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Gender, murderers, and victims in horror films    student notes

Slasher films: conventions, characteristics

Gender issues in slasher films:

The killer

The victims

The Final Girl

Guiding questions:

· How do popular media (and in this case slasher films) reinforce and also challenge traditional notions of masculinity, femininity, and sexuality?

· What do content analyses of horror/slasher films reveal about how filmmakers portray gender, sexuality, murderers, and victims?

What do you remember about the images, plots, and characters of horror/slasher films?

What messages about gender, sexuality, criminals, and victims have you noticed when viewing horror/slasher films?

I.  What is a slasher film?

Conventions of a slasher film (introduced by "Psycho" in 1960)

II. Gender issues in slasher/horror films:

A.  characteristics of the killers

Women

Men
examples:

· Norman Bates in "Psycho":  dressed up as his mother to kill his victims  

· Michael Myers in "Halloween" murders out of abhorrence of anything sexual.

· Freddy Krueger in "A Nightmare on Elm Street" was a child molester who was "virginal or sexually inert" (Reiser 374).

· Leatherface in "The Texas Chain Saw Massacre" wears a feminine wig, make-up, and an apron to "play the mother" to his family of killers and cannibals.

Clips 

POINT: when men transgress gender lines (e.g., portraying more traditionally feminine attributes or being too attached to their mothers) it is considered aberrant, undesirable, and grounds for creating a murderer.

This is one way horror/slasher films reinforce traditional gender roles

B.  characteristics of the victims; manners of their deaths

in general: 

· who is killed more?

· women's death scenes:

· average time men were in terror per slasher film: 

· average time women were in terror per slasher film: 

Victims:

Women victims: 

Men victims: 

Major critique of the genre:

filmmakers often preface horrible violence with an erotic scene 

POINT:
The fact that many sexually-aware and nubile women are victims in slasher films, as well as the linking of sexual arousal with the violent killing of women, are two ways in which slasher films reinforce traditional notions of femininity and women as weak sexual objects who are appropriate victims of violence.

clip

C. the Final Girl

"She is the one who encounters the mutilated bodies of her friends and perceives the full extent of the preceding horror and of her own peril; who is chased, cornered, wounded; whom we see scream, stagger, fall, rise and scream again. She is abject terror personified. ... She alone looks death in the face, but she alone also finds the strength either to stay the killer long enough to be rescued ... or to kill him herself... But, in either case, from 1974 on, the survivor figure has been female" (Clover 1992: 35).

Does the Final Girl challenge traditional gender norms in the media?

Characteristics of the Final Girl

Clover notices a shift in Final Girls over time:

1970s films (Texas Chain Saw Massacre, Halloween)

1980s films (Friday the 13th, The Texas Chain Saw Massacre Part 2, Alien)

some 1990s films (remake of Night of the Living Dead, The Silence of the Lambs)

late 1990s (Scream, I Know What You Did Last Summer) 

contemporary films?

III.  Conclusions:

Slasher films in some ways reinforce stereotypical roles and moral codes for young women and men:

BUT: slasher films (esp. of the 1980s and early 1990s) present images of women, masculinity, and femininity that play with or subvert mainstream expectations.  

THE FINAL QUESTIONS: 

Why has there been a change in the heroine's agency and effectiveness in horror films since the early 1990s?  Why this return to traditional gender norms?

Power arises from hierarchy.  Power is required to maintain hierarchy.  Anxiety comes from this necessity.  

"Existing differences and inequalities are magnified for fear they will diminish.  Stereotypes are reconstructed and reasserted precisely when existing hierarchies are being challenged and inequalities are or may be lessened."   

Different and/or subordinate groups are debased and degraded, and perceptions are manipulated in order to enhance and magnify social distance. 

(Pieterse, cited in Dines 2003)
DISCUSSION:

What is the relevance of this cultural media studies literature to criminology?

What can we learn about gender, sexuality, murderers, and victims through content analyses of horror/slasher films?
