


“Women’s crimes simultaneously appal and entice us, exciting an interest not generated by male felons.” [Femme Fatal catalogue, 2009] 

Discuss the way Western society has interpreted and contained the criminality of women. 


Hollywood’s femme fatale represents the most direct attack on traditional womanhood and the gender construction of what a woman is supposed to be. The femme fatale is a woman who ultimately doesn’t fulfil the gender construction set out for her. She rejects the stereotype of the woman with the nuclear family and finds marriage confining, loveless, sexless and dull. She is manipulative, cunning, and sly and has little or no humility. Often the typical femme fatale will use her sexual attractiveness as a tool to gain her independence or vengeance. This sexual allure is obvious in the femme fatal catalogue, particularly Deadly Wanton ( refer to appendix figure 1) where the busty blonde almost slips out of her low cut scarlet red dress as she holds a smoking gun over the corpse of a man. 

The act of what these women do, using men to kill or killing for themselves is wrong for both males and females but it’s the way in which these women commit these crimes that entice and disturb us. These women were seen as outside normal societal conventions and so very rarely were these women ‘reformed’ by these institutions or a ‘good man’. The femme fatales were always either brought to justice for their crimes or more often, were killed as an act of retribution. These endings were highly influenced by the conventions of censorship by the American Production Code of the 1940’s which stated: The sympathy of the audience should never be thrown to the side of crime.
” 

One of the earliest notions of this beautiful, wretched woman can be found in the Sirens of Greek mythology. The Sirens were three dangerous bird-women, portrayed as seductresses, who lived on an island called Sirenum scopuli. The women would entice sailors towards their island surrounded by cliffs and rocks. Leonardo Da Vinci wrote of the siren “The siren sings so sweetly that she lulls the mariners to sleep; then she climbs upon the ships and kills the sleeping mariners."
 The term "siren song" refers to an appeal that is hard to resist but will lead to a bad result, this notion is imitated in the femme fatale, the stereotype that a woman so irresistible will inevitably lead to violent ends. 

Throughout the ages women have been pigeon holed into the stereotype of the sinful seductress. Not only by the way the femme fatale is portrayed: beautiful and dangerous dressed flimsily in satin bearing a gun (refer to appendix figure 2) but by the genre of language that developed around this notion of a femme fatale. It’s not that society is necessarily appalled by the crimes of the femme fatale, it’s the words attached to these women that suggest that the crime is worse than when a man commits it. The language used is a perfect example of the gender construction that it’s unnatural of women to commit these crimes. The language emphasises the notion of a woman possessed by an evil that cannot be conquered, the negative connotations attached to language such as damned whore, vixen, callous, wicked woman and violator of sexual mores strengthens the stereotype and contains the criminality of these women, as they are described and illustrated as the complete opposite to a ‘good woman’. 

Although these women are illustrated to have a kind of independence that is envied and interests others, this stereotype contains the criminality of these women. This containment limits what women can be; the stereotype of an overly sexualised woman who embodies an evil that cannot be conquered leaves real women who commit crimes very little room to be seen outside this stereotype.

The real women who were convicted of crimes in the 1920’s and 30’s are vastly different to the Hollywood persona of a femme fatale. The real women are more socially and physically diverse. Hollywood’s femme fatales are predominately lovely looking blonde voluptuous women who are driven by vengeance on a man who has wronged them. It’s a complete fabrication of what a woman is; no woman looks the same as another or has the same experiences and the same background. 
Hollywood’s notion of criminal acts come entirely from wanting revenge on a man, and though some of the real women share similar yearnings for vengeance most have circumstances that explain and give reason to their behaviour. Women such as Mary Brownlee was convicted of performing backyard abortions which were illegal at that time. This type of crime is completely different to that of Hollywood’s Femme Fatales. Other women had reasons such as the economic depression of the 1930’s which left the majority of women unemployed and living in poverty. Many of the female convicts on the first fleet were unemployed women who had committed crimes as petty as stealing a loaf of bread, yet they were put down in history as whores and prostitutes. The gender construction created was that if these women were guilty of a crime they must also be guilty of loose sexual morals, completely lacking in morality. 

The exhibition itself brings the public’s attention to the discrepancies between manufactured construction of women’s lives and the real motivations of many women’s existences. As rehabilitation is a relatively new concept these real women in the 1920’s and 30’s were not given the option or the chance of rehabilitation as society believed due to this gender construction that women could not be rehabilitated, containing the criminality of these women further.    

Gender constructions influencing the femme fatale, resulted in the disempowerment of real women whether they be criminals or not. Emphasising the perception that if a woman is driven, beautiful and independent they could be capable of committing murder, or if they were poor and desperate they must also be lacking in morality. Women who commit horrific crimes in today’s society still manage to entice and yet appal us as the gender construction still exists that women with their maternal instincts, nurturing role in society should be incapable of such acts. 
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Class Notes 2009


Wikipedia 
Performance Standards for Stage 2 Women’s Studies

	
	Knowledge and Understanding
	Gender Analysis
	Investigation and Evaluation
	Communication

	A
	In-depth knowledge and understanding of the meaning of gender and its construction.
	Astute and detailed analysis of social implications of gender relations for a diversity of women across contexts, times, and cultures.

Perceptive analysis of representations of women for gender bias.

Discerning identification of ways of effecting change to address gender bias.
	In-depth investigation and evaluation of the ways in which various social structures, cultural practices, and ways of thinking disempower women.

Perceptive and insightful evaluation of a range of strategies for empowerment.
	Perceptive and coherent communication of informed ideas about the diversity of women’s experiences. 

Perceptive use of the language of gender analysis.

Discerning use of highly appropriate forms, including persuasive writing, and with clear acknowledgment of sources.

	B
	Some depth in knowledge and understanding of the meaning of gender and its construction.
	Detailed analysis of social implications of gender relations for a diversity of women across contexts, times, and cultures.

Well-considered analysis of representations of women for gender bias.

Clear identification of ways of effecting change to address gender bias.
	Some depth in investigation and evaluation of the ways in which various social structures, cultural practices, and ways of thinking disempower women.

Well-considered evaluation of strategies for empowerment.
	Mostly clear and convincing communication of informed ideas about the diversity of women’s experiences. 

Thoughtful use of the language of gender analysis.

Well-considered use of appropriate forms, including persuasive writing, and with clear acknowledgment of sources.

	C
	Considered knowledge and understanding of the meaning of gender and its construction.
	Generally competent analysis of social implications of gender relations for a diversity of women across contexts, times, and cultures.
Considered analysis of representations of women for gender bias. 

Competent identification of ways of effecting change to address gender bias.
	Competent investigation and evaluation of the ways in which various social structures, cultural practices, and ways of thinking disempower women. 

Considered evaluation of strategies for empowerment.
	Generally clear communication of informed ideas about the diversity of women’s experiences.
Generally competent use of the language of gender analysis.

Considered use of mostly appropriate forms, including persuasive writing, and with generally clear acknowledgment of sources.

	D
	Recognition and some awareness of the meaning of gender and its construction.
	Some attempted analysis, with mostly description, of social implications of gender relations for women.

Some consideration of representations of women for gender bias.

Identification and some description of one or more ways of effecting change to address gender bias.
	Consideration of one or more ways in which social structures, cultural practices, and ways of thinking disempower women.

Some description of strategies for empowerment.
	Some endeavour to communicate basic ideas about the diversity of women’s experiences.

Some use of the language of gender analysis.

Some use of one or more forms that may be appropriate, and with limited acknowledgment of sources.

	E
	Emerging awareness of the meaning of gender and its construction. 
	Brief description of one or more social implications of gender relations for women.
Limited consideration of representations of women for gender bias.

Identification of a way of effecting change to address gender bias.
	Attempted description of a way in which social structures, cultural practices, or ways of thinking disempower women. 

Identification of elements of a strategy for empowerment.
	Limited attempt to communicate basic ideas about the diversity of women’s experiences. 

Emerging use of the language of gender analysis.

Attempted use of one or more forms, with limited appropriateness, and limited acknowledgment of sources.


Communication  Well-considered use of an appropriate essay form with a fluent introduction and clear acknowledgement of sources including in-text referencing, quotes and bibliography.





Gender Analysis Demonstrates generally competent analysis of the social implications of gender relations for a diversity of women across times from classical Greece to the 1930s and across cultures.





Investigation and Evaluation Competent investigation and evaluation of the ways in which various social structures (e.g. employment opportunities for women), cultural practices (e.g. Hollywood’s role in defining gender) and ways of thinking (e.g. women who commit crimes lack morality) disempower women.





Gender Analysis Demonstrates the identification of ways of effecting change to address gender bias such as raising awareness of discrepancies through exhibitions although the idea is not fully developed.





Communication Demonstrates the thoughtful use of the language of gender analysis such as identifying the disempowerment of women and the construction of stereotypes such as the material roles and criminals without morality.





Additional Comments:





The student demonstrates generally clear communication of informed ideas about the diversity of women’s experiences from Mary Brownlee, the abortionist, to female convicts and those who lived in poverty during the 1930s. (Communication)





The student provided, as an appendix, images which cannot be reproduced here because of copyright constraints.
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