


“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.

Traditionally, the gender construction of a woman is that she is a domestic and nurturing being.
 Hence, if a woman were to commit that same crime as a man, the crime is intrinsically worse. The Hollywood Film Noir era of the 1930’s and 1940’s created a construction of female antagonists and criminals in film as “smooth girls, hard-boiled and loaded with sin"
. The femme fatales in films such as Double Indemnity (appendix: image 1) were portrayed as “ruthless male seductresses”
. Such a construction contradicts and contrasts the reality for the real female criminals who were jailed in Sydney during the same period as “Film Noir”. 

The Hollywood femme fatales use their sexuality as a source of power; their sexual allure gives them the independence that the majority of the women in the 1930s yearned for. The “gun molls” in films such as Slaughter in Satin (appendix: image 2) are portrayed as being “sexy, yet cold-heartedly evil”
. However, as the Second World War ensued, women were suddenly given a true slice of independence through a surge in job opportunities, under the pretence of “dire necessity”
. The government bodies that were in power ensured that the Hollywood femme fatales were punished for exploiting and exposing male weaknesses to their advantage, and for straying from the path of the idealized femininity. The moral retribution that femme fatales faced was meant to dissuade women out of the public sphere
.

To an extent, these femme fatales were actually empowered to reflect their ruthless ambition. In The Letter (appendix: image 3), Bette Davis plays a character who murders her lover. After manipulating the jury to convince them of her innocence, she is stabbed to death by her lover’s widow. Davis’ character is punished; however she experienced a freedom from the “good girl” gender construction of the 1930’s. Real women who commit murders such as Dorothy Mort (appendix: image 4) are actually viewed as being “twisted and intriguingly rare”
 by society. The reality is that women and men are equally capable of the same crimes; yet due to the maternal and passive gender construction of women, no longer is Mort just a murderer, but an appalling and fascinating woman. The obscure descriptions of femme fatales as beings who “crave excitement and stealth”
 are disempowering to women, they portray female criminals as people without self-restraint, yet male criminals have no such connotations.
The femme fatales of the 1930’s signified male fears of women liberated by their part in the war.
 However, the fantasy of the femme fatale, or 'phallic woman'
, is fragmented by the fact that the real female criminals of the 1930’s represent a brutal truth of why women commit crimes. In the turbulent times of economic depression & war, many women, even from middle-class society, may have resorted to crime for an income; rather than out of want. The life of a female criminal is in stark contrast to the glamour of the noir seductress.
 If there wasn’t a dire necessity, would Edith Florence Ashton (appendix: image 5) have resolved to become a backyard abortionist? Her actions may have in fact aided teenage girls who found themselves pregnant. Yet Ashton was convicted of illegally aborting fetuses; a scenario that would never be faced by any femme fatale
. 

Women who murder their husbands have difficulty in convincing the courts of their innocence due to the societal belief that “if the femme kills her husband, it is a much more atrocious crime”
. During the 19th and early 20th centuries, women were seen as the property of their husbands and domestic violence was considered to be legal and just. There were no social systems to support the welfare of these women. Hence, married women who have been subject to prolonged abuse at the hand of their husbands would respond passively to physical attack, by poisoning their husband’s meals with arsenic. Lucy Collins was deemed guilty of such a crime; becoming the last woman to be hanged in NSW due to the jury’s disbelief that such a crime could happen out of self-defence. Society must seek to understand that such crimes are a passive response to domestic violence and infidelity, to poison her husband may have been her only defence.

Female criminals may have also been attached to a male accomplice, yet, as in the example of an abortionist/dentist’s receptionist, May Southwell Boland (appendix: image 6), the female takes the fall. There is no seduction or thrill in Boland’s imprisonment for “assisting in an abortion”
. Fortunately, in today’s society, women are able to claim welfare instead of resorting to illegal actions. Women in Boland’s position have the right to appeal their sentences; it is very possible that Boland may not have known what the dentist was truly doing. 

The gender construction of female criminals that is demonstrated in the catalogue, Femme Fatales by Nerida Campbell, reveals and demolishes the Hollywood construction of female criminals as “icy blondes”
. This is not the reality for female criminals, nor is it the truth. The current trend in rap music today features young females who use both their physical attractions and intelligence in order to conquer patriarchy; this persona is a femme fatale. It is important to credit female rappers such as Kim who independently succeeded in a male-dominated industry, and use their lyrics to fight for women’s rights.
With the developments in social awareness of the past gender constructions, the criminality of women is becoming less stereotyped or ignored. There is also an acceptance that women are not domestic goddesses. In today’s society, there are social structures that aid men and women in need in order to prevent all crimes. The reality is that murders do not occur whilst the female is dressed in couture. By creating a book that highlights the divergence between the manufactured constructions of female criminals and the reality for women, Campbell has highlighted the danger of gender constructions as a reason or excuse for female criminality.
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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  Demonstrates a discerning use of a highly appropriate form, structured as a formal essay with a clear introduction that provides an orientation to the topic.





Communication  Demonstrates perceptive use of the language of gender analysis such as identifying the ‘good girl’ and maternal, passive gender constructions.





Investigation and Evaluation  Demonstrates in-depth investigation and evaluation of the ways in which various social structures (e.g. women as the property of their husbands) and ways of thinking (e.g. the fear of liberated women and female criminals without constraint) disempower women.





Communication Demonstrates a clear and consistent acknowledgement of sources through in-text referencing and a bibliography.





Gender Analysis  Demonstrates clear identification of ways of effecting change to address gender bias by succeeding in a male-dominated industry and fighting for women’s rights.





Communication  Demonstrates perceptive and coherent communication of informed ideas throughout the essay and in the conclusion which summarises and clarifies the argument.





Additional Comments 





The student demonstrates astute and detailed analysis of the social implications of gender relations for a diversity of women, across the contexts of the Hollywood Film Industry of the 1930s, through the job opportunities of the Second World War, to the poverty and economic depression which followed. (Gender Analysis)





The student provided, as an appendix, 2 pages of images from Femme Fatal: The Female Criminal By Nerida Campbell, Historic Houses Trust, 2009. These images cannot be reproduced here because of copyright constraints.
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