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CHAPTER 1: RESEARCH FOCUS/AIM

Introduction

Representations of Bondage/Discipline, Dominance/Submission, and
Sadism/Masochism (hereinafter “BDSM”} in the mainstream media have quietly
infiltrated pages, screens, and the imaginations of consumer audiences. Over the past
20 years, the trend of conventionalizing imagery of alternative sexualities has increased
exponentially (Weinberg and Magill, 1995, p. 223). From the implicit scenes of bondage
in marketing campaigns (Dannon La Créme, 2002; Ikea, 2001) to the more explicit
depictions of BDSM relationships in popular media music, literature and film industries
(Rihanna, 2011; Jaeckin, 1975; Shainberg, 2002; Lyne, 1986) it appears that BDSM has
entered our popular culture (Weiss, 2006, p. 104).

With the proliferation of ‘deviant’ imagery mass produced and increasingly
accessible, albeit sensationalized and scandalized, society has demonstrated
desensitization to BDSM. This desensitization has led to increased commodification of
BDSM, which has taken on traditional ideological structures and lost any potential for
radical sexual liberation or subversion of oppressive hierarchies of sexuality. According
to literary critic Margot D. Weiss, when mainstream representations of sexual minorities
are visible and acknowledged, the paradigm of our liberal political system allows for an
allusion of progress. With the increased visibility, acceptance, and understanding of

BDSM in society, it is difficult to recognize representations of BDSM and other sexual



minorities in largely available mainstream media outlets. This is a problematic
occurrence. (Weiss, 2006, p. 112)

One such modern representation of BDSM is James’ trilogy Fifty Shades of Grey;
these books have emerged as a cultural phenomenon as they swept mainstream
readers into the literary genre of ‘erotic fiction’ (James 2012a-2012c). With worldwide
sales exceeding 100 million copies, translations in 52 different languages, and a firm
yearlong hold on the New York Times Bestseller list, the trilogy —which began as fan
fiction— engages the sexual fantasies of readers (Bosman, 2014). While the imminent
film adaptation suggests the popularity of these books, and in the aforementioned

profits, the pedagogical potential of these books is unclear.

For the majority of readers, these books are the first exposure to a supposedly
non-normative, narrated relationship between consenting partners that includes brief
moments of alternative sex. Diving into the world of Kink (i.e. BDSM, leather, fetish, and
polyamory), James provides a space for discourse on Kink to be explored, interpreted,
and reproduced by mainstream culture. However, the connection readers make with
the characters of Fifty Shades of Grey allows for a false belief in the knowledge of BDSM.
Through the understanding of Foucauldian notions of knowledge as power, it is
appropriate to explore ways in which this deceptive grasp of sexual subversion through
knowledge, frames interpretations of BDSM by mainstream consumers (Foucault, i980,
p. 234).

In Fifty Shades of Grey, James masterfully utilizes a first person narrative to ease

readers into unfamiliar sexual territory. However, while introducing relatively accurate



terminology to enlighten her readers on BDSM practices, James further perpetuates the
pseudo-acceptance of such sexual deviance by relying on mainstream, vanilla, or non-
BDSM practitioning audience members to insert their own normative framework into
the narrative (Weiss, 2006, p. 114). This literary approach allows readers to
unknowingly utilize these fictional texts as an educational tool to understand BDSM.
Fifty Shades of Grey utilized as a pedagogical tool is counterproductive to an accurate
understanding of BDSM. With James’ weak character development and reliance on an
easily absorbed romance/love narrative, mainstream readers are enabled and
encouraged to use a heteronormative framework to interpret the brief BDSM scenes
contained in Fifty Shades of Grey (Weiss, 2006, p. 114).
Synopsis of Text

The focus of this project is Fifty Shades of Grey (2012), the first book in James’
trilogy. The book follows the relationship between Anastasia Steele and Christian Grey.
Through a first person narrative the female protagonist, Steele, a 22-year old English
Literature sAenior at Washington State University, captures the splendor and shock as
she becomes the object of desire for 27-year old billionaire CEO {and eligible bachelor),
Christian Grey.

In their first encounter, Steele steps in for her sick roommate/best friend
Katherine (Kate) Kavanagh, in an interview where Steele ends her inquiries by
innocently asking Grey if he is gay (James, 2012a, p. 13). From there, Steele and Grey

engage in a handful of coffee-dates and unexpected run-ins, culminating in a bar-scene



rescue where Grey saves her from the clutches of unwanted male suitors and her own
vomit (James, 2012a, p. 60).

From there, their relationship is solidified and the author introduces the specifics
of Grey’s sexual appetite. Grey is a sadist (someone who enjoys participating in
consensual S/M activity), and enjoys the control and power to inflict pain or humiliation
on others for erotic purposes (James, 2012a, p. 100). As the book progresses, the
readers are bombarded with Steele’s thoughts of confusion and fear as she attempts to
understand Grey’s particularities. Steele’s bewilderment continues throughout the
novel as their relationship becomes more serious.

Grey later introduces Steele to his playroom or ‘Red Room of Pain” which
contains his sex toys and other sexual paraphernalia (James, 2012a, p. 126). The story
continues as Grey discusses the S/M contract with Steele, outlining the specifics of their
potential sexual relationship. The contract outlines hard and soft limits as well as
safewords to use in the event of Steele’s wish to terminate the BDSM scene (James,
2012a, p. 165). Eventually, in the name of love, Steele agrees to ‘trying’ the role of a
Submissive (James, 20123, p. 245).

As Steele cannot seem to conform to the Submissive role Grey desires,
ultimately, the relationship stagnates. The text ends with Steele professing her love for
Grey after an intense spanking scene (James, 20123, p. 509). However, unable to fully
grasp the emotion, Grey is left dumbfounded. He is left with disbelief and Steele is led to

reevaluate the reciprocity of their relationship. Steele ultimately decides to end the

relationship.
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Queer Critique

Through a Queer theory lens, IAwiII examine the ways in which James writes
Steele’s character to advance the legitimized heteronormative framework. In Fifty
Shades of Grey, this privileging of ‘normalcy’ through Steele is done to enact oppression
on alternative sexualities as being a product of pathélogy and unproductive in terms of
reproductive capacity.

As socialization encourages monogamous, vanilla sex relationships, as set forth
by theorist Gayle Rubin’s ‘charmed circle,” societal expectations of romantic and sexual
relations are compulsive to mainstream society (Rubin, 1994, p. 153). Therefore,
discipline is enacted on any sexuality considered deviant. This devalued (deviant)
sexuality, on the margins of the circle containiﬁg appropriate forms of sexuality, inspires
discipline as society deems fit (Rubin, 1994, p. 154). In the case of the BDSM dispersed
through the narrative of Fifty Shades of Grey, Steele is the tool in which these
misconducts are interpreted as negative, disciplined, and ultimately positioned as
‘other.’

By pathologizing Grey's interest in BDSM (or placing it in the medical realm of
physical or psychological abnormal or unhealthy behavior) James utilizes the
relationship readers have to protagonist Steele to construct her presentation of BDSM.
This tactic is not subtle, as James pushes the characterization of Grey as ‘monstrous,’
‘insane,’ ‘dangerous,’ or simply ‘fucked up,” through the perspective of most, if not all,
characters in the text, regardless of their information on his sexual endeavors (James,

2012a, p. 101, 110, 127, 269). Further, it seems as though Steele is constantly perplexed
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by Grey’s nature, claiming, “it’s so alien to anything [she] knows,” or framing it as a
“biased, kinky-as-hell, distorted worldview regarding sex” therefore personally
chastising his actions (James, 2012a, p. 127, 132). Through this ‘othering’ process, James
demonizes Grey and his specific sexual preferences. James condemns not only Grey’s
sexual behaviors but attempts to sell Grey as morally, mentally, and emotionally inferior
(Rubin, 1994, p. 152).

In order to solidify this misunderstanding of Grey, James introduces the
interpretation of him as a monster (James, 20123, p. 110). “Kind, caring Christian who
rescues me from inebriation and holds me gently while I'm throwing up into the azaleas,
and the monster who possesses whips and chains in a special room” {(James, 2012a, p.
102). Arguably this characterization of Grey allows for the distinction between the
sweet, romantic man who Steele is in love with and the sick, deviant monster who
forces her to engage in S/M. Therefore, Grey himself is not characterized as deviant, but
his preferred sexual practices are. The binary structure of Grey’s personality is a
common trope throughout the text. As Grey is characterized as both a ‘dark knight” and
‘white knight’ and questioned as being a product of ‘nature’ or ‘nurture’ (James, 2012a,
p. 92, 127). This dichotomized version of the protagonist creates a space for an
explanation for his undesirable characteristics hinging on his troubled past. Ultimately,
this could be interpreted as Grey’s allowance into ‘normalcy’ through the careful
maneuvering of his polarized character traits.

James explains Grey’s interest in BDSM by creating a backstory of abuse {James,

2012a, p. 269). As readers become engrossed in the narrative and overwhelmed by
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Grey’s sexual ‘deviance,” James manages to calm mounting concerns by her insertion of
Grey’s “rough introduction to life” and seemingly pedophilic, and non-consensual
engagement with the older Dominatrix from his past, Mrs. Jones (James, 2012a, p. 269,
155). These above two moments in the text, illustrate not Grey as the deviant, but
rather, the BDSM sex as the real problem. This deviance works to obstruct Steele from
her idyllic romance with Grey. Finally coming to some sort of an understanding of his
‘deviance,” Steele reflects on her newfound information:
He’s such a complicated person. And now | have an insight as to why. A
young man deprived of his adolescence, sexually abused by some evil
Mrs. Robinson figure.....no wonder he’s old before his time. My heart fills
with sadness at the thought of what he must have been through. (James,
2012a, p. 164)

This binary —of Grey as good, and past abuse as bad—allows for readers to
retain their approval of Grey. This is first gained in his financial success, and follows suit
with Steele’s turn from disapproval to pity. Therefore, “[p]oor, fucked-up, kinky,
philanthropic Christian” remains the romantic hero and the BDSM becomes
pathologized and removed from the romantic narrative (James, 20123, p. 237).

Hope for a future monogamous and reproductive relationship encourages
readers to accept the moments of ‘kinky fuckery’ in order to achieve the much sought
after happy ending. In addition to James’ incorporation of past psychological trauma to
account for moments of ‘deviant’ sexuality, the hope for a traditional trajectory for

heterosexual romance is a leading trope in her novel. Although the relationship does not
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reach marriage and offspring until the second and third books, James incorporates
allusions to marriage throughout the first text (James 2012b-c).

Most obvious is the direct reference to marriage when introducing the S/M
contract for the proposed relationship between Grey and Steele (James, 2012a, p. 165).
It is here in which the fundamental terms, activities, and Safewords are described in
detail to both Steele and the readers (James, 2012a, p. 165-175). Immediately after the
text displays the specifics of the contract, readers reflect with Steele as she references
the term “Serve and obey in all things” and connects this passage to marriage vows
(James, 2012a, p. 175). Furthered by rhetoric of “being mine” and “saying yes” James
effectively creates foreshadowing to marriage (James, 2012a, p. 138).

This foreshadowing is particularly important because it enables readers to
predict and envision a heteronormative ending to the characters’ present kinky
relationship. By James’ framing of the Fifty Shades relationship in terms of eventual
marriage and reproduction, readers are able to distance themselves from the deviance.
The separation thus encourages disciplining the deviance (BDSM) appropriately through
support of Steele’s own dialogue. This deviant activity is maintained within the confines
of the ‘Play Room,’ acting to physically separate the location of normative (vanilla) and
non-normative (BDSM) sex {James, 2012a, p. 96). This fragmented understanding of
space replicates the fragmented timeline of ‘immature’ relationship sex (BDSM) to
‘mature’ relationship sex (procreative). The emphasized ‘Red Room of Pain,” always

locked and containing BDSM paraphernalia, is positioned by James in direct contrast to
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Grey’s sleek, clean, white bedroom which is reserved for more appropriate types of sex
such as Steele’s virginity loss (James, 20123, p. 132, 111).

Throughout Fifty Shades of Grey, James perpetuates the understanding of non-

- normative sexual practices as pathologized and irrelevant to the course to marriage and
children. The author does this with an emphasis on Steele and Grey's relationship as
overwhelmingly heteronormative. Confirming the heteronormative framework of the
text is James’ representation of BDSM as consensual and the general implications of this
text as a first exposure to BDSM for mainstream readers.

Kink Critique

Finally, | will examine the ways in which James writes Anastasia Steele to
navigate erotic consent in her engagement of BDSM through a Kink lens, while keeping
in mind how the overall heteronormative framework speaks to the problematic nature
of the James’ interpretation of BDSM.

The envisioning of Kink practices as encapsulated in individual desires and
responsibilities further supports the framework of heteronormativity. The established
foundation of traditional gender roles and Vanilla sex as privileged are built upon by the
idea of consent. While authentic scenarios of Kink are most often cooperatively
narrated, executed, and understood, James manufactures a disjointed formation of such
a relationship. James and positions both participants —Grey and Steele—at odds with
each other with regards to BDSM (Califia, 1995, p. 147). Initiated in the first scene of
sexual behavior between the pair, James presents Grey’s sexual experience in direct

contrast to Steele’s virginity (James, 2012a, p. 108). This gross differential of sexual
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knowledge is set forth in a 20 page scene as the couple ‘make love’ and Steele loses her
virginity (James, 2012a, p. 108-127). Allowing audiences to understand Grey as taking
care of Steele’s deprived sexuality, or “rectifying the situation” James immediately
creates a viewing of the partners as sexually individualized and even opposite (James,
2012a, p. 109).

As James continuously positions Steele as the ‘student’ and Grey as the ‘teacher,’
the separation of the couple’s sexual inexperience is perpetuated. This is evident in the
text, as the two discuss the S/M contract (a contract which Grey writes himself without
steele’s own input). Aware of her naivety to the terminology, Grey tells her to do
research online, saying: “You'll be amazed what you can find on the Internet” (James,
2012a, p. 148). Therefore, James hints at the opportunity for readers to explore their
own BDSM curiosity through the Internet, inappropriately positioning Kink as such a
trivial practice as to gain understanding of it through brief online research.

Continuing this appropriation of Kink, James positions Steele as completely
detached from the enactment of BDSM scenes. She accomplishes this by writing Grey as
the mastermind behind the practices and the rules of engagement without inclusion of
Steele in the negotiations (James, 20123, p. 224). James manages to COMpose the
characters of Grey and Steele within in such opposition to each other’s to even allow

Steele to question her own free-will within the relationship:
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‘d never do anything I didn’t want to do, Christian.” And as | say the
words, | don’t quite feel their conviction, because at this moment in time,
I’d probably do anything for this man seated beside me. (James, 2012a, p.
92)

Without a firm understanding of her own sexual agency and Steele’s
disassociation from the S/M, questions of consent surface. Specifically, the
understandings of power and the inability to consent manifest itself in Steele. As the
woman and the potential Submissive in the relationship, Steele is expected to take
responsibility for her own understandings of BDSM and ultimately make a decision
about whether to engage in such practices with Grey. Putting the sole responsibility of
consent on Steele disregards her inexperience as a possible hindrance of her abi.lity to
consent. This, therefore, introduces a convoluted understanding of consent as separate
from the Dominant, Grey. Within Fifty Shades of Grey, James utilizes Grey’s character to
enforce this dynamic, after their first spanking scene, as he confuses Steele by claiming
she has the authority to make decisions in regards to their relationship:

For the record, you stood beside me knowing what | was going to do. You
didn’t at any time ask me to stop — you didn’t use either Safeword. You
are an adult — you have choices. (James, 2012a, p. 293)

The division between active man and passive woman reinforces the
understanding of heteronormative sexual dynamics and the assumption that lack of
objection to sex is, in itself, consent. However, this is a rather complicated

understanding of consent. Under the conditions wherein one participant is naive to not
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only the overall expectations of the relationship but even their own sexual desires and
the other participant is well versed in their own and even claims to know the desires of
the other, consent is a grey area. Therefore, while Grey seems to dictate where Steele
receives pleasure, for example when referencing her confusion by her body’s response
to spanking, Grey tells Steele that “ [she was] sexually aroused by it...”, Steele seemingly
has no say in the matter and must accept Grey’s interpretations of her own physiology
and understood pleasures (James, 2012a, p. 288).

Overall, the power to consent {or to understand and experience pleasure) and
the power to discipline (or to appropriate sexual eroticisms) are convoluted in Fifty
Shades of Grey. By positioning the two protagonists in contradiction to each other,
James deconstructs the dynamics of an authentic BDSM relationship. James’ characters
are two separate and opposite players in the text’s engagement with BDSM, ultimately

supporting the appeal of a romantic narrative.
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CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSION

Reaching audiences all over the World, James’ Fifty Shades of Grey has had
dramatic influence on mainstream perspectives of BDSM. The romantic narrative of
Christian Grey and Anastasia Steele has created a sensationalized view of BDSM.
Captivating audiences and creating a multi-billion dollar franchise for author E.L. James,
the Fifty Shades enterprise presents a falsified, progressive, and radical inclusion of
BDSM which results in a form of oppression to the Kink community (Cormella, 2013, p.
563).

By jolting readers into most likely an unknown realm of Kink, James attempts to
appropriate BDSM sexual practices in order to enhance her normative narrative
framework. Utilizing an agreeable and popular romantic scenario, James is able to insert
brief moments of kinky sex. James essentially exploits the erotic nature of the Kink
Community in order to sell books. This is problematic in that it provides mainstream
audiences a false sense of knowledge about BDSM, which allows for further
marginalization of the Kink community.

Applying a critical lens to the heteronormative framework in which the book is
presented, Fifty Shades of Grey should not be used to teach the general public about
true BDSM practices. Specific attention was focused on how the text wrongly
perpetuates binary gender norms and power differentials inherent to them. In addition,
attention was given to the ways in which James pathologizes the practices of BDSM,

establishing prerequisites of abuse for kinky desires. Lastly, | shed light on the ways
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James maintains transparent allusions to traditional heterosexual marriage and

reproductive trajectories in an effort to maintain readers’ attention. Ultimately, this

leads to the conclusion that Fifty Shades of Grey misrepresents central elements of

BDSM, such as consent and power structures.

Successful at entertaining readers, the text functions to provide misguided
information with the trade-off of sensationalized eroticism and fast sales. Therefore, to
view this novel as anything more than a problematic text would be generous. James not
only extrapolates BDSM from its original context to add some excitement to her book,
but falsely positions mainstream audiences to oppose Kink. James does a disservice to
the BDSM community and falsely enacts supportive visibility to the community by
writing through the privileged state of ‘normalcy.’ Visibility in this case, opens the door
to further de-radicalize the subversive potential of representations of BDSM in
mainstream media.

| was able to highlight specific instances where the text is problematic. An
understanding of the book as heteronormative, supporting traditional gender relations,
and containing falsified sexual agency revealed the text as anti-feminist. Further, the
highlighting of the heteronormative framework supporting traditional tropes of
sexuality, such as the trajectory to marriage and the necessity of pathology for deviant
sexualities revealed the text as anti-queer. Lastly, the book’s interpretation and

presentation of consent and its relation to power and knowledge revealed the book as

ant-kink.
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on to this analysis of James’ Fifty Shades of Grey, which
sion of Kink through a lens which demonizes its existence

amework: “This is wrong, but holy hell is it erotic”
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