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Chapter Five 

Conclusion 

 

From the widespread media reporting of the spectacular rape trials, 

women seem to have only two roles imposed upon them to play in a 

trial – a whore or a virgin – and yet, whether experienced or inex-

perienced in sexual activity, women are portrayed as “asking for it”. [. . .] 

In seeking justice, the “virgin” tag is still an important one.  The 

message of these trials, as represented by the press, is that women may 

be culpable. There is little room for alternative readings of such reports. 

(Soothill 147) 

Mainstream Hollywood films have often attributed violence against women to 

the fault of women themselves.  As Soothill indicates, in the trials scenes in 

mainstream films, women who have been sexually harassed or raped will always be 

condemned for their undauntedly flaunting of their bodies.  Moreover, women also 

comprise a major part of the “juries” who denounce their like as sluts.  As a Scottish 

Asian woman expresses her feeling toward the female victim Sarah in the film The 

Accused:  

I thought she was asking for it, to be honest, the way she was dressed.  

That was pathetic.  And the way she was carrying on, and the way she 

was dancing – that was number one that she was asking for it.  To be 

honest.  (qtd. in Soothill 144) 

As the quotation indicates, the woman lays all blame on Sarah.  In 

mainstream Hollywood films, women are categorized into two types: they are either 

chaste virgins who conform to patriarchal doctrines or whores who refuse to comply 
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with the doctrines. 

Stalker/slasher films, in which the treatment of males dramatically differs from 

that of females, explicitly exemplify that standard.  In stalker/slasher films, though 

male and female victims are often of the same number, how they are slashed by the 

killer varies significantly.  Most of the stalker/slasher films are produced between 

1975 and 1985, a time when almost every one of these low-budget scary films became 

a hit in the box office.  They basically portray a bunch of teenagers who have 

indulged themselves in phys ical and sexual pleasures who are later slashed one by one 

by a demented male killer.  Of the poor adolescents, male victims are often murdered 

quickly and neatly, without many bloody scenes and terrifying screams, whereas the 

female preys are always the star turn of the films, in which their executions are dealt 

with specific measures and stunts, filling the scenes with girls’ shrieks that last for 

minutes and demonstrating their crimson blood being spread over the homicide spot.  

In the end of the movie, only one girl, the one who has been keeping herself chaste 

and innocent without having violated any morality, is able to escape from the insane 

killer’s talon and, moreover, defeats him by herself (Clover 195).   

All of the horror films in the period advocate one principle: those who have 

extramarital sexual behaviors must be punished.  The ethical principle, which seems 

too harsh and extreme on juvenile activities, actually reflects people’s anxiety about 

the libertarian behaviors in the 1970’s.  As D. A. Huffman-Parent points out, in the 

1980’s, “[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.” 13 

Under the influence, Americans return to traditional values – to family, home, and  

                                                 
13 The quotation is cited from D. A. Huffman-Parent’s thesis The Effects of Images in the Media on the 
Female Audience posted on the web page Hyphen’s Thesis, <http://www.angelfire.com/weird2/hyphen/ 
ThesisIndex.htm>. 
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religion.  As for the flooded violence-against-women scenes in horror films, critics 

often interpret them as a backlash against feminism, which is not widely accepted at 

that time.  Under the backlash of chauvinism, horror films inevitably become the 

advocate of patriarchal ideology.  As a result, in horror films the female characters 

who have proudly demonstrated their appetizing bodies and displayed their sexual 

desire must be hacked by the patriarchal axe.  The massy and bloody execution 

ground found by other girls becomes a lively lesson for them, cautioning them to play 

their submissive role.   

However, the time the camera focuses on the terrified women’s expression 

dramatically outweighs that on men’s. 14  The films as well as the spectators spend 

much of the time gazing at female characters whereas male characters do not survive 

longer than females.  The male character who occupies the longest time of the film is 

the killer, whose presence, however, is not demonstrated by the camera’s focusing on 

his image but by his gaze that is always located upon his preys, of whom females are 

gazed more than males.  The unequal treatment between male and female characters 

arouses a crucial question: how do male and female spectators consume such a genre 

with a serious sexual bias?  Since what characterizes stalker/slasher films is the 

males’ gaze at female bodies, a theory that explains such a gaze must provide a 

satisfactory answer. 

Mulvey particularly analyzes how males’ gaze functions in the mainstream 

Hollywood cinema and how the cinematic mechanism designates to infuse that 

patriarchal ideology into spectators.  Analyzing how spectators receive the ideology 

                                                 
14 The phenomenon has been analyzed by Fred Molitor and Barry S. Sapolsky in the article “Violence 
towards Women in Slasher Films: A Reply to Linz and Donnerstein”, in which Molitor and Sapolsky 
make a table demonstrating the different amount of time male and female characters are seen in fear.  
The table is excerpted in Chapter Two of the thesis. 



 Lin 75 

through mainstream Hollywood cinema functioning as a cultural ISA by identifying 

themselves with the characters, Mulvey argues that the cinema is simply created for 

and operated by male spectators, who acquire visual pleasures through two avenues: 

scopophilia, through which males voyeur at the fetishized female images, and 

identification, through which males identify themselves with the camera and the male 

characters, gazing at sexualized female bodies, whereas females identify themselves 

with either that male vision to gaze at the bodies of their like or the female images 

passively receiving the gaze.  As a result, as Mulvey indicates, the mainstream 

Hollywood cinema has been “masculinizing” the spectatorship position; males always 

sadistically take pleasure in gazing at females while females can only passively 

introjects that gaze and look at themselves with that gaze. 

Mulvey’s theory seems valid and precise in interpreting stalker/slasher films 

since in the genre it is those half naked girls rather than boys that are the objects the 

camera captures.  However, if that were the case, female spectators would never find 

Hollywood films amusing since their positions are absolutely passive in wielding the 

“gaze,” not even to mention stalker/slasher films, a genre with a rampant sexual 

imbalance.  As Miriam Hansen indicates, Mulvey’ argument has been criticized 

frequently for “the difficulty of conceptualizing a female spectator other than in terms 

of an absence” (228).   

What, then, is a better way to locate a female spectatorship which is not 

necessarily passive not only in stalker/slasher films but also in the mainstream 

Hollywood films?  In other words, through what kind of identification can a female 

spectator be an active agent to consume films or, moreover, can both male and female 

spectators wield a “desexualized” gaze?   

In Men, Women, and Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film, Carol 
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Clover provides a solution.  Clover argues that male and female spectators undertake 

a “cross-gender identification” rather than the gender-specific one that Mulvey asserts 

when viewing stalker/slasher films.  Exemplifying the identification, she takes the 

Final Girl, who is a boyish female character capable of fighting against the male killer, 

as an example, indicating that not only female but also male characters would identify 

themselves with the Final Girl for her boyish characteristics and heroic performance.  

However, the example Final Girl will work only in stalker/slasher films; Clover 

evades explaining whether the cross-gender identification will also be valid in other 

films.  Moreover, the example itself is problematic because of the particular 

characteristics of the Final Girl herself; Clover fails to account for a cross-gender 

identification that covers ordinary characters of both sexes.  If a female character 

who does not carry any masculine trait, will a male character still identify himself 

with her? 

As a result, only a theory that does not categorize males’ and females’ 

identification according to masculine and feminine characteristics can account for a 

cross-gender identification that can be applied to every spectator.  Such identification, 

as Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis argue, can only be found in the realm of 

fantasy, in which spectators’ desire is not located in fixed masculine or feminine 

positions.  On the contrary, subjects’ identification is fluid and shifting among 

various positions; moreover, subjects may simply identify themselves with a word or 

a concept.  Subjects can acquire pleasure through any of the positions, no matter how 

active or passive the position represents.  Moreover, Sigmund Freud also emphasizes 

the importance of fantasy in his essay “A Child Is Being Beaten: A Contribution to 

the Study of the Origin of Sexual Perversions”, indicating from a child’s beating 

fantasy a child performs an identification that may not only shift between sadistic and 
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masochistic activities but may also be located in the concept “being punished”.  

From the perspective of fantasy, a cross-gender identification excluding 

masculine/feminine or male/female categorization would account for spectators’ 

identification not only in stalker/slasher films but also in general films. 

When viewing stalker/slasher films, spectators can acquire sadistic pleasure by 

identifying themselves with the killer slashing victims, masochistic pleasure with a 

victim being axed by the killer, or either kind of pleasure with a certain word or a 

concept.  What spectators identify themselves with is the position rather than gender; 

furthermore, either sadistic or masochistic impulse is able to provide them with 

pleasure.   

In conclusion, a gender-specific identification theory cannot account for a 

comprehensive identification of the spectators viewing films.  By contrast, an 

identification theory traced back to the realm of fantasy, in which desire is fluid and 

shifting, can be applied to all kinds of film, including stalker/slasher films that 

demonstrate a sexual imbalance between male and female characters in the 

performance aspect.  Otherwise, that fact that stalker/slasher films significantly sway 

the cinema boxes from the late seventies to early eighties would be left inexplainable.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


