or the three gay men in the play (Borggren, 1997). The review following the premiere, 

written by one of the most prominent Swedish theatre critics Leif Zern, is only quickly mentioning 

that there are gay characters in the production before passing on to other issues of the play. The only 

scene with sexuality referred to is the one when Lulu puts her hand in Robbie’s pants (i.e., a 

representation of straight sexuality) (Zern, 1997). With these observations I want to enligthen the 

Swedish context at the time, when a heteronormative discourse was so dominant that it was possible 

to write about a theatre production containing three fifths of gay men characters without mentioning 

them. This was before the Europride in Stockholm 1998, which is symbolising a watershed for gay 

and lesbian visibility in the Swedish public consciousness (Rosenberg, 2002, p. 103). 

The play has since then been performed around the world, in Sweden as late as 2009 at 

Stockholms Stadsteater. 

 George Miles was Cooper’s lover during his teenage years. During the decade-long writing process of the cycle dedicated to Miles, 5

Cooper got go know that Miles took his life many years earlier.
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2.2. Forbidden Fruit - A Short Reflection on the Choice of Material 

What was it then that caused the outrage when the works by Cooper and Ravenhill were published? 

It was not mainly the language, and certainly not the narratological techniques or their ideological 

stances. It was mainly the content of the narratives that provoked people. Detailed descriptions of, 

mainly gay men, performing acts of necrophilia, pedophilia, elements of explicit violence, often in 

combination with sex, rape and suicide. It was both provocative for a gay audience who felt 

betrayed of the depictions as well as other groups of audiences provoked by the lack of moral 

stances towards the strong content.  

Why then choose works that are not joyful or pleasant to read? Why try to find a light where 

there only seems to be darkness? Why try to extract meaning from something that seems 

incomprehensibly immoral, all through nihilistic? My answer is that those text scares me. The 

content of the texts scare me and the feelings they awake in me scare me. The texts touch me in a 

very uncomfortable way. I am fascinated and intrigued by what the texts do to me and what they 

potentially do to others. The question is simple: Why does immorality fascinate us? To make it 

short: I want to take revenge on the texts. I want to dissect and dismember them as they have 

pierced me.  

Sierz describes how a motive to why provocative theatre can be enjoyable is that we are 

fascinated by what most affronts us, and that our reactions to what we see might reveal something 

about ourselves — and that revelation might be that we enjoy watching something that we morally 

condemn (Sierz, 2000, p. 9). When discussing controversy in the in-yer-face theatre Sierz states that 

a play needs to ’touch raw nerves’ to cause controversiality and that the reactions from the audience 

to the performance, manifested through walkouts and protests, in themselves are performative 

aspects of the play (Sierz, 2000, p. 5). Sharing Sierz perspective I am aiming to explore what that 

raw nerve is constituting in my reading of the works, which also serves as the motive of my choice 

of study objects. 

With the term in-yer-face theatre (as well as transgressive fiction) follows connotations and 

expectations on the text to be brutal, provocative and immoral. It is important to enlighten from 

what position something may be denoted as provocative and immoral and how that position is 

related to aspects of normativity/non-normativity. 
Indeed, the term so often used about his work, ‘in-yer-face’, suggests a tendency to see each of these 
elements as part and parcel of a more generally ‘shocking’ whole. The problems this raises for subcultural 
audiences in this context, though, may be highlighted by a rhetorical question: for whom is rimming (for 
instance) shocking, and why? What kind of propensity for embarrassment or disgust is being exploited 
here in order to make a point about social alienation.  
(Alderson, 2010, pp. 879f) 
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Alderson enlightens a very important aspect of the constant denoting of Ravenhill’s work as 

’shocking’. These sort of descriptions exoticise practices that may not be very shocking for 

members of some subgroups. It may be shocking to see rimming on a theatre stage, but for a gay 

audience it is also a common sexual practice — then, to who do you speak, referring to rimming as 

shocking and for what purposes? Here it is easy to come to the conclusion that the shock technique 

is serving a commercial purpose to bring attention to the theatre production rather than trying to 

actually understand the play’s content. In many ways, one can argue that the literary criticism of the 

in-yer-face plays are in themselves playing with the dramaturgical logic that the plays often 

criticise, namely the way certain media dramatise their news stories to commodify them and 

transform them into sellable products. Therefore I intend to be very cautious to not do this kind of 

exoticising unconsciously, as a mean in aiming to resist that logic. 

Discussing the in-yer-face theatre US American theatre scholar Aaron C. Thomas is bringing up 

the same issue, that the technique of aimlessly catalog quotes on the atrocities observed in the plays 

enables the critic to ’to acknowledge, first, a sort of discomfort with the material while placing her 

or himself at a distance from the activities described.’ (Thomas, 2012, pp. 169f). Thomas’ 

observation both reinforces and nuances my argument — that the focus on the ’shocking’ is a way 

of exoticising the content and create a distance between the critic and the content.   6

I want to stress how there may be a power hierarchy with social aspects in the distancing 

process. The distancing process can be understood as a way to create an otherness, which is placing 

the critic ”on the inside” and the text in the outskirts, in the periphery. The social aspects of the 

creation of the otherness is that the very real individuals represented by the texts, are shovelled 

away to the outskirts, along with the texts. A mean to neutralise or avoid this process is to position 

oneself close to the text in the reading, to identify and empathise with the characters and the 

narrator. 

2.3. An American-British Bond 

Even though Cooper and Ravenhill were not part of a common literary movement or in the same 

circuit of writers they were aware of each other during the time of the writing of their works. 

Ravenhill has mentioned Cooper as one of his sources of inspiration for his early work, along with 

Douglas Coupland and Jay McInnery. Especially since he could not find anything similar in the 

 Although a strange ambivalence can be noted in Thomas’ text as he, in the presentation of Kane’s Blasted, repeatedly clarifies that 6

he choose to not quote Kane’s text because ’the images her character conjures are searing, painful descriptions of casual brutality that 
are not easily forgotten.’ (Thomas, 2012, p. 188f). The hinting about the controversial content combined with its absence creates a 
similar effect as the one Thomas criticise. 
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United Kingdom (Ravenhill, 2004, p. 311). British literary scholar James Annesley also identifies 

the works of blank fiction authors as directly influential on works like Trainspotting and works 

connected to the Cool Britannia movement (Annesley, 1998, p. 139). Sierz notes that Ravenhill was 

one of the first to recognise the connection between the blank fiction (here considered closely 

connected to transgressive literature) and the contemporary Britain (Sierz, 2000, p. 151). The in-

yer-face authors have been denominated as the British Brat Pack (the Brit Pack). The Brat Pack was 

a 1980s US American east coast literary group in which Bret Easton Ellis was the front figure and 

to which Dennis Cooper was connected (Young, 1992, p. vi; Annesley, 1998, p. 3; Saunders, 2002, 

p. 5). Although there doesn’t seem to exist any explicit proof that Cooper were influenced by 

Ravenhill, Cooper’s writings exists in a literary sphere that goes beyond the strictly US American. 

The modern literature scholar Danny Kennedy states that the ’fusion of European technique and 

ethos, with American themes and concerns’ has allowed Cooper to extend out beyond the aesthetic 

limitations of contemporary fiction (Kennedy, 2008a, p. 2) while Lev states that Cooper has been 

’nourished by European, and especially French, avant-garde and/or underground literature and film’ 

(Lev, 2006a, p. 15). 

2.4. Guidance – Introductions to the Narratives 

2.4.1. Introduction to Shopping and Fucking 

Shopping and Fucking consists of fourteen scenes of uneven length. There are only a few and short 

stage directions. Five characters appears in the play: Lulu, Robbie, Mark, Gary and Brian. Robbie, 

Mark and Gary have gotten their names from the British boy band Take That. Lulu’s name is 

inspired by Scottish singer and TV personality Lulu Kennedy-Cairns. Brian’s name possibly 

references Brian Harvey from British boy band East 17 (Rebellato, 2005, p. 92). Here follows a 

very brief summary of each scene; further summaries will be presented in the analysis. 

The first scene begins with Mark vomiting and refusing food from a ready-made meal offered by 

Lulu and Robbie. He then tells them their favourite story about how they were monetarily 

purchased by him and brought to his house; ’You’ve seen the transaction. And I take you both away 

and I take you to my house.’, he says (S&F, p. 5). The scene ends with Mark leaving the other to 

check into a rehab to tackle his drug addiction. Lulu reacts with anger while Robbie says: ’Stop 

him. Tell him to stay. Tell him I love him.’ (S&F, p. 7). 

The second scene consists of Lulu on an acting audition with Brian. When persuaded to take off 

here jacket and later her blouse, a number of chilled ready-meals falls to the floor, revealing Lulu 

has been shoplifting. Lulu defends herself: ’We have to eat. We have to get by. I don’t like this. I’m 
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not a shoplifter. By nature. My instinct is for work. I need a job. Please.’ (S&F, p. 12). The scene 

ends with Brian offering Lulu a selling job.  

The third scene begins with Robbie retelling how he had been stabbed by a plastic fork at his 

work at a hamburger chain. Lulu shows Robbie the plastic bag with E she has gotten from Brian to 

sell. While Robbie is counting the tablets Mark returns from the rehab discovering that Lulu and 

Robbie have started to dealing drugs. He refuses to kiss Robbie telling him he no longer wishes to 

build personal relationships as they makes him dependant on others and trigger his addictive 

behaviour. Mark then reveals he was thrown out from the rehab centre for having sex with another 

patient. ’You can’t kiss me. You fucked someone / but you can’t kiss me.’ (S&F, p. 19), Robbie says 

hurt. Mark says that the fucking does not mean anything since there was a transaction involved 

while kissing Robbie would mean something. Mark states he has to sort himself out on his own and 

leaves Robbie devastated.  

The fourth scene depicts the first meeting between Mark and Gary. They negotiate the price for 

Mark to rim Gary’s ass and upon agreeing on a price engage in the sexual act. While rimming, 

Mark gets blood from Gary’s ass in his mouth causing Gary to repay him his thirty pounds.  

In the fifth scene Lulu tells Robbie about her visit to the local Seven-Eleven store where she 

witnesses a wino stabbing the clerk. Lulu leaves the convenience store without taking action but 

taking the chocolate bar she wanted, something that seemed to cause her some distress: 
I took the bar of chocolate. She’s being attacked and I picked this up and just for a moment I thought: I 
can take this and there’s nobody to stop me. Why did I do that? What am I? 
(S&F, p. 30) 

Robbie says they must have a camera in the store recording everything. He also says they are 

probably used to incidents like that as overnight store clerks. He offers to start the drug trafficking 

on his own so Lulu can get some rest. She says: ’There’s just rule number one. Which is: He who 

sells shall not use.’ (S&F, p. 31).  

In scene six Gary wants to tell to Mark about how he has been raped by his mum’s new bloke. 

But Mark roughly tells him to shut up and then states he does not want to get attached to Gary, 

causing him to cry. Mark talks about his past trading his body for money and doing recreational 

drugs. The scene ends with Mark saying: ’I want to find out, want to know if there are any feelings 

left.’ (S&F, p. 34).  

Scene seven takes place in an emergency room. Robbie has been beaten and Lulu is there to take 

care of him. When Lulu discovers Robbie has given out the drugs without getting paid, because he 

felt sorry for people and gave them the pills she gets furious:  
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Fucking fucker arsehole. Fuck. 
Pillowbiter. (Hit.) Shitstabber. (Hit.) 
Boys grow up you know and stop playing with each other’s willies. Men and women make the future. 
There are people out there who need me. Normal people who have kind tidy sex and when they want it. 
And boys? Boys just fuck each other. 
(S&F, p. 39). 

In the eighth scene Gary tells about his violent step-father and the rapes. But also about his meeting 

with a social worker who asks him if his step-father uses a condom while raping him. Gary says he 

wants to ’cut something off’ with a ’knife or something’ (S&F, p. 41). The he tells Mark about his 

dream about ’this bloke. Looking out for me. He’ll come and collect me. Take me to his big 

house/’(S&F, p. 42). Mark nervously asks if Gary believes if Mark is the man who will fulfil his 

fantasy life, something Gary denies.  

In the ninth scene Lulu and Robbie watches TV together with Brian. A schoolboy, Brian’s son, 

plays the piano beautifully, which moves Brian to tears. Brian frames his son’s talent as divine, ’a 

gift from God’, but soon states that ’behind beauty, behind God, behind paradise’ there is money in 

form of the ’boarding fees and the uniforms, the gear, the music, skiing.’ (S&F, p. 49). The scene 

ends with Brian giving Lulu and Robbie seven days to pay off their debt from the ecstasy pills that 

were given away. 

The short tenth scene depicts Lulu and Robbie selling telephone sex from home. They both 

engage in multiple calls at the same time and seem successful, stating: ’We’re making money. […] 

We’re gonna be alright.’ (S&F, p. 52).  

The eleventh scene takes place in a changing room at the luxury department store Harvey 

Nichols in London. Gary is buying clothes for Mark. When noticing Mark’s erection, Gary teases 

him for getting horny from the shopping, Mark denies this, instead saying he loves Gary: 
what I’d like to do is move forward from this point and try to develop a relationship that is mutual, in 
which there is a respect, a recognition of the other’s needs.  
(S&F, p. 56) 

Gary replies that the kissing does not makes him feel anything at all and that he does not love Mark. 

He explains how he wants to be taken away by someone who understands him: 
I’m not after love. I want to be owned. I want someone to look after me. And I want him to fuck me. 
Really fuck me. Not like that, not like him. And yeah, it’ll hurt. But a good hurt. 
(S&F, p. 56) 

The scene ends with Mark begging Gary not to leave, before Gary relieves the situation by giving 

him a blowjob in the changing room. 

The twelfth scene begins with Robbie demanding why they have stopped receiving telephone 

sex calls, until he realises Lulu has pulled out the telephone chord to have a break. She defends 

herself against Robbie’s anger by telling him about a call she has received from a man who was 
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jerking off while watching the surveillance camera footage of the Seven-Eleven clerk getting 

stabbed. Lulu suggests they eat something but Robbie refuses. Mark suddenly enters with Gary 

after being away two weeks. When Robbie realises Mark is in love with Gary he fumes with 

jealous. As Robbie attacks Gary, Mark denies he has fallen in love. Here Robbie for the first time 

explicitly calls Mark his boyfriend. Robbie then learns about Gary’s dream to be taken away and 

offers to help him find the right man who can fulfil his wish. 

The thirteenth scene is the longest and most intensive. It begins with the characters playing truth 

and dare to trick Gary into revealing more about his secret dream. Mark starts the game off by a 

story about having sex in a bar bathroom with a red headed woman in police uniform named Fergie; 

’the skirt is up and she is like displaying this beautiful, come and get it snatch to die for, 

OK?’ (S&F, p. 75). They are interrupted by another woman in a police uniform, a blonde one, who 

’squeezes her way in’ (S&F, p. 77). It is apparent Mark’s story is alluding to an occasion in 1984 

when Fergie, former wife of Prince Andrew, and Lady Diana went to a London upper-class party 

dressed as police men.  The age difference between Gary and the other characters is made visible 7

here as Gary does not understand that the story is not true.  

After Mark’s interlude Gary begins to tell his story, with the help of leading questions from the 

others. Slowly the characters start to enact Gary’s words, pushing him around and putting a 

blindfold on him. They spin him around and Mark and Robbie approaches him. Robbie undo Gary’s 

trousers and starts to silently fuck him from behind. Robbie offers Gary to Mark, saying: ’Do you 

know what he is? He is trash. Trash and I hate him. Want him, you can have him.’ (S&F, p. 83). 

This statement echoes the words occurring in Mark’s story in the first scene. When Gary calls Mark 

his dad, Mark stops fucking him, beating him instead. Robbie fucks Gary instead until Gary says:  
Because – look – this bit. It doesn’t end like this. He’s always got something. He gets me in the room, 
blindfolds me. But he doesn’t fuck me. Well not him, not his dick. It’s the knife. He fucks me – yeah – but 
with a knife. So… 
(S&F, p. 84) 

Lulu and Robbie refuses getting a knife but Gary insists this is what he wants, reminding them he 

pays them for fulfilling his dreams and that they are in need of money. Mark offers to do it and the 

last words Gary and Mark exchange before Mark put the knife in Gary are: 
Gary Do it. Do it and I’ll say ’I love you’. 
Mark Alright. You’re dancing and I take you away. 
(S&F, p. 85) 

In the last scene Brian comes back and states that everyone needs a story to combat loneliness. He 

associates capitalism and patriarchy with ’The Cycle of Being’ from The Lion King and John F. 

 As the play was touring England at the time of Lady Diana’s death this episode was slightly changed at the performances following 7

the Paris incident. In the original version Lady Diana is the first woman and Fergie the second one (Sierz, 2000, p. 133).
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Kennedy’s famous words ’Get the money first’, framing the phrase as the opening of the Bible.  8

The scene and the play ends with Mark telling a similar story as in the beginning while have ready-

made meals together with Lulu and Robbie. 

2.4.2. The Sluts 

The Sluts consists of five independent parts, each between 20-70 pages long. The first, third and 

final parts of the novel takes places on a website reviewing gay male escorts. The second section 

consists of conversations starting with news paper personals. The fourth sections consists of mails 

and faxes between the main characters. 

The first part, called ’Site 1’, consists of 18 reviews of the gay male escort Brad from different 

customers. Each review consists of a short table-fashioned description of Brad including name, 

location, age, day of date, rates, heights, weights, description of body and facial hair, dick size and 

appearance, sexual position and ratings. Some of the reviews are written by the same person, some 

of them are commented by other customers, by Brad and/or the webmaster of the site. In some 

reviews Brad has gotten other names, such as Steven or Kevin. The reviewers contribute under 

nicknames. In total 14 nicknames writes reviews of Brad in this part of the novel. Some of them 

write multiple reviews (e.g., ’brian’, ’secretlifer34’ and ’corey4escortsd’) and some will play bigger 

roles in later parts of the novel (e.g., ’brian’ and ’builtlikeatruck44’). The webmaster is participating 

as a voice that is commenting the level of truthfulness in each review. Other voices in this part are 

the escorts Stevie and Ed, representing the gay male escort agency Boys-Next-Door Agency. The 

description of the website is based on a real life model of a California based website from the 

1990s-early 2000s where gay male hustlers were reviewed and could find customers. The first part 

ends with a last review by ’brian’ and comments from the web master as well as ’builtlikeatruck44’. 

One could say that the narrative starts to crack here as ’brian’ is revealing most of what he has said 

is fabricated, and as the web master tells that ’corey4escortsd’ is wanted for the murder of the escort 

Stevie. At the same time the web master closes down the review board and opens up a discussing 

group at the websites message centre. The posts in this discussion group makes up the third section 

of the novel, but first the second section, ’Ad’, presents conversations (mainly telephone calls) 

between the nickname ’Box 157’ and numerous different other individuals.  

In six conversations, all starting with news papers personals, negotiations are taking place. The 

negotiations centres around the price for ’Box 157’ to kill the respectively ad writer. Either ’Box 

 In The Lion King the correct phrase is  ”The Circle of Life”.8

!13



157’ is negotiating directly with the person who wants to die or with a person who will provide 

another individual. The section contains only the conversations between them, not the actual events. 

Therefore we do not know how many, if any, murders there are. It is possible that all is fantasy, but 

also possible that ’Box 157’ is a serial killer, necrophile and pedophile killing up to six individuals 

in this section. 

The third section of the novel consists of 124 entries in a discussion group at the message board 

at the website presented in the first section. 61 different nicknames are used including the 

webmaster. Most nicknames only contribute with one entry but some of the more frequent writers 

are ’pppeter’, ’boybandluvXXX’, ’thegayjournalist’, ’snazzystock’, ’someoneone’, ’egarrison’ and 

’xtracutebill’. ’brian’ and ’builtlikeatruck44’, from the first section, returns. The length of the 

entries differs from shorter ones consisting of only a couple of words to longer ones stretching out 

more than a page. In the section the story about Brad’s life and doings is developed. Just like in the 

first section the struggle about ’owning’ the story continues with different opinions and views on 

what is morally righteous or not. Others have noted the reflexive nature of transgressive texts (e.g., 

Hoey, 2015, p. 4) and in the third section of the novel this characteristic is present and increasing as 

the narrative progresses. I have earlier said that the narrative starts to ’crack’ in the end of the first 

episode with many contradicting stories being presented. In the third section one could say the 

narrative gets overloaded, or oversaturated. The many contradicting statements, testimonies and 

depictions are making it hard to follow the narrative, especially since almost all characters at one 

time or another confess that they have been lying about parts of their tellings. Combined with the 

subjects discussed and some very disturbing depictions, including rape, murder, child molesting and 

a detailed depiction of a snuff video recording, the reading experience becomes very intense in a 

way that makes it difficult to attentively take in the full story as a reader. The last entry in the 

discussion group lets us know that the person who have been writing under the nick name 

’thegayjournalist’ in fact is not a journalist but a person called Zack Young presenting himself as a 

’Gorgeous poz top seeks cute slender 18-20 year old neg bottoms for breeding.’ (The Sluts, pp. 

159f). Zack Young immediately admits that he has been lying but also says he is in direct contact 

with Brad and is going to bring him back to Los Angeles.   

The fourth section, called ’Email, Fax’ is the shortest one, consisting of thirteen letters written by 

Brad. The first twelve of the letters are directed to Brian while the last one is written to Zack. In the 

last letter we learn that Zack has been pretending to be Brian in the twelve first letters. We only get 

to read the letters from Brad, but we understand from the letters that Brian/Zack has answered at 

least some of them. Also, it seems that not all letters from Brad are included in this section, as he 
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refers back to things he claims that he has written that we have been able to read. The first letter is 

an answer on a letter from Brian/Zack, and lets us know that Brian/Zack is the one who has initiated 

the conversation. The first letter is also the first time, except for the short commentary to review #3 

in the first section and a, possibly falsified, letter presented in the third section, where we get to hear 

Brad’s own voice. Brad has been out of prison for a couple of months, trying to start a new life with 

Elaine and their baby. During this section we follow him as he develops an addiction to drugs, is 

thrown out by Elaine and travels back to Los Angeles. The thirteen letters depicts his struggles 

getting to Los Angeles, failing numerous times due to his drug addiction. In the last letter he 

confirms that he will meet up with Zack saying: ’So I’ll be standing on that corner like you said, 

and you pick me up, and we’ll go from there, and I trust you.’ (The Sluts, p. 184). 

The last section of the novel is called ’Site 2’ and follows the same template as the first section. 

It consists of twelve reviews by men who have met, or claim to have met Brad. All of the reviewers 

are new, or at least the nicknames have not been used earlier in the novel, and none is appearing 

more than once, although some comment other reviews. Parallel to the reviews a discussion takes 

place involving earlier characters of the novel, both support characters like ’jimmytaylor’, 

’snazzystocky’, ’pppeter’, ’ticktock88’, ’bizeeb7’ and ’llbean’ as well as more profiled and 

influential characters like the webmaster (who is commenting all but one review,) 

’builtlikeatruck44’ and, of course Brian and Brad himself. Brian comments most reviews. When 

commenting the eighth review he reveals he is Zack Young, the same identity that pretended to be 

Brian in the email/fax conversation with Brad in section four. Furthermore someone claiming to be 

the real Brian appears with one comment in relation to the eleventh review. I discuss the 

implications of the identity confusions later in the thesis. What is interesting is that Brad once again 

appears with one comment in relation to a review, just like in the first section. Those two comments, 

together with his thirteen emails/faxes in section four are the few occasions where Brad’s voice 

takes place in the narrative. The descriptions of violence are even more graphic and detailed than in 

earlier depiction in the novel.  

A complex aspect of writing about this novel is how to refer to the characters. Partly because 

most of the characters go by nicknames and partly because some characters are pretending to be 

someone else; something we, as readers, get to know later in the novel; and partly because multiple 

characters pretends to be the same person. I have chosen to present all the characters by their 

nicknames within quotation marks to make them more easily distinguishable in the text. The 

webmaster is referred to as the webmaster. Characters that go by nicknames and their real names in 

the novel, like Jimmy Taylor and Elaine, are referred to with their real names. The complex of 
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characters like Brad/Thad, Brian/Zack and Jimmy Taylor/”brian”/”thegayjournalist” are referred to 

differently during the thesis. I am using ”brian” and ”thegayjournalist” when referring to their posts, 

letters, emails, entries and faxes written by them. I am using Brian when referring to utterances 

about or by Brian where the characters, and the readers, believe they are communicating to or with 

Brian, the same for Zack. I am using either Brad or Thad depending on who the characters believe 

they are in communication with our about.  

I want to bring attention to the fact that there is characters called Brian in both Shopping and 

Fucking and The Sluts. Brian from Shopping and Fucking is always mentioned together with the 

title of the play or the other characters of the play; Lulu, Robbie, Mark and Gary. Brian from The 

Sluts is mentioned like Brian, ”brian” or Brian/Zack depending on how he is presented in the novel. 

When mentioned as Brian he is always mentioned together with the title of the novel or with Brad. 

3. A Path Through the Land Beyond Morality - Methodology and Distribution 

I have chosen to not take responsibility for the content in any of the texts. That does not mean that I 

am not affected by the content or indifferent to the fact it can invoke strong feelings in its receivers. 

I treat the texts as maps of investigation of a land still unknown to me. In a tradition of queer 

ecocriticism I want to compare this study with the exploration of a moral periphery, we are on a 

journey into the wilderness without a map. The characters exist in the periphery, a sort of wilderness 

as an opposite of the straight subjects existing ’on the inside’, as understood as ’in the centre’. This 

is an important dichotomy to help us better understand how the characters as bodies are situated in 

their contexts. The centre and periphery shall not be considered as physical spaces but rather 

imaginary spaces for identities to perform. What I want to display is how the characters in the 

works of Cooper and Ravenhill exist in a bewildered space within the confinement of the 

civilisation. I stress that they invert the concept of civilisation and in the inverted centrality they 

become manifestations of a distorted periphery. 

3.1. The Dialectic Reading Act 

Referring to French literary theorist Roland Barthes, Australian literary scholar Molly Hoey 

suggests that the critic shall focus on the dialectic relationship between the text and the reader rather 

than the potential pleasure value in the meeting with the transgressive literature (Hoey, 2014, p. 29). 

Discussing the shock technique in in-yer-face theatre Sierz states that the main reason that theatre 

have a great shock potential is that it is live, that taboos ’are broken not in individual seclusion but 

out in the open.’ (Sierz, 2000, p. 6). The foundational idea presented by Sierz is that the shook effect 
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caused by the act of breaking taboos is greater when done in a social context where individual 

reactions are visible to others. I believe that this is valid for the solitary reading too. The awareness 

that my reactions could be visible to others is intimidating when the story breaks taboos and forces 

us to react. US American literary scholar Leora Lev highlights how Cooper is refusing his audience 

a moral safe ground by not differencing ’the moral ”I” with the immoral ”thou”’ (Lev, 2006a, p. 26). 

I interpret this trait of Cooper’s writing as a way for him to force the reader to become an active 

agent in the reading act. Bearing Hoey’s, Sierz’  and Lev’s words in mind I will be attentive to the 

fact that I am reacting to what I read is one of the premises to even discuss the transgressive 

literature and its content.  

Just as transgressive literature is demanding the reader, and the literary critic, to engage in the 

text, with the risk of revealing one’s own desires and limitations, the writings on the in-yer-face-

theatre have often referred to how the plays relate to their audience, especially in when the first 

waves of in-yer-face-authors emerged during the 90s (e.g., Sierz, 1998, p. 324). Very few 

academical works have tried to reach further beyond the text in their investigations of the play. In 

line with Hoey’s claims that the writer need to aim beyond ’objective criticism’ and engage 

personally in the text, my intention is to involve myself in the reading of the play. 

I had a very strong vision until the very end of the work with the thesis to include more of my 

own observations of my reactions during the reading process. I strongly believe it would have 

enriched the thesis with many thought-provoking ideas as well as embarrass me due to my naivety. 

Due to practicalities and the limited scope of this work I have chosen to not include them as I am 

afraid that they might, presented in an unaware way, obscure the sharpness of my text. 

3.2. Clusters and Hubs 

To be able to orientate myself in the procedural journey away from centrality I have gathered my 

observations in seven clusters. I have aimed to produce a report of my observations in a loose and 

somewhat incoherent way to reach towards the peripheral of my conscious. My observations are 

gathered in seven clusters, as to be understood as a set of loosely connected entities working 

together non-hierarchic, enriching each other in a rhizomatic way. Unfortunately comprehensibility 

requires structure and therefore parts of the thesis is more hub-like where overarching themes are 

guiding the division of the material. I believe that it is healthy to remember what the structure is 

working against, namely an irrational brain enslaved by the logic of association.  

Of the seven clusters there are five that directly discuss Shopping and Fucking and The Sluts; 

’Civilisation and Capitalism’, ’Internalised Fear, Hyperreality and Truth’, ’”Is this for real? Is that a 
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stupid question?” - Simulacrum and Hyperreality’, ’Death and Desire’ and ’Killing As Moral and 

The Loss of Autonomy’. The last two clusters are narrative-external discussions upon how the 

works use the techniques of the blank filling and the implicated reader and, of course, the 

irresistible question on why the works are so reluctant to gay culture in their refusal to please the 

reader. Those two terminating clusters are also discussing the methodology and undeveloped 

research questions as well as gather the conclusions of the preceding clusters into a wholeness that 

is related to a discussion about gay identity. For the reader requiring a less queerly bending reading, 

preferring a more straight-forward experience, the theory chapter as well as the final conclusion 

hopefully enlightens what is obscured in the main section of the thesis. 

The first cluster discusses different aspects of civilisation, understood as localised as a central 

point in opposition to the physical, moral and social periphery. Capitalism and consumerism is 

naturally permeating the civilisation, as well as in our discussion. Heteronormativity is identified as 

located in the civilisation and capitalism is mediated through patriarchal heritage. 

The second cluster is, with help from Foucault’s concepts of discipline, the Panoptic gaze and 

the utile body, discussing the scheme of gazes as well as hyperreal surfaces and the role of 

precedency of the narrative and its implications. 

The third cluster is discussing questions on commodification, hyperreality and simulacra and 

their implications on the concepts of myths and fame. Furthermore authenticity and the limit of the 

subject are explored. 

The fourth cluster takes us into a journey exploring the deep desires of the human being. Using 

Lacan we trace the ’ultimate’ in the intersection of concepts of love and death and desire. 

The fifth cluster investigates how modes of indifference and ennui relate to autonomy and 

passivity. Furthermore health and illness are discussed as aspects of a gay identity as an opposite to 

heteronormativity.  

Discussing the dialectic readership and affections I explore the very mode of techniques that can be 

observed in the texts. Here I also reflect on how these approaches to literature can enrich the 

methodology for the literary thesis.  

Finally I will illuminate how the texts can be considered as alternative representations of a gay 

experience where morality and amorality are used to enlighten different approaches to gay visibility. 

3.3. The Theatre Play Beyond the Text 

Although the text are the primary focus of my investigation, the characteristics of the different 

genres that the texts belong to demand slightly different approaches. While Cooper’s novel is 
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treated as a nothing more than a text, I have aimed to not disregard the performative aspects of 

Ravenhill’s theatre play. Due to limitations in my working progress I have not been able to fully 

investigate the performative aspects to the extent I had wished for. Therefore the concept of the 

theatre play as set of signs will not be explicitly present in the thesis. 

3.4. On the Inconsistency of Language 

I want to enlighten an aspect of scholarly writing that may seem under-illuminated. Writing a thesis 

during such an extended time period as multiple years is not only a journey within the subject, but 

also a journey within the language itself. Along the process when the ideas and concepts that found 

the text are evolving the language evolves too, especially when writing in another language than 

one’s first language. Therefore a thesis of this format may contain a non-stringent language or an 

inconsequential use of terms and concepts. Rather than aiming to streamline the language through a 

rigid template from the beginning or create a clinic surface through a cleaning process I have 

chosen to let the language crack. I want the reader to bear in mind the perception of language as a 

rhizomatic system of signs where the terms and concepts drawn from different contexts cross-

fertilise each other resulting in a language of hybridity rather than a language characterised of 

captivity. The inconsequences and discrepancies are opening up for leaks where those hybrids can 

emerge. 

4. Guidance Through the Unknown - Theoretical Background 

The founding theoretical framework consists of concepts of the French philosopher and cultural 

theorist Jean Baudrillard. His concepts are used to display how the characters ennui can be 

considered both as consequences of exhaustion caused by what Baudrillard define as the simulacra, 

as well as a source of momentum for individual action. Furthermore concepts drawn from French 

historian and social theorist Michel Foucault, French philosopher Jean-Pierre Lyotard, French 

psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, British-Australian queer theorist Sara Ahmed and US American 

theorist Judith Butler are used. 

4.1. Simulacra and Hyperreality 

To be able to understand the logic under which our characters are acting we need a theoretical 

framework that explains how the individuals autonomy and momentum are related to capitalism and 

consumerism. In Simulacra and Simulation (1994 [1981]) Baudrillard presents a theoretical model 

which allows us to connect these aspects of civilised existence. To Baudrillard reality must be 

!19



understood as simulation rather than a mirroring, doubling or concepting. The simulation is in the 

postmodern society a generation of models ’of a real without origin or reality: a 

hyperreal.’ (Baudrillard, 1994 [1981], p. 1). The hyperreal is the result of an endless amount of 

copies, replicating in an indefinite number to such an extent it has lost connection to the original 

model. As reality is lost into the indefinite replicas, the hyperreal takes over. Through this process 

concepts as ’true’, ’false’, ’real’ and ’imaginary’ become contested as their defining contours are 

threatened (Baudrillard, 1994 [1981], pp. 2f). 

Simulation must be understood as opposite to representation, as representation implicates that 

there is an equivalence between the sign and the real, while simulation is denying every reference to 

what may be called real (Baudrillard, 1994 [1981], p. 6). An important logic to the hyperreal is the 

creation of the contrasting imaginary that conceals the absence of the real, within the hyperreal. 

Baudrillard uses Disneyland to exemplify how the surrounding US American society appears more 

real contrasted by the amusement park presented as imaginary. Thus the reality principle of the 

society surrounding Disneyland is intact (Baudrillard, 1994 [1981], pp. 12f).   

As constructions of opposites such as true-false, or real-imaginary, collapses, the concept of 

meaning implodes, and this is where simulation begins (Baudrillard, 1994 [1981], p. 31). 

Baudrillard identifies how the concept of Panopticon can be understood in the light of hyperreality 

stating that ’a switch from the panoptic mechanism of surveillance […] to a system of deterrence, in 

which the distinction between the passive and the active is abolished.’ (Baudrillard, 1994 [1981], p. 

29). Here the collapse of the narrative and the victory of the simulacra (i.e., the collapse of the 

distinction between the objects and the signs/representations) imply that the distinction between the 

Panoptic gaze and the object is blurred. The consequence is that the line between the object on the 

screen and the viewer/gazer inexorably disintegrates, forcing the viewer to identify with the object. 

Reality and hyperreality becomes one in 
which it becomes impossible to locate one instance of the model, of power, of the gaze, of the medium 
itself, because you are always already on the other side. No more subject, no more focal point, no more 
center or periphery: pure flexion or circular inflexion. No more violence or surveillance: only 
’information’, secret virulence, chain reaction, slow implosion, and simulacra of spaces in which the 
effect of the real again comes into play. 
(Baudrillard, 1994 [1981], pp. 29f) 

How the hyperreality and the Panoptic gaze relate to each other and to the collapsing narrative 

within the texts will be further discussed in relation to the scene when Lulu witnesses the murder in 

Shopping and Fucking and in relation to Brad existence as a cybercelebrity in The Sluts. 

Baudrillard presents three orders of simulacra, here I will use the second version. In this order 

simulacra is to be understood as productive, a force occurring throughout the whole system of 
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production, a ’Promethean aim’ of an ’indefinite liberation of energy’ connected to desire 

(Baudrillard, 1994 [1981], p. 121). By presenting this order I want to mediate an understanding of 

simulacra as not only passivating but also as a force that creates a momentum of longing for 

authenticity, for the genuine. As discussed later desire can, in this context, be understood as one of 

the most pure and authentic forces in the human mind. 

Others have already noted how Cooper relates to the hyperreal through his language. Very often 

his characters acts like something is happening or moving them, rather than as if they are 

experiencing something, or as they think they are expected to act or feel. How this can be 

understood as simulacra is obvious but I want to explore how the characters themselves become 

hyperreal objects through the collapsing narrative. To be able to go through with the analysis I will 

use Baudrillard’s concept of the phases of the image. First the image is understood as the reflection 

of a profound reality; then as a mask that denatures a profound reality; further as a masking of the 

absence of a profound reality; and finally it has reached the pure simulacrum, where it bears no 

relation to any reality whatsoever (Baudrillard, 1994 [1981], p. 6). I will argue that Brad of The 

Sluts is going through the same phases of simulacrum as presented here. 

In Fatal Strategies (1990 [1983]) Baudrillard claims that the world is not aiming for equilibrium, 

but rather radical antagonism with the consequences that extremities appear even more extreme to 

an extent where the objects transcend themselves, i.e., ’we will not distinguish the true from the 

false, but will look for the falser than false: illusion and appearance…’ (Baudrillard, 1990 [1983], p. 

7). Baudrillard is presenting a perception of the world where the concepts and ideas are surpassing 

themselves. In this world aesthetics are to be understood as morality contrasted by ecstasy as in 

immorality. Immorality as a superlative power consuming the energy of the opposite, and in the 

light of the ecstasy the Truth is becoming Simulation. Ecstasy is the quality of the body in its most 

pure and empty form, and Simulation is the ecstasy of the Real (Baudrillard, 1990 [1983], pp. 8f). 

In Baudrillard’s framework sexuality is not sublimated, repressed or moralised but is engulfed by 

the hypersexuality, by Baudrillard identified as porn (Baudrillard, 1990 [1983], p. 11). 

There is no explicit gay point of view in Simulacra and Simulation or Fatal Strategies. The shift 

in the perception of the gay male in the public mind in the years overlapping the 1980s and 90s, 

when the image of the gay male man as a consumer was created and quickly spread, is a process 

where the gay male subject was imbibed by the capitalist system and explicitly emerged as a 

marketing target object (Bronski, 1998, pp. 144f). This process can furthermore be understood 

through the lens of Baudrillard as a hyperreal image. Public visibility of a minority can be 

understood as to be validated and recognised as a subject but also as an assimilation into dominant 
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culture leading to disqualification of individuals that fails to perform as expected by stereotype 

presented. US American ecofeminist Greta Gaard displays how the erotic (and especially the 

perverted erotic) is so strongly associated to queer subject positions that it becomes the most salient 

feature of the identity (Gaard, 1997, p. 118). In other words, the gay male stereotype is 

oversaturated with attributes that it excludes the subject once inheriting the position. 

My understanding of the oversaturation that Baudrillard presents through the concepts of 

simulacra and simulation is that the oversaturation exhaust the subject, creating an ennui that both 

passivates but also works as a momentum in the subject. This momentum can be understood as the 

force which motivates the subject to experience something authentic, something genuine. For the 

gay male subject of the 1990s this process must be understood in relation to the contemporary 

political and societal events, such as the AIDS crisis and its consequences (literally killing 

individuals and questioning of the gay male subject as a fully accepted citizen) and the duality of 

the emergence of the public gay male subject as both highly political as well as highly 

commodified. All these aspects have to be understood as aspects of citizenship, which in turn shall 

be understood as a matter of centrality and periphery and by extension the access to power.  

Sometimes research made with the use of the theoretical framework, or tools, provided by 

Baudrillard tend to appear abstract with little concrete connection to the real lives lived by real 

people. Although this thesis explores two fictional works I want to stress the material implications 

that phenomenons such as hyperreality, simulacra and commodification may have on people’s lives 

as well as the origin of said phenomenons have in the economic system of capitalism. 

4.2. Gaze and Discipline 

The production of Foucault is massive and includes a wide range of subjects. I have chosen to use 

only part three of Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1995 [1975]) since Foucault’s 

concept of the Panopticon and its relation to surveillance, discipline and productivity is most clearly 

expressed in this part. I want to display how the concept he presents can be considered fundamental 

for a capitalist logic within a humanistic society built on the ideal of the liberation of the individual.  

To Foucault, discipline is a purely physical phenomenon that is expressed through and on the 

carnal body with the goal to increase its efficiency and utility (Foucault, 1995 [1975], pp. 137f). 

The efficiency is reached through an organisation and controlling of the bodies spatially and 

chronologically to increase the effect of their function (Foucault, 1995 [1975], pp. 141-169). The 

mean to with this effect is supposed to be achieved is not to openly force the individuals into the 

system, but rather to drill them (Foucault, 1995 [1975], p. 170). The drill is achieved through 
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constant surveillance and punishment. The constant surveillance is implemented through an all-

embracing gaze. The gaze is constantly present since it is realised by the once who are surveilled — 

the surveilled becomes their own surveyors (Foucault, 1995 [1975], pp. 176f). The punishment 

within the disciplinary system is executed with the corrective aim to normalise the deviating 

individuals (Foucault, 1995 [1975], pp. 177-184). Since it is punishing what is deviating from the 

societal norms, it is also all-embracing. With this in mind we have to understand the disciplinary 

power as productive, it is producing and reproducing the societal norms as well as what we call 

truth, world view and conception of reality (Foucault, 1995, p. 194). 

What is most interesting for us is how the all-embracing gaze is working. To illustrate this logic 

Foucault uses Bentham’s Panopticon. In the Panopticon the individuals know that there is always 

someone who is possibly surveilling them, but they never know who or when. Foucault describes 

this as ’the surveillance is permanent in its effect, even if it is discontinuous in its action, the 

perfection of power should tend to render its actual exercise unnecessary […] in short, that the 

inmates should be caught up in a power situation of which they are themselves the 

bearers.’ (Foucault, 1995 [1975], p. 201). In other words the surveilling gaze is internalised and the 

individuals becomes their own surveyors. In my analysis I will display how the characters are 

affected by this gaze as well as connect it to Baudrillard’s concept of hyperreality and 

hypersexuality. 

I want to elaborate on how this internalised gaze can be connected to normalising effects as well 

as a capitalist logic. Foucault states that Panopticon can be understood as the ’the great tribunal 

committee of the world’ where the discipline is democratically controlled since everyone are each 

others surveyors (Foucault, 1995 [1975], p. 207). But I want to stress that democratic power never 

can satisfy more than the majority. For those who cannot live in harmony with the norm system of 

the majority the invisible violence of Panopticon becomes visible. In other words, deviations are 

punished through ostracism from the discourse. Foucault describes that the Panoptic discipline acts 

on the social body in a ’diffuse, multiple and polyvalent way.’ (Foucault, 1995 [1975], pp. 208f). 

That makes it very hard for the individual to define it and answer to it. One of the mechanisms that 

provokes this characteristic is that it is exclusively the individuals that deviates from the majority 

that are affected by the corrective disciplinary measurements. At the same time the foremost 

function of the discipline is not to ’neutralize dangers, to fix useless or disturbed populations’ but 

rather to affect them positive in the sense of creating more productive and utile individuals 

(Foucault, 1995 [1975], p. 210). In other words the development of the Panoptic gaze and the 

postmodern individual is intended to foremost serve the purposes of capitalism. 
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4.3. Small and Grand Narratives 

Lyotard is in The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1984 [1979]) analysing how the 

grand narratives, in the more fragmentised post-modern world, are losing their dominant position as 

the hegemonic description of the state of the world, in favour for the micro-narratives. He defines 

postmodernity as an ’incredulity toward metanarratives’ (Lyotard, 1984 [1979], p. xxiv) and notes 

that knowledge has become more important, both as product and as an industry since the Second 

World War (Lyotard, 1984 [1979], pp. 3f). But in a more connected and transparent society the idea 

of a singular truth is challenged and parallel complexes of truthiness are contesting each other. 

Certain authorities are therefore needed to legitimate the dominant description of the truth (Lyotard, 

1984 [1979], pp. 7f). In contemporary society and culture the grand narratives have lost their 

credibility. It can be understood as a consequence of the new technologies emerging since the 

Second World War, ’which has shifted emphasis from the ends of action to its means’ or as the 

’redeployment of advanced liberal capitalism’ (Lyotard, 1984 [1979], pp. 37f) which is prioritising 

the individual freedom in favour over collectivism and communism. The grand narratives are lost in 

favour for the individual project. The diminution of the grand narratives have produced peculiar 

consequences; as the ’logic of maximum performance’, which in its inconsistency demands both 

less work to lower production costs and more to lessen the social burden of the idle population. In 

opposite to earlier periods of time, we do not expect ’salvation to rise from these 

inconsequences’ (Lyotard, 1984 [1979], p. xxiv). Parallel to the diminution of the grand narratives 

little, or local, narratives are instead emerging (Jameson, 1984 [1979], p. xi). The concept of grand 

narratives and micro-narratives are playing a great role in the analysed texts in this thesis. 

4.4. The Subject As Absence and the Pleasure As Mutual Desire 

Lacan’s writings are extensive and I have no intention to fully cover his theoretical complex or 

tracing the changing implications of the notions in his texts. The use of his concepts and terms in 

this thesis should be understood as follows.  

The Swedish psychoanalyst and feminist theorist Iréne Matthis describes Lacan as a locomotive 

thinker. The definitions of the language and the key terms are not fixed throughout his authorship, 

but changing from text to text through time (Matthis, 1989, pp. 11f). The locomotive aspect, as well 

as the complexity of Lacan’s texts are the reasons to why I have chosen the text Jacques Lacan og 

psykoanalysen. En presentatsjon av Lacans liv og verk (1986), by the Norwegian psychoanalyst 

Svein Haugsgjerd, as the reference point of use in the work with Lacan’s theoretical concepts in this 
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thesis. My aim of using concepts drawn from Lacan is to present a theoretical framework whereby 

we can understand the intersections of desire, sexuality and death.  

Lacan identifies three orders in the developing human. The first order, the real, occurs during the 

auto-erotic stage during the first six months in life. This order is preceding and independent from 

following orders as it is exterior to them. There is a split in this order, identified as the object of 

drive, which emerges as the need. In other words, the object that is needed but is not present 

(Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 31). The following order, the imaginary, is characterised by the mirror stage 

where the subject is split into a perceiving and a perceived instance. The imaginary order is creating 

a self awareness but also  
traps the subject in a Hegelian ’struggle of death’ to receive the recognition of the Other – a struggle 
about being the Master and not the Slave, about objectifying (in other words being the subject) and not 
being objectified.  
(Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 29, my translation). 

This process is what brings order as an alternative to chaos and gives the child the perception of 

being a defined entity (Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 17). As soon as this perception is established, the 

alternative as in chaos and fragmentation is associated with anxiety and aggression. Furthermore 

this perception is illusional as the ideal of a coherent entity is unreachable, the split of the subject 

can never be undone and will therefore always represent a fundamental deficit in the subject 

(Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 23). The effect of the deficiency and asymmetry implied by the imaginary 

order is desire and castration. When the child enters the symbolic order the contradictions that 

characterises the imaginary order follows the individual throughout their life, just as the senses of 

fragmentation as chaos that characterises the order of the real (Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 30).  

Following the imaginary order, the symbolic order conforms the subject to the speech, and 

through that gives the subject the ability to observe the self from an external point of view. It is a 

transition from the narcissistic to the object related, and ’from the dyadic and pre-oedipal to the 

triadic and oedipal’ (Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 30). The oedipal is here symbolised as the great Other, 

and shall be understood as the Father and the Law. To find the resolution to the oedipal complex is 

to becoming a social being in harmony with the social context and its underlying laws. By extension 

this means that we accept that the we are formed by our symbolic relations and not the reversed 

(Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 32). The speech is consisting of chains of signifiers referring to each other 

and their signifiants. As the subject is constantly experiencing a sense of deficit, of what is not 

there, the subject tries to replace that deficit. This constant look for the replacement is identified as 

desire, and the speech is what expresses the desire as a constant momentum. The desire cannot be 

satisfied and through the chain of signifiers the deficit is even more clearly marked (Haugsgjerd, 
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1968, pp. 35f). Literature scholar Tim Woods notes that ’the desire for that other becomes a 

constituting part of the subject, which in turn drives history;’ (Woods, 1999, p. 19). Woods notion 

implies that desire is fundamental to the evolution of the individual as well as the society. 

The primacy of the symbolic order is that the idea of becoming a social being is to find one’s 

position in a system that is regulated by underlying rules, and by extension to find one’s own 

solution to the Oedipus complex. In other words figure out the relation to one’s own sex as well as 

the other sex(es), to one’s proceeders as well as the descendants. It is also to accept to be interposed 

in a fellowship of symbolic relations that form us and not vice versa (Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 32). The 

imaginary and the symbolic order will be used to analyse how the characters relate to themselves 

and others as autonomous subjects.  

What is important to notice is that the desire first emerges in the imaginary order, and later is 

articulated through the speech in the symbolic order, but it has its origin in the fantasies of the 

unconscious (Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 37). Lacan’s notion of the transitivism involves the aspect that 

the ego emerges through dialectical interaction with the outer world and that this transitivism is 

constituent for interpersonal interaction. In this system desire is the degree of how much an object is 

desired in relation to how desired other objects are (Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 24). The desire is the 

immediate request here and now, created by the drive (Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 105). It is related to the 

great Other and Lacan presents a theory on how the pervert and the neurotic relate to the Other 

through the system of desire. The neurotic is interpreting the Law as a prohibition and therefore 

represses the castration, with the consequence that they believe that the Other requests the 

castration. The pervert interprets the Law by accommodating the request by the Other through 

pleasure. Through the denial of the castration the Law of pleasure is created. While the neurotic 

denies the symbolic castration to face the imaginary one in the unconscious, the pervert denies them 

both. The pervert identifies with the other object and therefore not becoming the other’s partner, but 

the instrument for the Other’s pleasure (Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 108). 

Haugsgjerd traces the influence of german philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel 

(1770-1831) in the concepts of Lacan: 
To Hegel, the human is fundamentally conscious about herself, and it is not achieved by a (passive), a 
recognition, in which the subject is absorbed by the objects it recognises to, but through an (active) desire 
to seize (negate, devastate or change) the object she desires. And what the human finally desire is an 
other’s desire, an others recognition. The desire of an other’s desire is leading the human in an endless 
series of master-slave relations who only ends with the Absolute Master, The Death.”  
(Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 17, my translation) 

I present this quote in its full length because I want to stress how Hegel is relating desire to 

intersubjective power and death, as this is one of the fundamental themes of this thesis. 
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The last of Lacan’s concepts presented here is the Thing (la chose). The Thing shall be understood 

as the ’radical Other’, a paradox articulated as the myth about the absolute entity without flaws, but 

through its very existence there is proof that there is an absence in the absolute entity. The human 

relate to the Thing through the Pleasure and the Death drive. The Pleasure is to understand as the 

moment when the subject is performing as the Other’s signifier, as the phallus, and when there is a 

correspondence of presenting oneself as an imaginary phallus through desire, and to materialise the 

concept of the phallus to the Other, in other words, when the subject and the Other are the objects of 

desire in the same moment. This is the moment of orgasm and furthermore the Thing. In the 

moment of the Pleasure the Thing is emptied of meaning and disappears, along with the desire. This 

other side of the Thing is what the Death drive relates to — emptiness. The Death drive does not 

refer to violence or the will to die but the way the human faces the negativity of the empty 

signifiant. The Death drive appears in the repetition. As Haugsgjerd formulates it: ’The Death drive 

is the pain of existence.’ (Haugsgjerd, 1986, pp. 108f). The concepts of the Pleasure and Death 

drive will be used to analyse how sexuality, violence and desire intersect each other, and especially 

to the idea of the ’ultimate’.  

4.5. To Take In – Food and Passivity 

A fundamental aspect of being human is the need of food. Without eating we would not be able to 

exist. From that perspective food and the need of food have a survival aspect that makes us 

vulnerable. That vulnerability can bee understood as the significancy of proximity of matter as well 

as the transgression of the limits of our bodies as food has to be ’”taken into” the body’ (Ahmed, 

2004, p. 83). Ahmed displays how food is a very sensitive subject since it requires us to let an 

external object into our bodies. She connects this vulnerability to a power imbalance based on the 

cultural differences or fear for the Other. The idea of ’taking in’ is in the thesis understood as a 

performative act. It will be related to how eating, but also sexuality, can be perceived as threatening 

to the subject. ’Taking in’ is to transgress the borders or the body, to intersect the surface of the 

subject’s corporal representation in the world. 

Furthermore Ahmed displays how passivity is connected to weakness ’in terms of a tendency to 

be shaped by others’ (Ahmed, 2004, p. 2). To be passive is to be affected, to be reactive instead of 

active and dependent rather than independent. Ahmed traces the root of passivity to the Latin root 

passio. According to the Online Etymology Dictionary passio is corresponding to the Latin word 

passivus, meaning ’capable of feeling or suffering’ (Harper, 2017). Furthermore the first English use 

of the word is traced to the sense ’enduring suffering without resistance’ (Harper, 2017). Ahmed 
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notes that passion, and emotions, are connoting, something primitive — and, from a more 

traditional perspective, femininity (Ahmed, 2004, pp. 2f). These linguistically aspects of passivity 

will compose the background to which the passive role of the gay bottom will be analysed.  

4.6 Conformity and Deviation – The Heterosexual Matrix 

Butler’s importance and effects on the feminist movement as well as for the queer theory is well-

known, and this is not the time or place to present her full theory complex. Rather I want to present 

two concepts of great importance for this thesis. 

A fundamental idea to Butler’s concepts is that gender and sex are unstable subject positions, 

socially constructed and reproduced through repetitiveness of language and performative acts 

(Butler, 1999 [1990], pp. 12f). The construction of sex and gender is reinforced and perceived as 

natural through the heterosexual matrix, an imperative system that forces the individual into 

heterosexuality and a coherent gender expression in harmony with the sex expression. The 

heterosexual matrix requires an order with two identifiable genders with associated bodies that 

perform in harmony with the gender norms. The system is all-embracing and cannot be escaped 

from since there is no essentiality in the categories (Butler, 1999 [1990], pp. 23f). It is by failing to 

conform to the heterosexual matrix that homosexuality and other queer subject positions is made 

visible. Analysing how the characters organise their relations I will use the heterosexual matrix to 

connect the character’s sexuality and desire to a capitalist logic of reproduction and patriarchy. 

In Bodies That Matter (1993) Butler uses Althusser concept of interpellation to illustrate how the 

call can be performative as it formate the subject as socially situated (Butler, 1993, p. 121). It is a 

way to illustrate how the subject is created by the submitting to the identifying call from the other. I 

become Me through the call from the other. It is through the ’accumulation and converging’ of those 

calls that the I is installed. In other words I is created by others (Butler, 1993, p. 122). This process 

is related to power as power is implicated in the construction the I is assigned to. Interpellation, as a 

term, will be used to display how the characters use the language to create themselves and other’s 

through the speech.  

5. Pathfinders – Earlier Research 

To figure out where my thesis belongs in the wast landscapes of articles, dissertations and theses on 

these two prominent writers I have scanned the internet looking for texts about the writings of 

Dennis Cooper and Mark Ravenhill as well as texts specifically about The Sluts and Shopping and 

Fucking. Since the internet is a very big space, easy to get trapped in, I chose ProQuest, JSTOR, 
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Google Scholar and Web of Science for guidance in the international research and Libris, SwePub 

and Diva for domestic research. Unfortunately reality has boundaries which has limited my 

possibility to access some research. Articles and dissertations which have not be accessible through 

the library systems of Scandinavia, that have been to expensive to order or for other reasons have 

not been available have not been included in this research (e.g., Hester 2015; Hyemin 2015). 

There is an extensive number of texts written on Ravenhill’s Shopping and Fucking. A vast 

amount is of course journalistic material from the time when it was first performed and made 

controversy in the United Kingdom. But there are also an amount of criticism and of course the play 

is included in Sierz' book In-Yer-Face Theatre. British Drama Today (2000).  

The most important writings on Dennis Cooper’s authorship is two collection of essays. Enter at 

Your Own Risk: The Dangerous Art of  Dennis Cooper (2006) and Dennis Cooper Writing at the 

Edge (2008) collects essays, and other kind of artistic works made in relation to Cooper’s writing, 

who enlighten different aspect of his novels, with most of his works mentioned in one or another 

way. Apart from those two collections there are a number of dissertations and articles about his 

work discussing narrative technique and different themes in his writing such as death, sexuality, 

pornography, the gaze, etc.  

Despite a lot already have been said about the authors’ work separately I hope, and aim, to 

present new perspectives on the works studied here, especially since the authors have not been 

compared before. 

5.1. Research on the Works of Ravenhill 

Since Mark Ravenhill was perceived as one of the front figures (’the poster-boy’) of the high 

profiled in-yer-face theatre movement a lot have been written about him and his works, and 

especially Shopping and Fucking (Svich, 2003, p. 89). Themes that have been explored in the 

research on his writings are the relation to the in-yer-face theatre (Doğan, 2016) Ravenhill as a 

queer writer (Duffy, 2012), gay identity (Alderson, 2010), violence, rape and pain (Fetzer, 2007; 

Thomas, 2008) and postmodernity, consumption and commodification (Alderson, 2010; Wallace, 

2005). In the research the concepts of Baudrillard, Foucault, Francis Fukuyama and Slavoj Žižek 

have often been used as the theoretical framework. The works of Mark Ravenhill have often been 

compared to the works of Sarah Kane, especially Blasted (1995) and John Osborne’s Look Back in 

Anger (1956). 

At least fourteen published academic texts — articles, dissertations or conference papers — have 

been focusing on Shopping and Fucking. Some of them are referred to in the preceding paragraph. 
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Here I present an overview of the research with references to eight analyses. They consists of four 

articles, one dissertation and three books, representing Irish, Portugese, Serbian, Turkish and US 

American scholars. 

Irish literary scholar Clare Wallace, discusses a number of themes occurring in and around 

Shopping and Fucking in her study of Ravenhill and five other British play writers of the 1990s. 

She claims that Ravenhill uses elements of sensation and spectacle to generate awareness of 

historical realities in the audience (Wallace, 2006, p. 92). Furthermore Wallace suggests that 

Ravenhill’s plays ’representing and questioning the values (or the lack of values) of postmodern 

society.’ (Wallace, 2006, p. 98). Other themes explored by Wallace are consumerism and 

commodification, the father figure and postmodern citation technique.  

In his dissertation Male Trouble. Masculinity and the Performance of Crisis (2010) Irish literary 

scholar Fintan Walsh draws theoretical influences from Butler, Kristeva, Freud, Lacan and Jameson 

(among others) in his exploration of how Western masculinity increasingly has appeared as a 

troubled gender category with a number of contemporary cultural expressions within movie, 

television and theatre as illustrating examples. He examines issues like homosexuality and 

subjection, fears of social degeneration and self-destructive behaviours in Shopping and Fucking. 

Through Jameson’s perspective on the late capitalist world as schizophrenic and the schizophrenic 

character as lying outside of signification, Walsh claims that the homosexual embodies the 

signification of the schizophrenic condition and ’is called upon to bear the burden of the capitalist 

dysfunction.’ (Walsh, 2010, pp. 87f). Furthermore he claims the homosexual an embodiment of ’a 

crisis in cultural reproduction itself.’ (Walsh, 2010, p. 88). With aid from Kristeva’s term abject, 

Walsh displays how boundaries between straight and gay men are the most permeable (it is not 

anything you can see) and the more permeable it becomes, the more it reinforces the sentiment of 

abjection in homophobic men. Walsh elaborates on the theme as he extends the ideas into the play 

and display how the (anal and oral) sex itself is becoming an abject rather than something 

pleasurable and how the unruly homosexual compose the connection between the sex as abjects and 

the consumerist culture articulated through fast food, the give-away of ecstasy and empty food 

cartoons (Walsh, 2010, p. 90). Furthermore Walsh identifies Brian as the only representative of 

heterosexuality in the play, and that he is representing both the patriarchal lineage as well as the 

idea of the commerce as the Law (Walsh, 2010, p. 91). To Walsh, Brian is representing the 

hegemonic masculinity and Robbie and Mark illustrates how the gay man strives towards that ideal 

masculinity by aiming for masculine attributes. As they fail, they get punished by Lulu, who 

represents femininity (Walsh, 2010, p. 93). Gary’s masochism is an expression of his longing for a 
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stabile identity, and his desire of a father figure is an expression of the ’wishing to become the 

other’, a hope to one day becoming the productive heterosexual father himself (Walsh, 2010, p. 96). 

He concludes: 
In the play, self-destructive behaviour is bound up with homosexuality and the struggle for masculine 
identifications: the desire for the interdiction of paternal Law in order to rectify the disruptive homosexual 
subject, stem pollution and restore social order.  
(Walsh, 2010, p. 97). 

Serbian literary scholar Milena Kostić explores issues of consumerism by examining how Shopping 

and fucking deals with aspects of popular culture in the light of John Fiske and Ien Angs 

perspectives on people’s power through pop culture. She claims that Ravenhill in accordance with 

Fiske acknowledges the potential power of the people to resist negative aspects of consumerism, but 

she also agree with Ang’s opinions that the referred power is marginalised (Kostić, 2011, p. 162). 

Among the many aspects of the play discussed in the article one is the aspect of choice, but whereas 

I criticise the obligation to choose in the neoliberal society, Kostić is criticising the idea of choices 

within the system as it is impossible to make choices outside of the assortment of the market 

(Kostić, 2011, pp. 164f). In discussing the characters and their fates Kostić clearly considers them 

victims, passive to the circumstances surrounding them. In her interpretation Mark, Lulu and 

Robbie rape Gary with the knife, clearly making him the powerless part (Kostić, 2011, p. 167). As 

we will see later, I consider the relation between the characters more complex. 

Turkish literary scholar Ahmet Gökhan Biçer (2012) uses mainly Lyotard’s The Postmodern 

Condition: A Report on Knowledge to investigate how Shopping and Fucking uses social and 

psychological issues to convey the postmodern condition of the 21st century. Issues like critique of 

consumerism, in particular how the play discredit the great narrative in favour for micronarratives 

and the impact consumerism have on social relationships (Biçer, 2012, pp. 115f), how consumerism 

consumes humans (Biçer, 2012, p. 117) and the characters search for meaning and value (Biçer, 

2012, p. 120) are focused. Biçer analyses the play in relation to the contemporary political 

landscape and especially how the play can be understood as a commentary on Thatcherite politics 

(Biçer, 2012, p. 119). 

In opposition to Biçer’s claims that Shopping and Fucking is reflecting Lyotard’s idea that 

postmodern culture has lost its grand narratives US American literary scholar Thomas Horan uses 

the ancient myth of Phaeton to illustrate how the grand narratives permeates the play (Horan, 2012, 

pp. 251f). Horan is not denying the connection between Ravenhill’s play and Lyotard’s concept of 

the grand narratives, but he claims that earlier research have misunderstood them both. He states 

that the ”notion that grand narratives once made life more unified and coherent is misguidedly 
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nostalgic.” (Horan, 2012, p. 254). There have never been a state in the human history of a grand 

narrative keeping humanity together, he states (Horan, 2012, p. 254). Unlike many others Horan 

sees the scene when Mark fucks Gary with a knife (and possibly kills him) as a proof that there are 

others factors than only money that affects the acts of the characters, and therefore morality can be 

found as a grand narrative in the play (Horan, 2012, p. 262). By claiming that the final scene can be 

understood as a happy ending with a victory for the alternative family that Lulu, Mark and Robbie 

constitutes, Horan once again differs from many other interpreters of the play. Conclusively he 

states that it is essential for the understanding of the play as more than just an image of violence and 

brutality to read it with the help of meta-narratives (Horan, 2012, p. 264). As will be seen later, my 

thesis also discusses what role the grand narrative (or the Great Story, as I call it) have in the play. 

My thesis will, unlike both Biçer and Horan, both deny and reassert the Great Story within the text. 

Portuguese scholar Rui Pina Coelho is examining the commodification and violence play in 

relation to Arthur Millers Death of a Salesman introducing the terms McDonaldisation and 

Disneyisation. He states that sexuality is the most commodified value in the play, and that the 

libidinal dimension of shopping always is present. He sees the ’buying and selling’ promoted by ’a 

conspicuous system’ as the most violent part of the play and finally conclude his description of the 

play as depicting ’characters trapped in the dominant consumerist society where traditional human 

values and traits are vanishing, those which have been for centuries essential to the human 

experience.’ (Coelho Pina, 2016, p. 371). 

US American theatre scholar Amelia Howe Kritzer is also exploring the connection between sex 

and consumerism within the play, stating that within the play ’sex challenges intimacy rather than 

expressing it’ which is resulting in sex as an objectifying process (Howe Kritzer, 2008, p. 41). 

Furthermore Howe Kritzer discusses how storytelling plays a fundamental role in the play, both as 

the play refuses to provide a traditional resolution as well as the characters inability to communicate 

to each other through their storytellings. Howe Kritzer derives this inability to the 

commercialisation of the storytelling itself. Conclusively Howe Kritzer’s analysis positions the play 

in relation to Thatcherism stating that the ’play contextualizes the personal and political 

disengagement of Ravenhill’s generation in the conditions created by a culture of consumption that 

has replaced parental and other authority in structuring individual identity and choice.’ (Howe 

Kritzer, 2008, p. 43). Furthermore her analysis boils down to the thesis that Ravenhill in the play 

reveals ’the postmodern dilemma of ostensible pleasure without guilt that negates conditions of 

choice, the absence of stable narrative of identity or history, and the repetition of present moments 

through habit.’ (Howe Kritzer, 2008, p. 44). 

!32



In his dissertation Enter the man (2010) Aaron C. Thomas traces the male/male rape trope 

throughout the 20th Century using theories from Freud, Foucault and Butler, among others. A great 

part of the dissertation is focused on James Dickey’s novel Deliverance (1970) and the 1972 film 

adaptation with the same name. The last chapter is discussing the British in-yer-face theatre with 

examples from Anthony Neilson’s Penetrator (1994), Sarah Kane’s Blasted and Ravenhill’s 

Shopping and Fucking. Thomas criticises how many critics have focused on ’the atrocities’ of the 

plays. Thomas investigates how the male/male trope is working in the plays as more than one 

element of shock among other elements. Often with whom rape has very little in common, such as 

cannibalism or violence against infants, ’either as stage images or as phenomenological experiences 

in the real world.’ (Thomas, 2012, p. 174). Furthermore Thomas criticises earlier critics who have 

stated that male/male rape trope in the plays shall be understood as metaphors, and he tries to 

position the plays in a continuum of a tradition of picturing male/male rape in the Anglo-American 

society (Thomas, 2012, p. 175). He aims to stress the connection between the rape within the 

narratives and the very real impacts rape have on the society and individuals, noting that survivors 

of penetrative violence are exposed to experiences of shame and loss, ’even as constitutive of 

subjectivity itself’ (Thomas, 2012, p. 9). And the understanding of rape as a metaphor, rather than 

an event with real implications,  

is designed precisely to cover over these constituent elements of rape, naturalizing their links to one 
another and ideologically connecting, for example, shame to femininity, receptive sexuality to 
incarceration, wholeness to maleness, criminality to anality,  
(Thomas, 2012, p. 10). 

Similar dichotomies will be crucial in my analysis of both Shopping and Fucking and The Sluts. 

5.2. Research on the Works of Cooper 

The research on Cooper’s writing has mainly been focusing on the George Miles Cycle and 

especially the first two novels, Closer and Frisk. Themes that have been explored in the research on 

Cooper’s writing are the narrative structure of the novels, individually or as a cycle (Annesley, 

1998; Aaron, 2004; Burgess, 2016; Kennedy, 2008b), the novels’ spatial location in the US 

American suburb (Dines, 2008), how the texts challenge epistemological and ontological 

certainities of the independent subject (Bell Jr., 2013; Lev, 2008), language and representation (Lev, 

2006c; Taylor, 2006), how the texts relates to consumer culture, capitalism, hyperreality and other 

postmodern traits (Annesley, 1998; Young, 1992), the connection between desire, sex, violence, 

death and pornography (Earl Jackson, 2006b; Ferez Mora, 2013; Joos, 1999; Patoine, 2008; 

Viegener, 2008), cyber identities and virtual life (Lev, 2008), the connection to anarchism (Hester, 
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2012), gay identity and masculinity (Hartlen, 2006; Lev, 2006c; Storey, 2005), attempts to 

contextualise the texts (Annesley, 2006), drugs and religion (McCarron, 2001), the transgression of 

the boundaries of the body and especially the rectum (Hegarty, 2008), the image of the molested 

boy (Schneiderman, 2013), how the writings relate to the AIDS crisis (Brumit, 2012), cynism 

(Conley, 2008), indifference (Young, 2005), the obscene (Jacob, 2004), the reciprocal relation 

between Cooper’s novels and other art production (Earl Jackson, 2006a), examinations from a 

psychoanalytic perspective (Bertsch, 2000), Cooper’s impact on art (Killian, 2006) and biographical 

readings (Hester, 2008).  

Much of the research on Cooper’s writing draws their theoretical frameworks from ideas of 

Baudrillard, French intellectual George Bataille, Foucault and Lacan, as well as the writings of 

Marquis de Sade. The works of Cooper have often been compared to, or examined in relation to, 

writings by Arthur Rimbaud, Kathy Acker and Bret Easton Ellis, especially American Psycho. 

Another characteristic of the writings on Cooper is to in different ways relate his authorship to 

cross-media influences. Either to trace the linkage between his texts and various kind of art in other 

media or through the presentation of the art itself. This characteristic is present in both of the 

anthologies Enter at Your Own Risk. The Dangerous Art of Dennis Cooper and Dennis Cooper. 

Writing at the Edge. Furthermore the relation between Cooper’s earlier works and how his blog has 

affected his production during the 2000s as well as the dialectic relationship between his blog and 

other writers have been explored.  9

Even though major part of the academic writing about Cooper’s works focuses on the George 

Miles Cycle there are also many interesting analyses of The Sluts. Here I will present four of them, 

spanning over the period of 2008-2014, representing US American, European and Scandinavian 

perspectives. One of them is part of a dissertation, one an article and two are part of Dennis Cooper. 

Writing at the Edge. 

In ’Next: Vampiric Epistolarity, Haunted Cyberspace and Dennis Cooper’s Positively Mutant 

Multimedia Offspring’ (2008) Lev illuminates how gothic tropes are applied to the new 

technologies in Cooper’s writings. She positions internet as a fundamental aspect of Cooper’s works 

and traces the cybertextual realms of The Sluts. Like many others Lev uses the George Miles Cycle 

as the reference point in her analysis, defining Brad as a ’blood brother to the boys’ in the cycle 

(Lev, 2008, p. 96). Using US American queer theorist Lee Edelman’s concepts on queer theory and 

the death drive she explores how the theme of death and jouissance drives, manifested in the novel 

 The blog, which can be seen as an ongoing literary project, can be found through http://denniscooperblog.com/.9
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through the poz-fetishising culture, can be understood as a ’dark mirror of the heteropatriarchal 

breeding mentality’ (Lev, 2008, p. 101), highlighting the ’irreducible performativity of the shaky 

shadow-play theatre on which heteropatriarchal regeneration is built’ (Lev, 2008, p. 103). 

Furthermore Lev enlightens how concepts of the I and Self, the ultimate gift and the polyphony of 

narratives are intersecting the website, making it into a ’virtual gothic of our time’ (Lev, 2008, p. 

97). Through the gaps, misconceptions and miscommunications in which emotions, dreams and 

desires the website can be understood as a reflection of how the internet engender the contemporary 

subconscious of ’abject, rolling drives, instincts, and impulses’ (Lev, 2008, p. 100). 

Scottish scholar Timothy C. Baker’s analysis ’The While is the Untrue: Experience and 

Community in The Sluts’ explores how the individual consciousness, as well as the possibility to 

knowing the other, is destabilised by the technological apparatuses in Cooper’s works, questioning 

the very possibility of a consciousness (Baker, 2008, p. 57). Using concepts from Adorno, Hegel 

and Derrida he explores the relation between individual and communal experience. Specifically 

referring to The Sluts Baker displays how the characters are lacking a grounded outlying reality to 

refer to, and therefore are forced to constantly reconsider their relationship to reality (Baker, 2008, 

p. 52f). Aiming to move away from the focus on sexuality and violence dominating the research on 

Cooper’s writings, Baker illuminates how these acts present themselves to the consciousness. In 

Baker’s analysis the testimony is referring back to the testifier, rather than to an experience. The 

novel cannot be read as a discussion about reality and fantasy, but as an ’exploration of the ways in 

which consciousness occludes the truth’ (Baker, 2008, p. 64). The novel shows, in Bakers analysis, 

that the only thing that remains in the absence of truth and reality is the contradictions of 

consciousness; ’The world, as we know it, is the accumulation of contradictory testimonies.’ (Baker, 

2008, p. 66). 

In her 2008 dissertation Violence, immediately: Representation and materiality in Coetzee, Ellis, 

Cooper, Beckett, Godard, and Noé US American scholar Amy Neda Vegari explores representation 

in The Sluts as part of her analysis of Closer (the first novel of the George Miles Cycle). Vegari 

argues that the novel’s claiming of authenticity preserves the ’adherence to the transcriptive promise 

of mimesis’ although the novel lacks reference to an ’identifiable extratextual world’ (Vegari, 2008, 

p. 156). Vegari argues that the text achieves its authenticity through the representation of the body 

and here taking the reviews of Brad in the beginning of the novel as an example (Vegari, 2008, p. 

156). As the identity of Brad is questioned Vegari notes that the his name is transformed to denote a 

certain type of young man;  
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the name does not of necessity refer to any concrete object in the language of man; rather, the name is an 
abstract entity, arbitrarily joined to an object according to a mythic law that would conceal the name’s 
arbitrariness. 
(Vegari, 2008, p. 157) 

Vegari suggests that Cooper decomposes this arbitrary relationship between the name and the 

object. Through the introduction of the extreme violence towards Brad, Vegari identifies an urgent 

need to disavow or affirm the identity of Brad (Vegari, 2008, p. 158). 

Danish scholar Dag Heede is in his 2008 article Drengekroppen som skattekiste: Dennis 

Cooper’s anale pilgrimsrejser (eng. translation ’The boy body as a treasure chest: Dennis Cooper’s 

anal pilgrimage’) exploring the anus in Closer, Frisk, Try, Guide and The Sluts as a site of ethic-

philosophical exploration of representation, desires and sexual communication. Clearer than the 

previous researchers Heede presents Brad as a passive bottom that, without participating in the 

narrative himself, generates text (Heede, 2008, p. 326). The scholar briefly discusses how the 

narrative relates to truthiness and reality, but also enlightens how Cooper intricately complicates the 

question by creating a real life web representation of himself and Brad (as well as George of the 

George Miles Cycle). Conclusively Heede notes that by presenting Brad himself as the object of 

desire as the focal point of the novel, it is the ’desire transformation’ that is what the novel 

mediates; the desire ’consists of the repetitive, mirroring acts that the different customers practice 

and afterwards exhibits to each other in the anonymous room of the website’ (Heede, 2008, p. 326, 

my translation).  

5.3. Queer Writers? 

There has been attempts to define both Ravenhill and Cooper as ’queer writers’ (e.g., Burgess, 

2016; Duffy, 2012). Even stating that queer theory have been ’serving as a default analytical stance 

in studies of Cooper’ (Kennedy, 2008a pp. 2f). One argument has been that their works only 

contains male characters (which, by the way, is not valid for neither The Sluts or Shopping and 

Fucking) and that ’eliminates the possibility for traditional gender comparisons’ (Burgess, 2016, p. 

17). I consider interpretations like that too simple — if one truly wants to make a queer analysis it 

requires more refined arguments. Queer is not about being in opposition to heterosexuality but 

rather offering an alternative that transcends the binaries of sex and sexuality. Although my focus is 

to discuss how Cooper and Ravenhill articulates alternatives to their contemporary mainstream gay 

culture I do not have the ambition to define their writing as queer. 
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6. Civilisation and Capitalism 

In this first cluster I will enlighten aspects of civilisation as articulated through the texts. 

Civilisation shall be understood as the epicentre in the dialectic opposition of centrality–periphery. 

The dialectic relation is expressed through physical, moral and social aspects of intersubjective 

relations, saturated with power. Capitalism, and by extension consumerism and hyperreality, is 

permeating the construction of the civilisation. Furthermore heteronormativity is fundamental to the 

construction of the civilisation through capitalism as mediated through a patriarchal heritage. 

First I will present the ostensible freedom of choice as fundamental to the neoliberal world the 

characters in Shopping and Fucking belong to. Then I will nuance the perspectives by discussing 

belonging, patriarchy, heteronormativity and consumerism as aspects of civilisation and capitalism. 

6.1. Ostensible Freedom 

I would like to use scene five as an example of how the neoliberal capitalism, that heavily 

dominated the late 80’s-early 90’s British society, is articulated in Shopping and Fucking. The scene 

begins with Lulu coming home to see Robbie, she has bloodstains all over herself and she is in 

shock. She tells him about her visit to a Seven-Eleven shop where a wino stabbed the cashier. Lulu 

and the other customer fled from the store, leaving the wino and the stabbed cashier alone.  

When Lulu visits the Seven-Eleven store to buy her bar of chocolate she faces a wide selection 

of chocolate bars and finds it too difficult to make choice. She also expresses the same for all the 

TV guides (S&F, pp. 28-29). What she points out here is an illustration of how the choice has 

become an event in itself. On the hyper commercialised entertainment market it is not even enough 

to navigate in a landscape of TV shows, you also need to make choices on a meta level, e.g., 

choosing which TV guide to buy. The immeasurable amount of possibilities to make a choice from 

is characterising for the neoliberal society where the choice becomes an ostensible freedom, 

covered up by a postmodern liberal concept of the individuals’ right to choose everything in their 

lives. The ostensibility that permeates this situation can best be understood through the lens of 

Baudrillard’s concepts of simulation and hyperreality. The idea of choice as a freedom mediated 

through the TV guides is a materialisation of the simulation. The act of choosing is as empty as the 

product itself is emptied of all content and meaning. The TV guide only offers a new set of choices 

and becomes a meta-object without any essence. This concept is part of the logic of a system that 

passivates the individuals through exhaustion of the subject, making them blind for each other as 

well as for the substantial, relevant choices there is to make, such as choices as foundations of intra- 

and intersubjective acts, i.e., moral acts. When the subject is emptied of meaning the relations cease 
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to exist and with them morality. The lack of essence creates a longing for the genuine, a longing of 

belonging. 

As presented simulacra is to be understood as the collapse of the relation between the object and 

the sign. To the self image it is to understand one self as a subject with agency or not. When Lulu 

recounts the episode of the stabbing in the store she expresses how she feels worried, or unsettled, 

by the fact that she, and the other customer, left the store without taking action. Even though she 

does not explicitly expresses it, she seems to have wanted to have done something for the victim. 

’And he’s stabbing away and me and TV guide we both just walked out there and carried on 

walking. And I can’t help thinking: why did we do that?’ (S&F, p. 29). Even though Lulu is self-

reflecting and seems to regret that they left the store without doing anything I want to stress how 

this episode enlightens the passivity and indifference that are caused by the exhausting commerce 

occupying the subject. The episode also illustrates how passivity is the opposite to activity, i.e., the 

verb to act, and how indifference can be considered the opposite of morality. Indifference is a state 

of non-morality, of not taking a stance or being a part of a moral divergence. What Lulu is 

expressing is how she wants to break free from her passive state and become an active subject 

through moral acts, understood as in acts in line with her ideals. In many ways Lulu as a subject is 

very immature. She can make the diagnostic assessment that tells her what is wrong but she seems 

to lack the analytic ability to make a formative assessment to identify a solution to the identified 

obstacle. She could be a rebel but is still trapped within the capitalistic framework that does not 

permits her to think further. But in her reflection on the episode there is also an opening out of her 

passive state. By disrupting the continuum of simulacra, i.e., by trying to restore the relation 

between the object and the signs, there is a possibility to become a moral subject in relation to a 

human context. It is an opening for the isolated individual to enter a fellowship where there is a 

commonality of belonging. In the following we will investigate how this logic works. 

6.2. Mutated Civilisation and Perverted Wilderness -  About Centrality and Periphery 

Dualism and binaries, such as feminine/masculine, emotion/rationality, central/periphery, 

civilisation/the primitive, heterosexual/homosexual, object/subject, have been identified as 

fundamental to Western epistemology in critical studies (Plumwood, 1993, p. 43). Eco feminist and 

queer studies as well as other critical perspectives have often pointed out how transgressions and/or 

blurring of these binaries have been perceived as problematic and provocative and not seldom 

resulted in punishments of the subjects causing transgressions (Butler, 1999 [1990], p. 178; Gaard, 

1997, pp. 115ff; Plumwood, 1993, p. 43; Rosenberg, 2002, pp. 100f). Therefore dualisms and/or 
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binaries can be understood as exclusive rather than inclusive (Warren, 1987, p. 6). Here I want to 

display how the dualism of central/periphery and civilisation/wilderness is focal in Shopping and 

Fucking and The Sluts.  

The characters in Cooper’s and Ravenhill’s works can be understood as bewildered. They are not 

wild in an untamed, primitive way. Rather they are bewildered, once civilised but now lost, as in 

perverted versions of the civilised human. They certainly do not belong to the nature anymore. But 

they do not belong in the civilised society neither. A reoccurring image in Shopping and Fucking is 

the ready-made meals that Lulu, Robbie and Mark are having together. When Ravenhill’s characters 

feed each other from the individually packaged microwave meals it can be, as many has pointed 

out, symbols of the postmodern citizens’ individualism (e.g., De Buck, 2009, p. 12; Wallace, 2005, 

p. 271). They have been engulfed by the neoliberal British society climate. That interpretation does 

make sense, but I want to enlighten that there is more than that to the observation. I want to turn our 

gaze towards how the characters are completely trapped in the city. They are in the epicentre of 

civilisation, without contact with nature. But they are not civilised at all. They have no clue of how 

to survive in the world they are trapped in. This is most clearly articulated through Robbie. His 

naivety makes him very vulnerable as he is an easy prey in the barbarous city. He partly realises he 

needs to earn money to get by, but the gig he gets to get money is to sell a bag of ecstasy. Since he 

is naive and completely trapped in the present he gives away all the ecstasy without getting paid for 

it. In that way he puts himself in debt instead of earning anything (S&F, pp. 36-40). This naivety is 

strongly contrasted later in the play when he violently fucks Gary. 

There is a connection between the dichotomy of central/periphery and power. The linking factors 

are civilisation and control. A global narrative that unfortunately has come to determine many 

peoples lives are based on the dichotomy of the centrality and the periphery: the consequences of 

the colonisation. The power relationship between the metropolitan Europe (and especially London) 

and the former colonies is an uneven relationship where the peripheral seeks the acknowledgement 

of central, and the central uses their position to exploit the weaker opponent. The core of the 

relationship is a dominant part’s control over the submissive part. When we locate the characters 

(mainly Robbie, Lulu and Mark) of Shopping and Fucking to a bewildered island of the civilisation 

we also find them in a submissive position in relation to their setting. Here Brian is the 

representative of the civilisation, domination and power. Wilderness is also a location for surviving 

rather the living, and this is something that Mark, Lulu and Robbie constantly come back to: they 

need to sell telephone sex to get money (S&F, pp. 50-52). 
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Scene twelve will here function to exemplify how food is situating the characters in a capitalist 

system both on a micro and macro level. In scene twelve Robbie and Lulu don’t receive any more 

calls. Lulu suggests that they shall have some food while it is silent, but Robbie protests: ’I want to 

live. I want to survive’ (S&F, p. 58). Even though his reaction may seem very immature he is 

expressing an interesting paradox of the post-modern citizen; money is more important than food. 

For Robbie food is not connected to surviving. For him it is the money that comes with the work 

with the sex phone line that represents freedom and life. In Robbie’s logic, money is the 

symbolising sign of freedom, but it is a unreflected image of freedom: He does not have an idea of 

what freedom would imply. This can be understood as another perverted logic of our bewildered 

children of the metropolitan. When he continues to refuse the food Lulu says:  
Come on, you’ve got the world here. You’ve got all the tastes in the world. You’ve got an empire under 
cellophane. Look, China. India. Indonesia. In the past you’d have to invade, you’d have to occupy to get 
one of these things and now, when they’re sitting here in front of you, you’re telling me you can’t taste 
anything.  
(S&F, p. 61).  

More than refusing the food as the engine for the body he is refusing the peripheral. China, India 

and Indonesia have all three been under British imperial impact. They are all three representing the 

peripheral in relation to the metropolis of England. At first Robbie motivates his refusal by stating 

the food is tasteless. By the end he states: ”This? This is shit. / This? I wouldn’t feed a fuckng 

paraplegic with cancer this shit.” (S&F, p. 62). He clearly expresses disgust for the food. Through 

the lens provided by Ahmed we can identify underlying colonial structures behind Robbie’s refusal 

of the food. Ahmed displays how no object bears any inherent quality of disgust, rather she notes 

disgust is ’attributed to objects partly in the affective response of ”being disgusted”’ (Ahmed, 2014, 

p. 85). This affective response is not a consequence of the object itself but rather of the proximity of 

the object. When Robbie is disgusted by the food he is offended by proximity of the foreign object, 

the foreign food. But to conclude that this is merely a consequence of xenophobia, that is to make it 

all too easy, I want to enlighten the relationship between the central and peripheral. What he is 

disgusted by is the proximity of the peripheral. He refuses the food because he does not only want 

to survive, he wants to live and be free, and life beyond mere survival is for him symbolised by 

money as the entrance ticket to civilisation. That entrance is threatened by the peripheral.  

Just as food can be understood as a very sensitive matter, through the act of letting a foreign 

object into our bodies, sex as well can be understood in similar ways. The receptive part in a sexual 

act is exposed to an extreme vulnerability of a kaleidoscopic sensation of pain and pleasure. 

Consent sex is magnificent manifestation of trust and confidence. We will get back to the role of the 

sexual recipient later.  

!40



In scene fourteen, following the climax of the play where Mark fucks Gary with a knife, Brian steps 

in as a patriarch, as sent from above. He is ’teaching’ Mark, Lulu and Robbie the content of the 

Bible. He declares that the first words of the Bible is ’Get the money first’ and that the formulation 

is as close to perfection we can come: ’It’s not perfect, I don’t deny it. We haven’t reached 

perfection. But it’s the closest we’ve come to meaning, Civilisation is money. Money is civilisation’ 

(S&F, pp. 86f). Through his statement we can also come to the conclusion that money as a 

definition of civilisation must be an antonym to the primitive, to non-civilisation. As our characters 

have no idea on how to get money, or handle it, they are lost in the civilisation. They are 

fundamentally bewildered in the sense that they have no clue on how to handle civilisation and 

what comes with it. The individually packaged microwave meals symbolises something bigger. It is 

a profound proof of their inability to accommodate to the central, to the civilised. And by that, I 

want to state that they are a bewildered island in the hyper urbanised environment of London, a 

strong symbol of metropolitanism, imperialism and civilisation. 

6.3. Another Perspective On Belonging - Grand Narratives 
Robbie I think… I think we all need stories, we make up stories so that we can get by. And I think a 
  long time ago there were big stories. Stories so big you could live your whole life in them. The 
  Powerful Hands of the Gods and Fate. The Journey to Enlightenment. The March of Socialism. 
  But they all died or the world grew up or grew senile or forgot them, so now we’re all making 
  up our own stories. Little stories. It comes out in different ways. But we’ve each got one. 
Gary Yes. 
Robbie It’s lonely. I understand. But you’re not alone. I could help. 
(S&F, p. 66) 

This conversation takes place in the long segment where Lulu and Robbie have been introduced to 

Gary by Mark in scene thirteen. What Robbie is expressing here may sound very attractive in all its 

grandiosity, and is known in political philosophy as Fukuyama’s concept of the end of history. 

According to political philosophy the world has been, since the end of the Cold War, converged 

towards a more consensual idea of liberal values and human rights, where a post-structuralist stance 

enlightens how the individual narrative is considered a personal right. Lyotard defines this process 

as the diminution of grand narratives, i.e., the questioning of one sole Truth, in favour for local 

micro narratives. This process have established liberal capitalism as the dominant ideology and the 

concept of maximum performance as the dominant logic (Lyotard, 1984 [1979], p. xxiv, 37; 

Jameson, 1984, p. xi). As a consequence the liberal dominance capitalism has gotten an 

unchallenged position as the constituting logic founding the post-modern society. As the system 

prioritises the individual’s instant desires in favour of more sustainable aspects of life, people lack 

the great narrative that tell them in what direction to move. As Robbie expresses it: ’It’s 
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lonely.’ (S&F, p. 66). And what Robbie says is probably true for many, but what he also says earlier 

is maybe more important: ’we all need stories, we make up stories so that we can get by’ (S&F, p. 

66). In the following we are going to explore how this is manifested in Shopping and Fucking. 

Shopping and Fucking does not deny that there is a greater narrative within the civilisation. The 

priestlike character called Brian, emerging in forms of a TV producer, psychologist or drug dealer, 

embodies a Messiah in relation to his novices. And in the last scene, the fourteenth, he admits that 

the civilised human being needs guidance to become civilised. Life is meaningless and chaotic but 

that insight is too painful to accept. He announces: ’the first few words in the Bible are… get the 

money first. Get. The Money. First.’ (S&F, p. 87). He declares the civilisation is money and money 

is civilisation. In other words; to enter civilisation one must accept capitalism as the foundation of 

civilised existence, and by doing so letting the commerce totalise the mind. We will return to this 

scene when discussing the importance of patriarchal heteronormativity to capitalism. 

Even though the play seems to express a view where a greater narrative is fundamental for the 

human being to find meaning of the existence, an ambivalence is present in the narrative. Brian 

states that his Get The Money First mantra isn’t perfect: ’We haven’t reached perfection. But it’s the 

closest we’ve come to meaning’ (S&F, p. 87). This implies that there might exist a more suitable 

world order somewhere as an alternative to the one we have now. The possibility that a new, yet 

undiscovered, grand narrative for humankind to resort to is both comforting and brings hope into 

the episode.  

Before I finish this argument I want to turn back to Robbie. We heard him first say that it is of 

great importance for all people to find their story, even if it is a little one. I have so far assumed that 

what he refers to is a similar grand narrative as the ’The Powerful Hands of the Gods’ or ’The 

March of  Socialism’. But what he actually continues to say is that we all have to make up ’our own 

stories. Little stories’. This could also be understood as a reflection of a philosophy where everyone 

has their own story to discover, what Lyotard and Jameson refers to as micro narratives. And even if 

one’s story might be as little or meaningless as anything it is comforting as a cure against 

loneliness. Later on when Lulu and Robbie don’t want to fuck Gary with a knife Gary explains that 

this is his story and that he is ready to pay to make it real.  
Gary  Pretending, isn’t it? Just a story? 
Robbie Yes, it’s just a story. 
(S&F, p. 85) 

Here, it seems like Robbie discards his theory of the importance of one’s own story, or at least that 

he wants to say that the theory shouldn’t be interpreted literally. When Gary wants to realise what 

he claims to be his story, Robbie refuses. In many ways it is a cruel deceit since one could say he 
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now betrays Gary. It is humiliating for Gary to have his wish refused and an even worse humiliation 

that Robbie doesn't want to stick to his theory about the importance of the stories. 

For the message of the play the extract can be seen as an interjection in the discussion about the 

grand narratives. Gary’s wish can be understood as the harsh consequence in the reality of Robbie’s 

theory on the importance of stories as well as the logic Brian presents in the following scene. 

Money is Civilisation and Civilisation is Money, and understood so, Gary’s story is not refusable. 

Killing makes sense in this context. Killing is a very real consequence of capitalist society without 

moral boundaries. When Robbie interrupts Mark’s protests by saying ’We’re getting to the truth’, he 

indicates that there is some essentiality to be find in the Gary, or at least in Gary’s story. The 

utterance reflects an idea that there is something true about Gary to be revealed, and also possibly 

reflects that all humans inherit some sort of essentiality that can, possibly, be identified as their little 

story. 

6.4. Money and Morality 
If the play’s gifted first-time writer, Ravenhill, is to be understood, the instinct for survival outweighs 
moral considerations on the one hand even as the thirst for death preempts such thoughts on the other. It 
helps that no desire is too depraved that it can’t be negotiated for a price in a play whose motto [is] ’Get 
the money first’  
(Wolf, 1997, p. 45) 

The power asymmetries of capitalism are most clearly visible through the mediating act of the 

transaction. The transaction is the site where capitalism is performed and the connecting surface 

between the agents of the society. In both Shopping and Fucking and The Sluts the ethical effects of 

capitalism is performed in the most extreme way — the performance of the complete devaluation of 

the value of being human. The devaluation can be understood through Baudrillard as the final stage 

of simulacra where the object and representation has ceased to exist. Baudrillard’s second order of 

simulacra connects the phenomenon to desire — an ’indefinite liberation of energy’, where  

simulacra is understood as productive (Baudrillard, 1994 [1981], p. 121). Here I argue that the 

totalising dehumanisation of the human object caused by capitalism is opening for explosive acts of 

violence, aiming towards a place beyond morality, a place of moral liberation. In the end this is to 

be understood as a manifestation of the gay subjects ambivalence of both belonging and not belong 

to the society, of the conditional citizenship. First we will visit scene four and thirteen of Shopping 

and Fucking where the transaction as a fundamental intersubjective act is established.  

To the characters of the play the transaction is of great importance. When Mark sees Gary for the 

first time it is with the purpose of buying sex. But the reason for Mark to pay for Gary’s services is 

not initially what it seems like. Since Mark has come back from rehab he has gotten an idea, that as 
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having an addictive personality he easily gets dependent on others. In order not to risk to become 

emotionally attached to Gary he wants to pay him for sex. He hopes that the payment will maintain 

a distance between them that prevents emotional dependency.  
Mark The important thing for me right now, for my needs, is that this doesn’t actually mean  
  anything, you know? 
  Which is why I wanted something that was a transaction. Because I thought if I pay then it 
  won’t mean anything. 
(S&F, p. 25) 

The key act in the relation is the transaction — the exchange of money and services. The transaction 

shall in this context be understood as a ritual that protects Mark from what he fears to become — 

dependent. The transaction is creating a distance between him and Gary, but that distance is 

conditioned by the money, and money is not a renewable resource in Mark’s life. Therefore the 

relational distance to Gary is limited to Mark’s financial resources. 

When Mark introduces Gary to Robbie and Lulu they ask Gary if Mark pays him. When his 

answer is no Robbie says: ’Really? He will do. He’s got this thing. Has to make it a 

transaction.’ (S&F, p. 63). This lets us understand that the transaction is a recurrent pattern in 

Mark’s life. He seems obsessed of the transaction. Earlier in the play, when Mark has an erection at 

Harvey Nichols, Gary even insinuates that the act of transaction turns Mark on; ’Must be aching by 

now. Up all day. Is it the shopping does that? You gotta thing about shopping?’ (S&F, p. 54). Mark 

denies that the erection has anything to do with shopping but rather that it is caused by his attraction 

to Gary. Here the discrepancy between the body and the mind is manifested which displays how the 

human mind is trapped in its physical body, and that desire is a highly physical aspect of being a 

human.  

In scene thirteen, when Robbie, Lulu, Mark and Gary enact Gary’s story the transaction is 

depicted as a revelation to Gary. When he says ’Transaction. I’ve seen the transaction.’ it is staged 

as if he has realised something almost divine (S&F, p. 80). Here it is clear that the transaction shall 

be understood as a performative act that constitutes Gary as a commodity, available on a market but 

without its own will, or capacity, to affect its destiny. In other words, the transaction is the event 

that transforms Gary into an object and which allows the characters to perform the violent knife 

fucking without moral agony or remorse. The transaction is not independent from the other factors 

in transforming process of Gary. Later in the scene the power asymmetries that are conditioning the 

subject’s room for choosing how to act are illuminated:  
Gary Listen, right. When someone’s paying, someone wants something and they’re paying, then you 
  do it. Nothing right. Nothing wrong. It’s a deal. So then you do it. I though you were for real.  
(S&F, p. 85) 
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The culmination of the scene is an illustration of the matter of money. Since Gary is in possession 

of the financial resources he forces Lulu, Robbie and Mark into a position of make moral decisions. 

They have to choose between standing up for their moral beliefs with the risk of loosing the money, 

or choosing the money and at the same time become perpetrators of a very violent act, which likely 

will go against their moral beliefs. But choices are seldom isolated events. Many factors may have 

affected their decision and in this case Lulu, Mark and Robbie’s need of money, and repeated 

failures to get money, have great influence on the decision. The episode not only reveals how 

vulnerable and exposed for poverty Lulu, Mark and Robbie are but also reveals a similar view on 

money and moral as in The Sluts. Money can remove morality. On one hand it may remove the 

personal responsibility for one’s actions, even though they might go against one’s core values, but  

on the other hand money also opens up for the individual to commit immoral acts without having to 

deal with remorse. Money, and by extension capitalism, as an overall great narrative, goes hand in 

hand with immorality in the texts. This is further explored and complicated in The Sluts. 

Already in the third review, the one by ’JoseR72’, we can identify two different kinds of 

reviewers. First the johns, the ones taking advantage of Brad by paying him for sex (’the 

exploiters’), and secondly the ones aiming to save Brad (’the saviours’). But, as we will see soon, 

this image will be utterly complicated.  

The second ’saviour’ writing a review, ’brian’, is claiming to have been taking care of Brad, 

taking him to the hospital where it is revealed he has an inoperable brain tumour and that he will die 

within the next six months. ’brian’ provides Brad with a home and money for treatment in exchange 

for sex and the promise that Brad will let ’brian’ kill him when he’s about to die. Furthermore 

’brian’ tells that Brad has been ’emotionally, physically and sexually abused his entire life’ (The 

Sluts, p. 16), but that it is still possible to hire Brad by contacting ’brian’. Here the grade of violence 

incorporated to the narrative increases quite quickly, going from sex-money transactions to 

trafficking and a potential killing during sex. The extreme violence presented together with Brad’s 

medical condition and his history of being a survivor of abuse is shocking but also contrasted as it is 

presented by ’brian’ who claims to ’save’ Brad by taking him off the streets and paying for his 

medical bills. This contrast is not only shocking but also aims to complicate the dialectic view of 

some of the reviewers as ’good saviours’ and some as ’bad exploiters’.  

The issue of morality and money is further developed later in the novel, and of course, further 

complicated. Brad is dependent on money, and therefore more or less forced to perform in the 

sexual act that he is subjected to. But he is not the only one who is conflicted by the money 

transactions. In one review we get presented to Rex, a guy who has ’appeared in several widely 
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available S&M videos’ (The Sluts, p. 39) and who has been performing in snuff videos before. He 

tells that he had been payed a lot to participate in the snuff videos and that he had been ’very 

morally conflicted and did it because he had huge credit card debts.’ (The Sluts, p. 39). Here it is 

clearly depicted that it is not only the part subjected to the killing in the video who is subjected to 

the financial system, but that it is also possible that the financial power lies outside of the the 

context of the video.  

Reading the last review from a customer (number #11 in the last section of the novel) it is clear 

that the novel has transferred its focus from depictions containing heavy sexuality to pure violence. 

In this review Brad is still an object for a sexual fantasy but the actions projected to him is not only 

anal and oral sex and the alike, but pure humiliation through mutilation of his genitals and brutal 

physical violence to his face. Even though the actions depicted earlier in the novel do not leave 

visible traces like the violent acts in the end of the novel they are part of the same logic; pleasure 

for the financial stronger part at the expense of the financial weaker part. If it is possible to create a 

moral hierarchy between the different acts the latter ones would certainly be considered worse, but 

from a material socio-economic aspect all the acts acted upon Brad is part of the same logic, 

conditioned by a capitalist structure. 

Through these examples I have enlightened how the logic of capitalism is making the 

fundamental dehumanisation possible through the concept of simulacra. Brad is possible to 

humiliate and mutilate because the connection between the idea of him as a human being and his 

existence is discontinued. Through this discontinuation morality cease to exist and an indefinite 

energy is liberated that society cannot control. When morality does not control our acts anymore we 

can leave civilisation and discover the untamed part of the unconsciousness that society has 

repressed. Here death and pleasure is unlimited, through what Lacan refers to as the Thing, 

something we will get back to later in the thesis. As presented in the introduction the gay experience 

is related to citizenship, a constant approach to the process of being included or excluded, of being 

visible or none-existent, of being acknowledged. Through this argument I hope I have enlightened 

how this experience is related to a capitalist logic. Ravenhill and Cooper present extreme 

representations of a morality of the expelled. 

6.5. Continuity and Fatherhood 

Another perspective on the civilisation-wilderness dichotomy is found in the systematic and 

archiving characteristics of the construction of the civilisation. A civilisation is a structure made to 

last. It is a structure with the intention of leaving traits and in a systematic way archiving the past 
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and present for future generations to come. This is opposed to the primitive who dismisses 

continuity and futurity. Through their oblivious approach to time the characters of Shopping and 

Fucking are in many ways representing the primitive part of the dichotomy, as they are completely 

engulfed by the present in lack of a temporal context. The concept of continuity is fundamental to 

the civilisation and through the capitalist logic it is mediated through the patriarchy.  

Before Brian leaves Lulu, Robbie and Mark in the final scene, he says that the only way to get 

money is to work for it. He says it in a depressive way where he insinuates that it is not possible to 

get the profit from one’s work in this life, it has to be done for generations to come. The final words 

he utter refers to the 1994 Disney movie The Lion King: ’He’s on a rock and he looks up at the 

night, he looks up at the stars and he says: ”Father. Everything is alright, father. I remembered. The 

Cycle of Being”’ (S&F, p. 89). The Cycle of Being should here be understood as the patriarchal 

structure of a father transmitting a heritage to a son. This structure is further reinforced by the Get 

The Money First quote, which allegedly was said by Joseph P. Kennedy to his son John F. 

Kennedy.  The entrance to the symbolic order, as presented by Lacan and Haugsgjerd, is 10

conditioned by the acceptance of the solution of the Oedipus complex. To break free from the 

symbolic order is to aim towards a pre-existing stage, to deny what it is to be a complete member of 

the society. Lacan states that the speech is coming from our unconsciousness, from the Symbolic 

Father who is the bearer and guarantee to the symbolic order. In other words, when Brian explains 

the Cycle of Being to Lulu, Robbie and Mark he speaks as a representative of the symbolic order, of 

the society.  

A fundamental part of the patriarchal structure is the reproductive element. The fundamental 

layer of capitalism is economic growth, as an indicator of the how successfully capitalism works. 

Economic growth requires a growing population that is able to produce and consume in a higher 

rate than the previous generation, and therefore, by extension, capitalism requires a constant 

increased reproductive rate. In the following I want to display how this patriarchal structure requires 

fertility. 

In The Sluts the two, by far, most extreme customers in terms of violence are a high school 

teacher and a medical doctor. The high school teacher is breaking both Brad’s legs with a baseball 

bat before raping him, and the medical doctor is castrating Brad and then forcing him to eat his 

testicles while raping him. The medical doctor describes it like 

 In the Bloomsbury edition (2005) editor Dan Rebellato states that the quote is ’reputedly the advice given by Jack Kennedy to his 10

son (and future president) John F. Kennedy.’ (S&F, p. 98). This is a mistake since John F. Kennedy’s father was Joseph P Kennedy. 
’Jack’ was the nick name of John F. Kennedy himself.
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Let me drop my composure for a moment and try to convey the powerful effect of what I had 
accomplished. I (and others before me, to give credit where credit is due) had maimed, emasculated, 
desexualized, and demoralized an 18 year old boy to the point where his solitary value in his body’s 
ability to gratify men’s sexual urges and yet not only was that value severely diminished, but he himself 
was capable incapable of sexual gratification. No female would desire him again, nor would any gay male 
who was not aroused by the idea of causing him misery and contributing in some way to his death.  
(The Sluts, p. 222) 

Firstly he sees himself as better than the rest of the men who have been frequenting Brad as he has 

achieved something that the rest of the men have not succeeded in; the ultimate humiliation. The 

proceeders have humiliated Brad through sex, but they have not taken away his ability to feel 

pleasure. That is what the medical doctor has succeeded with. The ultimate humiliation is achieved 

through the extermination of Brad’s ability to feel sexual pleasure, the libidinal drive. The medical 

doctor frames it like the ultimate demasculinisation, and that he sees as worse than death. This 

represents a brutal form of homophobia, the loath of the effeminate male. Through this logic 

hegemonic masculinity is equal to the ability to reproduce, by extension it means that non-

reproductive sexual practices lies outside of the logic of hegemonic masculinity. But to take away 

the ability to reproduce is not only, in this logic, a way to demasculinate Brad, but also a way to 

expel him from society. By not being physically able to participate in the collective reproductivity 

he is becoming a worthless surplus not being able to contribute to the continuity of the civilisation. 

The symbolic value of the violence acted upon Brad is further reinforced as the perpetrators are, 

through their professions (a teacher and a medical doctor), not only representing the society, but 

also civilisation itself. Education is in many ways the very essence of what differs civilisation from 

primitivity. To mutilate, dissect and tear apart bodies that represent minority groups is historically a 

practice that have been used by the Western civilisation towards others (e.g., colonial, eugenic, 

homophobic practices throughout history). Furthermore, as seen in the introductory chapter, the 

body has a central place in the gay history as a contested site, especially since the AIDS crisis where 

the gay male body was marked as dangerous and lost many fundamental rights as a complete citizen 

(see Bronski for further reading). 

6.6. The Revaluation of the Bottom 

In scene thirteen there is a long negotiation between the characters on how Gary’s story shall be 

realised. The power aspects of the negotiation will be examined later. Here I want to enlighten how 

the seemingly very exposed situation Gary is in, can be read as revaluation of the demasculinated 

gay male. 
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Robbie unfolds Gary’s pants and starts to fuck him, by doing so he very physically takes on a 

part in Gary’s story. When he handles Gary over to Mark the roles Robbie and Mark have in the 

story merges and they become one. And when Gary says ’Are you him? Are you my dad?’ and later 

’Yes. You’re my dad’ the body of Mark becomes the representative of the Gary’s father. It is 

important to notice that Robbie and Mark are the tops, as well as in the power position, in relation 

to Gary, who is bottoming. The bottom position has traditionally been considered less masculine, 

has lower status, and constitutes in itself a threat to the patriarchal system of reproduction. A 

masculine sexual recipient cannot generate any offspring and by extension not pass on the genes of 

the father, and through that the continuum of capitalism through patriarchy is threatened. Mark’s 

body works as the representative of the father and it is towards the father Gary directs his wish to be 

fucked by a knife. A straightforward interpretation can be that the knife is representing the non-

physical pain that the event of being fucked by his father causes Gary. But here the play changes its 

direction slightly. As Robbie, Lulu and Mark first refuses Gary’s request they are falling out of 

Gary’s story and their surrounding reality affects them instead. And what finally determines Mark’s 

decision to go on with the knife fucking is the money. Here capitalism takes its revenge on the 

demasculinised body. Gary’s wish is fulfilled, but not because the others want it, but as a 

consequence of the capitalist system’s impact on the individual citizen. One can say that Mark pays 

the price for the trio entrance into the civilisation. They want to leave the peripheral outskirts of the 

society but they are only accepted as citizens if they fully obey and accept the moral laws of the 

capitalism. Which is: Get. The Money. First. 

While it is easy to understand Gary’s position as more exposed and with less agency the analyses 

can become more nuanced. Gary’s agency is in many ways, growing throughout the play. Not only 

is he less dependable on Lulu, Robbie and Mark than they are to each other, but also Gary makes 

more decisions regarding his existence and future than the others, who are more exposed to external 

factors. Gary’s grade of agency is manifested when he has to choose between love, as represented 

by Mark, and his freedom, as represented by Robbie and Lulu’s offer to help him realise his story: 
Mark pushes Lulu away and out his arms around Gary. 
Mark Alright. Stop now. See? You can choose this instead. You must like that. 
  Just to be loved. 
Gary What are you doing? 
Mark Just holding you. 
Gary You’ve not even fucked me. 
  He pushes Mark away. 
  You’re taking the piss, aren’t you? 
Mark I’m just trying to show you. Because, I don’t think that you have ever actually been loved 
  and if the world offered us no practical… 
Gary What are you? 
Mark I can take care of you. 
Gary You’re nobody. You’re not what I want. 
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  If you can just get out of this trap. 
Gary I don’t want you. Understand? You’re nothing. 
(S&F, p. 81) 

As the scene proceeds Gary’s agency grows further and in the end of the scene the battle of who is 

in position to define the events culminates. When Lulu and Robbie realise what Gary demands of 

them they refuse to continue with the game. This upsets Gary and he outbursts: 
Gary Just do it. Just fucking do it. 
   You’re losers - you’re fucking losers you know that? 
(S&F, p. 85) 

In this moment the power balance between Gary versus Lulu, Mark and Robbie is contested. If they 

refuse Gary’s request they prove that they have a stronger agency in the situation whilst if they do 

what he want them to do, i.e., fuck him with a knife, his agency is stronger and by that forces them 

to violate their moral values. As Gary succeeds to persuade them to fuck him with the knife he 

proves he is in control of the situation. In this light Lulu, Robbie and Mark are only replaceable 

tools in the hands of Gary, and he is the subject of the events. By extension, the play can be seen as 

a restoration for everything that the character of Gary symbolises, and also restoration of sexually 

bottom which often is depicted as a less powerful position than the top.  

6.7. The Totalising Heterosexuality 

In both Shopping and Fucking and The Sluts there is a constant movement around sexuality and 

family belonging. Butler’s concept of the heterosexual matrix can be understood as an imperative 

system that presume the categories of two stable and clearly identifiable genders who relate to each 

other through mutual attraction. The bodies representing the genders needs to be coherent to the 

setup of attributes associated to the gender, and heterosexual desire is fundamental to make the 

genders visible through the contrasting of each other (Butler, 1999 [1990], pp. 23f). The matrix is 

constantly present and therefore forces the subject to relate to it at all times. Reproduction is within 

the matrix understood as unquestionable heterosexual, and therefore sexuality and gender 

conformity is linked to capitalist productivity. By extension the construction of family is here 

representing the possibility for the characters to become productive citizens and enter society. 

In many ways Lulu, Robbie and Mark can be considered rebels as they, so far, have refused, or 

been refused, a traditional family formation. Throughout the play there is a movement as they begin 

as a trio, then Marks abandons their threesome for Gary, in order to return to trio for the last scene. 

Identifying the relations one could say that Mark is going from a bisexual relationship with both 

Lulu and Robbie towards a same-sex relationship with Gary before his return to the bisexual 

relationship again. That movement is forcing Robbie to go from a bisexual threesome into a two-
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sex straight relationship with Lulu. Lulu is only having relationships with other-sexed persons 

(Robbie and Mark) while Gary only have the same-sex relationship to Mark.  By moving between 11

different sexual subject positions the characters are moving closer and further away from what can 

be defined through acceptable sexuality in harmony with the heterosexual matrix. When Robbie and 

Lulu are performing as a straight couple they suddenly have access to many societal privileges they 

would not have access to otherwise. At the same time they seem to miss Mark, especially Robbie 

who loves him. The disappearance of Gary also lets the trio become unified again, returning the 

their primitive state symbolised by their microwave meals. Here I want to display how conformity 

to the heterosexual matrix opens up possibilities within the civilised construct for the characters, 

while their privileges as civilised are lost when they act non-conform to the matrix. 

A similar pattern can be observed in The Sluts when Brad tells about his relationship with Elaine: 
I was doing pretty good for a while there. I got married to this woman Elaine, and she’s going to have my 
baby. I was with her for a while and it was a good time in many ways, but I couldn’t play it the way she 
wanted me to play it, so she kicked me out. That’s over. She has a restraining order against me, which I 
deserve because I got kind of crazy towards the end.  
(The Sluts, p. 165) 

Doing good is to Brad equal to being heterosexual and having a child with Elaine. Being kicked out 

is being on the outside of both heteronormativity and the society and it is connected to ’craziness’ 

and insanity. The connection to sanity is of course a trait that also connects this part to the society’s 

way of considering homosexuality to be a mental illness. Until 1992 homosexuality was considered 

a psychiatric disorder by the World Health Organization and it is still seen upon negatively by many 

psychiatrists (Hekma, 2006, p. 347). Furthermore this excerpt illuminates how sexuality is 

performed, or ’played’ as Brad expresses it. Sexuality and relationships are enacted and to failure to 

perform heterosexual monogamy is punished with exclusion. The idea of heterosexuality as the 

alternative that can save the individual from exclusion is further reinforced in Brad’s letter on page 

178, when he presents going back to Elaine and Portland as the condition to ’get himself together’.  

Through these examples my aim has been to display that transgressions of gender roles and 

manifestations of non-straight heterosexuality inherit an explosiveness that is connected to concepts 

of nature and culture, and by extension what is considered civilised. The characters in Shopping and 

Fucking and The Sluts are embodying threats towards the existing society just by not conforming to 

the heterosexual matrix. But that threat is also an opening towards something else, an alternative. 

The all-pervading heterosexuality is manifested in both Shopping and Fucking and The Sluts. In 

scene eight Gary tells Mark about his abusive step-father. He tells him about his visit to the council: 

 Here I want to stress that I do not define their sexual orientation as stable identities but rather focusing on their sexual relationships 11

as changeable. 

!51



And I said to her, look, it’s simple: he’s fucking me. Once, twice, three times a week he comes into my 
room. He’s a big man. He holds me down and he fucks me. How long? she says. About two years, I say. I 
say he moved in then six months later it starts. I told her and she says ’Does he use a condom?’ 
(S&F, p. 40) 

The councillors reaction to Gary’s story about being raped by his step-father is the question ’Does 

he use a condom?’ followed by the suggestion that she has a leaflet Gary could give to his step-

father. This episode is similar to what Brad tells in one of his letters about a meeting he use to go to: 
The day I got your letter I went to a meeting and told them about you, and asked them what they thought. 
I didn’t tell them you tried to kill me because they wouldn’t understand, but I told them almost everything 
else. Those people all think I’m a fuck up, because I slip all the time, so I don’t really care what they 
think,  
(The Sluts, p. 166) 

This episode enlightens the great distance between Brad and ’ordinary’ people. His experiences are 

so extreme that there is not room within the normative society for them to be articulated. Those two 

examples are manifestations of the extreme dominance of heterosexuality in the Western culture. 

The heterosexual matrix is so all-embracing that the representatives of the society cannot 

accommodate narratives beyond the matrix. In this perspective all sexual and relational practices 

that do not fit into the heterosexual matrix will be forever doomed as being deviant and 

understandable only through its deviance as long as the heterosexual matrix is the fundamental 

concept of how the members of the society understand sexuality. 

To embody a non-straight subject position and to harbour experiences that do not fit into the 

heterosexual matrix has a great price. The texts enlighten the extremely exhausting position it is to 

exist outside of the heterosexual matrix. The constant positioning as the visible deviant decomposes 

the subject as it is constantly dragged towards the matrix and have to constantly articulate the its 

deviance to be able to exist. And even when the subject is ready to pay that price, there is a risk that 

the society lacks the ability to perceive the articulated experiences. 

6.8. Conclusion 

The primacy of the symbolic order is, through the concepts of Lacan, to accept that we are formed 

by the fellowship of symbolic relations that is constituted on the solution of the Oedipus complex, 

and by extension accept the system of relations between gender identities and generation 

(Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 32). This is another way to articulate the premises of the entrance to the 

civilised. To be a part of the society is to be a part of the symbolic order and the consequence of 

failure to conform to the conditions is exclusion from society. But to exist on the outside may imply 

a greater freedom than what is available on the inside. Fundamental powerlessness as well as a 

complete possession of power.  
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The subjects presented in the texts can be understood as explosive material. They are excluded from 

the society in many ways, but they are still alive and existing. Through their existence they 

transcend the borders of the civilisation and become manifestations of an alternative, just by 

existing. When the all-embracing capitalistic system present too narrow models for people to exist, 

the non-conform subject automatically become transgressive just by being alive. As shown before, 

the fundamental part of capitalism is continuity mediated through patriarchy — the concept of 

resources transmitted from one generation to another. Through this logic we can understand how 

capitalism and heteronormativity are pure carnal experiences through their physical causality.  

As Lulu, Robbie and Mark are refusing a traditional family formation they can be considered 

rebels. As both Robbie and Mark are gay there is no possibility that the trio will produce any 

children, as their sexual and emotional organisation is at the moment. This has a revolutionary 

potential and is utterly important in relation to the time the play emerged in, where the LGBTQ 

movement was striving towards, and in more and more ways succeeded, assimilating to the 

majority society. 

This is also an argument through which we can understand the both works within their social 

context. Instead of depicting lives that more or less play in harmony with the majority society the 

characters remain misfits. The characters do wish, and often try, to enter civilisation, and their 

struggles and anxiety is the focal point of the attention of the works. But neither of the texts offer a 

resolution, or an answer, that pleases the reader. The characters do not succeed in their struggles, 

they remain on the outside, in the wilderness. But in neither case is there any suggestion or 

indication that they have reached their final destination. The endings are neither good or bad, they 

just are, and the reader is left with an uncertainty on whether it is a judgement by the civilisation or 

a choice by the characters. Life goes on, whether we want it to or not.  

7. Internalised Fear, Hyperreality and Truth 

With help of Foucault’s concepts of the Panoptic gaze, of the utile body and of discipline, this 

chapter discusses the scheme of gazes in the episode presenting the telephone conversation Lulu has 

with the anonymous voice about the video of the stabbing of the girl at Seven-Eleven. Furthermore 

the establishing of the hyperreal surface is discussed with mainly the creation of the online image of 

Brad as an example. Finally the role of precedency of the narrative and its implications are 

discussed through examples from both Shopping and Fucking and The Sluts. 
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7.1. Different Gazes, Internalised Fear 

In scene twelve Robbie and Lulu are working from home, selling sex through a phone sex service. 

We meet them when they are not get any calls and they are about to have some food. While Lulu is 

preparing the dinner Robbie discovers that the phone line is disconnected, and comes to the 

conclusion that Lulu must have disconnected it. When set with the back against the wall Lulu 

admits she has disconnected the line, saying: 
Lulu There was this phone call. I had this call. Twenty minutes, half hour ago. Youngish. Quite well 
  spoken really. And I did the…you know…where are you sitting? In the living-room. Right. 
  And you’re…? Yes, yes, playing with his dick. Good. Fine. So far, auto-pilot. And then he 
  says, I’m watching this video. Well, that’s good. And the he starts to…he describes…because 
  he got this video from his mate who copied it from his mate who copied it from dahdahdah. 
  And I mean, he’s wanking to this video of a woman, a student girl who’s in the Seven-Eleven, 
  working behind the counter. And there’s a wino and…yeah. 
(S&F, p. 61) 

Scene five, presented in chapter six, when Lulu is witnessing a murder at Seven-Eleven is 

reoccurring. Here the question turns to responsibility versus indifference. Somehow a movie 

sequence of what happened is out on an underground market and is recopied, and somehow one 

copy has reached the person who is calling Lulu. 

Foucault presents a concept of power as an intersubjective productive force that is established 

and maintained through discipline and surveillance. The deviating elements are punished in a 

corrective way to make them blend in to the required template. The productive aspect shall be 

understood as producing societal norms as well as what we call truth, world view and conception of 

reality (Foucault, 1995 [1975],  p. 194). The Panoptic gaze is all-embracing and act upon the social 

body through internalising processes with the aim to create productive and utile individuals rather 

than curbing deviations (Foucault, 1995 [1975], p. 210). In that perspective the Panoptic gaze 

serves the purposes of capitalism. 

Here I will analyse how the different gazes in the episode forms an intricate net of power 

relations. We first get acquainted to the episode of the stabbing when Lulu comes home with blood 

stains on herself recounting the episode to Robbie in scene five. As the story unfolds and Lulu 

expresses how she regrets that she did not take action she makes it clear that she actually had an 

option to act. Through this observation we can identify her as one of the subjects in the sequence, 

while the girl that was attacked is the objectified victim, exposed to the violence of the wino and 

dependent on the bystanders choice to help her or leave. 

When we return to the story in scene twelve the power relations are slightly differed. The scheme 

of gazes is more complex and pushes us further away for the actual events. Lulu, who was at the 

site when the events occurred, get to hear the story recounted by an anonymous voice on the phone, 
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who in turn have gotten acquainted to the story through a copy of the video that has wandered from 

person to person on its way to this specific situation. The levels of interpretation of the events are 

thus at least four. We have to analyse the net of interpretations not as separate acts but rather as 

relations between gazes. Since we get to meet the whole sequence of events through Lulu we have 

to turn to her. One could say that the story reaches her from two directions; both from her as a first 

hand witness and to her through the phone conversation. But, as discussed above, she is in a power 

position in the first aspect, as she can make a choice to act based on her observations, she’s not in a 

power position in relation to the anonymous caller. Through the many lenses the story has broken 

loose from its context and become an artefact in itself. This is very typical for the postmodern logic 

where abstract phenomenons as in stories, events, memories as well as personalities, can be turned 

into artefacts with their own lives and their own meaning. To a capitalistic society this logic is a 

paradox since the supply and demand logic characterising the industrialisation, and the liberal logic, 

states that a lower demand in relation to a higher demand increases the value of an artefact. In the 

postmodern logic there is an endless supply of non-physical artefacts since they can be copied 

without a value decrease, on the contrary it may increase the value of the artefact. In this logic the 

individual is exposed to a larger risk to loose the control of the self image and become a 

duplicatable object, i.e., turn into what Baudrillard calls hyperreality. Lulu’s relation to the events 

and how they are retold illustrates the difference of those two logics.  

Through this construction Ravenhill has created a narrative that lets the character observe both 

the events as well as put a self reflective gaze towards herself, and further, that lets the reader get an 

insight in how the logics dominating the contemporary society objectifies and passivates the 

individual. 

When Lulu hears what the man in the phone is telling her, her reaction is, of course, fear. Even 

though it is not explicit within the narrative we can assume it has to do with two reasons. Firstly, 

she does not want to be part of the story and feels surveilled, and secondly she fears how her 

actions, or lack of actions, might be judged by the other part. The risk of being judged for not taking 

action is a version of shame. Shame, in a psycho analytic framework, is a social emotion caused by 

the discrepancy between the super-ego, i.e., the ideal self image, and one’s actions. It can be 

considered as an acknowledgement of ones deficiency, especially in relation to what an adult should 

be able to do. I want to connect this to the discussion on where Lulu finds herself in relation to the 

civilised society and her fellow flatmates. In relation to Robbie and Mark she is more a voice of 

reason and also more of a maternal care-taking voice. I suggest that it is an expression of wanting to 

move away from the peripheral wilderness towards a more civilised central. Her inability to take 
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action when the woman at Seven-Eleven is stabbed reveals this discrepancy between her ideal self 

image and her actions. She strives to be part of the society, here defined as being a moral being. 

Lulu’s reaction of fear is not only a fear of the shame in itself but also the fear of being revealed, 

of the cameras’ ability to surveil and the viewers possibility to reveal her moral failures. The 

cameras and the video in themselves have no moral scope, it is the people who are watching the 

movies who hold the moral judgement in their hands. But as she does not know who and how many 

who have seen the film, and what their judgements are, she internalises a fear of a gaze that will 

judge her. This panoptic fear occupies her mind as she knows she can be surveilled at any time. She 

is transformed into a surveillable object, in an endless line of similar surveillable objects, by an 

endless gaze without limitations. And this is also the entrance fee she has to pay to become part of 

the civilised society. In other words, internalising the Panoptic gaze is a way to become civilised. It 

is through the self-regulating sense of being surveilled that the isolated individual can be unitised 

into being a part of the societal collective, and by extension becoming productive and utile. 

7.2. Hyperreal Surfaces 

The voice talking to Lulu on the phone states that he has seen the footage of the killing in the 

Seven-Eleven store and that he got it from a mate, who got it from a mate, who got it from a mate, 

etc. What is interesting about this is that the voice on the phone not necessarily is a reliable voice. 

We do not know if he is speaking the truth. Has he really seen the video? And has he gotten it from 

a mate or is he the filmmaker? Or maybe is he the wino himself? Or is there any truth in this at all? 

Is Lulu a liar? The copying of the video is very relevant for the story as it disconnects the sequence 

of events in the store from its context. Through that disconnection the story gets its own life. By not 

knowing the origin of the story it becomes fully open for interpretation by the viewers who 

encounter it. In a postmodern time, where the quick fix kicks are essential, a short sequence without 

an interfering context becomes a desirable surface for projections where all fantasies stick, 

disconnected from moral responsibility.  

This is comparable to the main narrative in The Sluts. As the story unfolds we get to know the 

horrific fate of Brad, but it is a disparate story with many contradictory voices, who have their own, 

often opposite, views of the main character and the events. From what initially seemed to be a bit 

spooky, but innocent, review of a hustler quickly spins out of control and becomes the most 

intriguing story of love, violence and death, filtered through the perverted minds of the contributors 

to the website. What we see in the novel is the same mechanism as with the video in Shopping and 

Fucking. As Brad does not, or to a very small extent, participate in the discussions about him, he 
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becomes an easy target for the contributors own projections of their (sexual) fantasies, and even a 

target for identity fraud. Driven by the postmodern momentum of the next quick fix kick and 

through the lack of context the concept of Brad, rather than the person himself, becomes an urban 

legend, both endlessly accessible and inaccessible for everyone through internet. The relation 

reveals both how disconnected the online version of Brad is from the, potential, real life version as 

well as how empty the concept of the online Brad is. As he is open for all projections and 

interpretations there is little, or no, essentiality left in him at all. The fundamental inessentiality of 

the online Brad character can be understood as a perfect example of a hyperreal object, where the 

relation between the object and the sign is disconnected. This is illustrated through his character as 

being submissive and the sexual recipient in all relations. If there is any essentiality in the concept 

of Brad it is passivity and indifference. This could be considered as an example of postmodernity in 

its most essential form — always and never accessible — contradiction and lack of essentiality.  

In the comparison of Brad and Lulu we also find important differences in Shopping and Fucking 

and The Sluts – even though Ravenhill has been crowned a master of nihilism his characters seem to 

still have a sense of where the borders of morality are. Cooper, on the other hand, has driven his 

characters so close to the end of morality that they do not even oppose violence against themselves. 

In the final vibrant words of The Sluts the ultimate simulacra can be identified. Brian/Zack 

confesses that the whole Brad and Brian saga has been a fraud. Simultaneously he enlightens the 

role that the bystanders have in the creation of the myth. By presenting the hyperreal surface Brian/

Zack provided the conditions for the saga, but it was through the many fantasies projected onto the 

surface that the myth materialised: 
Of course I knew Brad, and you didn’t. Brad was just your idea, and I guess you think he’s a great idea. 
He may be a great idea, but Brad himself is just a kid who got drafted into the job of representing an idea. 
Now Brad is just a name. You don't even know who it belongs to anymore. The point is, this is your story 
and your ending, not Brad’s and mine.  
(The Sluts, p. 256) 

The saga has here gotten its own independent life, separated from the real individuals of Brad 

and Brian. The concept of simulacra as the discontinuation between the object and the sign is 

almost ridiculously obvious as Brian/Zack presents Brad as ’representing an idea’ and that he 

now is ’just a name’. The sign, the name Brad, is know emptied of all relation to the real 

individual Brad, and is now nothing more than a sign.  
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7.3. Precedency and Narrative 

Throughout Shopping and Fucking there is a constant battle between the characters on who it is that 

have the precedency over the story. At first it may seem to be an underlying aspect of the narrative 

but as the narrative unfolds it becomes the very core plot. The one who owns the story owns their 

fate and becomes the subject, rather than the much more vulnerable object. To be the powerless 

object may, in this case, have very severe consequences. 

In scene four Mark and Gary meet each other for the first time. Their discussion circles around 

subjects like the internet (at the time when the play was written not fully developed yet), drugs and 

sex. They are there because Mark is going to pay Gary for sexual services. Marks says: 
Mark The important thing for me right now, for my needs, is that this doesn’t actually mean  
  anything, you know? 
  Which is why I wanted something that was a transaction? 
(S&F, p. 24) 

In this quote it is apparent that Mark consider himself to be the one in power. He is the one who sets 

the frames for their meeting and he is the one who is going to decide whether they are gonna go 

through with the transaction or not, as he is the one who possesses the financial resources and 

makes the choice if he is going to pay or not. There is a moment where they discuss what the 

transaction is going to include and to what prize. They cannot agree to begin with until Gary says:  
Gary I should kick you out, you know that? I shouldn’t be wasting my time with losers  
 like you. Look at you. Druggie with thirty quid. I’m in demand me. I don’t have to be  
 doing this. 
(S&F, p. 26) 

When Mark reveals that he does not have as much money as Gary requires Gary not only insults 

him but also makes it clear that he is not in need of the money Mark offers. He has the choice to 

leave if he wants to but he chooses not to. By stating this he is taking back the power as he refuses 

to be a passive object and instead turns himself to an active subject.   

In this episode we see how the negotiations about power is dependent on a system of supply and 

demand. At first it is easy to identify Mark as the more powerful part of the negotiations, as he 

posses the financial resources. But Gary cleverly uses Mark’s financial deficit and turns the 

situation into his own favour. He has something that Mark wants and by giving the impression that 

it is his choice to give it to Mark he takes back the control of the situation. When we move forward 

to scene thirteen the conditions alter and the analysis gets more complex.  

The sequence preceding scene thirteen ends with Robbie presenting his theory of the importance 

for every person to have their own story, since the great stories have declined. He and Gary agree 

on a transaction of money if Robbie helps Gary to realise his story. The next scene commences with 

Robbie asking Gary questions about his story. When Gary says the story is like a film Lulu asks: 
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’You’re the protag – you’re the central character of the film?’ (S&F, p. 86). What she almost asks 

here before she changes her mind is if Gary consider himself being the protagonist of the film. A 

protagonist is often the same person as the central character. But I wan’t to stress a small but 

important difference; a protagonist is an acting subject who in one or another way makes a story to 

be told or move forward, which the central character does not necessarily do. This difference and 

Lulu’s modification of her question is an articulation of her intentions in the game they are playing. 

She wants Gary to stay in a position where he is the passive object, open for their influence. 

Gary is facing obstacles to describe his fantasy. He says: ’I thought I could but I can’t, alright? 

It’s just saying it. Sorry.’ (S&F, p. 68). He does not get the opportunity to explain why he cannot 

find the words. To put something into words increases the possibility that they might come true. To 

reveal his story can be compared to the desire of revealing one’s deepest secrets. It is part of a 

totalising exhibitionism. It is desirable but also frightening since it puts the individual in a 

vulnerable position in relation to the other actors in a situation. The act of verbalising the fantasies 

is interpellative and makes Gary into a certain kind of being in relation to Lulu, Mark and Robbie as 

well as it opens up for the fantasy to be realised. In Butler’s theory the interpellation is the act of the 

positioning of the subject through others calls and a process where the subject is submitted to those 

others (Butler, 1993, pp. 121f). Thus, by interpellating himself as the victim he is creating the 

identity of the victim as well as creating the situation where knife fucking can be enacted.  

After an interlude, where Mark reveals some of his secrets, the focus returns to Gary as Robbie 

helps him to tell his story through questions. The questions are leading and gives the impression 

that the story that unfolds are as much Robbie’s as it is Gary’s. The situation can be interpreted as 

both a fusion of the two minds as well as Robbie occupying Gary’s mind, the latter is reinforced 

when also Lulu and later Mark participates in the storytelling. Gary is transformed to an object in 

the hand of the others who are in control of the story. The transaction here is characterised by 

Gary’s willingness to pay for having his story told as well as his need of the help from the others to 

have it told.  
Robbie Bloke who’s watching you. 
Gary I’m dancing. 
Lulu He’s watching. 
Gary Yeah. Watching me. 
Lulu And you smile.  
Gary No. No smile. 
Robbie But you know, you think: you don’t have a choice. 
Lulu No control. 
Gary No control. 
Robbie Because he’s… 
Lulu Because he’s… 
Gary Because he’s gonna / take me away.  
Robbie Have you. I’m going to have you. 
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Lulu He’s going to have you. 
Mark Come on, leave– 
Robbie No. 
Mark This is – it’s getting heavy. 
Gary  No. 
Robbie We’re getting to the truth. 
Gary I want to do it. 
(S&F, pp. 78f) 

In the extract above the characters’ voices are moving around the subject of Gary’s story, recounting 

the story as a collective. They fill in the words together and both Lulu’s and Robbie’s voices 

become part of Gary’s story. The way they move around the subject makes the impression that 

Robbie and Lulu more or less are taking over Gary’s mind. But it is a dialectal relationship since as 

Robbie and Lulu is becoming part of Gary, they also become less themselves. Gary is invading their 

minds. The invasion becomes even more evident as Robbie becomes part of the story. Gary says: 

’Because he’s gonna / take me away.’ and Robbie answers ’Have you. I’m going to have 

you.’ (S&F, p. 83). Robbie is not only part of Gary’s story as a narrator but also as an actor. At first 

Robbie is the leading voice, but soon Lulu’s voice becomes more present. She introduces ’the fat 

bloke’, a character Gary wasn’t aware of, and by insisting that he belongs to the story, Lulu takes on 

a more authoritarian role in relation to the others — she wants to own the story.  

In The Sluts we also find a struggle between the parties about controlling the story. The struggle 

can be understood as a contest in who is having the precedency to formulate the events in words, 

how the event shall be interpreted and to whose morality the events should be measured to. This 

struggle starts already at page 8 when the third reviewer (’JoseR72’) questions the grade of morality 

in the sexual actions committed by the two earlier reviewers. ’JoseR72’ says that Brad probably is 

schizophrenic and has a mild neurological disease, and he aims to save Brad from the street. He is 

directly questioned by a voice that claims to be Brad himself, calling ’JoseR72’ out: ’This guy’s a 

fucking prick. I don’t need help. He’s a liar.’ (The Sluts, p. 9). 

The struggle between the narrators is not only about how the different depictions shall be 

interpreted but also whose moral world view that is valid and is dominating the others moral world 

views. ’brian’, the same person who is planning to kill Brad to partly end Brad’s suffering but also 

to fulfil his own sexual fantasies, condemn ’secretlifer34’ calling him ’a sick individual who got off 

on taking advantage of Brad’s vulnerabilities.’ (The Sluts, p. 33). Although most people would 

condemn ’brian’’s fantasies of killing another individual during sex, it is clearly that his fantasies is 

valid in his moral system. That is also why it is possible to condemn ’secretlifer34’’s actions.  

In the third section, ’Board’, the struggle between the different moral stances continues. In this 

part the discussion is complicated by the many different voices. Some argue that the story of Brad is 
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a fictional story and articulate no objections and do not problematise the story since they are sure it 

is not real. ’sammyd’ says:  
The freaks come out. Keep it between the sheets, guys. I’m addicted to this saga because it is a great 
mystery novel with a lot of sex scenes in it. That’s all there is. It’s like cutting edge escapism.  
(The Sluts, p. 112) 

’sammyd’ clearly represents the stance that has no moral objections in fantasising about sex, 

violence and murder as long as it is not realised. It is possible to interpret his commentary as a 

defence of the story. Cooper has been accused of writing too immoral, or not taking a moral stance 

in his texts, and a voice within the novel defending that world view has a direct connection to that 

kind of debates. Another way of regarding this commentary is to focus on the escapism. If the gay 

culture during the nineties was partly characterised by an escapism focusing on the more colourful 

party culture, this is certainly another form of escapism presented here. 

The tension of the struggle on the precedency to control the story is quickly augmented as 

different voices claiming to have met Brad are contradicting as well as contesting each other. While 

’brian’ claims to have taken care of Brad in his home, others claimed to have met Brian at other 

places, meanwhile additional others claim Brad is not even Brad, but a guy called Kevin, formerly 

working for a gay escort agency call Boy-Next-Door Agency. The latest claim, made by an other 

escort called Stevie, is dismissed since his mental state is questioned due to an alleged AIDS related 

infection (The Sluts, pp. 24f).  

The conflict between the different voices raises the importance of the language and the value of 

achieving enough credibility for one’s own persona to be considered trustworthy. At the same time 

the examples raises questions about how anyone can claim to be anyone else at the internet. 

The webmaster has the role of being the assessor of the authenticity in the reviews and emails 

published on the website: 
I confirmed this review with snaredbyboys. I was unable to confirm the review with Brad/Thad due to the 
fact that Zack/Brian will not allow me to speak to him. Since confirming these reviews is becoming more 
difficult, I’m going to do my best to authenticate them. If they appear here, you can assume that I’ve 
either confirmed them to my satisfaction or decided to trust my instincts. I continue to receive a huge 
volume of emails about this thread of reviews. I will post relevant excerpts from the most informative and 
thought provoking of them as they arrive.  
(The Sluts, p. 237). 

What the webmaster here reveals is not only that he has taken on the mission to be the one who 

authenticates or confirms the reviews of Brad, but also that it is his concept of what is true that is 

defining what is authentic or not. By other means, he has the privilege to define reality, which is a 

great power. Furthermore he is choosing which emails are considered relevant to post, which means 

that he is the gatekeeper through which all information has to pass. In one sense the whole novel, or 
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at least the parts mediated through the website, is his piece of work. Who knows how the story in 

the novel would have evolved with another webmaster? The language is fundamental to our 

understanding of the world, which becomes even more apparent through this novel, and the actor 

having the medium of communication in his hands, is the one who possesses the power to articulate 

the world. 

7.4. Conclusion 

The Panoptic gaze which occupies Lulu’s mind is a capitalist corrective force aiming to push Lulu 

into a position where she is utile and productive. It is through the process of internalising the 

surveilling gaze that she can enter the society and become civilised. Furthermore this chapter 

displays how the disconnection of the affiliation between the artefact, e.g., the event of the stabbing 

and the real version of Brad, the image, e.g., the video of the stabbing and the online representation 

of Brad, is creating a hyperreal surface, empty of content but completely open for accommodating  

the readers projections. Finally this chapter develops an analysis on how the struggle of the 

precedency to formulate the events is a struggle about identity, authenticity and taking a subject 

position. As displayed, this struggle is mediated through the language. 

8. ”Is this for real? Is that a stupid question?” - Simulacrum and Hyperreality 

The process of commodification is easily identified from the beginning of The Sluts. Brad is 

reviewed by a john at a website where hustlers are reviewed and discussed. Here I want to deepen 

the understanding of how the commodification may affect the subject, using Baudrillard’s concepts 

on simulacrum and hyperreality. First I exemplify the process of commodification in The Sluts 

before I enlighten how the power dynamics are changing when Brad’s own voice takes place within 

the narrative. Then I will discuss aspects of how hyperreality composes the condition for the myth 

and fame to develop. Finally I display how a discussion about authenticity and the dissolution of the 

subject relates to commodification and hyperreality. 

8.1. Commodification 

In The Sluts the commodification of the hustlers reviewed by the johns reaches a level where they 

are totally objectified, to which any fantasies stick. Through the course of the novel Brad is slowly 

going through the stages of the abstract transforming into the simulacrum as presented by 

Baudrillard: 
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Such would be the successive phases of the image:  
it is the reflection of a profound reality; 
it masks and denatures a profound reality; 
it masks the absence of a profound reality; 
it has no relation to any reality whatsoever: it is its own pure simulacrum. 
(Baudrillard, 1994 [1981], p. 6) 

Except the first brief comment from Brad himself in connection to the third review we do not get to 

hear his voice until the middle of the third section, when ’likeemyoung’ posts an email he has 

received from Brad. There he thanks for the compliments ’likeemyoung’ gives him stating: 
Thanks for the stuff you said about how I look. I don’t get tired of hearing it. i would have killed myself a 
long time if I didn’t look like this.  
(The Sluts, p. 121) 

Here we meet a very dark picture of a young person, exposed to superficiality to an extent to which 

the looks has become their most important feature. This attitude mirrors the reviews from the first 

section of the novel when Brad is depicted as cute and beautiful. It is possible to interpret the course 

of events of the first section of the novel as where the online image of Brad is established, and that 

this image is presented to Brad in the third section and slowly internalised by him. 

Already in the first review of the fifth section it is obvious that Brad is now fully transformed 

into a tradable commodity. Unlike before he is now in the hand of ’a manager’ and the first reviewer 

is offered him at a ’very reasonable price’ since ’Brad was in ”the testing phase” before he went 

”public”’ (The Sluts, p. 187). The language applied is a business language of a salesman trying out a 

beta version of a product before launching it officially. Of course it is a disturbing image but also a 

very natural development of the novel as it displays how commodification have now totalised the 

body of Brad and fully made him into an object. This image is further reinforced as Brian informs 

the customers that everything will be revealed as Brad goes public, indicating the comeback of Brad 

into the escort scene is well directed. 

8.2. Simulacrum and Hyperreality 

As displayed in chapter six of this thesis, Brad is in a weird paradoxical way very present in the 

narrative at the same time as he is fully absent. His own voice slips through at only two occasions, 

except the letters in section four of the novel. His permeating present combined with his complete 

absent is what is opening up for the hyperreal surface’s ability to accommodate the many different 

projections. 

As soon as Brad becomes part of the story as a narrator himself, the power dynamics are 

changed. Firstly his voice takes place within the narrative. That means he is transformed into a 

subject who is able to reflect on the events, as wells as express his opinions on the others sayings. 
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Secondly he is becoming aware of the fact that people are discussing him, dreaming about him. 

Through the screen he meets an image of himself that lives its own life, almost independent from 

himself. The awareness that he has become a celebrity makes him aware of that whoever he meets 

next, will also be able to trace his history and contribute to it online. It is evident that the story has 

engulfed him. The online persona is the new Brad and no matter what he says, people will believe 

in the story about Brad that they want to believe in. He has lost control of his online persona and 

through this loss, the online image of him has become the new Brad. As he is using this new Brad 

as a mean to build a network, earn money and get by, he more and more identifies with the online 

image of him, an image that has little to do with whom he was from the beginning. This could be 

understood as an example of how the process of simulacrum works. As the real Brad is engulfed by 

the hyperreal image of him, who is not really connected with the real person, the original is lost and 

we are left with copies of copies, not able to distinguish where the real subject is hiding. 

In the eighteen reviews making up the first section of the novel, the degree of sexual violence is 

increasing quickly. The depictions include a range of softer violence (like spanking) to more violent 

acts (like punches, stun guns, CBT, cutting with knives and fire torture) as well as other non-

normative sexual practices, most focused around the rectum (such as rimming and scat sex). Even 

death is suggested and at times Brad is described as ’the heaviest masochist I’ve ever met, heard 

about, or even imagined in my fantasies.’ (The Sluts, p. 32). The numerous tellings about the 

violence Brad is subjected to are implying that some of them are not true, especially as they seem to 

contradict each other. This is another example of how the online character of Brad is transformed 

into a fictional character, independent of the real life individual. 

’builtlikeatruck44’ presents Thad, who apparently seems to be the ’new Brad’. He dropped out of 

university in Portland due to his terminal leukaemia diagnosis and has been living a destructive life 

as a street hustler in Portland. Thad becomes obsessed with the Brad and Brian saga and identifies 

with Brad. But when meeting Brad he is disappointed: 
He thought Brad was a poseur and boring. He told Trent that he needed to meet Brian because he was 
better than Brad, and they would be perfect for each other.  
(The Sluts, p. 249) 

Thad has started to identify so strongly with Brad that the image of Brad becomes more real to him 

than the real Brad. He even consider himself more authentic to the image of Brad than Brad 

himself. 

The many voices claiming to be Brad, as well as the different recounts claiming to have met 

Brad, implicate that the increasing fame Brad is gaining is motivating copy-cats. Boys and men who 

look similar to Brad appear in different witnesses, performing all kind of different contradictory 
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characteristics, such as having/not having tattoos, tics, etc. This can be interpreted as a case of the 

online Brad transformed into an archetype from which others can create their own personas. Brad is 

becoming ’a Brad’ rather than ’the Brad’. 

The celebrity aspect can also give us keys on how to understand Brad’s willingness to being 

killed in a snuff video. According to the escort ’corey4escortsd’ Brad has been telling him that he is 

actually sick and about to die and that he always wanted to be famous and that being part of a snuff 

video probably is his last chance to become famous (The Sluts, p. 36). That is also the reason why 

he has created the Brad persona — to persuade Brian to kill him. Whether this is true or not is not 

revealed by the narrative but it gives us a better understanding of possible motives for the 

characters. 

8.3. Hyperreality and the Myth 

The third section of the novel is where the story about Brad really grows into a myth, even referred 

to as ’The Brad and Brian saga’. The many fantasies and real events mixed up makes the image of 

Brad fabulous, which in turn accelerate the process in which many people want to reach him or be 

associated with him. At one point, someone even asks ’Is this for real? Is that a stupid 

question?’ (The Sluts, p. 122). The questions resonate a couple of pages later when ’Wait, so this is 

real? I’ve just been thinking it was a bunch of bull. What do we do now, call the police?’ (The Sluts, 

p. 138) is heard through another voice. This quote is preceded by a series of posts where Elaine 

(’egarrison’) is calling out for a 13 year old boy she knows who has been kidnapped by Jimmy 

Taylor, a hustler from Portland, and later killed by ’someoneone’ who now holds the 13 year old kid 

in his hands, threatening to rape and kill him.  

The voice that the users of the website turns to, to get ’the truth’ is the webmaster of the website, 

who in the first section of the novel has been commenting on the trustworthiness of the reviews of 

Brad. When ’someoneone’ says he is going to kill the 13 year old boy in the morning and he also 

has captured Elaine’s friend ’xtracutebill’ and threatens to kill him voices are once again raised 

questioning the truthfulness of ’someoneone’’s posts. The post by the nickname ’anaccountant’ 

illuminates the dignity the webmaster possesses as an assessor of the truth:  
I know the webmaster of this site doesn’t want to get involved in all of this, but I miss the reality checks. 
Can or will he help us at all? anaccountant  
(The Sluts, p. 144). 

As the narrative slowly cracks down during the last part of the third section of the novel more and 

more tellings are dismissed as false and one of the last entries shortly consists of the words: ’So 

what was real? pppeter’. Here we can almost sense a kind of disappointment that everyone seem to 
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have been lying in an accelerating spiral where the contributors have triggered each other along the 

way.  

Further on in the novel, during the third section, called ’Board’, the level of fame Brad has 

reached becomes apparent when the website visitors want to get his mail address to the prison to be 

able to contact him (The Sluts, p. 114). 

’builtlikeatruck44’ calls out the men who have been fantasising about having sex with Brad in 

various violent ways out, accusing them to be ’fucking amoral, soulless monsters’ (The Sluts, p. 

115). The quick comeback from ’thetempestuoustop’ follows: 
No offense, builtlikeatruck, but we’re just fantasizing aloud here. Our fantasy lives are not a police state. 
We’ve never met Brad. He didn’t burn down our place of business, if I get off imagining my fist in a 
sixteen year old boy’s ass, so what? If I met him, I’d probably feel the way you do, but I haven’t met him, 
and considering the mystery and lies swirling around him, I think he’s ripe for any fantasy I want.”  
(The Sluts, p. 115) 

Two things are important is this quote. Firstly, ’thetempestoustop’ points out that the circumstances 

changes when one knows a person, but as Brad is a stranger to him he considers himself being in a 

position where he has the right to fantasise about him. Secondly, he asks a very important question: 

Are we allowed to fantasise about anyone we want in any way? And are we allowed to articulate 

those fantasies? This is of course moral questions of great interest and by formulating them 

explicitly in words Cooper puts the question in the hands of the reader. This is another example on 

how the transgressive literature engages the reader morally in the reading act. ’builtlikeatruck44’ 

offers an answer to the question: ’Fine. Fantasize about anything you want, but don’t write him 

letters and lay your shit on him. That’s where it gets amoral.’ (The Sluts, p. 115). Fantasising is to be 

understood as moral as long as it is not expressed. 

Alongside with the problematisation of the concept of ’fantasy’ and what one is allowed to 

fantasise about, concepts of ’the real’ and ’the truth’ are also questioned and broken down during 

the third section of the novel. Not only does the multi-faceted and complex struggle between the 

rivalling depictions of what have happened to Brad and Brian continue, but as more voices 

contribute to the kaleidoscopic mosaic that the narrative becomes, the very understanding of the 

concepts of reality and truth are questioned. Voices questioning the truth of some entries as well as 

the credibility of some contributors are raised throughout the whole section but it is not until the 

latter part of the second section that serious suggestions that the whole complex of stories are 

fabricated, are presented.  

The nickname ’thestinge’ is questioning the possibility of all the events discussed at the message 

board being true when there has been no mentions of them in the media. ’thestinge’ suggests that 

the whole story is fabricated by Brian (The Sluts, pp. 153f). These observations not only enlighten 
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the importance of media has been given in the modern society as having the monopoly of telling the 

truth but also how being absent in media might imply not existing at all. The second entry is 

explicitly dismissing ’thestinge’’s suggestion, the vocie claiming to know Elaine and Brad, although 

claiming that most of what have been written about the story is fabricated, or distorted versions of 

real life events.  12

The entries by ’thestinge’ and ’earljackson’ are followed by questionings about the identities of 

the contributors to the discussion group. The last posts are from a person claiming to be the real 

Brian and that ’someoneone’ is fake as well as a confessions from a ’zackyoung’ that the journalist 

who have been talking part in the discussion is an all made up character by himself. The third 

section ends with two of the most active contributors being revealed as false before the message 

board is shut down. 

In the fourth section Brad writes letters to whom he believes is Brian, but he quickly get 

suspicious: 
Thanks for writing me back. It was a weird email, but I’m not going to worry about it. You just seem 
totally different. It seems like you’re not the same person anymore, but you’re right that my memory 
sucks.  
(The Sluts, p. 170) 

Even though Brad to a certain extent seems to identify with the online persona he has become 

famous for, he still has an idea of what his life would be if he had not ended up in drug addiction 

and sexual abuse. The idea of living a life ’as if’ or ’like’ something should be is the very essential 

aspect of the hyperreality. ’It will be like my life never went to shit. Okay?’, Brad says. (The Sluts, 

p. 180). 

8.4. Fame and Hyperreality 

The description of Brad as boyish, young and foremost androgynous can be related to his fame and 

popularity. He is referred to as a myth (The Sluts, p. 230), a superstar (The Sluts, p. 203), a saga 

(The Sluts, p. 190) and a legend (The Sluts, p. 189, p. 191, p. 206, p. 231, p. 243). Androgyny and 

the androgynous figure have in different cultures been considered divine and mystical. In the 

ancient Greek Hermaphroditus, son of Aphrodite and Hermes, and the rebellious nymph Salmacis 

fused together after Salmacis had raped Hermaphroditus creating one single immortal. In many 

ways the fame of Brad has become such a symbol of the escort community and the website visitors 

that he has achieved his own immortality as a celebrity.  

 The most interesting aspect about this entry is that the contributor, who claims to be a real person (and even referring to a personal 12

website), has the nickname ”earljackson”. Earl Jackson is the writer of ”Death Drives Across Porntopia”, one of the earliest academic 
texts published on Cooper’s novels. This may be a random coincidence, but it is a very interesting coincidence in that case. 
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Celebrity culture is not an isolated phenomenon, but highly intersected with capitalism and the 

process of commodification of individuals. Pop culture, and especially pop stars, are products 

created to target certain market segments of consumers. In many ways pop culture can be 

understood as the creation of narratives designed to attract certain customers. The objects attached 

to the narrative are the sellable products but their value are mediated through the narratives that 

contextualises them. The ninth review of Brad, in the last section of the novel, illustrates how the 

narrative woven from, and around, Brad is inspired with the dualistic image of the genius pop star 

as both an independent successful subject and as tragic figure on a destructive path (he is even 

compared to Kurt Cobain earlier in the fifth section) as he expresses to ’snaredbyboys’, that he is 

’doomed’ and is going to be famous: 
The last time I saw him, he seemed different and more optimistic. He was much more affectionate during 
sex and even cracked a smile once in a while. I asked him why he seemed so happy, and he said 
something like, ’Because I’m going to be famous soon.’ I said something like, ’So you’re not doomed 
anymore.’ He started laughing and said, ’Dude, I am so doomed,’ like it was a good thing.  
(The Sluts, p. 236) 

The last time ’snaredbyboys’ sees Brad he seems confident that he will attain celebrity status and he 

is implying it will be through the fact that he is doomed. It is often claimed that mass murders and 

serial murders (especially school shooters) have the aim of becoming famous as a motive for their 

actions. In a morbid way Brad is the inverted version of the same logic. His life is not very 

glamorous and he seems to have to struggle to get by. The idea of becoming famous is therefore 

tempting as to leaving a manifesting mark of one’s existence on Earth. Rather than becoming 

famous in a more conventional way he has chosen a path where he sacrifices literally everything — 

his life — to become famous. Two aspects must be enlightened to make his decision appear logical. 

Firstly his material resources are very limited which also limits his chances of becoming famous in 

other ways. Secondly this could be understood as Brad’s ultimate fusion with the hyperreal online 

image of himself. As the online version of himself is limitless and uninhibited he is forced to 

become the same to be able to fully identify with the hyperreal persona. But to let himself be killed 

is not only to embrace the hyperreal version, but to leave what is left of the original version behind. 

After all we are all physical bodies and we are not able to exist, as subjects, without our bodies. 

That is the physical restriction of our lives, and in the end a common character to all human 

existence. Leaving his original subject behind he is fully entering the hyperreality, with the 

consequence that the hyperreal has engulfed the real and there is no original left that confirm or 

deny the copies produced post-mortem. 

How is this image of the tragic celebrity on a destructive path affecting the readers? To start 

with, it is possible that someone has created the character of Brad to cause a rumour which will 
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make the creator famous. It is also possible that Brian, the webmaster or someone else are attracted 

by fame and have created the character of Brad. In this light, it is less important if Brad and the 

numerous tellings about him are real or not. As Brad’s fame increases he is becoming more of a 

myth, almost a legend, and he, and the people included in the narrative, already fulfils so many 

dreams that it is less important if he really exist. In other words, the celebrity has defeated the 

reality and what the readers desire the most is the fictional character of Brad. 

The way that Brad has internalised the self conception of his legend can be observed in the third 

review of the last section where his contact address is listed as ’meetalegend@hotmail.com.’ (The 

Sluts, p. 196, p. 207, p. 212). As the reviews continues the same kind of idolising continues, with 

’hornynice’ even denoting himself as mortal as opposed to ’the holy brad’ (The Sluts, p. 197). He 

also states that he were not interested in hiring Brad before, since Brad is not his type, but as the 

myth around Brad has developed he now wants to meet him. This can be understood as the proof 

that the hyperreal version of Brad has engulfed the real person, the online persona has now its own 

life, independent from the real Brad. As ’hornynice’ is about to meet Brad it is clear that the status 

of Brad’s celebrity have increased to a hubris state, as ’hornynice’ need to sign a contract of secrecy 

before meeting him.  

This process develops as another customer sneaks in a camera and takes a picture of Brad, 

resulting in Brad closing down the $300 ’no-genital-touch-offer’ and installing metal detectors. It is 

interesting here to think about what the effects those precautions have. Partly they isolate Brad even 

more, reminding of Brad’s time in prison and raising the question if he might be captivated by 

Brian, something that ’hornynice’ questions already in review #4 (The Sluts, p. 199). But it also 

protects Brad from the world, which also is Brian’s intention. This further reinforces the idea of 

Brad being ’too famous’ and establish an aura of paranoia around him that we mostly recognise 

from extreme celebrity culture. The acceleration of the journey towards a paranoid stage is further 

increased when Brian/Zack is declaring that money is not most important, but the devotion of 

Brad’s fans. 

This leads us further on to explore why and how Brad (or the creators of Brad) is so successful in 

making the of the fame. The answer here is that the attributes Brad embodies speak to desires that 

are seldom satisfied. They push the boundaries of what we are usually only allowed to talk, dream 

and fantasise about — death and sex combined. This is also what the nick name ’boybandluvXXX’ 

enlightens with his first comment in the discussion group: 
Also I want to say to timmonster and to everyone else that if we’re going to be honest, let’s all just admit 
that we don’t want to fuck Brad, we want to kill him. There are hundreds of Brads out there ready to be 
fucked. We’re obsessed by Brad and Brian because the murder thing gives us a boner, and because Brad 
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or Brian or whoever the genius is behind this ridiculous scam knows just how to fuck with our heads. 
This whole thing is just sick porn and we’ve all been implicated. Brad’s probably a real person, but the 
Brad we’re all obsessed with is a fantasy.  
(The Sluts, p. 111) 

It is tempting to call this entry a manifesto of the novel. Here it is explicitly articulated that it is the 

concept of the murder that is appealing for the visitors at the website. It is also articulated that it is 

not important that the whole story is true and that there is a possibility that the fantasy Brad is much 

more appealing than the real version. The excerpt is in many ways a perfect image of the concept of 

the hypersexuality, as presented by Baudrillard in Fatal Strategies. Baudrillard is presenting a 

perception of the world where the concepts and ideas are surpassing themselves, i.e., it is in the 

illusion that the objects transcend themselves and in the Simulation, as in the ecstasy of the Real, 

where the immorality is liberating the sexuality (Baudrillard, 1990 [1983], pp. 7ff). The liberated 

sexuality is in Baudrillard’s concept identified as porn and through this concept the attraction to 

Brad is understandable. The ambiguity of the illusion, as in the possibility that it could and could 

not be true, is what allows the extremities of morality and immorality to be inherit in the image of 

Brad. Just as sex is part of porn, the real life Brad is part of the online Brad, but as they also are 

fully disconnected, the image of Brad is transformed into the ideal hypersexualised object. 

8.5. About Authenticity 

As displayed in chapter seven simulacra and hyperreality is closely connected to the concept of 

authenticity. Authenticity is to be understood as the grade of genuineness and essentiality of an 

object. In a hyperreal world the subject is longing for authenticity as a counterweight to the 

constructed. Those observations are further connected to capitalism through Foucault’s concept of 

the disciplinary system where everyone is interchangeable. Since each individual is achieving their 

definition through their position in relation to others in this system it doesn’t matter who is 

occupying the position as long as the system is functioning (Foucault, 1995 [1975], pp. 145f). 

Foucault’s disciplinary system is referring to an architectural disposition where the goal is to 

increase the utility of the body towards a certain goal — efficiency. This efficiency is connected to 

contexts of productivity (Foucault, 1995 [1975], pp. 200ff, 209ff). In the postmodern society, where 

the characters of Cooper’s and Ravenhill’s texts are living, this logic has reached a further level 

where even relations between the individuals have been engulfed by the hyperreal system.  

In Shopping and Fucking Gary is the character that most visibly proves he is trapped within the 

superficial system of hyperreality. Talking to Mark he says: 
Gary How old do you want me to be? 
Mark It doesn’t matter. 
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Gary Everybody’s got an age they want you to be. 
Mark I’d like you to be yourself. 
Gary That’s a new one. 
(S&F, p. 23) 

In relation to Mark, as a customer, Gary have emptied himself of essentiality to provide a surface 

for sexual projections. In the sexual service he is providing it is in included that he plays the role 

that the customer wants him to play. In this situation authenticity is connected to capitalism and 

commodification. The service Gary is selling is not only his body, but his body as surface for 

projections. It is a way for Gary to transform his body into a productive entity that fits into the 

capitalist logic of utility. Interestingly that is not what Mark is willing to pay for. He wants to pay 

for a sexual interaction that includes a genuine authentic person. This is of course very paradoxical 

as he, as displayed earlier, uses the act of the transaction to create a distance to Gary. 

In The Sluts the interchangeability of the individual as connected to a capitalist system is further 

developed through the confession by Zack that he has pretended to be Brian. When it is publicly 

revealed at the website that Brian is not Brian but Zack, he writes: 
I was hoping to convince you that I was the original Brian, not for my own sake but for your sake. I 
thought it would add some myth and weight and pizzazz to Brad’s return. The fact is, it doesn’t really 
matter whether I’m the real the original Brian or not. I might as well be the original Brian. It’s the same 
deal. My relationship with Brad is identical. 
(The Sluts, p. 230)  

Here Zack represents the world view where we are all interchangeable, where we are all players in a 

game taking on a role, which can be filled by someone else. It is a view on the individual as not 

unique, a view of the individual as having no value in oneself, but only in relation to other 

individuals and in relation to what role one plays in the game. Cooper is playing with the concept of 

authenticity and what it means to the post-modern human as he develops the ideas further through 

the return of the real Brian:   
This is Brian, aka the real Brian, as much as there have been a Brian, since that’s not my real name. But 
then I doubt there has been more than one or two real names given throughout this whole ridiculous 
shebang. 
(The Sluts, p. 225) 

The narrative of the novel fundamentally collapses when we get to understand that the person so 

many people has tried to impose, does not even exist. Or does he? Here Cooper forces us to take a 

stand whether the concept of an authentic subject position is pointless or if identities are masks we 

can put on to express who we want to be. In an internet setting you can be whoever you want — 

maybe we all have the right to be Brian if we want to? Who sets the rules anyway? 
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8.6. The End of the Subject 

In Zack’s confession, revealed after his death, he retells how Brad/Thad did run off from him after 

the sixth review and the rest of them being fake reviews written by Zack himself (except the one 

from Portland). He reveals: 
I’ll be honest with you. Whoever the boy was, Brad of Thad or someone else, he wasn’t attractive or 
interesting or good enough in the sack to have lived up to the hype even if he had let himself be killed. 
From reading that email from the supposed real Brad, I doubt he was either.  
(The Sluts, p. 261) 

The hyperreal image of Brad has grown too perfect for reality, no one can live up to it. Perfection is 

not achievable. The narrative becomes blurrier and blurrier and for every character confessing their 

lies or false identity it becomes harder and harder to get hold of the story. As soon as we are sure we 

gotten the truth or met the authentic person a new fabrication is revealed. When the person who 

claims to be the real Brian returns to the narrative the first thing he says is that his real name is not 

Brian, and even questions the concept of having names.  

When we finally get to hear Brad’s voice in the end of the final section of the novel he reveals a 

whole other story to explain the events through the novel. His story is clearly connected to the one 

we know from the earlier parts of the novel but have other explanations and another continuation. 

He is claiming to not have been into prostitution since the first section of the novel, stating that 

another hustler, called Thad, have been claiming to be Brad for the rest of the novel. This would 

mean that the original Brian is switched out to Zack and the original Brad is switched out to Thad, 

leading to a story where the originals are lost, and the replicas as well as the audience not knowing 

that they are being scammed. One way to understand the story is to claim that the hyperreality have 

given the story its own life, independent from the original actors. This would imply that the email 

from Brad is authentic and written by the original Brad. Even though the email is presenting a 

coherent narrative, there are uncertainties in it, which opens up for alternative interpretations. The 

other way to understand the story is that the narrative fully has collapsed. After all the lies and 

frauds we have little or no reason to believe that this email is true. The consequence is that the 

concept of reality has collapsed along with the concepts of individual identity and subjectivity. The 

individual itself has been engulfed by the collective through the anonymity of the internet, where 

anyone can perform various, and even multiple, identities at the same time. The individual 

conscience has become part of a collective narrative, with the polyphony that comes with it. 

It is tempting to draw parallels to the dismembering of Brad’s body within the narrative to the 

way that the narrative itself collapses. If the discussions on truth and what truth is earlier in the 

novel bends and stretches the narrative, it at least sticks together in the end of each section — we 
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are always left with a sense of having disclosed the lies and revealed some kind of truth. In the fifth 

and last section the narrative is even further stretch (along with Brad’s rectum) and in the comments 

of the last review we learn that Zack Young, the one who has (at least in parts of the novel) been 

pretending to be Brian, is dead, leaving a message behind where he confesses his lies about the 

Brad and Brian saga, leaving us as readers, to question not only the story but also the very existence 

of the characters. And by that the only one who (might) have known the truth is gone, bidding 

farewell with the words: ’At least that way people reading these reviews will feel like they got what 

they wanted even if they aren’t happy about how it played out.’ (The Sluts, p. 262). 

What Cooper is doing here is bending our understanding of reality. The storyline is collapsing 

inwards since the narration of the story, in a quite unconventional way, not really have a clear 

narrator. The only ’speaker of truth’ we can cling to is the webmaster of the website, but his 

interventions are rare and even he is forced to change his opinions during the time we follow the 

website’s development. This inward collapsing of the storyline corresponds to the novel 

construction of the last piece of the George Miles Cycle, Period (2000). Burgess notes that the 

technology incorporated in the novel allows a new language to be pursued and that ’Cooper uses 

this means of communication, this language, to bend the narrative in on itself and to create a 

disturbingly narcissistic erotic relationship between George and himself’ (Burgess, 2016, p. 21). In 

The Sluts, I want to argue that this way of bending the narration of the story makes the storyline 

itself collapse inwards. 

8.7. Conclusion 

The commodification of the subject is made possible through the process of simulation where the 

object in the final stage is disconnected from its signs. As Brad is becoming aware of the fame his 

online persona has acquired the borders between the online and real version of him is blurred. 

Finally he is engulfed by the sign of his persona, with the consequence that he is not longer 

distinguishable as an independent subject. The aspect of fame relates the commodification to a 

capitalist system where Brad is transformed into what Baudrillard defines as the hypersexualised 

subject. The view on the human being as unique is denied by the characters as they perceive each 

other, and themselves, as interchangeable. The subject positions they occupy can be filled by 

anyone. Foucault’s understanding of the utile body is not only valid for the productive system, but 

also for intersubjective relations. Finally the chapter displays the dissolution of the subject as an 

independent entity, but rather a part of a polyphonic collective narrative. 
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9. Death and Desire 

In this chapter I explore how desire works in relation to Pleasure and the Death drive as well as a 

Promethean kind of ’power of life’ can be understood as the ultimate manifestation of desire. With 

Lulu’s experiences of the Panoptic gaze in Shopping and Fucking as my starting point I explore 

how this gaze can work inverted, creating a totalising exhibitionism. This is the focal point of  the 

sexuality of violence where the positions in the relation of perpetrator–victim appears logic. 

Furthermore the ultimate desire understood as the power of life and death is explored in relation to 

violence, love and the death wish. 

9.1. The Promethean Potential of Desire 

Social order is created through the prevention from individual and collective desires to be 

expressed. Through that logic desire can be understood as revolutionary and subversive (Woods, 

1999, pp. 30f). Desire can be reduced to a constant momentum of filling an absence, the act 

replacing a deficit with that Other, and in that way the Other is understood as a constituting part of 

the subject (Haugsgjerd, 1968, pp. 35f). That Other is to be understood as something unknown, 

calling us from the unconsciousness.  

In this light desire is fundamental to the subject and the subject is reducible to desire. Desire can 

be understood as the reason to exist and as well as desire are reducible it is also what makes us 

individuals. The concept of the core of the subject as pure desire as the closest to individual 

essentiality we may come will be our premise in the following argument. When professor of 

literature and gay and queer studies Donald Morton states that “Desire is autonomous — 

unregulated and unencumbered,” (Morton, 1995, p. 370) he releases desire and gives it the all-

embracing potential of defining any subject. Desire is given the potential of stipulating the new 

grand narrative as well as compose the last authentic patch of human consciousness.  

The Radical other is what unifies Pleasure and Death. Pleasure is occurring in the moment when 

the subject act as the Other’s signifier, i.e., when the subject is fulfilling the absence in the Other. It 

is to perform as the materialisation of the phallus and to submit to be the object of the desire. When 

orgasm is reached the Thing is emptied out of meaning and the Death drive sets in. The Death drive 

is to be understood as the opposite of the Pleasure. The fundamental emptiness of not being the 

object of attraction.  

Lacan provides us with an understanding of desire and Pleasure as filling the absence of the 

Other. Pleasure is a transitory state which is replaced by the emptiness known as the Death drive. 

The ’real’ Brian illustrates this concept well when he tells us about his relationship to Brad: 
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I was obsessed with him for a long time, and he was into being the object of my obsession for about three 
months. I tried to kill him, and he didn’t want to be killed. He lost interest in me at that moment, and I 
eventually lost interest in him.  
(The Sluts, p. 255). 

When Baudrillard says: ’But what if God himself can be simulated, that is to say can be reduced to 

the signs that constitute faith? Then the whole system become weightless,’ he illustrates what will 

enter when the moral law abandon humanity; ’a gigantic simulacrum – not unreal, but a simulacrum 

[…] exchanged for itself, in an uninterrupted circuit without reference or circumference.’ (Baudrillard, 

1994 [1980], pp 5f). It not an absence, neither a presence.  

I have tried to explore the power of life as the utmost manifestation of desire as related to both 

the Death drive and the exhaustion caused by the hyperreal society. When all needs can be satisfied, 

there is only one aspect of the Thing left; the intoxicating power of life which only can be 

manifested through the monumentality of the irreversibility of the definitive act: The Promethean 

Murder. In a world where there is no grand narrative, no ethic law and no authenticity, there is no 

moral punishment to submit to, no way to moral guilt to submit to and no forgiveness to resort to. 

The moral absence of the hyperreality creates an escapist longing after a stop, after definitiveness. It 

is a longing of comfort, of catharsis. This longing for authenticity can only be answered by a 

definitiveness that is equally monumental as the gigantic simulacrum of weightlessness. Here Death 

is awaiting.  

As soon as Cooper has established the complete commodification of Brad in the beginning of the 

fifth part of the novel, Brian puts out Brad’s life on sale: ’He has given me the power of life and 

death. I’m sharing the power with you for a reasonable price.’ (The Sluts, p. 230). The connection 

between the ultimate desire and the processes of commodification is now completely established. 

Before moving forward we will examine what the connection between violence and sexuality 

looks like. 

9.2. The Inverted Panoptic Gaze 

There is something very uncomfortable with the episode with the conversation between Lulu and 

the man in the telephone about the video tape of the stabbing of the girl at Seven-Eleven. As a 

reader one must ask: Why is a man masturbating to a video where a woman gets killed in a store by 

a random drunkard? Sexuality, violence, and a possibility of death, intersect the episode in a way 

that is very unsettling as it surprises the reader, especially as the motive is partly hidden behind 

Lulu’s fear of being surveilled. 
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For many sexuality is considered something unregulated, a primordial force, controlled through 

socialisation and civilisation. Sexuality can be analysed as both a constitutive human momentum as 

well as a social act, defining both groups of people as well as relationships between individuals and 

collectives. Here, I want to focus on sexuality as considered a human momentum, as an aspect of 

human life that works as a motive for people to act and interact.  

In the concept of the civilisation there is a set of sexual arrangements that are approved. In 

today’s society it can be characterised as different kind of consensual sex between two adults 

generating mutual pleasure, often involving a strong attraction or love and preferably with the goal 

to generate offspring (compare to Rubin’s charmed circle in Rubin, 1984, p. 153). Even though this 

is not what most sexual acts are based on, it is a common archetype and as long as some aspects are 

achieved many deviations are socially acceptable. I suggest this was the case for the time and place 

where Shopping and Fucking was written and that the contemporary gay society celebrated 

victories of same-sex sex acts moving towards this group of acceptable aspirational sexual 

practices. This process is part of the historical continuum of homosexual identities being 

assimilated, and something Ravenhill turned away from. His gaze was directed towards the 

periphery, the wilderness. In a search for the sexuality in the outskirt of the society, he discovered 

the kind of non-physical sexuality that will soon bloom up to become one of the most profitable 

businesses in the world — the internet-based sex industry. The phone sex service Lulu and Robbie 

have set up fits into this construction of distanced, non-physical sexuality with an uneven 

distribution of attraction and profit. It is not based on the values representing the archetype of 

acceptable sexuality and therefore, we find it in the periphery. Ironically Lulu and Robbie use the 

phone sex service as their mean out of the wasteland, in a move towards the centrality. 

The very non-physical sexuality that occurs through the phone sex service becomes weirdly 

physical when the anonymous voice recounts the events from the Seven-Eleven store, as it 

transgresses the borders of physicality as it enters Lulu’s life and becomes very real. The protection 

from anonymity and false civilisation is removed as the person talking to Lulu enters something that 

exist in her mind. The object for attraction becomes real, and it becomes violent. Once again, 

Shopping and Fucking overlaps The Sluts. The person on the other side of the phone line articulates 

a kind of inverted Panoptic gaze that also appears in some of the characters in Cooper’s novel. 

I suggest that the inverted Panoptic gaze occurs when the act to reveal the deepest secrets 

becomes desirable. It is a totalising exhibitionism of the most intimate parts of the fantasy, and 

perhaps, the soul. When the carnal, concrete, kicks doesn’t satisfy us anymore the capitalism and 

the commerce occupies the mind and the most dark parts of our souls, and by extension the 
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dissolution into nothingness, becomes desirable. It is the absence that compose the Death drive, 

when the Pleasure is surpassed and the Thing has disappeared. In the dissolution there is a 

possibility for the soul and body, the mind and flesh, to meld. The moment of melding becomes a 

sacred act, where the death as in the fade of the soul and the decay of the body enforce each other in 

a common manifestation. The physical mutilation of the body as a sacred act makes sense in this 

logic since it is a reflection of the dissolution of the soul as a part of the way toward the 

nothingness. Through this lens both the acts of the perpetrator and the victim becomes reasonable. 

To mutilate the body and liberate the soul, is the most profound divine gift. To assist someone 

towards the divine merge of body and soul is something beautiful, and yet such an overwhelming 

act requiring a strong psyche. It is rampageous as of the overwhelming, breathtaking power the 

perpetrator holds in their hands, such as pure pain and satisfaction at the same time, and at the same 

time to be so close to the point of melding without risking to become part of it. At the same time 

this is a pathetic act. Why strive for the melding point, to get in contact with it, without fuse to it? 

This is where power comes into the picture. The perpetrator is a weak human being, possessed by 

their inverted Panopticon and exhausted by the commerce. In a last desperate attempt the 

perpetrator try to find a purpose, but the result is a discouraging dissatisfaction. The melding 

moment is the last breath, the fundamental disappointment, and simultaneously the prelude to their 

death and withering. Relegated into a mental no man’s land, dispelled by the society. Not even a 

strike of nihilistic egoism is left, only meaninglessness. 

9.3. The Ultimate Desire 

In the second section of the novel, ’Ad’, the nickname ’Box 157’ is looking for someone to kill 

during a sexual act. He is referring to the act he want to commit as ’the ultimate’. This is revealing 

that he wants to fully possess another human being not only to satisfy his sexual fantasies but also 

to end another individuals life. When ’Box 157’ is negotiating with ’Hank 323’ about paying the 

latter to kill his boyfriend the victim is presented as ’Antonio. Tony. I call him Fuck.’ (The Sluts, p. 

102). The boyfriend is an unusual character in the novel as he is one of few that is referred to with a 

real name, but he is immediately objectified when ’Hank 323’ refers to him as ’Fuck’. Not only is 

he objectified as he looses his name but also even further devalued as referent is an action, an event, 

and not nickname referring to a personal trait or characteristic. 

The concept of ’the ultimate’ is reoccurring in the discussion group. The nickname ’popnfresh’ 

agrees with ’boybandluvXXX’ in fantasising about killing Nick Carter:  
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Nick Carter naked and dead and ice cold in my bed after a night of hot, kinky sex is perfection. For me 
early Nick Carter is the ultimate.  
(The Sluts, p. 111) 

In this excerpt it is explicitly articulated that ’the ultimate’ refers to the death of a young boy. A 

later quote in the discussion board further links the act of killing to sexuality and sexual desire: 
I’ve never posted before and I won’t post again, but I killed a boy once, and I can tell you that I still 
masturbate thinking about him four years later. That guy’s post rang true to me. Unless you’ve killed a 
boy, you have no idea how hot it is, and how the boy you killed becomes the ultimate sex object forever. 
(The Sluts, p. 139) 

Through this quote it is not only possible to see a clear link between the killing and the sexuality but 

also it is a clear example of how the killing act is the process that transforms the boy, i.e., the 

subject, into an unanimated sex object. Furthermore the last words ’ultimate sex object forever’ 

indicates that there is almost something divine around the object — it is not only ultimate, i.e., the 

most accomplished object thinkable, it is also eternal, as in ever-lasting and by extension a human 

life-time. 

The ’ultimate’ can be understood as more than just the ending of the victims life. It is also an 

action by the perpetrator and an action that is closely connected to sexual desires and power. 

Understood as a manifestation of power and desire it becomes an almost ritual event where the 

perpetrator explores the one of the most definitive and irreversible acts that a human can commit. 

There is no undoing in a killing and there is no possibility for forgiveness or unification. After the 

murder the killer and the victim are irreversibly split. 

Through these examples my aim has been to illustrate the Promethean aspects of death and 

sexuality as related to the concepts of Lacan and Baudrillard. It is through the complete 

commodification the boys become killable objects and by being extolled they surpass time and 

space through the paradoxical absence/presence. In the following we will see how this extreme 

violence is related to love. 

9.4. Death and Love 

So, if the ’ultimate’ is the death, or the act of killing, is there anything that is stronger, or equally  as 

strong? An entry in the discussion group might give us an answer. ’simperingsam’ is questioning if 

’someoneone’ really is the Brian from the ’Brad and Brian saga’ in the first section of the novel, and 

if he is, why has he changed. In his answer ’someoneone’ still claims to be Brian and gives an 

interesting answer to why he has changed into sounding like ’a cold hearted psychopath’ (The Sluts, 

p. 137): 
You want to know why I changed? Because Brad broke my fucking heart. Brad crushed my soul and 
twisted my mind. I loved that beautiful, selfish, lying, manipulative, psychotic young prick. If there’s any 
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feeling left in me, I still love him. I kill boys because I hate them for not being him. The hatred I feel 
when I rape and humiliate and torture and beat and dismember their beautiful young faces and bodies is 
as close as I can get to the fury of love I felt for Brad. The thing about Brad is that he was right—killing a 
boy who wants to die is an experience beyond any other in the world. I’ve had some of the most sexually 
intense, profound experiences that anyone has ever had, and I know the ugly truth of what life really 
means. Brad convinced me that he wanted me to kill him because it would mean he and I were both truly 
loved, and that I haven’t achieved, and that’s the only thing will stop me because I know that is what I 
need. I shouldn’t say it’s the only thing that will stop me because I now believe that he was lying to me, 
and that it will be nearly impossible to find that perfect love. What will stop me is killing Brad.  
(The Sluts, pp. 140f) 

This quote gives us interesting insights in how ’someoneone’ reflects upon the relation between 

death and love. Firstly ’someoneone’ states that Brad broke his heart when he left him. When this 

happened the emotions were so strong that they ’crushed my soul and twisted my mind’, implying 

that the emotions made the rational part of his self defunct. At the same time he points out that he is 

not sure he still has any feelings, and if he has any it is a feeling of love for Brad. Later he also 

reveals that he feels hatred against all the boys who are not Brad. This can be interpreted as that the 

emotions he has left is strong feelings of love and hate and that they are so strong that all other 

feelings fade away. His emotional life is exhausted and the only relatable emotions strong enough 

that are left is the love for Brad and hatred towards others.  

How come then, that the love for Brad is accompanied by a very strong hatred? ’someoneone’ 

himself points out that the hatred is the only thing that comes close to the love he felt for Brad. It is 

like ’someoneone’ sees his inner life as a game of equilibrium, where strong emotions in one 

direction must be completed by strong emotions in another direction. Furthermore the emotions 

must be outweighed by actions and in this case the emotions are so grand that they only can be 

outweighed by very grand actions. It is through this logic that the killing and dismembering of the 

bodies and faces of the young and beautiful boys becomes rational. Returning to where we begun 

our argument in identifying that ’someoneone’’s emotions are so strong that they defunct his 

rationality, the process described can be understood as a way of finding rationality and meaning 

when the emotions are too overwhelming.  

The quote further reveals how the grandiosity of the killing as an act is framed by ’someoneone’. 

He states that the killing is ’an experience beyond any other in the world’, that it is one of the most 

’sexually intense, profound experiences that anyone has ever had’ and that the experience has 

revealed to him ’what life really means’ (The Sluts, p. 140). ’someoneone’ frames his experience as 

he been through something very few persons have been through and through that experience he has 

reached beyond the morality of this world, he has ascended over the average human. It is easy to 

draw parallels to the concept of the overman (übermensch) here. But he does not only conclude 

that, he also claims to know what life really means. Questions like the meaning of life or why we 
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exist are considered some of the most fundamental philosophical question in humanity and here 

’someoneone’ claims to know the truth of those questions. Not only is this a proof of severe hubris 

but also we are approaching an almost religious theme in this situation. The killing of the boys can, 

through this lens, be understood as a ritual in a mission to achieve divine knowledge.  

Is this ’divine knowledge’ only about death or is there a connection to any other theme? Through 

the connection to Brad the tellings of ’someoneone’ death and love are interweaved. To 

’someoneone’ the killing of Brad is the ultimate proof of their love to each other. Through the 

killing they would be forever bound to each other. This can be understood through two logics; 

firstly the killing would mean that their love never can fade away as one of them dies, secondly the 

very definitiveness in the action makes it an extraordinary proof of what they are able to sacrifice 

for each other. In other words, killing is in this logic the ultimate proof of love. The implications of 

the definitive characteristic of the act of killing is furthermore consolidated by ’someoneone’ when 

he points out that perfect love is impossible to find. To him the killing is as close to perfect love as 

it is possible to come, and maybe even more perfect than the love between him and Brad. What 

makes it so close to perfections is the definitiveness of the killing, it is a pure action and, to 

’someoneone’, that is the perfection of love. 

Brad is regarding love as a commodified object he can use to achieve what he wants or need. In 

his fourth letter, when he has fucked things up by selling the bus ticket Brian/Zack has bought him 

to Los Angeles he apologises to Brian/Zack and finishes the letter with the words: ’Please write me 

back. I love you. Do you know how hard it is for me to say that?’ (The Sluts, p. 171). This is the 

first time in the novel Brad explicitly says to Brian/Zack that he loves him, something Brian/Zack 

claimed both in the first and third section that they have been saying to each other. In his next letter 

Brad says: ’I’m just worried you don’t love me anymore,’, continuing later with ’the whole thing 

for me is that you love me, and if you don’t anymore, then I don’t know what the fuck to do. if you 

love me, I’ll do fucking anything that you want,’ (The Sluts, p. 172). Here it seems like Brad is 

expressing true love for whom he believes to be Brian. Later he develops what love seems to be for 

him: 
I told you I love you. All I can say is that the only person I’ve said that about is my wife. You make me 
feel like I’m important. I’d be upset if you were dead. If someone fucked you over, I’d fuck them over. 
I’ve jacked off thinking about you holding me in your arms and telling me the kinds of things you said in 
your letters a while back. I don’t know what else to say. I’m going to come down there and be with you 
even though it scares the shit out of me, and part of me is worried you’re going to kill me. I mean I’m not 
really worried, but you know what I mean. That’s a big fucking sacrifice on my part, so I guess that must 
mean I love you.  
(The Sluts, pp. 172f) 
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First, Brad reveals a view on love that seems quite reasonable, that in many ways falls within the 

normative and that many people would agree upon. To love someone is to get upset if that person is 

hurt or disappears, it may be to take revenge on the people doing the loved one bad and it is to be 

sexually attracted to the person. Not that this necessarily is applicable to all romantic relationships 

but it is certainly not controversial neither. What follows is more remarkable. Brad expresses he is 

worried Brian will kill him, but he directly takes it back, reformulate that it would be a big sacrifice 

to get killed. The casual way he says this almost make the words comical. To let oneself be killed is 

surely a great sacrifice and that is also what Brad want to point out by stating ’I guess that must 

mean I love you.’. To sacrifice one’s life for the loved one is not an unusual motive in Western 

culture but in Cooper’s novel this motive is given a weird twist as the sacrifice is for the sexual 

pleasure of the partner, not for saving a partners life. 

In the eleventh letter from Brad he says he really loves Brian more than anyone else in his life 

and could stay with him forever, but shortly after, in the thirteenth and final letter it all sounds 

differently: 
I’ll be honest with you. I don’t give a fuck about Brian. I thought he was a fucked up asshole, but I’m 
desperate right now so I just said what he wanted me to say so I could get some money and a place to live 
for a while. If you’re like him, then what I said goes for you too. If you want me to say I love you, cool. If 
you’ll help me out, I love you, okay? I’m being honest. I just don’t know what you expect. You saw me. 
That’s what I look like with my clothes on, and as far as sex goes, I’m always up for anything if the 
money’s right. There’s pretty much nothing I haven’t been paid to do already.  
(The Sluts, p. 182) 

If this is revealing any kind of ’truthiness’ is certainly impossible to say. But just as truth seems to 

play a very little role in Brad’s life it is not important for us as readers neither. What is interesting 

here is the way that Brad uses the language, and especially a language that is expressing love, as a 

mean for negotiating. He is transforming the highly abstract concept of love into a commodity that 

he uses in a trade negotiation to receive material commodities he is in need of. To Brad, love is not 

mystical in the way it is often presented in Western culture, to him love is a commodified resource. 

Whats even more remarkable is that he is openly perceiving love as a performative act, equivalent 

with sex and other acts he has performed in change for money. He seems to be aware that he is 

transforming himself into a surface for projection of emotions, and it is that surface he is trying to 

sell to Zack. With a self-perception of being a projectable surface the subjects around him are 

objectified into changeable resources. Through this logic it is possible for us to understand the quite 

casual way he is dealing with the fact that Brian is not Brian but Zack who have been pretending to 

be Brian; ’Okay, you’re not Brian. You’re that guy who came to Harold’s house. You wrote all the 

letters and faxes. I get it.’ (The Sluts, p. 181). An event that would give many people panic — the 

person you have believed to be someone turns out to be someone else — is to Brad nothing else 
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than a matter of fact that has to be dealt with. This is also the way we must understand how inter-

subjective relations a materialised in a hyperreal world. 

9.5. The Death Wish 

Later on, in the eleventh letter, Brad gives another perspective on his attitude towards sex and 

death. He says: 
You’re wrong if you think you understand me. I don’t have a death wish, and I don’t see your fucking 
logic about your violent sex thing and my death wish being a marriage of fate or whatever. I’m asking 
you, as your friend, not to go this way, okay? If you want to pretend to do it or whatever, and fuck me up 
a little thats cool, and I get off on that in my own way, because I do hate myself, you’re right about that. 
[…] I’ve been known to feel right about being treated like shit, and I deserve that, and I’ve gotten off on 
it, and it’s you, so I’ll definitively get off on that but don’t go crazy, because you know I don’t have a 
choice here. What else am I going to do? I’ve got nothing, and I have to go through with it,  
(The Sluts, pp. 179f) 

Brad is here expressing that he does not want to get killed by Brian/Zack. He is dismissing Brian/

Zack’s idea of the killing as a proof of love, and also dismissing his suggestion that their 

relationship has any transcendental meaning like fate. Furthermore the excerpt shows that the self 

image Brad has is what makes him expose himself to the violence of others, he says he deserves to 

be treated like shit. But he is not ready to fully surrender to the image of himself as totally passive 

and helpless. He does admit that he gets off of being treated in a violent way. Finally this also 

displays the material inequality between Brad and Brian/Zack.  

Later, when ’hornynice’, in his review of Brad, describes the alleged conversation they had 

instead of sex, Brad says he let people have extreme sex with him to get money and because it 

makes him feel important. In an email from Zack to the readers of the website later in the final 

section of the novel, Zack claims that the whole Brian/Brad situation is due to Brad’s will. He states 

that Brad ’wants to die in a big, meaningful, earth shattering way’ (The Sluts, p. 243). This can 

easily be dismissed as a lie or as immatureness but considering his situation, there might be more 

interesting aspects of it. If we consider the very compromised situation Brad is in, with almost no 

social security and no social network to rely on, we must come to the conclusion that Brad is a 

lonely individual. A possible reaction to this is to either try to mend the split of the subject by 

reaching towards the pre-imaginary stage, or by trying to satisfy his extreme hunger for affirmation 

from other human beings. This hunger for affirmation can be understood as the desire, in a Lacanian 

way the desire to be someone else’s object of desire. The other side of this desire could be the 

passivating apathy of the postmodern ennui that drives the subject to reach for extremities, just to 

get a kick out of feeling alive.  
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9.6. Conclusion 

The Death drive is to be understood as the complete absence when Pleasure is surpassed. Here the 

dissolution of the subject is the attraction, mirrored by the dismemberment of the body. At the same 

time Pleasure is reached in the mutual desire between perpetrator and victim through the 

satisfaction of the intoxicating Promethean power of life and death. Through the fundamental 

commodification of the boys the ultimate act, as in the irreversible act of killing, is made possible as 

a site for death and sexuality to merge. Furthermore the framing of the logic of death as considered 

as an expression of love is investigated. Death can be understood as an irreversible and by extension 

eternal sacrifice of love. At the same time the representation of love is ambiguous. Love is also used 

as a commodified object by Brad. Finally affirmation seems to be more important to Brad than love, 

his need of affirmation mirrors the absence in which desire relies, an absence that can only be filled 

through becoming someone else’s object of desire. 

10. Killing As Moral and The Loss of Autonomy 

In this chapter I will discuss how indifference and objectification is affecting Gary and Brad, and 

also how they relate to autonomy. Furthermore I will explore how love is related to authenticity 

before I finish the chapter by investigating how mental and physical illness are used as moral 

arguments to justify killing. Beside theories presented above, Ahmed’s notions on passivity and 

Freud’s notions on the independent ego are used. 

10.1. Passivity 

Ahmed displays how passivity is connected to weakness ’in terms of a tendency to be shaped by 

others’ (Ahmed, 2004, p. 2). To be passive is to be affected, to be reactive instead of active and 

dependent rather than independent. As seen earlier in the analysis the characters are moving in and 

out of modes of passivity, especially Brad in The Sluts and Gary in Shopping and Fucking who are 

both using and distancing themselves from positions of passivity. They are also occupying the 

sexual position of being the recipient, the bottom. As their bottoming not only includes sexual 

pleasure they are using their sexual positions to transcend the social context they are trapped in at 

the moment.  

But passivity is not only prevalent through sex. It is also a social aspect, including how the 

characters are perceiving themselves. In many ways the characters perform as frustratingly 

indifferent to what they are exposed to. This indifference and passivity are even more frustrating 
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considering it could be an active choice — they want loose independence, they want to loose their 

autonomy, they want to be indulged and become part of something bigger. 

As displayed by Ahmed passivity is etymologically connected to the capability of feelings or the 

ability to enduring suffering without resistance (Ahmed, 2004, pp. 2f; Harper, 2017). Furthermore 

Ahmed relates the concept to a traditional dichotomy of emotions–primitivity–femininity which 

gives another perspective to both the social and sexual position of passivity which are associated 

with other attributes. With the help of Butler’s heterosexual matrix the danger of inheriting the 

attributes associated the subject position of being the sexual bottom for male is disclosed. 

10.2. Indifference and Autonomy 

The constant absence in the subject is created through a nostalgic longing for an illusionary state 

preceding the cleavage of the subject. It may cause a momentum to discard the illusionary other of 

the self to go back to a more unified and authentic subject. In this section I want to explore how this 

momentum drives Brad and Gary to surrender to objectification. 

Objectification works differently in Cooper and Ravenhill’s writings. In Shopping and Fucking 

Gary wants to give up his autonomy but Lulu, Robbie and Mark don’t want to take responsibility 

for its consequences. It is a struggle between the characters in which money plays a role. In The 

Sluts Brad gives up his autonomy and the buyers are taking advantage of it, either by paying him or 

by projecting their needs of taking care of him. The transaction goes in different directions in the 

both texts. 

The objectification of the self is enabled through the passive act of being seen, being gazed upon. 

As I have displayed the characters of both works exist in a post-modern society built upon a strict 

capitalist logic where everything has a price. In this post-modern society value is not only gained 

through  material  artefacts,  there  is  also  a  symbolic  currency  in  effect  where  visibility  equals 

existence. This visibility is mediated through the gaze. For the gay male subject, visibility has a 

certain signification. As displayed in the introduction the gay subject does not exist implicitly, it is 

through  the  explicit  visibility  that  the  gay  subject  comes  into  existence  and  that  visibility  is 

conditioned upon deviation. It is a regulatory visibility as the gay experience has to be validated by 

the straight gaze to be confirmed as ’proper gay’. 

The value of the gaze is determined by the social capital of the viewer. To clarify; the viewer is 

always in a stronger position than the one who is  viewed,  but  the value of  the gaze can have 

different consequences for the object. In the case of Brad the value can be connected to him as a 

commodified object  that  can be bought  in reality,  as  well  as  consumed by the website  visitors 
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through their common fantasies. In this relationship he cannot become an active subject and take 

control of the situation, he is trapped within the frames of the website as a passive object to be 

consumed. As this is the only way for him to exist in relation to other human beings he becomes a 

solely carnal object, there is no subjectivity for him to associate to. His identity conforms to become 

a visual object. This relation is further reinforced by him being a bottom, as well as the object of 

mutilation. He is, within the frame of the website, in both a literal as well as a figurative meaning an 

object available for dissection.

In  Gary’s  history  there  is  also  sexual  violence,  in  this  case  from the  step-father.  The  rapes 

physically hurt Gary, but foremost the consequences of the rapes seems to injure him mentally. 

Gary expresses numerous times during the play that he wants to be taken away. He wants to be 

owned by someone.

Gary I want a dad. I want to be watched. All the time, someone watching me. Do you understand?
(The Sluts, p. 33)

In the postmodern society where individuality is premiered and the most desirable is the individual 

project, self-fulfilment, it is a rebellious statement. Gary wants to give up his individuality and he 

wants to leave the place where he is. It can be interpreted as he wants to be objectified and loose his 

status as a subject. It is a denial of the concept of the self as well as a devaluating of the idea of the 

inherent value of every individuals existence in itself. Gary’s wishes are moving towards doubtful 

moral grounds. His longing for leaving can also be understood as a longing for dissolution. When 

Gary says ’I want to be watched’ he expresses that he wants to be seen, gazed upon. The feeling he 

expresses is something else than the fear Lulu is expressing in relation to the gaze. The gaze is 

awakening fear in Lulu. For Gary the gaze is representing comfort, safety. To be gazed upon is to 

submit, to placing the responsibility of one’s subjectivity in the hands of someone else. The child 

wants to be seen to affirm that the safety embodied by the adult is still intact and protecting them 

from engaging in the world as complete consequential subjects. It is a call to revoke the symbolic 

order. 

Brad and Gary are not only indifferent and passive as subjects. They are passive to a degree that 

they slowly dissolve, or disintegrate, into nothingness. In a psychological way they are losing their 

subjectivity and are disintegrating into becoming mere objects, both to be gazed upon but also as 

mere surfaces for projection. Physically this is also symbolised by the episode in Shopping and 

Fucking where Mark is rimming Gary and get his blood in his mouth, like an involuntary vampire 

he literally sucks Gary into himself (crossing physical borders of bodies) and the episode in The 

Sluts where Brad is dismembered. Ahmed displays how there are elements of disgust connected to 

the threatening of the borders between subjects and objects as well as in the hierarchal relationship 
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between the subject and the object. She displays how there are spatial body perspectives on the 

threat of the borders (Ahmed, 2004, pp. 88f). The lower regions of the body are spatialised as 

threatening because it is the location of the body where we are closest to transcending the 

boundaries between human bodies. This is where parts from other bodies can transcend the borders 

of one’s body, as in the insert of a part of another body to one’s own. It is also the part of the body 

where the birth takes place, in other words where the ultimate aspect reproductive sexuality is 

manifested. Through this argument I want to expose how the power logics of sexuality works in 

terms of acts of receiving and giving as threatening as they transcend the borders of the body. 

A common conception of the power relationship between a giving and a receiving part in a 

sexual encounter is that the giving part automatically is in a power position. I want to dismiss this 

conception and instead connect this relationship that Ahmed’s concepts of how it is the proximity of 

the border that might awaken feelings of disgust. Gary’s  longing  for  the  cease  of  himself  as  an 

autonomous subject is connected to the abuse from his step-father and is meet with disgust and 

violence by the other characters.

Robbie pulls away. Mark goes through the same routine — spitting and penetrating Gary. He fucks him 
viciously.
Mark Fuck you. Fuck you
Lulu Does it hurt? Is it hurting you?
Gary Are you him? Are you my dad?
Mark No.
Gary Yes. You’re my dad.
(S&F, p. 83)

Robbie and Mark are repeatedly taking turns in fucking Gary. Gary is asking for it but the fucking 

seems to transmit him to another state. Since the whole scene is constructed around the characters 

trying to extract Gary’s story out of him through questions and re-enactments of his memories the 

whole situation can be understood as re-enactments of Gary’s unconsciousness. The violence is 

increased when Gary asks Mark if he is his dad. When Robbie fucks Gary, Gary suddenly says:

Gary Because – look – this bit. It doesn’t end like this. He’s always got something. He gets me in the 
room, blindfolds me. But he doesn’t fuck me. Well not him, not his dick. It’s the knife. He 
fucks me — yeah — but with a knife.

(S&F, p. 84)

This is too much for Robbie. He instantly stops the fucking of Gary and refuses to continue. Lulu 

also refuses to contribute to the scene, refusing to get the knife. Mark, the one who loves Gary, is 

the only one who is able to go through with the act. It is possible to interpret the events of the scene 

as Gary discovering how the mental injures cannot be corresponded by the fucking by Mark and 

Robbie. The emotions awakened by the re-enactments of his unconscious are too painful to bear, 

and to counterbalance the pain Mark and Robbie’s  dicks need to be replaced by something as 
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equally painful as the memories — a knife. What is awakening disgust in Robbie and Mark when 

they are fucking Gary is not the physical transcending of the borders of their bodies, it is Gary’s 

lack of autonomy, his will to give up his subjectivity and to dissolve into nothingness — to die.

Another perspective can be found with the help of Lacan’s concept of the imaginary and the 

symbolic stages. Here, the longing for the dissolution of the subject into another human being can 

be understood as a longing towards the imaginary stage where the child exist in full symbiosis with 

the mother. This longing for a stage preceding the symbolic stage is at the same time a longing to 

for the castration, a longing to undo the socialised self by denying the solution of the Oedipus 

complex. This is the approach of the neurotic. But Brad and Gary do not have a longing. They have 

given up. They are expressing ennui, apathy. They want to renounce their autonomy and cease to 

exist as independent subject. It is not a regression but a full denial of the castration. In Lacan’s 

concept they are embodying the pervert. The pervert identifies with the other object, and by doing 

so not committing to the partner position, but rather becoming the instrument for the Other’s 

pleasure (Haugsgjerd, 1986, p. 108). The concept of the pervert can explain the infantility of Brad 

and Gary. They want to cease to exist as autonomous beings to be merged into another subject. 

They want to surrender to the Other. 

10.3. I Love You  

In Civilisation and Its Discontents (2002 [1930]) Austrian psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud presents a 

quite beautiful description of love:  
Normally, there is nothing of which we are more certain than the feeling of our self, of our own ego. This 
ego appears to us as something autonomous and unitary, marked off distinctly from everything else. That 
such an appearance is deceptive, and that on the contrary the ego is continued inwards, without any sharp 
delimination, into an unconscious mental entity which we designate as the id and for which it serves as a 
kind of façade […] At the height of being in love the boundary between ego and object threatens to melt 
away. Against all the evidence of his senses, a man who is in love declares that ’I’ and ’you’ are one, and 
is prepared to behave as if it were so. 
(Freud, 2002 [1930], p. 3) 

Here Freud presents the idea of the man deceiving himself in presenting himself as an Us even 

when we otherwise are more certain than anything about the existence of our independent, isolated 

ego. It is possible to interpret the situation as the man in love is interpellating the unity of the 

twosome when he utter the words ’I love you’.  

In the fourth part of The Sluts, called ’Email, Fax’, where we get to read Brad’s part of a 

communication through emails and faxes, he first believes he is communicating with Brian, his 

former partner. He is expressing how grateful he is that Brian has contacted him and how much he 
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loves him (The Sluts, pp. 172f). In the end of the part of the novel the responder reveals that he is an 

imposter, Zack, who has been pretending to be Brian. Brad answers then:  
I’ll be honest with you. I don’t give a fuck about Brian. I thought he was a fucked up asshole, 
but I’m desperate right now so I just said what he wanted me to say so I could get some money 
and a place to live for a while. If you’re like him, then what I said goes for you too. If you want 
me to say I love you, cool. If you’ll help me out, I love you, okay? 
(The Sluts, pp. 182) 

Here our perception of what is real or not reaches a very personal level. Brad is extremely 

provocative here when he says he can say ’I love you’ to Zack as long as he gets payed for it. To 

declare one’s love for someone, through a very performative act as saying ”I love you”, is maybe 

one of the strongest acts in our society. It is not only a phrase commonly reserved for very few 

people in many people’s lives but it is, as displayed in chapter four, an interpellative act where one 

gives up the independent I for shared Us. Through this we get an insight in the self-image of Brad. 

He is objectifying himself to an extent that he is able to merge into an Us, but not on premises of 

love. Rather his will is taken over by the Other part.  

One of the most touching parts of Shopping and Fucking is the ending of scene thirteen. After 

the long crescendo including the negotiations between Gary and Lulu, Robbie and Mark it seems 

like the three older characters will refuse Gary his wish of being fucked by the knife. The money 

does not seem to be enough of a motivation and therefore Gary finally uses Mark’s emotions to 

persuade him to go through with the act: 
Gary Do it. Do it and I’ll say ’I love you’. 
(S&F, p. 85) 

These are the last words Gary utter in the play. Here, he utters the words on the condition that Mark 

fucks him with a knife. It is easy to feel pity for Gary here. But it is also a very sad ending for 

Mark, if love is as overwhelming for him as it has been for me. The act his lover forces him to do is 

an act that probably will kill Gary and separate them. 

Those two examples display how distanced Brad and Gary are from valuing love as a real 

emotion that is affecting people. In the context of the works as being representatives of a post-

modern society where even emotions are commodified this is very logic. Love is just a volatile 

condition of human mind that will pass by. In its fluidity it is hard commodify and therefore not 

very valuable, as contrasted to desire which seems a lot more easily commodified.  

Brian is providing us with a wider understanding of the concept of importance as he states that 

he ’started this whole thing because I wanted to know and feel something important,’ (The Sluts, p. 

256). The importance here is to be able to feel, to get in contact with, important emotions. It is a 

consequence of being exhausted emotionally as a subject in a postmodern world. The authenticity  
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of the experience of being important for someone else, of experience true mutual emotions, is one 

of the few things that can save the exhausted subject. 

Another, darker, opposite to the fugitive expressions of love is presented in The Sluts by Zack in 

one of his last entries on the website: 
I love the idea that having hot sex with a bottom could have a permanent, negative impact on his life. I 
love how barebacking makes having sex heavy and meaningful. I love how gay guys can be like straight 
guys who wonder how many illegitimate kids there could be out there with their DNA. I love imagining 
my ex-fucks out in the world infecting others or dying in hospital beds.  
(The Sluts, p. 243)  

This excerpt holds two interesting aspects. Firstly, that Zack loves having bareback sex because the 

risk of transmitting the HIV virus makes sex heavy and meaningful. To having meaningful sex is 

probably something that most individuals would agree upon as being important. The opposite to 

meaningful sex would be pointless sex, which would exclude emotions, proximity and lust from the 

sex act. In other words, it is a very legitimate aim for sex, even twisted in a non-normative way with 

potential horrific consequences. Especially contrasted to how Brad and Gary threatens love, Zack’s 

wish to share an authentic and meaningful sexual experience seems very legitimate. 

The other interesting aspect is the comparison to straight men. Zack imagines straight men to 

feel a thrill when wondering how many illegitimate kids with their DNA in the world. Just like the 

straight men may ’leave traces’ of DNA in their sexual partners, Zack sees himself doing the same 

way when transmitting HIV to his sexual partners. To Zack this is something positive, the sexuality 

he practices has a long time impact on the lives of his partners. Here a comparison to Butler’s 

heterosexual matrix reveals how Zack’s ambition could be understood as a manifestation of a 

tweaked variation of a heterosexual reproductive sex, or as a dark parody of  the same. 

10.4. The Fucked-Up Boys – On Sanity and Illness 

As described earlier the AIDS crisis has created a certain bond between the gay community and 

pathology. Just as the gay rights movement was on the verge of a break through in the Western 

societies the AIDS crisis caused a great set back along with many lost lives. Another perspective on 

this relationship is the pathologisation of homosexuality (until 1979 in Sweden) and transsexuality 

(until 2016 by World Health Organization and expected until 2017 in Sweden).  

When trying to convince Mark to stick the knife in him Gary says: 
Gary Are you gonna do it? I want you to do it. Come on. You can do it. 
  Because he’s not out there. 
  I’ve got this unhappiness. This big sadness swelling like it’s gonna burst. 
  I’m sick and I’m never going to be well. 
(S&F, p. 85) 

!89



Gary uses his unhappiness, and frames it like an illness he never will be cured from. It can be 

understood as an utilitarian argument to free him from his interminable unhappiness. 

A similar way to describe Brad exists in The Sluts. He is a boy who is described as underage, 

having a history of abuse and having various mental diseases which justifies why the killing of him 

can be considered morally viable, by the characters in the novel (e.g., ’bultlikeatruck44’’s 

description at p. 113). The difference is that Gary is the one trying to persuade Mark and Robbie to 

kill him, while Brad doesn’t have his own language and therefore is voiceless. It is the men who 

want to kill him who are using his illness as an argument for validating the killing.  

The image of the ill kid is mirrored in The Sluts in the last conversation of the second section. 

Here ’Box 157’ is about to buy the boy Felix from his father. The boy has disabilities caused by a 

drowning accident where he almost died but was saved in the last minute. Now the dad is tired of 

taking care of him and therefore wants to make sure to make good money of him at the same time 

as he get rid of him. It is an utterly disturbing scene where the two men negotiating the price in the 

presence of the boy who is repetitively asking his dad if he can sit down. Once again it is the 

sickness of the boy that is justifying the crime that the perpetrators are about to commit. The scene 

has been interpreted as a manifestation of the failure of heterosexual parenthood (Lev, 2008, p. 94). 

In Cooper’s world the most vulnerable individuals, the very sick Brad and the disabled boy 

Felix, are depicted as powerless and submitted to the violence of grown up men. It is a world where 

they are commodified to such an extent that they sold as products on a market many people would 

like to ignore the existence of. There is no comforting voice in the scenes, no moral voice that 

dismiss the actions of the adults. As displayed by Hoey in chapter three, transgressive fiction forces 

the reader to engage in the text. Seen in the light of Hoey Cooper is forcing us to make a stance. It 

may seem as a very easy stance to make, but to be able to do it we must also be able to accept that 

this extreme kind of commodification is part of our world, and furthermore, accept that we also are 

part of the same world. When the boy Felix is presented the father reveals that he has been exposed 

in a tv commercial for the Jif Peanut Butter and gotten business offers from Disney. By referring to 

those well known brands, known by most readers, Cooper mercilessly forces the story onto the 

reader. We can assume that all US Americans have a relationship to those brands. That relationship 

makes it visible that money travels in the society in way that we cannot control, and sometimes (or 

maybe too often?) connects us economically to parts of the society we do not want to be associated 

with. 

Health and illness have furthermore a corporal aspect. The physical body is our physical 

representation in the world. Through our bodies we express identity to alienate from and assimilate 

!90



to group identities and communities. As the brutal threat of community-target violence can be 

considered part of the gay US America’s history, that Cooper is a part of, his writing could be 

understood as an articulation of what Halpern describe as to not only ’represent the violated, but to 

intervene, and to enact forms of subjectivity that exceeds the terms of that violence’ (Halpern, 2011, 

p. 88). Understood like this the violence in his novels could be understood as a direct response to 

the, direct (the physical violence), indirect (the internalised hate) and institutionalised (the 

government ignorance of the AIDS crisis), violence that the gay community are under threat from in 

the US America. Facing the hyper-commercial image of the happy gays Cooper’s answer is not 

assimilation, it is the perverted hypersexualised text. His texts are so saturated with sexuality that it 

spills out — it is flooding the reading experience. 

Burgess presents an analysis on queer readings of Cooper’s George Miles Cycle with the help of 

Freud’s theories on the life instinct and the death drive. To Freud sex is an aspect of the life instinct 

as the purpose of heteronormative sex is to reproduce. But, Burgess states, a ’queer reading of 

sexuality, however, might place certain sexual activities, particularly at and after the height of the 

AIDS epidemic, into the realm of the death instinct, a desire to return to “the inanimate 

state”’ (Burgess, 2016, pp. 21f). Burgess analysis sheds interesting light on how we also can 

understand Brad and Gary’s relations to sex and death in shadow of the AIDS crisis.  

10.5. Conclusion 

Through Ahmed’s notions on the attribute of passivity, combined with Butler’s concept of the 

heterosexual matrix the dangers associated to the subject position of the bottom is disclosed. 

Furthermore Brad and Gary’s approaches to their positions as well as relation to objectification and 

autonomy are investigated. Lacan’s concept of desire and how the behaviour of Brad and Gary can 

be interpreted as the perverts complete submission to the Other. The theme of love as a commodity 

is established and contrasted by Zack’s notions on a longing for something ’heavy and meaningful’ 

is manifested through the ’bug chasing’, the aim of transmitting HIV because it leaves long lasting 

traces of sex, just like pregnancy, with the result of creating a dark parody of heteronormativity. In 

both Shopping and Fucking and The Sluts health and illness are used to justify acts of violence 

towards boys and young men. The motive of illness connects the texts to the gay history where 

oppression against gay men and other minorities often have been mediated through a discourse of 

pathology.  
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11. Blank Filling, Implicated Reader // Affects and Emotions 

In this chapter I want to reflect upon my experience during the work of this thesis. One of my aims 

has been to not dramatise the violent content or exoticise the sexual practices in the texts. As my 

fascination for my own reaction to those aspects of the texts were my initial starting point it has 

been a challenge.  

Ahmed displays how objects of emotions ’take shape as effects of circulation’ and that it is the 

objects of emotion that circulate rather than emotion as such. Furthermore she argues that emotions 

can move through the circulation of objects and that such objects becomes ’saturated with affect, as 

sites of personal and social tension.’ (Ahmed, 2004, pp. 10f). Ahmed’s perspective summarises the 

social space where the works by Cooper and Ravenhill exist. Since there are so many strong 

opinions about the works, strongly connected to emotions, they have been ’saturated with affect’. It 

is impossible to read the works without relating to all the emotions they may awake. It has become 

very clear to me that those two works are splendid examples of emotional objects, where the 

emotions are born in the relation between the subject and the object. 

Furthermore Ahmed displays how ’the circulation of objects of emotions involves the 

transformation of others into objects of feeling’ and how these circulations connects bodies to other 

bodies (Ahmed, 2004, p. 11). This observation connects the circulation of emotions to the very 

nature of the transgressive text. As Hoey suggests, the critic should take the dialectic relationship 

between the text and the reader into consideration in the meeting with the Transgressive text (Hoey, 

2014, p. 28). Ahmed’s concept of how we should understand emotions further develops this 

perspective. To Ahmed emotions also have a corporal affect, connecting the reading experience to 

our bodies. Regarding the texts by Cooper and Ravenhill as objects of emotions forces both me as a 

writer and you as a reader to take in each other as objects of feeling. In both our meetings with the 

texts we are experiencing emotions, some that we do expect, some that surprises us, and probably 

some we would like to deny, and doing so, the object of emotions is circulating between us. It is a 

movement of emotions that connect our bodies to each other.  

Hoey displays how the transgressive literature challenges us as readers in a way that differs from 

the traditional way of approaching literature. Since the transgressive text refuses to provide an 

objective meaning, ideology or structure we need to approach it with a personal engagement. We 

need to involve ourselves as active subjects, not as passive ’objective’ readers. The transgressive 

texts forces us into a dialectic exchange (Hoey, 2014, p. 28). 

I find this dialectic process interesting in relation to my choice of study objects. One of the 

things I found most fascinating during my first reading of the texts were how the deep disgust I felt 
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for the content of the novels also functioned as the momentum to continued reading. I believe the 

texts awaken strong feelings in many of their readers and I wanted to dissect the texts in order to get 

closer to an understanding of those feelings. 

Literary scholar Leora Lev has called out Cooper’s novels to be the most controversial written 

today (Lev, 2006a, p. 15) and Ravenhill’s plays did cause controversy when they emerged (Sierz, 

2000, pp. 125f). At the same time we are not strangers to the strong images that the novels present. 

Through both news media and pop culture, such as movies, video games and musical lyrics, we are 

used to be presented to depictions of murder, violence, violent sex, incest, etc. I would even like to 

state that those motifs are frequent in our common conscience. Why then, are the texts discussed 

above so provocative? I believe we can find clues in the concepts presented by Hoey – that the 

transgressive literature ’forces the reader to provide the moral and structural boundaries that the text 

refuses’ and by doing so, makes the reader reflecting on their own desires and values (Hoey, 2014, 

p. 28). Since the texts are not as graphic as other cultural artefacts we are used to consuming 

(reading the texts we must use our fantasy to a larger extent than when consuming, e.g., news 

images, violent video games and movies, or pornographic images) we need to meet images and 

motifs produced by our own conscience, and by doing so, face uncomfortable emotions that we 

already have in ourselves, awakened by the texts. In that way, what provoking us is what we find in 

ourselves.  

A technique used by the blank fiction authors, to whom Cooper is connected to and Ravenhill 

allegedly has been inspired by, is the blank filling method, where blank spaces are left at the most 

dangerous or explicitly violent parts of the text. Ravenhill uses this technique in a very literal way 

in Shopping and Fucking. When Lulu has witnessed the stabbing of the woman at the Seven-Eleven 

store the worst parts are never told. Neither we or Lulu get to know how the stabbing ended. In the 

end of scene thirteen the scene ends without a clear answer to whats happening:  
Gary  Do it. Do it and I’ll say ’I love you’. 
Mark Alright.You’re dancing and I take you away. 
(S&F, p. 85) 

Even though the episode is followed by another scene there is no answer in the text as to what 

happens to Gary. This is distinctive to the episode since there are explicit stage directions presented 

in connection to other scenes. In The Sluts the blank filling technique is used through the constant 

offsetting of the truth. As the reader never can be sure of what is happening Cooper forces the 

reader to constantly deconstruct and reconstruct the narrative, a process that also forces the reader 

to take active part in the reading process. The implication of the reader in the text is an important 

aspect of the counterarguments to the accusations of immorality and irresponsibility that the 
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authors, and especially Cooper, have received. As the reader is always implicated in their works 

Cooper ’sustains the most crucial and timely questions of contemporary notions of self and text 

through highlighting the consent and complicity of the implied reader.’ (Aaron, 2004, p. 116). I 

believe this is true for Ravenhill’s writing too. 

Reoccurring through The Sluts are observations made by characters that reflect the reader’s 

experience. The character ’tuff4real’ expresses it like ’I’m just saying the shit going down around 

Brad made heavy changes in my head. I got to know myself deep. It’s been a cool ride.’ (The Sluts, 

p. 228). This is said towards the end of the novel, when we, as readers, are preparing for what 

should be resolution of the story. The reflection corresponds in an interesting way with Hoey’s notes 

on how transgressive literature has to be met; with self-reflection and an inward gaze. Cooper’s 

novel is supposed to move us, it is supposed to leave marks in us, to throw us around and force us to 

face our desires and disgusts, two poles existing in us. 

I admit that I have failed with one of my personal aims with the work of this thesis. I wanted to 

use Hoey’s notions on the dialectic aspects of the transgressive texts, and her objections towards 

objective analysis of the texts, as my starting point to deconstruct the academic essay through self-

reflective writing with the aim to transcend the distance between the triangle of my voice, the study 

objects and the reader of this thesis. I strongly believe that the transgressive text compose great 

starting points for this kind of academic work and I am looking forward to take part of those kind of 

works in the future. 

Furthermore the distribution and structure of my text may be perceived as uncontoured or even 

stringently weak. I do not deny that there are many fragments included in the text, and at a first 

sight they may appear disparate or disconnected. But I do surely believe that the way of working in 

loose hubs and structure the text, ideas and concepts in clusters have created a strong mosaic of 

analytic work and at the same time allowed a wide section of theoretical thought to be integrated in 

a free way. Hybridisation has been a beacon of great value which has brought interesting ideas 

together, and contributed to a nuanced and diverse image of an alternative gay identity as 

represented in the works of Ravenhill and Cooper.  
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12. A Different Kind of Gayness // About the Refusal to Please 
You crack me up. 

I’d rather crack your scull.  
(The Sluts, p. 74) 

The excerpt above comes from one of the chat conversations in The Sluts. It may serve as an 

illustration of how the authors approach gay identity. When expected to provide playful portraits of  

stereotypical gay life, such as in the highly successful Beautiful Thing, they instead turned to 

depictions of gay men committing sexually violent acts towards each other and themselves. When 

expected to deliver cracking laughter they instead chose to present scull-cracking narratives of 

violence and rape. Why was it so important for them to refuse to please their audience?  

My thesis argues that the works of Cooper and Ravenhill respond to a certain political context 

and use morality and amorality as means to investigate structures in their contemporary cultural 

currents. These texts are alienated from the highly commercialised image of gay culture and are 

radical as they offer alternatives to the hegemonic gay male stereotype. This public visibility is 

central to the collective gay history as well as to the gay experience on a micro level. By placing the 

writings of Cooper and Ravenhill in relation to the contemporary LGBTQ community I have 

identified a field of tension between the commercial gay mainstream culture and the more political 

counter-culture. I have used this field as a surface of reflection for my observations. I aim to express 

that not all studies of the works share this perspective. Bell Jr states that Cooper refuses to be 

’pigeonholed as a ”gay writer”’ and that ’his discourse should not be limited to any specific group 

or subculture.’ (Bell, 2013, p. 23). I acknowledge that literature and art are bigger than their context 

and their affection may go beyond subcultures and specific groups. But by ignoring the gay context 

I argue that some of the subversive potential of the works are lost. The works of Cooper and 

Ravenhill refuse to please and by doing so offer a different kind of gayness.  

Through my deconstruction of the characters, their desires and relations, I have offered a diverse 

image of what capitalism, consumerism and heteropatriarchy do to the gay male subject. In 

’Civilisation and Capitalism’ I displayed how there are both physical and symbolic aspects of the 

central-periphery dichotomy that characterise our civilisation and by extension relate to capitalism 

and heteronormativity. Through the characters failure to organise their relationships in accordance 

to the heterosexual matrix they are expelled from society while simultaneously holding an explosive 

potential.  

The gay subject position of being non-straight is exhausting due to the constant visibility and 

examination of the authenticity. In ’Internalised Fear, Hyperreality and Truth’ the Panoptic gaze is 
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presented as a corrective force that propels subjects to internalise discipline be productive within 

the capitalist system. As the subject is permeated by the gaze it slowly transforms into a hyperreal 

surface disconnected from the original referent and open for any projections.  

Truth is lost through simulation and therefore the precedency of the narrative becomes contested, 

which in turns is an intersubjective struggle of power. In ’”Is this for real? Is that a stupid 

question?” - Simulacrum and Hyperreality’ commodification is the consequence of simulation and 

the condition for fame. Commodification incorporates the subject into a capitalist system and in the 

case of The Sluts transforms Brad into the hypersexualised subject. Through the interchangeable 

subject positions every human position becomes locomotive and contested, leading finally to the 

dissolution of the subject as an independent entity, but fused into a polyphonic collective narrative.  

Through the surpassing of the Pleasure and the entry of the complete absence of the Death drive 

the dissoluted subject becomes attractive, mirrored by the dismemberment of the body. The ultimate 

act of the Promethean power is killing, as the manifestation of definitiveness. Death can be 

understood as an irreversible and by extension an eternal sacrifice of love. The meaning of love is 

also contested when it is used as a commodified object. When expressed as a sacrifice the Lacanian 

notion of desire, as an absence that can only be filled by becoming someone else’s object of desire, 

comes into play.  

Finally the passivity as a social and sexual position are explored and aspects of why passivity 

and indifference are perceived as provocative are disclosed. The passive position of being submitted 

to the gaze as well as a nostalgic longing to a pre-existing state are presented. Furthermore the 

submissive aspect of passivity can be understood as perversion. The concept of meaning and 

making lasting impact through sex is explored as an aspect of relating to the heterosexual matrix, 

also relating to the gay history of pathologisation.  

One of the questions that may haunt the reader is how anyone could enjoy the depicted events. In 

the final pages of The Sluts, when Zack claims that the whole Brad/Brian saga is on Brad’s 

initiative, the same question is asked about Brad:  
I want to know why the fuck he’s doing this to himself as much as you do. You think I understand it? I 
don’t. He won’t or can’t tell me. Maybe I would understand or wouldn’t care if I understood if I actually 
gave a shit about him. I don’t. There’s nothing to care about.  
(The Sluts, p. 243) 

It is like Zack is putting the question out to the reader to show that there is no answer in to be found 

within the text. He states that it could be possible to understand why Brad is exposing himself to 
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what he is doing, on psychological level, not at a socio-economic level, if he cared about Brad. This 

implies that we, as readers, would be able understand Brad if we truly cared about him. 

Just as the characters of Shopping and Fucking and The Sluts just seem to exist, seemingly 

without purpose, the texts also exist in the same meaningless way. Hoey displays how the 

’meaningless’ of transgressive fiction can be linked to a financial analysis: 
Because Transgressive Fiction does not ‘do anything’ it is a senseless luxury and so belongs in the 
General Economy, but its depiction of death, violation, deviance and sex links it also to the direct 
opposite of production: eroticism. 
(Hoey, 2014, p. 31) 

This way of being not productive, or not useful, is not only breaching the ideals of the capitalist 

civilisation but also leaves space for mere lust to exist. Depravity and decadence is the 

contradictory answer to productivity and is manifested to the short-perspective lives depicted. The 

works by Cooper and Ravenhill are injecting unproductiveness into the capitalist civilisation 

construct. An injection that can be seen as both liberating and revolutionary. 

Earlier research on Shopping and Fucking have explored themes of consumerism, capitalism, 

masculinity and sexuality. My analysis is taking the discussion further by combining the aspects to 

trace how the gay male subject is permeated by theses aspects but also transcend them, revealing an 

opening another subject to emerge. The research on The Sluts have explored similar themes but 

more clearly had hyperreality, technology and the coherent subject as the main focus. Unlike most 

earlier research my analysis is aiming to liberate The Sluts from the George Miles Cycle and to 

display how an analysis not having the contested truth as its primary focus have the potential to 

reveal aspects of gay identity and community regarding desires, subjectivity and love. The works of 

Cooper and Ravenhill have often been investigated as representatives for their respectively national 

and genre context. As I connect the texts to each other, theses contexts provide an unusual backdrop 

to the analysis revealing how the gay male subject is contested and etablished through similar and 

different processes affected by the specific British and US American historical contexts.  

As a gay man I feel an urgent need to explore alternative depictions of gay identity. It would be 

fruitful for future research to further develop the dialectic reading act, as presented by Hoey, in 

relation to gay identity. Especially how the reading act can be expressed through self-reflexive 

writing within academia. Furthermore, gay history in a specific Swedish context still has room for 

further exploration. What does the gay experience look like in a society where the public 

assimilative narrative is so dominant, that hate crimes and homophobia are barely visible anymore? 

In a society with a strong goodness complex alternative depictions can hardly exist without being 

referred to as a Past or Somewhere else.  
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I would like to see further research on specifically the works of Cooper with a clearer critical 

perspective, without falling into the trap of moralism. Sexual violence is a very real problem in 

contemporary society. How is literature and art supposed to relate to the actual reality? I would also 

enjoy analyses of the structure of the narrative. In relation to Ravenhill a more developed analysis 

of his relationship to the American context and his alleged inspiration from the blank fiction could 

shed new light on his writings as well as an analysis of the specifically gay aspects of criticism of 

consumerism in the play. Another methodological ambition that I have been forced to abandon due 

to the scope of thesis is the holistic approach to the theatre play as presented by Sundberg (2011). 

With inspiration from Roland Barthes’ weave of signs where the theatre is, in the analysis, regarded 

as an event consisting of more aspects than just a text (the space, bodies, light, sound etc.). This 

would have been interesting not only from the perspective that it could have deepened the analysis 

of the play, but also as it would have challenged my interpretative skills as it requires a greater 

incorporation of the interpreters understanding of the work, than what a mere text analysis do. I 

expect an analysis with that purpose to reveal more interesting aspects of the play. 

The gay experiences observed through the works of Cooper and Ravenhill are multi-faceted, 

contradictory and polyvalent. The characters navigate narrowly defined social expectations, 

mediated through the stereotype of the gay male as a consumer, and experience violence from that 

very same society. Even though they relate differently to the hegemonic hyperreal role model, they 

are exposed to the same social structure that dictates their living conditions and positioning them as 

objects possible to practice violence on. 

The works provide a widened and complicated image the public image of the gay male. Their 

countercultural narratives trace how the gay male subject have been affected by the heteronormative 

society. When the provided stereotype is too narrow to express the burden and the joy of the 

contemporary gay male subject, alternatives, like the depictions by Ravenhill and Cooper, may 

allow the subject to fully possess the gay experiences of pain, sorrow and anger that he has been 

forced to bear. In the light of the historical context, this analysis have displayed how the violence 

within the Shopping and Fucking and The Sluts holds a liberating potential.  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