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ABSTRACT

The Potitics ofGender, Class and Race in Hollywood Film:
Holding Out For a Female Hero

Alanna Lewis, M.A.
McGill University, 1998

This thesis examines the articulations ofgender, class, and race in a specifie sample of

films from the 1930's to the 1990's. The tendency in these films is ta depiet women as

passive, rather than heroic. Because this has been the common practice, 1chose to

outline it through fourteen films that exemptified an inherent bias when dealing with

women as subject matter. Briefsummaries ofsevera! recently produced progressive

films are provided to show that it is possible ta improve the image ofwomen in film,

hence we may finally wimess justice on the big screen.

In this discursive analysis, 1trace specifie themes from the feminist and film literature to

provide a critical overview ofthe chosen films, with a view ta establishing educational

possibilities for the complex issues dealt with in this study.
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RESUME

Cette thèse porte sur les modèles lies aux rôles sexuels, la race et la classe sociale, tel que

véhicules à travers le cinéma holliwoodien pendant les années 1930 à 1990. Les films realisés

durant cette periode ont tendance à représenter les femmes comme étant passives, plutôt

qu'héroiques. Compte tenu de cette politique de rigueur, j'ai sélectionné quartorze films à travers

lesquels je présenterai des exemples de biais inhérents envers les femmes, lorsqu'elles en font

l'objet. Une brève discussion de quelques récentes réalisations progressistes démontrera la

possibilité d'améliorer l'image de la femme dans le cinéma, ce qui laisserait croire que l'on

pourrait enfin voir une juste représentation de la femme sur le grand écran.

Dans cette analyse discursive, je reprendrai des thèmes spécifiques de la littérature féministe et

du cinéma pour formuler une critique globale sur les films sélectionnés, dans l'intention de

produire un outil éducatifqui pennettrait de traiter des aspects complexes discutés au cours de

cette étude.
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INTRODUCTION

The Political and Educational Implications ofGender, Sex and Race in Hollywood Film:
Holding Out For A Female Hero

Alanna Lewis, M.A.
McGill University, 1997

In this thesis 1will attempt to show that with sorne exceptions, for example biographical

films, the Hollywood movie-making machine in films that have dominated popular

cinema has and continues to produce one-dimensional, degrading stereotypes ofwomen.

To do so, 1will use Joseph's Campbell archetypal definition ofthe hero. It is my belief

that even though it appears that feminist culture bas penetrated the film world, it bas done

50 marginally; the power still resides predominantly with males. Too often in film

women are relegated to the role ofvengeful manipulator or they are passive abjects in

settings that demonstrate active, righteous men. If they perform any beroic deed5, they

often pay with their lives. The films that break these conventions tend to be, for the most

part, alternative or foreign films. Often in films woman signifies the 'Other', and is then

objectified, while the male stands as subject. If the woman contests ber role in this social

order, ber (ate can be as extreme as deatb, as in the 1994 film The/ma and Louise. In

1997, MGM bome video released a short promo which aired prior to specifie video

rentais. It was a fast paced barrage ofsplieed together images offamous Hollywood

leading men , for example, Mel Gibson and Harrison Ford, in a variety offilm roles

perfonning a multitude ofcourageous deeds. AlI the while Bonnie Tylers song Holding

Outfor a Hero is playing:

Ineeda hero
]'m holding outfôr a hero 'til the end ofthe night
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He's galla be strong
And he's gona hefast

And he's gona befresh from the fight
[needahero

['m holding outfor a hero 'ni the morning Iight
He's gona besure

Ând it's gona be soon
And he's gona be larger than life (chorus)

In the film and the song, the hem is male.

In this study l have chosen to anaIyze fourteen North American films produced between

the 1930's and the 1990's to support my contention that, in Hollywood, simply put,

females are not heroes. l will concenttate primarily on film content, however sinee

content and production often overlap, l will draw on bath to support this thesis. In the

majority of films l have chosen women fol1ow a destiny that is mapped out for them by

male directors. Their derogatory portrayaIs reinforce the notion that women are the

inferior sex. These roles are detrimental, l will argue, to the development ofpositive role

. models for young girls and boys who, instead, should be made critically aware so as not

to perpetuate a social order that May be sexist, elitist, and racist Feminist Dorothy

Al1ison writes:

Class, race, sexuality, gender, aIl the categories by which we
categorize and dismiss each other need to be examined from
the inside. The horror ofclass stratification, racism, and
prejudice is that some people begin to believe that the
security oftheir familles and community depends on the
oppression ofothers, that for some to bave good lives others
must have lives that are Mean and homble. It is a bellefthat
dominates this culture; it is what made the poor whites orthe
South 50 determinedly racist and the middle class 50 contemptuous
ofthe paor. (AlIiSOD, 1993, p. 155)

1believe that ifan audience tolerates damaging stereotypes ofindividuals on screen, then
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society is capable ofthe same in everyday life, for the lines between art and liCe blur aIl

too easily in our post-modem, media dominated times.

1address fourproblems in my study. The first is the lack ofwomen beroes in

Hollywood! big..budget mainstream films. The second is the fact that women's images

are created and sustained by a patriarchal vision, the third is the question ofthe various

ways in whicb this is manifested. The fourth is the apparent hierarchy in the

feminist movement itselfregarding class and race, whereby white middle-class women

occupy the top position and ail others rank below.

For a period in the 30's and 40's, when women tilmmakers strove to reflect their reality

on camera, they were excluded from the mainstream culture, as weil as ridiculed; their

efforts and successes were often linked to their husbands' notoriety. Moreover,

Hollywood directors have created a "type-cast" by directing a stream ofstariets; the most

ramous was probably Marilyn Monroe whose seemingly empty-headed nature was

inextricably linked to her blonde hair. This spawned the tradition offemale who is static

and passive in film, more a nuisance and hindrance than anytbing.

Women are not allowed to be berces, but they can be manipulative vamps. Who often

lead to the demise of65good" men. This is reinforced in films, from biblical tales 50ch as

Samson and Delilah (19S0), to civil war epics as in Gone With the Wind (1939). It is aIso

evident in the 80's 'femme fatale' films such as Fatal Attraction (198?), Body of

Evidence (1992), and Basic Instinct (1992).
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Another problem lies in the fact tha~ for the most part, Gay women's reality is neglected

in Hollywood film. In general, the only time that an audience witnesses two women in a

sexual aet is to excite men, both within the context ofthe film, as weil as for the pleasure

ofviewers ofthe film.

1will aIso argue that the majority of films that would seem to spawn female herces are in

effect constructing a very different role for them. Linda Hamilton, ofTenninator l and II,

for example, starts offas central hem suddenly, however, there is a shift. Ultimately ber

son is the true hero, as he must slay the evil cyborg.

Finally, Women ofColor are portrayed, in general, as either idiots, reliant on their white

counterparts ta complete them, or the exotic focus ofwhite male fantasy.

It is crucial that the above areas be researched so as to sensitize the public to the

discrepancies between global realities and Holl)"'ood's interpretation ofthem as the two

rarely correspond. North American culture, for the most part, has been exposed to a very

subjective view since its carly cinematic experiences. After many years ofconditioning

we have become a culture that lacks voice or we are victims ofwhat Noam Chomsky

would refer ta as a consumer society in bis film Manufâcturing and Consent.

This study aims to open up a discourse among individuals in the pedagogical system

whom perbaps may not have taken a criticallook at Many ofthe big-budget films that

their money readily supports. Il is lime to acknowledge thal the marginalized ofour

society have a vaice that is in neal ofbeing expressed in order to avoid yet another level
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ofconsciousness that is ooly shaped by the clite. This is only one perspective

challenging conventional opinions that often govem our sense of self: Hopefully this

work is just a precursor to discussion in the educational facilities on topics such as 1have

chosen for this thesis. At the minimum, perhaps it will spark positive change or give way

to questions that willlead to more research.
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CHAPTERONE

Literature Review

As early as the 1940's, when wornen artists and filmmakers congregated to fonn an

alliance and create their own subject matter, their vision was undermined by the

patriarchy in place at the time. It was inconceivable that women bad the inteUectual

capacity to establish their own meaningful social order. In her book, Women. Power and

PoUlies in the New York Avant-Garde Cinema. 1943-71. (1991), Lauren Rabinovitz

discusses the treatment of female artists:

Each woman worked under constant social and psychologieal
constraints because ofher status as a woman. Forexample,
male art crities from Wieland's hometown ofToronto angrily
dismissed Wieland's explicit psychosexual art because they
felt wornen should not publicly address sexual pleasure. Deren's
male peers made fun of a woman having intellectual theories
regarding film as an an forme Clarke's business associates only
invested in her films when she found male producers. The social
relations that shaped the wornen's lives encouraged their trivialization
or marginalization as artists as a means for eontaining them within
dominant ideology. (p. 10)

Some ofthese carly women filmmakers' ties to their celebrated husbands only served to

reinforce mainstream notions that women could Dot function creatively without the

assistance ofa male-counterpart. Bebe Barron's career started offa coUaborative effort

with ber husband, composer Louis Barran. Film activist Marcia Vogei initially also

collaborated with Amos Vogei. Even Shirley Clarke, whose filmmaking craft was

acquired separately !rom her husband and who exercised financial and professional

independence, relied on her marnage as it gave her psychological support regarding her

artistic endeavors. Rabinovitz (1991), states:
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The stereotypical woman artist whose success depends
upon her relationship to a male artist has a historical basis.
Women have been 50 systematically denied access to the
social institutions necessary for an arts carcer that they have
to depend more regularly upon familial relationships to
overcome institutional restraints. Modem art histories have
implicitly perpetuated the stereotype by either omitting the
the existence ofworking women artists or dismissing as
insignificant those they do acknowledge. (p. 4)

Women's efforts to exert themselves as independent creators remained in vain, as they

engaged in an ongoing struggle against the standard patriarchal norms set aside for them.

In other words, woman as artist remained on the periphery ofthe larger culture, which lay

down a silent code that inhibited their growth. The voice ofwomen articulated a

viewpoint that was unique as it emerged from a another sexual and economic perspective

The potential for success for women constructing meaning in film thraugh their female

subject matter or through the placing ofwomen as subject, was limited. This was due

to lack ofaccess to the macrocosmic power that, once established, is able to suppress

any ideologies perceived as unconventional. Rabinovitz explains how this works at an

institutionallevel:

Women occupy particular positions - economic , social, and
ideological - within patriarchy, positions marked by unequal
relations to the structures ofpower. As Parker and Pollack note,
" Power is not only a matter ofcoercive forces. It operates through
exclusions ftom access to those institutions and practices through
which dominance is exercised. One ofthesc is language, by whicb
we Mean positions from which to speak". (1991, p. S)

Early Marxist Theory (1960'5) i5 linked to the feministdilemma, as bothdeal with the

social structures that sustain an oppressive hierarchy. Marxist Theory, much like

Feminist ideology, dea1s with fundamentais such as image and voice. Both ask the

question, "How docs a group ofindividuals contest their situation ifthey do not have the
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means by which to make themselves heard, a voice which is necessary in order to evoke

any real change in a given system?" Those in control ofthe media can determine the

nonn, in film, for example, though they do not necessarily serve a broad range of

individual needs.

In Multiple Voices FeminiSl Film Critieism (Carson, Ditimar and Welsc~ 1994),

Christine Gledhill shows how dominance works. In her article entitled uImage and

Voice: Approaches to Sexist-Feminist Film Criticism", Gledhill states:

But Marx had pointed out that the class tbat mies because il
owns the means ofproduction contrais not only that society's
wealth but also the production of ils ideas. The established
ideas ofbourgeois society misrepresent class relations, making
the dominance ofthe ruling class appear natural: hence the
concept ofdominant ideology and ils corollary, false consciousness,
whereby the working class accepts inequality as ofthe natural
order. (p. 109)

Three of the main women artists of the New York Avant-garde, Dereo, Clarke, and

Wieland continued to support one another from the 40's to the 60's. Unfortunately their

films failed publicly as their work was controlled by the pre-established male power

structure. Their efforts were not ail in vain, however, for their "struggles demonstrated

that relationships among women's sexuality, power, and economics were important bath

to independent cinema's position as a subversive program ofAmerican cinema, and to

independent cinema's institutional implantation in dominant arts organizationstt

(Rabinovitz, 1991, p. 9).

Sînce today there exists a generallack ofawareness, on the part ofaudiences, ofthe

systematic stereotyping and undennining ofwomen in film. changes in pedagogy that
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aim at enlightening boys and girls about gender, class and racial inequality may increase

awareness ofhow our society Întemalizes the package sold by the media. This may lead

to a questioning by viewers ofthe values or ethics ofa film, instead ofits Mere

consumption. Because the media has become so omnipotent and omnipresent, it is

important that we examine its contents with a critical eye. Perhaps ifwe are consciously

aware ofits bias, limitations, and politics we will be more apprehensive of incorporating

its multi·faceted messages into our psyche and will find its enforcement ofoffensive

stereotypes intolerable. 1will also argue that it is crucial that the process ofactive

protest, fundamental to the feminist movement, continue. As Lorraine Code Argues:

Contemporary Ceminism, which came into being with the
student and civil rights movements oCradical protest in
the 1960's is an active, evolving, politically engaged movemenl.
Feminism is alsa a theoretical project whose purposes are to
understand the oppressive social practices that disadvantage
women and to think innovatively about women's possibilities.
British feminist Juliet Mitchell observes that feminism is an
ideological offspring ofcertain economic and social conditions.
Its radicalism reflects the fact that it comes to prominence at
points ofcritical change. It both abates this change and envisages
it with an imagination that goes beyond il. (1988, p. 1 8)

Feminist theorists aim is ta differentiate the access to power and privilege between men

and women in a society so they may understand how the oppression ofwomen by men is

similar to other Corms ofoppression. This will bopefully lead to the eventual dissipation

orthe oppression ofwomen. Theorists Ceel that ifthey study the plight ofwomen, they

can work towards changing il. In her article "Feminist Theory" In CbanmDa Pattems:

Women in Canada., Lorraine Code (1988) states:

In particular, feminists endeavor to understand how the social
structuring ofproduction, reproduction, sexualitys and socialization
in their shifting manifestations, have detennined women's condition
throughout history and across cultural, class, and racial barriers. (p. 19)
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Feminist theory is a crucial element in our social fabric, hence it should be an integral

part of any critical pedagogy. Feminism as a practice thrives through its theoretical

counterpart as practice worles towards changing social conditions, and theory infonns

that practice. ''Theory is constantly modified by what proves to be effective in practice,

and practice is shaped by theory" (Code, 1988, p. 19).

Film can play a crucial part in defining gender roles; their various depictions of female

and male characters in their text and cinematography send its viewers subtle and overt

messages that tend to reinforce damaging racist and gender stereotypes. The film

medium tends to dichotomize male or female relations by attributing certain behavioral

patterns as distinctively male or female. The qualities that are redeemed and revered in

society, such as heroic ones, are usually reserved for male characters, while the less

prestigious qualities such as screaming and inactivity are usually relegated to female

characters. Though there have been sorne inevitable changes in Hollywood, Many plots

still relegate men and women into dominant and subordinate molds; their relationship is

one rooted in power rather than equality. Code (1988) points out:

Patriarcbal societies are those in which men have more power
than women, readier access than women to what is valued in
in the society, and, in consequence, arc in control overmany if
not most aspects ofwomen's lives. Most known societies are
patriarchal to a greater or lesser degree, exhibiting only specifie
variations in the ways power is manifested. (p. 19)

The male hem is almost always in possession ofthis power, while women are portrayed

as weak, feeble, delicate, and undeniably passive. Changes in these female definitions

only occur when it is convenient ta the dominant male power structure, hence even in
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roles where women appear to be empowered, often they remain pawns that are shaped

and shifted to cater to the male psyche. Unfortunately these sexist overtones are cloaked

in the guise of liberation, enabling them to appeal to a female audience, Many ofwhom

bave come to see the patriarchal hierarchy as natura!.

Women are the group most vietimized by sexist oppression.
As with other forms ofgroup oppression, sexism is perpetuated
by institutional and social structures; by the individuals who
dominate, exploit, or oppress; and by the victims themselves
who are soeialized to behave in ways that malee them act in
complicity with the status quo. (books, 1984 p. 43)

If a woman is depicted as intelligent, then she is often alsa seen as eonniving,

manipulative and psychotic; the "bitch", the ~'whore" and the 'lemptress" have been

common female stereotypes since the birth of film to present day. The use ofwomen as

fodder in film for the purpose ofmale sexual fantasy bas led society to not only ascribe

to, but to embrace a genre born ofa degrading, exploitative mentality.

Regarding issues ofracial equality, ifwhite wornen in film are given secondary status,

then women ofcolor are completely marginalized; ifthey appear at all, they are either the

l6exotic," '1he entertainmenttt or the doting empty-headed matriarchal figure as tirst

embodied in the ''mammy'' cbaraeters ofHollywood's classic films.

In ber book Wbere The Girls Are. Susan J. Douglas (199S) diseusses the effeets ofthe

media's double.edged sword on the construction ofthe American women's personality:

American women today arc a bundle ofcontradictions because
much ofthe ûnagery we grew up with was itselffiUed withmixed
messages about wbat women should and sbould not dot what womcn
sbould and should not do, wbat women could and could not be. This

Il



was truc in the 1980's, and it's truc today. The media, ofcourse urged
us to he pliant, cute, sexually available, thin, blond, poreless, wrinkle,
fi'ee, and deferential to men. But it is easy to forget that the media also
suggested we could he rebellious, tough, enterprising, and shrewd.
The jigsaw pieces ofour inner selves have moved around in relation
to the jigsaw imagery ofthe media, and it is the ongoing rearrangement
ofthese shards on the public screens ofAmerica and the private screens
of our minds, that is the forgotten story ofAmerican culture over the
past thirty five years. (p. 9)

Sïnce the media clearly plays a role in reflecting and shaping views, and in 50 doing to

enhance or create socially restrictive barriers regarding gender, it is crucial ta dissect the

Hollywood paradigm ofthe male hero and its implications for female characters and

examine possibilities for alternative pedagogies.

12



CHAPTERTWO

Theoredcal Framework and Methodology: Towards a Critical Pedagogy

Theorist Paulo Freire coined the term the "culture ofsilence" to reCer to the state of

dispossessed, whose "ignorance and letbargy were the direct product ofthe economic,

social and political domination ofwhicb they were victims" (Freire, 1973, p. 10). Freire

viewed education and access to it as a liberating force, as once an individual is equipped

with knowledge they can respond to the concrete reality oftheir world. It became clear

to him that the whole educational system was one of the major instnunents for the

oppression of individuals. Rather than being encouraged and equipped to respond to the

realities of their world, the masses were kept "submerged in a situation in which such

critical awareness and response were practically impossible" (Freire, 1973, p.l0).

Friere found that the greater atrocity occurred when individuals who had the knowledge

to protest or demand a voice resided in the "culture ofsilence", conforming without

argument to the same cultural norms that had kept the masses ignorant. To Freire,

education was the vehicle through which mass change could be perceived and realized..

The voice, history and freedom ofthe masses are ail crucial to change.

In fact, those who, in learning to read and write, come to a
new awareness ofselthood and begin to look critically at
the social institution in which they find themselves, often
take the initiative in acting to transfonn the society that bas
denied them this opportunity ofparticipation. Education is
once again a subversive force. (Freire, 1973, p. 9)

Education tben serves as a precursor to sclf-awareness and, with that, sclt:awareness

can come positive change.. People are thcn boerated and may rise up against the very

13



e institutions which previously denied them access, hence individuals are given greater

access to social mobility through pedagogy. That is pedagogy that is critical and open-

ended. The process whereby students are expected to merely regurgitate information

does not allow for personal analysis and philosophical refiection on the materials. Rather

it encourages a passive, acquiescent, gullible nature that the film industry, like Many

others, relies on in arder to seU its product to the masses and hence to reap financiai

gains. Freire states:

Dialogue is thus an existential necessity. And since dialogue
is the encounter in which the united reflection and action of
the dialoguers are addressed ta the world which is ta be transfonned
and humanized, this dialogue cannot be reduced ta the act of
one person's "depositing" ideas in another, nor can it be a simple
exchange ofideas ta be "consumed" by the discussants. (Freire, 1973, p. 77)

Therefore, we May gather that true dialogue is never born ofa power situation; one in

which one individual aims to control or dominate the other. Tao often, access to

knowledge is dictated by financiaI gains, which is analogous ta the situation with

Hollywood film compared to marginal film. The more progressive messages

disseminated by marginal films rcach less people as they do not have the financial

backing that would give them the exposure oftheir cinematic counterparts.

In his book, Fu&itjve Cultures Race, Violence and Youth (1996), Henry Giroux descnoes

a progressive pedagogy in which students have more input in their curriculum:

For pedagogy ta work as an empowering practice, students
must become visible ta tbemselves and to cach other and
valued in their differences. This would mean giving students
the opportunity to de-center the curriculum by structuring, in
part, how the class should be organized and how popular films
can be addressed without putting any one student's identity on
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trial. Using films means recognizing the complexity of
mobilizing student's desires as part ofa pedagogical project
that directly addresses representations affecting their lives, and
aIso means acknowledging the emotional tensions that will
emerge in such teachings. (p. 46)

Films try to capture a large segment ofthe viewing populatio~ which constitutes modem

youth culture, so it malecs sense to use film within a leaming context. Students can learn

how to decipher the images that convey them and all other members ofsociety. This will

help them to see a bias that has become inherent in the media as well as Many ofits

contradictory points. In this way, issues such as gender, class and racial equality, which

are often distorted for financial gain in the film media, may be examined from a critical

perspective. Giroux (1996), also states that:

What educators need to do is to make the pedagogical more
politicaI by addressing both the conditions through which they
teach and the question ofwhat it means to leam from this
generation. It is a generation that is experiencing life in a way
vastly different from the modemist versions ofschooling. (p. 47)

It would seem that it is not just crucial to educate the masses, but to explore the manner

in which this education is disseminated to the individuals who are to benefit from il. Our

epistemology is constantly undergoing changes that should be reflected in a critical

pedagogy. With the inundation ofmulti-media, today's youth May have a

pedagogical agenda with needs different from those ofthe baby-boomer

generation. Pedagogy must address issues ofculture and sexual stereotyping ifour

society is to understand and redress the position ofthose who reside in the category

~Other'. Such is not a simple task, however; Many aspects must be considered.

Critical educators cannot subscnoe neither to an apocalyptic
emptiness that adopts the worst form ofrelativism nor to a
politics ofretùsal that celebrates the abandonment ofauthority.
They cannot embrace the immediacy ofexperience over the more
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profound dynamic ofsocial memory and moral outrage forged
within and against conditions ofexploitation, oppression, and
the abuse ofpower. The intersection ofcultural studies and critical
pedagogy offers the possibility for educators to confront history as more
than simulacra and ethics as something other than the casualty of
endless language games. Educators need to assert a politics that
malees the relationship among authority, ethics, and power central
to a pedagogy lbat expands rather than closes down the possibilities
ofa radical democratic society. (Giroux, 1996, p. 53)

Democratie society is one in whieh individuals are purportedly free to practice their

beliefs even when these bellefs are different trom those established by the status quo.

As such, topics such as class, race and sexual inequality could be dealt with by educators

and students since as Freire and Giroux have argued, fonnal traditional education does

not always reflect the realities ofthe world wc live in. Media images have become an

integral part ofour socialization, antiquated ideologies are re-packaged and sold by

corporations to a new generation making the unacceptable once again acceptable. In

essence it is partially the responsibility ofpedagogy ta teach those who live with

media such as film ta scrutinize its contents. In 50 domg, viewers become less

wlnerable to the damaging messages therein which, ultimately, May contribute to their

ongoing oppression.
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Methodology

This thesis is primarily a theoretical study supplemented with the analysis ofseleeted

films ftom the 20th eentury. This is not an exhaustive study. Rather, 1 identified

fourteen North Ameriean films whieh support my contention that, in HoUywoodlbig.

budget productions, women are rarely depicted as beroes, but are instead are often used

as a means to an end. The films are as follows: Waterwor/d (1995), Samson and De/i/ah

(1950), Gone With the Wind (1939). Fatal Attraction (1987), Basic Instinct (1992),

Body a/Evidence (1992), Batman Returns(1989), IndecentProposal(1994),

PrettyWoman(1990), Terminator(1984), Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991),

Angel Beart (1987), and finally Jumpin t JackF/ash (1986). Other films ofrelevance to

each topie were also selected and will be briefly discussed.

The films 1have chosen span different genres, from drarna to action, but ail serve to

illustrate the ways in whicb the status ofwoman is undemùned in Hollywood film.

Moreover, 1selected films that supported problems articulated in feminist and film

research. The theoretical analysis ofthe literature review is supported through the themes

wbich demonstrate ways in which women are portrayed negatively in film.

Though the films considered cover a broad range, situated namely between the 1930's

and the 1990'5, theyare ail bound by a commonality; they all serve in some way to

reinforce the points outlined in my introduction. 1chose films in which women do Dot

measure up to the vision ofthe hem defined by Joseph Campbell (1973; 1988).
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In terms ofthe presentation ofthe research, each theme is accorded one chapter in order

to address the fondamental questions posed by this thesis. Chapter Three is entitled The

Hero, Chapter Four: The Muse, The Maiden, The Victim and the Damsel in Distress ­

The Making ofa Passive Persona, Chapter Five: Frail Female to Hollywood Heroine ­

From Diminutive to Distaff(A Stride Forward?), Chapter Six: The lTemptress', the

lBitcb' and the lWhore' - Liberation or Lyncbing1, Chapter Seven: The "Idiot", the

"Entertainer", the, "Exotic" and the '~Invisible" - Maintaining the Margins for Wornen of

Color and finally Chapter Eigbt: Conclusions and Implications for the Future ofFilm and

Education.

The concept of lhero' is derived primarily from the works ofJoseph Campbell, namely

The Power ofMytb and The Hero With a Tbousand faces. The subtitles chosen to

categorize the films are not from any literary source, but are rather the result ofmy own

synthesis that 1constructed over a seven year period. 1viewed the majority ofthe films

once and observations were subsequently made on a continuai basis over the mentioned

seven year period; 1991 - 1997.
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CHAPTER THREE

TbeBero

Ineeda hero
]'m holding outfor a hero 'til the end ofthe night

He's gotta be slrong
And he's gotta befast

And he's gotta befreshfrom thefight
Ineed a hero

]'m holding outfor a hero 'til the morning light
He's gotta be sure

And it's gotta be soon
And he's gotta he larger than life

-Holding out for a Hero, a song by Bonnie Tyler

In The Power ofMytb, Joseph Campbell (1988) discusses the adventure ofthe hero

which, be argues, is the journey ofthe internai self. The path ofthe hero May lead

him or ber ta transcend, as the true hero lies within us all, and it is we who malee the

choice to embark upon that quest.

Furthermore, we have not even to risk the adventure alone, for the
heroes ofall lime have gone before us. The labyrinth is thoroughly
known. We have only to fol1ow the thread ofthe hero path, and
where we had thought to find an abomination, we shall find a gode
And where we had thought to slay another, we shall find ourselves.
Where we had thought to travel outward, we will come to the
center ofour own existence. And where we had thought ta be alone
we will be with all the world. (Campbell, 1998, p. 123)

In The Hem witb a Tbousapd Faces, Campbell defines the archetypal hem and their

relevance ta bath mythology and our continually evolving epistemology. The hero

undergoes a joumey against the dark forces that leads to self-discovery and redecms

society through bis eourageous, self-Iess acts. The hem aets ftom a strength that already
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lies within; "he" must just recognize it in order to utilize its potential. An example of

this would be the modem day hero Luke Skywalker, the protagonist from Star Wars;

whom Campbell refers to in The Power ofMytb. Skywalker uses the 'force' (bis

internai energy ) ta help him overcome bis nemesis, the evil Darth Vader. Campbell

(1988) explains to joumalist Bill Moyers that Star Wars director, George Lucas bas "put

the newest and most powerful spin to the classic story ofthe hero.. .!t's what Goethe said

on Faust but wbich Lucas bas dressed in modem idiom .. the message that technology is

not going to save us: our computers, our tools, our machines are not enough. We have to

rely on intuition, our true being" (xiv). In The Hero wim a Ihousand Faces, Campbell

states that the hero's journey "is ajoumey not ofdiscovery, but ofrediscovery. The

godly powers sought and dangerously won are revealed to bave been within the heart of

the hero all the time" (p. 39). The hero must undergo a "separation from the world, a

penetration to some source ofpower and a life enhancing retum" (Campbell, 1973, p.35).

In the hero there is something ofus all yet, like a Shaman, the hero is able ta transeend

eanhly tics to seek resolve with a greater truth; so we love the hero for bath bis humanity

and becomes ours. In a world where individuals often feel powerless ta effect change,

the hero is an inspiration god..like nature. In life it appears that, more often than not,

when we are in a cinema ifwe suspend our disbeliet: it is the 'good guy' or the underdog

dog that we empathize with, and their triumph..

Campbell discusses the hem in mythology, as shown above, drawing a parallel with the

plight ofthe modem day hem. In The Power pfMyth, Campbell and joumalist Bill

Moyen discuss the Westem as a film genre which constructs a siJnilar hem, one
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embodied in iconographie figures such as John Wayne. The Western Shane, for example,

starring Alan Ladd, and its more receDt reDdition Pale Rider, with Clint Eastwood, seem

to eDeompass not only Campbell's definition ofbero, but also what we as a North

American society have come ta expect as quintessential "hero" behaviour. In bath films

a lone, pensive, man rides in with a mysterious past which he does not disclose or impose

on others; "the silences orbis persona! despair." (The Hern Witb A Ihousand faces,

Campbell, 1973, p. 387). Bath heroes live with a family where all become attached ta

them; a little boy looks up to the hero more so than to bis father, and the wife becomes

slightly attracted to the hero. Then, without indication, he vanishes. The hero later re­

surfaces, having dealt with bis inner tunnoil, riding in on a horse in time ta reseue the

family. He does battle with that which threatens them, and then rides offalone in the

same manner in which he tirst entered the screen. It as if the hero must not be allowed to

reside in one place too long, his transitory resdess nature malees him the perpetuai

wanderer, always finding those in need ofsalvation. The underlying principles for the

hero are the same though the situation and lime period May differ, the horse becomes the

metaphor for Robinhood's swinging rope, or James Bond's gadget-filled car. In the

following section, we will see that the very common glamorized Hollywood hero does

not always disappear ioto the lone hills, but often obtains the abject ofbis desire, the

beautiful wornan.
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Geader and the Héra

In ''The Politics ofRecognition", Charles Taylor discusses the impact upon a people who

are seldom reflected positively in the media or society at large. In bis article, "The

Politics ofRecognition", Charles Taylor states:

The thesis is that our identity is partly shaped by
recognition or its absence, often people cm suifer real
damage, real distortion, ifthe people or society around
them mirror back to them a confining or demeaning or
contemptible picture ofthemselves. (Taylor, 1994, p. 27)

In keeping with Taylor's view, it is important for womeo to see female heroes on screeo

to validate their experiences. 'Languaging', as this is sometimes referred to, requires that

the experiences and realities ofwomen must:

be seen, heard\and acknowledged...Languaging our existence lour experience ,
becomes an engagement in response to patriarcbal dogma. Languaging our
representations , re-presents us, on our own tenns. Languaging releases the
lopsided cultural positions by this society, by giving voice to aIl the 'deep
voices' pushing up through the creVÎces. (Asimakos, 1991 p. 33)

The hero, whether masculine or feminine, is crucial to our mythic imagination and

represents our hope for the forces ofgood to overcome those ofevil. The wornan, then,

is allowed to be the object ofheroics, but rarely is sbe herselfthe center stage hero. Since

the audience is rarcly accorded a female hero, women have often become synonymous

with the uother" parts essential to create plot dynamics. In yet other films, women can

destroy and men can salvage. In these films, women are the vamps, tramps, muses, idiots

and goddesses; any attempt at beroics, however, comes with high consequences. The

message seems to be women bring about destruction, whether conscious or not, and men

redeem society and bring about salvatioD. This will be discussed and demonstrated more
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specitically in the analyses that will take place (ofspecitic films) in the following

cbapters.

1have observed that in cinema, when we think hero, we think male. It is the masculine

hem that seems to be etched into our cinematic consciousness. Ifone delves into the

Webster's New 20th Century Dictionary 2nd edition, under "Hera" this is what they will

tind:

1. in mythology and legend a man ofgreat strength and courage favored
by the gods and in part descended from them, often regarded as a
half:god and worshipped after bis death ; as Aenas and Hector were
herPes to the ancients.

2. any man admired for bis courage, nobility, or exploits, especially in war;
as, Washington is a national hero.

3. any persan admired for bis qualities or achievements and regarded as an
ideal or model.

4. the central male cbaracter in a novel, play, POent, etc., with whom the
reader or audience is supposed ta sympatbize; protagonist: often opposed
ta villain.

S. the central figure in any important event or period, honored for outstanding
qualities.

Heroine: 1. a woman ofa brave spirit.

2. the principal remale charaeter, or the one with whom the bero is in love,
in a poem, play, romance, story; or the like. (p. 852).

(ltalies added for emphasis in above definitioDS.)

The concept ofequating male with hem, beginning with the Webster's dictionary bas

permeated and bem retlected through our cultural norms. The definition ofhero is

contined ta the male species and is detailed extensively. The definitioDS for heroine are

concise and even include a passive IOle - "the one with whom the hero is in love". 1will

argue; in tbis tbesis, tbat that Many films bave mirrored and sustained these barriers.
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James Cagney, Humphrey Bogart and James Dean are the stuff ulegends" are made ot:

and these men of few words and necessary action are ingrained in the North American

psyche as heroes; the tough guys. On the other band, the women in these films oftheir

time are remembered not for strength, but for their sex appeal, beauty, and grace, or for

their stupidity. Marilyn Monroe, Audrey Hepburn, and Ingrid Bergman have played

roles which are remembered along such lines.

Consider the film The Public Enemy and its reception for example. In his book, IM

IoU&h Guys (1976) James Parish states:

It is 50 easy to understand why Cagney (James) is still
a popular household name. Few actors sa personify a
colorful era as jus-chinned James and few made on camera
maybem 50 delightful a pleasure for audiences everywbere.
Perhaps only feminists have a gripe against the ex-movie
Star. They may not be able to forgive him for pushing that
Trademark grapefruit into Mae Clarke'5 face sorne forty-tive
years ago (p. 12).

This is the scene in question:

Tommy: (Cagney): Got a drink in the house?
Kitty: (Clarke): Not before breakfast dear.
Tommy: 1didn 't osk ya 'for any lip 1 aslced ya ' ifya ' hada drink!
Kitty: 1 know, Tom, but...weII, gee, lwish ...
Tommy: There ya ' go with that wishin stuffagain! 1wish YON was a

Wishin ' well- sa
that 1could lie a buc1cet t ya 'and sinkya '!

Kitty: Maybe you[ound someone yO" li/ce bener?
At thal, Cagney's Tommy takes hal[a grapefruit andgrinds il into his mistress 'face)
(p. 23).

Parish continues:
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The year the film was released Time Magazine reported ~The Public Enemy' is
well told: "and in its intensity is relieved by seenes ofthe central characters
slugging bartenders and slapping their women across the face. U.S audience, long
trained by the press to glorify thugs, last week laughed loudiy at such comedy and
sat speU bound tbrough the serlous parts. Mayhem looked like such fun, that
hating him was virtually impossible". (p. 24)

This film raises severa! points that are directly related ta women's roles in film. First of

all, Parish states that "perhaps only feminists have a gripe against the ex-movie star." He

seems to assume that any woman who contests a scene ofrandom violence is just an

angry feminist. As such, he confines women who abject ta the scene into a stereotypical

category, and in this way diminishes their power.

It is interesting ta consider the fact that, upon release, the film received wide acclaim.

Time magazine cited: ·'u.S. audience, long trained by the press to glorify thugs..."

(parish, 1976, p.2S). This clearly illustrates the fact that the struggle to change women

from abject to subject in film is oot a simple one, as women have also been socially

conditiooed to he the 'second sex' (a tenn coined by humanist and feminist Simone de

Beauvoir 1908-1986; de Beauvoir's characterization ofwomen as 'the second sex,' thus

designated by virtue oftheir creation as Other, with reference ta the masculine nonn). It

is seemingly easier for women ta accept the impositions ofa world filled with double

standards than ta risk constant judgement by trying ta locate themselves above the

oppressive structures that have 10Dg been in operation. This bebaviour is explained by

Frye:

One oC the most characteristic and ubiquitous features oCthe
world as expericnced by oppressed people is the double bind­
situations in which options are reduced ta a very few and all of
them expose one ta penalty, censurc or deprivation. For examplc,
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it is often a requirement upon oppressed people that we smile and
he cheerful. Ifwe comply, we signal our docility and our acquiescence
in our situation. We need not be taken note of: We acquiesce in
being made invisible, in our occupying no space. We participate in
ourown erasure. (Frye, 1983, p. 3)

These examples illustrate a dynamic ofdiametrically opposed pressures, such that

whatever course ofaction the individual pursues, they cannot win. For wornan, a glaring

example is sexuality: sexual activity and inactivity are both used against them.

It is common in the United states that womeR, especially younger,
are in a bind where neither sexual activity nor inactivity is all right.
if she is heterosexually active, a woman is open to censure and
punishment for being loose, unprincipled or a whore. On the other
hand, ifshe refrains ftom beterosexual activity, she is fairly constantly
harassed by men who try to persuade ber into it and pressure ber to
"relax" and "let her hair down." The same parents who would he
disapproving ofher sexual activity May be worried by her inactivity
because it suggests she is not or will not he popular, or is not sexually
normal. (Frye, 1983, p. S)

This demonstrates one example ofthe fact that limitations are placed on women's

fteedoms in Many ways.

Some new cinema, and more frequently high budget films, are trying to change the way

we depict men and women on the screen by allowing women to empower themselves in

ways considered by Many to he conventionally male. The films 1have chosen illustrate

clearly, however, that in the world ofHollywood fiction film, historically, the words

"male" and "hero" have been synonymous and interchangeable.
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Chapter FOUR

The Muse, The Maiden, The Vicdm and the Damsel in Distress - The
Making of a Passive Persona

Generally. we see the world in ils conventionaJ rubrics. We see someone and identi.fy the persan as a
woman because she has the hair. curves. voice. and gait ofwomen in gerreral. We look at her long enough
to assi", her to some categories - e.g. preny or ugly, willing or unwilling. - And then look at her no more.

-Sidney M lourard

The Western

The Hollywood movie· making machine, 1suggest, bas systematically produced one·

dimensional, simplistic raies for women. As such, it bas served as a tool to concretize the

existing patriarchal hegemony. Since the introduction ofgenres such as the "Western"

and the "Romance", women have either occupied a background position, playiDg second

fiddle ta swaggering, gun-toting saviors and Robinhoods, or they have been the object of

untlattering courtship and desire; the muse rather than the master oftheir domain. In John

Ford's classic Westerns, for example, portrayed by actors such as John Wayne, men were

tough and valiant for example, John Wayne, while women remained pretty on their

pedestals, or shuffling about on the home front making tight commentary and recoiling in

fear ftom any threat ofimpending doom.

(•..) sinee Hollywood Cinema, easùy the largest and most
influCDtial sueh system ofreprescntatio~bas bcen
massivelyand eontinua11y devoted to perpetuating myths
ofphallic poteney - in, for example, its portrayal ofhe-men
tram John Wayne to Sylvester Stallone. ( Modleski. 1991, p. 91)

In countless films when women are conftonted with guns, they shaket tremble and are

often unable to use the firearm effectivelYt ultimately submitting to the power object at
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band. The 1940's western Stagecoach, stamng John Wayne depicted brave eowboys

protecting timid, out ofcontrol women from 'savage' Indians. These scenarios suggest

that women cannat and should not function in aman's domain when faced with a gun,

which can be seen as a metaphor for male sexual anatomy. Once again the waman

becomes the subordinate.

Horror Films

Horror films past and present thrive on the screaming, defenseless Cernale scenario.

These women do not try to aid the male main character in their fight with demon spirits,

but rather begin shrieking uncontroIlably.

Abject fear is coded as feminine as, in movie after movie
female victims with terrified expressions - wide eyes and
gaping mouths • are stalked with evil intent by male
aggressors. (Cook, and Dodd, 1993, p. 134)

Paradoxically, borror films are also one ofthe only genres that occasionally utilize role

reversais effectively. In these cases, the victim masters ber situation by tuming on the

aggressor, beating him al his game, hence rendering him the victim. The villain, typically

a male slasher or rapist, is maimed or killed by the protagonist. This act ofdefense is

achieved, and violently 50, with hand-held implements such as knives or axes. The

woman is literally and symbolieally taking back her esteem tbrough her aet ofvengeance.

A perfect example ofthis would be Wes Craven's 1997 HorrorlParody, Scream. There,

the protagonist is a young female, who kicks, jumps, runs, and fights like crazy to avoid

the fate that the film bas laid down for her. In the end, it is not her boyfriend but a remale

joumalist, by whom she Celt betrayed, who actually comes ta her aid. The two save what
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is left ofthe town and smile at each other in solidarity, sbowing what can happen when

women empower themselves.

The Beauty Mytb

Whereas in harror films a warnan's agility and wit can he her salvation, physical beauty

bas been, for the most part, the necessary character trait needed ta access a higher status

within society. Indeed, the mythological comerstones reveal the origins ofthis trend.

The muse had to bave the "essential" virtue ofesoteric beauty before reacbing the

pionacle. In order to achieve the elevated status ofconcubine to the gods, the muse

needed to undergo the internai meeting with the Goddess. Simply put, acceptance ofher

own sexual nature.

This notion ofelevated secondary status for the muse bas been evident since at least the

time ofthe pharaohs. Joseph Campbell points out in The Hem Witb A Ibousand Faces:

The meeting with the goddess (who is incarnate in every
woman) is the final test ofthe hem ta win the boon of
love (charity: amorfati), which is lire itselfenjoyed as
the encasement ofetemity. And when the adventurer, in
this context, is not a youth but a maid, she is the one who,
by her qualities, her beauty, or her yeaming, is fit ta
become the consort ofan immortal. Then the heaven1y
husband descends to ber and conducts her to bis bed­
wbether she will or no. And ifshe bas shunned him,
the scales will falI from ber eyes; ifshe has sought him,
ber desire finds its peacc. (Campbell, 1973, p. S7)

Due to the patriarchal nature ofMany religions and cultures, worldwide folklore is

steeped with this male oriented dogma. The subservient female as role model abounds in
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today's media and advertising. From deities to diets this ideal that only by serving the

current god or trend can one salvage oneselfthrough beauty ta eam the prize ofmale

acceptance.

Woman, to fit the male defined standards, became a
biological abnonnality. Throughout history, woman distorted
her body and ber mind to satisfy male criteria. The implications
ofthese behavioral modifications became symptomatic of
mainstream culture. Woman leamt to see herself as incomplete
and inferior. Societyt and the dominant culture, developed a
pathological attitude towards anyone who did not fit the prescribed
'nonn'. (Askimakos, 1991 p. 25)

Television Programs such as Enlerlainmenl Tonight delve into the lives oftilm stars and,

through their coverage, set an unattainable standard ofglamour for the average woman to

attain. Wornen with pre-pubescent bodies flaunt designer clothes with the excesses of

Hollywood Babylon. An eating disorder poster al a local university shows the ankle ofa

famous super model and that ofa victim ofhunger; both are ofequal proportion. Anorexia

has moved ftom a sickness to agoal. Many wornen are led to believe that they bave to look

like a Cover Girl, while failing to realize the starvation, air- brushing, and sometimes even

cocaine abuse that goes into the construction ofsuch images.

Moreover, to give men credit, Dot ail ofthem desire sucb struggle, wherein being a woman

becomes a eODtrived aet rather than a Datural state.

Today, the "women's mysteries" surrounding beauty as
sexuality, seem, biologieal and cbangeless. They too are
cloaked in Oattery that manipulates women while they seem
to give men the better sexual deal. They too burden women
with obliptions while keeping men through peer pressure,
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far from a source ofjoy. A man today must face ridicule from
other men ifhe joins bis partner beyond the beauty myth. At the
moment ,the jokes' on both ofthem. But that too can change.
(Wolf: 1991, p. 32)

In popular 1960's cinem~ Marilyn Monroe was the archetypal embodiment ofthe

masculine vision ofwomanhood: blonde, curvaceous and possessing very Uttle reflective

and intellectual capabilities. She is the woman who thrives on men's recognition ofher.

It is no wonder that her legacy has been so well preserved. Women in many films bang

from men's anns like luggage or an appendage; their function is to render the man's

collection ofstatus symbols complete, as they themselves remain fragmented in the film

by undeveloped characterizations. Julia Roberts'role in Pretty Woman (1990)and Demi

Moore's performance in Indecent Proposai (1994) typify thîs. It is a frequent occurrence

in film for women to be conceived as either a victim of their own vanity or stupidity, or

as the victim ofsorne phobia-related complex as the case with Vivian Leigh's Searlet

Q'Hara and the myth ofDelilah.

Film Analysis: Wllterworld

Waterworld (1995) is a recent example ofthe "women as victim" theme and orthe

common bias ofthe male hero. Ifwe analyze this film from a feminist perspective, wc

cao witness an abusive tale amidst the mutant 1Mariner (Kevin Costner), the "Smokers",

and the adventurous quest for 66dryland".
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This film is centered around the joumey the Mariner undergoes with Helen (the woman)

and Enola (the femaIe chiId), her adoptive chiId, who initially save him 50 tbat he may

belp them find "dryland". The Mariner is strong, aggressive, easily agitated, strong

headed, skilled, abusive, willful, thoughtless, and he malees all pertinent decisions for the

three ofthem; he is the provider as he finds the food, and he is the macho hero. Despite

bis evident personality fla\vs, he is continually redeemed in the film for bis bravery; it is

hinted that deep down be's just a sensitive American guy with strong values. Helen on

the other hand, is depicted as weak, submïssive, hysterical when in danger, and

uneonditional in her support ofthe Mariner, though she is often on the reeeiving end of

bis ill tempered outbursts.

The relationship between the Mariner and Helen is comparable to the classic scenario ofa

woman with an abusive or alcoholic parmer. Despite the Mariner's abusive disposition

and demeaning conduet tawards Helen throughout the film, she rarely protests. She

symbolizes the girlfriend, or wife who is going to malee a difference, ifshe surrenders

enough ofher identity, he will change and she will be the reason. This exemplifies

Hollywood's ambivalence regarding fernaIe characters; on one band they are saved and

rescued by men, on the other they must be the maternai savior, the etcmal martyr, yet

witbout the stature ofhero. Helen understands that the Mariner's anger is a result ofhim

being a mutant, which is bath bis virtue and bis Achilles' heel.

The Mariner's mutant nature serves as bath safety net and as justification for his truly

unacceptable behavior. When the Marinerfinally shifts ftom tyrant 10 well intentioned
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"good guy", the transition goes unnoticed. Helen expresses no rage or resentment over

bis past treatment ofher, rather sbe seems excessively grateful for the tumaround. The

Mariner never offers an apology, as one is never demanded. Since he is invincible, there

is a constant disavowal ofantagonistic behavior. Helen's silence is almost absurd in light

ofthe fact that he has already pushed her and Enola overboard and almost traded ber

sexuaI Cavors to sorne lunatic for paper. The Mariner manipulates bis abusive position to

psycbologically intimidate Helen in order to control ber. In one scene, the Mariner even

takes it upon himself to cut offmost ofHelen and Enola's haïr (a reversed case ofthe

"Samson and Delilah" syndrome? In the film Samson and Delilah, bowever, the woman,

Delilah cuts the man's hair, wbich is bis source ofstrength). This act establishes the

Mariner's authority as supreme, white dehumanizing Helen and Enola, rendering them

not unlike prisoners ofwar. Walsh (1984) ecboes the assertion that popular culture is

intricately linked to the production ofsocial relations ofpower.

Popular culture· from production through reception,
constitutes itself through social relations ofpower
and resistance, oCsubordinate versus dominant, of
subculture and mainstream. (Walsh, 1984 p. 19)

Waterworld, with its degrading, archaic portrayal ofa woman in a 90's film, reinforces

barriers that bave helped maintain gender inequality. Dy placing the male chameter in

the power position and the Cemale as dependent, it vehicles and even reinforces the

message that this is an acceptable even desirable situation.
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CBAPTER FIVE

Frail Female to Hollywood Heroine • From Diminutive to Distalf (A
Strlde Forward?)

One is no! barn. but Tather becomes a women.

-Simone de Beauvoir

In Hollywood films it is extremely rare for a plot ta rely solely on the sustaining force of

a female cbaracter.

As the history offeminist film theory 50 elearly demonstrates,
the very attempt to "fmd" a female subjeet has led to a
paralyzing situation in some feminist film histories, whieh
tend to affinn a soeially constructed feminine identity or to
reject any attempt at self-naming at ail. (Carson, Ditimar, and Welscb,
1994, p. 67)

In faet, for the most part the films tbat revolve around the female as hero or exemplary

individual tend to be autobiographieal or biographical by nature, ifnot complete

documentaries. This can be seen in Si/kwood (1983), in whieh Meryl Streep portrays a

reallife woman, Karen Silkwood, who courageously batttes her local nuclear plant. The

film Nonna Rae (1979) is similar, in that Sally Field's cbaracter is also based on a real

woman whose tenacity created better working conditions for employees ofa buge mill.

Again tbis pbenomenon can be witnessed in the film Frances (1982). There, Jessica

Lange portrays Frances Farmer, a strong willed actress ofthe 30's and 40's, who refused

to succumb to the standards for women ofher time, and was consequendy arrested and

involuntarily committed ta a mental institution. She is eventually givm a lobotomy.

This film, based on a factual account ofan actuallife is, in my view, bath a realistie and

sensitive depiction ofsocial constraints and pressures tbat have hamessed womcn for
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centuries. Notwithstanding, a reviewer in the is VideoHoUOd's Golden Morie Retriever

~ writes that Farmer is "driven to a mental breakdown by bad luck (an over­

simplification), drug and alcohol abuse, a neurotic, domineering mother, despicable

mental health care, and her own stuhbomness " (p. 407).

It is ironie to note, as in the above, that women are purposely constructed as victims when

it serves Hollywood, yet when a woman is victimized by industry, blame must be

reflected back ooto her. IIHer own stubbomness" implies that all conflict and subsequent

problems could have been avoided had Frances conformed to the oorms, rather than

exercising her right to question convention.

Women who are both strang and resilient are very rare in the Hollywood fiction film

archives. Notwithstanding, the film Bu.ffy the Vampire S/ayer (1992) is a unique satire

that effectively reverses the malelfemale raies with respect ta conventional hemes.

Buffy (Kristy Swanson) is, in essence, the archetypal heroine; when her school prom is

invaded by vampires she is center stage, smootbly handling all obstacles as anarchy

threatens to ensue. Early in the film, she undergoes a transfonnation from malI

socialitelcheerleader, wbich she later regards as benign, to manial arts expert/vampire

slayer. This shows that women have the ability ta go tbrough the maturation and growth

processes that are usually reserved for males.

Donald Sutherland lends bis expertise as Buffy's trainer and reminds her that her destiny

is that ofvampire slayer, it is ber lineage. Buffy is tough. unwavering and charismatict
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but most importantly, female. She drives a motorcycle with ber date, Luke Perry, on the

back, and even catches bim when he faints. She is always in the forefront and her male

love interest never upstages her abilities witb macho dramatics. On the down side, Buffy

is still physically desirable and flawless enough to satisfy any male audience.

Nonetheless, this film may provide young women witb an alternative perspective which

May serve to model their own persona! empowerment.

The FUms Tlae Ter",inlltor IInti Te,,,,intltor 2

Other recent action films, such as The Terminator (1984) and ilS sequel Terminator 2:

Judgement Day (1991), have seemingly given rise to the fernale hero. At the onset, Linda

Hamilton, the protagonist, resembles Clint Eastwood in a "spaghetti western", she walks

boldly and is cautiously smooth, her facial expressions fixed like stone, giving away no

inner emotions. Rer anns are muscular and she sports anny gear and machine gun. She

talks from experience, and appears as a force to be reckoned with. Yet again, there are

points ofcontention and contradiction that should be ofconcem to a discrlminating

public; Hamilton is muscular, but not to the point that it detracts from her femaIe appeaI,

her haïr is long in Terminator as opposed to cropped, which affords her a level ofsexual

identification and appeal. These films reveal that Hamilton'5 main purpose is to function

as "breeder' that is to say a modem version ofMother Mary. Rer son is to be the world's

salvation. This reinforces the notion that men, notwom~ enact truc deeds ofgreatness.

In Femjnism and Film IbCOty. Laura Mulvey (1988) claims tbat:

Women stand in patriarchal culture as signifier for the male
other. bound by a symbolic order in which man can live out
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bis fantasies and obsessions through linguistic command by
imposing them on the image ofwoman still tied to her place
as bearer ofmeaning, not makerofmeaning. (p. 58)

In the case of Terminator, Arnold Schwarzenegger is the central figure as the futuristic

cyborg, whose mission it is to kill the woman, Linda Hamilton, who will conceive the

grand hoerator and archenemy ofthe earth's future mler. In Tl, Schwarzenegger

resurfaces as a .4good" cyborg, who is now in charge ofprotecting the boy who will be

"mankind's post-nuke resistance leader". As a villain is essential ta the plot, the T-IOOO,

a machine programmed to kilI, and with the ability to change form, is now in pursuit of

the boy. AlI this testosterone docs not leave much room for Hamilton's character now

that she bas performed the maternal deed ofconception, 50 in this sequel her role is

greatly reduced. Her legacy, however, lingers.

At best, Hamilton was constructed as a male version ofwhat a heroine wouid be, as well

as child-bearer. In this way she appeals to the women in the audience, who see her as

hero/role modellnurturer, as weil as to the men, who do not feel threatened by her

encroachment on ·~eir" temtory, as her role is defined through male mecbanisms, and

since she becomes secondary to her son and the cyborg. The Hollywood narrative

succeeds in its manipulative fulfillment and deception ofooth the female and male

viewer. Once again the female is reduced to secondary status and diSDlÎssed wben ber

presence is no longer needed.

In Laura Mulvey's book, Yisual and Otber P1easures (1989), she states:

Ta summarize brietly: the fimction ofa woman in fonning the
patriarcbal UDcouscious is twofoId: she firstly symbolizes the
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castration threat by ber reallack ofa penis and secondly thereby
raises ber child into the symbolic. Once this bas been achieved,
ber meaning in the process is at an end. It does not last into the
world oflaw and language except as a memory, whicb osciUates
between memory ofmatemal plentitude and memory oflack. Both
are posited on nature (or on anatomy in Freud's famous phrase).
Wornan's desire is subjugated to ber image as bearerofthe bleeding
wound; she can exist only in relation to castration and cannot
transcend il. (p. 14)

Fortunately, this masquerade cannot be sustained; with a culture saturated with

impending nuclear threats and environmental hazards, it is increasingly difticult to

tolerate the prototype ofthe mousy housewife.

Thelmll tlnd Louise

In 1991, director Ridley Scott gave women new hope when bis fictional characters

Thelma and Louise broke down previous stereotypes as weil as sales records worldwide.

This opened the road to more innovations previously unimaginable. Thelma and Louise

were two regular women, one a waitress and the other a housewife, who became outlaws

and folk - heroes through an act ofself-defense. The simple üfestyles orthe characters

made it all the easier for viewers ta empathize. Women viewers were awakened to the

reality that they need not passively accept being on the receiving end ofabuse; physical

or otherwise. This was another fint, a film where the woman was allowed ta not just

defend hersc~ but atso to take control and detlate the ail too common situation ofa lewd

truck driverl construction worker. As our women ~on the run' deflated the tires, the

crowds cheered and wished. at one point or another tbat they had done the same.
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On many levels this film was a triumph for women ail over. It is critical to note,

however, that Thelma and Louise paid a high consequence for their brave deeds. One of

the women. Louise, was a fonner rape victim. The other, her friend Thelma would have

been sexually violated, had Louise was not arrived on time to shoot the aggressor. Due to

Louise's prior experience in which she was raped, she is aware that the judicial system

would not accept the truth oftheir situation and, with this inmind she and Louise decide

to head ta Mexico. Along the way they are robbed and end up holding up a store for

money; every action oftheirs compounds their situation. AlI the men, except one (agent

Harvey Keitel) betray the women. Although he tries to convince them to turn themselves

in, they know that justice will not serve them. In an explosive climax Thelma and Louise

teeter at the edge ofthe Grand Canyon, encircled by police cars, special agents and

helicopters. The agent (Keitel) is running and screaming not to tire at them but at this

point his position is mute. The two women back up, look at cach other in a decisive

moment and decide ta go ~all the way'. Louise drives the car back, dust consumes the

area, and she careens forward at full speed over the canyon. As she and Thelma hold

bands, the ultimate price for their heroics is death.

The passive female persona May be slightly sidestepped in such films as Vo/cano,

lndependence Day, and Twister but, in general, the new breed of woman is designed

slicker than the latest bair gel. They are a template, a prototype, an experiment. The

French European movie La Femme Nifcita, about a renegade kidnapped by an ageneyand

forced to be an assassin, spawned an American version entitIed Point ofNo Return with

Bridget Fonda., and a Canadian sitcom, Nifcita. In La Femme N;lcita~ Nikita is aetually a
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prisoner, who becomes a convenient killing machine for the male arder. She has no other

options than to follow the agenda set out for her or she will face her own death. In

reality, hence, she is just another mannequin whose function is created straight from the

male psyche.

Most recently, Geena Davis and Samuel L. Jackson star in the movie The Long Kiss

Goodbye (1997). Davis portrays a character who is a "regular" housewife who gets into

an accident and begins to remember a past forgotten. It turns out that she was a highly

trained assassin for a covert government agency. This uncannily resembles the La

Femme Nikita storyline. Even though these women are "take control characten", it would

seem that their cool beyond beliefattitudes come at a price; 10ss ofany nurturing female

qualities.

It would appear that only by being one extreme or the other can these wonlen be

successful and credible. An interesting question emerges: Why can a woman not be a

mother and a hero all at once whereas men May be depicted as fathers and beroes

simultaneously?
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CHAPTERSIX

The 'Temptress', the 'Bitch' and the 'Whore'- Liberation Or Lyncblng?

And the rib. which the LORD God bad taken from man. made he a women. and brought her unto the man.
And Adam said. this is now bone ofmy bones andflesh ofmyflesh: she shall be ca/led Woman. because she

was taien out ofMan.

-Genesist the Holy Bible

The mystical marriage with the queen goddess ofthe
world represents the beroes total mastery oflife; for
the woman is lire, the hero is knower and master.
(Campbell, 1973, p. 393)

Smce Hollywood's Golden era, women have been depicted as cunning and manipulative,

using any fonn ofintelligence strictly as a vehicle ofgreed and self-fulfillment in order to

bring about the male downfall. Variations on the Biblical account ofuAdam and Eve"

are embedded and woven throughout cinema. In the popular talc, notorious Eve lures

Adam to tastc the forbidden fruit, resulting in their expulsion trom the Garden ofEden

and provoking the wrath oftheir God. AlI humankind must suffer for their dive (induced

by Eve) into original sin; redemption can only be gained through purity and

transcendence ofall evil, or else one risles bellfire and etcmal damnation.

The overall poteney ofthis story, wbere the female represents temptation and doom, bas

been kept alive in Many fonns. This use ofthe female seductress as barrier to be

overcome and finally mastered, symbolically modeled the properarder ofsociety and

salvation. Film is a medium that clearly retlects this; the faces may change but the

strueture ofthe cnticee and the enticed remains intact.

But when it suddenly dawns on us, or is forced to our
attention, that everything we think or do is necessarily
tainted with the odorofthe tlesh, tben, not uncommonly,
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there is experienced a moment ofrevulsion: life, the acts
of life, the organs oflife, women in particular as the great
symbol oflife, become intolerable to the pure, the pure, pure
sou1. (Campbell, 1973, p. 402)

Stlmson tlnd De/i/tlh

In 1950, prominent director, Cecil B. Demile brought bis version ofanother classic

biblical duo, Samson and Delilah, ta the screen. In this film, like its written counterpart,

Samson is a visionary ofms God, he represents hope for bis people suffering under

tyranny and oppression. He is industrious, strong, excessively masculine and virtuous;

basically the hero next door. Samson's descent ineluctably begins when he forgoes

maniage to a sweet, generous, "simple" woman from his village and chooses ta marry the

woman he loves, who is incidentally part ofthe mling class. Her sister Delilah, pursues

Samson with a fury and, upon bis rejection ofher, she proceeds ta deceptively plan her

revenge. In scene after scene, Delilah is seen pitting men against one another, dressing

and acting the pan ofa total seductress. After Delilah incites a rebellion leading ta her

sister's death, in which Samson is implicated, he becomes a sought-after culprit. Delilah

then marries a Roman leader to gain access ta power and riches. With cruel witt she

notifies ber husband that she can deliver ta him Samson, a thorn in bis brutal enslaving

operations. She qwckly establishes herselfin a dwelling on the outskirts ofSamson's

village. As Samson and Delilah spend more time together, her rage over bis initial

rejection ofher seems to dissipate and even collapse into genuine wann feelings. This

serves to reinforce the implied duality of female nature; she is in control, yet at once
.

extremely wlnerable. In Women and Film - A Sight and SQund Reader. Amy Taubin

(1993) remaries on this duality:
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It would seem, then, that for sorne directors, femininity is two-faced,
embodying both suffering passivity and monstrous destructive power (p. 137)

The film centers a disproportionate amount oftinte around Samson's vulnerability and

heart, as he falls deeply in love with Delilah and at "her' probing, diwlges bis secret that

bis strength is in bis hair. This act is the ultimate betrayal ofbis people and bis god.

Delilah shears bis long hair in bis sleep and Samson loses ail bis extra physical strength.

The penance for being lead asttay by a woman is a heavy one, as bis captors also blind

Samson. He is sentenced ta harsh labor, pushing a concrete wheel that he is cbained ta,

with no food and little water, while bis enemies abuse and belittle him with vicious

mockery. Upon seeing him in this state, Delilah is shocked and immediately realizes that

this is not how she envisioned possessing the man she now loves, hence massive guilt

haunts her conscience. Her character is allowed some humanity, but mostly so that she

can realize the error of"her ways" and the consequences that have resulted from her

actions. She approaches Samson with sincerity and asks for bis trust one last time, be

asks her to guide hint ta the two pillars that support the stadium, where prisoners are

beaten and tried for sport, and tells ber to flee from the area. Yet, after all this, he still

loves ber. Having leamed the bard way, Samson begs bis god for forgiveness and

strength for the last tinte. In bis final aet ofrighteousness, Samson brings down the entire

structure and, in sa doing, liberates bis people.
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GDlle With the Willd

The highly acclaimed epic civil war draIna Gone With The Wind (1939) is another

example in which women play a dual role, in this case as temptresses and insidious

"bitches". The film focuses on an extended southem family and their pre and post eivil

war experience. Scarlet O'Hara (Vivien Leigh), is the meddling, southem belle, whose

boredom and mischievous spirit cause ber ta become part ofa desperate love triangle.

She is enamored with Rhett Butler (Clark Gable), a dashing baehelor who maintains an

appealing distance fIom her. Meanwhile ber suitor, a man ofa genuine eompassionate

nature, trails after her in hopes ofseeuring her hand in marnage. Typieally Searlet,

insatiable in ber desire for monetary resourees and romance, ends up rnanied to Rhett and

coneeives their child. Throughout the saga, Searlet manages ta ruin two men and bring

about her own destitution. Her charaeter is that of the model femme fatale, whose beauty

and greed contaminate men like a plague.

The Femme Fatale

FIItlll Attrllet;oll

In the 80's, mainstrearn cinema popularized the psyehosexual, erotie thriller. On the

surface, these films seem to hberate women ftom the passive mold that bas eneased them

for so long, as these thrillers tend to portray women as confident, domineering, sexually

open, permissive and even defiant. In addition, Many ofthese characters are rieh, astute,

business women. In The 16fatal Femme" in Cootemporary Hollywood Film Noir;

Refonniu&Gender. Violence. and Power. Julianne Pidduck (1993) argues that these films

empower women rather than depicting them as passive victims ofmale violence. "In the
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face ofwomen's predominantly passive role in popular representation, the hyperbolic

figure ofthe femaIe seriai kiHer practically leaps offthe screen at the viewer and the

cntic." (p. 147). It is true that these women bave some orthe stronger characteristics

usuaIly attributed to men in films, however these characters have one binding tie and tlaw

tbat must not be overlooked. They all suffer from severely twisted, psychotic, personality

disorders. The social status and mobility these women possess is then undennined by

their dysfunctionaI traits and their erotic, seductive posturing. These films clearly depict

women as stalkers, potentiaI murderers, and objectified outlets for male heterosexuaI

desire.

One example ofthis is Fatal Anraction (1987), a film about a married New York lawyer,

Michael Douglas, who is "seduced" mto having an affair with bis bold, blonde associate,

Glenn Close. Things commence on a Iight note witb the two laughing and engaging in

primordial, cathanic sex, in a kitchen. Problems only begin once Douglas tries to end

this little extra-marital fling. It seems to me as though the director is insinuating that a

woman cao reside in a man's world but cannot play the game with his politics and win.

Ofcourse, the femaIe is the one who becomes fixated and attached, not the male. Glenn

Close's characterresorts to threats against Douglas's family, thus she begins committi..1g

violent acts, proving once again that strang qualities are ooly attributed to wornen when

they are to be used in a negative context. Close excels as the ''woman from heU" as she

stalks Douglas9 and terrorizes bis family. One ofthe ironies in this film is that though

Douglas willingly look part in the affair, bis eharacter is ereated in such a way as to

evoke sympathy &cm the audience. The "sure he eheatm, but no one should have to pay

tbat priee" commentaries were in an abundance al the lime ofthe film's release. Fatal
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Attraction a1so appealed to women, who felt that this film could serve as a repellant for

infidelity in their mate. Also, the film's stylistic cutting and suspenseful montages drew

praise from crities who, incidentally, are predominantly male. ~s film created such an

impact on its audience, that to this day, Many young men and women, refer to someone

who is eneompassing or persistent as a Glenn Close, example, ushe'5 a total Glenn

Close", or "1 was paranoid she wouId pull a Glenn Close". Unfortunately the

commentaries are endless, while quality roles for female aetors are less abundant.

Basic Instinet

In 1992, Basic Instinct carried on the tradition ofthe cold, calculating, potentially

dangerous blonde, while ineorporating voyeuristic techniques into its plot. In this thriller,

Sharon Stone plays Catherine Trumell, a beautiful, statuesque, reclusive novelist who

also happens to he a suspect in a murder committed with an ice pick. Michael Douglas is

back, this time playing a tough, unsavory, yet vulnerable detective, Nick Curran, whose

job it is ta investigate Catherine thoroughly.

He is not the only one scrutinizing ail Catherine's activities. The camera ttaeks ber

movements in such a way as to malee her a voyeuristic spectacle 50 that the audience is

given the sense that they are involved in a privileged taboo pass-lime. In one seene, Nick

and fellow officers interrogate Catherine; she is sitting casually and seductivelyon a

chair with legs crossed. Ali the males remain on one side ofthe room and regard ber in

fascination and awe, the way one would a caged panther. With a smooth maneuver,

Catherine crosses her legs and for a briefmoment. the detectives and audience are given a

glimpse ofher vagina. AIthough this film uses shocking sex lactics to seU itself;
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Catherine is the only one who exposes herselfat various points. It is interesting to note

that in Hollywood films men rarely expose their genitals; anything below the waist,

except random sbots ofa rear end, is a faux pas for men. Even though erotic thrillers

expose more male flesh than any other genre, women MOst often are the ones to strip and

expose their wlnerability to the audience. Pidduck (1993) observes that Catherine's

character is often given more cinematic coverage than her male counterparts.

The visual dominance ofthe Catherine Tramell character is
one ofthe MOst striking visual motifs in Basic Instinct. From
the moment ofher introduction into the plot, Catherine's face
and body, ber powerful retumed gaze, are the central visual
and narrative elements ofevery scene she inhabits. The
interrogation scene is one pronounced example ofthis trend
where, from ber entry into the room, Catherine's face and
body literally crowd the men out to the edges ofthe film frame. (p. 49)

1believe that Catherine's visual predominance is used to promote ber as an abject of

sexuality, while at the same lime reinforcing voyeuristic tendencies on the part ofthe

audience. While it appears as though Catherine is wielding the power, 1would suggest

that this is an illusion. Her sexuality, rather than her wit, appears ta be her weapon.

1would suggest that these merely erotic thrillers incorporate a murder-mystery plot to

add credibility to their rea1 agenda, which is to supply the viewer with as much explicit

on-screen sex as possible. In the last scene ofBasic Instinct, Nick and Catherine are

engaging in lush sex, when ber ann cornes out grasping an ice pick. This implies that

Nick, blind with lust, was duped by this sexual dynamo, and the consequence could result

in bis death. Once again a woman cannat be trusted. Sex in these fi1ms is both the

solution and the problem for women, who basically filI the role ofdesiper sex toys.

Sharon Stone's character's appear to be the focal point ofa drama when in actuality the
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film she stars in is high gloss pomography. A eheap plot is thrown together sa that the

true agenda ofselling sex is slightly undernrined. Exposure ofskin, not storyline takes

precedenee.

Lesbianism is also at center stage in Many erotie thrillers, though it is a male-shared

lesbianism. Lesbianism in its true forro is rarely represented on the sereen. We are

somehow held baek fram witnessing another valid reality such as passionate love

between two women who share the type oflive-in relationship that is DotoriOUS with

ditTerent sex partners. Rather, lesbianism is oecasionally used skillfully to eotice the

audience rather than educate them. What is not shown, for example, is that in the real

world real lesbians are lovers and not just figures in low grade pornographie films who

use their sexuality with another woman ta tum on a man. Gay women have been

relegated to this position only when it works as a means to a male end, their true stories

remain coveted, almost too 'abnonnal and sinful' to be dealt with in a realistic context.

So, once again, myths and stereotypes become fabricated around two women engaging in

a sexual encounter. Hollywood upholds Many ofsociety'5 conventions, since true,

passionate love between two women is not considered the nonn. Thus, it makes sense

that Hollywood bas, for the MOst part, ignored lesbianism. Acknowledging lesbians

rather than labeling them as deviant would be like giving women total control over their

sexuality. Some gay women just go through the rituals imposed on them by the straight

world in effect, ta avoid the soeial repereussions brought on by their identity. In ber

article, "Pleasurc and Danger: Toward a Polities ofSexuality", Carole S. Vanee (1984)

diseusses the sexual hierarcby:

Privileged forms ofsexuality, for example heterosexuality,
marriage, and procreation, are protected and rewarded by the
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state and subsidized through social and economic incentives.
Those engaging in privileged acts, or pretending to do so, enjoy
good name and good fortune. Less privileged fonns ofsexuality
are regulated and interdicted by the state, religion, medicine, and
public opinion. Those practicing less privileged fonns ofsexuality
suffer fram stigma and invisibility, although they do resist. The
system ofsexual hierarchy fimctions smoothly only ifsexual
nonconfonnity is kept invisible, hence the interpersonal tension
when sexual difference surfaces. For dominant sexual groups, the
appearance ofthe sexuallower arders produces anxiety, discomfort,
the threat ofpollution, and a challenge to their hegemony. (p. 19)

Ta witness lesbian sex is part ofthe ultimate male fantasy, yet in day to day life, lesbians

are considered by Many to be anomalies. Film tends ta depict lesbian sex in a trite non-

threatening manner. Dorothy Allison, whose tragic life story is documented in the movie

and book Bastard Qut oCCarolina deals with class and finding one's place in a world that

astracizes anyone seen as 'other'. In her article, UA Question ofClass", she writes:

1have had to fight broad generalizations fram every possible
theoretical viewpoint. Traditional feminist theory bas had a
limited understanding ofclass differences orofhow sexuality
and selfare shaped by bath desire and denial.. .It is only as the
child ofmy class and my unique family background that 1 have
been able ta put together wbat is for me a meaningful politics,
gained a sense ofwhy 1believe in activism, why self-revelation
is 50 important for lesbians, reexamining the way we see ourselves.
For me the bottom line has simply become the need to resist the
omnipresent fcar, that urge to bide and disappear, ta disguise my
life, my desires and the truth about how little any ofus understand...
even as we try to malee the world a more just human place for us aIl.
(Allison, 1993, p. 155)

In the film, Catherine bas a girlfiiend, whom she uses to enthrall Nick; to tum bim on and

draw him inlo herworld. Lesbianism then becomes nothing more than a Penthouse

styled ploy intended to satisfy the male heterosexual fantasy ofwatching or taking part in

sex between two women. Catherine's girlfiiend seems to hold Iittle value in her world, as
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she is quicldy discarded for Nick. This film, as such, is not about female but male

fulfillment.

As 1suggested previously, domination and voyeurism are paramount in these films. In

ber article, "Visual and Other Pleasures" (1989), Laura Mulvey discusses spectatorship

and Psychoanalytic Theory:

The cinema offers a numberofpossible pleasures. One is
scopophilia (pleasure in looking.) Freud isolated scopophilia
as one ofthe components instincts ofsexuality whicb exists as
drives quite independently ofthe erotogenic zones. At this point
he associated scopophilia with taking other people as objects,
subjecting them to a controlling and curious gaze...At the
extreme , it can become fixated into a perversion, producing
obsessive voyeurs and Peeping Toms whose only sexual satisfaction
can come from watching in an active controlling sense, an
objectified other (p. 17).

If the cinema provides an outlet for voyeurism the argument is two-fold. Perhaps there

will be less sex crimes perpetuated against women or the notion ofwomen as 'other' ta

be objectified will continue to proliferate, bath in film and life. There is a strong

possibility based on women's past use for male visual stimuli that the latter will be the

case. Film therefore needs to deviate from type-casting women in raies where they are in

a position ta be controlled. To be the subject ofa film that docs not invade her space, yet

showcases her merlts as an actor is an achievement since in too Many films ifwoman is

the subject, ber sexuality is an open book. Ker role should consisl ofher not that which is

sacred ta ber alone.
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Body 01Evidence

The same year as Basic Instinct 1992, Body ofEvidence, strikingly similar to Basic

Instinct, was released. This time Madonna was cast in the role ofa defendant, while

Willem Dafoe played her lawyer. Sex was the weapon implicated in a murder trial. This

film pushes further the boundaries explored in Basic Instinct and adds a heavier sada-

masochistic element. As expected. Dafoe, the hardened, jaded and married lawyer, and

Madonna, who just happens to be blonde and resembles Stone, partake in all sorts of

'kinky' sex. Everything from candie wax to masturbation is used as a sexual stimulant.

We view both bodies intertwined in rough and inventive sex repeatedly. This film fits the

classification for low-medium grade pomography. The man is destroyed, but the women

are exploited. Madonna's character reveals her psychotic tendencies, hence she is put on

trial, shot and then drowned. This was basically the recreation ofthe notorious ~witch

hunt'. The villain is put to death and justice is served. The question that should plague

us, however, is "whose justice?" As Wolfobserves:

Discussions ofobscenity, or nakedness, or community do
not address the harm done to women by this development:
the way in which "beauty" joins pornographie conventions
in advertising, rashion photography, cable T.V. and even
comic books to affect women and children. Men can choose
to enter an adult bookstore; women and children cannot
chose to avoid sexually violent or beauty-pomographic imagery
that follows them home. (Wolf: 1991, p. 34)

B.tlll.1I RetII'IIs

Another example offilm wbich relies on women in degrading roles is Batman Returns

(1989). There, Michelle Pfeiffer plays Catwoman, a viUain and long term rival of

Batman's. She embodies low level pomography that is packaged and sold to bath
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children and adults. She has two personas: that ofa mousy, blonde, squeamish secretary

during the day, and a vindictive cat person at night who lives for the thrill ofthe chase.

She is clumsy, spectaeled woman in day hours and prowler at night. As Catwoman,

Pfeiffer is outfitted in a tight black, latex suit that emphasizes her every curve. She is the

Dominatrix. The woman here is literally the cat, which is a tenn associated with bitchy

women, ~catty'. 'Pussy·, which is another tenn for those friendly felines, is also a slang

term used to refer to the female genitalia. Pfeiffer's dual personality recalls the creations

ofuPenthouse Forum"; the fantasy ofthe quiet secretary who, undemeath the facade, is a

sexual flle waiting ta be ignited. She is tough and scheming, yet sensitive, as she bath

hates and loves Batman. When Batman, played by Michael Keaton puts bis guard down,

Catwoman scratches him, once again reaffinning the idea that women cannot be trusted

as they sa often tum on the man in bis weakest moments.

Pretty Woman and Indecent Proposai

Pretty Woman (1990), and Indecent Proposai (1994), are clear examples of the use of

women as commodities in film. Pretty Wornan, the ultimate crowd-pleaser, was the story

ofa businessman who hires a prostitute for a short period and ends up falling in love witb

her. This Cinderella tale oC love launched Julia Robert's career in Hollywood. While she

advanced, however, some women cringed underthis film's regressive force. None ofthe

rcalities that prostitutes face on a daily basis, for example, rape, Aids, or death, are even

touched upon in this film wbich instead glorifies and romanticizes the profession. Vivian

Ward, played by Roberts, looks like a model who bas never known a rigorous day's

work. Nonetbeless, she is treated like an abject to be bartered. Suprisingly, for a 'street
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e- smart' woman, Vivian quicldy becomes emotionally dependent on Richard Gere's

character, Edward Lewis. She is like an expensive suitcase that he carries around, and he

malees sure to remind ber ofthe obvious, that she is a whore. This film is not ooly

unrealistic, but also insultiog to any womeo's intelligence. The film's huge success,

bowever, may show that deep down Many people hold those Western fairy tales such as

Cinderella close to their hearts like sacred cows.

Indecent ProposaI (1993) evolves araund a couple undergoing a tinancial crisis, and the

man who can salvage them. Like everything, there is a price for favors rendered. The

mil1ionaire, played by Robert Redford, makes a proposition to the couple for one night

with Woody Harrelsoo's wife, Demi Moore. He will pay them one million dollars casb.

As the couple's relationship is in temporary crisis, and because their finances are

dwindling, 'they' decide to take Redford up 00 bis oCrer. Demi Moore is lent out like a

lawn mower to Redford, who treats ber like a very high-class cali girl. Once the night

bas passed, Demi's hubby's male pride is damaged and he becomes a sulking child

administering blame ta ber for their decision. In defense, she claims that she did it for

their marriage, and with his consent, be served as surrogate 'pimp'. Demi's character

never stands 00 her own, ratber sbe relies on the men in the film ta dictate ber moral

intent and decisions. Disturbingly, this film was dirccted by a woman, Adrian Lyne. Her

experience in bringing complacent female cbaracters to the screen bas been steady since

Nine and a Half Weeh. It is unfortunate that Lyne has not used her big-budget film to

belp elevate the status ofwomen. Instead, sbe bas played into reproducing and 50

perpetuating the myths about women constructed by a patriarchal society.
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CHAPTERSEVEN

The "Idiot", the "Entertainer", the "Exode" and the "Invisible" -

Maintaining the Margios for Women of Color

The Black Woman sullersfrom the twin burden ofbeing Black and Female. Her lifé is shaped by the
subjugatedstatuses which are assigned to being a women and being Blacle. bath ofwhich carry with them a

double jeopardy.
-Joyce If Ladner

The common adage that, 'The more things changet the more they stay the same' can be

said ofHollywood film's treatment ofnon-white women. In film, like life, black bas

come to be associated with evil, sinister, primitive and satanic imagery, while white

denotes purity, salvation, goodness and the angeHe. This constant color diehotomy bas

dictated racial representations and relations in films for decades. The hierarcbical color

scheme, with whiteness at the top and every other color falling somewhere below, and

with blackness on the bottom, bas heen common in mainstream film from its early days

to the 1990's. From its technical aspects to its plot formations, the movie-making

machine is consistent in its propagation ofracist ideologies. In Women in EUro, Richard

Dyer discusses the equation ofwhiteness with moral virtue:

Dy the 20'5 the norm for correct lighting in Hollywood was what was known
as North" lighting from the land ofwhite people. The tendency for fair hair to look dark
(too dark) in black ·and -white photopaphy was overcome by using back lighting... The
association ofwhitcness and light .gfwhite light- with moral values goes far back. In
classical Greek~ female figures are paler than male, as befits those whose proper place
is in the home, a notion taken to angelic extremes in Victorian domestic ideology and
imagery. Christian bas long emphasized the radiance ofthe pure white bodies ofCbrist,
the Virgin, the saints and anlels. EnIiptenment and post-Enlightenment philosophy
stressed the intrinsic transcendent superiority ofthe colour white, notions tbat were
arafted on to nineteenth-century biological accounts ofracial difference. ( Cook and
Dodd, 1993, p. 2)

Initially when "blacks'· appeared in Hollywood films they were actually white actors

made up with black faces. Their raies lacked nobility. and constituted insulting and
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condescending caricatures. In the late 20's, when authentic blacks appeared on screen,

there was no cbange in their portrayaL First, ooly dark skinned &Ctors were hired in

hopes that they would never be found attractive by white audiences. Second, ifthe

actor's skin was not sufficiently dark, it would be darkened by make-up and or lighting.

Finally, black actors were given minimal film time. In addition, for their briefon screen

appearances, they were made ta widen and roll their eyes and provide laughter at their

expense for the audience by belittling themselves with simplistic anecdotes and childish

commentary. The 'Uncle Tom' and 'Mammy' personas exemplify this notion, and they

are images that have remained an integral part ofAmerican culture: Aunt lemima and

Uncle Ben.

The smiling face ofindentured servitude is one that bas been used ta connote blacks as

passive, inferior, docile patemal and maternaI figures, which are not given the respect

that usually cames with authoritative positioning. These are clearly more retlections of

Hollywood's ambivalent treatment ofpeople ofcolor. Black women in Hollywood have

served to reinforce the superiority oftheir white counterparts. They are forever the white

mistress' trusted confidante, seemingly devoid ofpersonal identity or înterests.
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Gone Wit" tlte Wind - A Case for StereotypiDg

In Gone With the Wind, (1939) two clear examples oftypecasting the black woman can

be seen. The tirst appears as the simplistic, scatterbrained fool, and the second is the

avertly attentive, comical "mammy".

Buttertly McQueen was the embodiment ofthe classic 'pickaninny' in film. Her gestures

were exaggerated, ber voice shrill, excited and annoying. She is a young servant, who is

made ta respond ta situations like an out ofcontrol child, thus justifying the treatment of

her as such. When the Yankees penetrate the southem boundaries and are on their way to

invade Tara, the plantation owned by the D'Hara family, Buttert1y McQueen, in a scene

that has become Memorable, runs down the long drive at Tara screaming frantically 'the

Yankees are coming', ail the while rolling her eyes. She is obviously fearful and

distraught in this scene, one ofseveral in the film where she becomes unraveled. At other

moments she looks as ifshe could be in a psychiatric institute, locked far a"fay into a

vacant headspace. She serves as comic reliefand amusement for the white audience.

The film insinuates that the people whom the Yankees are coming to hberate arc, in fact,

less than human and barely aware oftheir captive situation.

The second instance ofa black female character in the film is Scarlet Q'Hara's loyal

main female servant, played by Hattie Mc Daniel. This actor subsequendy became

inextricably linked with the "mammy" figure, as those were the only parts she was
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offered to play. In Women and Fi/m, Stephen Boume discusses the introduction ofthe

''mammy'' in Western culture:

The mammy caricature round its tirst representation in the popular
timon, poetry and music ofthe nineteenth century. Aunt Chloe, the
mammy in Harriet Beecher Stowe's novel Uncle Tom's Cabin (l8S2),
descnœd as having a round black, shining face•.• Her whole plump
countenance beams with satisfaction and contentment from under ber
weil· starched turban... Bossy and cantankerous as she MaY be, ber loyalty
is never questioned. (Cook and Dodd, 1993, p. 30)

The 'blammy", then, can be compared to a dog; a dependable companion who has little

choice in the matter and who occasionally barks in order to feel included. McDaniel tried

her best to transcend the limitations ofher characters by infusing them with as much life

and spirit as possible. However, despite ber efforts, Mc Daniel's Mammy is a shameful

burden to hear for those blacks who have struggled so tenaciously to elevate their race.

What is important here is that Mc Daniel was a victim orthe film industry, and as an

actor her fate was sealed from day one.

Many black nationalists Ceel that ifblacks refused to accept any work ofa defamatory

nature in film, their eulturallegacy would benefit greatly. This may be so, as film bas

undoubtedly enbaneed derogatory notions oCblacks put into motion by slavery. On the

other hand, a woman like Hattie Mc Daniel was able to save herself ftom financial

destitution by taking on the parts that she did. Ifthere is blame to place, it should be on

an industry that lacks humanity and wisdom, rather than a black woman trying to cope in

a white world. For ber raie in Gone With the Wind, Hattie Mc Daniel became the tirst

black woman awarded an Oscar, an accolade awarded to actors by Hollywood for

outstanding performances. This should not be seen as a historical, monumental, triumph

for woman ofcolor, however, sinee Mc Daniel was a token whose role wu merely
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conceived ofand awarded by Hollywood ta keep their myths alive and intact. In

addition, the award simultaneously placated blacks, who might have seen the gesture as a

step Convard. Ironically, it was over fifty years beCore another black actress won an

Oscar, and it was no ather than the modem, black, Cemale actor Whoopi Goldberg.

WomeD of Color:

Wboopl Goldberg

When one thinks ofWomen ofColor and Hollywood, the image ofWhoopi Goldberg

inevitably cornes ta mind: the two are now synonymous. Goldberg is the only black

woman to appear repeatedly as a main character in the context ofpredominantly white

films. Goldberg started as a comedian and has incorporated various elements ofthe

"entertainer" (loveable, black buffoon) in ber roles. Even though Goldberg has acbieved

status, and bas managed to carve out a distinct niche in Hollywood, she must still battle

stereotypes and the baniers that are forged around color and the beauty aesthetic. She

bas rarely sported conventional attire or "feminine" garb. Rather she gravitates towards

flamboyant, loose, street clothes, making it difficult for audiences to forget her comedie

history. In Jumpin t Jack Flash (1986), Goldberg played a computer programmer, Terry

Doolittle. The occupation was progressive, yet the allegorical name Doolittle was

suggestive, as Terry goes through the streets ofNew York domg little except becoming

her own parody.

According ta black film critic Donald Bogie, the makers ofJumpin'
Jack Flash saw Goldberg as 'an asexual creature from another universe'
and they weren't aJone. When she took the role ofCclic in Spielberg's
version ofAlice Walker's The Color Purple (1985), one critic wcntso far
as ta compare herto E.T. (Andrea Stuart; Cook and Dodd, 1993, p. 42)
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Because Goldberg is surrounded by few other black actors in a given film and is, in a

sense, devoid ofcultural attachments, sbe is rarely permitted ta develop love interests or

sexual relationships with men. Since ber cbaracters seem to defy gender categorization,

she is construed as asexual, and hence is less threatening and ta white America. In Fatal

Beauty (1987), a director tinally took the initiative and Dot ooly placed Whoopi's

character with a lover, but with a white one, co-star Sam Elliot. Fears ofmiscegenation

quickly surfaced in the preview audiences, resulting in the removal ofall the interracial

love scenes. More recently, in Boys on the Side (1995), Goldberg played a lesbian who

actually expresses a desire for one ofher fernale co-stars but, even in this film, there is no

sexual experimentation.

In the film Moonlight and Valentino (1995), Whoopi is shawn as bath a mother and a

wife, who lies next ta ber white husband in one scene, and they even embrace on

occasion. This was detinitely a departure from the asexual being that sbe has come to be

seen as. Initially it was strange to see Goldberg in an unfamiliar environment but as the

film progresses, this becomes more acceptable.

Whoopi Goldberg bas reaped both praise and criticism ftom blacks and whites alike,

&am directors, critics, audiences, ftom the fasbion conscious to the politica1ly motivated.

Regardless, she maintains ber precarious position, claiming her place in pop-culture. If

Goldberg perseveres, perhaps she will bring about some positive changes in the way

black woman are depicted in film, adding more depth and dimension to their cbaracters.
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On the other band, the potitics ofrace may not be on ber agenda, in which case she will

be content ta remainjust another Hollywood token.

WomeD ofColor: Otber Examples

When Women ofColor are finally acknowledged as sexual beings, it is often in a way

that trivializes their emotions and debases them, as film often swings to the extremes in

its dealings with ethnicity. These women are the exotic, the other, the sexually consumed

uninhibited and impassionate wild ones, the sexy, forbidden savage that must be

experienced. These women are the abstract as opposed to the conaete individual, they

are never the regular girlftiend or the wife. Rather it is alluded ta that they will perform

the "dirty deedstt that no respectable woman would. Renowned anist Paul Gauguin

(1848-1903), perpetuated woman as the exotic other, bis 'myth ofprimitivism'

contributed to the notion ofethnie wornen as sexual outlet for the white male. The real

struggles that women in countries like Tahiti experienced were glossed over by a false,

romantic, undignified view ofthem. Wornen ofcolor were bent like spoons to concur

with the popular European fiction ofthe day; one minute they were painted draped in

fashionable ensembles, 'the noble savage', the next they were shown in loin clothes or

full blown nudity to express their 'primitive' nature.

Oddlyenough, tbere do not seem to be the same beavy objections when white men have

sex with women ofcolor on screen in these fantasy scenarios, compared ta the sexuaI

exchange between a 'black' man and white woman. The 'mulano sexpot' is a favorite,

featured in many films, especially those set in New Orleans. Angel Heart (1987), for
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example, is one wherein voodoo child Lisà Bonet and Mickey Rourke copulate in

ritualistic fashion. A common role for these women is that orVampire, an insatiable

creature whose honnones and drive for blood are paralleled. In Yampire's Kiss (1988),

Jennifer BeaIes, formerly ofFlashdance fame, plays a 'night creature', who engages in

unhindered sex with Nicolas Cage. In Vamp (1986), Grace Jones and Robert Russler

have such frenzied sex that he barely notices when she bites him with her fangs; it is all

part ofthe pleasure. These films seem ta suggest that ifyou spend tao much time with

these women, they will go for the jugular.

Over the years, the James Bond Films have presented an array ofwomen scattered about

for sexual conquest. Bond could never be considered racist; like Captain Kirk his sexual

partners have been diverse in color. There are also the rare rimes we glimpse Asian and

East Indian women in mainstream film, although they are invisible in MOst productions,

almost as if lack ofrecognition will annihilate their presence in society. Indian bom

director Mira Nair's Mississippi Masala (1991), the story ofa relationship between a

black man and an East Indian woman set in the Southem states, managed to somehow

move a little closerto the mainstream cinemas. Eat Drink Man Women (1994), director

Ang Lee's film about three Chinese sisters and their individual relationships with their

changing culture, men, one another and their father, is similar in that it was able to gain

rare popularity tbrough its repertoire showings and its video rentais. These films briefly

enliahtened Hollywood with tbeir representations ofditTerent perspectives. It is

unfortunate, however that women ofcolor still are often forced to reside in the margins

and when they do emerge tao often it is ta be squeezed into an erotict transitory part.
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Even though these women seem ta be dominan~ their power does Dot exceed the

bedroom; the men in Most ofthese films maintain the real controL Black actor Angela

Bassett's role in Strange Days (199S) is an exceptional and novel occurrence as her

character was strong, bold, intelligent and resourceful.
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CHAPTER EIGBT

Conclusions and Implications Cor the Future oC FUm and Education

[ am and will a/ways relPUlin a priso"er ofhope.

-Actor, Rita Moreno

An important way in which women's identity can be strengthened is through the concept

of'Sisterbood', key to a bolistic vision offeminism. AlI women must feel that they are

carving out their place in the definition of 'woman' without judgment from others who

caU themselves by the same name. Black feminist beU books writes about 'Sisterhood':

We are 18ugbt that women are "naturaI" enemies, that solidarity
will never exist between us because we cannot, should not, and do
not bond with one another. We have leamed these lessons well.
We must unleam them ifwe are to build a sustained feminist
movement We must leam to live and work in solidarity. We
must leam the true meaning ofSisterhood...The vision of
Sisterhood evoked by women's liberationists was based on the
idea ofcommon oppression. Needless to say, it was primarily
bourgeois white women, both liberal and radical in perspective, who
professed belief in the notion ofcommon oppression. The idea of
'common oppression' was a raise and corrupt platfonn disguising
and mystifying the true nature ofwomen's varied and complex social
reality. Wornen are divided by sexist attitudes, racism, class
privilege, and a hast ofother prejudices. Sustained woman bonding
can occur only when these divisions are confronted and the necessary
steps are taken to eliminate them. (books, 1984, p. 43)

Precedence should be givm ta women ta Corm a true sisterbood as they have bem

fragmented like shards ofglass and are in need ofreconstructîng lost, identities. Not just

white middle income women a1so, but women ofcolour, poor women and gay women.
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As 1have stated before, men need to be an integral part ofan expanding pedagogy for

holistic awareness and transformative change to occur. Moreover, this must extend

beyond the liberal theory sense ofthe past shown in the above film analysis. There the

needs ofmen were accommodated at the expense ofwomen, therefore negating the entire

purpose. Lorraine Code (1988) discusses Liberal theory:

Liberal theory works with a model ofsociety in which feminist
change would merely require men ta move over within existing
social structures to malee room for womeo. But thase structures are
defined and constructed to promote masculine well-being, understoad
according to a narrowly stereotyped conception ofmasculinity. (p. 36)

Men are required, rather, to participate in a movement that recognizes the inequalities

that are proliferated at the very core ofour society, through film, for example. Liberallip

service from men will not help further advance the Feminist movement; awareness is the

best defense against ignorance.

Critical awareness on the part ofthe public is crucial ifthe inconsistencies and

stereotyp~s in mainstream big budget film productions are ta be reduced or avoided. The

educational facilities need ta not only impart knowledge to their students, but also should

strive to instill or encourage a process ofquestioning diverse subject matter ftom various

standpoints. In her article "Feminist Theory", Lorraine Code (1988) states that:

It is important to develop a "double vision" 50 that we can both
challenge a particularpatriarchal practice and stand outside the
structure to see how that practice fi15 into the whole. Wc have
to see what cise needs to be taekled for any practice rcaUy to be
changed, and how changing one practice might affect the whole
social structure.. (p. 21)
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Criticalliteracy should be an integral part ofany curriculum that wishes to be expansive

and interactive, as opposed to limited. Educators must promote and help legitimate a

transformative pedagogy that is at once more critical and political, allowing for a range of

ideas to emerge instead ofimposing specific ones on students; otherwise literacy will

continue to be what Henry Giroux terms "a pedagogy ofchauvinism dressed up in the

lingo of the Great books" (1988, p. 61). Education must allow the oppressed to reclaim

their voice. Ifwe are aware ofHollywood's failures in areas ofequality and do not

demand that such representations cease, then we are a1so guilty ofperpetuating a

dangerous confonnity that Paulo Friere termed the l'culture ofsilence" (1973, p. 10).

This inability ta critique and question structure, fannat and content has resulted in a

society that swallows the opiate provided for them by the entertainment industry. It has

also spawned female and ethnic male directors who are guilty ofperpetuating the same

sexist and racist film ethic established by the white, middle class male. As Gunew notes,

these inequalities become part ofsociety's fibre:

Radical feminists argue that the oppression ofwomen is built
into the very structure ofour society. The division between
the sexes, based on the patriarcbal family, is seen as fundamental
to social organization. Other hierarcbical, oppressive structures
are developments that came out ofpatriarchy. This branch offeminism
sees equality for women within the present system as impossible and
caUs for a restructuring ofsociety, involving the elimination of
patriarchy and along with it all other hierarchical structures.
(Gunew, 1991 p. SOl

Some female directors may unintentionally maintain male plot structures with female

substitutc characters. Ifwc wish to avoid the repetition ofrestrictive film patterns, we

must recognize and confront that "piece ofthe oppressar which is planted deep within

each orus" (Lorde, 1984, p. 123). Wc must not forget that MOst women bave grown up

with the same limited, socially prevalent norms and pop-cultural fabric regarding gender
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as men. That is a standard tapestry riddIed with heavily constructed, overt and subtle

messages that have shaped and distorted reality; it is important ta keep in mind that the

media's subtle messages are often its most damaging. On one level or another, we may

all he victims ofthe media, we must he cognizant in order to break the symbolic

iconographie chains that binds us. Fortunately, feminist critique has provided women

with an outlet for their unique, previously muffled vaices, providing inspiration and

purpose to other women engaging in filmmaking. Their insights, as expressed through

their films, offer us bope for an egalitarian future. Pam Cook discusses the women

filmmakers included in a ehapter ofthe book she co·edited:

The 90's filmmakers included in "Women Direct" are influenced
by feminist debates without being in the least inhibited by them.
The overriding impressions is ofremarkable creative diversity.
Each ofthe women directors featured bas distinct concems arisiog
out oftheir different contexts. Yet tbey share common ground.
They are ail motivated by an iconoclastie desire to break with traditional
cincmatic fonns and subject matter. They ail speak from a position outside
their cultures and hold fast to their renegade status. Yet they all sec women
as central figures in the transformation ofsociety. They speak for thcmselves
and not necessarily for all women; but they insist on their rigbt to speak
differcntly, and for that difference to he rccognizcd. ( Cook, Dodd, 1993, p. 20)

If the overriding paradigm derived &am white, male middle-class is not deconstructed

and analyzed, the majority ofdirectors will continue to advance scripts that, while

perhaps appearing different on the surface, will essentially employ the same formula.

Students and teachers, men and women a1ike, should be critical ofthe images depicted in

the media, 50 these May be questioned, challenged, and eventually replaced with ones

that encompass a broad range ofhuman experience. In Iecbngpoly, (1992), Neil

Postman states:

Once a technology is admitted, it plays out its band; it does
what it is designed to do. Our task is to understand what
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that design is - that is to say, when we admit a new technology
to the culture, we must do 50 with our eyes wide open. (p. 10)

We do not have to disregard all styles employed by past and present mainstream

filmmakers. We can, however, redefine and expand on them, and include altemate,

unconventional roles. Education can lay the ground... work for critical values. This would

cultivate an open-ended process where there is an exchange involving teacher and

student. Children can be taught that a hero comes in Many fonns, shapes, and sizes, not

just with a cape and a fast car; that a hero does not bave to be defined by gender, race, or

class. For it is the spirit of the action that malees a hero and nothing else. In Tbe Power

ofMyth, Joseph Campbell (1988) states that UA hero is someone who bas given bis or ber

lire to something bigger than oneself' (p. 123). In Reflections on the Art ofLiving

A Joseph Campbell Companion (1991), Campbell is quoted:

The goal ofthe hem trip down to the jewel point is ta find
those levels in the psyche that open, open, and fmally open to
the mystery ofyour Selfbeing Buddha consciousness or the
Christ. That's thejoumey. (p. 23)

In order to redress the imbalances discussed in this study, we need films that are

expansive not restrictive, inclusive as opposed to exclusive; ones that represent diverse

social voices, not just the dominant ones. We must not have films that promote women

as spectacles and commodities, but rather films that depict them as positive role models.

In a culture saturated with visual imagery, the deciphering lines between liCe and art blur;

the artistic illusion can for many become larger than the reality it misrepresents, hence

the need for cinema that is retlexive and multi-dimensional, and not static. While

marginaI, low budget films are often an amalgamation and representation ofthe transitory
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and myriad nature of life that manifests in society; mainstream film bas, witb minor

exceptions bas secured itselfin stagnant ground as something to he revered with

sentimentality rather than confront transforming global realities.

The alternative cinema provides a space for the birth ofa
cinema which is radical in both a political and aesthetic sense
and challenges the basic assumptiODS of the mainstream film.

~u1vey, 1989,p. 17)

The films that 1have analyzed present women as weak, dependent on men, and as feeble

screamers. The realities ofwomen, the Suffragettes or the women who worked in the

factories and ran the economy during World War One and Two are seemingly absent.

Moreover, the realities ofeconomically disadvantaged women and Women ofColor tend

a1so to be invisible in these films. Through its fiction, Hollywood bas created the

archetypal female whose inadequacies are abundant compared ta those ofher male co-

star. The films in this paper, with the exception ofthree, provide examples ofthe ways in

which mainstream film has maintained and portrayed restrictive social roles and nonns

regarding women. Buffy the Vampire S/ayer (1992), Strange Days (199S), and Scream

(1997), were rarities; the female characters were strang, heroic, and came through the

films alive. The other films mitror and in sa doing, reinforce the cultural belief that men,

not women, are heroes.

Fortunately, however, this trend may be beginning to change. In 1998, Disney produced

an animated film Mu/an, about a young, Chinese girl who embarks upon a quest for

hanor to save her father. The film manages to remain within the confines ofChinese

tradition, while at the same tilDe presenting the audience with a successful female hem,

one who is as competent as any male. The film bas been widely acclaimed, and serves, 1
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believe, to teach cbildren ofboth sexes that girls can a1so be heroes.

The Replacement Killers (1998), is director John Woo's latest slick, action, thriller.

Even though actor Mira Sorvino co-stars with a male karate expert, her character is

never over-shadowed. She is resourceful, attractive, and strong without ever screaming

or hovering meekly in a corner.

'Ever After t (1998), the modem adaptation ofthe Cinderella story opened recently to

great reviews. In this rendition Cinderella, played by Drew Barrymore, has a Mean left

hook, lots ofattitude and enough courage to save the prince. She is tough but human,

demonstrating that both qualities can co·exist in a woman.

The much talked about film Halloween B20. staning actor Jamie Lee Curtis, who a1so

starred in other Halloween films will saon be released al theatres throughout the country.

Apparently those who have attended the film's exclusive screening reacted in a

favorable manner when, in one pivotai moment, instead ofrunning, Curtis's character

turns and faces her stalker. She would rather confiant Jason, the psycho-killer, and the

possibility ofher death, than flee. This critical scene evoked the most applause ftam the

audience. Given my discussion ofthe above films in which women have

active roles, and given the public's favorable response to them, it one migbt expect that

there will be more ofthem to come.

When 1began this study in 1996, films that celebrated or empowered women were

few. As this thesis bas shown. maiDstream film still bas far to go ifit is to change the
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negative stereotypes that inhabit the North American psyche today. As this study bas

also sbown, however, change is possible. It is important that educational institutions,

through critical pedago8Y, reflect a changing world 50 tbat students leam to be aware of

the type ofoppression evident in the films examined, rather than participating

unknowingly in its perpetuation.

70



REFERENCES

Allison, Dorothy. "A Question ofclass." In Sisterse Sexpens and
Queers: D,yond the Lesbian Nation. (Ed.) Arlene Stein. New York: Plume.
1993.

Asimakos, Werden Dyana. (1991). Women's LanaaulÎna: An
lma&e!Word eonjunclion Polilics. Propaaanda Pramc, - A Feminist Response.
Concordia University, 1991, Montreal.

Campbell, Joseph with Moyers, Bill (1988). The Power ofMyth.
New Yor~ New York, 10103. Doubleday, Press, division ofBantam Doubleday
Dell Publishing Group Inc.

Campbell, Joseph. (1973). The Bero With A Thousand Faces. U.S.A:
Princeton University Press.

Carson Diane & Ditimar Linda and Welsh R. Janice (Eds.). (1994).
Multiple Voices in Feminist Film Critieism. (p.67). University ofMinnesota
Press, 1994.

Carson, Diane & Ditimar Linda and Welsh R. Janice (Eds.). (1994).
Multiple Voiees in Feminist Film Critiei§JD.GledhiU, Christine, "Image and
Voiee, Approaches to Sexist Feminist FilmCritieism". University ofMinnesota
Press, 1994.

Code, Lorraine. '6feminist Theory." In CbanmDa Patterns: Women in
Capada. (Eds.). Sandra Burt, Lorraine Code and Lindsay Dorney. Toronto:
McLelland & Stewart, 1988. (p.18-49).

Cook, Pam and Dadd, Philip. (Eds.). (1993). Women and Film .. A Si&bt
apd Sound Reader. London: Searlet Press.

Douglas, Susan J. (1994). Wbm The Girls Are .. GrowiDI Uv Ferna1e
EIIl the Mass Media.. New York: Times Books..

Freire, Paulo. (1973). Pedaaou orthe OJmresSed. New York: The
Seabury Press.

Fryc, Marilyn. '6()ppression.ft In The Polmcs ofReality; Essay' in

71



Feminist IheoD', New York: The Crossing Press, 1983.

Giroux, Henry. (1996). Fygitve Cultures Race Violence and youth. New
York, New York, 1001. Routledge.

Giroux, Henry. (1988). Literaey and the Pedagogy ofVoiee and Politieal
Empowerment. Education Ibeorv, 380, 1.

Gunew, Sneja. (Ed). (1991). A Reader in Feminist Knowledae. London
Routledge, Chapman and Hall Ine.

books, beUr (1984). "Sisterhood: Politieal Solidarity Between Women."
In Eeminist Iheory: From Mar&in 10 Center. Boston: South End Press, 1984.

Lorde, Audre. (1984). Sister Outsider. New York: Crossing Press.

Modleski, Tania. (1991). Feminism Without Women - Culture and Crilies
in a "Postfeminist AG. New York: Routeledge, Chapman and Hall, Ine.

Mulvey, Laura. (1989). Visu,! and OtherPleasures. Bloomington and
Indianapolis: Indiana University press.

Osbon K. Diane. (1991). Retleçtjons on the Art OfLivio& A 10smb
Campbell Companion. U.S.: HarperCollins Publishers, Ine.

Parish, James Robert. (1976). The Thum Guvs. New York: Arlington
House Publisbers.

Penley, Constance. (Bd). (1988). feminism and EUro Theory. New
York:Routeledge, Cbapman and Hall, Ine.

Pidduck, Julianne. (1993). The ~Fata1 Femme' in Contemporary Film
Noir: Reforming Gender, Violence and Power. A thcsis in the Department of

Media Studies Presented in partial fultjl)ment ofthe requirements Cor the Degree
OfMasers ofArts at CODcordia University. Montreal, Quebec Canada..

72



•

Plaskow, Judith and Christ, Carol P. (1989). WeayiU& The Visions - New
Patterns in Femjni§t SpjrituaJity. New York: Harper & Row, Publishers Ine.

Postman, Neil. (1992). Teebnqpoly. U.S.A: by Alfred A. Knop(
Ine., and Canada by Random House.

Rabinovitz, Lauren. (1991). Women, Power and Politics in the New V0rk
Avant-Garde Cinema. 1943 -71. U.S.A. copyright 1991 by the Board oftrustees
ofthe University ofIllinois.

Taylor, Charles. (1994). The Potities ofRecognition. In Goldberg, T. D.
(Ed.) Multiculturalism. Cambridge, MA: Basil, Blaekwell.

Vance, Carole. "Pleasure and Danger: Towards a Politics ofSexuality."
In P1easwe and Danger: Explorin& Fernale Sexuality. (Ed.). Carole Vance.
London: Routeledge, 1984. (p.1-27).

Videohound's Golden Mov;; Betrlever-199S. Detroit, 1995..

Walsh, Andrea S. (1984). Women's Film and Fernale Experience 1940­
~ New York: Praeger, 1984.

Webster', New 20th Centuty Dictionary 2nd Edjtion A- M. (1961).
Cleveland and New York. The World Publishing Co. 1961.

WoU: Naomi. (1991). The D;AutY Myth: How Imales ofBeauty Are
llim Api0st Womeo· New York: W. Morrow, 1991.

Young, Lola. (1996). Fm orthe Dark 6Race'. Gender and SexualilY in
the Cinema. New York: Routledge Publisbing.

73


