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Abstract 

 

Scaring the Girls and Emboldening the Boys: Femininity, Sexuality, 

and Violence in Horror Films 

Laura Maria Grierson 

The following paper argues that despite their focus on violence, horror films retain a 

preoccupation with female sexuality: as both a method of constraining female sexuality and 

creating a paradoxically enticing display for the viewer, sex and nudity are exploited for 

arousal and judgement. The first chapter argues that the paradigm of “the virgin and the 

whore” entails the performances of reassuring stereotypes that are free to create voyeuristic 

pleasures for the audience, which in turn draws the characters and those they represent into 

condemnation. The second chapter argues that the pervasive juxtaposition of sex and death in 

horror films not only represents the focus on physical sensations, but is also implicated in 

representing overt female sexuality as a moral failing. The final section argues that the 

gratuitous sexual violence in films reiterates, by appealing to traditional masculine and 

feminine roles, the idea that sexual violence towards women is both erotic and deserved. 
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Introduction 

It can be tempting to dismiss the horror film as mindless thrills or as a cheap alternative to 

the blockbuster without any of the political commentary that may be expected from “serious” 

film-making. High-brow or not, the horror film is pervasive: “Horror films made over $413 

million in the United States in 2012.”1 Glenn D. Walters offers various explanations as to 

why people enjoy seeing a film centred around horrible things happening to people, namely 

the “major psychological theories of horror—psychodynamic, catharsis, excitation transfer, 

curiosity/fascination, sensation seeking, dispositional alignment, gender role socialization, 

and societal concern.”2 This suggests that the horror film’s appeal extends far beyond sadistic 

enjoyment.  

The popularity of horror films (both in a public setting such as the cinema and more 

intimate locations like the home) necessitates an examination of the values that they are 

projecting to a wide audience. Myriam Miedzian identifies that: “By the age of eighteen, the 

average teenager has watched an estimated twenty-six thousand murders on TV alone, most 

of them committed by men.”3 Teenagers are exposed to material that places both men and 

women as victims, but also presents the option of men becoming the epitome of masculinity 

(the killer: strong, silent, dominant) by exerting sexual and violent force over a female victim, 

who herself is a perfect example of male-idealized femininity: passive, available, and 

resisting. Horror films are part of a wider discourse on female sexuality and its place in 

historical and contemporary culture. 

                                                           
1 Meredith Berg, ‘How Much Revenue Is in the Horror Movie Business?’ AZ Central, 

http://yourbusiness.azcentral.com/much-revenue-horror-movie-business-14716.html, accessed 26th April 2015 
2 Glenn D. Walters, ‘Understanding the Popular Appeal of Horror Cinema: An Integrated-Interactive Model,’ 

Journal of Media Psychology, 9:2 (2004), accessed on 26th April 2015 

http://web.calstatela.edu/faculty/sfischo/horrormoviesRev2.htm. 
3 Myriam Miedzian, Transforming a Rape Culture, eds. Emilie Buchwald, Pamela Fletcher and Martha Roth, 

(Minneapolis, M.N.: Milkweed, 1993) 156 

http://yourbusiness.azcentral.com/much-revenue-horror-movie-business-14716.html
http://web.calstatela.edu/faculty/sfischo/horrormoviesRev2.htm
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With a focus on physical attacks and emotional terror, the characters themselves are 

inconsequential: they are little more than corporeal bodies that have the capacity to be 

damaged. And yet, the roles in horror films are highly prescriptive, particularly for young 

female characters: they are reduced to either the raucous whore, a posturing ready-made 

victim, or the virgin, sexually repressed and yet intellectually superior, who will survive the 

killer (at least until the final scene). Why must a film that is organised around gender-

indiscriminate killing find it necessary to introduce a sexual threat to a female character? And 

in a film that relies on an atmosphere of fear, conjured from apprehension, emotional distress, 

physical injury, and gore, why should the inclusion of sex remain a stable trope? I argue that 

these clichés are indicative of a wider social ideology that places femininity as synonymous 

with victimisation. 

The representations of men, women, and the dynamics between the two do not begin on the 

screen and end once the film has finished. The people working on the product have conjured 

the characters from their own minds, which are informed by the cultural climate they are 

immersed in; similarly, the film product becomes another factor in this cultural climate, 

perpetuating the cycle. Cameron and Frazer argue that “Representation and action may not be 

related in a chain of cause and effect, but one can nevertheless discover important and 

complex connections between them – connections which imply that feminists should indeed 

concern themselves with the forms of representation that exist in our culture.”4 

Representations function as both an expression of society’s values (or, rather, a particular 

ideology) and a means of reproducing these values in real life. By examining these texts 

within a feminist framework, I argue that the presentations of women are simplistic and 

informed by patriarchal values, which in turn contribute to a dangerous environment that 

                                                           
4 Deborah Cameron and Elizabeth Frazer, ‘On the Question of Pornography and Sexual Violence,’ Feminism 

and Sexuality: A Reader, eds. Stevi Jackson and Sue Scott (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996) 322 
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victimises women and inspires men to be their aggressors under the guise of being their 

protectors. 
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‘The Virgin’ and ‘The Whore’ 

“They don’t want to see us killed. They want to see us 

punished.” The Cabin in the Woods.5 

 

In this chapter I argue that horror films have typically sought to regulate expressions of 

female sexuality, and this trope has continued into contemporary films: the “virgin” is 

marked out from the beginning as worthy of time and emotional investment, whereas the 

“whore” is recognised as a short-term visual spectacle. I argue that this perpetuates ideologies 

of both female objectification and “the deserving victim” so that these representations have 

negative consequences for real-life women. 

Technicians lure a group of young adults to be picked off one by one in Drew Goddard’s 

The Cabin in the Woods (2012), a satirical self-aware production that engages with the tropes 

of horror films in order to expose them. In the scene introducing the characters, with 

lingering camera shots that intrude upon her in a t-shirt and underwear, the protagonist is 

marked out as Dana (an allusion to Diana, Roman goddess of chastity). Introspective shots of 

her (competent) drawings and wistful demeanour invest a greater sense of depth in her than 

her vivacious friend, Jules.  Although in this scene it is said explicitly that Dana is sexually 

active, and she is the one in her underwear, with the inclusion of a back-story she becomes 

three-dimensional and garners sympathy: she is the character we are expecting to see to the 

end. Jules, however, fully dressed and potentially celibate, is already relegated to the 

supporting role of “the slutty friend” by her enthusiastic demeanour and dismissal of Dana’s 

text books. Both girls are pretty but, as Catharine A. MacKinnon points out, “Good girls are 

                                                           
5 The Cabin in the Woods. Dir. Drew Goddard, USA, 2012. 
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‘attractive,’ bad girls ‘provocative.’”6 Regardless of the technicalities of what makes a virgin 

or a “whore” (at the end of the film when Dana points out that she isn’t a virgin, the Director 

concedes, “We have to take what we can get”7), the girls’ demeanours demonstrate which 

position they occupy. Dana is reserved and scholarly; Jules is dramatic and outspoken, 

offering racy underwear to Dana, who rejects it. Stevi Jackson identifies in ‘The Social 

Construction of Female Sexuality’ that there are scripts for social behaviour that are affected 

by gender.8 These socially constructed scripts are therefore parroted by a literal film script; 

and, vice versa, depictions of gender in media images support social constructs.  

“The virgin and the whore” dynamic acts as shorthand for identifying the protagonist and 

the secondary female character; the protagonist propels the story, and the other female is little 

more than a scopophilic token, whereby the audience’s pleasure is derived from looking at 

the on-screen body. Simply watching is not innocuous: the character is subjected, as Laura 

Mulvey writes in Visual and Other Pleasures, “to a controlling and curious gaze.”9 Mulvey 

elaborates that the voyeuristic gaze is sadistic in nature: “pleasure lies in ascertaining guilt 

(immediately associated with castration), asserting control and subjugating the guilty person 

through punishment or forgiveness.”10 Therefore the “whore” is brought to heel with physical 

punishment, whereas the “virgin” is absolved of any sin with bodily and/or emotional trauma. 

Within the horror film, the sadism inherent in looking is therefore transformed into the literal 

brutality done to the female body on-screen. 

The Cabin in the Woods’ style is to make conventional horror film tropes visible in their 

absurdity (Jules has coloured her hair with “dumb blonde” that literally impedes her cognitive 

                                                           
6 Catharine MacKinnon, ‘Feminism, Marxism, Method and the State,’ Feminism and Sexuality: A Reader, eds. 

Stevi Jackson and Sue Scott, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996) 183 
7 The Cabin in the Woods. 
8 Stevi Jackson, ‘The Social Construction of Female Sexuality,’ Feminism and Sexuality: A Reader, eds. Stevi 

Jackson and Sue Scott, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996) 70 
9 Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures, 2nd edition, (Hampshire: Macmillan, 2009) 17 
10 Mulvey 22 
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abilities) but, more than that, it demonstrates how these stereotypes have been crafted by the 

subterranean technicians. Mulvey argues that “The determining male gaze projects its fantasy 

onto the female figure, which is styled accordingly.”11 The victims in the cabin are not 

perfect examples of the necessary stereotypes – in the first scene, for example, Curt is shown 

to be as much of a scholar as he is a jock – but rather altered and constructed in order to fit 

them. The machinations of the technicians, representing those in film production, create these 

stereotypes to feed what is expected to an avid audience. The characters, crafted from cultural 

signs and imagination, are first and foremost signifiers of women rather than the real, as Jean 

Baudrillard discusses in his essay on how the real may be replaced by its signifiers.12 The 

female characters are therefore amalgamations of stereotypical feminine qualities rather than 

a real attempt at creating a genuine woman. Film stereotypes are comforting: the viewer 

knows which girl to invest in and which is merely there for arousal, both in her sexual display 

and her murder that is sure to follow. Richard Dyer’s ‘The Role of Stereotypes,’ outlines the 

benefits of stereotypes being used to project order on the world and reiterate a sense of self.13 

However, it is not necessary for the film characters to devolve into stereotypes as they are 

prone to do. These stereotypical representations are problematic; stereotypes in media can 

inform cultural perceptions, and this blunt dissection of young women can spill into real life. 

The “warning” against behaving in a sexualised manner is further complicated by society 

simultaneously idealising and condemning women who are sexual.  Emilie Buchwald argues 

that: “We demonstrate to girls repeatedly that being beautiful and seductive are the qualities 

society prizes in adult women. At the same time, girls cannot help but observe that in the 

                                                           
11 Mulvey 19 
12 See Jean Baudrillard, ‘Simulacra and Simulations,’ Modernism/Postmodernism, ed. Peter Brooker (Essex: 

Longman, 1992) 152 
13 See Richard Dyer, ‘The Role of Stereotypes,’ The Matter of Images, 2nd edition, (London: Routledge, 2002) 

11-18 



Scaring the Girls and Emboldening the Boys  May 2015 

9 

 

media beautiful and seductive women are the most likely candidates to be sexually 

assaulted.”14 

Texas Chainsaw 3D (2013)15 gives a similar presentation of the horror film dichotomy of 

female sexuality. Heather is sexually active, but it is her friend Nikki who is designated “the 

whore.” It is worth examining the scene introducing the two girls in close detail: Nikki is 

wearing a tight shirt so that her enhanced cleavage is well-displayed, whereas Heather is 

more demurely dressed, her hair in functional pigtails; Nikki also grabs her own behind and 

references sexy Halloween costumes. Even without the knowledge of their sexual proclivities 

– in the next scene Heather is shown kissing her boyfriend in their underwear – the girls have 

been assigned specific roles that they cannot deviate from. It is Nikki who takes her top off in 

the crowded car, and whose buttocks the camera focuses on in homage to the original The 

Texas Chain Saw Massacre.16 Instead of it being shocking when Nikki seduces Heather’s 

boyfriend (again), it reiterates the placement of the character and provides titillation. Nikki, 

the blonde bombshell, serves to physiologically stimulate the audience in two specific ways: 

the trauma to her body provokes fear and revulsion, and the naked display of her body creates 

sexual arousal. Nikki’s purposes in the film – to arouse the audience and to die – are passive 

and dependent on both the male characters and the male audience members. Heather’s 

character, on the other hand, does not depend on the reactions of others; she propels the plot 

rather than having actions occur to her, and this is how the audience identifies her as the main 

girl, the survivor. The audience is able to empathise with Heather due to her heartbreak and 

intriguing backstory, whereas Nikki is a visual spectacle, the whore that is invariably the 

victim. Nikki’s death is not only expected but encouraged by the audience: she trespasses the 

rules of decency and deserves her fate. The murder of the “whore” is expected in much the 

                                                           
14 Emilie Buchwald, ‘Raising Girls for the 21st Century,’ Transforming a Rape Culture, eds. Emilie Buchwald, 

Pamela Fletcher and Martha Roth, (Minneapolis, M.N.: Milkweed, 1993) 197 
15 Texas Chainsaw 3D, Dir. John Luessenhop, USA, 2013 
16 The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Dir. Tobe Hooper, USA, 1974 
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same way that rape victims are held to blame: Shannon O’Hara summarises M. Burt’s 

‘Cultural myths and support for rape’ to present ideologies of “‘only bad girls get raped’, 

victims ‘ask for it’ … [by] wearing provocative clothing.”17 Such representations of 

“punishment” reiterate dangerous beliefs of assaults being deserved by certain types of 

women. 

 It is interesting to note that in a form of perverse social justice Nikki is not killed by 

monsters, but rather by the representative of the law, a cop. As Kevin J. Wetmore argues: 

“Previous horror tended to be more moralistic: behaviour causes death. Virginity and good 

behaviour were immunizers against death … September 11 results in random and anonymous 

death in horror cinema, not because of what you did or who you were, but where you were.”18 

The (male) cop is therefore the embodiment of patriarchal moral judgement and punishment. 

However, Wetmore fails to acknowledge that in both pre- and post-9/11 horror the girl 

designated “the whore” is invariably killed; “the virgin” character may or may not survive but 

there is no random selection of the victims. In Hostel: Part II for example, Lorna (the virgin) 

is the first to die, but Whitney (the whore) is also killed.19 

The narrow prescription of roles for female characters poses dichotomies of both sexuality 

and survival: the virgin lives and the whore dies. The virgin role doesn’t have to be filled by a 

virgin, but rather the reserved introspective character that retains the audience’s sympathy. 

The emotional investment in these caricatures of femininity is reflected in simplistic 

categorising of women in real life: those to bring home for fleeting thrills, and those suitable 

for a long-term relationship. Just as the female characters serve differing purposes in the 

narrative, the implication is that so too do women in reality, and these uses are based upon 

                                                           
17 Shannon O’Hara, ‘Monsters, playboys, virgins and whores: Rape myths in the news media’s coverage of 

sexual violence,’ Language and Literature, 21:3 (2012)  248; referencing M. Burt, ‘Cultural myths and supports 

for rape,’ Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 38:2 (1980) 217-230 
18 Kevin J. Wetmore, Post 9-11 Horror in American Cinema, (New York: Continuum, 2012) 86 
19 Hostel: Part II, Dir. Eli Roth, USA, 2007 
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sex. As Stevi Jackson and Sue Scott argue in ‘Sexual Skirmishes and Feminist Factions’: 

“The whore can only figure in male imagination under patriarchal domination, within which 

women are reduced to their sex.”20 This dichotomy based upon sexual expression is a 

categorisation projected by men in an effort to impose a sense of control over women: female 

sexual expression is limited under the threat of being dismissed as “cheap” or “not girlfriend 

material.” 

The virgin/whore stereotype has not been developed in isolation: it is a product of culture 

that has historically prized purity and abstinence in women. The “whore,” or sexually active 

unmarried woman, disturbed the patriarchal norm: not only did it present the risk of having 

children out of wedlock, but it tarnished the market value of a girl to be given from her father 

into marriage. Although “the whore” is exemplified by her rowdy behaviour and sexual 

freedom, “the virgin” is not necessarily inexperienced or repressed: instead she may be 

identified more readily as masculine than feminine. Similar examples may be found in classic 

English literature, particularly the Gothic heroine: these girls, like the horror film protagonist, 

are separated from typically feminine girls, and usually have a greater sense of gravitas. Carol 

Smart argues that “it is not the biological category called men who simply make the 

meanings for women … nor is it men’s experience which already defines women … 

Masculinity is constructed by these meanings as well as constructing them.”21 Smart implies 

that masculinity is as much a foil for femininity as femininity is a reaction to masculinity; 

however, although masculinity may have evolved alongside women’s liberation, the 

categorising of women is a result of patriarchal norms. Furthermore, as Cynthia Griffin Wolff 

argues in her essay ‘The Radcliffean Gothic Model: A Form for Feminine Sexuality’, 

                                                           
20 Stevi Jackson and Sue Scott, ‘Sexual Skirmishes and Feminist Factions,’ Feminism and Sexuality: A Reader, 

eds. Stevi Jackson and Sue Scott, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996) 21 
21 Carol Smart, ‘Law’s Power, the Sexed Body, and Feminist Discourse,’ Journal of Law and Society, 17:2 

(1990) 201 
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splitting girls into two distinct groups is a result of men projecting their own natures (to love 

passionately/sexually and romantically/idealised) onto women:  

men may perceive the world as a place inhabited by two 

kinds of women: “good” women whom they idealize and 

who have no sensual desires (and for whom, of course, the 

men themselves feel no sexual longings); and “bad” 

women who are sexual by nature (and with whom it is 

permissible -- perhaps even expected -- to have sexual 

relations).22 

The dichotomy is therefore a symptom of the male condition rather than the female – that 

is, the categories of revered “men” and subjugated “women” have little essentialist biological 

basis. Much like The Cabin in the Woods, men force women into predetermined roles. 

Simultaneously, responsibility for male lust is eluded: “The woman, who in more normal 

cases would be the objects of his feelings, are in this case constructed as embodiments of 

them.”23 The “virgin” and the “whore” in horror films (and other literature) set a precedent to 

categorise women in real life and absolve men of responsibility. Women are burdened with 

both restrictions and the punishment of male excess.24 

 The “virgin” is more than a feminine expression of purity; named the “Final Girl” by 

Carol J. Clover in Men, Women and Chain Saws, she is the cautious prudent girl who we 

know from the beginning of the film will make it to the end (since she is the one invested 

with a backstory). She may not survive the film, but she will certainly out-live her ditzy 

sexualised friend. Clover argues that The Final Girl is a masculinised female who 

simultaneously rejects boys and allies herself with them with her “smartness, gravity, [and] 

                                                           
22 Cynthia Griffin Wolff, ‘The Radcliffean Gothic Model: A Form for Feminine Sexuality,’ Modern Language 

Studies, 9:3 (1979) 98 
23 Griffin Wolff 99 
24 See Stevi Jackson and Sue Scott, ‘Sexual Skirmishes and Feminist Factions’ 3 
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competence in mechanical and other practical matters.”25 Although she is representing 

“male” traits, she is also “feminine enough to act out in a gratifying way, a way unapproved 

for adult males, the terrors and masochistic pleasures of the underlying fantasy, but not so 

feminine as to the disturb the structures of male competence and sexuality.”26 However, I 

would argue that Clover’s “masochistic pleasures” are instead sadistic: the male audience 

identifies with her as male in her triumph, but she also has the capacity to be brutalised as a 

female. It is this hybridity that makes her exciting and dynamic as a character, whereas the 

whore is simply a victim, a recipient of violence. Smart posits that: “rationality, objectivity, 

culture, activity, truth are good and are associated with the male and masculine.”27 All of 

these are associated with the virgin, and so it is the protagonist’s “masculine characteristics” 

that enable her to survive. 

The Final Girl also represents an icon of identification for the majority of the female 

audience. Any feelings of inadequacy – not being outgoing enough or as sexually attractive to 

boys – are compensated for by knowing that at least they would survive. Mayne quotes Mary 

Ann Doane in her exploration of feminist critiques of cinema and the accompanying male 

gaze to argue that: 

Above and beyond a simple adoption of the masculine 

position in relation to cinematic sign, the female spectator 

is given two options: the masochism of overidentification 

or the narcissism entailed in becoming one’s own object of 

desire, in assuming the image in the most radical way.28 

                                                           
25 Carol J. Clover, Men, Women and Chain Saws, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992) 40 
26 Clover 51 
27 Carol Smart, ‘Law’s Power, the Sexed Body, and Feminist Discourse,’ Journal of Law and Society, 17:2 

(1990) 204 
28 Mary Ann Doane, ‘Film and the Masquerade: Theorising the Female Spectator,’ Screen 23:3-4 (1982) 95; 

referenced in Judith Mayne, ‘Feminist Film Theory and Criticism,’ Signs, 11:1 (1985) 91 
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The female audience is therefore drawn into identifying with either the virgin or the 

whore; they are punished for their “narcissism” if they choose the whore by experiencing her 

gruesome death, but are rewarded with triumph if they identify with the Final Girl. 

It is worth considering that The Cabin in the Woods and Texas Chainsaw 3D are both re-

workings of previous horror films in different forms. In modern original films, female roles 

are more flexible: for example, Wolf Creek29 has the protagonist killed first. From the 

beginning of the film, Liz is cast as the “virgin” due to her short hair and sexual restraint; 

she’s rendered three-dimensional by her sub-story with Ben, but that romantic interlude does 

not exceed a chaste kiss. When the tourists are kidnapped by a serial killer, it is Liz who 

escapes her bonds, attacks their kidnapper, and frees her friend Kristy. Everything has her 

being set up as the “Final Girl” – and then she is brutally paralysed by the killer and never 

seen again. Ben, half-forgotten as an inconsequential male character, frees himself and treks 

for rescue at the end of the film. It’s a twist on the traditional horror film, where a “surprise” 

ending is usually to have every one of the protagonists killed. In Chernobyl Diaries30 little 

distinction is made between the two female characters: they seem much more representative 

of two friends on a trip than girls forced together to form a contrast. This suggests that horror 

films have progressed from a one-dimensional dichotomous portrayal into something more 

nuanced, which in turn would promote better empathy in the audience. 

The dichotomous representation of female characters in traditional horror films constitutes 

a reductive approach to femininity. Femininity is expressed via overt sexuality, and more 

restrained girls are associated with masculine traits, which enable them to survive. Such 

preference for masculinity reiterates the ideology that to be male is the natural order and to be 

female is an unfortunate aberration. However, this representation seems to be an outdated 

                                                           
29 Wolf Creek, Dir. Greg McLean, Australia, 2005 
30 Chernobyl Diaries, Dir. Brad Parker, USA, 2012. 
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model, a vestige from the films of the seventies and eighties: the films that portray women in 

this way are either re-makes, part of a series, or parodies. They take the comfortable 

stereotypes that the audience expects as homage to the history of horror texts. Contemporary 

horror films mark a shift from prescriptive roles, instead focussing on realistic horror that the 

audience can better empathise with.  
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The Juxtaposition of Sex and Death 

 “We’re not the only ones watching.” “Gotta keep the 

customer satisfied.” 

The Cabin in the Woods. 

 

If there are two things almost guaranteed to cause arousal, they are sex and death. The 

horror film thrives on arousal: the audience must be kept in an almost perpetual state of 

nervous tension in order for the scares to be effective. Angela Ndalianis reiterates the horror 

film’s capability “of intensifying the range of reactions and experiences in which we can 

become enmeshed” and emphasises how “the proliferation of horror texts across media have 

[sic] amplified their focus on sensory encounters.”31 Sexual activity on-screen serves as a 

reminder of the viewer’s own physicality, and this corporeal consciousness makes the 

rendering of human flesh even more visceral. The enamoured couple being “impaled” mid-

coitus is such a common trope that not only does the audience anticipate it but the film plays 

on these expectations. 

In Wrong Turn 5: Bloodlines,32 the opening credits inform the viewer of death and 

carnage; as the film narrative begins, the stealthy tread of feet forms a contrast with the 

amorous activities of a young, white, heterosexual couple. The threat of violence turns out to 

be innocuous, but the viewer is as startled as the interrupted couple: by juxtaposing the 

information on the murders with quiet footsteps and sexual activity, the suggestion is clearly 

that the killers are approaching for further carnage. The implications for the audience of such 

juxtaposition seem short-lived: immediate revulsion and perhaps some lingering fears in the 

night. However, Myriam Miedzian argues for further-reaching consequences: she cites a 

                                                           
31 Angela Ndalianis, The Horror Sensorium: Media and the Senses, (North Carolina: McFarland & Company, 

2012) 4 
32 Wrong Turn 5: Bloodlines, Dir. Declan O’Brien, USA, 2012 
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study wherein men were exposed to horror films, and it was reported that they were less 

sensitive towards female victims of violence. She goes on to emphasise that “the frequent 

juxtaposition in slasher films of extremely violent scenes with relaxing music or mildly erotic 

scenes is very similar to the techniques used in desensitization therapy to get people to engage 

in behaviour that was previously too anxiety-provoking.”33 Horror films therefore promote a 

link (even one that is built subconsciously) between sex and violence, which is discussed in 

further depth in the next chapter. 

In examining an early scene in the original Wrong Turn film, the characters Francine and 

Evan flirt with the expectation that violence and death follow sex: “When do people always 

show up, Evan? What are we doing? Consider it an experiment in probability theory.”34 The 

audience is well aware of what kind of people show up during sexual encounters: the 

murderous kind. Francine drops to her knees to initiate oral sex, and the link between sex and 

death is finalised when she is killed with barbed wire through her mouth. These stereotypical 

scenes, however, represent more than the shock factor of being disturbed during sex to be 

brutally murdered: they reiterate the differences between the victims and the antagonists. Sex 

implies youth and vitality, and is commonly associated with streamlined bodies that are 

beautiful by contemporary standards. In the Wrong Turn franchise, the villains are deformed 

freaks, limping and repulsive. In Masculinities, Violence, and Culture, Suzanne E. Hatty 

posits that “Central to art-horror is the monster, which elicits fear, disgust, or revulsion in the 

viewer or reader. These emotive reactions are based on the recognition that the monster is 

both threatening and impure.”35 The physical deformity of the cannibals therefore highlights 

their cultural abnormalities and the internal rot; it also allows them to be easily identified as 

different to the protagonists. Wetmore argues that horror films made after the terrorist attacks 

                                                           
33 Myriam Miedzian, ‘How Rape Is Encouraged in American Boys,’ Transforming a Rape Culture, eds. Emilie 

Buchwald, Pamela Fletcher and Martha Roth, (Minneapolis, M.N.: Milkweed, 1993) 156 
34 Wrong Turn, Dir. Rob Schmidt, USA, 2003 (0:15) 
35 Suzanne E. Hatty, Masculinities, Violence, and Culture, (London: Sage, 2000) 91 
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of 9/11 mark a shift in the anxieties of contemporary America whereby human beings are 

capable of hurting other humans; old concerns with sexual and religious morality have been 

overridden by xenophobic apprehension.36 However, I would argue that the stranger from 

outside is by far overshadowed by the enemy within: rather than highlighting the differences 

between Western (specifically American) culture and those trying to eradicate it, the horror 

film is, as Ndalianis argues, “about crossing boundaries. One side of the border constitutes 

order; the other chaos: the horrific manifests itself where meaning, which is established by 

civilization, collapses.”37 The fear of the repulsion of American values is not that they are 

being attacked from afar but that they are being destroyed by aberrations of America’s own 

citizens: 

the monster … [embodies] society’s dark side, it tests the 

rules, morals and ideological structures that operate in our 

culture, holding these structures up for analysis, contesting 

their worth, and exposing the instability of the system that 

inform the social order.38 

Stephen Prince summarises that “Audiences never tired of being frightened because they 

never stop feeling frightened about their fellow human beings” and the decay of humanity is 

represented in overt fashion (for example, zombie infestations, vampirism, and, in the 

particular texts I am examining, genetic mutants).39 Sexuality, particularly female sexuality, is 

therefore shorthand for a perceived epidemic of moral decay; the killers are antagonists for 

the characters and warriors for the audience’s morals and cultural norms. This is complicated 

by the eroticisation of female bodies and (hetero)sexual activities: the sin is titillating, the 

punishment is the climax. 

                                                           
36 See Wetmore Post 9-11 Horror in American Cinema 
37 Ndalianis 15 
38 Ndalianis 15 
39 Stephen Prince, The Horror Film, ed. Stephen Prince, (Piscataway, New Jersey: Rutgers, 2004) 3 
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In ‘Twenty Years Later: The Unfinished Business,’ Peggy Miller and Nancy Biele write 

(ironically) that “it is good and protected speech to portray a woman hanging from a meat 

hook [à la The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, where Pam’s eroticised body is impaled] for 

sexually violent fantasies and ejaculatory enjoyment.”40 Sex and death are drawn together 

within the film for the audience, and this amalgamation of the erotic and the frightening is 

parodied on-screen. In Wrong Turn 2: Dead End, one of the mutants feverishly masturbates 

to a female game-show contestant, only to be jealously (and physically) reprimanded by his 

female companion.41 This subsumed sexuality – usually absent and, in this case, separated 

from typical constructions of love, affection, and consensual co-dependent arousal – is 

another violation and, additionally, represents passivity and, by extension, impotence. 

Ebullient youth having fun and enjoying their sexuality and attractiveness form a contrast 

with the cannibals, whose isolation and physical aberrations reduce them to preying on the 

young and the beautiful. Ndalianis further explains the link between corporeality and chaos: 

the conformity of the civilized is stripped away and, for 

horror film protagonists, the primal and the sensory 

become crucial weapons when struggling against the 

abject and chaotic worlds that horror unleashes.42 

The extreme physicality is used to wage war: the privileged beautiful youths have their 

passion and vitality, expressed through sex, whereas the uncivilised and chaotic woodsmen 

assert their dominance through violence and the maiming of these expressive “perfect” 

(particularly in comparison to their own) bodies. 

Jules in The Cabin in the Woods flirts much more overtly with caricatures of death: in the 

game of Truth or Dare in the cabin, she romantically kisses a stuffed wolf to general acclaim. 

                                                           
40 Peggy Miller and Nancy Biele, ‘Twenty Years Later: The Unfinished Revolution,’ Transforming a Rape 

Culture, eds. Emilie Buchwald, Pamela Fletcher and Martha Roth, (Minneapolis, M.N.: Milkweed, 1993) 51 
41 Wrong Turn 2: Dead End, Dir. Joe Lynch, USA and Canada, 2007. 
42 Ndalianis 19 
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The intersection of sex and death are represented by the attractive blonde girl putting on an 

erotic display with a dead animal; it seems absurd – but no more so than teenagers having sex 

during a film about a massacre. Høigård and Finstad argue that “Sexuality is sinful and filthy. 

It can be most successfully aroused when we think of sin and filth. Sin and filth titillate.”43 

Jules’ “unnatural” amorous display creates a stunned silence in the avidly watching characters 

that is likely to be mirrored by the real audience: yet it is this subversion of sexual norms that 

is “arousing” – and that once again marks women as sexual paradoxes, simultaneously 

wolfish (animalistic, untamed) and dead (repressed, frigid). 

 Teenagers experiment with sexuality, but they also take risks with their mortality: the 

“wolf scene” represents this merger of death and sexuality. Horror films provide a space for 

the audience to experience the rush of both of these within a safe, controlled environment. As 

Thomas Elsaesser and Hagener Malte summarise: “The spectator is completely cut off from 

the film events, so that s/he does not have to fear his/her direct involvement in the action …. 

nor does s/he feel any moral obligation to intervene (as in real life).”44 The rush of danger is 

tempered and made enjoyable by the safe environment it is being experienced by proxy in. 

Wetmore cites Aristotle in positing: “audiences go to the theatre in order to experience 

catastrophe so that they might feel pity and terror. By experiencing these emotions in a 

controlled, artificial environment, we are able to encounter tragedy, but then purge the 

negative emotions from us in a catharsis.”45 However, the arousal of negative feelings in 

order to experience resolution seems counter-productive in horror films: there are very few, if 

any, survivors, and the murderers often escape without serious repercussion. In Bloodlines, 

for example, almost all of the sympathetic characters die and the cannibals continue unabated. 

                                                           
43 Cecilie Høigård and Liv Finstad, ‘Prostitutes and their Clients,’ Feminism and Sexuality: A Reader, eds. Stevi 

Jackson and Sue Scott (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996) 362 
44 Thomas Elsaesser and Hagener Malte, Film Theory: An Introduction Through the Senses, (Oxon: Routledge, 

2010) 14 
45 Wetmore 17  
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It seems much more likely that within the horror film the audience is able to vicariously 

engage in behaviours that are culturally inappropriate, such as violence and murder as well as 

exhibitionist sex and voyeurism (even if the characters are within a private setting, the 

activity is being projected to thousands of people to be enjoyed in a public area). James 

Francis Jr references Jonathon Crane to classify how the audience identifies with the 

opposing roles in horror films: “either you identify with the slasher – you’d like to have a 

razor-sharp, foot-long machete in hand as well – or you identify with the worthless victim 

whose spectacular dismemberment becomes the death you too merit.”46 However, this seems 

overly simplistic: must the audience fit into such a rigid dichotomy? In Texas Chainsaw 3D, 

the viewer may abhor the damage done to the human body, but there would be little sympathy 

for Nikki’s demise. The audience therefore can simultaneously live vicariously and condemn 

the characters: the attacks enacted against the victims satisfy both a desire for violence and an 

exercise in moral and cultural control. 

The merging of sex and death in horror films provides a safe space to express anxieties 

(particularly teenagers’) surrounding sex and mortality. A paradox is maintained, whereby 

sex is used to arouse the male heterosexual viewer, and yet the characters who engage in it 

are punished with gory deaths. It is no surprise that contemporary fascination with sex and the 

female body is riddled with disquiet and efforts to control it. Horror films represent how the 

twin tokens of feminine success in society – sexual desirability to the opposite sex and 

presenting a front of sexual indifference – are contradictory, and yet they are continually 

presented (in horror films and other media) as either intertwined or mutually exclusive. 

Furthermore, death is eroticised and violence is implicated in sex, which is problematic for 

the continuation of the female body as sex object and site of violence.  

                                                           
46 James Francis, Jr, Remaking Horror: Hollywood’s New Reliance on Scares of Old, (Jefferson, North Carolina: 

McFarland & Company, 2013) 11; quoting Jonathon Crane, Terror and Everyday Life: Singular Moments in the 

History of the Horror Film. 
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The Threat of Sexual Violence 

“If we do not scare young women, they will not fall into 

our arms.” 

Buffy the Vampire Slayer, ‘Fear Itself.’47 

An isolated cabin in the woods provides Mia with the opportunity to purge herself of her 

demons in Evil Dead.48 Thinking that there is something eerie about the animal corpses and a 

demonic book bound in human skin and barbed wire, she flees into the woods, where she is 

constrained by animated trees that enter her body. Rather than exorcising herself of her 

heroin addiction, Mia is instead possessed by a literal demon that uses her as a vessel to infect 

her companions. 

Evil Dead is a remake of Sam Raimi’s 1981 The Evil Dead49, and the most iconic scene 

survives in both films: the rape of the female protagonist by a tree. A close examination of 

the original scene reveals deeper reasons for its controversy than a simple aversion to rape. 

Cheryl hears voices and goes out into the misty woods in her robe to investigate. Confused, 

she doesn’t see the tentacles of the demonic trees creeping across the leaves until they are 

snaking their way up her legs and pulling apart her robe before holding her in place. As she 

screams, the branches cut through her clothes. Flung to the floor, she tries to cover her breast, 

but the branches pull her wrists apart and separate her legs: she can only writhe helplessly. 

The camera takes on the thickest branch’s point of view, granting it subjectivity, as it 

approaches her spread legs and penetrates her. Her screams of pain and panic degenerate into 

ambiguous pants and gasps, her eyes closed. It’s interesting that that the audience is brought 

into the violating branch’s viewpoint: rather than aligning the viewer with the innocent 

victim, Raimi has the viewer become the branch, indifferent to the girl’s distress and intent 

                                                           
47 ‘Fear, Itself,’ Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Mutant Enemy Productions and 20th Century Fox Productions, The 

WB, US, 26th October 1999. 
48 Evil Dead, Dir. Fede Alvarez, USA, 2013 
49 The Evil Dead, Dir. Sam Raimi, USA, 1981 
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on conquest. The branch connotes power: phallic and unstoppable, it reiterates the dominance 

of man over woman, and draws the audience into finding this appealing. Clover in Men, 

Women and Chain Saws, argues that: 

Conspicuously missing from this analysis is any reference 

to the male viewer’s stake in the sadistic, voyeuristic side 

of horror – the pleasure he may take in watching, from 

some safe vantage or other, women screaming, crying, 

fleeing, cringing, and dying, or indeed the pleasure he may 

take in the thought of himself as the cause of their torment. 

I have no doubt that horror cinema offers such pleasures.50  

The male audience therefore occupies the two active positions of both saviour and 

attacker, of protecting the female body and desecrating it. The female remains passive, the 

recipient of either pain or heroics; furthermore, she is vulnerable to both physical harm and 

sexual conquests. Catharine A. MacKinnon writes in her essay on sexual abuse being 

intrinsic to patriarchal domination: “Vulnerability means the appearance/reality of easy 

sexual access; passivity means receptivity and disabled resistance.”51 Cheryl’s easily-

overcome resistance is satisfying, a token of feminine propriety and biological weakness that 

cannot compete with masculine supremacy.  

Although the horror of the possession of Cheryl is undeniable, the erotic aspect permeates 

the scene. Mackinnon and Dworkin identify pornography as presenting women: 

1. As dehumanized sexual objects, things, or commodities 

2. As sexual objects who enjoy pain or humiliation 

3. As sexual objects who experience sexual pleasure in 

being raped 

4. As sexual objects tied up, cut up, mutilated, bruised, or 

physically hurt 
                                                           
50 Clover 19 
51 MacKinnon 183 
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5. In postures of sexual submission or sexual servility, 

including inviting penetration 

6. With body parts … exhibited, such that women are 

reduced to those parts 

7. As whores by nature 

8. As being penetrated by objects or animals 

9. In scenarios of degradation, injury, or torture and shown 

as filthy or inferior, bleeding, bruised, or hurt in a context 

that makes these conditions sexual52 

Every one of these criteria is explicit in horror films. Furthermore, under these terms the 

depiction of women in horror films is often more “pornographic” than that of commercial 

porn films. The sexualisation of violence has a much more insidious effect than watching 

commercial pornography; under the guise of a straightforward “slasher,” horror films, 

attitudes towards women may be assimilated more easily, viewed as they are within a 

narrative context rather than a sexual snapshot. Overtly pornographic representations of 

women that sexualise and mutilate their bodies are complicit in the objectification of women 

– and would not be so widespread throughout the horror film industry if they were not 

cultural products, shaped (and permitted) by society. Clover argues that: “Actual rape is 

practically nonexistant in the slasher film … violence and sex are not concomitants but 

alternatives, the one as much a substitute for and a prelude to the other as the teenage horror 

film is a substitute for and a prelude to the ‘adult’ film.”53 However, in the films I am 

examining, sexual assault is complicit in physical violence rather than an alternative. 

In the 2013 Evil Dead, Mia is also held captive and suspended by the trees, but it is a 

ghost-girl who regurgitates a black sewage-like mass that twists itself into branches and 

slithers over the constraining tree, curls around her leg, and enters her vagina. Mia is left 

                                                           
52 Gail Dines-Levy, ‘An Analysis of Pornography Research,’ Rape and Sexual Assault II, ed. Ann Wolbert 

Burgess, (Washington, D.C: Garland Reference Library of Social Science, 1988) 319 
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voiceless by the assault, barely finding the strength to scream. The rape isn’t eroticised: Mia 

remains clothed, her breasts covered, and her anguish is clear. Cheryl’s possession, on the 

other hand, begins as an attack, but one which is much more interesting for the (heterosexual 

male) audience: her body is exposed, and the male gaze can enjoy both her nudity and the 

understanding that it is a stolen image, enjoyed without her knowledge or consent.  

On the surface the audience may empathise with the character and her terror – that is what 

makes an effective horror film – but there is also a disassociation from the events on the 

screen, whereby the audience is conscious that it is a work of fiction and the girl on the 

screen an actress. Therefore they can enjoy the simultaneously sexual and violent aspects of 

the scene without guilt. This is mirrored in the character’s reaction: with cuts over her body 

and running barefoot through the woods, she is presenting an image of a distressed woman, 

and yet her moans as she is penetrated by the tree imply that secretly she enjoys it. Sampselle 

et al. in their essay ‘Violence Against Women: The Scope and Significance of the Problem,’ 

present the enduring myth of women secretly or unconsciously wanting to be raped, 

elaborating: 

This myth operates in advertising images of women who 

are wide eyed and vulnerable, while their body language 

openly invites sexual attention. Frequent examples are 

found in romance novels where women are routinely 

overpowered by men and, as a result, transported to 

greater sexual fulfilment.54 

The implications of this are apparent: “no” is a dare for seduction; fists are clenched in 

anticipation of pleasure; resistance is nothing more than playing at being “the good girl” for 

male titillation and to conform to expectations of gender roles. Eroticised sexual assault in 

                                                           
54 Carolyn M. Sampselle et al: The Scope and Significance of the Problem,’ Violence Against Women, (London: 

Hemisphere, 1992) 7 
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films reiterates ideologies that rape is little more than a girl changing her mind after the 

event, and promotes old cultural views of women as little more than passive objects for male 

sexual desire, automatically responding to touch and penetration with arousal. Worse, it 

confirms beliefs that women secretly desire to be raped and enjoy sexual assaults, contrary to 

evidence from actual rape victims.55 

The eroticisation of women in distress seems to be a trademark of eighties horror films, 

and this is particularly evident when examining the film posters: a creature carries a 

curvaceous white-clad brunette in Swamp Thing;56 a slim blonde in a white bikini gazes up 

adoringly at her hero in The Toxic Avenger,57 and another blonde in a ripped white dress 

screams helplessly, her arms suspended above her head, as a bloodied scythe comes closer for 

Devil Hunter.58 As Clover explains: “there is something about the victim function that wants 

manifestation in a female, and something about the monster and hero functions that wants 

expression in a male.”59 The theme of hapless sexy woman in distress, resplendent in ripped 

or skimpy white clothing, appeals to the dual nature of masculinity: to be the hero, saving and 

protecting the woman in need, as well as the virile conqueror who ravishes his not-quite 

resisting prize. This film trope is not restricted to the screen: in Susan Brownmiller’s Against 

Our Will, she discusses the idea of rape as a pervasive patriarchal technique for maintaining 

the subordination of women, eroticised to move beyond a discourse of power to the sexual by 

“the beautiful victim.” She argues that “our attractiveness to men, our sexual desirability, is 

in direct proportion to our ability to play the victim [italics mine] … Her value is as captured 

trophy.”60 The woman on the screen is simultaneously victim and trophy, both chaste and 

                                                           
55 See Ilsa L. Lottes, ‘Sexual Socialization and Attitudes Toward Rape,’ Rape and Sexual Assault II, ed. Ann 

Wolbert Burgess, (Washington, D.C: Garland Reference Library of Social Science, 1988) 206 
56 Swamp Thing, Dir. Wes Craven, USA, 1982 
57 The Toxic Avenger, Dirs. Michael Herz and Lloyd Kaufman, USA, 1984 
58 Devil Hunter, Dir. Jesus Franco, West Germany, 1980 
59 Clover 12 
60 Susan Brownmiller, Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape, (New York City, N.Y.: Ballantine, 1975) 333 



Scaring the Girls and Emboldening the Boys  May 2015 

28 

 

enticing, and represents a paragon of the male fantasy: a woman that is sexually enticing and 

yet holds the promise of virginity, of giving up her “prize” for a conquering hero. 

The original theatrical release poster for The Evil Dead (1981) featured a girl rising from 

the earth, her face thrust upwards by a dirty masculine hand clenched around her throat. The 

girl’s face is panicked, blood drips from her mouth, and one hand grips the earth while the 

other is outstretched in desperation. It’s a powerful image in its depiction of a terrified 

woman – and yet the viewer’s fear and aversion are complicated by the sexualisation of the 

female subject. A strap of her (virginal white) camisole has slid down her arm, creating the 

unspoken implication of coy nudity, unaware but not precisely unwilling; the other side of 

her camisole is ripped so that her breast is prominent. Even in abject terror, grasped by 

harmful otherworldly forces, the heroine – or, rather, the victim – is a sex symbol, designed 

to provoke fear and lust simultaneously. The crux of her allure is her victimisation: helpless 

under masculine forces, she is an opportunity for heroics and an unconscious recipient of the 

male gaze. As Andrea Dworkin claims in ‘I Want a Twenty-Four-Hour Truce’, sexual 

violence is as symptomatic of masculine aggression and entitlement as fighting, where men 

are “so proud of being men who can get it up and give it hard.”61 I argue that horror films are 

therefore an exercise in reclaiming masculinity: the male characters come to the aid of the 

sexualised female, and in doing so can express themselves both sexually and violently. 

The passive female role and heroic masculine identity seeps from the screen into the 

audience, acting as a way of cementing gender roles: 

“Zillman and Weaver (1997) found that their male 

respondents enjoyed a horror film twice as much in the 

presence of a distressed female as when they viewed with 

a fearless female, and female viewers enjoyed the film 
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least when viewing with a distressed male. In other words, 

viewing violence and horror is part of the way in which 

these viewers experience gender, sexuality and power. 

However, these viewers recognise that they are performing 

a gender role here and such performances can take 

different forms.”62 

The horror film thus becomes an exercise in both gender relations and gender production. 

Clover surmises: “Sex, in this universe, proceeds from gender, not the other way around. A 

figure does not cry and cower because she is a woman; she is a woman because she cries and 

cowers. And a figure is not a psychokiller because he is a man; he is a man because he is a 

psychokiller.”63 By the same token, the female in the audience identifies with the female (the 

victim) onscreen and reacts to the danger in the film with passivity, nestling into their male 

companion who is her protector in an innocuous environment; similarly the male can project 

strength, sturdiness and reliability even when their bravery is nothing more than being able to 

offer comfort and watch a fictional display. Clover argues: “[H]orror films do attack their 

audiences. The attack is palpable; we take it in the eye. For just as the audience eye can be 

invited by the camera to assault, so it can be physically assaulted by the projected image.”64 

Although it can be uncomfortable (or almost impossible) to watch certain scenes due to the 

feelings of fear that may be almost as palpable as exposure to real stimuli, the performance of 

fear is exaggerated by gender stereotypes, whether that is stolid masculinity or vulnerable 

femininity.  

Contemporary horror films however, such as Evil Dead (2013) and Wrong Turn 5: 

Bloodlines (2012)65 mark a distinct shift in the representation of sexual violence. Rather than 

an erotic spectacle, offering the opportunity for unthreatening scopophilia, the depiction of 
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sexual threats and attacks are genuinely horrifying. In Bloodlines, Lita is threatened by the 

patriarch of the family with rape and sexual violence (the cutting off of her breasts); it is an 

unequivocal horror bereft of sexual ambiguity. The sexual violence and threat thereof is not a 

display for sexual arousal; instead it is an exercise of the patriarch’s domination and cruelty 

as much as any other physical violence. In the essay ‘Rape, Power, Realism and the Fantastic 

on Television,’ Lorna Jowett argues that rape on the screen “is a performance of masculinity 

… Issues of spectacle and spectatorship are raised and viewers are reminded that we are 

witnessing this violation along with other characters.”66 Anne Edwards confirms that 

violence, particularly when it is gendered, is more of a “socially-produced and often socially-

legitimated cultural phenomenon, rather than the ‘natural’ expression of biological drives or 

an innate male characteristic.”67 She summarises that violence by men against women is “the 

result of social and historical conditions, not primarily of human (male) biology.”68 What are 

these social conditions if not group activities, such as going to the cinema to see a film that 

glorifies violence and particularly sexual violence against women? Biologically the sexes are 

born equal (and at an approximate 1:1 ratio), and yet historically one gender has subjugated 

the other with a physical and mental oppression that includes the threat of sexual violence.69 

Historical factors cannot be dismissed, but with a conscious effort the social environment 

may be altered. 

There is an element of debasement to sexual violence that creates a sense of revulsion 

greater than that afforded to typical bodily assaults. The over-the-top visceral damage done to 

the human body in an average horror film is immense and unlikely, whereas the threat of 

sexual violence is a more pervasive threat. Moreover, rape narratives may place blame on the 
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victim for inviting assault, which can act as a “safety net”: women may believe that if they 

behave and dress “respectfully” then they are not at risk.70 The threat of sexual violence 

therefore has a greater impact, which in a desensitised audience, is necessary in order to 

obtain a reaction. Torture and murder are relegated to sensationalist films; the risk of sexual 

violence pervades the female psych in a rape culture where women are held to be responsible 

for another’s attack. 

The threat of sexual violence for men has typically been about emasculation, and although 

female-directed sexual violence is more prevalent in horror films, for both male and female 

victims this violence is more a form of domination than lust. The Bloodlines patriarch taunts 

Lita’s blind helplessness; The Evil Dead demon, using Mia’s body, licks another female 

character before saying, “Your little sister’s being raped in Hell.” Taunts about sexual 

violence are the most evocative. Given that these threats and attacks are meant to (and do) 

induce fear in the victims,  

Propaganda films and cult films do not ‘end,’ once a title 

proclaims ‘The End’; in fact, this is where their impact 

really starts as they attach themselves to spectators, taking 

hold of their minds and entering their fantasies. According 

to this view of cinema, certain films function like a virus 

or parasite that depends on a human host but also starts to 

lead a life independent from it.”71 

The sexualised abuse of women is more than titillation for the male viewer and another 

method of causing unease in a female viewer (or, even, discomfort for the postfeminist male): 

it creates a parody of femininity that feminists have endeavoured to eradicate. The sexual 

trauma on-screen has more effect than the ridiculous over-the-top kills: it is a reminder of 
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Woman’s vulnerability and their necessity to look to those responsible for their fear for 

protection. 
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Conclusion 

The fascination with the flesh and, in particular, its transgressions have long held sway over 

society’s concerns, which in turn exorcise its apprehensions through depictions in the media. 

The woman who keeps her place as sexually repressed, demure “lady” is granted a reprieve, 

whereas feminine sexual exuberance is an invitation for danger. What did she expect? the 

horror film asks. Dressing and acting like that: she was bound to come to no good. The 

audience is drawn into categorising the female characters as either victims of male sexual 

urges and male rage, or as survivors due to their embodying masculine traits and aversion to 

stereotypical femininity. The desecration of the body and the sexual play of beautiful youths 

intersect to form a focus on corporeality, and on the pleasures and damages the body can 

receive. Engaging in one leads to the other, a crude lesson in sexual morality as well as a 

means of misplaced arousal: sex gets the audience invested and then cruelly taken aback 

when the slashing commences. The coding of sexualised violence in these films is 

problematic for its depiction of women as sexual conquests (to be overcome) and trophies (to 

be saved from another male threat); moreover, horror films often show women as enjoying 

sexual violence – there are no such masochistic tendencies for those suffering from physical 

assaults. 

Horror films, whether a piece of entertainment to their fans or distasteful to their critics, are 

not pulled from nothing: the social situation in which they were made, and the ideologies of 

the writers and directors, create a product that would not exist under different circumstances. 

In this case, particularly when common trends and themes emerge, examining these films is 

much like examining the culture that manufactured them. What do these films say about the 

views of the society that formed it? If horror films are considered products of their 

environment, then the environment is one either subtly or overtly hostile towards women. 
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They represent how female sexuality is considered a threat to be constrained, and how 

women in general are sexual vessels. Lottes argues: “rape is not primarily the result of an 

idiosyncratic or intrapsychic problem but, like most behaviour, is learned through interaction 

with others. Rape is regarded as a logical and psychological extension of a dominant ideology 

that degrades women and justifies coercive sexuality.”72 Repetitions of “justified” sexual 

violence and compartmentalisation of women therefore promote such behaviour in real life; 

they are given more substance and become the norm. Moreover, female wariness of 

“inviting” such negative attention means, as Rosalind Gill argues, that “the objectifying male 

gaze is internalized to form a new disciplinary regime.”73 With a culture that posits that any 

woman straying from male-approved social norms is placing herself vulnerable to sexual and 

physical violence, she no longer needs to be governed by a father or husband: she curtails her 

own behaviour as if under her own free will. 

By identifying issues in horror film representations, we may progress to more egalitarian 

depictions. Elizabeth Powell highlights a University of California study, where men and 

women watched films showing women being victimised; if the woman spoke up about her 

discomfort, “the man tended to change his attitude in a positive direction” whereas if she 

remained silent “he assumed she did not mind.”74 Dissatisfaction can only lead to 

improvement. I conclude with Buchwald’s question: 

How can anyone quantify the damage done to a girl who 

daily sees a stream of images of women being pursued, 

threatened, sexually assaulted, and killed? What happens 

to a girl’s sense of adventure, her zest for living an 
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Bodies in the Media,’ MR Zine, http://mrzine.monthlyreview.org/2009/gill230509.html, accessed 19th April 

2015 
74 Elizabeth Walker, ‘I Thought You Didn’t Mind,’ Transforming a Rape Culture, eds. Emilie Buchwald, 

Pamela Fletcher and Martha Roth, (Minneapolis, M.N.: Milkweed, 1993) 115 

http://mrzine.monthlyreview.org/2009/gill230509.html
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interesting life, in the race of a world obviously hostile to 

women?75 

                                                           
75 Emilie Buchwald, ‘Raising Girls for the 21st Century,’ Transforming a Rape Culture, eds. Emilie Buchwald, 

Pamela Fletcher and Martha Roth, (Minneapolis, M.N.: Milkweed, 1993) 197 
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Filmography 

 

Chernobyl Diaries. Dir. Brad Parker. USA. 2012 

Devil Hunter. Dir. Jesus Franco. West Germany. 1980 

Evil Dead. Dir. Fede Alvarez. USA. 2013 

Hostel: Part II. Dir. Eli Roth. USA. 2007 

Swamp Thing. Dir. Wes Craven. USA. 1982 

Texas Chainsaw 3D, Dir. John Luessenhop, USA, 2013 

The Cabin in the Woods. Dir. Drew Goddard, USA, 2012 

The Evil Dead. Dir. Sam Raimi. USA. 1981 

The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Dir. Tobe Hooper, USA, 1974 

The Toxic Avenger. Dirs. Michael Herz and Lloyd Kaufman. USA. 1984 

Wolf Creek. Dir. Greg McLean. Australia. 2005 

Wrong Turn. Dir. Rob Schmidt. USA. 2003 

Wrong Turn 2: Dead End. Dir. Joe Lynch. USA and Canada. 2007 

Wrong Turn 5: Bloodlines. Dir. Declan O’Brien. USA. 2012 

‘Fear, Itself.’ Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Mutant Enemy Productions and 20th Century Fox 

Productions. The WB. US. 26th October 1999 
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