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Introduction.


An interesting cultural phenomenon is taking place.  In the past 5 years, action heroines have been giving male action heroes a run for their money, literally.  Popular white male action stars John Claude Van Damme, Sylvester Stallone, Bruce Willis and Arnold Schwarzenegger have all recently had huge box office bombs.  At the same time Charlie’s Angels and Tomb Raider, films starring action heroines, did well enough, even with poor critical reviews, to have their storylines reprised as splashy sequels and marketing juggernauts.  In 2002, the James Bond film Die Another Day was the first of its expansive series to spin off a sequel starring its female heroine, Halle Berry, who is also starring in a Batman superhero spin-off as Catwoman.  Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon was a recent import from Asia that was lauded by critics and consumers alike for its surprising heroine fighting for honor. Other such recent  fighting female characters include those of the movie Girlfight, and the popular television shows Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Charmed.  The fighting female protagonists of these presently popular films and television shows are not only action stars, but cross genres into dramatic, athletic, and comedic fare.  Often fashion model beautiful, they fight with weapons ranging from their bodies to guns.  



Onscreen violence has traditionally been the domain of men, with women in supporting or victim roles, although there have been a few exceptions.  There is a history of women fighting on screen in Westerns, like Calamity Jane.  In the 1970’s, there was also a rash of prison movies featuring fighting women.  Direct precursors to these current films feature African-Americans in the lead roles in so-called black exploitation films such as Cleopatra Jones and Foxy Brown.  These films were also shot in the 1970’s, and it is important to note were created by the same directors as the prison movies.  Other older fighting female films of the 1990’s include Alien, Strange Days, and Set It Off.   The recent phenomena echoes these films, with physically aggressive women as action hero leads, drawing male and female interracial audiences from a wide age range.  Critiques of these current female action films include charges that: 

· These films are damaging as women adapt the flaws of men;

· This genre is a part of the backlash against feminism, and therefore sets the women’s movement back;  

· The films are a part of the pseudo-feminist marketing of feminism; 

· The new action heroines are mostly bionic bimbos selling T&A
;

· Portrayals of fighting woman are sado-masochistic pornography; 

· And even that the films are “feminazi  propaganda militarizing women and promoting the insanity of women in combat.” 
  

If women on screen are now participating in violence, no longer just as victims, but as aggressors, is this necessarily a positive development?


There is a pervasive white European/American stereotype that men have greater physical strength than women, and that this physical strength is more valuable than any other kind.  Historically, men in these cultures have been conditioned to be pugnacious and physically aggressive.  Currently, we are seeing that this society still places a high value on physical strength, aggression, and war-like behavior, regardless of the cost.  Popular stereotypes associated with the idea of a physically strong man include that of a leader, as evidenced by the recent election of action hero Arnold Schwartzenegger to the governorship of California, with no clear political platform.  In contrast, popular stereotypes associated with the idea of a strong woman include descriptions such as bitchy, PMS-ing, diva ball breaker and castrator.  Like all stereotypes, these are simplifications.  When women are portrayed cinematically, that is on video or film, as aggressive and having physical strength, are the stereotypes disrupted?  And if they are, what forms does this disruption take?  Is this disruption a positive thing in its final effect?  Is there a difference between these and so-called B-movies?  What images are  exploitive
 or degrading and why?  Or, in what contexts and in whose opinion?
   
Traditionally, some previous feminist analysts of cinema examined films using, the criteria: ‘How realistic is the film’s portrayal of women?’.  While this has its merits for genres such as drama or documentary, cinema is, among many things, a means for viewers to participate in fantasy.  Furthermore, pop film is primarily a form of escapism.  The entertainment industry is in the business of producing stories and myths which either project the dreams of viewers at large, or reflect the anxieties of society.  In many cases, the films do both.  Charlie’s Angels are no more real or fake than James Bond.  Therefore, the criteria that will be used here to analyze the exploitation level of these films, and whether the female protagonists are subjects or objects  are as follows: 

a. Who created this film and whose gaze is it being marketed to?;

b. What are the roles of beauty, gender and sexuality in the film?; 

c. What weapons are primarily used by the heroine(s): her sexual body, brains or brawn/technology?; 

d. When/why are characters violent and to whom?

e. What codes/representations/myths of women’s traditional roles are present?  

f. What histories of stereotypical female representation are still present?


Problematics in this examination are as follows :  

· We live in a capitalist society.  Investors in these films back them to make money.  As previously mentioned, these fictional films are an exercise in fantasy.   Therefore they are promoted in ways to motivate audiences to spend money, and thus often star fantasy representations rather than average looking people.  

· Almost any film can provide useful readings under critical analyses.  Thus, an important question is also what messages do the films deliver to uncritical audiences who have been fed a consistent diet of mass media fantasies. 

· The 3 films that I will analyze--  Girlfight, Charlie’s Angels and Tomb Raider-- are only representatives of 3 different genres of films about fighting women: movies about women of color, 70’s inspired female superheroes and futuristic films featuring technology.  Since I started this investigation, Quentin Tarantino’s inflammatory Kill Bill, the critically acclaimed Thirteen, and Monster have come into the theaters, proving that discourse is only representative of a very specific point in time, and that no film text can accurately represent all within a given genre. 

Taking these problematics into account, this investigation seeks to examine whether these women are merely being exploited as fighting Barbie dolls or whether there is a greater social significance that can be garnered from these popular visual texts.  

The Girl in the ‘Hood
.


In the past 10 years, there have been fewer than 5 major Hollywood films combined that featured African-American, Latina or Asian female storylines.   The girls in the ‘hood are cinematic women of color who often must resort to violence to escape the consequences of being marginalized as poor women of color.  Older films in the genre include 1970’s flicks Foxy Brown and Cleopatra Jones, and 1990’s buddy film Set it Off, all films where the women‘s aggression seemed to take on the connotations of the noble savage as they fight to save themselves and or their neighborhoods from the inevitable circumstances of poverty inherent in their skin color.   Girlfight, a recent entry into this genre,  was written and directed by a young white woman, Karyn Kusama, who has stated clearly in interviews that she did not set out to create a feminist film.  

Background, Marketing & Target Audience.


Girlfight’s producers, also women, hired newcomer and non-actor (at the time) Michelle Rodriguez, a young Latina from the Bronx, after an extensive search for a “real person.”  
  The video box cover art features a large shot of Rodriguez with boxing gloves, along with a small inset photo of her with her male love interest Adrian, who is named in an almost certain nod to the Stallone Rocky movies of the 1980’s.
  (Rodriguez’s character bears the hunter goddess’ name Diana.)  The word “GIRL” is in pink letters, and above the title it says, “Prove them wrong.”   Previews before the film include Final Fantasy, a video game reprisal, The Brothers, a movie about young, black middle class men, Charlie’s Angels and Finding Forrester--- a film about a young black man trying to make it out of the ’hood using his brains--  and several romance films.   Based on the box cover art and the previews, the filmmakers are clearly trying to market their film to women in general, and women and men of color.

Beauty, Gender & Sexuality.


A bildungsroman story, Girlfight opens with a beat that sounds like Double Dutch or girl’s street handclap games, and then switches into a Latin Beat, music foreshadowing the journey from girl to woman.  The camera pans up to reveal Michelle Rodriguez as Diana, who is staring directly into the camera giving what can best be described as a look of death as she ‘cuts her eyes’ at the audience.   Bell Hooks notes that this strong looking or gaze is extremely controversial.   The fact that Diana is the antithesis of what is considered beautiful is underscored by the first scene where we see a “fly girl” in the high school bathroom adjusting hair and makeup.  The fly girl then tells Diana’s friend that she slept with her boyfriend because “it’s time for a makeover,” to which Diana demands an apology on her friend’s behalf.  When the friend does not get the apology and the fly girl remarks, “that bitch is psycho,” Diana grabs her from behind and beats her up.  She responds to a high school girls’ typical psychological battle with physical aggression, and a guidance counselor advises her to learn to talk things out.  Diana also responds negatively to her friend’s envy of a stereotypically beautiful fellow student, and points out that the girl is a “dick sucker” and “that is all that she’s good for.”   The filmmaker gives us a clear illustration of how beauty is used to separate women.  


The film centers on the discussion, what does it mean to be a girl or woman.  When Diana sets out to carry bets for her single father, an Afro-Latino gambler, one of his friends asks, “You’re not going to send your girl down there?”   At the gym, we meet her brother Tiny, an art student who looks like his name, taking boxing lessons as the behest of his father to toughen or man him up.  When another boxer sucker punches Tiny in the ring, Diana punches the guy back, angering Tiny who feels that this makes him look like a “pussy.”  It is to him the ultimate insult, to feel like this female body part.  Diana tells the other boxer, “Guess I never learned how to be a lady,” setting up the gender role reversals of the film.    


The gym’s trainer tells Diana “You can train, but you can’t fight.  Girls don’t have the same power as boys,” and recommends aerobics.  Diana is given an empty broom closet to use as her locker room, as the gym  has no provisions for women boxers.  This is reminiscent of the pioneering women at Yale Law School, who had to walk across campus to use the one female restroom, and use broom closets to change clothes. She also listens to female rappers rapping about guns.  These are her sisters in the fight to conquer violent male domains, but that are not necessarily healthy role models.  The fact that violent gangs in neighborhoods of color now feature women is not reassuring in any fight against oppression.  To the other people in the neighborhood, it does not matter if those wielding guns are women or men.  It is not new for people of color be personified as violent, uncontrollable savages with urges to be violent.


Diana’s father is a stereotypical super macho and abusive Latino.   Before the movie begins, Diana’s father has caused her mother to commit suicide due to his abuse.  Her father is disgusted by any stereotypically male qualities that he senses in her, and any stereotypically female qualities that he senses in her artistic brother Tiny.  In fact, Diana secretly finances her training with money that her father earmarked for Tiny’s boxing training.  Thus, the next generation has not allowed itself to be locked into the repressive traditional gender roles of the former.   


Diana’s father is contrasted with the trainer Hector, her surrogate father and positive mentor, also a Latin man.   Hector argues that there should be more women in the ring, as they have a lower center of gravity than men.  Reluctant at first, Hector steps up to be an example of a strong, supportive man, who is unafraid to show his pride and love for Diana.  Hector is not gender-blind although he fights for gender-blind bouts, telling Diana, “Be a man!” as he trains her.  Inherent in his adage to “be a man” is the lesson: be fearless and strong as only men are fearless and strong.  Although Hector is a valuable mentor, he still equates manliness with strength.  The gender norm for strength is male.


The first “sexy,” naked body seen on screen is that of a male boxer being greased down by a male trainer.  In contrast, Diana wears baggy, military style sweats.  This is a reversal of popular films such as Denzel Washington’s recent Out of Time 
where the beautiful Latina police chief incredulously wears high heels and a white mini skirt throughout chase scenes, while he appeared as an officer in casual clothing.  Diana’s love interest Adrian is also a boxer, who remarks that he likes her “more” with her black eye.  Is it because he is turned on by the thought of her fighting, or the evidence of her being hurt?  Adrian is torn between Diana and an ultra feminine Vanessa Williams look-alike who appears to be his public girlfriend, while Diana is his private one.  Beauty still matters in this world.


Diana and Adrian never have sex.  In their one bedroom encounter, he pins her on the bed and then stops himself as he cannot have sex while he is training for his big bout.  Diana, however, is the ravenous one.  At one point, she even gives him a hamburger that he should not be eating.  She has a huge appetite that she tempts him with.  This is not a salad-eating woman.  It is refreshing to see a young woman on screen freely feeding with appetites for both food and sex.  However, she is still in a sport that is all about her body.  The fact that the uses of her female body are not reproductive or sexual is refreshing.  However, it is important to reiterate that the portrayal of an Afro-Latina’s body as a fighting / working machine is not.  There is definitely a lack of imagination about the body in action.  

Weapons.


Diana never uses sex as a weapon.  This is very rare for a woman-centered action film.  (One other rare example of this is the film Cleopatra Jones, which unfortunately has been relegated to the genre black exploitation.)  Unfortunately, Diana never uses her brains as a weapon either.  Her weapon of choice is always brawn.  As she says when asked why she punches someone, “I couldn’t resist.”  She is a noble savage who not in control of her impulses.

Violence.


Boxing, pugilism for the sake of it, is a violent sport.  Two people get together in a ring, like dogs or roosters, and fight, not literally for food or self-defense, but for amusement and honor.  This organized violence has become a way out of the ghetto for many, and requires no formal education.   Unlike the main character of the Jennifer Lopez  movie Enough, Diana does not train to fight because of a direct threat to her person, or does she?  Her mother, whom she resembles, is dead, driven to suicide by her father’s punches.  When Diana learns to defend herself, she avenges her mother in the climactic scene of the film by beating her bigger, seemingly physically stronger father, to a bloody pulp.  It is the chickens coming home to roost as her brother yells, “you’re just like him!”  She attacks her father, turning his violence on him, asking as she chokes, “How does it feel to see so much of yourself so close?”  She uses brawn once again as a solution to her problems.  Diana avenges her dead mother, her brother who is denied his yearning to be an artist, and herself.  Thus, the male pattern of violent revenge is easily taken on by women, a counter to the rhetoric of some feminists who claim that women are pacifist by nature, and would create an idyllic violence-free world.  

Myths.


Diana upsets the natural order of Adrian’s world, and the world at large when she is forced to fight against him in the ring.  Everyone in the film understands what a supreme humiliation it will be to be beaten by a girl.  In fact, the men of the gym feel degradation in having to fight a girl, period.  As one old man in the gym states, “You let this gender-blind program get out of hand! Boys are different than girls.  What’s wrong with saying it out loud?!”  Girlfight says this out loud by showing how limited Diana’s choices are as a girl, and how often both male and female characters try to make her stay in her female place. in this independent film discourse of equality and difference, there are no shades or subtleties, as sadly with most mass media films.  The boyfriend does not want to fight Diana as he feels that only a lesser man would beat up a girl.  He has been conditioned to believe that girls are physically weak, and has not learned what Diana states earlier, that she is no lady. Diana competes against Adrian in the first gender-blind bout in featherweight boxing. 

 
Although Diana and Adrian never have sex, their bodies must go at each other in the fight.  Usually when we see a man hitting a woman on screen, it is in the style of a Lifetime melodrama about victims.  A scantily clad card girl saunters through.  The tall bald referee resembles a big penis.  It is clear that we are in a male arena, and Diana, the center stage huntress has the only estrogen in the arena.  When she wins unanimously, ruining Adrian’s record, she cries for the first time.  She appears to have lost the one person who says that she is someone.  She seems naked, wrapped only in a white towel.  She packs up her locker to quit boxing.  As Adrian says, “my life has been a mess since I met you.”  By challenging assumptions made about sexual difference, Diana has upset the myth of the natural.

Histories.  


Historical precedents in cinema include that of Diana as the strong loner, as modeled on Clint Eastwood’s standard characters, or Rocky.  A strong montage takes place in the school’s gym.  Diana runs circles around the other girls who are un-athletic and stereotypically unable to complete the pushups and pull-ups required.  Every other classmate runs like a stereotypical girl, reluctantly, wimpy and unfits.   In this day and age, gym class is not a bastion of simpering girls not up to the challenge.  I applaud the filmmakers for showing Diana in contrast to this stereotype.  However, it seems that they have contributed to it by reiterating it here, and showing Diana as the anomaly.  As Diana quips to someone who remarks that boxing is a dangerous sport, “I didn’t make the cheerleading team.”  Diana is not a stereotypical girl.  This, by itself however, does not make her a role model.  Although a worthy entry to the canon of women on film, Diana is also a new-fashioned rendering of the cliché of the sassy Latina firecracker.  

Conclusion.  


As she comes of age, our heroine is victorious.  Diana wins all prizes as she gets the guy and her boxing title, and even gives her brother the courage to pursue art.  However, there is no neat little bow tied around the film’s ending as she does not resolve her relationship with her father.  The romantic aspect of a girl opting to give up to get a boyfriend is nothing new.  Thankfully, the film does not let her make this choice.  Diana is Rocky, set up for a rematch.  


Other recent very popular sports films featuring women of color include Love & Basketball and the British import Bend It Like Beckham. Sports are extremely important for girls, who show increased self-esteem, better grades, and lower instances of teen pregnancy when they participate 
.  A film like Girlfight is very useful to promote women in sports and seems a natural extension of the “Girls Clubs of America’s If you let me play” campaign.  Diana is neither butch nor femme, and defies these boxes of femininity.  However, Diana is a character whose first reaction when provoked is to respond with violence in this naturalistic, dramatic film.  Violence among girls is an increasing problem as the entire society becomes more enamored with guns and violence.  A positive strength that women in America have been conditioned to have is the ability to stop and think rather than resorting immediately to violence.  A violent character is not necessarily a role model, and a violent woman of color is nothing new on screen.  Women of color often have been relegated to their physical representations on camera.  To see this character always choose brawn over brains was a bit disconcerting, although it was refreshing that her love story was more romantic than sexual.  


This is a compelling indie film with no known star which definitely pushed the market to create new audiences.  Girlfight gives us a real-looking heroine who is fascinating to watch in part because we are not used to seeing women who look like her onscreen.  Her boxer’s body is not Demi-Moore-thin-with-muscles, but big and bulky.  We never see her nude body, a lesson that Halle Berry, a woman of color and action star naked in every movie, could stand to learn.  Despite the objective of the filmmaker, Girlfight is a wonderfully overt feminist film about triumph with a strong subject.  

The Angels.


Charlie’s Angels was a televised action heroine series created by Hollywood to cash in on the feminist movement in the 1970’s along with The Bionic Woman & Wonder Woman.  These women fought crime and looked surprisingly like swimsuit models while doing so
.   While Wonder Woman hailed from an Amazonian man-free island, Charlie’s Angels were employed by an anonymous millionaire,  usually shown from the back  with a glass of liquor and half naked woman on a beach.  The story was recently reprised by Drew Barrymore’s company Flower Films and reborn as Charlie’s Angels 2000, a slick comedic take off on the original television series.

Background, Marketing & Target Audience.


While directed by a male music video director, the film was produced by actress and Hollywood scion Drew Barrymore, 29, and her partner, Nancy Juhoven, a woman in her 40’s.  The fact that a woman created a film does not make it automatically feminist.  However, the fact that this Charlie’s Angels was created by women is an important factor in my analysis as the primary benefactors of its success are women in behind-the-scenes roles that are still rare.  However, it is interesting to note that the usually fleshy Drew Barrymore could have created a film where she could have gotten the last laugh on Hollywood beauty standards, but unfortunately lost weight instead, and further perpetuated the white American ‘thin is beautiful’ mythology. 


The mostly pink box cover of Charlie’s Angels 2000 features what appears to be a computer thinned-out Drew Barymore as Dylan, accompanied by blonde superstar Cameron Diaz in the center, and Asian co-star Lucy Liu.  In the background behind them, a fiery “A” blazes reminiscent of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter.  The review quoted on the box is from rock magazine Rolling Stone, “Babe-a-licious with relentless action.”  The strange conglomeration of previews featured romance comedies, Saving Silverman, The Wedding Planner and the insipid-looking The Adventures of Joe Dirt, in addition to the fantasy fables A Knight’s Tale, Final Fantasy and Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.  


Although the women on the box are in stereotypically sexy poses, they appear fully dressed, and on a pink box, a color that men have been socialized to avoid.  While two of the comedies in the promos are of the ridiculous or slapstick variety, The Wedding Planner is a Julia Roberts-style romantic comedy.  The selection of preview movies and box cover art lead me to believe that this film is being marketed to those who enjoy romance and those who enjoy fantasy.

Beauty, Gender & Sexuality


The back of the box copy starts with the words: “Adventure has never been more beautiful.”  Cameron Diaz, a typical Hollywood blue-eyed blonde, plays Natalie, a Suzanne Somers-style dumb blonde. Lucy Liu plays Alex, an updated dragon lady stereotype and Drew Barrymore plays a poor girl from the streets.  When we first meet Cameron Diaz’s character she is dancing in her underwear, dropping sexual innuendos that she is too innocent or stupid to be aware of.   We then learn that she is a brilliant jeopardy genius and a computer geek.  The character dreams of herself dancing in a Madonna/Marilyn Monroe-like dream sequence with twenty identical men.  The underwear dance is similar to Tom Cruise’s in Risky Business.  However, Tom Cruise did not then tell the mailman the mail equivalent of “feel free to stick things in my slot,”
 as Diaz’s character did.


After the opening, the first shot sets itself up as sex with a liquid dripping on skin.  We then see a horrific looking Dylan, with knotty hair and smeared lipstick.  This says right away that women in this comedy are not afraid to look ugly, although this is probably difficult given who they are starting with.  We also see that this film is making an attempt to be clever on a shallow level with its double entendres and visual quips. 


The movie opens by making fun of itself as a character jokes about TV shows becoming bad movies.  The rest of the film picks up on the joke with purposefully stupid slow motion hair shakes and jiggly shots, emphasizing the humor of the plastic beauty repertoire of the original series.  Have we come far enough that we can laugh at this yet?  Like most action movies, there is very little character development in Charlie’s Angels 2000.  It has the makings of a buddy movie, but is too thin for us to care about the relationships between the women.   Clearly, this is not a film about female solidarity. 


Men are clearly the easy butt of the joke, and the subtext seems to be “Never send a man to do a woman’s job,” as the female villain puts it.  Bosley, played by Bill Murray, as the sidekick is a clown and buffoon.  There  is a hair fetish villain, and Tom Green playing a near illiterate idiot.  When Lucy Liu goes undercover as a corporate efficiency expert who behaves like a dominatrix, the men all come running, panting like dogs.  The refrain seems to be again and again that men are mindless idiots who are easily controlled and manipulated.


Although the Destiny’s Child song Independent Women is the theme song for the movie, one of the subplots has Dylan as a typical woman scorned.  In her anger and bitterness, she is unable to stop pummeling the man who jilted her, (and actually tried to kill her).  Her fellow “Angels” actually have to pull her off of beating him before a bomb detonates killing them both.  In this way, the movie reinforces pre-existing stereotypes of women who will do anything for a man.  This eases any anxieties, of powerful, castrating bitches, that might have been felt watching these woman fight throughout the film.  Along those same lines, Natalie has a fight scene where she refuses to hang up on a guy she has a crush on while fighting.  Although she is a computer genius, “good men are hard to find,” and she must do anything to keep one.  Lucy Liu’s character is dating a movie action hero who thinks that she s a professional bikini-waxer.  However, she’s the real life action hero and he is the fake.  


It is important to note that despite being a film that promises the viewer that it will drip with sex, virtually all of the sex in this film is in our heads.  The most nudity we see is Cameron Diaz in a bikini in an opening shot nod to the original TV show.  The women battle in Jackie Chan-style lycra outfits, and appear often in clothing similar in form to men’s 3-piece suits.  Yes these full suits like those worn on the cover are sexy, but no more revealing on their flat-chests and athletic bodies than those worn by male action stars Vin Deisel and The Rock.  Dylan is the character with a ravenous appetite for food played by the fleshy Drew Barrymore.  The Dylan character is the only one that does has sex but we do not see any of it onscreen, and later learn that the man has actually used sex as a weapon to trap her.  However, the fact that these women can look whorish yet appear sweet and innocent plays on the old fantasy of the virgin-whore, furthering disarming the castration anxieties of male viewers and women who wish to play into the coded representation of male sexual desire.


Weapons.


These Charlie’s Angels literally use their bodies as martial artists rather than the guns used in the original series.  This makes them literally fighting machines than need no prosthetic penis to wield for power.  Crime fighting tactics employed by the trio in the movie break down as follows: Sexual seduction is used as a weapon 6 times; Brains are used as a weapon 7 times; and brawn is used as a fighting tool 8 times.   As in Girlfight brawn is used most often as a weapon.  However, unlike in Girlfight, brains and sexuality are used almost as much.  The white-identified women of Charlie’s Angels are not relegated to being mindless brutes as Diana almost is in Girlfight.  

Violence.


In one extremely disturbing sequence, the villain gives his men permission to gang rape Dylan, offering them “Angel Cake.”  She kills them and then stupidly moonwalks out of the door.  The rest of the film features only obviously fake simulated cartoon violence, which is further made light be silliness, humor and glamour. 

Myths.


The special world of Charlie’s Angels is espionage and disguise.  These disguises almost always seem to take the form of racial and cultural appropriation.   The women go undercover in seemingly every cultural stereotype but blackface, dressing as Hindu dancing girls, geishas, and Swiss singers.  In one scene, while not undercover, Diaz’s Natalie visits Soul Train and seduces the party with her charm into chanting “Go White Girl,” as she dances to Sir Mix-a-Lot’s rap song tribute to black women’s big butts.  As the white woman, she enters a black space and is the center of attention and these people’s lives while she is there.  One of the few other people of color in the film is a black faceless thug, shown as a fighting body much like the close-ups of women’s bodies in parts  in pornographic films.


The least developed of all three underdeveloped characters is the Asian character Alex.  We see no characteristics of the wealthy astronaut that we were told she was in the beginning.  All that we see is a reinforced stereotype of a ‘hot, Asian babe.’  This is so prevalent that knowing that they were originally seeking a black actress for the role, one wonders whether they would have had a bone in her nose to match the fighting chopsticks that Alex wears in her hair.  The beginning of the film which introduces Alex as an ambitious equestrian and astronaut promises that she will not be another portrayal of the dragon lady mythology.  However, this promise goes completely unfulfilled. 

Histories.  


These women fighting crime in a group is the antithesis of the strong loner that dominates male action movies. Does Charlie assign a fighting trio because they are not strong enough individually?  In a slick subversion of the premise of the original film, Charlie’s Angels 2000 has the women saving Charlie’s life.  The villain is headed for him, and after rescuing Bosley, they successfully foil the attack on Charlie.  Thus, it is Charlie who needed them more than they need him.

Conclusion



The movie ends with the three women on the beach, a natural place to wear bathing suits.  However, as with 99% of the film, they are fully dressed.  Our collective dirty minds and cultural memories of sexy movie women do the work of promoting sex so thoroughly that the movie does not have to.  The women of Charlie’s Angels 2000 are indeed subjects.  The film makes a huge comment on the inferiority and weakness of heterosexual men, who here reinforce the code of being unable to resist a woman’s beauty.


Charlie’s Angels 2000 is a low brow film, awash in stereotypes and basic humor.  It never tries to be anything more than a fluffy comedy.  However, there is, unfortunately,  a large segment of the population who like their entertainment to be mindless.  This is of course, feminism lite, and would hopefully not be anyone’s total source of empowerment.  However, as far as action films and comedies go, this is a portrait of three, strong, smart, savvy James Bonds, who are as sexy and tough as he is.  It is a bad movie, but this does not make it anti-feminist or dis-empowering.  Aaron Spelling the original producer of Charlie’s Angels television show is also the creator of Charmed, a feminist and empowering drama about 3 sisters who practice Wicca.  If even Spelling’s work can grow, Barrymore’s hopefully will as well.  As a woman producing her own projects, this is certainly a step in the right direction.    

The Futuristic Femmes.

Background, Marketing & Target Audience.


Futuristic Femmes are the fighting women of science fiction, which like science has been viewed traditionally as the domain of men and boys.  The recent past of this genre includes films like Alien and Strange Days.   Lara Croft’s Tomb Raider is a recent sensation based on a popular video game.   The games and movie, created by young men, feature a buxom archaeologist soldiering out on Indiana Jones style adventures.  The game makers have had tremendous success with their creation, who one must assume is their ideal heroine, a brilliant woman who looks like she could also be a whore, and appeals largely to teenage boys.   The cast in the role a strong actor, sexually appealing actor whose very name means pretty angel, Angelina Jolie.



The review quote on the box from CBS-TV says “She’s the ultimate superhero.”   The only previews that Paramount includes in the home video edition are the new Forest Gump DVD, and MTV’s Save the Last Dance.   This is a very odd combination of previews, and leads one to assume that Paramount expected both an older sophisticated audience, and a teen demographic as well.

Beauty, Gender & Sexuality


Children’s book publishers advise that if writers want a book to be most popular, they should make the protagonist male, because little boys don’t like to read about little girls, but little girls will read about anyone.  Tomb Raider is a series with a female protagonist that has managed to be popular among young women as well as its primary overwhelmingly young male audience.  The strategy must’ve been to then overwhelm the world of the story with male energy because there is no other woman in the film who utters so much as an “Oh.”  Lara is a lone superhero who has minions waiting at home like Batman’s Alfred to create her weapons and enhance her skills.


The Lara Croft character is a British royal Lady.  Her father, the Lord, is a deceased archaeological genius.  There is a word play in the beginning of the film about Lara being a Lady on paper, but completely unladylike in reality.  While Lara takes a shower, music that would be perfect for a porn film accompanies her slow motion bathing.  We see nothing more than her running her hands through hair, but this is clearly suggestive, and actually looks a lot like soft porn from Cinemax or Playboy.  Her manservant then appears holding a dress and shoes that she scoffs at in favor of her Jackie Chan-style lycra fighting clothes.  The butler remarks, “A lady should be modest.”  To which Lara quips, “Yes, a lady should be.”  


With two huge inflexible breasts that seem like bowling balls placed on her chest, it is not hard to figure out what first attracts pubescent boys.  There is a sexual innuendo near the beginning where Lara mentions how dusty Egypt is, and her butler says “yes, it gets in the cracks.”  However, there’s more sex in other games like Grand Theft Auto that feature women on the sidelines, yet this game is the most popular.  The Lara Croft character is also intelligent and clever, two things that make for a good video game hero.  Undoubtedly another fantasy is being able to manipulate this brilliant but busty woman, who grunts whenever undertaking a laborious challenge.


The over-feminized  Lara Croft is clearly meant to be beautiful.  Her body, with no hips and a huge bosom, is unnatural, and very similar to that of Playboy bunnies.  Angelina Jolie as Lara also wears a flowing hair weave that falls somewhere around her butt. Interestingly enough, however, the other characters react to her intelligence and cunning rather than her beauty, which is presented here merely a fact of who she is.  The only time that we see her make an effort to “look like a lady” is for a visit to her father’s grave, for which she dons a white dress and shoes.  Immediately after this visit, she comes home to find her butler and assistant standing at attention.  It seems that they are standing in awe or admiration of her newly attempted beauty.  However, the tray contains to guns, and they are there to offer her a new robot to test her fighting skills on.  The closing shot is a close up of her face, flexed muscles and drawn guns.  

Weapons.


Lara Croft uses her brains as a weapon through the majority of the film.  This is followed with her bran in a close second.  Although Angelina Jolie as Lara Croft is clearly meant to be attractive and sexy, she never uses sex as a weapon or potential weapon in the film.  In this manner, she trumps both the leads of Girlfight and Charlie’s Angels as a character that could serve as a potential role model in some areas.

Violence.


Like Girlfight, the film opens with the main protagonist staring at us, the viewers.  We appear to be in her gaze.  Lara then fights a robot, two guns blazing, very Arnold Schwartzenegar in any movie.  At one point, the robot flips her over and stands over her as she is prone.  This looks very much like a potential rape until she escapes, pulling its guts out.   When she ’kills’ it, she then stands on its back as a conquering hero.  Flesh or humanity (in female form) is victorious against the machine.

Conclusion.


Tomb Raider has an extremely simple and predictable plot.   The main character is searching for a key that will stop the Illuminati from taking over the world.   The fight scenes, stunts and special effects are flashy and impressive, while the story line is banal at best.  While this had the potential to somehow break genres with cyber-feminism, it clearly misses that mark.  Of the team of about 10 creators, only one was a woman.  Lara Croft feel like a video game character that unfortunately lacks the interactivity that a game does.

Summation.


While feminists are clear that popular culture often seems to be working to secure the dominant interests of those in power, it is critical to contemplate how popular media forms also offer possibilities for both subversion and resistance to controlled patriarchal definitions of feminine subjectivity. It is foolhardy to quickly dismiss these visual texts as fluff/cheesecake. These images are imperfect, but can still be useful to further feminist discourse if we use them wisely as a strategic backlash to the “feminism makes you weak/ugly” backlash.  We do not want our daughters to be Charlie’s Angels any more than we want our sons to be Terminators or James Bonds.  It is dangerous essentialism to perpetuate a belief that women are always the victims of patriarchal manipulation.   Even if the oppressor has the purpose to (new myth) fool us into thinking we’ve come a long way baby, we can use this.  For artists, this possibility of subversion is powerful.  If we believe that these films exist only as a function of the beauty myth or sexism, then this makes them “not about women at all” but about “men’s institutions and institutional power.”  (Wolfe, 13)  There are more women in sports and in martial arts, not due to movies, but due to the work of feminist activists.  Images in movies, however, can reinforce this, along with actual living pop cultural role models such as Oprah Winfrey, Madonna, (the dreaded) Condaleeza Rice and Jennifer Lopez, who have created power for themselves and other women.  It will be interesting to see the new film Monster, in which the beautiful blonde Charlize Theron plays the first executed female serial killer.  It will certainly be a richer experience than Tarantino’s Kill Bill, which stars Uma Thurman as a samurai-wannabe who slaughters all of her Japanese opponents with their own cultural martial art in a senseless blood-fest. 


Looking is not only the practice/exercise of men. Women consume/ enjoy looking at each other’s bodies regardless of sexual preference.  These action heroines are the daughters of Madonna, the Spice Girls and the mini-skirted Gloria Steinem, who are, in turn, the daughters of the constructions of femininity described by Simone de Beauviour
.  There is room for both Charlie’s Angels and Girlfight.  Different people will respond to each image.  It is only when these are the only images singularly available that these are dangerous.  Clearly, we have a long way to go, and there are no easy answers in this discussion.  However, even the appearance of diverging from codes can be conscious raising.  The discourse, like feminist activism, and work of filmmaking artists, must continue.   
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� Abbreviation for “Tits & Ass”


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.liberationjournal.com/"�www.liberationjournal.com� A Conservative, Libertarian Magazine, Editor Gregory Flanagan


� I looked up exploitive and it meant oppressive.  Exploitative means unfair.  I think that I want to leave the word as exploitive.


� ‘Hood is a slang abbreviation for neighborhood, usually used to mean an inner-city ghetto.  The term was popularized by the title of John Singleton’s acclaimed directing premier, Boyz in the ‘Hood.


� There is a popular stereotype that crosses class lines that poor people are somehow more ’real.’  There’s even a saying in the hip hop world “keep it real,” which pretty much means stay true to the ghetto.   In the future, I would like to investigate this sense of realness, and who exactly it serves.  I suspect that it has its roots in America’s Puritanical/Judeo-Christian/Biblical beliefs about the virtues of poverty. 


� In the Rocky movies,  a successful series written by and starring Sylvester Stallone, his love interest was named Adrienne.


� Denzel Washington movie credit.  


� Girls Clubs of America 2003 Website.


� Unfortunately, although I do remember having a Charlie’s Angels lunchbox in First Grade, I don’t have a clear memory of the original series.


� Charlie’s Angels 2000.


� The Second Sex by Simone de Beaviour.
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