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 Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

The horror film has consistently been one of the most popular and, at the 

same time, the most disreputable of Hollywood genres.  The popularity 

itself has a peculiar characteristic that sets the horror film apart from 

other genres: it is restricted to aficionados and complemented by total 

rejection, people tending to go to horror films either obsessively or not at 

all. They are dismissed with contempt by the majority of reviewer-critics, 

or simply ignored (Wood 13).  

As Robin Woods indicates in the introduction of American Nightmare, the 

dual characteristics of horror films, both seductive and repulsive, attract particular 

groups of spectators.  Over the past few decades, especially from the late seventies to 

the early nineties when the genre reaches its acme, critics have been attempting to 

discover the spectators’ motives for consuming horror films.  On the one hand the 

spectators are constantly frightened by theatrical psychos and on the other they seem 

to have found pleasure through it.  The critics, as a result, in addition to examining 

the patterns and components of horror films, particularly propose to uncover 

spectators’ motives not only from the social aspects but also from psychological 

perspectives.   

Vera Dika chooses the name “stalker” for low-budget horror films released 

from the late seventies to early eighties, adopting a structural method to analyze 

horror films and sums up a set of formula of the plots.  As she observes, the most 

blockbusting horror films in the eighties such as Halloween and Friday the 13th series 
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 all follow that formula.1  Contending a similar observation, Darryl Jones 

indicates that the majority of the horror films in the eighties, with a few minor 

adjustments in some cases, predominantly follow the repetitive pattern (114).  On the 

other hand, Carol Clover, who prefers the name “slasher films”, specifically identifies 

a type of characters, who are always female and capable of fighting against the male 

killers, as the Final Girl.   

For the other critics examining psychoanalytical aspects, some claim that 

through horror films spectators experience a catharsis, a “release from their own fears 

of bodily injury” (Maslin 15).  Other reviewers regard seeing horror films as an 

exercise for audiences to seek thrills from the “gore” of the victims, whose origin can 

be traced back to the taboos of the primal herd (Kaufman 48).  Another crucial 

element of all horror films, violence, undoubtedly constitutes the center of the genre 

(Cunningham 22).  Numerous critics have indicated the acts of extreme violence in 

stalker/slasher films (Bass 185; Maslin Blood 15, Bloodbath 13; Meyer 75; 

Nordheimer 1; Shalit 12; Stein, 21).  The extreme violence can be spotted from other 

names of stalker/slasher films such as “splatter films” and “gore films”, which both 

indicate the scenes that the genre depicts the most: the slasher mercilessly gashes the 

poor victims’ skins and harshly severs their limbs with warm and sticky blood 

splashed all over the scene.  Moreover, violence performed in films must be 

considered from two aspects, sociological and psychological.  The former is adopted 

by actual crime studies, which investigate violent criminals’ behavioral patterns, 

whereas the latter relies on psychoanalytical theories, referring violence to a 

displacement of spectators’ repressed sadistic impulses (Katz 13; Dickstein 33).  

Examination of violence, however, results in more controversial topics, of which 

                                                 
1 Vera Dika’s formula will be demonstrated and discussed in the following paragraphs. 
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 gender politics attracts the most attention.  Take, for example, the significant 

difference between the ways the killer slashes males and females.  In most horror 

films in the eighties, male victims are usually murdered either neatly or off-screen 

while the female hunted is always gashed slowly and dramatically with a close-up 

shot focusing on her frightened face as well as her severed body parts (Dika 72).  

The close-up shot never easily and quickly shifts away from her bleeding and broken 

limbs even after the victim has breathed her last gasp. 

In 1960, the master of horror films Alfred Hitchcock released the now famed 

film Psycho, which has been considered the ancestor of the stalker/slasher films.  

The film is so successful that its elements have become the model for horror films to 

follow.  The killer, who is usually male, is recognizably human rather than in the 

form of phantom or ghost, and his psychopathic character can be traced back to his 

family.  The weapon is often something other than a gun, and the attack is constantly 

demonstrated through first-person point-of-view shots alternately with the vision of 

the killer and the victim.  From 1978 to 1981, many independent low-budget horror 

films adopted the characteristic elements of Psycho with a few variations and were 

successful in the box office, becoming model cases for the later horror films to 

imitate. 

 

TABLE 1 

The Most Representative Stalker/Slasher Films Released from 1978 to 1981. 

 1978: 

1979: 

Halloween 

Friday the 13th 

Prom Night 

  Terror Train 
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 1980: My Bloody Valentine 

Night School 

The Burning 

 

 

1981: Friday the 13th Part 2 

Graduation Day  

Happy Birthday to Me 

Hell Night 

Source: McCarty, John. Movie Psychos and Madmen: Film Psychopaths from Jekyll 

and Hyde to Hannibal Lecter. New York: Citadel, 1993: 242-4. 

 

Among the films listed above, John Carpenter’s Halloween (1978) is 

undoubtedly the pioneer of the golden age of stalker/slasher films from late seventies 

to early eighties.  With a limited budget of $325,000, Halloween grossed over $80 

millions in worldwide sales, giving it one of the highest rates of return on investment 

in the film industry (Dika, Stalker 87).  However, the title “stalker/slasher” is only 

one of the names of the genre; “stalker”, “slasher”, “splatter”, and “gore” all refer to 

the same type of film.  Critics, who term the films splatter films or gore films 

because the “gore” always “splatters” everywhere when the killer butchers his victims, 

emphasize the technical and theatrical level and the aesthetics of violence of the genre.  

Other critics who adopt the name “stalker” focus on how the killer stalks his victims 

before slaughtering them, and how the camera shoots the fear that the victims, 

especially female ones, express.  Vera Dika, for example, asserts that what 

particularly distinguishes the genre from other horror films is its abundant play of the 

looking, especially the looking of the killer.  According to Dika, the type of horror 

films 
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 is best identified by a predominately off-screen killer who is known primarily by 

his/her distinctive point-of-view shots.  Although many of the films 

identified in this way have been called "slasher" films (thus placing the 

defining characteristic on the central narrative action) the term "stalker" 

film (which will be used here) alludes instead to the act of looking and 

especially to the distinctive set of point-of-view shots employed by these 

films (Terror 14). 

As Dika indicates, since horror films extensively adopt the point-of-view shots 

of the butcher, whose figure can be seen by neither the audiences nor the victims, the 

genre would better be named as the “stalker film.”   The term stalker implies not only 

the eerie behavior of the mysterious killer, who silently sneaks behind the victims, but 

also his peculiar voyeuristic vision, which enables the spectators to identify with him.  

For Dika, what characterizes the genre is the interchange of “gaze” among the killer, 

the victims, and the spectators.   

However, other critics who prefer the name “slasher films” stress that the way 

the killer slashes female victims dramatically differs from male ones.  In Men, 

Women, and Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film, Carol Clover indicates 

that 

even in films in which males and females are killed in roughly even 

numbers, the lingering images are of the latter.  The death of a male is 

nearly always swift; even if the victim grasps what is happening to him, 

he has no time to react or register terror.  [. . .] The murders of women, 

on the other hand, are filmed at closer range, in more graphic detail, and 

at greater length. (35) 

Contrary to Dika, Clover examines the different manifestations of male and 
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 female characters by studying how they are slashed by the killer.  As she 

argues, males are often killed either swiftly or even off-screen whereas females, 

whose fear and eventual death the camera spends much time depicting, are slashed 

much slower.  In summary, critics who adopt the title “stalker” and “slasher” 

primarily examine the different performance of men and women.  Since it is also the 

chief concern of the thesis, this thesis adopts the name “stalker/slasher films”, a term 

which is also widely used to identify the genre.2 

Following the success of Halloween, other horror films duplicate its narrative 

and cinematic structure; as a result, the cycle of the stalker/slasher begins.  The first 

one that copies the pattern is Friday the 13th (1979), whose success can be observed 

not only from that its huge profits but also from its larger number of sequels than even 

Halloween’s.  From John Carpenter’s Halloween in 1978 to Halloween: 

Resurrection in 2002, there have been eight sequels; however, from Friday the 13th 

released in 1979 to Freddy vs. Jason in 2003, there have been nine sequels.  The 

phenomenon interestingly demonstrates that stalker/slasher films have been attracting 

audiences for decades with the same formula. 

In Games of Terror: Halloween, Friday the 13th, and the Films of the Stalker 

Cycle, Vera Dika sorts such the formula that sways the box office for decades by 

examining the stalk/slasher films produced from 1978 to 1981.   

 

 

 

TABLE 1.2 

                                                 
2 The title “stalker/slasher films ” has been widely adopted on websites currently though it has not been 
adopted in any literary text collected.  



Lin 7 

 
The Basic Elements of A Stalker Film Formula 

PAST EVENT 

1. The young community is guilty of a wrongful action. 

2. The killer sees an injury, fault or death. 

3. The killer experiences a loss. 

4. The killer kills the guilty members of the young community. 

PRESENT EVENT 

5. An event commemorates the past action. 

6. The killer's destructive force is reactivated. 

7. The killer reidentifiesa the guilty parties. 

8. A member from the old community warns the young community (optional). 

9. The young community takes no heed. 

10. The killer stalks members of the young community. 

11. The killer kills members of the young community. 

12. The heroine sees the extent of the murders. 

13. The heroine sees the killer. 

14. The heroine does battle with the killer. 

15. The heroine kills or subdues the killer. 

16. The heroine survives. 

17. But the heroine is not free. 

Source: Dika, Vera. Games of Terror: Halloween, Friday the 13th, and the Films of the Stalker Cycle. 

London: Fairleigh Dickinson UP, 1990: 59. 

a The word “reidentifies” adopted here means the killer “recognizes” the guilty group of people 

instead of the psychoanalytical term signifying the introjection of a specific figure. 

 

With the basic elements listed above, Dika argues that stalker/slasher films 

always consist of a two-part structure.  In some cases, the past events are not 
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 demonstrated in the beginning; instead, they are suggested by the characters’ 

dialogues or “interspersed throughout the text as a series of flashbacks” (Dika, Terror 

143).  Chronologically, a mishap happened to a little boy, who later became 

aggressive and pledged to revenge on the guilty members of a group who should be 

responsible for the accident.  A few years later, the child, who has become a mature 

and skilled killer, comes back to his hometown.  After recognizing the remaining 

members of the group or some other youngsters who resemble the former whether in 

their appearances or behaviors, he resumes the “righteous” slaughter.  3  Fairly 

interestingly, the only person who staggeringly survives in the end and bravely knocks 

down the killer is always a heroine instead of a hero.  The heroine’s defeat of the 

killer, however, does not conclude the film.  As Dika argues, though the heroine has 

subdued the killer, she is still not “free” because she can never “eradicate his threat or 

his memory” for the rest of her life (Terror 59).  The depiction of the heroine’s 

post-traumatic syndrome disorder, undoubtedly, foreshadows the coming of the film’s 

sequels.  

One of the most famed stalker/slasher films by director John Carpenter, 

Halloween, completely exemplifies the stalker formula mentioned above.  As the 

film begins, the camera shot is conducted through someone’s vision, leading the 

audiences to witness a young lady having sex with her boyfriend on a Halloween 

night.  Afterwards, the one who dominates the vision suddenly takes out a knife and 

mercilessly stabs the lady.  The killer, identified as Michael Myers later, was 

detained to an asylum for murdering his own sister.  The past event ends up with 

Michael’s being locked and the present event begins with his sudden escape from the 

asylum fifteen year later.  Doctor Samuel Loomis, who has been treating Michael for 

                                                 
3 The reason why the killer considers the slaughter as a righteous revenge will be discussed in part two, 
in which several interpretations of stalker films will be introduced. 
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 the past fifteen years, traces the now twenty-one-year-old Michael back to his 

hometown Haddonfield.  He has been trying to warn the neighbors who take no heed 

until a teenager is mysteriously murdered.  Among the neighbors, Laurie Stode, who 

was originally Michael’s younger sister, detects that someone with a white mask has 

been stalking her for a while. 4  Then, Laurie’s friends who have had sex with their 

partners are all cruelly and bloodily slaughtered one by one.  After all of Laurie’s 

friends are murdered, Michael proceeds to hunt his one last prey, Laurie.   

Laurie, the only girl who has been chaste and conservative among all of her 

friends, finally confronts the killer.  When Michael tracks her in the house where she 

babysits her neighbor’s kids, Laurie, though frightened, does not panic but asks the 

two kids to escape from the house first.  Her brave battle with the almost 

indestructible killer lasts for a long time until Doctor Loomis comes to rescue her and 

shoots Michael, who disappears after he falls from the balcony.  The surviving 

heroine, though having subdued the killer, miserably carries the traumatic experience 

to the sequels. 

What Vera Dika has unearthed is an explicit stalker film formula that some 

stalker films exemplify; however, her structural analysis of stalker films ignores 

interpreting what these films signify through their plots, including their social 

influences as well as their different gender treatments.  Supplementing Vera Dika’s 

stalker films formula, Darryl Jones builds a link between the formula and the 

spectators’ responses.  Jones indicates that since audiences have already known what 

to expect, their pleasure of viewing stalker films does not result from the expectation 

of the upcoming events but from a “participatory” experience that stalker films offer 

(114).  Since the spectators have already known that the killer will definitely strike 

                                                 
4 Neither Laurie Stode nor the spectators know the fact that Laurie is Michael’s sister until in the film’s 
sequel Halloween II (1981). 
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 and the victims can never escape, their expectations of “who is the killer?” turns 

into “Where is the killer?” and “Will he strike?” into “When will he strike?” and 

finally “How will he strike?” (Dika, Terror 22)  As a result, the pleasure of viewing 

stalker/slasher films remains, but it has been transformed into a different kind of 

expectation, revealing the conventional elements yet at the same time concealing the 

slight deviations. The pleasure of expectation, moreover, resides in the spectators’ 

participatory exercise during the viewing process, which is, the exercise of discovery.   

The camera, once adopted as the first-person point-of-view shot, represents a 

particular person’s vision.  Take, for example, the beginning of Halloween in which 

a traveling shot represents Michael’s vision that not only leads the spectators to 

witness how he stabs his sister but also reveals that Michael’s sister, without sharing 

Michael’s vision as the spectators do, is totally unaware of his brother’s peeping at 

and sneaking toward her.  In other words, when the camera stands for an individual’s 

subjective vision, it determines knowledge, deciding who comprehends the part of 

event and who does not.  Through the vision of the camera, stalker/slasher films 

manifest a shifting perspective revealing each individual’s knowledge, including the 

knowledge of the killer of the victims, and, most importantly of the spectators.  As 

Isabel Cristina Pinedo indicates,            

[t]his voyeuristic camera work locates the viewer in a masterful position; 

it sets up a disjunction between the privileged knowledge of spectators 

and the limited knowledge of narrative characters.  But the genre's 

preoccupation with not-seeing limits the audience's vision even at the 

moment when the viewer's vision is aligned with the stalker's, since the 

foreground objects that construct the voyeuristic keyhole simultaneously 

obscure the viewer/voyeur's line of sight.  Further, this camera work 
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 masks not only the killer's identity but also his whereabouts (Pinedo 74). 

Pinedo emphasizes that the spectators, while sharing the voyeuristic vision 

with the characters, even with the killer who is supposed to possess the most 

comprehensive vision, obtain only a limited perception.  The victims’ visions ignore 

the killer’s presence whereas the killer’s vision, undoubtedly a subjective one that 

also provides a limited scope as opposed to the spectators, not only conceals his 

whereabouts but also his identity.  However, the uncertainty of the killer’s presence 

as well as his identity indirectly promotes spectators’ pleasure from seeing 

stalker/slasher films.  As a result, stalker/slasher films are explicitly propelled by 

curiosity.  Spectators’ curiosity is aroused at the moment when the killer appears and 

continues until the end of the movie; even though the spectators have recognized the 

existence of the killer, they go on to speculate on the information about him.  

Because the spectators are “outside the bounds of knowledge,” as Noel Carroll argues, 

their curiosity drives them to eagerly participate in decoding the clues about the killer, 

including not only his origin and purposes but also, ultimately, his weakness that may 

enable human beings to fight against him (35).  In addition, Carroll indicates that a 

stalker/slasher film 

engages its audience by being involved in processes of disclosure, 

discovery, proof, explanation, hypothesis, and confirmation.  Doubt, 

skepticism, and the fear that belief in the existence of the monster is a 

form of insanity are predictable foils to the revelation (to the audience or 

to the characters or both) of the existence of the monster (Carroll 35). 

As stalker/slasher films expect, the spectators have been rationalizing the 

doubts, making assumptions, and sometimes even overruling the assumption they 

made before.  Moreover, the solve-the-mystery game not merely causes the suspense 
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 of stalker/slasher films but also contributes to the spectators’ pleasure of 

consuming stalker/slasher films.  As Joseph Grixti points out, the game of discovery 

provides the spectators with “a safely distanced and stylised means of making sense 

of and coming to terms with phenomena and potentialities of experience which under 

normal (i.e. functional) conditions would be found too threatening and disturbing” 

(Tutor 52).  In other words, spectators’ participation in the discovery with the young 

characters and encounter with the killer outside the screen enable them to experience 

the terror without bearing the consequence.   

An important reason that audiences derive visual pleasure from stalker/slasher 

films has been attributed to their identification with the leading characters.  

Therefore, Chapter Two discusses the theory that has been adopted most to account 

for the spectators’ visual pleasure, Laura Mulvey’s ideas as advocated in her essay 

“Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”, and analyzes how her interpretation is 

exemplified in stalker/slasher films.  In 1975, Mulvey published the now classic 

essay in Screen where she interprets films and theorizes on the voyeuristic gaze from 

a Freudian psychoanalytical perspective focusing particularly on the gender issue.   

Adopting Louis Althusser’s conceptions of ideology, Mulvey argues that the 

cinematic gaze, which is constitutive of primary identification, is not gender-free; by 

contrast, it is produced by and for the patriarchal system and the masculine perception, 

which take women as their objects.  The gazer, whom Mulvey assumes as male, has 

two ways to look at a woman, both of that involving the male anxiety of castration.  

A male gazer may adopt a sadistic-voyeuristic look, through which he can ease his 

anxiety by witnessing the punishment of the object lacking the penis.  He may also 

adopt a fetishistic-scopophilic look, whereby he can acquire pleasure by fetishizing 

female bodies in whole or part.  On the contrary, female spectators can simply 
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 receive or internalize that male gaze, gazing at the bodies of their like within the 

patriarchal mechanism.  Mulvey’s interpretation seems to describe stalker/slasher 

films well by explicitly exposing its most important and controversial element: sexual 

difference.   

  In stalker/slasher films, the sexual difference is performed through two 

aspects: the way the killer slashes his victims and the way the camera depicts 

characters.  Firstly, male victims, who do not even have time to react to the flowing 

tragedy, are always slashed quickly and off-screen whereas female preys, who spend 

lots of time screaming and attempting to escape from the killer, are butchered slowly 

and demonstrated with close-up shots.  On the other hand, the camera, which often 

represents the killer’s vision through a first-person point-of-view shot, primarily 

focuses on women who always dress sexy before they are killed and reveal extreme 

fear when they are being slaughtered.  Moreover, even though the characters are 

already dead, the camera always keeps focusing on the beautiful but bloody faces of 

female characters for a significant amount of time whereas male ones are rarely 

demonstrated.   

However, though Mulvey precisely criticizes mainstream Hollywood cinema 

as an apparatus spreading patriarchal ideology, it is problematic on two levels.  As a 

result, Chapter Three focuses on the two aspects that Mulvey fails to explicate: 

spectators’ ident ification and the visual pleasure derived from it.  First, Mulvey 

argues that men are the sole agents who can acquire visual pleasure by identifying 

themselves with the male characters and the camera, fetishizing and voyeuring 

women, whereas women, who can only identify themselves with female characters 

that passively receive and internalize that male gaze, are completely denied to derive 

pleasure.  However, such a conclusion fails to account for the significant number of 
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 female spectators taking pleasure in viewing films.  As a survey made by 

Brigid Cherry reveals, females still comprise a substantial amount of spectators in 

number even in stalker/slasher films in which sexual difference is demonstrated to a 

great extent. 5   

 

TABLE 1.3 

The Frequency of Female Spectators Viewing Stalker/Slasher Films 

Frequency 
At Least Once  

A Month 

Several Times  

A Month 

At least Once  

A Week 

Several Times  

A Week 

Percentage 19 56 17 37 

Source: Cherry, Brigid. “Refusing to Refuse to Look.” Horror, the Film Reader. Ed. 

Jancovich, Mark. London: Routledge, 2002: 170. 

 

As the table suggests, that a significant amount of female spectators do enjoy 

viewing stalker/slasher films obviously contradict to Mulvey’s assumption that men 

are the only agents who can acquire visual pleasure through cinema viewing.  As a 

result, Mulvey’s theory must have left some aspects unspecified: female spectators’ 

visual pleasure. 

Mulvey contends that the male gaze is a sadistic look with which men acquire 

visual pleasure; consequently, what females exercise should be a masochistic look.  

According to Sigmund Freud, sadistic and masochistic impulses are actually one 

desire projected toward different directions ; therefore, a subject who performs sadistic 

impulses often performs masochistic ones as well.   The most important aspect 

                                                 
5 Though Cherry uses the term “horror films ” in her study, many of the films she selects such as Alien 
and The Evil Dead can be categorized as stalker/slasher films.  As a result, the thesis adopts her 
survey to exemplify the significant amount of female stalker/slasher films viewers. 
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 about sadomasochism that Freud indicates is that both sadism and masochism 

endow subjects with pleasure.  Ironically, masochism and the pleasure it brings are 

completely ignored by Mulvey because of her political stance.  As a result, the 

importance of masochism would also be discussed in Chapter Three. 

In Chapter Four, some spectatorship theories that supplement Mulvey’s theory 

would be demonstrated.  Mulvey’s theory implies a gender-specific identification 

wherein male audience identifies with male characters while female audience 

identifies only with female characters.  However, is that the whole picture?  Is 

cross-gender identification possible in films like the stalker/slasher films?  This 

chapter will use the recent theory of fantasy to explain that audience identification is 

often multiple, fluid, and never fixed or simple.   

A free identification, as Freud argues, would only exist in the real of fantasy.  

In the essay “A Child Is Being Beaten: A Contribution to the Study of the Origin of 

Sexual Perversions”, Freud indicates that a girl may identify with a boy or a girl and 

enjoys sadistic or masochistic pleasure in the beating fantasies.  Jean Laplanche and 

Jean-Bertrand Pontalis further elaborate the concept of fantasy, asserting that in the 

realm of fantasy desire is fluid and shifting; therefore, a subject may identify himself 

with a person, an object, a word, or even a concept.  Consequently, through fantasy, 

a male may identify himself with the male killer, the female victim, or even the 

concept “kill” and acquire pleasure through any one of them, and so may a female.  

As a result, to supplement Mulvey’s gender-specific interpretation of spectatorship 

especially in terms of stalker/slasher films, the idea of fantasy would be discussed in 

more detail. 

In summary, to search for a theory that best interprets spectators’ pleasure in 

viewing stalker/slasher films, the thesis comprises four chapters.  Chapter One 
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 generally introduces the characteristics of stalker/slasher films, Chapter Two 

discusses how Laura Mulvey’s theory exemplifies the elements of those films, 

Chapter Three demonstrates the insufficient aspects of her theory and supplements it 

with Freud’s notion of masochism, and Chapter Four analyzes the idea of fantasy, 

regarding it as the most comprehensive and explicit theory to interpret stalker/slasher 

films.  By exploring the spectatorship of stalker/slasher films that emphasize the 

performance of sexual difference, the thesis aims to account for a spectatorship theory 

that not only accounts for spectators’ pleasure through viewing them but also accounts 

for both male and female spectatorship without privileging any one of them.  
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