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The Body

On the face of it, the relation between the sexes in slasher films could hardly be clearer. The

killer is with few exceptions recognizably human and distinctly male; his fury is unmistakably

sexual in both roots and expression; his victims are mostly women, often sexually free and

always young and beautiful ones. Just how essential this victim is to horror is suggested by

her historical durability. If the killer has over time been variously figured as shark, fog, gorilla,

birds, and slime, the victim is eternally and prototypically the damsel. Cinema hardly invented

the pattern. It has simply given visual expression to the abiding proposition that, in Poe’s

famous formulation, the death of a beautiful woman is the “most poetical topic in the world.”1

As slasher director Dario Argento puts it, “I like women, especially beautiful ones. If they have

a good face and figure, I would much prefer to watch them being murdered than an ugly girl

or a man.”2 Brian De Palma elaborates: ‘Women in peril work better in the suspense genre. It

all goes back to the Perils of Pauline. . . . If you have a haunted house and you have a woman

walking around with a candelabrum, you fear more for her than you would for a husky man.”3

Or Hitchcock, during the filming of The Birds: “I always believe in following the advice of the

playwright Sardou. He said ‘Torture the women!’ The trouble today is that we don’t torture

women enough.”4 What the directors do not say, but show, is that “Pauline” is at her very

most effective in a state of undress, borne down upon by a blatantly phallic murderer, even

gurgling orgasmically as she dies. The case could be made that the slasher films available at

a given neighborhood video rental outlet recommend themselves to censorship under the

Dworkin-MacKinnon guidelines at least as readily as the hard-core films the next section

over, at which that legislation is aimed; for if some victims are men, the argument goes, most

are women, and the women are brutalized in ways that come too close to real life for comfort.

But what this line of reasoning does not take into account is the figure of the Final Girl.

Because slashers lie for all practical purposes beyond the purview of legitimate criticism,

and to the extent that they have been reviewed at all have been reviewed on an individual

basis, the phenomenon of the female victim-hero has scarcely been acknowledged.
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It is, of course, “on the face of it” that most of the public discussion of film takes place—

from the Dworkin-MacKinnon legislation to Siskel’s and Ebert’s reviews to our own talks with

friends on leaving the movie house. Underlying that discussion is the assumption that 

the sexes are what they seem; that screen males represent the Male and screen females the

Female; that this identification along gender lines authorizes impulses toward sexual violence

in males and encourages impulses toward victimization in females. In part because of the

massive authority cinema by nature accords the image, even academic film criticism has been

slow—slower than literary criticism—to get beyond appearances. Film may not appropriate

the mind’s eye, but it certainly encroaches on it; the gender characteristics of a screen figure

are a visible and audible given for the duration of the film. To the extent that the possibility

of cross-gender identification has been entertained, it has been in the direction female-with-

male. Thus some critics have wondered whether the female viewer, faced with the screen

image of a masochistic/narcissistic female, might not rather elect to “betray her sex and

identify with the masculine point of view.”5 The reverse question—whether men might not

also, on occasion, elect to betray their sex and identify with screen females—has scarcely been

asked, presumably on the assumption that men’s interests are well served by the traditional

patterns of cinematic representation. Then too there is the matter of the “male gaze.” As 

E. Ann Kaplan sums it up: “Within the film text itself, men gaze at women, who become objects

of the gaze; the spectator, in turn, is made to identify with this male gaze, and to objectify the

women on the screen; and the camera’s original ‘gaze’ comes into play in the very act of

filming.”6 But if it is so that all of us, male and female alike, are by these processes “made to”

identify with men and “against” women, how are we then to explain the appeal to a largely

male audience of a film genre that features a female victim-hero? The slasher film brings us

squarely up against a fundamental question of film analysis: where does the literal end and

the figurative begin; how do the two levels interact and what is the significance of the

particular interaction; and to which, in arriving at a political judgment (as we are inclined to

do in the case of low horror and pornography), do we assign priority?

A figurative or functional analysis of the slasher begins with the processes of point of 

view and identification. The male viewer seeking a male character, even a vicious one, with 

whom to identify in a sustained way has little to hang on to in the standard example. On 

the good side, the only viable candidates are the schoolmates or friends of the girls. They 

are for the most part marginal, underdeveloped characters; more to the point, they tend to

die early in the film. If the traditional horror film gave the male spectator a last-minute hero

with whom to identify, thereby “indulging his vanity as protector of the helpless female,”7 the

slasher eliminates or attenuates that role beyond any such function; indeed, would-be

rescuers are not infrequently blown away for their efforts, leaving the girl to fight her own 

fight. Policemen, fathers, and sheriffs appear only long enough to demonstrate risible

incomprehension and incompetence. On the bad side, there is the killer. The killer is often

unseen, or barely glimpsed, during the first part of the film, and what we do see, when we

finally get a good look, hardly invites immediate or conscious empathy. He is commonly

masked, fat, deformed, or dressed as a woman. Or “he” is a woman: woe to the viewer of Friday

the Thirteenth I who identifies with the male killer only to discover, in the film’s final sequences,

that he was not a man at all but a middle-aged woman. In either case, the killer is himself

eventually killed or otherwise evacuated from the narrative. No male character of any stature

lives to tell the tale.
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The one character of stature who does live to tell the tale is of course female. The Final

Girl is introduced at the beginning and is the only character to be developed in any

psychological detail. We understand immediately from the attention paid it that hers is the

main story line. She is intelligent, watchful, level-headed; the first character to sense

something amiss and the only one to deduce from the accumulating evidence the patterns

and extent of the threat; the only one, in other words, whose perspective approaches our own

privileged understanding of the situation. We register her horror as she stumbles on the

corpses of her friends; her paralysis in the face of death duplicates those moments of 

the universal nightmare experience on which horror frankly trades. When she downs the killer,

we are triumphant. She is by any measure the slasher film’s hero. This is not to say that our

attachment to her is exclusive and unremitting, only that it adds up, and that in the closing

sequence it is very close to absolute.

An analysis of the camerawork bears this out. Much is made of the use of the I-camera to

represent the killer’s point of view. In these passages—they are usually few and brief, but

powerful—we see through his eyes and (on the sound track) hear his breathing and heartbeat.

His and our vision is partly obscured by bushes or windowblinds in the foreground. By such

means we are forced, the argument goes, to identify with the killer. In fact, however, the

relation between camera point of view and the processes of viewer identification are poorly

understood; the fact that Steven Spielberg can stage an attack in Jaws from the shark’s point

of view (underwater, rushing upward toward the swimmer’s flailing legs) or Hitchcock an

attack in The Birds from the birds’-eye perspective (from the sky, as they gather to swoop down

on the streets of Bodega Bay) would seem to suggest either that the viewer’s identificatory

powers are unbelievably elastic or that point-of-view shots can sometimes be pro forma.8

But let us for the moment accept the equation point of view = identification. We are linked,

in this way, with the killer in the early part of the film, usually before we have seen him directly

and before we have come to know the Final Girl in any detail. Our closeness to him wanes as

our closeness to the Final Girl waxes—a shift underwritten by story line as well as camera

position. By the end, point of view is hers: we are in the closet with her, watching with her

eyes the knife blade stab through the door; in the room with her as the killer breaks through

the window and grabs at her; in the car with her as the killer stabs through the convertible

top, and so on. With her, we become if not the killer of the killer then the agent of his expulsion

from the narrative vision. If, during the film’s course, we shifted our sympathies back and

forth, and dealt them out to other characters along the way, we belong in the end to the Final

Girl; there is no alternative. When Stretch eviscerates Chop Top at the end of Texas Chain Saw

II, she is literally the only character left alive, on either side.

Audience response ratifies this design. Observers unanimously stress the readiness of

the “live” audience to switch sympathies in midstream, siding now with the killer and now,

and finally, with the Final Girl. As Schoell, whose book on shocker films wrestles with its own

monster, “the feminists,” puts it:

Social critics make much of the fact that male audience members cheer on the

misogynous misfits in these movies as they rape, plunder, and murder their screaming,

writhing female victims. Since these same critics walk out of the moviehouse in disgust

long before the movie is over, they don’t realize that these same men cheer on (with

renewed enthusiasm, in fact) the heroines, who are often as strong, sexy, and indepen-

dent as the [earlier] victims, as they blow away the killer with a shotgun or get him
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between the eyes with a machete. All of these men are said to be identifying with the

maniac, but they enjoy his death throes the most of all, and applaud the heroine with

admiration.9

What filmmakers seem to know better than film critics is that gender is less a wall than a

permeable membrane.10

No one who has read “Red Riding Hood” to a small boy or participated in a viewing of, say,

Deliverance (an all-male story that women find as gripping as men) or, more recently, Alien and

Aliens, with whose space-age female Rambo, herself a Final Girl, male viewers seem to engage

with ease, can doubt the phenomenon of cross-gender identification.11 This fluidity of

engaged perspective is in keeping with the universal claims of the psychoanalytic model: the

threat function and the victim function coexist in the same unconscious, regardless of

anatomical sex. But why, if viewers can identify across gender lines and if the root experience

of horror is sex blind, are the screen sexes not interchangeable? Why not more and better

female killers, and why (in light of the maleness of the majority audience) not Pauls as well

as Paulines? The fact that horror film so stubbornly genders the killer male and the principal

victim female would seem to suggest that representation itself is at issue—that the sensation

of bodily fright derives not exclusively from repressed content, as Freud insisted, but also from

the bodily manifestations of that content.

Nor is the gender of the principals as straightforward as it first seems. The killer’s phallic

purpose, as he thrusts his drill or knife into the trembling bodies of young women, is

unmistakable. At the same time, however, his masculinity is severely qualified: he ranges

from the virginal or sexually inert to the transvestite or transsexual, is spiritually divided 

(“the mother half of his mind”) or even equipped with vulva and vagina. Although the 

killer of God Told Me To is represented and taken as a male in the film text, he is revealed, 

by the doctor who delivered him, to have been sexually ambiguous from birth: “I truly could

not tell whether that child was male or female; it was as if the sexual gender had not been

determined . . . as if it were being developed.”12 In this respect, slasher killers have much 

in common with the monsters of classic horror—monsters who, in Linda Williams’s formula-

tion, represent not just “an eruption of the normally repressed animal sexual energy of 

the civilized male” but also the “power and potency of a non-phallic sexuality.” To the extent

that the monster is constructed as feminine, the horror film thus expresses female desire

only to show how monstrous it is.13 The intention is manifest in Aliens, in which the Final Girl,

Ripley, is pitted in the climactic scene against the most terrifying “alien” of all: an egg-laying

Mother. [. . .]

The gender of the Final Girl is likewise compromised from the outset by her masculine

interests, her inevitable sexual reluctance (penetration, it seems, constructs the female), her

apartness from other girls, sometimes her name. At the level of the cinematic apparatus, 

her unfemininity is signaled clearly by her exercise of the “active investigating gaze” normally

reserved for males and hideously punished in females when they assume it themselves;

tentatively at first and then aggressively; the Final Girl looks for the killer, even tracking him

to his forest hut or his underground labyrinth, and then at him, therewith bringing him, often

for the first time, into our vision as well.14 When, in the final scene, she stops screaming,

looks at the killer, and reaches for the knife (sledge hammer, scalpel, gun, machete, hanger,

knitting needle, chainsaw), she addresses the killer on his own terms. To the critics’ objection

that Halloween in effect punished female sexuality, director John Carpenter responded:
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They [the critics] completely missed the boat there, I think. Because if you turn it around,

the one girl who is the most sexually uptight just keeps stabbing this guy with a long knife.

She’s the most sexually frustrated. She’s the one that killed him. Not because she’s a

virgin, but because all that repressed energy starts coming out. She uses all those phallic

symbols on the guy. . . . She and the killer have a certain link: sexual repression.15

For all its perversity, Carpenter’s remark does underscore the sense of affinity, even

recognition, that attends the final encounter. But the “certain link” that puts killer and Final

Girl on terms, at least briefly, is more than “sexual repression.” It is also a shared masculinity,

materialized in “all those phallic symbols”—and it is also a shared femininity, materialized

in what comes next (and what Carpenter, perhaps significantly, fails to mention): the

castration, literal or symbolic, of the killer at her hands. His eyes may be put out, his hand

severed, his body impaled or shot, his belly gashed, or his genitals sliced away or bitten off.

The Final Girl has not just manned herself; she specifically unmans an oppressor whose

masculinity was in question to begin with. By the time the drama has played itself out,

darkness yields to light (often as day breaks) and the close quarters of the barn (closet,

elevator, attic, basement) give way to the open expanse of the yard (field, road, lakescape,

cliff). With the Final Girl’s appropriation of “all those phallic symbols” comes the quelling, the

dispelling, of the “uterine” threat as well. Consider again the paradigmatic ending of Texas

Chain Saw II. From the underground labyrinth, murky and bloody, in which she faced saw,

knife, and hammer, Stretch escapes through a culvert into the open air. She clambers up the

jutting rock and with a chainsaw takes her stand. When her last assailant comes at her, she

slashes open his lower abdomen—the sexual symbolism is all too clear—and flings him off

the cliff. Again, the final scene shows her in extreme long shot, standing on the pinnacle,

drenched in sunlight, buzzing chainsaw held overhead.

The tale would indeed seem to be one of sex and parents. The patently erotic threat is easily

seen as the materialized projection of the dreamer’s (viewer’s) own incestuous fears and

desires. It is this disabling cathexis to one’s parents that must be killed and rekilled in the

service of sexual autonomy. When the Final Girl stands at last in the light of day with the

knife in her hand, she has delivered herself into the adult world. Carpenter’s equation of the

Final Girl with the killer has more than a grain of truth. The killers of Psycho, The Eyes of Laura

Mars, Friday the Thirteenth II–VI, and Cruising, among others, are explicitly figured as sons in 

the psychosexual grip of their mothers (or fathers, in the case of Cruising). The difference 

is between past and present and between failure and success. The Final Girl enacts in 

the present, and successfully, the parenticidal struggle that the killer himself enacted

unsuccessfully in his own past—a past that constitutes the film’s backstory. She is what the

killer once was; he is what she could become should she fail in her battle for sexual selfhood.

“You got a choice, boy,” says the tyrannical father of Leatherface in Texas Chain Saw II, “sex or

the saw; you never know about sex, but the saw—the saw is the family.”

But the tale is no less one of maleness. If the early experience of the oedipal drama can

be—is perhaps ideally—enacted in female form, the achievement of full adulthood requires

the assumption and, apparently, brutal employment of the phallus. The helpless child is

gendered feminine; the autonomous adult or subject is gendered masculine; the passage

from childhood to adulthood entails a shift from feminine to masculine. It is the male killer’s

tragedy that his incipient femininity is not reversed but completed (castration) and the Final

Girl’s victory that her incipient masculinity is not thwarted but realized (phallicization). When
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De Palma says that female frailty is a predicate of the suspense genre, he proposes, in effect,

that the lack of the phallus, for Lacan the privileged signifier of the symbolic order of culture,

is itself simply horrifying, at least in the mind of the male observer. Where pornography (the

argument goes) resolves that lack through a process of fetishization that allows a breast or

leg or whole body to stand in for the missing member, the slasher film resolves it either

through eliminating the woman (earlier victims) or reconstituting her as masculine (Final

Girl). The moment at which the Final Girl is effectively phallicized is the moment that the plot

halts and horror ceases. Day breaks, and the community returns to its normal order.

Casting psychoanalytic verities in female form has a venerable cinematic history. Ingmar

Bergman has made a career of it, and Woody Allen shows signs of following his lead. One

immediate and practical advantage, by now presumably unconscious on the part of makers

as well as viewers, has to do with a preestablished cinematic “language” for capturing the

moves and moods of the female body and face. The cinematic gaze, we are told, is male, and

just as that gaze “knows” how to fetishize the female form in pornography (in a way that it does

not “know” how to fetishize the male form),16 so it “knows,” in horror, how to track a woman

ascending a staircase in a scary house and how to study her face from an angle above as she

first hears the killer’s footfall. A set of conventions we now take for granted simply “sees”

males and females differently.

To this cinematic habit may be added the broader range of emotional expression

traditionally allowed women. Angry displays of force may belong to the male, but crying,

cowering, screaming, fainting, trembling, begging for mercy belong to the female. Abject

terror, in short, is gendered feminine, and the more concerned a given film with that

condition—and it is the essence of modern horror—the more likely the femaleness of the

victim. It is no accident that male victims in slasher films are killed swiftly or offscreen, and

that prolonged struggles, in which the victim has time to contemplate her imminent

destruction, inevitably figure females. Only when one encounters the rare expression of abject

terror on the part of a male (as in I Spit on Your Grave) does one apprehend the full extent of

the cinematic double standard in such matters.17

It is also the case that gender displacement can provide a kind of identificatory buffer, an

emotional remove, that permits the majority audience to explore taboo subjects in the relative

safety of vicariousness. Just as Bergman came to realize that he could explore castration

anxiety more freely via depictions of hurt female bodies (witness the genital mutilation of

Karin in Cries and Whispers), so the makers of slasher films seem to know that sadomasochistic

incest fantasies sit more easily with the male viewer when the visible player is female. It is

one thing for that viewer to hear the psychiatrist intone at the end of Psycho that Norman as

a boy (in the backstory) was abnormally attached to his mother; it would be quite another to

see that attachment dramatized in the present, to experience in nightmare form the

elaboration of Norman’s (the viewer’s own) fears and desires. If the former is playable in male

form, the latter, it seems, is not.

The Final Girl is, on reflection, a congenial double for the adolescent male. She is 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 disturb the

structures of male competence and sexuality. Her sexual inactivity, in this reading, becomes

all but inevitable; the male viewer may be willing to enter into the vicarious experience of

defending himself from the possibility of symbolic penetration on the part of the killer, but

real vaginal penetration on the diegetic level is evidently more femaleness than he can bear.
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[. . .] It may be through the female body that the body of the audience is sensationalized, but

the sensation is an entirely male affair. [. . .]

If the slasher film is “on the face of it” a genre with at least a strong female presence, it is

in these figurative readings a thoroughly strong male exercise, one that finally has very little

to do with femaleness and very much to do with phallocentrism. Figuratively seen, the Final

Girl is a male surrogate in things oedipal, a homoerotic stand-in, the audience incorporate;

to the extent she “means” girl at all, it is only for purposes of signifying phallic lack, and even

that meaning is nullified in the final scenes. Our initial question—how to square a female

victim-hero with a largely male audience—is not so much answered as it is obviated in these

readings. The Final Girl is (apparently) female not despite the maleness of the audience, but

precisely because of it. The discourse is wholly masculine, and females figure in it only insofar

as they “read” some aspect of male experience. To applaud the Final Girl as a feminist

development, as some reviews of Aliens have done with Ripley, is, in light of her figurative

meaning, a particularly grotesque expression of wishful thinking.18 She is simply an agreed-

upon fiction, and the male viewer’s use of her as a vehicle for his own sadomasochistic

fantasies an act of perhaps timeless dishonesty.

For all their immediate appeal, these figurative readings loosen as many ends as they tie

together. The audience, we have said, is predominantly male; but what about the women 

in it? Do we dismiss them as male-identified and account for their experience as an

“immasculated” act of collusion with the oppressor?19 This is a strong judgment to apply to

large numbers of women; for while it may be that the audience for slasher films is mainly male,

that does not mean that there are not also many female viewers who actively like such films,

and of course there are also women, however few, who script, direct, and produce them. These

facts alone oblige us at least to consider the possibility that female fans find a meaning in

the text and image of these films that is less inimical to their own interests than the figurative

analysis would have us believe. Or should we conclude that males and females read these

films differently in some fundamental sense? Do females respond to the text (the literal) and

males the subtext (the figurative)?20

Some such notion of differential understanding underlies the homoerotic reading. The

silent presupposition of that reading is that male identification with the female as female

cannot be, and that the male viewer/reader who adjoins feminine experience does so only by

homosexual conversion. But does female identification with male experience then similarly

indicate a lesbian conversion? Or are the processes of patriarchy so one-way that the female

can identify with the male directly, but the male can identify with the female only by

transsexualizing her? Does the Final Girl mean “girl” to her female viewers and “boy” to her male

viewers? If her masculine features qualify her as a transformed boy, do not the feminine features

of the killer qualify him as a transformed woman (in which case the homoerotic reading can

be maintained only by defining that “woman” as phallic and retransforming her into a male)?

[. . .] Further: is it simple coincidence that this combination tale—trials, then triumph—bears

such a striking resemblance to the classic (male) hero story? Does the standard hero story

featuring an anatomical female “mean” differently from one featuring an anatomical male?

[. . .]

The last point is the crucial one: the same female body does for both. The Final Girl 1)

undergoes agonizing trials, and 2) virtually or actually destroys the antagonist and saves
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herself. By the lights of folk tradition, she is not a heroine, for whom phase 1 consists in being

saved by someone else, but a hero, who rises to the occasion and defeats the adversary with

his own wit and hands. Part 1 of the story sits well on the female; it is the heart of heroine

stories in general (Red Riding Hood, Pauline), and in some figurative sense, in ways we have

elaborated in some detail, it is gendered feminine even when played by a male. Odysseus’

position, trapped in the cave of the Cyclops, is after all not so different from Pauline’s position

tied to the tracks or Sally’s trapped in the dining room of the slaughterhouse family. The

decisive moment, as far as the fixing of gender is concerned, lies in what happens next: those

who save themselves are male, and those who are saved by others are female. No matter how

“feminine” his experience in phase 1, the traditional hero, if he rises against his adversary and

saves himself in phase 2, will be male.

What is remarkable about the slasher film is that it comes close to reversing the priorities.

Presumably for the various functional or figurative reasons we have considered in this essay,

phase 1 wants a female: on that point all slashers from Psycho on are agreed. Abject fear is

still gendered feminine, and the taboo anxieties in which slashers trade are still explored

more easily via Pauline than Paul. The slippage comes in phase 2. As if in mute deference to

a cultural imperative, slasher films from the seventies bring in a last-minute male, even when

he is rendered supernumerary by the Final Girl’s sturdy defense. By 1980, however, the male

rescuer is either dismissably marginal or dispensed with altogether; not a few films have him

rush to the rescue only to be hacked to bits, leaving the Final Girl to save herself after all. At

the moment that the Final Girl becomes her own savior, she becomes a hero; and the moment

that she becomes a hero is the moment that the male viewer gives up the last pretense of male

identification. Abject terror may still be gendered feminine, but the willingness of one

immensely popular current genre to re-represent the hero as an anatomical female would

seem to suggest that at least one of the traditional marks of heroism, triumphant self-rescue,

is no longer strictly gendered masculine.

So too the cinematic apparatus. The classic split between “spectacle and narrative,” which

“supposes the man’s role as the active one of forwarding the story, making things happen,”

is at least unsettled in the slasher film.21 When the Final Girl (in films like Hell Night, Texas Chain

Saw II, and even Splatter University) assumes the “active investigating gaze,” she exactly reverses

the look, making a spectacle of the killer and a spectator of herself. Again, it is through the

killer’s eyes (I-camera) that we saw the Final Girl at the beginning of the film, and through 

the Final Girl’s eyes that we see the killer, often for the first time with any clarity, toward the

end. The gaze becomes, at least for a while, female. More to the point, the female exercise of

scopic control results not in her annihilation, in the manner of classic cinema, but in her

triumph; indeed, her triumph depends on her assumption of the gaze. It is no surprise, in light

of these developments, that the Final Girl should show signs of boyishness. Her symbolic

phallicization, in the last scenes, may or may not proceed at root from the horror of lack on

the part of audience and maker. But it certainly proceeds from the need to bring her in line

with the epic laws of Western narrative tradition—the very unanimity of which bears witness

to the historical importance, in popular culture, of the literal representation of heroism in

male form—and it proceeds no less from the need to render the reallocated gaze intelligible

to an audience conditioned by the dominant cinematic apparatus.

It is worth noting that the higher genres of horror have for the most part resisted such

developments. The idea of a female who outsmarts, much less outfights—or outgazes—her

assailant is unthinkable in the films of De Palma and Hitchcock. Although the slasher film’s
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victims may be sexual teases, they are not in addition simple-minded, scheming, physically

incompetent, and morally deficient in the manner of these filmmakers’ female victims. And

however revolting their special effects and sexualized their violence, few slasher murders

approach the level of voluptuous sadism that attends the destruction of women in De Palma’s

films. For reasons on which we can only speculate, femininity is more conventionally

elaborated and inexorably punished, and in an emphatically masculine environment, in the

higher forms—the forms that are written up, and not by Joe Bob Briggs.

That the slasher film speaks deeply and obsessively to male anxieties and desires seems

clear—if nothing else from the maleness of the majority audience. And yet these are texts 

in which the categories masculine and feminine, traditionally embodied in male and female,

are collapsed into one and the same character—a character who is anatomically female 

and one whose point of view the spectator is unambiguously invited, by the usual set of

literary–structural and cinematic conventions, to share. The willingness and even eagerness

(so we judge from these films’ enormous popularity) of the male viewer to throw in his

emotional lot, if only temporarily, with not only a woman but a woman in fear and pain, at

least in the first instance, would seem to suggest that he has a vicarious stake in that fear 

and pain. If it is also the case that the act of horror spectatorship is itself registered as a

“feminine” experience—that the shock effects induce bodily sensations in the viewer

answering the fear and pain of the screen victim—the charge of masochism is underlined. This

is not to say that the male viewer does not also have a stake in the sadistic side; narrative

structure, cinematic procedures, and audience response all indicate that he shifts back and

forth with ease. It is only to suggest that in the Final Girl sequence his empathy with what 

the films define as the female posture is fully engaged, and further, because this sequence 

is inevitably the central one in any given film, that the viewing experience hinges on 

the emotional assumption of the feminine posture. Kaja Silverman takes it a step further: 

“I will hazard the generalization that it is always the victim—the figure who occupies the

passive position—who is really the focus of attention, and whose subjugation the subject

(whether male or female) experiences as a pleasurable repetition from his/her own story,” 

she writes. “Indeed, I would go so far as to say that the fascination of the sadistic point of view

is merely that it provides the best vantage point from which to watch the masochistic story

unfold.”22

The slasher is hardly the first genre in the literary and visual arts to invite identification

with the female; one cannot help wondering more generally whether the historical mainten-

ance of images of women in fear and pain does not have more to do with male vicarism than

is commonly acknowledged. What distinguishes the slasher, however, is the absence or

untenability of alternative perspectives and hence the exposed quality of the invitation. As a

survey of the tradition shows, this has not always been the case. The stages of the Final Girl’s

evolution—her piecemeal absorption of functions previously represented in males—can be

located in the years following 1978. The fact that the typical patrons of these films are the sons

of marriages contracted in the 1960s or even early 1970s leads us to speculate that the dire

claims of that era—that the women’s movement, the entry of women into the workplace, and

the rise of divorce and woman-headed families would yield massive gender confusion 

in the next generation—were not entirely wrong. We may prefer, in the eighties, to speak 

of the cult of androgyny, but the point is roughly the same. The fact that we have in the killer

a feminine male and in the main character a masculine female—parent and Everyteen,
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respectively—would seem, especially in the latter case, to suggest a loosening of the

categories, or at least of the equation sex = gender. It is not that these films show us gender

and sex in free variation; it is that they fix on the irregular combinations, of which the

combination masculine female repeatedly prevails over the combination feminine male. The

fact that masculine males (boyfriends, fathers, would-be rescuers) are regularly dismissed

through ridicule or death or both would seem to suggest that it is not masculinity per se that

is being privileged, but masculinity in conjunction with a female body—indeed, as the term

victim-hero contemplates, masculinity in conjunction with femininity. For if “masculine”

describes the Final Girl some of the time, and in some of her more theatrical moments, it does

not do justice to the sense of her character as a whole. She alternates between registers from

the outset; before her final struggle she endures the deepest throes of “femininity”; and even

during that final struggle she is now weak and now strong, now flees the killer and now charges

him, now stabs and is stabbed, now cries out in fear and now shouts in anger. She is a physical

female and a characterological androgyne: like her name, not masculine but either/or, both,

ambiguous.23

Robin Wood speaks of the sense that horror, for him the by-product of cultural crisis and

disintegration, is “currently the most important of all American [film] genres and perhaps the

most progressive, even in its overt nihilism.”24 Likewise Vale and Juno say of the “incredibly

strange films,” mostly low-budget horror, that their volume surveys: “They often present

unpopular—even radical—views addressing the social, political, racial, or sexual inequities,

hypocrisy in religion or government.”25 And Tania Modleski rests her case against the standard

critique of mass culture (stemming from the Frankfurt School) squarely on the evidence of

the slasher, which does not propose a spurious harmony; does not promote the “specious

good” (but indeed often exposes and attacks it); does not ply the mechanisms of identification,

narrative continuity, and closure to provide the sort of narrative pleasure constitutive of the

dominant ideology.26 One is deeply reluctant to make progressive claims for a body of cinema

as spectacularly nasty toward women as the slasher film is, but the fact is that the slasher

does, in its own perverse way and for better or worse, constitute a visible adjustment in the

terms of gender representation. That it is an adjustment largely on the male side, appearing

at the furthest possible remove from the quarters of theory and showing signs of trickling

upwards, is of no small interest.
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I owe a special debt of gratitude to James Cunniff and Lynn Hunt for criticism and

encouragement. Particular thanks to James (not Lynn) for sitting with me through not a few

of these movies.
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