Best-Sellers and Our Social
conscious

se of us who think that modernity has marked significant
ress in the human condition can take stock of the differ-
‘ at separate “us” (moderns) from “them” (members of
odern societies) by invoking fast trains, frozen food, or
1 me,‘s“;‘aorkbetter, the right to vote, to oppose political lead-
nd to oust a serving president. But when we want to take
of the vast changes in values, what gives people a sense
rth and membership, what people desire and fantasize
u what the role of morality is, or how clear to ourselves
deﬁtity is, things get muddled. It is difficult not only
ow what to focus on in order to understand what has
ed and how we have changed, but also to establish the
:\fo‘fevaluate what constitutes moral progress or decay.
ere are many cultural artifacts we could assess to chart
changes across time. One intriguing line of inquiry is to
< about literary best-sellers as barometers of value and to
er the differences that separate the best-sellers of dif-
ges as markers of change. Two books published three
éipart illustrate what I mean: Daniel Defoe’s Robinson
soe, published in London in 1719 and reprinted six times in
an four months; and E. L. James’s Fifty Shades of Grey,
c romance novel that topped the New York Times best-
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seller list in 2012 and has become an uncanny worldwide suc-
cess. Not only three hundred years but also an abyss of cul-
tural differences separates these two best-sellers, pointing at
what separates “us” (moderns) from “them” (premoderns).’
Robinson Crusoe is the eponymous novel of its single hero,
a man who represents the solid values of the merchant class,
oriented toward duty and work. The novel documents the
religious and self-introspective awakening of a man ship-
wrecked on a desert island and extols the values of work and
self-transformation. In no way does it focus on emotions or
even social relationships; indeed, the only relationship in the
novel is the friendship Robinson creates with the native F'ri—
day, a relation that is more colonial domination tha'n a recip-
rocal and egalitarian bond. In fact, Robinson’s relation to the
world writ large is one of domination and control, over both
the land and its natives (Watt [1957] 2001). The novel also
contains some eighteenth-century reflections on the relation-
ship between nature and society, and much of the book’s plea-
sure derives from seeing Robinson take possession of nature
through his prescientific understanding of the rule§ that gmf-
ern tides, weather, and crops. The novel lacks erotic or senti-
mental content; or, rather, if it has any eros, it is to be found
in monetary exchange, international commerce, agricultural
work and production, and in a dawning self-awareness ‘thjat
Europe had developed as a region superior to others. It is in
that sense a novel of a civilization becoming aware of itse?f as
dominating the world, and a novel about the power of a scien-
tific understanding of an individual still steeped in faith.

.. I could also have chosen another English-language best-seller from
the period, such as Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740), which is much
closer in content to Fifty Shades of Grey, but despite its success Pcfmela
was widely criticized for its licentious character and is thus less suitable

for this comparative exercise.
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Fifty Shades of Grey takes us to far normative shores. The
first volume of what became a trilogy is set on the West Coast
of the New World, in Seattle, and is told from the point of
view of a young adult woman, a college student named Anas-
tasia Steele (Ana), who is still a virgin and who meets a very
attractive, rich, and successful young man, Christian Grey.
For the first time in her life, Ana experiences intense sexual
desire, and she finds in Christian an unusual and exceptional
sexual partner. Indeed, something sets Christian very far apart
from other men: he will enter in a full relationship with Ana
only if she signs a contract in which she willingly agrees to
become his “submissive” —that is, if she agrees to be beaten,
spanked, and tied, to lower her eyes in his presence, to sleep
the number of hours he prescribes, and to eat only the foods
and wear only the clothes he chooses for her. In addition to
this contract, Ana is asked to sign a nondisclosure agreement

that prevents her from divulging to anyone the nature of their
relationship.
This book, then, takes us continents away from Robinson
Crusoe. It focuses almost exclusively on love, intimacy, and
sex. It is about the conquest not of land but of sentiments, the
danger not of foreign and deserted landscapes but of intimate
relationships, and not the self-awareness of Europe but the
coming of age of a young college girl. This self-discovery is
not of a spiritual nature; rather, it is of an entirely sexual and
interpersonal kind. Far from endorsing conventional bour-
geois morality, Fifty Shades of Grey presents the mainstream-
ing of underground sexual practices: bondage, discipline, sa-
dism, masochism (BDSM). The relation of domination that is
at the center of the book is endlessly reflected upon and ne-
gotiated, and ultimately is replaced by a relationship of love.
Finally, while Robinson Crusoe was about learning to accept
parental authority, Fifty Shades of Grey is about the real and
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symbolic scars left by bad parents, as Christian, the hero of
the novel, turns out to have had a traumatized childhood, a
secret the reader will only progressively discover. More gen-
erally, if Robinson Crusoe represents the triumph of a male-
centered, Eurocentric view of morality based on values of
work and self-reliance, Fifty Shades of Grey represents the ul-
timate triumph of a female point of view in culture, preoccu-
pied with love and sexuality, with emotions, with the possibil-
ity (or impossibility) of forming enduring loving bonds with
a man, and with the intertwining of pain and pleasure in ro-
mantic and sexual relationships.
To stress even further the differences in value that separate
the two novels, we need only remember that one hundred
years ago another novel, one that allegedly helped to spark a
civil war and was full of compassion for the plight of African
slaves, was dismissed at the time for being “sentimental.” To-
day we would have no problem seeing Harriet Beecher Stowe’s
Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) as a politically and morally ambi-
tious novel, despite its now jarring stereotypes of people of
color. But in its day, many thought the novel belonged to that
dangerously feminine side of culture that would tempt read-
ers to lapse from strict adherence to religious and moral prin-
ciples and to embrace a nascent mass culture oriented toward
indulgence and self-absorption (Tompkins 1986). Critics of
the sentimental novel were especially worried about its emo-
tive force: “Its dramatic power will have no other effect upon
the country than to excite the fanaticism of one portion and to
arouse the indignation of the other” (Pringle 1853, 7). In other
words, the use of sentiment even for high moral and political
purposes was low and corrupting.
Or we could take an example closer to Fifty Shades, Kate
Chopin’s now classic and canonical 1899 book The Awakening,
a story of a married woman who discovers sexual desire and
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passion for another man. At the time of publication the book
was greeted with general moral disgust, with one reviewer go-
ing as far as to describe its moral core as the “ugly, cruel, loath-
some monster Passion,” which “like a tiger ... slowly stretches
itsgracefullength...and...awakens.” The New Orleans Times-
Democrat (1899) saw “unhappy Edna’s awakening” as “a pas-
sion which experience has taught her is, by its very nature, ev-
anescent” and which is “confined entirely to the senses, while
reason, judgment, and all the higher faculties and percep-
tions ... fell into slumber deep as that of the seven sleepers”

(quoted in Corse and Westervelt 2002, 139~ 61). The book was

so coldly received by critics and readers that the discouraged

Chopin turned thereafter to short stories. One cannot fail to

note the contrast with E. L. James, who was instantly signed

up with sequels.

In short: that a soft pornographic novel dealing with the in-
tense absorption of two individuals in sadomasochistic sexu-
ality could become such a worldwide best-seller a mere one
hundred years after The Awakening gives us a glimpse at the
immense change in‘values that must have occurred in West-
ern culture—as dramatic a change, one might say, as elec-
tricity and indoor plumbing. Despite the danger of tautology
here, I would like to suggest that best-sellers are defined by
their capacity to capture values and outlooks that are either
dominant and widely institutionalized or widespread enough
to become mainstreamed by a cultural medium.

Best-Seller: A Definition

The 2011 erotic novel Fifty Shades of Grey was written by a
compatriot of J. K. Rowling under the pseudonym E. L. James.
Like its famous children’s literature counterpart, Fifty Shades
topped best-seller lists around the world, including lists in the
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United Kingdom and even the New York Times in the Unite
Gates. It is the first installment in a trilogy that overall ha
sold around forty million copies worldwide (Siegel 201
with 32 million copies sold in the United States at the time et
the writing of this essay (more than ten million copies w number of them were at the interface of the private and
soldin the United States in a period of six weeks), putting ¢ lic divide. Pornographic or erotic literature, for example,
pooks among some of the best-selling series in all of moder ocated at the interface of the two, as it circulated in the
publishing. Translation rights to the trilogy have been so te sphere (and was read mostly by the upper classes) but
thirty-seven countries, and the first volume set the recor deep political implications in challenging the power of
he fastest-selling paperback of all time, surpassing even th hurch (Hunt 1991). Interestingly enough, as censorship
Harry Potter series. - he church lost power, pornographic and erotic literature,
Best-sellers are a result of a process that started in Eurog hile it remained highly controlled and regulated, lost its po-
'm’the sixteenth century, which we may call the commodifi al power, becoming an object of private consumption. The
cation of the book (Davis 1975). With the diminishing cos - of the Internet further commodified pornography for
pooks and rising levels of literacy, books started circulatin te consumption.
regional, national, and even Europe-wide markets (Eisens e relatively short history of the commodification of

[1983 2012). To circulate in a market means that books k, a crucial development occurred after World War II.

bought as commodities by members of an anonymous publi he consolidation of many large corporate publishing in-
ies in the 1940s; the attempt to control the elements con-

(as opposed to being produced for a patron, for subscribe :
or for a well-known small audience of connoisseurs; or be cive to a best-seller grew (Schiffrin 2001). The war proved
porrowed from libraries; or being read out loud by one - enefit to the book business, with rapid sales of books rele-
son for a group of listeners; etc.). The reader-consume to the war leading to increased sales in other genres. This
thus situated at the meeting point between two overlap d marked the first time that publishers began operating
put distinct spheres: he or she became a consumer locat usinesses, as they took their first cues from the mar-
o market, facing a range of cultural products competin ce about how to tailor books to specific readers (ibid.,
e another; and he or she (in fact, only e for a long tim ispecially after the end of the Cold War, a new ideol-
was a citizen or member of civil society located in the sph hat emphasized belief in the market and its values took
of public o pinion. This belief, that the market represented a consumer de-
public opinion is the process by which ideas relevan acy, became the hallmark of publishing and led to the
public and political matters are formed through interpeg Of fksmaller publishers increasingly merging into interna-
conglomerates. The editors in these conglomerates en-

mechanisms—for example, in salons or coffee houses i
eighteenth century (Habermas 1991) —or through opi zed a concentration on 2 handful of books that would
that are more authoritative, institutionalized, public, and them to meet the economic expectations of corporate

fed than others (e.g., the London Times Literary Supple-
he New York Times Book Review). Some books were
to be circulated in the private sphere (e.g., romance
_others in the public sphere (e.g., political pamphlets),
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owners (ibid., 150). And suburbanization further contributed
to the commodification of the book in changing the nature
of the bookstore: “The only way for suburban booksellers to
thrive—as well as chain bookstores—was to reduce the shelf
space dedicated to slow-moving inventory and devote more
space to the best-sellers” (ibid., 151).

The importance of best-sellers was the natural outcome of
the commodification of publishing and its emphasis on mar-
keting. Indeed, although the literary world uses an antimar-
keting rhetoric (Brown 2011,76), the book trade was driven by
marketing practices from the Renaissance through the twen-
tieth century. Some examples include William Caxton’s an-
ticipation of straight-through processing principles between
1476 and 1492, Mason Locke Weems’s Bible in the early nine-
teenth century, and the exploitation of Tarzan in the 1920s
and 30s.2 In addition, many known writers worked in areas
related to marketing, such as advertisement and business,
before their success (ibid., 73-74). (By the way, E. L. James
herself, the author of Fifty Shades of Grey, was a television ex-
ecutive, a position that would have made her familiar with the
question of how to fit a cultural product to a public.)

Another example of a best-seller series that was created
based on marketing practices can be seen in the case of tge
writer James L. Patterson. Patterson, a former advertiser by
trade, made the first book in the Alex Cross series a best-seller
by exploiting his experience. He created and published the
book in a manner “that owes more to Dunkin Donuts than
Doubleday, more to KFC than Knopf” (Brown 2011, 75). Un-
happy with his publisher’s poor marketing efforts, Patterson

2. As Stephen Brown succinctly puts it, “Literary types are neither com-
mercially naive nor as unwilling to sell themselves as they are some-
times made out to be” (2011, 70-86; see esp. 70-76).
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replaced the cover and funded a television advertisement
campaign. The book quickly became a best-seller, and thereby
Patterson established the fast-fiction formula.? Between 1976
and 2011, Patterson published seventy-three thrills-and-spills-
filled titles that sold approximately 200 million worldwide.
His novels come in clearly defined ranges, and the production
was outsourced to teams of coauthors, which allowed Patter-
son to produce five or six books per year (ibid., 75).

Best-seller lists are increasingly populated by authors pro-
duced in a system where the market and marketing techniques
prevail (Verboord 2011, 290-315). Competition between
book titles and authors has intensified considerably, but au-
thors who write genre fiction and series or who have “star
power” seem to thrive better (ibid., 308); authors who have
established a large literary status appear less often in the lists
and have shorter stays; and what is classified as a best-seller
diverges more and more from what critics classify as aestheti-
cally important work (ibid., 308 -9). The divergence between
the economic and cultural fields, in other words, is itself an ef-
fect of an intense commodification of the latter field.

When a book becomes a best-seller, it means very simply
that it is in the category that sells most. BookScan US, a di-
vision of the famous ratings agency Nielsen, is perhaps the
most aggressive attempt to produce a completely automatic
and trusted set of best-seller lists. BookScan gathers data di-
rectly from sales to customers by Amazon and other Internet
sellers and at more than forty-five hundred retail locations—
including a variety of retailers: many independent bookstores,
large chains such as Barnes & Noble, Powell’s Books, (for-
merly) Borders, and the general retailer Costco (Gross 2006;

3. Brown (2013, 75) describes this formula as consisting of very short
chapters, nonstop action, all plot, and no palaver.
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Longhofer, Golden, and Baiocchi 2010, 18-25). The New York
Times’s way of compiling its own best-selling list is a notori-
ously well-kept secret, and one can only surmise that it simi-
larly combines sales data at cash registers and in book orders.

While best-sellers feature a variety of topics,* romance
novels represent the prime commodification of the book, as
they are produced by large worldwide corporations. The Har-
lequin series, for example, uses extensive marketing research
to calibrate its formulas to the changing tastes of its readers
(Regis 2011; Thurston 1987). Harlequin Corporation pub-
lishes romances and women’s literature with few competitors
worldwide: each month it publishes 110 titles that are trans-
lated and distributed in thirty-one countries. Romance novels

4. To the question of what makes a best-seller, scholars found that defi-
nite themes sold better: sensationalism, themes of religion, and adven-
ture recur frequently in best-sellers. E. Haldeman-Julius (1928, 138~
-+8) found that many of his books sold much better when given new
titles that contain themes of love, sex, religion, self-improvement, and
humor. Similarly, G. Hicks (1934, 621-29) concluded that the recom-
mended novel formula should include “a lively story, largely romantic
in theme and setting with conventional characters and plot and some
pretention to a message or thesis, apparently profound but really com-
monplace.” E. Weeks (1936:2-15) studied Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with
the Wind (1939) and deduced that the following factors in the pré;por—
tions indicated were responsible for its success: timelessness (45%),
emotion (25%), characterization (15%), invention (10%), and advertis-
ing (5%). Furthermore, in a study by J. Harvey, “emotion” was found to
be a major ingredient of the best-seller (1953, 91-114]); certain charac-
teristics of the central male character are either positively or negatively
associated with sales (109); and there are certain stylistic and thematic
differences between best and poor sellers (108). The most important
factors associated with sales are emotion, the personalities of the major
characters, the plot themes, and simplicity (ibid., 110).
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are one of the most commodified sectors of the book indus-
try, if not its most commodified, in the sense that books are
produced according to very well researched and standardized
formulas. Romances are also one of the most profitable sectors
of the publishing industry, worth more than a billion dollars a
year, according to the website of Romance Writers of Amer-
ica (RWA). Romance novels constitute 46 percent of all mass
market paperbacks sold in the United States, and according to
Harlequin, over half its customers buy an average of 30 novels
a month” (Linden and Rees 1992, 70-75). The RWA’s web-
site indicates that “romance fiction revenue actually increased
from $1.355 billion in 2010 to $1.368 billion in 2011, and it re-
mains the largest share of the consumer market at 14.3 per-
cent.” And more than seventy-four million people claimed to
have read at least one romance novel in 2008, according to an
RWA study posted on its site. Nine percent of romance read-
ers identified themselves as male, and the study reported that

the majority of romance readers were married or living with a

partner. According to Harlequin, in the “About Us” section on
its site, the company sells more than four books per second,
half of them internationally. In the UK, over 20 percent of all
fiction books sold each year are romance novels.

Few genres are more clearly gendered than the romance
novel. The numbers reveal a genre that has perfected the art
of offering to its (mostly) female readers what nourishes their
fantasies. Given that Fifty Shades of Grey mixes the genres of
traditional and erotic romance novel, one wonders how it dis-
tinguished itself in the already flourishing book industry to
stand above other books and series. Precisely because nowa-
days formal attempts to shape opinion precede informal ones
(e.g., with marketing campaigns, endorsements, prepublica-
tion of excerpts in large-circulation magazines, etc.), we must
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ask ourselves why Fifty Shades of Grey provides a spectacular
example of the opposite process—that is, a relatively informal
diffusion that occurred before formal mainstream sales.

The Power of Cultural Resonance

Trying to understand what makes a book into a best-seller
starts with a certain amount of bad faith. Most of the time
no one predicts a book’s success, and yet once it succeeds, it
looks as if this success was inevitable. In that sense, it seems
as if we are trying to find compelling reasons for something
we could not have predicted in the first place. This bad faith
is even more blatant in the case of cultural artifacts like Fifiy
Shades that seem to contravene established norms (they only
seem to, however, because sadomasochism has been a part
of the literary canon since at least the writings of the Marquis
de Sade, and because a large number of Harlequin novels had
been mainstreaming eroticism for the past two decades).

But we can evade this conundrum if we agree that explain-
ing the reasons for a best-seller is not the same as predicting
its success. A software program or algorithm may be able to
predict the success of a book or blockbuster, yet it is doubt-
ful whether the software can explain its own success. Explain-
ing requires us to understand the relationship between the
mechanisms of diffusion of a text (marketing, Internet), the
text itself (its genres and conventions), and the ways in which
it resonates with the experience of people who read it and the
meanings they attribute to it.

In his own best-selling study of successful brands, The Tip-
ping Point ([2000] 2003), Malcolm Gladwell has made the soci-
ological point that the success of fads and fashions derives from
three principal factors: they are transmitted through people
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located in the right places (in his flashy terminology: Mavens,
Connectors, and Salesmen); these new ideas or objects have
some “stickiness” (they are presented in a convincing way);
and they appear in the right context. Underestimating the
sociological underpinnings of his own theory, Gladwell sug-
gests that new ideas spread like microbes and epidemics—
that is, by contagion, or as Richard Dawkins ([1976] 2006)
puts it, through memes. This theory—which views key ac-
tors as central to the process of spreading an idea or prod-
uct—explains how new consumer objects or key cultural con-
cepts spread in domains of culture in which formal agencies
and gatekeeping mechanisms play key roles. The theory is
less well suited, however, to explaining the spread of ideas or
books that use well-trodden formulas, such as Fifty Shades of
Grey, and that initially largely spread through word of mouth
rather than through formal marketing agencies. Fifty Shades
spread informally, and its combination of conventional
narrative formula and BDSM were probable catalysts for its
rapid spread. Yet the question remains: why this particular
story?

In an oft-quoted article, Michael Schudson (1989, 153~80)
tries to understand why some ideas and texts become widely
visible and spread more rapidly than others. Schudson gives
the following example:

From 1944 t01946, George Kennan had been sending memos
from the American Embassy in Moscow that, he recalls,
“made no impression whatsoever in Washington, if, indeed,
they were ever read.” In 1946, with wartime cooperation
over, with Ambassador Harriman returning home and Ken-
nan in charge, the State Department asked him for an opin-
ion on how to explain Soviet behavior. Kennan took a hard-
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line stance as he had for several years, arguing that the Soviet
leaders were stubborn autocrats who could not be trusted.
The reaction in Washington, Kennan writes in his memoirs,
was “nothing less than sensational”: It was one of those mo-
ments when official Washington, whose states of receptivity
are intricately imbedded in the subconscious, was ready to
receive a given message. ... Six months earlier it would have
been received in the Department of State with raised eye-
brows and lips pursed in disapproval. Six months later, it
would probably have sounded redundant, a sort of preach-
ing to the convinced.... Then what did the memo do? It is
not easy to say. It would be too much to say that it was the de-
cisive factor in changing American policy toward the Soviet
Union. Did it accelerate a shift in policy? Or crystallize a shift
already underway? Cultural analysis requires a language for
action like this, poised somewhere between determination
and ineffectuality. (159)

Schudson defines the problem here very well. A report that
six months earlier would have been ignored or dismissed be-
came “sensational,” suggesting that the success of a text has
to do with its conditions of reception; that is, with the values,
ideas, expectations, representations, and images that people
develop prior to encountering the text, and that these condi-
tions can sometimes change rapidly. This is related to the ap-
proach that anthropologist Dan Sperber calls an “epidemiol-
ogy of representations,” which answers the question “why are
some representations more ‘catching’ than others?” (quoted
in ibid., 158). The answer to this question must address what
a text is made to mean in a certain context, and what impact
this meaning has on the context itself.

Schudson identifies five main factors to explain the suc-
cess of an idea. One is retrievablility: “if a cultural object is to
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reach people, it must be ‘available’ to them” (161). The second
is rhetorical force: “there is something, even if that something
is far from being everything, to a concept of art or craft, some-
thing to the idea that one person or group may create a cul-
tural object more vivid, funny, appealing, graphic, dramatic,
suspenseful, interesting, beautiful, stunning than another”
(166). The third factor is resonance, or the relevance of a cul-
tural object to its audience. As Schudson puts it, the utility of
the text is a property not only of the object’s content or nature
and the audience’s interest in it, but also of the position of the
object in the cultural tradition of the society the audience is
a part of. Against an individualistic view of needs, Schudson
suggests that clearly “the needs or interests of an audience are
socially and culturally constituted” (169). The next criterion is
institutional retention, by which he means that an idea or story
must be institutionalized. A cultural object “becomes a part
of common reference” for its power to reach wide and large
(170). The last criterion Schudson calls resolution. “Some ele-
ments in culture,” he writes, “are more likely to influence ac-
tion than others because they are better situated at a point of
action or because they are by nature directives for action. An
advertisement is a cultural text of high ‘resolution’ in that it
normally tells the audience precisely what to do to respond. It
says: go out and buy” (171).

Retrievability, rhetorical force, resonance, retention, and
resolution thus form the five Rs, explaining how ideas embod-
ied in objects and institutions spread quickly, and they already
indicate the reasons for the success of Fifty Shades of Grey:
its high retrievability through the Internet and e-reading de-
vices; its rhetorical force contained in its pornographic/erotic
content; and its resonance with a culture in which sexuality
has increasingly become autonomized, an independent field
of action containing its own rules and moral values. The in-
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stitutional retention of the book is to be found in the fact that
it mobilized so many social organizations: Internet sites, the
publishing industry, the movie industry, the sex toys indus-
try, booksellers, women’s discussion groups, a wide variety
of media programs, and feminist groups. Finally, its “resolu-
tion” consists in the fact that the book has presumably had a
significant impact on the sexual lives of its readers, increas-
ing the purchase of sex toys and a wide variety of spinoff con-
sumer items.

But given the prior wide availability of pornography on the
Internet and in public culture more generally, the sexual con-
tent cannot possibly be the only explanation for this novel’s
success (Douglas 1980, 25-29). What the “mommy porn” ar-
gument cannot explain is the fact that readers became so pas-
sionately involved with this specific story and engaged in ex-
tensive conversations about it, this when so much soft-core
porn was already available and when Harlequin itself had long
been offering erotic romance novels. Moreover, while Schud-
son’s and Gladwell’s models are useful, they do not differen-
tiate between advertising messages that promote a particular
product, a consumer brand, a news item, and a romance novel,
Surely there must be differences among them. Advertising
and news are mostly about attention grabbing and involve the
reader’s self only minimally. Literary forms, on the other hand,
involve complex and extended processes of identification with
characters, rehearsals of possible developments and likely
ends, areflection on the moral meaning of characters’ choices,
and inferences about the causality of characters’ behavior., Ex-
plaining the success of complex narrative structures requires
elements present in the success of a brand (such as rhetorical
force) but differs from it as well in entailing a far more complex
process of cultural resonance because it contains various char-
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acters, takes different points of view, and plots a story that en-
codes social experience in a nonstraightforward way.

To put this more precisely: when trying to understand the
success of a best-seller, we must distinguish between at least
two phases: one, in which the book initially takes off and
reaches the magic threshold; and the other, in which the ob-
ject becomes publicly known as a “best-seller,” in which case
its attraction becomes intertwined with its fashionableness,
the fact that people want to read simply for that reason. In
other words, the first group of highly motivated people do
not appropriate the book in the same way or for the same
reasons as those who buy the book after it is well known and
publicized as a best-seller. Those in the first group are moti-
vated by emotional and aesthetic reasons, that is, by the de-
sire to appropriate a story line and formula whose rules they
are usually familiar with; the second group is motivated by
a consumer dynamic of imitation and distinction, wanting to
know what others know. Gladwell and Schudson do not dis-
tinguish enough between the two groups and are oblivious to
the power of the story itself in helping shape the first group
of avid, devoted, and committed consumers. That stories and
other cultural materials have an intrinsic power that needs to
be explained is the core assumption of the study of texts.

One of the most remarkable features of Fifty Shades of Grey
is that its initial success happened under the radar of corpo-
rations and relied almost exclusively on a highly committed
group of readers who interacted in the public sphere of the
Internet, a public sphere that blurs in an unprecedented way
the private and the public, the noncommercial and the com-
mercial. This could happen because James (then still named
Leonard) wrote an earlier version of this book as fan fiction in
a popular FanFiction forum on the Internet.
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Fan fiction is interactive narrative, usually loosely connected
to popular books, TV shows, and movies, written by nonpro-
fessionals and professionals, and to which the audience re-
sponds. In Leonard/James’s case, the fans for whom she wrote
are followers of the popular vampire-themed Twilight novels
and movies. Like many fan fiction writers, Leonard/James
uploaded her work Master of the Universe in serial install-
ments, a method that enables readers to respond as the story
progresses and that also allows writers to incorporate the
readers’ feedback as they write and develop the story. Many
contemporary popular books and TV programs are indeed
characterized by a blurring of the process of production and
the process of reception, making the two virtually inseparable,
or rather, making reception a part of the writing/production
process, thus communicating directly with readers’ and view-
ers’ fantasies. This process is called “prosumption,” and it is
one of the most significant transformations of the process of
consumption, allowing the consumer-viewer-reader in some
sense to create the commodity she or he is consuming. In
its fan fiction Internet version, Fifty Shades of Grey (like the
Oprah Winfrey Show or reality TV) directly incorporated sug-
gestions by readers, so that we can presume that the meanings
and plot twists that readers wanted to find were incorporated
into the narrative. Further, writers can infer from theénurnber
and tenor of readers’ responses which fan fiction stories are
most popular. In other words, these sites have built-in mech-
anisms for marketing and audience research. The writer can
incorporate readers’ wishes and desires as the writing goes
along. In that sense the text can be said to reflect straightfor-
wardly the audience’s fantasies, even the contradictory char-
acter of these fantasies (Parks 2012). The narrative elements
of this story, then, are intricately intertwined in the novel’s
origin as a prosumption commodity —that is, a commodity in
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which the consumer does much of the work previously done
by producers (e.g., cleaning food or assembling furniture).

Some comments concerning the sexual nature of the mate-
rial compelled James eventually to remove the story from
websites and to publish it on her own. Before the novel’s pub-
lication in print form, James removed the material from her
own website. The first volume, titled Fifty Shades of Grey, was
released as an e-book and a print-on-demand paperback in
May 2011 by a virtual publisher based in Australia. This virtual
publisher relied largely on book blogs for early publicity, and
sales of the novel were boosted by word-of-mouth recom-
mendation. By January 2012, when the final volume was re-
leased, the Fifty Shades trilogy was an example of highly suc-
cessful viral marketing.

In this essay I do not claim to explain and understand the
many ways in which the text of Fifty Shades incorporated
readers’ comments (this information is not available), nor
do I attempt to document the different interpretations of the
narrative, Rather, I would like to understand how the intense
reading pleasure it created resonates with the sociological
structure of men and women’s relationships today.

Resonate is here an advisedly vague word, for if it is not
always easy to understand why a book becomes a best-seller,
we can say with a modicum of certainty that the narratives
contained in best-sellers cannot be foreign to the collective
preoccupations of a culture, its values, anxieties, and fanta-
sies. Literature—good or bad—puts into form what is often
at the level of inarticulate social experience, what Raymond
Williams (1975) called a structure of feeling. To the sociol-
ogist of culture, best-sellers are nothing but proxies to take
stock of the mechanisms that bring a book to best-selling sta-
tus and of the cultural climate that makes a story—its charac-
ters, plot, resolution—relevant to an epoch. In this sense, my
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analysis of this best-seller consists in nothing more than offer-
ing a plausible interpretation of its fif to the cultural structures
of late capitalist and postfeminist countries. The fogginess of
the notion of “resonance” is thus necessary, as it captures the
dense and invisible threads that connect a particular story to
the personal lives and social experience of its readers. Under-
standing a story is not simply a cognitive process but a diffuse
and complex process of using culture (its values, stories, ide-
als) to make sense of one’s social experience. However vague,
then, the guiding assumption of this essay is that we cannot
fully capture the range of causes that turn a book into a best-
seller. We can, however, try to understand how it articulates
the-core cultural values and key experiences of the society in
which it circulates. This, indeed, is what this book is about.
Such exercise is not an explanation but an attempt to under-
stand why some narratives are so “fitting” to their society.
The “resonance” of a novel with its society operates at a
number of levels. The most obvious is that a book repeats and
prolongs a well-known set of questions and uses conventional
forms and values to address them. Resonance in that sense
means the use and recognition of the familiar, as when ad-
vertising for lipstick or detergent resonates with established
gender roles (e.g., women are preoccupied with the color of
their lips, or women clean the house). But a book can also
resonate when it formulates something that many people
want to say but are unable to say, either because they do not
dare say it (e.g., that women still fantasize about powerful
and domineering men) or because they do not have the lan-
guage to say it (e.g., that the state of modern sexuality pro-
duces anxieties and difficulties that have not been adequately
theorized, and that have thus remained without a name or a
language). A book resonates when it articulates —sometimes
directly and sometimes in a roundabout way—a social expe-
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rience that is baffling, that presents itself as a repeated cogni-
tive and emotional challenge. For example, John Gray’s Men
Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus ([1992] 2004) became
a worldwide best-seller because it addressed and (seemingly)
“explained” the misunderstandings and tangible differences
between the sexes with crisp metaphors (Mars and Venus). It
resonated with the fact that men and women are both equal
and profoundly different, behaving differently in relation-
ships. Resonate here means that a narrative is able not only
to address a social experience that is not adequately under-
stood, named, or categorized but also to “frame” it in an ade-
quate explanatory way. Finally, resonate can also mean that a
book offers recipes and guidelines that can be incorporated
into people’s lives. Ellen Fein and Sherrie Schneider’s world-
wide best-selling series The Rules ([1995] 2007), for example,
provided guidelines to women on how to “catch” elusive men
by limiting their own availability and restricting how much
interest they show in the men.

If one of the insights of deconstruction is that literature is
the performance of a problem, that a literary text enacts the
contours of a contradiction, an impossibility, or the unresolv-
able character of a situation, we may generalize this claim to
texts that resonate with readers and suggest that such reso-
nance is explained broadly by the fact that the text performs
a problem. Further, we may add that in contradistinction to
high culture, popular texts not only enact a problem but re-
solve it as well.®

My claim is that the narrative of Fifty Shades stages many
of the aporias of the sexual relationships between men and
women and that the sadomasochistic relationship depicted
in Fifty Shades is both a symbolic solution for and a practi-

5. Eyal Peretz has inspired and illuminated me in this regard.
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cal technique to overcome these aporias. What, then, makes a
story able to resonate so closely with the preoccupations of a
culture? I explore this question next.

Popular Stories as Codes for Social Experience®

In his study of traditional folktales, Robert Darnton (2009)
has shown that the tales consistently addressed the “difficult
social and economic conditions” of peasant life in premodern
Europe. The plots and narrative structures of these folktales
could be readily explained by the demography and economy
of premodern Europe: the frequent appearance of step-
parents can be interpreted as emanating from the high pro-
portion of remarriages due to spouses’ deaths; the frequent
theme of magic tables filling with delicious food can be ex-
plained by the pervasiveness of hunger and famines; and the
prevalence of tricksters reflects the fact that commoners often
evaded and manipulated feudal regulations. In short, Darnton
suggests that the social and physical environment of premod-
ern European peasants is both the background and the con-
tent of these folktales and that, far from expressing universal
psychic structures, these folktales incorporated and mirrored
specific social and economic conditions of the peasants who
listened to and told them. Darnton speculates that these tales
served as cognitive maps to help peasants make sense of the
harsh and arbitrary conditions of their lives.

In a similar vein, best-sellers are likely to be texts that en-
code problematic social conditions—that is, social conditions
that threaten individuals’ capacity to pursue certain central
goals be they satiety, happiness, or material wealth. A prob-

6. This section until p. 26 is adapted from my 2003 book Oprah Winfrey
and the Glamour of Misery.
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lematic social condition is a situation in which there is an in-
congruence between the ordinary goals people want to reach
and the resources that are available to them. Indeed modern
polities are saturated with contradictions (between social
spheres, norms, roles, and values) and rife with the moral di-
lemmas that follow from them.

Endemic contradictions and dilemmas produce a sense of
disorientation for the self. It follows from this that popular
texts are likely to be precisely those texts that encode and ad-
dress social contradictions, and that those cultural enterpre-
neurs who, for biographical and structural reasons, stand at
the meeting point of contradictions that are central to modern
polities are likely to produce powerful symbolic forms. Oprah
Winfrey is a good example of such an entrepreneur. Benjamin
Spock’s and T. Berry Brazelton’s famous books on child rear-
ing are additional examples. Sharon Hays (1996) has suggested
that these books succeeded because they addressed women
in their dual and contradictory roles as experts and traditional -
caregivers— positions previously experienced as mutually ex-
clusive. Moreover, these books demand from women that
they apply to child rearing simultaneously a romantic ethic of
unconditional love and a rational form of nurturance based on
scientific-therapeutic views. In short, institutionalized con-
tradictions can produce disorientation, and texts that encode
these contradictions can become popular, especially those
that provide a sense of guidance to help the self reorient itself.

My second hypothesis immediately follows: texts are likely
to be popular when they offer (symbolic) resolutions to so-
cial contradictions. These symbolic contradictions can find a
resolution in certain characters who mix incompatible attri-
butes (e.g., the trickster is both weak and strong), or in the
form of particular narrative closure (in Romeo and Juliet, for
instance, the death of lovers reconciles both the affirmation of
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love against family and the requirements of a society that can-
not allow love as a basis for marriage).

Precisely because popular texts often address social contra-
dictions, they are also likely to provide a sense of guidance
in a difficult and chaotic social order. Folktales, child-rearing
books, and romance novels provide a sense of direction for
the self in the midst of painful conditions and social contra-
dictions. Popular culture, then, provides a sense of direction;
it says clearly and unambiguously: this is how things should be
done. But in modern societies, such sense-making and guid-
ance is assumed by the rapidly proliferating self-help culture,
including psychological, medical, and spiritual guidance in a
wide variety of domains. This culture has in turn spilled over
into many other domains, turning into what we may call a gen-
eralized self-help cultural mode. The self-help genre may have
had its origins in Stoic philosophy, geared at helping to con-
trol one’s emotions through mental exercises. But it rose to
generalized prominence and commercial success in the nine-
teenth century (note, for example, the success of the 1845 Self-
Help written by Samuel Smiles). The explicit purpose of such
guides, written by the clergy, laymen, and laywomen with
moral authority, on a variety of subjects such as work, up-
ward mobility, education, and marriage, was to shape and ori-
ent the self in a society whose norms were becominé increas-
ingly elusive and complex. When individuals became socially
and geographically mobile, that is, individualized, (new) so-
cial rules and strategies were needed to help shape individual
goals.

With the advent of clinical psychology and Freudianism,
self-help culture took a far deeper hold on American culture
and became a dominant way for the individual to relate to his
or her self, viewing his or her emotional makeup as in need
of shaping. This self-help cultural mode has also spilled over
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into mass media in general (talk shows, for example) and has
become a fundamental way to organize modern subjectivity.
Where individuals used to shape their behavior by relying on
dos and don’ts inscribed in communities, they now shape their
behavior from the center of the self, so to speak, through con-
scious acts of volition, by explicitly stating goals, and by using
the expert knowledge of a psychologist, doctor, media figure,
or spiritual guru. Such a self-help cultural mode is present in
the narrative of Fifty Shades of Grey, which, while not adver-
tised as being in this genre, does offer techniques and reci-
pes that may be directly incorporated into one’s sexual life.
However, while the self-help mode is usually proffered within
a rhetoric of what is realistically feasible, in Fifty Shades the
self-help is actually contained in and issued through an erotic
fantasy. The story in which the fantasy is told is about the sex-
ual encounter of two sexualized bodies and should be inter-
preted in the broader context of what Lauren Berlant (1995,
379-404) calls “the transformation of the body in mass na-
tional society and thinking about a structure of political feel-
ing that characterizes the history of national sentimentality.”
That body, presented as a simultaneous site of pleasure and
pain, is in fact the main protagonist of this story. It is this body
that activates the fantasy of the reader.

In its psychoanalytical meaning, fantasy refers to a thought
process that is disconnected from reality; either it is a distorted
memory from an actual event that took place, or it is that
which hides from the self the reality of its instincts (Laplanche
and Pontalis 1974). In The Interpretation of Dreams, Sigmund
Freud offers an additional perspective and views fantasy in
terms that are very similar to dreams: that is, as compromise
Jformations. In a compromise formation, the subject is unable
to directly express her or his wishes—they must remain un-
conscious—and develops “symptoms” that at once express
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and deny the wish. The neurosis, fantasy, and dream then
have the same function: they contain that which they deny
and oppose; they thus address obliquely and indirectly a de-
sire; they say without saying; they simultaneously contain
and deny a certain reality. Dreams, fantasies, and neuroses ad-
dress the world in this way because consciousness is obliged
to repress content. Repressed content can refer to a taboo (so-
ciologically: something deemed illegitimate) or to an object
that elicits pain (e.g., desiring someone who regularly hurts
and abandons us). Fantasy is not only a way to transcend the
limitations of reality but also a way to incorporate that reality
into the very gesture of fleeing from it (e.g., I may fantasize
about hurting the person I actually desire).

What is so powerful, then, about the Freudian notion is its
view that fantasy both presents and distorts reality. Fantasy
works around reality, incorporates it, defends the self against
reality, and yet helps one live with it. In this view, a fantasy is
a mediation between different systems, it includes that which
it denies, and it offers a transition between different aspects
of consciousness. We may surmise that this is also the reason
that fantasy plays a crucial role in psychic and collective life,

precisely because it addresses conflicts and deprivations and
helps resolve them.

To say that popular fiction generates fantasy is thus to say
that it simultaneously expresses and evades a component of
one’s social and collective reality. Self-help culture, on the
other hand, bridges the text and the real by providing reci-
pes, ways of doing things. My claim here is that a large extent
of women’s culture is a variation of self-help culture, a toolkit
to guide the self (via women’s magazines, self-help manuals,
romance novels, talk shows), sometimes using therapeutic or
spiritual guidance, or by making fantasy follow the prescrip-

Best-Sellers and Our Social Unconscious [ 291

tive mode of self-help (see Norwood 2008; Shipside 2008;
Tegarden 2004; Thoele 2001).

Such a mode of appropriation of texts by women makes in-
tensive use of what literary scholar Louise Rosenblatt (1987)
has identified as “efferent transactions,” that is, “readings
that are motivated mainly by a search for something to ‘carry
away.” Some readers will read even fiction of the least didac-
tic kind “efferently,” that is, in the search for some practical

guidance or some special wisdom, or for what Wayne Booth
has called some useful “carry-over” into nonfictional life
(Booth 1988). Women’s popular literature articulates pleasure
as a useful carryover of fantasy in their daily lives. Fantasy is
pleasurable because it erases privation and conflict simply by
declaring them not to exist (among hungry European peas-
ants, claiming that in paradise tables are always filled with de-
licious food; in science fiction, making humans able to fly and
read each other’s minds).

Another, perhaps even more effective, way to produce
pleasure is to bind and overcome opposites by showing a her-
oine to be both ferminine and able to act as a killer (see, for ex-
ample, the blockbuster films La Fernme Nikita and later Kill
Bill, whose pleasure had to do with the fact that the heroines’
bodies had the fragility of femininity and the self-controlled
power of aggressive masculinity.) Here fantasy works by its
capacity to enact and transcend tensions, that is, by making
A and not-A simultaneously possible. But self-help produces
pleasure because it is located at the seamless interface of reality
and fantasy; it provides instructions—explicit or hidden—to
improve one’s life and overcome conflicts and dilemmas, thus
making reading performative (that is, the enactment of what
it talks about), and making that very performativity pleasur-
able by translating fantasy into reality. Indeed, as Lauren Ber-
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lant put it in her The Female Complaint (2008), the modern
women’s culture that has been forged within and by the mar-
ket is about the belief that emotion can change reality. It is this
central belief that forms the core of self-help culture. The fan-
tasy that the self-help cultural mode enacts, then, is the fan-
tasy of a self-generated and self-shaping self. Self-help is a fan-
tasy about the self in motion and action. The self-help cultural
mode makes fictional fantasy provide the tools to control and
change daily life.

My argument for the remainder of this essay is that Fifty
Shades of Grey offers BDSM as a cultural—rather than sexual —
fantasy because BDSM transcends the tensions of sexual rela-
tions and functions as a self-help category, a recipe for a bet-
ter sexual and romantic life. Fifty Shades must then be under-
stood as a genre that intertwines closely a commentary on the
deprived condition of love and sexuality, a romantic fantasy,
and self-help instructions on how to improve that life. It en-
codes the aporias of heterosexual relationships, offers a fan-
tasy for overcoming these aporias, and functions as a self-help
sexual manual. This threefold movement of the narrative ex-
plains, at least partly, why it became a far-reaching best-seller.

A

2 / How to Find Emotional Certainty
in a World of Sexual Uncertainty

Fifty Shades of Grey is about a girl, Anastasia (Ana), who is
finishing college and who is initiated into sex, love, and a pro-
fession (a career in publishing) through her relationship with
a man who practices an exquisitely elaborate form of sado-
masochistic sex. All of the volumes in the Fifiy Shades se-
ries are written from Ana’s point of view; that is, we hear her
thoughts and feelings for Christian Grey. The first volume—
the one most widely sold—revolves around the question of
knowing who the mysterious and terrifyingly attractive man
called Christian Grey is. The second volume is about Ana and
Christian’s discovery of each other’s deep feelings and mutual
commitment, ending in a marriage proposal. It is also about
the discovery that the self-possessed Christian Grey’s biologi-
cal mother was a cocaine-addicted prostitute, that his father
was violent, and that he is an adopted child of a loving and so-
cially well-established family. The third volume is about their
married life and Ana’s struggles to achieve autonomy when
Christian becomes the owner of the publishing company in
which she works.
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A Woman's Novel

This is a women’s novel, written by a woman, read (mostly)
by women, clearly marketed to women, and more appreci-
ated by women than by men. As a German man living in Lon-
don whose reaction I solicited through e-mail put it: “My girl-
friend was fascinated by the book and told me that she believes
‘every man should read this book in order to understand what
women want from a man.”” With such a ringing endorsement,
I flicked through a few pages of the book, then put it aside. I
was speechless. It contained some of the worst writing I have

ever seen and a plot that made my toenails curl. An article

- published on the web stresses the point aptly: “The bondage-

inflected romance novel so Shades of Grey has topped the New
York Times bestseller lists for 10 weeks, followed at numbers
two and three by its two sequels. It’s been most popular with
women, especially moms, leading many to call it (dismissively
or worshipfully, depending on their point of view) ‘mommy

porn’” (North 2012). This opinion is shared by the readers
themselves, as illustrated by the author of a book blog:

I enjoyed 50 Shades of Grey enough to pick up the next book
in the series, but I never dreamed I’d spend 1,000 words de-
fending it. Perhaps, I'm really defending myseff and other
women who read the book and didn’t hate it, or actually
loved it, or whatever. Because a lot of the eye-rolling at this
book feels like the usual attack on women and the things
women like and the usual underestimation of our ability to
know our own minds. (Harris 2012)

Without a doubt, the book enacts contemporary women’s
fantasies.
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But what exactly are “women’s” fantasies? The novel treads
highly familiar ground for women. Since the eighteenth cen-
tury, and most definitely since the nineteenth, with the in-
stitutionalization of the private sphere and of the emotional
family (defined as a unit whose vocation is to forge and main-
tain emotional bonds between its members), romance novels
have given expression to women’s search for love and mat-
rimony in a pleasurable formula in which the heroine meets
an attractive but dark and threatening man, who later reveals
himself to love her and be devoted to her (Charlotte Bronté’s
Jane Eyre is a prototype, and even Samuel Richardson’s best-
seller Pamela may be viewed as an initiator of this genre). Fifty
Shades of Grey is an almost caricatural version of a gothic ro-
mance in its use of such familiar themes: the innocent and
virtuous but opinionated young woman who works for a rich
man who behaves to her in a seemingly hurtful way, with the
novel progressively revealing his tangled past, his vulnerabil-
ity, and his uncompromised devotion to her.

The second way in which this novel is tailor-made for
women is in its graphic exposition of sex within the account
of a conventional heterosexual relationship geared to women
who live in conventional domestic frameworks (“mommy
porn”). The mommy porn genre takes place in the context of
the “pornification” of culture —the mainstreaming of pornog-
raphy in culture—and the growing consumption of pornog-
raphy by women.! Undoubtedly, Fifty Shades’s depiction of

1. Jessica Bennett claimed in a Daily Beast article (2008) that “according
to a 2007 study from the University of Alberta, as many as 9o percent
of boys and 70 percent of girls aged 13 to 14 have accessed sexually ex-
plicit content at least once.” Tanith Carey (2011) says in a Guardian ar-
ticle that “it’s accepted that women are watching—and enjoying—porn
more and more.... While more than six out of 10 women say they view
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sex is a part of this worldwide trend. Yet the terms “mommy
porn” and “pornification” ignore the complex cultural struc-
ture of women’s sexuality —which serves the purposes of not
only pleasure, freedom, and power but also identity projects
and the management of close and intimate relationships. If
the nineteenth-century novel was about the self-discovery
of a young woman through love, contemporary popular texts
aimed at women now ask, what is to be discovered about one-
self when engaging in an active sex life, free of matrimonial
goals and constraints? Sexual liberation has provided new
practices for women to “reclaim” sexuality as a positive and
moral aspect of their identity (see, for example, the world-
‘wide success of Eve Ensler’s Vagina Monologues as a direct ex-
pression of this reclaiming of women’s sex and body).

Fifty Shades of Grey is unquestionably inscribed in this
trend and subscribes to the unforgettable injunction issued
by feminist writer Germaine Greer: “Lady, Love your Cunt.”
(And Naomi Wolf’s recent Vagina seems to have followed that
trail.) But such reclaiming of one’s body and sexuality inter-
acts (or comes into conflict) with another traditional thick
woman’s social world, made of sentiments, obligations to
others, and domestic bonds. Sexual freedom, for women, is
complexly entangled with the longing for intimacy, which is
why it has generated a question that has reverberated in wom-
en’s popular culture for the last six decades: what ought to be
the value, the form, and the limits of a free sexuality? For ex-
ample, the worldwide TV series and phenomenon Sex and

web porn, one study in 2006 by the Internet Filter Review found that
17% of women describe themselves as “addicted.” Furthermore, Feona
Attwood (2005, 65-86, 72), based on an article by Loretta Loach (1992,
266-74), claimed that “in 1992 some statistics appeared to be indicating
that the numbers of female porn consumers were growing, representing
30% of the total in Australia and 40% in the United States” (270-72).
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the City (and more recently the widely popular HBO Girls)
revolves around the question of what is a “female point of
view” on sexuality, whether the longing for monogamous
love is or is not compatiBle with feminist politics (McRobbie
1991, 94). If Fifty Shades of Grey is a women’s novel, it is pre-
cisely in the sense that, for women, sexuality is at once a site
of self-knowledge and self-identity and a problem. More than
for men, modern women’s sexuality has been caught in the
tensions between sexual freedom and the traditional social
structure of the family, between the desire for individual plea-
sure and the injunction to fulfill the duties of a domestic unit.
This is in turn the reason why Fifty Shades of Grey cannot be
characterized as being simply and only mommy porn—unless
one naively assumes that the romance is the “pretext” to wrap
the sex in the pink paper of sentiments. In fact, the opposite
is the case: it is the sex that is the pink paper in which the
love story is wrapped. For in the new culture of sexual auton-
omy, it is the fantasy of and for total love that has become un-
avowable. In an April 2013 interview in the French magazine
Le Point, the famous French writer Michel Houellebecq com-
mented on the notion that love had become unavowable. He
was asked by the journalist if he still believed in love. Houelle-
becq replied:

MH: People believe in it. And I believe in it too.... In fact, people
believe in it today much more than during my childhood.

LP: Why?

MH: I don’t know. We can try to understand. We can say they
don’t believe in politics anymore, or in brotherhood. That
they pretend they believe in friendship, without fooling
themselves entirely. So they still form couples, or at least try
to. They think it is sad to live alone. Then there is this aggres-
sive attitude against love, you know, like during the 1970s.
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The stupid idea according to which sentimentality is more
pornographic than pornography. I was never shocked either
by pornography or by sentimentality.

Houellebecq suggests that the portrayal and experience of
love are now in crisis: people have sentimental longings they
cannot acknowledge anymore, and this is because, I would
argue, heteronormativity—the norms regulating men and
women’s relationships—has itself run into a crisis. As Lauren
Berlant (1995) claims: “At moments of crisis, persons violate
the zones of privacy that give them privilege and protection in
order to fix something social that feels threatening: they prac-
- tice politics, they generate publicity, they act in public, but in
the name of privacy.” Fifty Shades of Grey gives publicity to
what has become a crisis of sexual privacy.

For the nonsociologist, sex is the sinful or the pleasurable
act we do in the privacy of our bedroom. For the sociologist,
sex and sexuality are an axis around which the social order is
organized, an axis that binds or divides people in specific and
predictable patterns. Whom one is allowed or prohibited to
have sex with; how sexuality connects to morality; what re-
lationship there is between pleasurable sex and biological re-
production; who can be paid for sex and who can’t; what are
the different forms of cash transfer in sex; and what is defined
as legal or illegal sex—these are only some of the questions
asked by sociologists about sexuality. Sexuality is a chief sub-
ject matter for the sociologist because it is socially regulated
and because its social regulation is hidden from view —in fact,
made invisible. Having sex is a way of performing and repro-
ducing social and cultural structures because sexuality con-
tains responses to such questions as who has power (e.g., a
free Greek man would have been viewed as morally inferior if
he was penetrated anally by a slave; he had to be the penetra-
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tor); what the role of desire is in one’s subjectivity (it is given
full legitimacy in consumer culture and very little in Chris-
tian monastic life); what the proper organizational frame-
work for sexuality is (connubial bedroom, brothel, nightclub,
mystery religious cults like those of Bacchus or Dionysus);
or what place sexuality has in morality (a mark of depravity
in Christian culture or a mark of self-realization in a culture
dominated by Freudianism). Sexuality is never just the sheer
encounter of two bodies, but also a way of enacting society’s
social hierarchies and morality (sexual transgressions are no
less defined by society, for they make sense only in reference
to a norm), That sexuality is always social is true even when,
or especially when, it is “free.”

Modern sexuality contains quintessential elements of what
it means to be a competent and full member of 2 modern so-
ciety. First and foremost, sexuality has been one of the cen-
tral cultural vectors carrying forth the modernist watchword
“freedom.” Through the influence of Freudian (and post-
Freudian) culture, sexuality became crucial for the formation
of the self, a site of self-discovery, self-knowledge, and self-
realization. It is at once a site to discover and speak about the
truth of the self and a site to shape the autonomy of the self.
This is the reason why many of the chief dramas of modern self-
hood have been scripted as dramas of sexuality— for example,
coming of age, coming out of the closet, discovering and being
able to achieve multiple orgasms, and, more recently, coming
to terms with sexual trauma. Sexuality thus not only is about
the autotelic experience of pleasure (for its own sake) with no
reference to reproduction; it also stages and mobilizes some
key motives of the definition of the good modern self, self-
possessed, self-knowing, and hedonist (able to pursue her or
his utilities and satisfaction).

The second way in which sexuality is crucial to modern
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selfhood lies in the fact that it has been a highly effective tool
to socialize individuals into consumer culture, as it demands
an unprecedented amount of consumer practices (e.g., “sex-
iness” demands a perpetual grooming of the body through
sport, cosmetics, and fashion; meeting partners demands an
ongoing act of consumption in the leisure sphere in bars and
restaurants; the sexual act often entails the consumption of
sexual aids, toys, and pornography). As a practice in which
the body is publicly and privately displayed, modern sexual-
ity represents a crucial site for the formation of the consumer
self, defined by its ability to make choices, to pursue one’s
self-interest, and to undertake pleasurable pursuits.

Sexuality conveys yet a third aspect of modern selfthood. It
has become the terrain around which heterosexual and homo-
sexual women and men have redefined the purpose of mar-
riage, love, and reproduction through such notions as equal-
ity and consent. Sexuality is thus not only a hedonist project
but a political and moral one as well, saturated with the in-
junction to display ideals of equality and consent.

Sexuality has been the conveyor belt for the cultural “mod-
ernization” of men and women, a privileged site for enacting
the modernist value of freedom, the ability to exercise con-
sumer choice, and the awareness of rights as equal subjects.
In becoming the site for cultural modernity, sexushity also be-
came the site for its characteristic paradoxes and aporias: sex-
ual encounters are regulated by the normative ideals of free-
dom, autonomy, and an implicitly contractual relationship,
in which the freedom of each party is always implicitly kept.
In sexuality, two subjectivities must negotiate consent, sym-
metry, and reciprocity, each retaining his and her right to de-
fine or redefine the meaning of the encounter and to leave at
any moment. (This is what Anthony Giddens [1991] called the
“pure relationship.”) But the free and contractual character of
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modern relations is also what makes them replete with un-
certainty: which obligations and commitments, exactly, does
sexuality entail? It has become difficult, if not impossible, to
say. Fifty Shades of Grey articulates the uncertainty that has
come to inhere in sexuality. In fact, Fifty Shades of Grey en-
codes the various forms of uncertainty contained in sexuality
and resolves them in a relationship of unambiguous romance
and love induced by sexuality. Sexuality is not subsequent to
love—which made it replete with emotional certainty—but
precedes it, and has thus become one more arena of negotia-
tion between two selves. The pleasure of reading this novel —
regardless of its poor quality—derives from the fact that it
articulates both the set of tensions that plague modern het-
erosexual relationships and a contemporary utopia of sexual
love, resuscitated from the ashes of the conventions of roman-
tic passion and oxymoronically envisioned in a sadomasoch-
istic relationship.

Sexuality: The Great Uncertainty

If a best-seller encodes the social conundrums of its era, what
are they in terms of E. L. James’s novel? Fifty Shades of Grey
unfolds as a story line that contains and articulates, in a way
that is congruent with the analysis I offered in Why Love Hurts
(2012), the baffling social experience that structures the ro-
mantic and sexual condition. In identifying these conditions,
the poor writing of the novel is actually a great help. Its nu-
merous repetitions are precious to the sociologist because
they indicate which aspects of the story were intentionally
emphasized, and these, in turn, are useful tools in any inter-
pretive strategy attentive to the intentions of producers of cul-
ture. Following my own interpretive method in Oprah Winfrey
and the Glamour of Misery (2003), I use intentions as points of
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entry into a text to identify those meanings that connect a text
to a social experience. Novels, like other cultural creations or
ordinary speech, make claims, address problems, and attempt
to solve them. Repetitions, that is, recurring phrases or insis-
tent meanings, are those that demand that we pay attention
to them (this method is opposite to that of deconstruction,
which would look for the silences of or absences in a text).
My interpretive strategy first identifies the meanings that are
explicitly and consciously intended to cater to the readers’
expectations, and only then inquires into the conditions to
which these meanings unconsciously point.

Serial Sexuality v. Monogamous Love

The first and (to a large extent) second volumes of the Fifty
Shades trilogy revolve around deciphering the meaning of
Christian’s voracious sexuality. Such sexuality, however “un-
conventional,” does not elicit in Ana (or in the reader) a clear
moral condemnation, only curiosity. This is because Chris-
tian’s sexuality is set in the background of recreational sex-
uality: throughout the twentieth century, pleasure was ele-
vated to become the legitimate and self-proclaimed substitute
for reproduction as the goal of sexuality, and such sexuality
increasingly became an aspect of men’s and women’s rec-
reational pleasures in general (Laumann et al. [1994] 2000;
Rutter and Schwartz 2011). Men’s sexuality took an even more
decisive turn when it became redefined as a serial sexuality —
that is, a sexuality in which sexual experiences are accumu-
lated (synchronically or diachronically). The result has been
that sexuality (male in particular) increasingly became dis-
tinct from sentiments and love. After sex was separated from
matrimony, it moved on toward becoming separated from ro-
mantic sentiments.
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One illustration of this cultural process was the famous
erotic best-seller Emmanuelle (Arsan 1971), in which the Ital-
ian nobleman Mario initiates the heroine into eroticism’s true
spirit of freedom by teaching her how to dissociate love from
sex. In fact, her entire sexual initiation consists in being able
to perform such disconnectedness. Sex for Emmanuelle be-
came an empty and free-floating signifier, detached from its
previous signified of love and matrimony. The question that
has thus reverberated throughout the mass-mediated litera-
ture geared to women for the last few decades is whether sex
should be connected back to its “proper” emotional meaning.

Yet the separation of love from sex does not make sexual-
ity into a practice that is free of social determinants. On the
contrary, in many ways sexuality continues to be organized
under the regime of heteronormativity, defined by Calvin
Thomas as “the institution, structures of understanding, and
practical orientations that make heterosexuality not only co-
herent—that is, organised as a sexuality—but also privileged”
(2009:21). Sexuality is now detached from its previous in-
stitutional referent of matrimony, but it is now organized in
and by the consumer market, through which heterosexual-
ity is played out as its dominant model. In this vein, Christian
is a prototype of what we may call serial recreational sexu-
ality organized under the aegis of the market. Serial because
the text stresses the many partners he has had (his relation-
ship with Ana is always disturbed by his “exes,” Elena, Susi,
and Leila); he was initiated into sadomasochism at the age of
fourteen by an older woman; he has had fifteen “subs” (sub-
missives) and many other sexual partners, dubbed the “club
of sub.” Recreational because sexuality mimics the consumer
leisure market. In fact, here it is developed with the intensity
and consumer refinement of an all-consuming hobby, which
defines the very identity of the consumer. Christian’s practice




; . L L
A S A S

R A R A S

[42] CHAPTER TWO

of BDSM reaches such a level of sophistication and knowl-
edge that it can be said to define his identity in the same way
that leisure has become for most the site to express their hid-
den and true self. In his luxurious apartment, Christian has
dedicated an entire room —the Red Room—to sex, and as in
the fairy tales, it is kept locked. It contains a vast array of sex-
ual toys, such as shackles, ropes, beads, whips, canes, hand-
cuffs, vibrators, vibrating wands, and butt plugs. Christian is
a stylized illustration of the recreational and serial sexuality
that came to characterize masculinity throughout the twenti-
eth century. Wealth, social power, sexiness, sexual potency —
all these make Christian a man endowed with the attributes of
what we may here call hypermasculinity.

Recreational sexuality — precisely because it shifts the so-
cial organization of sex from matrimony to the consumer
market—has generated cultural anxieties around the question
of the male (and increasingly female) capacity to commit—
that is, to attach an emotional signified to the signifier of love.
These anxieties have been largely encoded in the narrative of
Fifty Shades, as Ana’s inner dialogue (she talks to herself as if
she were to herself an outside voice) frequently consists of at-
tempts to decipher Christian’s 7eal emotions and intentions,
that is, his commitment. Their story starts with what must be
a typical script for modern serial masculinity: “‘T don’t do the
girlfriend thing,” he says softly.” Or again: “‘I don’t make love.
I'fuck... hard ... you don’t yet know what you’re in for. You
could still run for the hills’” (vol. 1). In a conversation with
her best friend Kate, Ana declares: ““We don’t make love—
we fuck— Christian’s terminology’” (vol. 1). This can be de-
scribed as one of the standard beginnings of modern sexual
encounters: Ana has undeniable feelings for Christian, anx-
iously interrogating the nature of Christian’s having sex with
her; Christian, on the other hand, explicitly declares that sex
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as such does not engage him or his intentions, emotions, or
projects. Christian is, then, quintessentially commitment-
phobic (even presumed to be gay because he is never seen in
the company of a girlfriend).

The main question that draws the reader into the story
is thus the same question that stands squarely at the begin-
ning of many contemporary relationships: Is this “only” sex?
Does he want “more” (where feelings are now deemed to be
the surplus value of sex)? Is this meaning ful or meaningless?
(Obviously, the gender asking the question can be changed,
but women, like Ana, have been the prototypical ones asking
it.) Unless sexual encounters are explicitly defined as fleeting
and hedonistic, they become fraught with uncertainty, with
women often reduced to the (inferior) status of trying to de-
cipher men’s intentions and of bringing them to the path of
intimacy through sophisticated emotional strategies (learned
with the help of guidebooks to relationships, therapy sessions,
or advice from women friends). But this will not be an easy
task for Ana. Christian is a particularly moody and elusive
man: he does only sex; declares himself unfit for love; inflicts
pain (lawfully); is sexually aggressive and dominant; and hides
a dark secret. The difficulty is increased by Christian’s great
power: economic (he is fabulously rich), social (his adop-
tive parents are rich and educated), cultural (he knows how
to play classical masterpieces on the piano), and sexual (he is
strikingly attractive and exceptionally sexually potent). He is
also uncannily aloof and undecipherable. “He’s very driven,
controlling, arrogant—scary, really, but very charismatic” (as
described by Ana in vol. 1). Christian stands for women’s mod-
ern perception of masculinity: highly ambiguous (difficult to
decipher), ambivalent (having mixed feelings), at once caring
and menacing, protective and hurtful, vulnerable and pow-
erful. (Men and women could well be equally protective and
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menacing, but because masculinity holds social power, it is
far more threatening than the portrayals of “mad” or “hysteri-
cal” women that make up the cultural carnival of threatening
women.)

Christian’s different psychological facets emerge as the sex
between him and Ana morphs into love. In conformity with
the genre of romance, Christian relinquishes the secrecy,
power, and strength of his masculinity to Ana and turns into
an uncommonly devoted lover. As one reader put it: “What I
loved [about the second volume] was that it was a great love
story” (S. James 2012). The reader’s and Ana’s anxiety around
male commitment is overcome by what turns out to be a dis-
play of love far more extravagant and passionate than that of
any conventional romantic lover: the threatening and aggres-
sive Christian becomes ceaselessly demonstrative in his decla-
rations of eternal love, his eagerness to marry Ana, to protect
her security: to use his helicopter and private jet to accom-
pany her when she leaves town, to hire personnel to protect
her physical security, to pay surprise visits to her in remote
locations when she travels, and to request that she accom-
pany him on his trips. Christian never tires of her presence,
wherever he is and whatever he is doing. For fifteen hundred
pages he repeatedly desires her and shows his anxiety about
the possibility of losing her or seeing her hurt by others. He
slowly morphs from a sadist into a romantic lover, fulfilling a
woman’s deep fantasy to see the man’s formidable power sur-
render to her love (whether he loves her or stalks her, how-
ever, is an open-ended question, left unresolved by the story).

But such “surrender” of male power to the female realm of
sentiments entails the risk of weakening his masculinity and
sexual potency. Given that a woman is socially defined by her
weakness, surrendering to her would mean to display an even
greater weakness. This is why in modern societies love poses
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a complex threat to men’s status. Although Christian is drawn
into the female sphere of intimacy, he remains endowed with
an exceptional sexual drive and power, automatically granted
to him by his dominant position in the sexual sadomasochist
relationship. Where a Victorian-era man, for example, would
have showed his ardor with poetry and chocolates, Christian
shows it with vaginal beads, anal sex, and helicopter rides.

What prevents the narrative from collapsing into a mo-
notonous depiction of perfect love and sex is the fact that it
switches quickly from symbiosis to separation and to the in-
fliction of mutual pain. “Fiftyness, my husband can be so ro-
mantic. I gaze down at the faint marks on my wrist [where he
chained her]. Then again, he can be savage sometimes.” The
expression “Fifty Shades” stands for Christian’s moodiness
and for the many contrasting ways in which he relates to Ana.
“One minute he rebuffs me, the next he sends me fourteen-
thousand-dollar books.” Or: “His sudden aloofness has left
me paralyzed. What happened to the generous, relaxed, smil-
ing man who was making love to me not half-an-hour ago?”
Christian’s “fiftyness” makes his masculinity both hypermas-
culine and indeterminate, impossible to fix into a clear set of
attributes (or perhaps it is precisely “wild, untamable mascu-
linity” [vol. 3]).

In the same way that Christian is a combination of intense
masculine power and feminine longing for emotional symbio-
sis, Ana takes on attributes of masculine autonomy. Through-
out the trilogy, Ana fights tooth and nail for her autonomy, in
fact, slowly winning her autonomy through love. As a literary
character, Ana has an inner voice that comments on the action,
while Christian is perceived through her point of view, indicat-
ing that, as a character, she has an autonomy that he does not.
Christian never needs “his own space”; Ana does. When they
exchange e-mails at work, Ana unfailingly responds: “Please
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let me concentrate on my work.” When a man grabs her on a
dance floor, she punches him in the face and preempts Chris-
tian’s own violent reaction. Ana tells Christian numerous
times, “I know how to take care of myself” (vol. 3). This, then,
turns out to be a love story in which the man and the woman
of the story trade their respective “Mars” and “Venus” quali-
ties: Christian’s immense social and sexual power is matched
only by his intense and permanent need for symbiosis; Ana’s
love is tempered by her genuine need for autonomy.

The narrative thus follows a three-pronged movement: it
encodes strong gender differences, systematically blurs them
in offering us the spectacle of a struggle of two androgynous
wills (they constantly fight with each other on the questions
of his softness and of her autonomy), and ultimately recon-
ciles these struggles in intense sadomasochistic sex, which re-
enacts their gender identities and stabilizes their differences,
but also makes these differences acceptable because pleasur-
able (to the characters and to the reader).

Capitalist societies have demanded that men accumulate
great economic and social power; sociologically, this has dis-
tanced men from the female realm of sentiments and domes-
ticity, made them less likely than their leisurely aristocratic
equivalents to be absorbed by poetic and emotional self-
expression (Carnes and Griffen 1990). More(;ver, because
men have embraced cultural models of serial and recreational
sexuality to a far greater extent than women, they have be-
come emotionally more detached than women. Fifty Shades of
Grey encodes such tensions and contradictions between rec-
reational sexuality and love, between men’s social power and
women’s sphere of intimacy and domesticity, and between
men’s detachment and women’s emotional involvement.
These tensions are narratively overcome in and by charac-
ters who mix gender attributes and are androgynous. It is the
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play of opposites that takes us properly into the realm of fan-
tasy, defined as a representation that simultaneously encodes
reality and denies it.

Desire or Autonomy?

Falling in love entails a loss of sovereignty. In romanticism,
it is felt as an exalted and direct experience of passion as a
primal and raw force of nature. But in modernity, the loss of
sovereignty is a problem, a condition that threatens the integ-
rity of the self because it threatens its autonomy in seeming
to surrender to another’s will. This is because in modernity
autonomy is the master cultural code of selthood, encoded
in the legal and economic spheres and in the realm of psy-
chic well-being. A plethora of psychological discourses aim to
provide techniques to learn autonomy by calling on women
and men (but mostly women) to approach passion with sus-
picion and to monitor the mechanism of self-abandonment
and self-sacrifice. To that extent, we may say that autonomy
and passion have become antithetical. Along this modernist
vein, Fifty Shades of Grey is a novel about what it means to lose
one’s sovereignty while pursuing one’s autonomy.

In the first volume, Ana and Christian’s initial encounter
consists in defining very clearly their respective positions
(“submissive” and “dominant”) and the conditions under
which Christian will not lose control. As the contract stipu-
lates: “The Submissive shall serve the Dominant in any way
the Dominant sees fit and shall endeavor to please the Domi-
nant at all times to the best of her ability.” But Christian wants
more than Ana’s submission; he wants her to will it: “I want
you to willingly surrender yourself to me, in all things,” he
tells her. Where the “new man” (i.e., the man who has taken
heed of feminism) would have said, “I need you” (i.e., an ex-
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pression of his vulnerability), Christian says instead, “I need
you to need me,” an expression of a vulnerable and imperi-
ous masculinity—because for submission to be complete, the
dominant must transform the very core of the submissive’s
desire, making her or him want to subject the self to another’s
will. As Roger Scruton put it, sadism is “paradoxical” (2006,
13), and this paradox is inherent in desire: we want the ob-
ject of our desire to also become the object of our will, but
we need him to remain a subject, that is, to have an autono-
mous will and desire, for only a subject can be desired, and
only a subject can, in turn, give us the feeling of being truly
desired. In that sense, the sadist is in the same paradoxical po-

- sition as Hegel’s Master in his dialectic of the master and the
slave: to dominate another means to erase their will; but dom-
ination can be truly achieved only if it rules over a free con-
sciousness that recognizes one’s lordship. The consciousness
that the Master aims to subdue, but that he needs, will even-
tually become aware of itself, become autonomous, and rebel
against the Master.

Indeed, at the end of volume 1 Ana leaves Christian, unwill-
ing to surrender to his “needs” because in the process of ne-
gotiating with him about his needs, Ana has become aware of
needs of her own, thus affirming her autonomy. ‘This is the ex-
plicit reason she invokes for refusing to sign the BDSM con-
tract: “Not sure why this [Clause 2] is solely for MY benefit—
i.e., to explore MY sensuality and limits. I'm sure I wouldn’t
need a ten page contract to do that! Surely this is for Your
benefit.” Autonomy can thus be defined as an awareness of
the conditions under which one will not relinquish his or her
equality with another. This is the position opposite to that of
the masochist, best exemplified by the character of O in Pau-
line Réage’s famous Story of O ([1954] 2012), in which the her-
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oine accedes to being whipped, tortured, and defiled for the
sake of her love for René. Story of O ultimately suggests that
the logic of female heterosexual love is masochistic and that
such logic leads to the erasure of the self: “She did not wish
to die, but if torture was the price she had to pay to keep her
Jover’s love, then she only hoped he was pleased that she had
endured it.”

Ana, in contrast, leaves Christian despite her love for him,
and this act brings the narrative to a Hegelian moment: it com-
pels Christian to “recognize” her, that s, to fall in love with her
because of her assertion of autonomy. After one of Christian’s
“I love you’s, Ana asks, “Despite my disobedience?” Chris-
tian replies, “Because of your disobedience” (vol. 2). A rela-
tionship that started as Christian’s attempt to dominate Ana
and turn her into a Sub, a slave, becomes a “struggle for rec-
ognition,” an endless verbal joust with the Dom progressively
submitting to the will of the Sub, resonating with the tales in
which the weak (the Sub) turns out to be the truly powerful
one (the Dom). (Again, I owe this remark to Dana Kaplan.)
Christian relinquishes his will to power and wants instead to
be recognized by Ana. “You are one challenging woman, Ana
Steele,” he says repeatedly and lovingly (vo1.1). It is another’s
autonomy that kindles our own desire and our love—we de-
sire another in his or her autonomy. And our own desire in
turn generates another’s desire. “One desires the desire of
another—even a child knows this” (Brand 2012, 25).

The core of the fantasy of Fifty Shades of Grey has to do with
the emotional dynamic it depicts: one where the autonomy of
Ana and the power of Christian create each other’s desire, and
one where the submission of the one to the other’s will creates
further autonomy and desire. As Ana describes: “He clicks
something on the bar [where her ankles are attached with
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cuffs], then pushes, so my legs spread further. Whoa, three
feet apart. My mouth drops open, and I take a deep breath.
Fuck, this is hot. I'm on fire, restless and needy” (vol. 2).

Ana’s desire is here at once submissive and autonomous,
further provoking Christian’s desire of and his own submis-
sion to her: “You never cease to amaze me, Ana. You're so
wet,” he incessantly repeats.

When he ties her hands after she has a powerful orgasm:
“In a daze I do as I'm told. He pulls both my hands backward
and cuffs them to the bar, next to my ankles. Ok ... My knees
are drawn up, my ass in the air, utterly vulnerable, completely
his. ‘Ana, you look so beautiful. His voice is full of wonder,
and I hear the rip of foil.”

These descriptions have the same monotonous structure:
her agency is denied, and affirmed in the very movement of
being denied, because her autonomy creates his desire, which
makes her vulnerable, which in turn generates his vulnerabil-
ity; through the exertion of his power, he subjects her to him
but becomes in that movement subjugated by and to her, fur-
thering her own autonomy.

As philosopher Roy Brand notices, “the stability of this sys-
tem [of desire] is always at risk, for I cannot possess the desire
of another. The offering of desire must be mgtual, circular,
and self-supporting: I desire your desire desiring my desire
and so on” (2012, 74). This dynamic is not only circular but
highly fragile. Desire, autonomy, negotiation, reciprocity, and
equality are forces that push and pull relationships in direc-
tions that are very difficult to predict. This is why romantic
relationships have become unpredictable, or “chaotic,” in Ul-
rich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim’s (2002) felicitous
formulation. But in Fifty Shades, Christian’s power and Ana’s
autonomy do not create chaos, that is, a dynamic process in
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which each moves away from the other; instead, it generates
their own and the other’s perpetual desire.

And suddenly the nature of his kiss alters, no longer sweet,
reverential, and admiring, but carnal, deep, and devouring—
his tongue invading my mouth, taking not giving, his kiss pos-
sessing a desperate, needy edge. As desire courses through
my blood, awakening every muscle and sinew in its wake,
I feel a frisson of alarm. Ok Fifty, what’s wrong? He inhales
sharply and groans. “Oh, what you do to me,” he murmurs,
lost and raw. He moves suddenly, lying down on top of me,
pressing me into the mattress—one hand cupping my chin,
the other skimming over my body, my breast, my waist, my
hip, and around my behind. He kisses me again, pushing his
leg between mine, raising my knee, and grinding against me,
his erection straining against our clothes and my sex. (vol. 3)

The novel fulfills a modern type of fantasy, which is not that
of eternal or perfect love; on the contrary, Ana and Chris-
tian’s love seems constantly fraught with struggles and ne-
gotiations. The powerful fantasy they enact is one in which
the struggle over autonomy and power does not conflict with
desire but generates it. In that sense, the novel manages to
resolve the fundamental tension of desire in modernity by
making the normally opposed logic of desire and autonomy
closely interlocked. As Ana herself says: “It’s very confus-
ing being with you. You don’t want me to defy you, but then
you like my ‘smart mouth.’” You want obedience, except when
you don’t, so you can punish me. I just don’t know which is
" (vol. 1). While the imperative of au-
tonomy in the real world of real relationships is an obstacle
to relationships because it creates distance in the autono-

up when I'm with you
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mous person and uncertainty in the desiring person, this co-
nundrum has been here resolved: “I like defying you,” Ana
“Iknow. And it’s made me
so ... happy’ He smiles down at me through his bemusement”
(vol. 3). While the dynamic of desire is normally opposed to
autonomy (desire makes the subject vulnerable and depen-
dant), desire here only feeds the project of autonomy in a tele-
ological movement that comes to reinforce the very meaning
of heteronormativity. Indeed, as some scholars have argued,
heteronormative sex is sex with a purpose, with a story, with
a goal (marriage, love, shared life, a child). It is, in short, sex
with an identity, as opposed precisely to the kind of sex of
demonstrated by O, which is ultimately to dissolve the self.

says, to which Christian responds:

Winning the Struggle for Recognition

Modern societies produce a chronic deficit in recognition, or
the capacity to be backed up by others in our sense of value
and self-worth (Fraser and Honneth 2003). Indeed, as I ar-
gued in Why Love Hurts, recognition has become one of the
central problems of modern romantic relationships, and this
new sociological characteristic is explicitly encoded in Fifty
Shades. Ana’s inner voice is replete with self—dogbts with re-
gard to her worth. “Romantically, though, I've never put my-
self out there, ever. A lifetime of insecurity—I'm too pale, too
skinny, too scruffy, uncoordinated, my long list of faults goes
on,” she tells herself in volume 1. Well into volume 3 of the tril-
ogy, she is incessantly surprised to be loved by Christian and
to have been chosen by the most eligible bachelor in Seattle.
“Ijust don’t get why he likes me,” she says in volume 2. “I have
never understood why he likes me.”

As Anaillustrates, insecurity has become intrinsic to the ro-
mantic condition because sexual encounters are now socially
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organized in the form of a market in which men and women
compete with other members of the same group along vari-
ous dimensions of status, wealth, education as well as beauty
and attractiveness. This marketlike situation of competition
(made even more obvious in the Internet medium, in which
competitors are actually seen and arrayed as if on a buffet
table) has become especially acute in the sexual realm and
thus creates chronic insecurity and the need for recognition
in this realm. While we know little about Ana’s “objective”
beauty, we do know that her roommate, Kate, is very beauti-
ful, smart, poised, well dressed, and from a very good family
background. Ana is the quintessential Miss Everybody. She
does not know how to dress, comes from an ordinary family,
is poorly coordinated and clumsy, does not have Kate’s savvy
and wealth. Her ordinariness strengthens the fantasy power
of the narrative, because it makes her similar to all women
who secretly dread not being unique or outstanding enough.
Yet it is Ana—the ordinary and the clumsy—who is chosen by
Christian, thus turning her into a feminine Horatio Alger; this
becomes a story of romantic self-made success through spirit
and character. This novel, which contains so much about sex-
uality and sex, is in fact about the victory of old-fashioned
“character” over beauty and sexiness.

Similarly, we progressively discover that Christian’s child-
hood trauma has filled him with self-loathing and an incapac-
ity to feel loved. In a telling dialogue in volume 2, Ana says to
him: “You're very easy to love. Don’t you see that?”

Christian replies: “No, baby, I don’t”

Ana: “You are. And I do and so does your family.... you are
worthy.”

His answer is “I can’t hear this. I'm nothing, Anastasia. 'm
a husk of a man. I don’t have a heart.”

Elsewhere Ana tells herself: “My heart clenches because I

|
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know; it’s because he’s so doubting, so full of self-loathing”
(vol. 2).

In other words, both characters are crippled with a sense
that they lack self-worth.

Implausibly, talking to Dr. Flynn, Christian’s psychoana-
lyst, Ana tells him: “Part of me thinks that if he [Christian]
wasn’t this broken he wouldn’t ... want me.”

Dr. Flynn’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise: “That’s a very
negative thing to say about yourself, Ana. And frankly it says
more about you than it does about Christian. It’s not quite up
there with his self-loathing, but I'm surprised by it.”

As one of Christian’s ex-lovers— Elena—repeats, the pow-

- erful Christian is full of self-loathing and fear that Ana will

leave him as soon as she learns of his dark past and true ori-
gins. The motif of “the madwoman in the attic” (Gilbert and
Gubar [1979] 2000), which characterized the gothic novel
(e.g., Jane Eyre), has been replaced by a narrative of trauma in
which the self and its sense of worth are what is actually hid-
den. The attic has moved to the interiority of the characters in
the form of a trauma narrative. Christian’s trauma makes him
at once aloof (Ana is not allowed to touch his chest, for rea-
sons Ana and the reader do not understand) and vulnerable.
The narrative thus deliberately encodes what has become a
crucial dimension of romantic relationships, namely the fact
that men and women play out dramas of self-worth in them
and through them.

In the same movement, however, the novel offers a stag-
gering number of examples of ways in which each cures the
other’s insecurity and lack of self-worth. “He stares at me with
adoring wonder, and I am sure I mirror his expression as I
reach up to caress his beautiful face” (vol. 2). No superlative
is spared. “In all things, Anastasia. You are a siren, a goddess”
(vol. 2). The end of the process is nothing less than a complete
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cure from the dark past that has tormented Christian. While
symbolic and physical violence often leave indelible traces—
bodily or psychic—here love manages to undo the inscription
of symbolic violence in the body and self and to provide what
philosopher Simon May (2011) calls “ontological grounded-
ness,” a sense of being at home in the world.

One of the fantasies performed in the novel is that our or-
dinariness can become our uniqueness when our inner worth
is affirmed through love. Love allows us to win, so to speak,
over the competition with others, to become unique, differ-
entiated, distinct. At the end of this process, Christian has
found nothing less than a complete psychological overhaul.
In volume 2 he says: “My whole attitude has changed as a re-
sult. My whole outlook on life has radically shifted.” The ul-
timate fantasy of recognition is to be selected by one per-
son and in that process to be transformed, healed from what
Pierre Bourdieu (1991) calls the symbolic violence of the so-
cial order. It is doubtful whether love can ever fully substitute
for such social recognition, but it does offer a powerful hope
that it can.

The Problem with Equality, or “Just Fucking Fuck
Me, Already”

Feminism is no longer only a political movement but has also
become a cultural code, used in advertising, TV series, mov-
ies, and romance novels (Cantor 1988; Freeman 2001). Af-
firming this cultural code often involves nothing more than
paying lip service to the moral force and political demands of
feminism and has even made feminism lose its political edge,
becoming an empty gesture (McRobbie 1991).

This cultural code of feminism has transformed the ways in
which gender, sexuality, and the family are portrayed in mass
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media. My point is not that Fifty Shades is a feminist book
(it obviously isn’t, because it does not offer an alternative to
traditional heteronormativity), but rather that its narrative
structure and characters have self-consciously incorporated
the feminist cultural code, much like many other areas of
popular culture. The critiques of the book as being antifemi-
nist have entirely missed the point, but readers have not failed
to noticed the presence of the feminist code: “The book actu-
ally keeps its female protagonist in charge of everything that
happens in the bedroom. She has the power. The couple in 50
Shades only pretends to be slave and master. Anastasia is ac-
tually the one setting the rules (she renegotiates the sex con-
tract on just about every page) and Christian accedes to all
her wishes” (Liner 2012).

Anastasia Steele is an almost parodic model of assertive-
ness: she always knows quickly and clearly what her emo-
tional needs are (emotional needs are by definition elusive);
she coolly and competently rebuffs the psychological and
physical aggression of Christian’s ex-lovers; she threatens to
fire a woman who looks at her attractive husband too insis-
tently. She refuses to change her name when they get mar-
ried; she punches a man who grabs her in a discotheque; she
refuses to benefit from any advantage that Christian’s posi-
tion as owner of the publishing company in which she works
would give her. She insists on treating him when they go out,
despite his extravagant wealth; she insists on going out to
meet her friends, despite the danger to her physical security;
she shoots guns. And far from least, she proves herself to be a
highly competent and liberated sexual partner. In short, Ana
is the model of assertiveness envisioned by feminism, and it
is as such that she has been self-consciously encoded in the
narrative,

Feminism is a radical movement in the etymological sense
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of that word: it went to the very root of women’s social be-
ing and tried to transform the very nature of their own (and
men’s) desire. While feminism’s claim to economic equal-
ity (same pay for same work) does not meet with significant
moral objections any longer, the attempt to reform the struc-
ture of heterosexual desire has met with opposition even from
women who otherwise espouse the call to economic equal-
ity. While feminism has made progress in the workplace (de-
manding equal pay and representation in positions of lead-
ership), women have become ever more sexualized in the
consumer and media spheres, further deepening the grip of
men’s control and women’s own resistance to feminism. The
sexualization of women’s identity has been incessantly pro-
moted through the images of the sexed, sexualized, and sexy
body, which has successfully performed its sexualized femi-
ninity through sex with men and through the intensive use
of consumer culture (for an illustration of this, see Sex and
the City). It is through sex and sexuality that women are made
to perform a simulacrum of their emancipation. Why then,
have sexuality and desire proved to be such reluctant arenas
for women’s equality?

In a much-discussed article about Fifty Shades of Grey, Ka-
tie Roiphe makes a further claim: ” To a certain, I guess, rather
large, population, it [Fifty Shades of Grey] has a semiporno-
graphic glamour, a dangerous frisson of boundary crossing, but
at the same time is delivering reassuringly safe, old-fashioned
romantic roles” (2012). Roiphe continues: “In the realm of
private fantasy, the allure of sexual submission, even in its ex-
tremes, is remarkably widespread. An analysis of 20 studies
published in Psychology Today estimates that between 31 per-
cent and 57 percent of women entertain fantasies where they
are forced to have sex.” Quoting Daphne Merkin from the
New Yorker (February 1996), Roiphe further muses: “Equal-
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ity between men and women, or even the pretext of it, takes
a lot of work and may not in any case be the surest route to
sexual excitement.” Roiphe here echoes an increasingly loud
litany lamenting the fact that equality has brought the demise
of sexual desire (forcefully exposed, for example, in Cristina
Nehring’s successful A Vindication of Love). Equality, crit-
ics claim, is not very sexy because it demands consent, ne-
gotiation, which is another way to say that it demands pro-
cedures. Men who have learned the lessons of feminism lack
sexual directness and vigor; women long for a form of mascu-
linity that is more stylized, sure of itself, and playful. But this
only pushes further the question, why is traditional masculin-
ity pleasurable in fantasy? In other words, why are some of
women’s fantasies still caught in patriarchy?

The premodern bonds between men and women were based
on what we may call metaphorically a feudal social system:
men dominated women; that is, men received women’s sex-
ual and domestic services in exchange for which men granted
women their (presumed) protection. The traditional men pro-
vided economically for his dependents (women and children)
and defended them with his body. This unequal social system
was based on a bond of reciprocal dependence. Inequality —
translated into protectiveness—thus contained undeniable
forms of pleasure, an important one being the clarity of the
gender roles it implied. In contrast, equality is intrinsically
more muddled because it cannot fix roles or values to roles.
In that sense, equality is less pleasurable because it generates
uncertainty and ambivalence.

The second pleasure found in inequality is that in trans-
lating power into protectiveness, it creates a “natural” mu-
tual dependency and thick emotional glue. Equality, on the
contrary, does not create a sense of obligation but rather an
awareness of each one’s own needs and rights, which can po-
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tentially conflict with the rights and needs of the other. The
moral claims made by equality are thus by definition less emo-
tionally binding to another.

The third pleasure found in inequality resides in the fact that
when they are not negotiated, roles generate emotions that
are more spontaneous and immediate, because well-scripted
social roles do not require negotiation or even reflexiveness,
a capacity to reflect on the relation itself while it is unfold-
ing. Egalitarian norms unscript roles and identities and turn
relationships into entities that must be negotiated through
“communication.” As a blog writer put it: “It’s become gen-
erally accepted that communication is the key to good sex—
communication tips have become a cornerstone of sex guides
for everyone from Christian couples to sex slaves. But talking
can be difficult, and maybe the popularity of 50 Shades is in
part a backlash against the admonishment to talk, a sign that
sometimes people yearn for someone who just knows” (North
2012). A Seattle woman expressed this sentiment in a Craigs-
list (2008) ad that went viral, under the heading “Just fucking
fuck me, already.” And so did Jessa, of Girls: when a man she
picked up in a bar asked if it was okay to put his hand in her
pants, she responded, “Never ask me that again in my whole
life.” “Maybe 5o Shades of Grey speaks to women’s desire not to
have to speak” (North). What this reader refers to as “not to
have to speak” is another way of saying “not to have to negoti-
ate,” where negotiation results from the fact that women are
responsible for preserving a state of pragmatic and emotional
equality with their partners.

I would argue, then, that the backlash against feminism is
a longing for patriarchy, not because women long for domi-
nation per se but because they long for the emotional bonds
and glue that accompanied, hid, justified, and made domina-
tion invisible, as if one could separate male protectiveness
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from the feudal system of domination in which men granted
such protectiveness. In other words, modern femininity has
to face the still widely prevalent power of males, minus the
feudal code of protectiveness that regulated the inferior status
of women. This is why the narrative of Fifty Shades articulates
an archetypal masculinity: it is in fact a protective masculin-
ity, reminiscent of what I have just called feudal masculinity.

Examples abound: “They want what is mine,” Christian
says about Ana’s potential suitors. ““Mine’ he repeats, his eyes
glowing possessively” (vol. 2). Or on the day of their wedding:
“With infinite slowness, he unfastens each button, all the way
down my back. ‘I love you so much. Trailing kisses from the
nape of my neck to the edge of my shoulder. Between each kiss
he murmurs, ‘T.Want.You.So.Much.I.Want.To.Be. Inside. You.
You. Are. Mine’” (vol. 3). Or when they decide to get married,
on the day of the ceremony, Ray—Ana’s stepfather—tells
Christian: “Look after my girl, Christian,” Christian replies,
“I fully intend to, Ray.” In a typical male rite de passage, Ana
enters matrimony with one protective man passing her to an-
other protective man. And thus, despite his immense wealth,
Christian refuses to have Ana sign a pre-nup—a testimony to
his capacity to subscribe to a nonmodern, that is, a noncon-
tractual, marriage. .

The male gesture that is fantasized about here and that is
performed by Christian throughout the three novels is non-
contractual protectiveness accompanied by moral equality.
Such acts of protection and possessiveness are too frequent
not to mean something important. They reflect the ambiva-
lence of many women vis-a-vis the ways in which feminism
has transformed traditional masculinity and femininity and
the relation of the sexes into a contractual bond. I would argue
that such ambivalence is not due to the fact that feminism has
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stripped away love from its mystique (this is the claim made
by detractors of feminism) but rather from the fact that the
feminist revolution has remained selective (affecting more
women than men) and unfinished (the economic sphere and
the family are still largely patriarchal). It is the selectiveness
and the unfinished character of the feminist revolution that
have made intimate and sexual relations so fraught with dif-
ficulties. The longing for the sexual domination of men is not
a longing for their social domination as such. Rather, it is a
longing for a mode of sociality in which love and sexuality did
not produce anxiety, negotiation, and uncertainty.

So insistent is Christian’s protectiveness that it becomes a
feminist question self-consciously raised in the story itself: is
his protectiveness a form of control and even stalking? Ana re-
fuses to be controlled but slowly discovers through her sexu-
ality that yielding to the domination of another is pleasurable.
The apprenticeship works if her autonomy is accompanied
by the apprenticeship of her submissiveness. The narrative of
Fifty Shades is thus able to encode in the character of Ana si-
multaneously her hyperassertiveness, her self-emancipation
through sexuality, and her sexual submissiveness to a male’s
power and protectiveness.

Christian harbors a form of hyperprotectiveness that is both
the sign of traditional masculinity and its justification. His
protectiveness is here disconnected from the legal, moral, and
cultural order that disenfranchised women. This protective-
ness is symbolically pleasurable because it is connected to the
modern categorical imperative to experience daily multiple
orgasms. Christian Grey combines the ultracommitted tradi-
tional patriarch with the sexual athlete who knows and culti-
vates all the nooks and crannies of women’s bodies and female
sexuality. In that sense, the fantasy that is at the core of the
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story is a prime example of “false consciousness”: it mixes the
emotional power of the traditional patriarch—economically
powerful and sexually dominant—with the playful, multi-
orgasmic, intensely pleasurable, and autotelic sexuality that is
the hallmark of feminist sexual politics.

EPILOGUE / Sadomasochism as a
Romantic Utopia

A novel not only organizes into a story social positions and
tensions but implicitly articulates a political point of view,
which either justifies or questions these positions and ten-
sions. Romance or murder mystery novels address, even if
obliquely, social arrangements, hierarchies, and thus provide
a way to make sense of the experiences they produce. In this
respect, we may ask, what are the normative and political im-
plications of Fifty Shades of Grey? Does its focus on BDSM
foster a debased view of morality, sexuality, and women?
Before I address this question, a preliminary observation
is in order: the “politics” or morality of popular culture is
scrutinized more often than that of “high” culture, especially
when it concerns sexuality, which is probably the most pa-
trolled topic of Western civilization. This is because sexuality
is a chief arena through which government and class domina-
tion is exercised, by both conservative and liberal elites (Sni-
tow, Stansell, and Thompson 1983). Conservatives typically
want to exercise control through a scrutiny of the birth rate of
lower or immigrant populations, through regulation of teen-
age pregnancy and gay marriage, and through stricter obscen-
ity laws. They thus want to control whatever threatens the
integrity of the heterosexual family as a pillar for the transmis-
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sion of tradition, social reproduction, and education. Liberal,
feminist, and neo-Marxists critics, on the other hand, worry
about the cultural structures that may reproduce and legiti-
mize (male, heteronormative) domination, the male gaze and
point of view, and the commodification of sexuality for the
profit of corporations. The question these remarks raise, then,
is, how should we differentiate between preoccupation with
the politics of a text and the many ways in which sexuality is
variously controlled by conservative or liberal elites?

This brings us to the need to make another distinction. The
question about the politics of a text needs to be differentiated
from the need to order, hierarchize, and allocate a moral va-
lence to cultural behavior. While this moral impulse is an im-
portant one, sociologists and cultural analysts should resist it.
The prime task of the scholar is to draw the terms of a de-
bate, to think imaginatively about the categories that inhere
in a problem; such a task is far from being neutral, but it is dif-
ferent from an evaluation of a cultural object according to its
moral or political valence. It is the task of citizens to recode
in clear moral and political terms such analysis. In the follow-
ing, my intent is to clarify the terms of the debate about Fifty
Shades and about BDSM sexuality, with the hope that it helps
us narrow these terms in discussions about the politics of the
text, rather than simply repeating various forms of moral con-
trols of sexuality, whether from the right or from the left.

BDSM, or The New Romantic Order

Interest in SM started with sexologists and psychoanalysts
who viewed it as a pathology (Weinberg 2006, 18). Freud
viewed it as a perversion; some even viewed it as close to can-
nibalism, necrophilia, or vampirism. But even if we do not
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pathologize SM, masochism remains a sociological and psy-
chological puzzle. As an Internet psychologist aptly put it:
“The self is developed to avoid pain, but masochists seek pain.
The self strives for control, but masochists seek to relinquish
control. The self aims to maximize its esteem, but masochists
deliberately seek out humiliation” (Hayden 2012). Masoch-
ism is indeed a voluntary submission and acceptance of pain
that radically conflicts with the definition of modern selfhood
as self-possessed, autonomous, and hedonist. Why then do
women enjoy reading a fiction that stages the voluntary inflic-
tion and acceptance of pain?

In a way, the very notion of masochism contains an answer
to this question, the masochist being defined by his/her irra-
tional desire for his or her own suffering, and precisely by his
or her capacity to convert it into pleasure. Scholars contend
that some forms of gothic fiction (Story of O, for example, and
Rebecca) are an aestheticized form of masochism through
which women internalize and accept the victim position.
For Michelle Massé (1992), through gothic fiction women re-
hearse the suffering they experience in their sexual and emo-
tional relationships with men. Fiction then teaches and helps
anticipate a social position and a social role, by making the
painful aspects of relationships between women and men into
a pleasurable element of the narrative. Masochism here is not
a lifestyle choice or a sexual perversion but rather a socially
constructed position that women learn to desire by masking
the pain of loving elusive or unavailable men.

If there is an originality and appeal to Fifty Shades, it lies in
its making entirely explicit the masochism that was left im-
plicit in the gothic formula. In Fifty Shades, masochism be-
comes a stake in the relationship of the two protagonists, an
explicit political/moral question, and a source of erotic plea-
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sure for the protagonists and reader. Following Fredric James-
on’s (1975) famous claim that a narrative genre contains imag-
inary resolutions to real social contradictions and conflicts, I
suggest that the BDSM relationship between Ana and Chris-
tian functions narratively as a resolution of the tensions in-
herent in modern heterosexuality, which—as argued above—
have been largely encoded in the story. A narrative formula
gives shape to socially determined contradictions (e.g., “mar-
riage of love v. marriage of interest,” or “sexual freedom” and
“emotional stability”), because most narratives must bring to
a resolution the tensions they contain and articulate imagi-
nary ways of transcending and negating these contradictions.

To get a sense of the meaning of the SM sex in the narra-
tive of Fifty Shades of Grey, we can briefly compare the novel
to the famous 1954 Story of O, written by Pauline Réage. Like
Fifty Shades, Story of O was written by a heterosexual woman
(Reage seems to have written the novel to please her lover
Jean Paulhan). O is taken to a chateau by her lover, René,
where masked men whip her and abuse her sexually (with O’s
and her lover’s consent). O is elaborately trained to be a sexual
slave (e.g., she is made to carry a large piece of wood in her va-
gina because she is “too narrow”); her body is made available
to men whom she does not know or see. Later in the narrative,
René wants her to be always available to him and to receive
his sexual assaults, and as an ultimate proof of his domination,
he wants her to serve sexually a man she does not love. She
finds this man in the person of Stephen, who further advances
her training as a sex slave by teaching her not to feel love. O’s

masochism takes its initial source in her love for René, but she

discovers that anonymous sex with other men provides her a
greater source of pleasure and desire: “She had moaned be-
neath the lips of the stranger as never her lover had made her
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moan, cried out under the impact of a stranger’s member as
never her lover had made her cry out. She felt debased and
guilty. She could not blame him if he were to leave her.” This
discovery progressively empties O of her volition: “Beneath
the gazes, beneath the hands, beneath the sexes that defiled
her, the whips that rent her, she lost herself in a delirious ab-
sence from herself which restored her to love and, perhaps,
brought her to the edge of death. She was anyone, anyone at
all, any one of the other girls, opened and forced like her, girls
whom she saw being opened and forced, for she did see it,
even when she was not obliged to have a hand in it.” Story
of O stages an affinity that fascinated French intellectuals af-
ter World War II, that between eroticism and death, which
Georges Bataille (1986) characterized as the desire to become
one with humanity, to cease to be an individual clearly indi-
viduated and separate from others. Susan Sontag (quoted by
Roiphe) drives the point home: for her, O is about “the volup-
tuous yearning toward the extinction of one’s consciousness.”

But a simpler and more feminist interpretation of Story of O
is that women can experience undiluted sexual pleasure and
desire, detached from love, only in a state of abjection. In bring-
ing masochism to its logical end —the death of O—the novel
unwillingly reveals that at the heart of heterosexual love is the
annihilation of women as desiring subjects. In a way, then,
Story of O shows that in the extinction of one’s consciousness,
masochism and love form a single continuous chain.

Nothing could be further from the affirmation of subjectiv-
ity contained in the struggle to recognize each other as equal
partners in the relationship Ana and Christian have in Fifty
Shades. Theirs is a sexuality that incessantly affirms rather
than denies Ana’s needs, volition, and subjectivity in the form
of a narrative of self-discovery and romantic intimacy. More
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generally, from a cultural and sociological perspective, an in-
tensification of norms of autonomy, equality, and freedom
have gone hand in hand with the increasing normalization
and spread of SM practices, with as much as 10 percent of the
US population engaging in it by 1990, more still by 1994.! That
is, viewed as a cultural practice, for the last three or four de-
cades SM has not been opposed to increasing norms of au-
tonomy and self-possession. BDSM has accompanied the de-
velopment of feminism and greater, rather than lesser, gender
equality, thus suggesting that BDSM reflects the shift of sexu-
ality to the realm of identity politics based on a vision of hu-
man rights and values that pertain to self-realization. Mirror-
ing these sociological facts, in the novel BDSM accompanies
the incessant struggle of Ana and Christian to achieve an egal-
itarian relationship, with the increasing assertiveness of Ana.
The BDSM relationship unfolds along with Ana’s subjectivity
as an equal desiring subject. In that sense, Fifty Shades is part
and parcel of that feminine culture so aptly described by Lau-
ren Berlant as a culture in which “true feeling . .. sanctifies suf-
fering as a relay to universality” (2008, 12).

BDSM, then, offers a number of symbolic strategies to
overcome the dilemmas of the heterosexual struggle that
characterizes Ana and Christian’s relationship. Here are three
such strategies.

1. A National Coalition for Sexual Freedom article quotes the 1990 Kin-
sey Institute New Report on Sex: “Researchers estimate that 510 percent
of the U.S. population engages in sadomasochism for sexual pleasure
on at least an occasional basis, with most incidents being either mild or
staged activities involving no real pain or violence” (Reinisch and Bea-
sley 1990, 162~ 63). Barker, Iantaffi, and Gupta write that “Janus and Ja-
nus (1994) report that up to 14% of American men and 11% of American
women have engaged in some form of BDSM sexual behavior and es-
timates of the extent of BDSM fantasy are much higher” (2008, 108).
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From Role Confusion to Clarity

Current heterosexuality is pushed and pulled between still
powerful norms of heteronormativity and an assault on gen-
der roles and identities. Modern societies demand that men
and women trade their identities in the realms of both work
and domesticity, to become androgynous, and to break the
core of each solid gender identity. Christian and Ana, for ex-
ample, progressively trade many of their respective gender at-
tributes. In BDSM, on the other hand, roles are reestablished,
butin a way that does not necessarily overlap with gender. In-
deed, according to some studies powerful men are often those
likely to take the masochist’s position in a BDSM relationship
(Baumeister 1989; Kate 2011; Masters, Johnson, and Kolodny
1995). Thus BDSM avoids the confusion and ambivalence in-
herent in gender equality and reaffirms sharply defined and
stylized sexual roles, yet without predicating them on “hard”
gender identities. In fixing clear roles detached from identities,
BDSM provides the certainty that comes with scripted roles
without returning to traditional gender inequality. This is be-
cause whatever inequality is enacted in BDSM is playful rather
than inscribed in a social ontology of the sexes. What is played
out in BDSM is precisely the radical capacity of subjects to de-
tach a role or position from a sexual ontology. This in turn en-
ables women to imagine Ana’s pain through fantasy without
the humiliation that usually accompanies the infliction of pain.

Transforming Psychic Suffering into Physical Pain

As I have argued elsewhere,? a diffuse form of psychic suffer-
ing permeates modern romantic relations through anxiety,

2. See Illouz 2012.




[70] EPILOGUE

uncertainty, ambivalence, boredom, and the difficulty of rec-
onciling the conflicting imperatives of autonomy and attach-
ment. The struggle for recognition between the sexes often re-
mains inconclusive —that is, it has no victorious denouement.
BDSM brings an interesting twist to that struggle: it trans-
lates psychic suffering into the certainty of physical pain, but
it transmutes it, so to speak, into sexual play, desire, and plea-
sure, thus giving suffering and pain clear and distinct physi-
cal and psychic statuses and boundaries. BDSM puts pain into
form, that is, aestheticizes it, thus enabling a distancing from
and a control over the experience. Indeed, in BDSM pain fol-
lows a protocol: it uses ritualized gestures and familiar de-
vices, follows a scripted gradation, and, most crucially, can be
stopped or exited at will (with a code or safe word).

Thus what the act of SM may paradoxically stage is not suf-
fering so much as suffering’s capacity to transmute into plea-
sure, more clear than diffuse and, perhaps mostly, more con-
trolled by the subject, to be stopped on demand. The sadist
and the masochist have in common their control of pain—
both inflicted and felt—and that control might be what the
sufferer secretly desires. That is, what the masochist is actu-
ally rehearsing is the cessation of pain, which signals in turn
the love and care of, or contractual relation W;th, the sadist.
Havelock Ellis, studying masochism, suggested a distinction
between masochism as “pain only” and masochism as in-
flicted by the masochist’s desire “to experience pain, but he
generally desires that it should be inflicted in love” ([1903]
1926, 160). Sexual sadism and masochism based upon mutual
pleasure experienced through receiving/giving pain from/to
aloved one became the civilizing principle of sadism and mas-
ochism, and remains the framework upon which any “harm”
caused through consensual BDSM is “permitted, justified and
de-pathologised” (Dymock 2012, §7).
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Overcoming the Aporia of Desire

Modern relationships are pure relationships based on consent.
But this consent is twice aporetic. For one, as Roger Scruton
suggests, desire is divided between “the desire to compel the
other to give what is required” and “the compulsion towards
agreement, towards the mutual recognition that only what is
given can be genuinely received” (2006, 301). Consent cannot
by definition address the question of the desire that must be
“freely given,” thus leaving consensual relationships unable to
cope with that aspect of desire that precisely cannot be agreed
upon. No matter how much we agree on the conduct of daily
life, on what you should give me, I can never secure your de-
sire. This aporetic question is central to women’s culture, in
which “questions about what counts as emotional reciproc-
ity matter tremendously” (Berlant 2008, 16). How does one
create freely given desire in an otherwise perfectly consen-
sual relationship? This question can never be addressed by
consensuality itself and, in fact, plagues sexual and romantic
relationships. BDSM, on the other hand, while based on con-
sent, does not demand “freely given” desire, because desire
becomes subsumed under its theatrical mise-en-scéne. The
question of how much one desires the other becomes irrel-
evant. In contrast to the anxiety of normative sexual relation-
ships (e.g., “The 10 Secrets Women Must Know about Men’s
Sexuality” or “How to Make Her Beg for More”), BDSM for-
malization is anxiety-free.

Moreover, consent is always partial, because when enter-
ing a sexual or romantic relationship, one never knows the full
range of behaviors and sentiments one has consented to. In
that sense, the consent that is at the heart of heterosexual re-
lationships is illusory. It is a consent to something we never
fully know in advance and agree to: did I really consent to the
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full implications of your careless and withdrawn character?
What partners do agree about has become precisely an ob-
ject of contention. BDSM —and the elaborate contract Chris-
tian wants Ana to sign—takes consent far more seriously, for
it defines and stages carefully the parameters of the experi-
ence one will engage in. In that sense, BDSM is a pure form
of consent, without all that was left unagreed and unscripted
in “pure relationships,” based on the unending negotiations
of daily life.

Let me summarize this: one way to characterize our roman-
tic condition is to say that the autonomization of sexuality has
made the realm of emotional interactions uncertain, replete
with ambivalence about the rules to negotiate commitment,
love, and desire. In the language of sociologists, it has become
indeterminate. Fifty Shades of Grey has encoded this indeter-
minacy; more exactly, its narrative oscillates “between inde-
terminacy and determinacy” (Miiller and von Groddeck n.d.):
the indeterminacy of current romantic relationships and the
determinacy of the roles and positions of SM sex.

Self-Help Eroticism

I will go one step further than Jameson—who did not exam-
ine women’s literature—and claim that some narratives are
not only symbolic rehearsals of social dilemmas and of the
solution to these dilemmas: they are also performative struc-
tures offering ways of acting and doing. The power of Fifty
Shades—like that of a great deal of women’s literature —is not
only to encode the conundrums of heterosexuality but also
to provide tools to actually make it better. As Linda Williams
puts it, pornographic movies are “the solution to the problem
of sex through the performance of sex” (1989, 147). We may
similarly say that the BDSM of Fifty Shades is the solution to
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the problem of heterosexual relations through a narrative for-
mula that is efferent, with something to carry over into daily
life. In that sense, the novel is less pornographic than it is a
self-help book.

A pornographic book is defined by the fact that its explicit
intent is to make the reader engage in masturbatory practices.
Pornographic texts are intended explicitly to arouse sexually,
usually, a male and solitary viewer (Garlick 2011, 306-20).
They expose genitalia and use words, postures, and narra-
tive devices whose entire purpose is to create sexual desire in
the absence of a real partner. (The partner[s] may, of course,
be present, but the pornographic narrative is written as if the
partner(s] were absent.) Fifty Shades, on the other hand, is
written assuming the presence of a partner. The sexual scenes
are not written to arouse the eye but meant to instruct men and
women on inventive and efficient ways to improve their sexual
pleasure. The following is but one example among many.

“What’s with the no going to the bathroom thing?” Ana
asks Christian before they start engaging in sex.

“You really want to know?” He half smiles, his eyes alight
with a salacious gleam.

“Do I?” I gaze at him through my lashes as I take a sip of
my wine.

“The fuller your bladder, the more intense your orgasm,
Ana.” (vol. 3)

This rather unarousing explanation suggests that what distin-
guishes this book from conventional erotic novels is that its
purpose is not to arouse the solitary reader; rather, it is to in-
vite women to “carry away something” (Rosenblatt’s term),
and this “something” is a greater fluency in the art of making
love, resonating with much sex advice to be found in women’s
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magazines. This fluency is both in the gestures one should use
to increase orgasm and in the use of erotic toys. An example:

“We’re going to have some fun with this” he whispers.

Fuck!

His finger continues down over my perineum and slowly
slides into me....Igroan and he eases his finger in and out of
me, over and over. I push back on his hand, relishing the in-
trusion.. .. “I think you love being here, like this. Mine.”

I do—oh, I do. He withdraws his finger and smacks me
hard once more. “Tell me,” he whispers, his voice hoarse and
urgent.

“Yes, I do,” I whimper. (vol. 3)

The other aspect of “self-help eroticism” is to be found in
the novel’s abundant references to sex toys and to the great
care with which these toys are mentioned, with attention paid
to their actual use. This hypothesis is largely confirmed by the
spectacular increase of sales of sex toys in the United States
after the publication of the first Fifty Shades volume. Sex toys
are a far more significant aspect of feminine sexuality and are
viewed as “aids” to sexuality rather than as direct objects of
erotic desire. The abundant references to sex toys in the book,
then, seems to suggest that the book’s portrayal of sexuality
is essentially what I would characterize as a “do-it-yourself
eroticism.”

Claire Cavanah, cofounder of the Manhattan sex shop Babe-
land, said after the final book in the trilogy was released in the
United States in January 2012 that customers “were asking for
specific toys that they had read about,” but when the trilogy
was rereleased in April, “the product sales started to really
spike.” Since then, Cavanah has noticed a sevenfold increase
in demand for a particular sex toy featured in a scene between
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Christian and Ana. The store also sells special Fifty Shades kits
and hosts Fifty Shades-themed workshops that teach (mostly
female) attendees how to use the toys, but Cavanah said that
that was not the only curiosity: “They also just want to get to-
gether and see each other.”

Fans have also been offered Fifty Shades-themed fashions
and accommodations, and more recently, an official music al-
bum, Fifty Shades of Grey: The Classical Album, featuring Bach
and Chopin, is the only spinoff item James has so far endorsed
(Burzynski 2012). (One has to wonder, though, why the au-
thor seems to endorse so wholeheartedly a model of the high
culture that her book so patently flouts.)

If the industry has responded so swiftly to the readers and
to their interpretation of the Fifty Shades narrative, it is be-
cause it is written as a self-help narrative, an invitation to
change and improve one’s sexual life by mimicking the toys-
induced orgasms of Ana. This finding is entirely congruent
with Janice Radway’s analysis of “middle-brow” literature
(Radway 1997, 6), which is characterized by an orientation to
self-help, and I would suggest that this is because these narra-
tives closely mimic biographical narratives of the quest of self,
identity, and self-help staged and encoded by modern culture.
Women read books “in highly concrete, deeply resonant ways
as persons moving through life in embodied form” (ibid., 14).
Such a use of novels stands at the opposite end of the “ideol-
ogy of the solitary reader” (Long 1992, 104~-30), an ideology
that stipulates that the activity of reading is detached from
the rest of society and consists in the meeting of an author’s
unique mind with the self-enclosed mind of the reader. It also
differs from male eroticism, which is more oriented toward
solitary masturbatory practices. Women’s reading is often an
essentially social activity, both in the sense that books are read
with others and in the sense that such reading makes people

—
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reflect about and (want to) transform their close bonds, sex-
ual or emotional. Not only do women identify with the emo-
tional content of novels, but they appropriate and rework the
text through and in their lives to understand themselves and
to make changes in their lives. Lauren Berlant (1995, 2008)
and Jacqueline Rose (2005) have emphasized anxiety as the
core affect of such a culture of self-improvement, but in my
opinion it is a more subtle interplay of anxiety and pleasure
produced by real or imagined change that makes self-help cul-
ture so powerful.

It is this efferent quality of literature found in women’s me-
dia genres, such as women’s magazines, advice literature,
Oprah Winfrey, that make women’s emotional—and here
sexual —culture so easily translatable into the capitalist mar-
ket of self-help commodities. Here is one example of such
translation:

In May, Pure Romance [a company teaching intimacy skills]
launched their Grey Revolution collection. “We created the
gift sets so that anyone could indulge in Grey-inspired fanta-
sies,” says Chris Cicchinelli, Pure Romance CEO and presi-
dent. “Consultants were selling out of fantasy play items like
they never had before, most notably products such as whips,
floggers and Ben Wa balls, which correspon(f to scenes from
the trilogy.” Cicchinelli says they also saw traffic increase to
their Fantasy Play page.

Comparing May 2012 through August 2012 to the same
timeframe in 2011, bondage sales for Pure Romance have in-
creased 186 percent. In addition, blindfold sales increased
121 percent, their Tie Me Up Tape increased 146 percent, and
their Personal Trainer product (Ben Wa balls on a string) in-
creased a staggering 772 percent. (Cooper 2012)
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BDSM is thus the center of a narrative formula in which it
is in fact a form of sexual self-help, which in turn makes read-
ing Fifty Shades a supreme act of modern selthood: an act of
self-empowerment and self-improvement. Self-help has in-
deed become the core of modern subjectivity, because self-
help stands at the juncture between the ideals of autonomy,
psychological techniques of self-making, and the vast eco-
nomic interests of various industries assisting and shaping
such process.

Self-help is not only a market segment, it is a whole new
modality of culture; that is, it constitutes a new way by which
the individual connects to society. Because modernity entails
a very large amount of uncertainty about self-worth and the
norms and morality that should guide relationships, self-help
becomes one of the main pathways for the shaping of selthood.

To summarize, then: Fifty Shades of Grey became a world-

_wide best-seller because the Internet made it easily acces-

sible, because it resonated with a long tradition of romance,
because BDSM, the book’s focus, resolved symbolically many
of the conundrums of the romantic condition, and finally, be-
cause its effect is performative, changing sexual and romantic
practices while speaking about them.




CODA / BDSM and Immanence

Let me end with a reflection on the reason the form of BDSM
offered in Fifty Shades of Grey is highly compatible with self-
help as a new cultural mode.

Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer (1997) viewed the
Marquis de Sade as a figure of the Enlightenment and sado-
masochism as being at the heart of the modern subject’s ra-
tionality and moral agency. Relying on a functional inter-
pretation of Immanuel Kant’s view of the unity of thought,
Adorno and Horkheimer suggested that Kant paved the way
for Sade, because Sade’s subject is rational, focused on self-
preservation, who treats material objects in a mode of pure
subjection. The step from Kant to Sade is taken quickly, mak-
ing Sade’s characters caricatural endpoints of the rational sub-
ject who treats others in a mode of subjection. Sade reveals
that not only is Reason unable to provide a moral guide to
behavior, but also that it is the very mechanism that alienates
us from the world, from others, and from ourselves. Sade’s
world reveals the emptiness of Reason and, one may add, of
consent itself (for the latter makes sense only if it is based on
the former).

In the context that interests me here, I take these remarks to
mean something else: I view sadomasochism as belonging to
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the Enlightenment because it constitutes an immanent solu-
tion to the problem of certainty. That is, if modern morality is
plagued with the problem of ambivalence (Bauman 1993), un-
certainty (Kantola 1994), and indeterminacy (Martine 1992),
all resulting from the collapse of an ordered moral cosmos,
and if it can no longer ground certainty on a transcendental
moral framework, it needs to find immanent solutions to the
question of how to ground action on self-generated forms of
certainty. BDSM is thus a brilliant fantasy solution to the vol-
atility of romantic relationships, precisely because it is an im-
manent ritual grounded in a hedonic definition of the sub-
ject, providing certainty on roles, pain, the control of pain,
and the limits of consent. This is also the very reason that self-
help has become the main cultural mode to shape individu-
ality: because it is an immanent solution to the question of
how to form a self and how to have worthy relationships and
selves. When we cannot ground certainty and self-orientation
in rules, norms, or morality, BDSM and self-help become im-
manent substitutes for it.

Ironically perhaps, such use of literature corresponds to
the vocation that philosopher of art Arthur Danto assigns to
(highbrow) literature. To quote him:

Each work of literature shows in this sense an aspect we
would not know were ours without benefit of that mirror:
each discovers ... an unguessed dimension of the self. It [lit-
erature] is a mirror less in passively returning an image than
in transforming the self-consciousness of the reader who in
virtue of identifying with the image recognizes what he is.
Literature is in this sense transfigurative, and in a way cuts
across the distinction between fiction and truth. There are
metaphors of every life in Herodotus and Gibbon. (1984, 16)
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Fifty Shades of Grey is not high literature, but it “cuts across
the distinction between fiction and truth” because it brings
us to the heart of the contemporary sexual and romantic con-
dition. In that sense, it has the seriousness of those powerful
fantasies that help overcome our predicament.
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