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Chapter Two 

Visual Pleasure and Stalker/Slasher Films  

 

Laura Mulvey has famously maintained that the cinematic gaze is not 

gender-free but is structured by male or masculine perceptions, a fact 

revealed when the cinema’s object is a woman. [. . .] Needless to say, 

horror movies spent a lot of time looking at women, and in first-person 

ways that do indeed seem well described by Mulvey’s “sadistic- 

voyeuristic” gaze. (Clover 8) 

 

According to Mulvey, the pleasure derived from looking has been 

inscribed into the cinema in a manner that reflects the unconscious 

structures of the dominant patriarchal order.  [. . .] In relationship to the 

stalker films, this pattern appears uncomfortably precise and explicit. 

(Dika 21) 

In 1975, Laura Mulvey published the now classic essay “Visual Pleasure and 

Narrative Cinema” in Screen, explicating how spectators acquire pleasure from 

viewing the mainstream Hollywood films and, moreover, how male spectators acquire 

pleasure from viewing female bodies.  Ever since the article was published, 

Mulvey’s theory has been widely adopted not only in cinema studies but also in other 

literary texts.  Since every text is constructed in and thus representing the patriarchal 

society, Mulvey’s theory has always been proved precise in interpreting how the 

dominant patriarchy represents females through any form of cultural texts.  As 

Mulvey argues, in a patriarchal society that keeps implanting its ideology to the 

individuals through every ideological state apparatus such as mass media, the sexually 



 Lin 18 

imbalanced treatment of male and female images in cinemas explicitly exemplifies 

how males project their desire unto the female bodies and how the female images 

crystallize male fantasy.   

Indicating that the spectators’ pleasure mainly results from their identification 

with the characters, Mulvey adopts various psychoanalytical theories to interpret the 

mainstream cinemas in Hollywood, including Sigmund Freud’s theories on voyeurism, 

fetishism, and sadism, and Jacques Lacan’s “Mirror-Stage” concept.  Voyeurism 

represents a powerful gaze with which an individual peeks at an object, 

“Mirror-Stage” expounds the motif and the process of spectators’ identification with 

characters, and sadism and masochism, according to Laura Mulvey, precisely 

explicate how male spectators as well as the male characters sadistically gaze at the 

female images in the mainstream Hollywood films whereas the female spectators can 

merely masochistically identify those bodies of to-be-looked-at-ness.  As a result, 

critics such as Vera Dika and Carol Clover both indicate that Mulvey’s exclusive 

exposition on the male gaze watching female bodies best describes horror films and 

stalker films in which the display of female bodies and the voyeuristic perspective 

gazing at them dominates the center of the genre. 

However, what significantly distinguishes Mulvey’s essay from others is her 

combining the idea of ideology into the interpretation of cinema.  Considering 

cinema as an agency that spreads the ideology for the patriarchy, Mulvey indicates 

that the mainstream Hollywood films are created strictly by and for men.  As a result, 

only men are able to acquire cinematic pleasure through cinema viewing whereas 

women, who signify as objects eroticized by men, passively internalize the patriarchal 

value, unable to gain visual pleasure.  Therefore, to explicitly analyze Mulvey’s 

critic of the mainstream Hollywood cinema, her interpretation of spectators’ 
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identification, and how stalker/slasher films exemplify Mulvey’s theory, Chapter Two 

consists of three parts.  The first part introduces the essence of ideology and how it is 

spread through apparatuses, the second part discusses how Mulvey adopts the concept 

of ideology to interpret the mainstream Hollywood films and how spectators acquire 

pleasure through it, and the third part indicates how stalker/slasher films function as 

an apparatus that spreads patriarchal ideology and how male and female spectators 

react to the genre. 

Several researches on how female images are performed through arts have 

been made before Laura Mulvey’s essay.  Women’s sexuality has traditionally been 

exploited to a greater extent than men’s.  As indicated by Judith Law and Pepper 

Schwartz, “[t]hose parts of the body which are sexualized in our culture – legs, face, 

breasts and, and to a lesser extent buttocks – are subjected to special routines of 

display and enhancement” (qtd. in Lott, 117).  A research done by Alfred C. Kinsey 

shows that males respond more actively and readily to sexual imagery than females, 

indicating that female bodies are utilized not only to attract men’s attention but also to 

sell products (qtd. in Lott 104).  Men, who are easily sexually stimulated by images 

of women, are apt to purchase products advertised with female bodies by the 

industries.  

However, the research merely explicates how men consume female bodies 

without mentioning females’ case on the other hand.  To try to apply the theory to 

interpret women’ ways of seeing the images would suggest that all women are 

lesbians, taking sexual pleasures in seeing female bodies.  John Berger argues that 

women, who have been “taught” through patriarchal institutions, consume those 

images from a perspective different from men’s: 

A man’s presence [. . .] is always towards a power which he exercises on. 
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[. . .] By contrast, a woman’s presence expresses her own attitude to 

herself, and defines what can and cannot be done to her. [. . .] From 

earliest childhood, she has been taught and persuaded to survey herself 

continually. (46) 

Patriarchal institutions, representing male hegemony, unceasingly split a 

woman’s self into two: she has to continually examine herself.  In other words, she is 

both the surveyor and the surveyed.  A woman must keep surveying her own image 

as she appears to others, especially men, since a successful life for a woman is defined 

by how well she performs to men and how obedient ly she acts in a patriarchal society.  

Consequently, a woman learns to internalize the values that men adopt to judge 

women in order to be a “successful” woman.  As a result, John Berger points out that 

“[t]he surveyor of [woman] in herself is male; the surveyed female” (47).  A 

woman’s performance always reveals how she would like to be looked at and treated 

by men.   

However, as Mariam Hansen articulates, what distinguishes Mulvey’s essay 

“Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” is her original exploration of the Lacanian- 

Althusserian models of spectatorship for a critique of patriarchal cinema (228). 6  As 

a result, the theories of Louis Althusser and Jacques Lacan will be introduced before 

that of Mylvey. 

In “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”, Louis Althusser proposes to 

answer a key question: what is ideology and how does it permeate society and 

conscience?  To begin with, Althusser designates the apparatuses that convey 

ideology as the Ideological State Apparatuses, distinguishing them from what 

Althusser calls the Repressive State Apparatuses that Marx considers.  In Marxist 

                                                 
6 Laura Mulvey’s essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” will hereafter be called as VP. 
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theory, the State Apparatuses refer to the Government, the Police, the Army, etc., 

which function predominantly by repression and secondarily by ideology; as a result, 

Althusser calls the State Apparatuses Marx cites as the Repressive State Apparatuses.  

On the other hand, Althusser argues that ideology is conveyed not only through the 

Repressive State Apparatuses (RSAs) but also through the Ideological State 

Apparatuses (ISAs), which function primarily by ideology and secondarily by 

violence.  For Althusser, ISAs, contrary to the RSAs, are less centralized and more 

heterogeneous.  Various ISAs such as religious, educational, political, and cultural 

ISAs permeate ideology from all levels of social institutions, conveying individuals 

the ideologies that the dominant class wants them to receive.   

To further amplify the notion why human beings are denied the access the real 

conditions of existence due to their dependence on language, Althusser provides two 

hypotheses to explicate how ideology is conveyed through institutions and how 

ideology influences individuals into specific subjects.  To begin with, Althusser 

hypothesizes that “[i]deology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to 

their real conditions of existence” (52).  Althusser discards the earlier Marxist 

understanding of ideology, which considers ideology as a “false consciousness” or an 

imagined representation of the real conditions of existence.  For instance, that 

consumers purchase products on the open markets reflects the fact that the laborers 

are exploiting the workers.  On the contrary, Althusser approximates ideology to 

Jacques Lacan’s definition of “reality”, considering that the world human beings 

encounter is the “symbolic order”, a world of language and narrative, instead of the 

“imaginary order”, a world in which individuals can reach the real conditions of 

existence.  Therefore, human beings have been constantly staying within ideologies, 

relying on language to establish the so-called “reality”, which they can never reach in 
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the symbolic order.  Likewise, as Althusser indicates, different ideologies are but 

different representations or misrepresentations of the imaginary reality rather than the 

real itself.   

In addition to the first thesis, Althusser argues that “[i]deology has a material 

existence” because an ideology always “exists in an apparatus, and its practice, or 

practices” (53).  The material existence of an ideology results from subjects’ constant 

participation in the performance of the ideology.  Explicating the procedures of the 

material performance, Althusser further indicates that the performance contains 

material actions, material practices, material rituals, and material ideological 

apparatuses.  Take, for example, the heterosexual system, within which an individual 

takes material actions by starting dating others of the opposite sex, adopts material 

practices by having a well-paid job, and finally constructs a material ideological 

apparatus, a heterosexual family.  Through these procedures, an individual becomes 

from one who may not specifically prefer the sex of his mate to a subject that contains 

the ideology of the heterosexual hegemony; moreover, the subject will not only keep 

performing the ideology but also convey it toward others.  As Althusser indicates, 

“there is no practice except by and in an ideology” since practice is the exact measure 

that subjects consolidates ideologies and “there is no ideology except by the subject 

and for subjects” because it is the subjects who creates ideologies and promote them 

to many more subjects (53).   

Furthermore, Althusser indicates that “[i]deology interpellates individuals as 

subjects”.  Within the domain of ideology constructed by language and narrative, 

everyone is “always-already” a subject rather then a pure individual without carting 

any ideology.  An individual has been interpellated as a subject even before he was 

born; he has carried certain ideologies by the order of his birth in the family, his sex 
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examined through equipment, or the name given to him.  Moreover, a person has 

been interpellated when he answers the hail “Hey, you are there!” from a police 

officer on the street because he has not merely acknowledged but also internalized the 

ideology that functions on him; therefore, he has become a subject.  However, as 

subjects people can never recognize the interaction between him and the hail as 

ideological:  

what thus seems to take place outside ideology (to be precise, in the 

street), in reality takes place in ideology [....] That is why those who are 

in ideology believe themselves by definition outside ideology: one of the 

effects of ideology is the practical denegation of the ideological 

character of ideology by ideology: ideology never says, “I am 

ideological.” (56) 

Ideology has “always-already” interpellated individuals as subjects; thus, 

human beings may live in ideology without realizing the fact.  An individual may be 

conveyed with different ideologies through various ISAs, taking the ideologies for 

granted and rejecting the ideologies of the opposite.  Take, for example, Judith 

Butler’s idea of performativity.  Butler argues that men and women are educated by 

the patriarchal ideology through the educational or family ISAs to perform the 

socially acknowledged masculine or feminine behaviors; those who violate the norm 

would be considered as inappropriate and abnormal.  Moreover, people are not 

awared that they are performing an ideology; on the other hand, these “always 

already” subjects, who have incorporated the ideology and been living in it, regard 

what the ideology represents as the way the world is. 

Althusser’s explicit critiques on how the dominant ideology is permeated 

through various ISAs and how individuals are interpellated as subjects have been 
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adopted by Mulveyin the famed essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative”, in which 

Mulvey criticizes how the dominant mainstream Hollywood cinema crystallizes the 

patriarchal ideology and interpellates its spectators as subjects through films, which, 

in Althusser’s terms, are of the cultural ISAs.  Mulvey’s essay comprises of two 

tasks.  The first task aims to examine the codes and mechanisms through which the 

classical cinema has conventionally adopted sexual difference as the form of its 

narrative and representation.  The second task, moreover, explores how the 

mechanism affects different spectorial experiences separately for male and female 

viewers and thus consolidates their socially forged roles in a patriarchal society.  As 

Mulvey argues, such a narrative form significantly determines how spectatorship is 

developed, and, furthermore, how that spectatorship strengthens the ideology that 

manipulates the narrative form.  

The image of woman as (passive) raw material for the (active) gaze of 

man takes the argument a step further into the struc ture of representation, 

adding a further layer demanded by the ideology of the patriarchal order 

as it is worked out in its favourite cinematic form —  illusionistic nar-

rative film. (756) 

Considering the mainstream Hollywood cinema as a cultural ISA, Mulvey 

argues that it conveys the patriarchal ideology that flattens women into eroticized 

images simply for the visual pleasure of the male spectators.  Through the ISA, 

especially the camera that represents the male gaze voyeuring the fetishized female 

bodies, spectators are interpellated as the subjects who not only internalize but also 

become complicit with the patriarchal ideology.  Moreover, as more subjects are 

interpellated, the patriarchal ideology will definitely be disseminated forward to a 

wider range, which exemplifies Althusser’s hypothesis that ideology is created by and 
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for the subjects and, likewise, that the patriarchal ideology has a material existence 

because spectators have been trained to exercise the patriarchal ideology by 

identifying themselves with the agents who perform it in the films.  It is such a 

reproductive mechanism that keeps reinforcing and concreting the ISAs: the more 

subjects the ISAs interpellate, the stronger the ISAs are.  For Mulvey, since the 

mainstream Hollywood cinema is created by and for men, patriarchal value would 

definitely be the ideology the cinema represents. 

To further indicate how the mainstream Hollywood cinema interpellates 

spectators by providing them with visual pleasure, Mulvey points out that two 

pleasures, scopophilia and identification, contributes to the pleasures of cinema 

viewing.  The first one, scopophilia, consists of two aspects: fetishism and 

voyeurism.  Fetish, according to Freud, is “a substitute for the woman’s (the 

mother’s) penis that the little boy once believed in and – for reasons familiar to us – 

does not want to give up” (Three Essays, 153).  Therefore, unwilling to recognize the 

fact that he has perceived that a woman does not possess a penis as he does, the little 

boy tries to preserve it from extinction by looking for a substitute that represents the 

woman’s penis and enables him to retain that belief.   

Such an endeavor to fetishize objects, as Mulvey indicates, has been operating 

in the cinema.  Mulvey points out that classic cinema represents sexual difference by 

posing female bodies, which dramatizes the threat of castration to the spectators (749).  

According to Sigmund Freud, lacking in a penis, a woman’s body always signifies a 

male body castrated that causes anxiety to the males.  Consequently, Mulvey argues 

that the sight of a female body “displayed for the gaze and enjoyment of men [. . .] 

always threatens to evoke the anxiety it originally signified” (749).  Therefore, for 

Mulvey, cinema provides a dramatic re-posing of that threat to male visual pleasure.  
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However, there are two avenues for male spectators to escape from that threat: one is 

fetishism whereas the other is voyeurism.   

As she indicates, one typical cinematic avenue to escape from the anxiety of 

castration is to disavow castration through the “substitution of a fetish object or 

turning the represented figure itself into a fetish so that it becomes reassuring rather 

than dangerous (hence over-valuation, the cult of the female star)” (13-4).  The 

obsessive gaze on the female bodies functions to reassure itself in the sight of the lack 

by the fetishized substitute that renders women a surplus of erotic meaning.  As 

Linda Williams argues, the camera unconsciously fetishizes female images, rendering 

it phallus- like in order to mitigate the woman’s threat (Woman 120).  As a result, in 

order to ease the male spectators’ trauma and provide them with cinematic pleasures, 

mainstream cinema develops its convention of fetishization that employs mastery over 

the sexual difference.  

As a branch of the mainstream Hollywood cinema, stalker/slasher films not 

only exemplify the patriarchal ideology but also amplify it.  In such films, needless 

to say, the voyeuristic camera constantly focuses on female bodies.  The female 

characters in stalk/slasher films are all young and beautiful teenagers who not only 

express their liberal attitude toward sex but also have sex with their boyfriends.  

Consequently, spectators, through identification with the voyeuristic camera, peep at 

the naked female bodies both when the latter are alone, enjoying admiring themselves 

in front of the mirror, and when they are having sex, demonstrating themselves not 

merely to the male characters but also the spectators.  Throughout the film, those 

female bodies have been fetishized and endowed with a sexual connotation.  

Therefore, the exhibition of their naked bodies does not pose the threat of castration to 

the male characters anymore; instead, it satisfies them, both mitigating the threat and 
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providing them with the pleasure in looking.  

Voyeurism, according to Freud, is “a pleasure in looking” by which the 

subject’s libidinal excitation is aroused (Three 156).  The male spectator’s pleasure in 

his own sexual organ is transferred to the pleasure in watching other people having sex.  

Such a perverted instinct that makes a little boy peek through the keyhole to witness his 

parents having sex is adopted by the cinema, which turns its spectators into voyeurs by 

providing them with sexual images inside the dark theater that resembles the dark ally 

outside their parents’ bedroom.  The camera frame, on the other hand, duplicates the 

eyes at the keyhole as a “keyhole frame,” controlling and limiting what the spectators 

can see (Kaplan 120).   

Moreover, another crucial characteristic of voyeuristic looking is the distance 

between the spectator and the spectacle, a gulf between the gazer and the gazed.  

What makes the distance crucial is that the distance between the two renders the 

voyeur a degree of power over the gazed.  The exclusive power of the voyeur, as 

Mulvey argues, involves sadomasochistic fantasies:  

voyeurism [. . .] has associations with sadism: pleasure lies in 

ascertaining guilt (immediately associated with castration), asserting 

control and subjecting the guilty person through punishment and 

forgiveness.  This sadistic side fits in well with narrative.  Sadism 

demands a story, depends on making something happen, forcing a 

change in another person, a battle of will and strength, victory, and 

defeat, all occurring in a linear time with a beginning and an end. (748) 

Defining both the look that voyeurs female bodies and the mechanism that 

promotes the narrative as sadistic, Mulvey further indicates that the male look 

comprises three kinds of look.  The camera, framing and voyeuring certain filmic 
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events such as naked female bodies, represents the first male look.  The second is the 

look of the male characters in the films, which makes women as the objects of the 

gaze.  Moreover, the third kind of male look, which is the look of the male spectators, 

imitates the previous two looks and enables the spectators to identify with the 

previous looks (Mulvey 751).  As Mulvey indicates in the section called “Woman as 

Image, Man as the Bearer of the Look,” 

[t]he determining male gaze projects its phantasy on to the female figure 

which is styled accordingly.  In their traditional exhibitionist role 

women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their 

appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be 

said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness.  Women displayed as sexual 

object is the leit-motiff of erotic spectacle: from pin-ups to strip-tease, 

from Ziegfeld to Busby Berkeley, she holds the look, plays to and 

signifies male desire (Mulvey 750). 

What Mulvey implies is that the images of women are completely passive in 

the mainstream cinema; female characters can only be sadistically looked at by male 

character and male spectators and, moreover, be passively identified with by female 

spectators.  Furthermore, to exemplify mainstream cinema characteristics, Mulvey 

cites the voyeuristic looking in Alfred Hitchcock’s stalker/slasher films, in which the 

male character is the bearer of the voyeuristic gaze whereas the females are the 

objects of its sadistic components.   

Hitchcock goes into the investigative side of voyeurism, [. . .] taking it to 

the point where the powerful look of the male protagonist is broken in 

favour of the image in direct erotic rapport with the spectator. The 

beauty of the woman as object and the screen space coalesce; she is no 
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longer the bearer of guilt but a perfect product, whose body, stylised and 

fragmented by close-ups, is the content of the film and the direct 

recipient of the spectator's look. (Mulvey 754) 

In Hitchcock’s films, the heroes all possess money and power, subjecting 

women to their will and having them become the objects of their sadistic and 

voyeuristic gaze.  Such a gaze is exemplified more prominently in the stalker/slasher 

films from late seventies to early eighties.  Take, for example, the opening scene of 

John Carpenter’s Halloween, in which the camera represents the look of the young 

killer, Michael Myers, who has been gazing at his sister who has just had sex with her 

boyfriend and is dressing herself up half naked in front of the mirror.  The 

voyeuristic look is manifested by Michael’s gazing not only through the bedroom 

door ajar but also through the two holes of the mask that he wears for Halloween.  

Therefore, the spectators, by sharing Michael’s voyeuristic vision, becomes the 

voyeurs as well and sadistically gaze at the half-naked female body, which is later 

stabbed severely by Michael.   

Moreover, Mulvey’s arguments on the function of female images as the 

to-be-looked-at-ness can be exemplified by the survey made by Barry S. Sapolsky and 

Fred Molitor in “Violence towards Women in Slasher Films: A Reply to Linz and 

Donnerstein”, which explicitly demonstrates that the exposure of the look of fear 

expressed by female characters in slasher films significantly outweighs that by male 

ones.  Sapolsky and Molitor’s research, focusing on slasher films released in the 

early eighties which this thesis addresses, but also those released in the late eighties, 

distinctly reveals that, one the one hand, the performance of sexual difference does 

attract audiences, and on the other hand, the camera promoted by patriarchal ideology 

that utilizes eroticized female bodies does function well by interpellating more 
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subjects to exercise the ideology, further strengthening and reinforcing the cultural 

ISA, the stalker/slasher films. 

TABLE 2.1 

Slasher Films Selected for Analysis by Molitor and Sapolsky (1993) 

Films  Ranking a 
Total Acts of 

Violence 

Seconds of  

Females Seen 

in Fear 

Seconds of 

Males Seen 

in Fear 

1980 Releases     

Silent Scream b  

Friday the 13th b, c 

Don’t Go in the House  

Prom Night b, c 

Terror Train  

Motel Hell  

Mother's Day  

He Knows You're Alone  

The Boogey Man  

Don’t Answer the Phone  

1 

1 

3 

3 

3 

3 

5 

5 

5 

9 

28 

28 

35 

35 

21 

60 

98 

25 

23 

52 

410 

907 

136 

625 

379 

237 

2822 

785 

189 

621 

0 

0 

0 

95 

19 

0 

0 

17 

0 

0 

1985 Releases 

 

    

Friday the 13th V  

Nightmare on Elm Street 2  

A Nightmare on Elm Street  

Night Train to Terror  

The Mutilator  

Evils of the Night  

Basket Case  

The Hills Have Eyes 2  

Friday the 13th VI  

1 

2 

6 

6 

13 

13 

17 

19 

23 

46 

43 

20 

74 

24 

70 

18 

35 

82 

415 

544 

942 

305 

236 

573 

136 

362 

625 

348 

413 

36 

51 

141 

14 

251 

72 

234 
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House on the Edge of the Park            27 63 370 0 

1989 Releases 

 

    

Halloween 5  

Shocker  

A Nightmare on Elm Street 5  

Friday the 13th VIII 

Hellhound: Hellraiser II 

Child's Play  

The Horror Show  

Halloween 4  

Out of the Dark  

Hell High  

2 

2 

3 

3 

6 

15 

15 

24 

29 

30 

83 

131 

43 

119 

61 

48 

41 

22 

113 

33 

1241 

119 

346 

1016 

1002 

127 

326 

124 

1035 

29 

67 

541 

152 

494 

180 

218 

69 

0 

0 

0 

Source: Molitor, Fred and Sapolsky, Barry S. “Violence towards Women in Slasher Films: A Reply to 

Linz and Donnerstein.” Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media, 38 (1994): 249. 

a Highest box-office or video rental ranking.  

b Coded by Cowan and O'Brien (1990).  

c Coded by Weaver (1991). 

 

The table, explicitly demonstrating that the camera focuses on females’ 

terrified looks more than males’ in stalker/slasher films, proves the validity of 

Mulvey’s arguments.  Female characters’ look of fear is much more lengthily 

portrayed by the camera than that of the male characters.- 7  Take, for example, Sean 

S. Cunningham’s Friday the 13th released in 1980, in which 907 seconds are taken to 

                                                 
7 Though the seconds of females seen in fear dramatically outweigh that of males in most of the slasher 
films selected in Molitor and Sapolsky, there are still exceptions in which the numbers are close or 
even demonstrate an opposite result.  In the slasher films including Friday the 13th V and A Nightmare 
on Elm Street in which the numbers are close, the surviving teenager is still female.  However, in the 
slasher films including Basket Case, Shocker and Child’s Play in which the seconds of males seen in 
fear outnumber that of females because the protagonists are male.  Nevertheless, Molitor and 
Sapolsky’s study clearly manifests that the majority of the slasher films released in the 1980s 
emphasizes the looks of women seen in fear more than that of men. 
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depict how females are frightened by the insane killer whereas the males are killed 

either off-screen or so quickly that they do not have time to react to the axe at all.  

Through identification with the camera, male spectators take pleasure in voyeuring 

the fetishized and eroticized female bodies, watching them half-nakedly shrieking and 

running away from the killer, whereas female spectators have to internalize that male 

gaze not only directly by identifying themselves with the male-oriented camera but 

also indirectly by identifying themselves with the female characters who also have to 

receive the male gaze under the patriarchal system.  After all, according to Mulvey, 

since mainstream Hollywood films are created by and for men, the exhibition of 

terrified women urgently needing the help of men would undoubtedly outweigh that 

of men in a powerless position. 

Such a sexual difference is demonstrated in stalker/slasher films not only from 

the killer’s operational aspect but also from the cinematic angle.  In fact, how the 

killer punishes a female victim is always much severer than her sexual counterpart 

and the time the shot stays on a female body is definitely longer than that on a male. 

As Barry Keith Grant indicates, the conventional focus on a beautiful body 

contributes to the horror genre as a story about “the beast in the boudoir” (5).  The 

only aspect that the genre differs from a porn film is that in porn what provides 

pleasures to the audiences is purely the nakedness of a female body, whereas in horror 

“it is the penetrated body of the victim that shudders and bleeds” that produces the 

visual pleasure (Pinedo 62).  Moreover, in stalker/slasher films, where the violence 

against women is manifested to the extreme, the discrepancy of the death between 

males and females is explicitly revealed.  As Vera Dika argues,           

the greatest amount of ridicule are reserved for the female victims.  

Most of the men are killed off-screen or quickly dispensed with, and no 
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men are subject to unblinking stares as they move around in their 

underwear, nor are they subjected to long humiliating struggles before 

they are killed.  The women, on the other hand, are presented in these 

ways (Terror 72). 

Before executing women, the killer always spends plenty of time torturing 

them, acquiring as much pleasure as he can.  On the contrary, men’s expression of 

fear is never the focus of the camera.  The following chart made by Barry S. 

Sapolsky and Fred Molitor further indicates that though men and women are killed in 

similar numbers, female victims suffer more minor injuries before being mortally 

hurt. 

 

TABLE 1.3 

Violent Acts Committed Against Innocent Victims  

 

Outcome 
 

Males 
 

Females 

Minor Injury 5.1 9.5 

Major Injury 1.1 0.5 

Death 5.1 4.6 

Combined 11.3 14.6 

Source: Molitor, Fred and Sapolsky, Barry S. “Violence towards Women in Slasher Films: A Reply to 

Linz and Donnerstein.” Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media, 38 (1994): 250. 

 

The table explicitly corresponds to Dika’s assumption.   The numbers of the 

death of men and women are almost equal, but the major and minor injuries received 

by men and women differ significantly.  The amount of women receiving minor 

injuries is almost twice as much as men’s whereas the number of men receiving major 
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injuries is about twice the amount of women’s.  The result exemplifies that women 

are always tortured and played with by the killer for a significant amount of time 

before they are exactly executed by him, because the look of fear by women has been 

the focus of stalker/slasher films.  On the other hand, men are usually slashed 

quickly and neatly with a mortal injury; as a result, the frequency of men receiving 

major injuries dramatically outnumber that of women, doubling the amount for the 

latter.  In Mulvey’s terms, such a dramatic difference results from an extreme 

patriarchal value in that men, who represent the omnipotence of patriarchy, have to be 

performed as powerful figures in mainstream films; consequently, aside from the fact 

that killers of women are invariably male, the other men who are slaughtered should 

never be exposed in front of the camera too long in order to maintain the almighty 

image of men.  On the contrary, women, who function to provide visual pleasure to 

male characters and spectators, have to be represented as fetishized and eroticized 

images by the patriarchal film industry for a significant amount of time to assure 

men’s visual pleasure.   

Take, for example, the death of Marcie in Friday the 13th.  After a 

lovemaking scene between Marcie and Jack, she goes to take a shower while Jack, 

who is left alone in the room, is quickly speared through his neck.  The entire scene 

of his execution is taken in a poorly lighted room and within twenty seconds.  

However, his girl friend Marcie is allotted more time and more close-ups for her death.  

The camera taunts Marcie from a variety of angles, illustrating her mugging in front 

of the mirror with her underwear and sitting on the toilet in a well- lighted bathroom.  

The shots that approach her from every perspective resemble a voyeur peeking at a 

half naked girl, who is being carefully assessed by the unseen killer.  Similarly, the 

audiences witness Brenda running through forest and being tortured on the archery 
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field, where abundant lights shine on both the killer and the poor victim.  On the 

contrary, her boyfriend Bill’s death is not even shown on the screen at all; his death is 

simply suggested.  He goes to repair the generator, and the shot immediately moves 

back to Alice who is leisurely making tea.  The spectators do not even see how Bill 

dies.   

In addition to criticizing that the cinema has been spreading patriarchal 

ideology toward the spectators and that only male spectators can acquire visual 

pleasure through viewing it, Mulvey further indicates how spectators identity 

themselves with the cinematic characters in the patriarchal cinema.  As she 

articulates in the section called “Pleasure in Looking / Fascination with the Human 

Form,”  

Jacques Lacan has described how the moment when a child recognises 

its own image in the mirror is crucial for the constitution of the ego. 

Several aspects of this analysis are relevant here. The Mirror Stage 

occurs at a time when the child's physical ambitions outstrip his motor 

capacity, with the result that his recognition of himself is joyous in that 

he imagines his mirror image to be more complete, more perfect than he 

experiences his own body. (749) 

Mulvey adopts Jacques Lacan’s theory “Mirror-Stage” to interpret how the 

spectators identify with the cinematic characters.  As Lacan indicates, a child at the 

age of six months to eighteen months, a time called the Imaginary stage, knows not 

the difference between him and the external objects.  However, when the child is 

confronted by his image in a mirror, he surprisingly recognizes himself; he finds 

himself as an exact unity that proves his previous unconfirmed assumption that he 

exists.  However, the discovery also problematizes his existence: though the child 
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realizes that the child in the mirror is himself, at the same time the image also differs 

from himself since it owns the unity that the child lacks.  As a result, in the later 

stage, which Lacan calls the Symbolic stage, the child has to place his identity in 

separation, one located in himself whereas the other in the object.  However, since 

the image merely signifies as the existence of the child, what the subject obtains from 

the sign is a temporary satisfaction, which the subject acquires throughout his or her 

life since an absolute satisfaction is denied permanently.  

Jacques Lacan’s theory has been adopted to interpret subjects’ identification in 

various texts.  For example, Judith Williamson argues that the consumers identify 

with the male or female stars in the advertisement as their Ideal-Ego and purchase the 

products they use in order to become them.  However, since what they identify with 

is merely the Ego-Ideal, buyers can never obtain a full satisfaction and, as a result, 

keeps identifying with other images whenever other advertisements are produced 

(Williamson 64).  Likewise, Mulvey adopts the “Mirror Stage” theory to interpret 

how spectators identify themselves with the cinematic characters.  First, a spectator 

assumes his or her own Ideal-Ego, which is the ideal figure that the spectator wants to 

become.  Then, identifying with a character with similar characteristics of that ideal 

figure, the spectator projects the ideal image unto that character and consequently 

recognizes him or her as the Ideal-Ego.  However, the recognition that the character 

is the ideal image is merely a fabricated one, or, in Lacan’s term, an Ego-Ideal.  As a 

result, in order to pursue the Ideal-Ego, the spectator identifies himself or herself with 

the cinematic character.   

Christian Metz, whose concept Mulvey adopts a lot, also states that the 

spectator is not exactly identifying with the cinematic character but with himself or 

herself (Metz 736).  Moreover, the function of identification is further reinforced 
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through fetishism and voyeurism; spectators are actually identifying themselves with 

the camera.  The camera interpellates spectators through cinematic mechanism such 

as the first-person point-of-view shot that represents a character’s vision.  

Consequently, the spectators, sitting in the dark theater and being endowed with 

someone’s vision, temporarily lose their ego and completely identify themselves with 

what the camera represents: characters. 

Moreover, the camera’s focusing on the characters that stimulates spectators’ 

identification means that it is the camera instead of the characters themselves that not 

only directs spectators’ gazes but also determines their identification.  As a result, 

according to Mulvey, the spectators are totally passive in selecting the objects to 

identify with; they can simply identify themselves with the characters chosen and 

focused by the camera.  Consequently, since the camera represents and is constructed 

by the dominant patriarchy, the characters that the camera depicts are categorized 

either as the powerful and omnipotent males or as the powerless and helpless females.  

Male spectators, by voyeuring the fetishized female characters through the camera, 

naturally identify themselves with the male spectators who not only share the same 

vision with them but also take pleasure in gazing at the same objects: fetishized 

females. 

In addition to the depiction of the camera, films further crystallize the 

patriarchal ideology in more subtle ways.  For example, the female characters who 

represent the characteristics prescribed by the dominant patriarchal value would be 

rewarded in films whereas those who contradict to it would be punished.  In other 

words, the films reinforce the “ideal wife” construction prescribed by patriarchal 

values of the time.  In stalker/slasher films released from late seventies to the early 

eighties, the image of the “ideal wife” is revealed through the choice of girls who are 
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slaughtered by the killer and the choice of the girls who can not only escape from his 

claws but also defeats him.  Indicating how contemporary patriarchal ideology 

evaluates women, D. A. Huffman-Parent, in his unpublished thesis “The Effects of 

Images in the Media on the Female Audience” posted online, argues that all the 

stalker/slasher films released in the years between the late seventies and the early 

eighties demonstrate that  

sexual transgressors of both sexes are scheduled for early destruction. 

The genre is studded with couples trying to find a place beyond purview 

of parents and employers where they can have sex, and immediately 

afterward...being killed…  (Huffman-Parent). 

As Huffman-Parent suggests, what the killer defends and holds as the decorum 

is the traditional and conservative attitude toward sex; those who break the rule shall 

be slashed without any excuse.  As a result, the harsh killer always spares the 

conservative and well-behaved girl who keeps her virginity intact unlike her 

sex-crazed friends who are destined to be punished.  Moreover, virginity not merely 

saves the heroine’s life but also gives her the sacred power to fight against the killer.   

What exactly results in the stalker/slasher film rule of 

punishing-the-transgressors-of-sex?  How does the rule reflect contemporary value?  

D. A. Huffman-Parent argues that the killer merely functions as a mouthpiece of the 

social value from the late seventies to the early eighties, when two main trends 

predominately contribute to the representation of this attitude, namely President 

Ronald Reagan’s reclaim of the family values and the backlash against the feminist 

movement.   

In the late seventies, the hippie spirit that favors unbounded sex and unlimited 

drugs in the past decade is substituted by the American’s rechampioning of traditional 
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values.  Such values had been incubating during Jimmy Carter’s presidency; 

however, it was Reagan’s reaffirming the importance of them that strongly 

contributed to the mainstream Hollywood films’ promoting those values.  As Dika 

points out,  

[w]ith the Reagan presidency came the finalization of an already 

ongoing process that tended to reverse the ideals, aspirations, and 

attitudes of the 1960’s.  America returned to traditional values – to 

family, home, and religion.  “Do your own thing” was replaced by 

conservative personal conduct and a reassement of career goals (98). 

Therefore, the punishment of these sexually promiscuous teenagers signifies a 

warning that cautions the adolescents to abandon the licentious attitude of the 1960s.  

Instead of appealing to sexual freedom, one should focus on family and religion.  As 

a result, the surviving heroine who has been submitting to the family and religious 

values, like Laurie in Halloween who keeps her virginity and does babysitting jobs, is 

able to escape from the killer’s punishment, a point that stalker/slasher films keeps on 

emphasizing. 

The backlash against feminism constitutes another significant contemporary 

influence on the gender presentation of stalker/slasher films.  The beginning of the 

nineteen eighties has witnessed the emergence of a conservative reaction against the 

strikes in gender relations made over the previous decades under the influence of 

feminism.  As Robin Woods indicates,            

[t]he violence-against-women movies have generally been explained as a 

hysterical response to the 1960’s and 1970’s feminism: the male 

spectator enjoys a sadistic revenge on women who refuse to slot neatly 

and obligingly into his patriarchal predetermined view of “the way 
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things should naturally be”(81). 

As reflected in the stalker/slasher films, the killer, a symbol of the patriarchal 

discipline, always lays his axe upon the girls who proudly demonstrate their 

appetizing bodies and display their sexual desire.  The backlash against feminism 

can also be reflected in the different camera treatments of the male and female victims.  

As Carol Clover points out,            

[w]hile both men and women are killed, this does not mean that there is 

an equality between the men and women simply because there is an 

equal number of men and women killed.  While men and woman die, 

the lingering images are of women.  The shots of men are quick and 

often not well lit.  In some cases, the audience doesn’t see them actually 

murdered at all (35). 

To punish the liberated and self-confident women, their execution cannot be 

exaggerated too much whereas male victims’ lynching signifies the least importance.  

In the messy and bloody execution ground, the brutally severed female bodies found 

by other girls become a lively lesson for them, cautioning them of the consequence of 

transgressing women’s traditionally submissive roles.  Consequently, the surviving 

heroine, whose passivity has accorded with patriarchal instructions, shall be 

exempted.   

In stalker/slasher films, the surviving heroine, called by Clover as the “Final 

Girl”, can always be recognized easily from the beginning; she significantly differs 

from other teenagers of the group in many aspects.  Take, for instance, the 

distinguishing personalities they manifest.  As Vera Dika observes, 

[t]he heroine of these films is usually presented as a strong, practical 

character with a variety of well-developed skills.  Unlike the other 
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young characters in the films, who are represented as wasting time on 

trivial activities, the heroine shows a dedication to duty and to a set of 

ideals. (55). 

Dika explicitly probes in what way the surviving female contrasts with other 

group members, especially the supposed powerful and strong male ones.  The 

characters, as she contends, can be categorized into two groups.  The heroine, who 

has been behaving well and stays calm even in front of the demented killer, belongs to 

the “strong” group whereas the others, who run aimlessly and fight uselessly, the 

“weak” (56).  For example, in Halloween, the heroine Laurie always dresses 

moderately, with white socks up to her knees and a few books in her arms, and 

behaves meritorious ly, taking a part-time job as a babysitter after school instead of 

fooling around with her frolicsome friends, who are all slashed brutally after they 

have sex with their partners.  When Michael finally breaks into the house, Laurie, 

though in panic, helps the two kids escape first and fights against the assailant along.  

As a result, it can be concluded that through stalker/slasher films convey the message 

that a woman who is reluctant to have sex and dedicated to the household is a “good” 

woman whereas a woman who dares to liberally expresses her desire and actively 

defies patriarchal values is a “bad woman”, who should be punished for her 

inappropriate behaviors.   

Take, for example, Friday the 13th, one of the major stalker films that 

explicitly exemplifies Reagan’s reclaim of family and religion values and the 

backlash against feminism.  The film begins in 1958 when two teens, who witnessed 

a young boy named Jason Voorhees drown in the Crystal Lake instead of rescuing 

him a year ago, are ruthlessly butchered by an unknown assailant.  The tragedy also 

leads to the shutting down of Camp Crystal Lake shot down until 1980, when seven 
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teenagers go to the camp to help Steve Cristie to reopen it.  However, their sexually 

promiscuous deeds arouse the attention of unknown butcher; those who have had sex 

or have liberally talked about it are slashed one by one.   

Friday the 13th also explicitly manifests the different representations of the 

males and the females.  Of the four young girls, Marcie, Annie, and Brenda all wear 

seductive shorts or sleeveless tops whereas only Alice, who turns out to be the 

survivor, dresses in loose-fitting pants and a T-shirt.  Marcie has sex with her 

boyfriend and they are both slashed almost immediately after the act.  Annie, on the 

other hand, confidently flashes her pretty looks to a truck driver who tries to pick up 

lines with her.  Though Annie is not directly involved in sex, her confidence about 

her appearance contradicts traditional expectations about female submissiveness.   

Brenda, the most wanton girl of them all, insistently suggests a game of strip 

monopoly and later enjoys sex with her boyfriend Bill.  Marcie, Annie and Brenda’s 

sexually promiscuous manners directly determine their doomed fate whereas Alice, 

the only virgin who does not transgress the decorum at all, survives. 

The gender presentation of stalker/slasher films aptly proves Mulvey’s 

arguments that mainstream Hollywood films adopt sexual difference in the form of 

their narrative and representation, and that the different spectorial experiences 

provided for male and female audiences reinforce patriarchal values.  However, a 

major problem also arises with Mulvey’s theory.  Is spectatorship strictly demarcated 

along gender lines?  Do male audiences only identify with the powerful and 

omnipotent male characters while female audiences only identify with the powerless 

and helpless characters?  To explicitly indicate the flaws of Laura Mulvey’ theory, 

Chapter Three would discuss the foundation of Mulvey’s theory: Freudian 

psychoanalysis. 


