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Girls in Trouble: Fantasy, Violence and Reckoning in the Women-in-Prison Film

The women-in-prison film, or WIP film for short, is one of the harder film genres to analyze with some feeling of critical distance. For one thing, exploitation genres tend to incestuously blend together, so developing firm guidelines to separate WIP films from closely-related counterparts such as reform school films, nunsploitation, blaxploitation, Naziploitation and fetish/S&M films becomes a Herculean task. Even if some leeway is allowed in grouping films together along a loose theme of imprisonment, there is the much larger problem of dealing with the genre’s misogyny. The classic WIP formula from the mid ‘60s to early ‘80s often revolved around two things: rape and torture. 

These films were made for a male audience, and certainly play on the dominant notion of lesbianism as “spectacle” or “warm up” for traditional heterosexual encounters; however, the endings of these films—often featuring violent revenge inflicted on the guards by the battered women—problematizes a casual dismissal of these films as just misogynistic. By looking briefly at the genre’s history, the construction of genre clichés and the comparison to “lesbian films,” a new approach to women-in-prison films can develop that is modern and politically-driven.

Like other exploitation/sexploitation films, women-in-prison films had their beginnings in silent Victorianesque dramas on the importance of law and order. Cecil B. DeMille’s The Godless Girl (1929) is often marked as the first WIP film and displays a logic typical of these early dramas: a girl and boy start a secret atheist society to turn other teens away from Christianity, a girl dies in the process, and the girl and boy are sent to reform schools where they suffer the appropriate wrath of Christ.
 Here a reform school is used instead of a jail, though both are equated with religious or moral punishment, and therefore something the audience should learn from—not enjoy. Escape attempts never worked, sexual tension between inmates remained non-existent, and violence only happened in the thrilling conclusion when guards shot and killed inmates for trying to escape.


Genre enthusiasts point to Caged (1950) as the first time a new WIP formula comes on the scene and radically changes the genre as a whole.
 The sexualization of the prison experience, with the first introduction of lesbianism and S&M as things that might naturally happen in a prison environment, would mark the genre’s transition from drab morality tales to exploitive grindhouse sleaze. The WIP genre would reach its pinnacle from the 1960s to the 1980s, roughly following the rise and fall of 16- and 35mm sexploitation films as detailed in Eric Schafer’s essay, “Gauging a Revolution.” 

As Schafer details the steady progression from art study to beaver film to educational simulated sex to narrative hardcore, so the introduction of new storefront theaters and 16mm projectors gave a new distribution outlet to more hardcore women-in-prison films, especially those produced outside America.
 The prolific South American director Jess Franco churned out R- and X-rated editions of the same film for the different international markets. Through outsourcing, the violence and sex in the genre became even more sadistic and explicit. Even after the genre had waned into obscurity by the early ‘80s, Italian director Bruno Mattei still occasionally released movies like Women’s Prison Massacre (1983) for the American 42nd Street audience, with efficient storylines now boiled down to little more than highlight reels of slaughter and sex. 

As the genre became more exploitive, the lesbian relationships in the films also became more pronounced. Butch/femme dichotomies were even introduced, although the butch character never gets naked (because that would not appeal to the male viewer); her role is primarily to intimidate the buxom young femmes into taking their uniforms off. Women-in-prison films remained completely male-oriented and their treatment of lesbian relationships were similar to the role of the lesbian in heterosexual porn. 

In her essay, “What Do You Call a Lesbian with Long Fingers?”, Heather Butler writes on the one-sex model in which lesbians in traditional porn “[serve] as referents to the heterosexual counterpart.”
 Women play with each other because of the absence of the man, and when the man appears, the lesbians either disintegrate into heterosexual couples or integrate for a threesome. Either way, the lesbian scene has only served for a “warm up” to the heterosexual, male-centered sex to come. In narrative storylines, lesbianism is almost always portrayed as a pre-heterosexual phase for young girls, a sign of deviancy or a temporary substitute for heterosexuality.

Posters for women-in-prison films illustrate Butler’s point magnificently. A poster for Jess Franco’s 99 Women (1969) declares, “Women behind bars without men—What they do to satisfy their innermost female desires!” Another poster for Black Mama White Mama (1972) says, “Chicks in chains and nothing in common but the hunger of 1,000 nights without a man!”
 And while women-in-prison films have rape scenarios, they also feature more giggling lesbians frolicking as if in a heterosexual porno. If one were to count the number of showers taken in WIP films, this could be the cleanest, most scrubbed-down genre in the history of cinema. And the towel snapping!

The typical inmate rape scenario in a women-in-prison film is therefore displaced to two figures: the butch inmate and the dominating warden or guard. A unique quality of the genre, and one of the clichés of a typical women-in-prison plot, is that the WIP formula seems to naturally adopt an S&M structure. The notion of butch/femme relationships are translated into S&M terms, so that the butch character is a stand-in for the dominatrix, and the effeminate new inmate is initially submissive. But whereas S&M has been said to not actually be sadistic in nature, WIP films definitely display sadism. Consider Female Prisoner Scorpion #701 (1972), in which the hero is subjected to cavity searches by guards, has boiling hot soup ladled on her, and seared in the genitals with a light bulb by a particularly nasty inmate. Or Women’s Prison Massacre (1983), where a disgruntled prisoner actually follows through on the camp line, “I’ll bite your nipples off!”

There is no doubt such films are often grueling to watch, and given the pseudo-lesbianism and woman-centered torture, it’s not hard to imagine the women-in-prison genre as the ultimate expression of the masculine gaze and resulting feminine passivity as famously theorized by Laura Mulvey. Her notion of a phallocentric Hollywood cinema structured by male scopophilia can be seen in the WIP film, where males assume the power roles of prison guards and wardens (if they exist in the narrative at all), creating and gazing down at female chaos.
 While male viewers may empathize with the female heroine, the fact that the males in the film create the spectacle for the audience—whether through rape or torture—demonstrates who actually controls the narrative’s view.

But then how do we treat the ending of the traditional women-in-prison film, which shows either a prison break or riot in which the battered women gain revenge several times over, taking limbs, lives and freedom? Female Prisoner Scorpion #701 ends with prisoner #701 back in jail after re-capture, but not before she’s killed two prisoner snitches, one guard and the entire male board of directors of the company that framed her. The methods are incredibly bloody (including a literally eye-popping use of a telephone cord), equally matching some of the gross-out actions performed upon her. Is this simple, satisfying revenge to end a narrative, or a psychoanalytic assault on the male viewer—the violent return of the repressed?

The fact that so many WIP films end this way, indeed, that the big revenge sequence has become a clichéd staple, leads one to believe the filmic threat of castration in WIP films is not all that dire. When discussing methods of looking, Mulvey describes why voyeurism is such an ideal vehicle for a genre spectacle:

Voyeurism […] has associations with sadism: pleasure lies in ascertaining guilt (immediately associated with castration), asserting control and subjecting the guilty person through punishment and forgiveness. This sadistic side fits in well with narrative. Sadism demands a story, depends on making something happen, forcing a change in another person, a battle of will and strength, victory/defeat…


In short, an innocent woman is thrown in jail and punished, and her moment of forgiveness comes when she turns around and inflicts the same scenario upon her captors. The male audience gets to identify with two figures; the actual heroine of the picture, who is initially tortured and later punishes others, and the male figure of the picture, who does the torturing, controls the gaze and is later punished for it. But neither viewpoint is stressed enough that role reversals such as the ending create a schism of identification for the male viewer. The women retain their “to-be-looked-at-ness,” their status as eroticized spectacle, even when they are chopping male guards to bits.
 Such carnage may even enhance the eroticism, particularly because the male guards are chauvinist pigs the spectator would like to do away with himself if they weren’t so darn good at getting inmates’ clothes off. Their torture is not necessarily narrative, but another spectacle.

If a counter-film were made in the genre, such mega-violence may have Brechtian possibilities of audience detachment. If the fourth wall is broken, implicating the audience as a direct participant in the sex and violence of the film, it would be harder to justify enjoying the harsh treatment with the excuse of “they’ll get theirs later,” because such an ending would punish the audience as well. Here, I would bring up Lars van Trier’s Dogville (2003) as a modern take on the women-in-prison film, a movie that uses the exact formula against the audience to achieve a political result—whether that is a general feeling of anti-Americanism, or a more pointed disgust at the exploitation of immigrant labor.

In Dogville, an innocent young woman named Grace tries to find refuge in a small Colorado town. She attempts to ingratiate herself with the seemingly charming community, only to eventually be made a virtual slave who is raped every night by the males in the village. She tries to escape but is recaptured and raped some more, only now the women of the village hate her for stealing their husbands. After three hours of optimism mixed with brutal emotional and physical torture, Grace reveals herself to be the daughter of a powerful mobster. Her father returns, and she has the entire town burned and the people executed as a result of her changed outlook. 

One famous scene earlier in the film, where a woman tells Grace she’ll stop smashing figurines on the floor if she can keep from crying (“a lesson in stoicism”), is repeated in the ending, when Grace tells the woman that the mobsters will stop executing her children one-by-one if she can keep from crying. The replacement of a figurine with an actual child is a large leap in vengeful logic, which leads to the audience’s confusion over the appropriate reaction to take. Are we supposed to be pleased that vengeance is finally being achieved (a WIP staple), or horrified that Grace may have been corrupted and gone too far? The audience of the standard women-in-prison film historically retains Mulvey’s dreaded “invisible guest” status, even as the curtain closes on a Freudian bloodbath. But this new take on the formula, which drops the pseudo-lesbianism and S&M spectacles in favor of an interrogation of the nature of misogyny and cruelty, may set the agenda for the genre’s politicized comeback.

Works Cited:

Bougie, Robin. “Girls in Prison Issue.” Cinema Sewer #18. Spring 2006. 1-41.

Butler, Heather. “What Do You Call a Lesbian With Long Fingers?” Porn Studies. Ed. Linda Williams. 2nd ed. Duke Press, 2004. 167-197.

IMDB.com. The Godless Girl. Dir. Cecil B. DeMille. <http://imdb.com/title/tt0019935/>

Mulvey, Laura. “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” Film Theory and Criticism. Ed. Leo Braudy and Marshall Cohen. 6th ed. New York: Oxford Press, 2004. 837-848.

Schafer, Eric. “Gauging a Revolution: 16mm Film and the Rise of the Pornographic Feature.” Porn Studies. Ed. Linda Williams. 2nd ed. Duke Press, 2004. 370-400.

� IMDB.com. The Godless Girl. <http://imdb.com/title/tt0019935/>


� Robin Bougie, Cinema Sewer #18 (Spring 2006) 2. 


� Eric Schafer, “Gauging a Revolution: 16mm Film and the Rise of the Pornographic Feature” Porn Studies (Spain: Duke Press, 2004) 377-382.


� Heather Butler, “What Do You Call a Lesbian With Long Fingers?” Porn Studies (Spain: Duke Press, 2004) 168.


� Butler 172. 


� Bougie 4, 28.


� Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” Film Theory and Criticism (New York: Oxford Press, 2004) 839. 


� Mulvey 844. 


� Mulvey 841.








