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Gender, Criminality, and Deviance: Film Noir Through the Framework of Angela Y. Davis

The deeply influential and recognizable symbol of the femme fatale has stuck with

audiences both as an icon of the film noir movement and as an embedded archetype of the
mischievous woman. She is not only a historical cinematic figure, but an emblem of society’s
grandiose conception of a woman who behaves outside social codes and the law. In Are Prisons
Obsolete?, Angela Y. Davis describes how gender shapes public perception of deviancy. She
says, “There has always been a tendency to regard those women who have been publicly
punished by the state for their misbehaviors as significantly more aberrant and far more
threatening to society than their numerous male counterparts” (66). The unforgettable image and
allure of the femme fatale is predicated on this exact observation by Davis. Femmes fatales have
long been thought to symbolize men’s fear of women’s agency, but more than that, they are the
embodiment of what Davis describes as the ‘fallen woman'; women who are not just criminal,
but immoral. By analyzing the seemingly irredeemable femmes fatales of The Postman Always
Rings Twice (Tay Garnett, 1946) and The Lady From Shanghai (Orson Welles, 1948), this
disposition of carnal conduct, conspiratory action, and the insatiable need to terrorize the pillars
of American society becomes clear. Whereas criminal men in film noir often appear normal,
understandable, or even sympathetic, criminal women are marked as innately sexual and

dangerous, and not only break laws but transgress patriarchal white American values.
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It is not enough for women in film noir to cheat or betray, they must be tools intended for
temptation, manipulation, and criminality. Cora (Lana Turner) in The Postman Always Rings
Tvice represents the cunning, sexual femme fatale, the failed housewife, and the deadly trap that
awaits the leading man. Despite her actions in the text of the film, the cinematography notably
paints her as a temptress. In the shots leading up to Cora's first appearance, there is a lot of depth
in the background. The audience can see many details of the diner, and the camera positioning is
almost tableau-style from one strict perspective. However, when Cora is shown on camera, the
aperture opens up, and the focus becomes much shallower. The camera also sinks further
upstage, boxing the viewer into the far corner of the diner, where the background is much flatter.
This forces attention onto Cora. The hazy, shallow depth of field and almost claustrophobic
camera positioning give the impression that the audience, much like Frank (John Garfield), is
being sucked into a trance-like state of attraction. The close-up of Cora’s face before she
retrieves her lipstick is a prime example; The once crisp background is now a distant fog, her
eyes glimmer in extreme detail, and the enchanting halo of light around her seems to bleed from
her cheeks, as if Cora’s image could radiate into the atmosphere.

The way that Cora is visually depicted through directing, lighting, and costuming also
perpetuates her role as a temptress. Cora first appears inanimate, like a trophy, with her
fragmented legs shown before the rest of her body. The rolling lipstick acts as a trail to her still,
posed hourglass silhouette. Center-frame, she is displayed by glowing light that illuminates her
skin, her bright-white, tight-fitting clothing, and the entryway that frames her. But she is also
withheld, evident by the shadows that dip around the edges of her figure, her headband, which

tucks her hair away, and the distance she keeps from Frank. The ultimate message is symbolized
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by her peep-toe shoes, a choice distinct from a sandal or closed-toe shoe. Her introduction is
meant to say, “Look, but don’t touch.”

Despite Cora herself not coming on to Frank, Frank advances as if she shares his sexual
desires. This is shown in his locked eyeline, the music which swells in limerence, and his fixed
position, which forces Cora to come closer to retrieve her lipstick. It is visually apparent that this
intense attraction is not fully reciprocated. The cinematography built the once-hazy spell of
attraction, and now breaks it. When Cora steps out of her haloed position to grab her lipstick, the
camera moves closer, building tension. Yet, Cora does not bat her eyelashes or share loving body
language towards Frank. She simply walks away. The camera stays in this tighter position as
Cora returns to the door frame, turns away from Frank, and shuts the door. The camera, like
Frank, is left disappointed as Cora declines his advances. This behavior juxtaposes the earlier
camerawork and mise en scene, which showed Frank’s entranced, lustful perspective. The
contrast between these two moods positions Cora as sexually tempting against her will. Despite
her clear signs of disinterest, the film will continue to push her as a seductress.

From the beginning to the end of the film, Cora is sexualized. Her mere existence is seen
as an opportunity for Frank’s sexual fantasies. Cora even says to him, “You’ve tried to make me
a tramp since you’ve known me.” This phenomenon of imposed sexuality is something that
Davis discusses in Are Prisons Obsolete? within the context of incarcerated women and women
labeled clinically insane. She writes, “Sexual abuse by prison guards is translated into
hypersexuality of women prisoners,” and that when institutions began to classify mentally ill
women as insane, it was “highly sexualized” (67-68). Similarly, Cora does not initially pursue
Frank, but Frank’s sexual desires towards Cora are projected onto her through the film’s visual

language. The contradictions between Cora’s dialogue and actions in the film, Frank’s perception
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and pursuit of her, and the way the film frames her cinematically seem to indicate a sort of innate
sexuality that Cora herself cannot seem to dispute, much like the incarcerated, criminal woman.

These kinds of ‘innate flaws’ are crucial to understanding the way femmes fatales are
depicted and what they represent. Cora displays this underlying, intrinsic immorality with her
prescribed sexuality, but also her inability to conform to married life. She frequently appears
visually dejected when discussing the traditional life she was supposed to live. At the beginning
of the film, while attempting to fulfill her wifely obligations by washing dishes, Cora appears
tense. She clenches her jaw and grabs the dishes tightly. As the men crowd the kitchen behind
her, Cora pushes herself to the corner of the frame. She is the closest to the camera, but off to the
side, with the men and kitchen furnishings crowding the back of the frame. This produces a
feeling of claustrophobia; Cora is feeling stuck and unhappy with the hierarchy and duties of her
marriage. Again, in the scene where Cora's husband plays the guitar for her and Frank, Cora
struggles to conform to the role she is expected to fulfil. While Frank and Nick (Cecil Kellaway)
celebrate the new sign, it is Frank who pours Nick a drink. Cora steps in late, without offering
the duties of a housewife. She saunters around the perimeter, leaving Nick in the shadows. If
anything, her stark figure in the otherwise dim, cozy frame serves as a disruption to quaint living.
As her husband sings, Cora can barely stand to look at him, especially with her prospective affair
in the corner of the room. She is tense, reactive, and resistant, which evidently causes her to fall
short in her domestic role to the point of deception and murder.

This contrasts with Frank’s misguided yet consistently traditional values. The film,
through Frank’s encouragement, almost hints at a possible marriage-plot ending. Even after the
disastrous murder and trial, he says, “We can go away somewhere and start fresh, where nobody

knows us,” while chasing Cora and locking eyes deeply. Her response is as cold and avoidant as



the audience has begun to know her, and she darts off-screen. In the chapter “Klute 1: A
Contemporary Film Noir and Feminist Criticism” from Women in Film Noir, written by Christine
Gledhill, she discusses “the consistent moral trajectory of the male, who, although he may be
confused or uncertain as to the relation of appearances and reality, at least maintains a
consistency of values” (31). This emphasizes that while Frank is culpable, murderous, and
criminal, his desire for traditional life and normalcy gives him a sense that he can be reformed.

In comparison, at every opportunity Cora has to settle, she cuts it with her unwillingness
to conform or reform. She cannot run away with Frank; her scowl contrasts with Frank’s smile,
and her uncomfortable and erratic ramblings interrupt the montage of their prospective freedom.
She cannot settle down as a caretaker with Nick; her clenched demeanor forces her to retreat, and
her black-clad grief allows her to fall into the arms of Frank. She cannot take accountability for
her crimes; instead, she must tower over Frank and circle him like a vulture to intimidate him.
Cora’s jumpiness and rejection of normalcy make her an example of what Davis describes as a
‘fallen woman.’ Davis says, “According to dominant views, women convicts were irrevocably
fallen women, with no possibility of salvation” (70). In comparison to Frank, a drifter who has
an impulse to settle as retribution for his crimes, Cora cannot seem to assimilate into what
society expects of her, even under the threat of jail time or extortion. She proves herself to be
irredeemable and never takes action that could either directly, such as legal consequences, or
indirectly, such as choosing a life that would satisfy American values, compensate for her
crimes. It appears that it is not in her DNA to do so.

Cora represents a style of femme fatale that transgresses through her aversion to a
domestic role, but other versions of the femme fatale often transgress through higher stakes of

corruption and conspiracy. In The Lady from Shanghai, Elsa’s (Rita Hayworth) deception is
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highly organized and dangerous, and the introduction of her ties to non-white culture acts as a
vouch for this kind of high-level threat. While Cora is marked as a ‘fallen woman’ by her
actions, which counter her duties as a wife, Elsa is marked by her international ties. This side of
Elsa is not just threatening in terms of her ability to be autonomous, but also in how it disrupts
the puritan white American conceptions that form the basis for domesticity and the nuclear
family.

Up until the film’s unraveling, Elsa’s character lacks the typical foreshadowing
neuroticism common to femmes fatales. Instead, her perceived virtuosity as a white woman is
elevated. In the early sections of the film, she is carefully composed with symmetrical framing,
often showcasing her face, the lights cause her jewelry or the drops of seawater on her face to
flicker, her fair skin is illuminated, and she is usually positioned lower in the frame and
powerless to the men she stands by. However, as E. Ann Kaplan says in Women in Film Noir,
“Elsa's whiteness and apparent virginal Princess quality is immediately put in contrast with an
evil foreignness™ (194). At the end of the film, when her connection with the Chinese
community, framed as an ‘other,’ is revealed, her depiction changes, and deviates jarringly from
her previous fragile, white femininity. This is evident in the shootout finale of Shanghai, where
Elsa’s composition is not nearly as romantic or controlled as before.

Towards the beginning of the film, Elsa is shot to appear clean and restrained. This is
apparent in the scenes on the yacht, where Elsa’s counterparts are often bustling in chaos. In
contrast, Elsa barely seems to move, and the characters and camera move to accommodate her.
When she does move across the frame, it is in distinct marks; from off-screen to center screen as
she climbs the ladder to the boat, and from the lower third of the screen to the upper third when

she lies across the rocky shore. Otherwise, she is surprisingly still. This contributes to the



viewer’s perception of her as harmless, pure, and poised, which are all traits associated with
whiteness. Yet, Elsa is much more expressive and assertive in her physicality in the final scene.
She shakes as she scolds Michael (Orson Welles), and the shot of her side profile shows her neck
craning and eyes widening as she expresses her frustration. Then she steps inches away from
Michael’s face, and for the first time in the whole film, a close-up shows wrinkles on her
forehead. As the scene climaxes, extreme close-ups of her face are superimposed over images of
the room with diminishing opacity that make it feel as if the shadows are swallowing her. What
was once perceived as perfection and purity is now explosive, and the removal of the protective
veil of her whiteness leads to her demise.

This demise is also shown through mise en scene and shot composition. By the final
scene, Elsa’s costuming has become increasingly more consuming and dark, going from a
bathing suit earlier in the film to all-black funeral attire that covers more of her fair skin. She is
kept at a further distance from the camera and shot much more impersonally and with
abstraction. The close-up shot where Elsa looks just past the top of the camera is especially
unnerving and distrustful. Her reflections scatter across the frame, some completely turned away
from the camera, representing the many identities of Elsa, all of which transgress white
patriarchal society. In Noir Anxiety, Oliver Kelly says, “Her evil stems from her dangerous
duplicity to the second power, both as a wife displaying her outlaw sexuality by cheating on her
husband and as the domestic and treacherous Asian” (52). These intersections of gender, race,
and deviancy are why Elsa appears to be a much more expansive and looming danger. Kaplan
also says, “Not only is she unnatural as a woman; she is also unnatural in being close to the
Chinese” (198). Audience perception of her criminality is informed by a more complex

background than with other femmes fatales. It starts with her role as a deviant woman, but it



grows with audience perceptions of race and ‘otherness.” In other words, she breaks her
obligations as a married woman by cheating and deceiving, but more than that, she threatens
broader society by being portrayed as a white woman who is ‘corrupted’ by ‘racial otherness.’

This perceived duplicity and threat that comes with the intersections of gender, race, and
deviancy is fully in line with Davis’ writing, which highlights the elevated brutality towards
convicts who are women of color. She writes how “As the U.S. prison system evolved during the
twentieth century, feminized modes of punishment... were designed ideologically to reform
white women,” while women of color were not offered similar reformist pathways (72). Women
of color are often conceptualized as irredeemable and unreformable to an extreme finality. While
white women’s deviancy is perceived as correctable through special penalty that is specifically
designed for a sense of gendered wrongdoing, the intersections of misogyny and racism are so
devastating that women of color are chained to the labels of depravity indefinitely. Davis uses the
story of Assata Shakur, who was accused of murdering a state trooper, as an example of the
repercussions of the intersecting oppressions of gender, race, and deviancy. Despite not even
touching the gun that killed the trooper, Shakur was convicted, touted by the media and the
government as being the "Soul of the Black Liberation Army,” and subjected to “unusually cruel
treatment” (Davis 62). This shows that Assata Shakur’s societal position as a Black woman
caused her to be seen as especially fallen and evil, and informed the treatment and media
attention that the country subjected her to.

Elsa’s fate seems to align with these notions of being especially ‘fallen.” As she is
racialized in the ending of the film, she loses the privilege of a second chance, which is only
afforded to whiteness. This is shown through the fate she is subjected to: left alive, but bleeding

out. Michael, who has killed before and contributed to the harm Elsa has caused, gets to walk
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away as free as a bird without having to confront his wrongdoings or admit to his own guilt. This
is visually depicted by his walk towards the crashing sea waves, symbolizing freedom and the
vast, limitless life he still gets to live. However, despite her admissions of guilt, emotional
exclamations, or pleas, Elsa is left on all fours, begging to live; an outcome that perhaps would
have been different had Michael still viewed her as white and virtuous. She is shown no mercy
despite her compromised position, and Michael leaves her without helping her or putting her out
of her misery. This femme fatale does not just die; she is put to death with no chance of
reformation. Elsa is left suffering in the shadows of a claustrophobic room, much like an
incarcerated woman tucked away in an inhumane cell. Her last sensations are of a concrete floor.
Put simply, she is where society believes deviant women belong.

Femmes fatales are a broader reflection of society’s long-standing notions of deviancy in
women. Cora and Elsa are not just the theoretical personifications of men’s fears of women’s
agency; they are tangible examples of the evil archetypes that people use to punish women.
Mainstream concepts of gender construct criminal women as insane, sexual, and ‘fallen,” and
criminal men as reformable or misguided. This is as much of a media tool as it is a real-life
consequence. It is essential to understand the femme fatale as not just a two-dimensional icon or
character, but as a projection that will be used against women who operate outside the norms of
society, as exemplified in Davis’ work. By acknowledging the discrepancies between the
depictions of deviant men and deviant women, we can address the unique way society punishes
women, and especially women of color; perhaps beginning to understand that misinformed
conceptions of innately flawed ‘fallen women’ are instead a result of something deeply flawed

within our society.
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