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Fifty Shades of Abuse 

 

 When the cast was solidified, in the summer of 2013, for the anticipated blockbuster 50 

Shades of Grey, America, if not the world, impatiently craved any glimpse of scenes and teasers 

from this trilogy-turned-Hollywood “hit.” I hesitate to call it a blockbuster hit, a success, due to 

my own interpretation of the lack of any potential positive accomplishment this movie may have 

had, due to the vast quantity of real, physical hits. Written initially by E. L. James in 2011, the 

51-year old depicted a Twilight fan fiction in which Christian Grey/Edward Cullen remained an 

domineering force over a naïve and awkward Anastasia Steele/Isabella (Bella) Swan. However, 

instead of Cullen falling uncontrollably in love with the human Swan and becoming determined 

to protect her no matter what, even if it was at points unrequited, the Grey interpretation was to, 

not protect her, but control Steele. Grey took advantage of her hopeless romantic inexperience 

and timid willingness, exposing her to his own juxtaposed world of sexual practices with 

bondage/domination/sadism/masochism (BDSM). 

 When I read E.L. James’ trilogy roughly three years ago, working a desk job and holding 

a position at the library, my then-supervisor charged me with reading all of the books on the 

best-seller list we updated in the summers. Reading the fourth-grade-level plot was beside the 

point; I did not mind the awful dialogue and the blatant imagery stolen from Stephanie Meyer’s 

Twilight Saga. Rather, the book did not bother me at all – perhaps because all of the mental 

imagery and nearly non-existent plot was not a visual that I could not turn away from. Instead, I 

could read it and not be bothered by the mentioning of rope or blindfolds and whipping canes 

(I’m sure there’s a fancier term for this object); I myself was a naïve reader, interpreting the 

BDSM relationship as perhaps more, similar to a real, committed relationship that just happened 

to dabble in more aggressive sexual relations. However, when I sat in the movie theater with my 

boyfriend, bless his heart, last Saturday, I realized just how wrong I was about this trilogy, the 

plot, the deeper meanings and tangent problems associated with it, and America’s obsession with 

the Shades.  
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 Sitting in the theater, I was surrounded by dispersed groups of giggly college-aged 

females, middle-aged couples, and a large group of which I assumed was coworkers, who all 

happily brought in their Barefoot Wine bottles and had a grand time. Will and I sat in the far 

back right, hiding from all of the drunken audience members but also perhaps just…hiding. We 

were intrigued by the premise of the movie but not nearly as excited to watch it unfold as 

everyone else was, ourselves not wanting to even be seen there. However, after discussing love 

in class during the weeks prior, I felt it necessary to pursue this outside event as a polar opposite 

competitor: lust and the lack of genuine love. Rather than rehash the entire terrible, nightmare-

inducing plotline of the movie adaptation, I feel the need to bring up various points of 

importance and why I was so disappointed in this film. 

 First and foremost, I remember the consistent imagery of Anastasia sleeping alone. After 

every BDSM scene, even when he angrily came to her house unannounced, even after he 

casually took her virginity, Christian always left the room and never turned back. There was one 

“mistake” I suppose he would call it, faux-“tenderly” telling Ana that she has changed him and 

that’s why he let her have sex in his bedroom…once, and he let her sleep and wake up with him 

there…once. I was heartbroken and sympathetic for the character, losing her virginity to be, in 

crude terms, willingly bought into a sex slave position. Used as an expendable toy, Ana slept in a 

luxurious room on a different floor than Christian’s in his extravagant penthouse apartment, there 

every Friday to Sunday, expected to be ready to “explore” sexual activities in his Red Room/Play 

Room and satisfy his every whim. In agreeing to pursue this BDSM relationship with Christian, 

Ana would be rewarded with the grace of his presence (amazing, right?), a new car, and new 

clothing; clearly a sad perspective about what audiences (and the real lives who observe these 

actions as valid) approve to be gestures of love, romance. 

 While being contracted into “living” with Christian every weekend, the most pungent 

sinking in my stomach came when Ana finally fought back, saying she wanted more, more 

romance and going out to dinners and movies like “normal couples,” she said. I was so proud for 

this weak archetypal portrayal of a female, breaking out of her role and standing up for herself. 

However, Christian retorted that he could offer her one date night a week, retaining his 

nondisclosure policy, no-bed-sharing policy, and certainly the no-saying-no policy. As soon as 

Christian offered her this semblance of leeway, offering a chance to rarely go out on a date with 
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him, the audience in the theater cooed and awed, as if he had just offered to marry her and 

change his ways. The audience melted! 

What a sad state it is for America if  we can be bystanders to a single person ruling a 

relationship, bossing the other person around in torturous ways, physically and emotionally as 

well as monetarily. If that abuser fleetingly bends to allow one glimpse of potentially acceptable 

courting behavior, the crowd eats it right up and cannot get enough of it. How can viewers not 

see the sadness in Ana’s eyes when she is all alone as she falls asleep at night, after a tumultuous 

day? When she is tied up and beaten, albeit debatably consensually, with a flogger or a cane to 

the point of tears? When did it become acceptable for the modern gentleman to treat women like 

objects, providing them with helicopter rides and fancy dinners in order to lure them into sex 

dungeons and abuse them? While I am sure that there are plenty of functional BDSM-inclined 

relationships today, the Fifty Shades interpretation was an incredibly poor one, a media sensation 

which has already rippled through the entire world and set off various related crimes (i.e. 

University of Illinois, Chicago1). My concern is in regards to what might happen if societies 

around the globe continue to feast upon this type of treatment, of men and women and those who 

do not fit into such gender categories; these dreadful acts have already proven successful, the box 

office nearly surpassing the record set by the Passion of Christ. Ironic, no? In summary, if I had 

to sit through this movie and whisper “oh, that is so sad” and look away, hiding into my 

boyfriend’s arm for the vast majority of the footage, I would not recommend this for anyone and 

would most certainly be wary of its looming backlash in society, in what this teaches our 

younger generations about romance. 

                                                 
1 http://college.usatoday.com/2015/02/24/u-of-illinois-chicago-student-arrested-after-re-enacting-fifty-shades-of-
grey-scene/ 
 


