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Jones agreed and summed it up this way: “The store, staff and bank account are

grateful to Ms. James and her success.”
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IS CHRISTIAN A SADIST? FIFTY SHADES OF

GREY IN POPULAR IMAGINATION

Salam Al-Mahadin, American University of Madaba

Today, passionate engagement is considered almost pathological. I think there is

something subversive in saying: This is the man or woman with whom I want to stake

everything. This is why I was never able to do so-called one-night stands. It has to at least

have a perspective of eternity. (Slavoj Zizek, 2012)

At the time of writing this, the Fifty Shades of Grey trilogy—Fifty Shades of Grey

(2012a), Fifty Shades Freed (2012b), and Fifty Shades Darker (2012c)—by E.L. James is still

enjoying a very advanced spot on Amazon.com’s bestseller list, which is testimony, above

all, to a ferocious media machine and viral marketing that secured the trilogy

unprecedented coverage (Meredith Bennett-Smith 2012; Jo Piazza, 2012). The latter,

however, is not sufficient to explain why the controversial book, unlike many erotic novels

before, proved to be such a huge hit. Hundreds of articles have been written about the

book speculating on the secret of its success, but few rigorous academic efforts have been

undertaken to extricate the trilogy from the annals of journalism to the more discerning

efforts of academia.
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Although not especially well-written, Fifty Shades of Grey’s success, arguably, lies in its

ability to lend itself to several generic memberships: the material excesses propagated by

tabloid coverage of celebrity life, the traditional romance novel, and the erotic novel. The

resultant pastiche borders on the highly improbable, but fan readers are willing to suspend

disbelief in return for the transgressive fantasy afforded by these books. The trilogy is at

once old and new. By paying homage to some of the traditional elements of romance

novels (the vulnerable virgin heroine and the aloof, dark and handsome hero locked in a cat

and mouse pursuit of an intermittent love/hate relationship that culminates in a

denouement of reconciliation and happily-ever-after), the books succeed in cushioning the

blows of sadomasochism against a backdrop of what is now daily fodder of Western

tabloids: the excess pleasures of celebrities; the modern tragic heroes boasting of

childhood abuses that inspired them to succeed while tabloids celebrate the details of such

success (the private jets, the expensive homes, the designer clothes, and all the other

trappings of the high-flying life). Many of James’ descriptions of Christian Grey’s lifestyle

would not seem totally out of place in a right-wing tabloid. Serge Moscovici (2000) argues

that new social representations are created by anchoring the unfamiliar in the familiar, and

that’s precisely how James unwittingly creates one of the biggest publishing phenomena

of late. The unfamiliar, sordid world of dungeons and bondage, discipline, sadism and

masochism (BDSM) was brought to bear upon the life of a character most young women

could relate to (the lonely, undecided, career woman of chick-lit who had graduated from

romance novels). The money and power elements only added to the edgy fantasy.

Within the culture industry of today, it would be reductionist to claim that these

books interpellate readers—especially female ones—to occupy certain subject positions

without allowing for their agency to influence such interpellations. Even more important is

the attempt to reduce the trilogy to a simple linearity of cause and effect. Similar to many

other phenomena, they are very complex constructs that should be seen as a point of

convergence between a litany of cultural, social, sexual, economic, and political discursive

practices that reveal more about the social subjects that read them than they do about the

books themselves. It is the combination of these elements that created a winning formula

and, I suspect, had any of the elements that follow been lacking, the books would not have

enjoyed such a great success.

Beginning with psychoanalysis, it is crucial that these novels be approached as a form

of transgressive fantasy rather than a wish-list for the modern-day woman. Fantasy

functions as a space in which we are afforded the opportunity to act out all of those

transgressive desires and dreams we have had to renounce to engage in a social contract

with others. Contrary to the perceived notion that in a fantasy we are imagining an ego-

ideal or a vision of the self as one wishes the others to see us:

[T]he fantasy represents what we want to do to the others. For example, fantasising about

being famous and powerful is at its heart a desire to arouse envy and jealousy and wield

power over others rather than a narrative about a more well-known, beautiful, wonderful

and coherent self. (Salam Al-Mahadin 2013)

Readers/spectators are aware of the delineating power of fantasy versus reality, the latter

being the make-believe world of ideologies that masks the Lacanian Real that we had to

give up by entering the symbolic order (which organises our subjectivities and relations to

others while simultaneously checking our transgressions through the power of language)

but still makes itself felt and realised in the form of fantasies and dreams. Therefore, it is

COMMENTARY AND CRITICISM 567

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
W

es
tm

in
st

er
 -

 I
SL

S]
 a

t 0
8:

53
 0

1 
Ju

ne
 2

01
3 



simplistic to argue that women buy the book because they identify with Ana. A more

accurate rendering of this relationship would be to see the books as representative of a

fantasy that can be enjoyed from a safe distance similar to the experience of enjoying the

violence and sexual transgression of a film from a masochistic subject position, submitting

to another book, character, or film while ensuring it does not hurt us. On one level the

books act as a fantasy that interpellates a willing participant in a Deleuzian masochistic

aesthetic. Ana may have surrendered all her power to Christian in the trilogy but this is not

very different from the dynamics of a masochistic relationship. It is important to note here

that, according to Gilles Deleuze (1991), sadomasochism is a linguistic anomaly that

misrepresents the reality of the relationship between torturer and tortured. Christian is not

a sadist since the latter can only enjoy an unwilling victim and engage in “institutionalised

possession” while the masochist thinks in terms of “contractual alliance” (Deleuze, 1991, pp.

20– 21). The sadist would be angered if his/her victim experienced pleasure. Conversely,

and in a masochistic situation—where no sadist could possibly exist—the torturer

“incarnates instead the element of inflicting pain in an exclusively masochistic situation”

(Deleuze, 1991, p. 42). James has unwittingly created a masochistic rather than sadistic

“situation” if only evidenced by the contract that Christian forces his submissives to sign. In

this contractual alliance, Christian may appear to be a sadist but he is in fact an “element”

and an “essential subject” in a masochistic not sadistic context of pleasure.

The first book of the trilogy was originally conceived by James as fan fiction of the

vampire Twilight series (Bennett-Smith 2012). Residing outside the canonical world of

fiction, the books were more of an exercise in a self-reflexive take on the niches and gaps

James felt were left unfilled by the Twilight series by Stephenie Meyer (2010). The attempt

to fill that void thus should not be seen within the constraints of traditional works of fiction

but rather as an aesthetic commentary that combines, in the forms of a pastiche, elements

of sexual, material, and emotional excesses similar to any fantasy. In fact, the trilogy’s

improbable elements (Christian’s obsession with Ana for no apparent reason, the endless

series of holidays and luxuries, the non-stop lovemaking, Christian as a multi-billionaire at

the young age of twenty-six) fit neatly if the novels are taken as an embodiment of a fantasy

that draws upon the surreal, irrational, and the unrealistic, because it is not in the nature of

any fantasy to follow the set rules of ideologically-laden realities. The trilogy is to fiction

what surrealism was to Victorian art. It is an anti-novel—a novel that dispenses with the

traditional elements of novels—precisely because it was conceived as a fan fiction novel.

The scopophilia of fan faction reflects the general fasciations with the sexual life of

celebrities (be they fictional or real). Thus, a pornographic tape of a celebrity is guaranteed

to instantiate the scopic drive more forcefully than a tape of a virtual unknown. This is the

context within which James’ original fan fiction was situated since they are loosely based on

the characters of the Twilight series. More pertinently, James incorporates the fetishised

materialism of celebrity life embodied by the explosion of celebrity culture over the past

two decades, aided by the ubiquity of the internet. Ana and Christian’s relationship is set

against such a fetishised and almost clichéd materialistic context. Reality television, the

tabloid press, and magazines have reconfigured the tenets of fame to include a calcified

and fetishised lifestyle schemata nearly identical to the one in James’ trilogy. Christian could

have easily been a middle-class accountant but James’ fantasy world had to combine

obsessive emotionality with the fetishes of materialism and the improbability of sexual

pleasures (the virgin Ana achieves an orgasm the first time she has intercourse).
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So far, the argument has demonstrated how the trilogy can be approached as an anti-

novel, a surreal space, a fantasy construct that manifests the transgressions of the Real, an

essentially masochistic rather than sadistic situation (see Deleuze, 1991), and a fetishised

embodiment of celebrity culture. Any feminist reading of the novel would do well to avoid

the simplistic claims made by some (see Kathryn Casey, 2012; Katherine O’Clare, 2012), that

it glorifies domestic violence. Not all popular representations of violence are incitements

thereto. Nor should the abovementioned be construed as a defence of the books which

many critics bemoaned for their very poor quality of writing (O’Clare, 2012; Carey Purcell,

2013). My primary intention has been to rescue the books from the grips of sadism to the

annals of masochism, thereby alleviating any fears that women are subjecting themselves

to abusive violence. Once we get past that, feminists may begin to query why thousands of

women have been swayed by the passions of this trilogy. Accusations that these books are

of such low quality that they don’t merit feminist interest were once levelled against

romance novels, but Tania Modleski (1984) advocates in her groundbreaking book Loving

with Vengeance: Mass-Produced Fantasies for Women a form of “engaged feminist criticism”

that examines any aspect of popular culture without making distinctions on the basis of low

and high art. Modleski further demonstrates that it is counter-productive to use “dumbed-

down Freudianism to claim that mass-cultural texts invited a straightforward identification

on the part of the reader/viewer” (1984, p. xvii). Both cultural social/political and economic

constructs on the one hand and the reader’s agency on the other are required to forge a

more complex understanding of how female readers engage with these books, why many

found them especially intriguing and fascinating while others did not.1

NOTE

1. Amazon.com reviews page is split down the middle between close to 15,000 readers who

heaped praise or wrote scathing critiques of the first part of the trilogy.
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