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      Introduction

      
         
         
         Jessica M. W. Kratzer

         
         
      

      
      This collection has varying explorations, critiques, and celebrations regarding the
         Fifty Shades of Grey trilogy. While this is not a comprehensive book about the series, it does offer some
         great insights into this popular culture phenomenon. The term “phenomenon” is appropriate
         because this series offers an intense depiction of BDSM (bondage, discipline, dominance/submission,
         sadism/masochism) that it is the first of its kind to be so publically consumed. Fifty Shades of Grey, by E. L. James, surpassed popularity for erotic romance novels made into films,
         such as 9½ Weeks and Secretary. James wrote the series as Twilight fanfiction, and her story of Edward Cullen and Bella Swan as sexual and kinky beings
         became very popular. Upon publishing, James changed the names of the main characters
         to Christian Grey and Anastasia Steele, and changed the title from Master of the Universe to Fifty Shades of Grey. 
      

      
       There has been scholarly work and media content written about the Fifty Shades of Grey book trilogy (James, 2012a, 2012b, 2012c) and films (De Luca, 2015, 2017, 2018).
         However, a collection focused on communication occurring in the story of Christian
         and Ana, as well as how the series affected the general population and the kink community,
         is warranted. Due to the vast communication emphasized in the story itself and the
         overall criticism of the lack of communication, especially related to consent, that
         was discussed upon the release of each book and film, communication scholars needed
         a space to explore the benefits and drawbacks of this popular culture phenomenon.
         
      

      
       With this in mind, I chose to edit this collection of perspectives to focus on communication
         and to further expand our knowledge of how a series as dominant as Fifty Shades can affect people involved in the kink community, those on the outside, and those
         waiting for an opportunity to explore. I dedicate this book to those kinksters who
         are not afraid to speak out, those who were willing to talk with me, those who were
         so generous and kind when I visited their dungeons, those who are not ready and may
         never be ready to be out, the dungeons’ leaders who allowed me to attend their events,
         the authors in this collection who offer their skilled insight into the series, the
         editors of the Communication Perspectives in Popular Culture series, and to my family
         and friends who support my research endeavors, regardless of how unique they may be.
         Thank you all. I have a great deal of gratitude to the many supporters of this work
         and I’d like to share how I became interested in Fifty Shades of Grey and ultimately editing this collection. 
      

      
      The Impetus of my Interest in Fifty Shades of Grey

      
      As a sex communication scholar, many people expected me to read Fifty Shades of Grey when it came out, but I didn’t. In 2011, I had just had my first child and started
         my first tenure-track position, so there was no time for reading “fun” books. Over
         the years, especially at the release of each book and the first two movies, students
         and colleagues would ask me about the series and they were often surprised that I
         had not read or watched them. So, in January 2018, I got this crazy idea to start
         exercising for the first time in twenty years. I was running on the treadmill, which
         is very boring, so I thought it would be a great idea to listen to books as a distraction
         from the fact that I was actually exercising. Flipping through the audiobook options,
         I saw Fifty Shades of Grey and thought that this may be an opportunity to get caught up in the popular culture
         rage of the series. 
      

      
      I listened to the first book and found that listening to someone read the passages
         in this book, especially the sex scenes, was far more awkward than expected, but I
         loved it. Yes, the writing isn’t ideal, and it sounds even worse when read aloud,
         but I loved it. So I read the second book, Fifty Shades Darker, and the third, Fifty Shades Freed. I loved them all. Then I read the two books from Christian’s perspective, Grey and Darker, and I loved them too. While in the midst of this frantic reading frenzy, I experienced
         and recognized the power that the series has for readers. I didn’t expect to like
         the books to the extent that I did . . . like Harry Potter–level if that helps situate
         some readers. 
      

      
      I read the books for fun, and I read them fast. Upon reading commentary about the
         series and talking with others, it became obvious that I needed to read them again
         with a critical lens. There were some legitimate concerns about consent, but being
         unfamiliar with the kink community, I didn’t know what consent was supposed to look
         like in a real-life dominant/submissive relationship. I thought it would be important
         to explore first-hand what kink looks like in order to have a clear understanding
         before moving forward with this project. I reached out to an acquaintance, Marcus
         (pseudonym), who manages a kink dungeon and requested permission to attend their facility.
         Marcus fully supports research endeavors related to the kink community and welcomed
         me to attend. The best way to understand what it is like to enter the kink community
         as a new person is to participate in the process that a new person would likely go
         through. This began my ethnographic exploration of kink and kink dungeons. 
      

      
      To become a member of many dungeons, a person is strongly encouraged to attend some
         of the classes offered by kinksters in the community. Upon arrival to a different
         city, I first attended a class offered at the dungeon called “Welcome to Kink,” so
         I could learn how newcomers are introduced to kink by others kinksters. Many dungeons
         also encourage or require a would-be member to attend a Munch, which is a gathering of kinky people at a restaurant where newcomers and current
         dungeon members meet up to learn more about the dungeon and its members. The Munch
         I attended had at least forty people, many of them newcomers, and it was held in a
         party room at a restaurant a few miles from the dungeon. Munches are meant for newcomers
         to get a sense of that particular kink community and for the current members to get
         a sense of who you are, and if you would be a good member. Each dungeon I have attended
         requires newcomers to have a sponsor. A sponsor is a person who will vouch for you
         and will be responsible for you and your actions. You cannot show up at most dungeons
         and expect entrance without a sponsor. Fortunately, Marcus agreed to meet me at the
         dungeon as my sponsor. After the Munch, newcomers were invited to the dungeon for
         a full tour and review of the rules. We were welcome to play and/or watch others play.
         I stayed for several hours and went back the following night for another play party.
         Both nights, Marcus sat with me for hours talking about the kink community and educating
         me about several aspects of kink. 
      

      
      After my visit to this dungeon, one of the kinksters I met at the Munch, who is a
         leader in this dungeon community, messaged me online asking about my research. We
         talked for a few days online, and he suggested that I take a deeper dive into the
         community and write something that would be assessable to the public. I took his advice
         to heart and attended three more dungeons. My visits to these four kink play spaces,
         in three states in the South and Midwest, made it clear that I had a lot to learn
         about the kink community before I could properly discuss the community. I still have
         a great deal to learn and look forward to many upcoming adventures, but I will share
         some of what I have learned thus far in chapter one. 
      

      
      Review of Chapters

      
      This volume reflects many perspectives of the Fifty Shades of Grey franchise and the influence it has had in popular culture. It is organized in four
         parts: Shades of Kinky Perspectives; Shades of Writers, Readers, and Journalists;
         Shades of Discovery and Discussion; and Shades of Relationships, Aging, and Queering.
         Each section is labeled as “shades” of the main topic because, while playing off of
         the series’ title is catchy, it also eludes to the fact that these chapters are not
         a comprehensive representation of the many shades/perspectives/contexts/lenses that
         encompass the vast understanding of the trilogy. 
      

      
      Shades of Kinky Perspectives

      
      Chapter 1, “Kinky People’s Perceptions of the Fifty Shades of Grey Trilogy,” is meant to share some of what I have learned from spending time in four
         kink dungeons and from interviewing thirteen kinksters that I met during my visits.
         This research has been an adventure into the unknown for me, an opportunity to challenge
         how I define what is “normal,” and a lesson in compassion and acceptance. 
      

      
      Chapter 2, “You Are Mine: Consent, Ownership, and Feminist Desire in 24/7 BDSM” by
         Sarah Rainey-Smithback, asks readers to step outside their comfort zone as she explores
         the margins of BDSM as experienced in her 24/7 BDSM relationships. She explains 24/7
         Dominant/submissive relationships, the reality of ownership (Bader, 1993), the power
         of the Dominant (Castleman, 2012), and unconditional consent. Rainey-Smithback offers
         rare insight into her past and present relationships (Smith Rainey, 2011), and how
         they compare to the relationship between Christian and Ana. She discusses the very
         important and complicated issue of consent in kink (Barker, 2013), clearly explaining
         how consent can be defined or experienced differently in varying relationships (Halley,
         2016).
      

      
      Shades of Writers, Readers, and Journalists

      
      Chapter 3, “The Good, the Bad, and the Kinky: Erotic Romance Writing in a Post Fifty Shades of Grey Landscape,” by Jessica Birthisel, an erotic romance novelist herself, invites us
         into the world of those who compose erotic fantasies and their opinions of Fifty Shades of Grey. Birthisel discusses the critiques (e.g., Ashton, McDonald, & Kirkman, 2017) and
         those in defense of the genre (e.g., Illouz, 2012), as well as the effect that e-books
         have had on readership (Carson, 2014) and self-publishing in the romance genre (“New
         record,” 2018). Birthisel collected data from 37 erotic romance novels and discusses
         how Fifty Shades of Grey has expanded writers’ possibilities, has changed authors’ identities, and has left
         a lasting impact on authors and readers. 
      

      
      Chapter 4, “Communication, Kink, and Sexual Education: What Young Women Learned from
         Fifty Shades of Grey” by Jeffrey Lawrey, Alyx McLuckie, Benjamin Mulberry, Erin Mullins, Autumn Shuler,
         and me (Jessica Kratzer), explores what young women have learned from reading the
         series. Previous research has shown that romance novels are a way to explore erotic
         fantasies (Chesser, Parry, & Light, 2018) and experiment with their sexuality (Trevenen,
         2014). Lawrey and colleagues interviewed 17 young adult women who have read Fifty Shades of Grey and found that they used the series as a form of sex education, what to expect in
         sexual and nonsexual romantic relationships, how to talk about their desires with
         their partners, and how the series opened a public conversation about consent. 
      

      
      Chapter 5, “Mommy Porn for the Suburban Wife: News Coverage of Fifty Shades of Grey” by Stacie Jankowski, takes a close look at how the first film was discussed in newspapers,
         national broadcast news, and national magazines in the spring of 2012. Jankowski points
         out that the media tells stories in a way that frames how the public thinks about
         it (Ghanem, 1997) and that the media is an important place for people to learn about
         sex-related issues (Brown & Keller, 2000). Therefore, the coverage of the Fifty Shades series brought about some interesting ways in which journalists discussed it, including
         using humor when discussing the series, how they do and do not discuss BDSM, and why
         the series was labeled “mommy porn.”
      

      
      Shades of Discovery and Discussion

      
      Chapter 6, “Self-help in Kink: A Critical Look at Erotic How-to” by Carey Noland,
         critically examines the series and how it has and can be used as self-help. In her
         chapter about Fifty Shades as self-help, Noland discusses the popularity of the series in contrast with the
         severe critiques it received through media outlets (Deller & Smith, 2013). She uses
         sexual scripts theory (Simon & Gagnon, 1973) to examine the sexual scripts in Fifty Shades and determined that women may have been reading this book, and scripts within, to
         spice up their sex lives. She explores how the sexual scripts in the series serve
         as models of sex and communication. She uses these scripts to explicate how they can
         be used as recipes to enhance couples’ sex lives, including how the series presents
         the sexual expression of likes and dislikes, the need for honesty and trust, making
         sex fun, and expressing desire.
      

      
      Chapter 7, “Asking for It: Depictions of Consent and what Fifty Shades of Grey Offers that Others Miss” by Malynnda Johnson, discusses the current models of consent
         (Beres, 2007; Pitagora, 2013) and the ways in which persuasive messages can be a form
         of passive learning (Borchers, 2012) that inform her study on the analysis of consent
         across 43 popular films from 1975-2017. Johnson found examples of (non)verbal consent,
         assumed consent, and that a “no” will become a “yes” if the man works harder. She
         then discusses how the communication about consent is unique to Fifty Shades, which differs from most films over the past several decades. 
      

      
      Chapter 8, “Bodies and Pleasures in Feminist Publics: The Rhetorical Effectivities
         of Fifty Shades of Grey,” by Michaela Frischherz, suggests that Fifty Shades has expanded the discussion of sex and pleasure for its readers and among the public,
         and allows a further interrogation of sex and desire from a feminist perspective (e.g.,
         Stevens, 2014). Using Striphas’s (2003) dialectic of the everyday, Frischherz explores
         women’s connection to the characters and events that occur in the trilogy. She also
         explores the public deliberation of the series using scholarly critiques (Illouz,
         2014), blogs, and anecdotes. 
      

      
      Shades of Relationships, Aging, and Queering

      
      Chapter 9, “We Aim to Please: Reading into Relational Dynamics” by Paulina Swiatkowski,
         Megan O’Byrne, and Melissa Curran, offers an analysis of the three novels using Miller
         and Stiver’s (1997) The Five Good Things. They applied the five: (1) sense of zest
         or energy, (2) self-worth, (3) clarity, (4) productivity, and (5) desire for connection,
         and found clear examples of each throughout the series. Swiatkowski and colleagues
         use Relational-Cultural Theory (Jordan, 2010) to explicate the mutuality between the
         main characters, Christian and Ana, showing that, while they have moments of disconnection,
         they seek/need connection. 
      

      
      Chapter 10, “Baby Boomer Women: Fifty Shades of Change” by Amy Muckleroy Carwile,
         takes a deep dive into the relationship between Christian Grey and his former Mistress,
         Elena Lincoln. Carwile discusses ways the Baby Boomer cohort changed sexual norms
         for future generations and, using Gender Schema Theory (Bem, 1983), how they challenged
         gender roles. Additionally, she uses Social Cognitive Theory of Mass Communication
         (Bandura, 2009) to explore how the series has influenced Boomer women and their views
         of dating, sex, and future partners. 
      

      
      Chapter 11, “Gay, Grey, Gray, and Play: Fifty Shades Queer” by Jimmie Manning, Tony Adams, and Ahmet Atay,
         seeks to advance queer criticism (Adams, 2016) and aging sexuality using a layered
         approach for exploring the Fifty Shades of Grey film series. Manning and colleagues use critique, ethnography, and autoethnography
         (Manning & Adams, 2015) to “queer” important aspects of the film that are both celebrated
         and criticized by scholars, journalists, and readers.
      

      
      The goal of this collection is to shed light on the varying communication perspectives
         in the Fifty Shades of Grey series. The authors in this book have done a great job critiquing, exploring, analyzing,
         and offering unique observations about the series and its effect on readers/watchers.
         Additionally, I hope this book helps folks recognize the vast opportunities that series
         like Fifty Shades gives the public. These opportunities include, but are not limited to, becoming more
         informed about taboo sexual and nonsexual kinky acts, thinking about one’s own sexuality
         and how they prefer to express it, using the series as an impetus for educating oneself
         on sexuality that may interest them, and generally becoming more comfortable hearing
         about, and, hopefully, talking about various forms of sexuality. Thank you for your
         interest in this collection. I am a strong believer that continued education is important
         for building strong relationships and having positive sexual experiences. A former
         graduate student and co-author of a chapter in this book, Erin Mullins, said it best
         when she said, “We never graduate from sex education.”
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      Chapter 1

      Kinky People’s Perceptions of the Fifty Shades of Grey Trilogy
      

      
         
         
         
         Jessica M. W. Kratzer

         
         
      

      
      To more clearly understand the impact of the Fifty Shades of Grey series, we need to know what kinky people think about it. There is research that
         covers the opinions of vanilla folks (people who are not kinky), but we need to know
         the opinions of folks who practice BDSM and how the popularity of the series has affected
         the kink community as a whole. In-depth interviews with 13 kinksters whom I met at
         four dungeons revealed that Fifty Shades is a poor representation of kink that highlights an irresponsible dominant. However,
         the series has had a positive impact on the community because it has been the impetus
         of many conversations about kink in the media and between partners, friends, and family.
         These conversations have led to some folks seeking more information and education
         about kink, exploring new forms of sexual expression, and has increased attendance
         at all four dungeons I visited. Fifty Shades of Grey has had an impact on the kink community that warrants investigation. 
      

      
      Literature

      
      The Fifty Shades books (James, 2012a, 2012b, 2012c) and films (De Luca, 2015, 2017, 2018) have been
         immensely popular. According to Bosman (2014), Fifty Shades of Grey, along with other popular series such as Harry Potter, Twilight, and the Nancy Drew books, all sold more than 100 million copies. The first novel of the series, Fifty Shades of Grey (James, 2012a), beat the record previously held by Harry Potter and Da Vinci Code, as the fastest selling book in the United Kingdom shortly after its release in 2012
         (Bentley, 2012). Bentley also reported that sales for this book were not driven by
         people who purchase books regularly but by people who only buy three to four books
         per year. The films were quite popular too with worldwide sales of the first film
         at $571 million and $381 million for the second film, Fifty Shades Darker (Mendelson, 2018). The trilogy was budgeted to spend $150 million and topped $1 billion
         at the global box office the day after the third film was released. The third film,
         Fifty Shades Freed, made $24.1 million between its Thursday and Friday box office openings the weekend
         before Valentine’s Day in 2018. 
      

      
       The series has had a large following of readers and watchers, but it also has many
         critiques. There have been concerns about the relationship between the main characters,
         Christian and Ana. Many consider Christian to be an abusive partner who disempowers
         Ana by making her succumb to his fantasies rather than allowing her to create her
         own (Ashton, McDonald, & Kirkman, 2018). Bonomi, Altenburger, and Walton (2013) state
         that the relationship between Ana and Christian is characterized by intimate partner
         violence with the presence of emotional abuse, stalking, intimidation, and isolation.
         Others are concerned with the representation of consent (Barker, 2013; Tsaros, 2013),
         sexual privacy (Mincer, 2018), sexual health (Leistner & Mark, 2016), and how the
         series has influenced fanfiction (Day, 2012; De Kosnik, 2015). The series has been
         dubbed “mommy porn” by many due to the high readership among women in their prime
         mothering years (Trevenen, 2014; Whitehead, 2013). 
      

      
      Feminist critiques have been used to explore the series. For instance, Case and Coventry
         (2018) state that the series eroticizes behaviors that “clearly reflect interpersonal
         violence” (p. 632). The participants in their study found the behaviors in Fifty Shades of Grey as personally unacceptable. In contrast, Dirks (2018) disagrees with critiques that
         the book encourages violence and instead stated that exploring female eroticism is
         feminist in the series. Additionally, Musser (2015) examined the lack of a feminist
         backlash by unpacking the neoliberalism in the series. 
      

      
      This literature focuses on consumer reactions to the series with little consideration
         on how kinky people have been affected by the popularity of the books and films. To
         fully understand the impact of Fifty Shades of Grey on the kink community, I interviewed kinky people about their opinions of the series.
         However, in an effort to better understand kink and BDSM, I chose to attend four kink
         dungeons to learn as much about the community as I could before beginning interviews.
         Each dungeon had unique features as well as uniform expectations, and I was welcomed
         by the leadership and membership to attend their play parties. Below are the guiding
         principles I used for conducting research in and about the kink community, which helped
         to ground me through this process. These principles were central to my experiences
         visiting dungeons and interviewing kinky people.
      

      
      Guiding Principles for Conducting this Research

      
      Before visiting the first dungeon I read Sexual Outsiders (Ortmann & Sprott, 2013), as suggested by an acquaintance of mine, Marcus (pseudonym),
         who manages a kink dungeon. This book uses clinical therapy examples to explain BDSM
         and other forms of kink. Their sex-positive approach to kink was enlightening, and
         the book taught me some important information that has informed core principles that
         I developed, which were necessary before attending dungeons and interviewing kinky
         people. The book normalizes kink and kinky people by using real excerpts of therapy
         sessions about people discussing their kinks and how they have, or are trying, to
         come to terms with being kinky. The authors made it clear that their kinky clients
         were experiencing normal desires within the kink community, and, more importantly,
         gave clients the tools and confidence to seek out a community of like-minded folks.
         Ortmann and Sprott humanized their clients and showed the internal struggle when coming
         to terms with their kinks. Many kinky people are ashamed of their desires, but the
         authors make it clear that BDSM can be healthy and an important form of expression
         for their clients, if done safely and consensually. The four core principles I developed
         before attending the dungeons and subsequently interviewing kinky people are to respect
         consenting adult relationships, respect all types of kink, remain calm, and kink is
         neutral. 
      

      
      Principle 1: Respect Consenting Adult Relationships

      
      The first principle I developed was to be respectful of all kinky people and their
         relationships if they were among consenting adults. However, I needed to understand
         what consent looks like and how it is negotiated in kinky relationships. According
         to Ortmann and Sprott (2013), “consent is the process by which approval or acceptance
         of what is planned (often by another) is acceptable or agreeable

      
      Principle 2: Respect all Types of Kink

      
      
      
      Principle 3: Remain Calm

      
      
      
      
      
      Principle 4: Kink Is Neutral

      
      
      
      Methods

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
         	
            
            
            
         

         
         	
            
            
         

         
         	
            
            
         

         
         	
            
            
         

         
         	
            
            
         

         
         	
            
            
         

         
         	
            
            
         

         
         	
            
            
         

         
         	
            
            
         

         
         	
            
            
         

         
         	
            
            
         

         
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      Findings

      
      
      
      Fifty Shades  Is a Problem: We’re Not Fifty Shades

      
      
      
      
         
         
      

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      Fifty Shades Is a Problem: Christian Is an Asshole
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      Fifty Shades Is a Problem: Fantasy Is Acceptable
      

      
      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      Fifty Shades Is a Good Problem: Representation Matters
      

      
      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      Fifty Shades Is a Good Problem: An Increase in Dungeon Attendance
      

      
      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      Kink in Popular Culture: Public Perception

      
      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      Kink in Popular Culture: A Point of Reference

      
      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      Kink in Popular Culture: Starting Conversations

      
      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      
         
         
      

      
      
      Discussion

      
      
      
      
      
      Conclusion

      
      
      
      References

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
   toc_nav.xhtml

      
         
            		Title Page


            		Introduction


            		Kinky People’s Perceptions of the  Fifty Shades of Grey  Trilogy


            		You Are Mine


            		The Good, the Bad, and the Kinky


            		Communication, Kink, and Sexual Education


            		Mommy Porn for the Suburban Wife


            		Self-help in Kink


            		Asking for It


            		Bodies and Pleasures in Feminist Publics


            		We Aim to Please


            		Baby Boomer Women


            		Gay,  Grey , Gray, and Play


            		Index


            		About the Contributors


         


      
   

images/17-W01-cover.jpg
COMMUNICATION
IN KINK

Understanding the Influence of the
Fifty Shades of Grey Phenomenon

Epitep By Jessica M. W. KraTzer






images/18-logo_tm.tif.png





