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Abstract:

Since the emergence of the New French Extremityege¢he depiction of both non-simulated
sex and extreme violence in the medium of film hasome a perennial issue that calls for
new feminist discourses. This is even more so waeiim includes subversive female
sexuality and women perpetrators of violence. ThepiEs need to be explored in relation to
gender issues, as it is only when one radicallyverb conventional cinematic
representations of sex, violence, and women thatpt#rvasive “mad” or “bad” dichotomy
restricting our understanding of violent women ilmfcan be weakened. The role of
marginalised women directors who make subversilesfimust also be considered as it
invites an exploration of the interventions thatical women can make, especially pertaining
to the issues of sex, violence, and dominant atsshe film. Reviews by amateur and
journalistic Anglophone and Francophone film cati@are especially revealing of the
dominant attitudes facing subversive, sex-positraglical, and provocative feminist films
and women directors. From this backdrop, this pa&sg@fores the socio-cultural reasons for
the strongly critical reception of the contempor&mench film Baise-moi (dirs. Virginie
Despentes and Coralie Trinh Thi, 2000), from anrerafeminist perspective.

1 Anette Ballinger notes iNo Angels: Women Who Commit Violeticat “[fleminism
has shown a marked reluctance to deal with femalkence, perhaps concerned that the
subject will harm the feminist cause” (1). This ulfimgness is with good reason because
women are still considered either “mad” or “bad”emhthey kill. Nonetheless, we need new
feminist discourses outside this dichotomy as ondewstanding of violent women is
inadequate. Much can be learnt by exploring recases of radical artistic endeavours that
treat the issue of women perpetrators and puslkdbheadaries of established feminism. The
contemporary French filBaise-moiis one such case that conveys a radical, sexalriand
subversive discourse. As such, it is subjectechttense yet divided amateur and journalistic
film criticism from the Anglophone and Francophanedia, while its co-directors, Virginie
Despentes and Coralie Trinh Thi, are heavily aniidj.

2 Released on 28 June 2000 and based on the npibElsame name published by
Despentes in 19948aise-moiportrays the story of Manu (Raffaéla Anderson)pacasional
porn actor, and Nadine (Karen Bach), an occasipradtitute, as they separately experience
traumatic events which drive them to murder. Thiegnce upon one another and embark on

a sexually charged killing spree across France &ty meet their equally separate fates.

! This paper draws on material submitted as panmngfBachelor of Arts dissertation at the Universitly
Manchester in 2012.
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3 The film provokes a range of reactions that nyoséintre on its inclusion of non-
simulated sex, and which, along with its extremelerice, places it in th&lew French
Extremitygenre. This term, coined by James Quandt, detimeslatively recent category of
French films which include a predominant amalgaomabf violence, torture, and sexuality
(17). Baise-moistands out from this recent trend since the 18804 for art house films with
graphic content (Downing, “French Cinema’s New ‘Ga&lxRevolution’ Postmodern Porn
and Troubled Genre” 265). This is because, deshtging such taboo features with its
contemporaries, it is one of the few which garreersh vehement opposition: the film has a
21% rating on Rotten Tomatoes, and a “generallawmirable” 35 out of 100 Metascore on
Metacritic.

4 Films are a highly accessible visual medium arel @oducts of specific social,
cultural, political, and economic contexts. Thegyp& role in the reflection on, and validation
or contestation of, socio-cultural norms and exgimhs. The polemic critical reception of
Baise-moiindicates the extent to which dominant contempocacidental attitudes are still
quite conservative and relatively untouched byaaldieminist and anarcha-feminist idéas.

5 From an anarcha-feminist perspective, this papetores the socio-cultural reasons
for the strongly critical reception of the filBaise-mai As non-simulated sex in mainstream
cinema is still somewhat provocative, and film eswers often evoke the corresponding
matter of female sexuality, the first section exp#othese issues. The second section is
concerned with another overtly denounced elemetiteharrative: the extreme violence. As
women commit many of the obvious instances of vioe this is logically followed by a
consideration of women perpetrators. Finally, altfiothe essay largely maintains a narrative
perspective, the effect on the film reviewer oftbtite film’s aesthetics and its wider context
cannot be ignored, thus the third section explthmesgrainy filmmaking techniques and the

critique of the co-directors.

The Taboo of Non-Simulated Sex and Disruptive Female Sexuality
6 “Femininity is whoring. The art of servility. Wean call it seduction and make a
glamorous thing of it. [...] Overwhelmingly, it'sigt about making a habit of behaving in an

inferior way.” (Despentes 126)

2 Anarcha-feminists oppose all forms of hierarchgt ezlationships of power, including class and race view
patriarchy as a symptom of involuntary hierarchheveas radical feminists consider patriarchy agptheary
and most profound source of oppression.

3 All translations are my own.
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7 Having undeniably offended some members of theliguthe portrayal of non-
simulated sex is easily the mastert reason for which the film is subject to intensiical
reviews. This is explored with a focus on: the lgim¥nographyand its financial and cultural
implications in contemporary French society; anel thematic taboo of non-simulated sex
on-screen.

8 The original un-cut version dBaise-moiis often labelled as pornography as it
contains extreme and vivid scenes of a sexual @&ldnt nature. The meaning of the term
pornographyis disputable, however, and the implications ef usage are financially and
culturally important in contemporary France. Orallg released with a 16 rating, the right-
wing religious groug’romouvoirand members of tHeront Nationalcampaigned against the
film. The French state council responded by replgacgis commercial certificate with an X
certificate, which effectively made it the firstriveed film in France in 28 years. Catherine
Tasca, the Socialist Minister for Culture from 20@02002, finally awarded the film the
newly reinstated 18 certificate around a year Jaddter much protest led by the French
novelist and filmmaker Catherine Breillat. In a dowentary on the making of the film, Trinh
Thi saw this as “an indirect economic ban” (Sankidrbecause in France, pornographic
films, unlike other French films, are not eligid an advance against the box-office from
the National Centre for Cinema and Animated Ima@&sC). An X certificate meant that
this early payment would have to be paid back, #rad Philippe Godeau, the producer,
would lose his investment and risk bankruptcy (Reyh3). The cultural implications of
banning a radical film are equally important whesmgidering the extent to which such
radical ideas are permitted to enter, and havdfanoten, mainstream culture. A film with an
X certificate would not have benefitted from promatof any kind; it would only have been
allowed to be sold by sex shops which, Trinh Tlyuas, would effectively have silenced
their voices as the typical clientele of these dghments would not be interested in their
film (Santarelli). With an 18 certificate, the filoould be more widely shown in mainstream
and art house cinemas around France, thus widé@sipgospective audience.

9 Concerning the labg@ornography Despentes, Trinh Thi, and R. Anderson argue that
Baise-moidoes not fall under this category as, unlike thigin, pornography is made for
erotic and masturbatory purposes (Santarelli). Nbetess, one must note that
cinematographic pornography is generally definedavy as the inclusion of certain sexual
on-screen acts including erection, fellation, pat&n, ejaculation and incitement to
violence (Nettelbeck 7), most of which the filmlundes. Yet labelling the filnpornographic

is a simplification. As Lisa Downing, ProfessorFaench Discourses of Sexuality, maintains,
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“[plornography displaced, fragmented, relativizaddermined is not pornography” (“French
Cinema’s New ‘Sexual Revolution: Postmodern Pond droubled Genre” 278). The film
could instead be considerpdst-pornographicin that it fulfils most of the expectations for
pornographic content, but contains a highly polersix-positive discourse that critiques
pornographic representation. Indeed, French quesarist Marie-Hélene Bourcier suggests
that Baise-moi is post-pornographic because the co-directors ompite modern
pornographic codes of representation and denatarddem (380).

10 One of the reproaches made of the film is thas pornography masquerading as
“legitimate” cinema. “Nix,” forBeyond Hollywoogwrites: “The flick is controversial only in
the sense that it shows hard-core sex in what pigrgo be a mainstream film” (1); and
“Grim Ringler,” writing for Jackass Criticslaments: “It seems as if its deep, but isnt. Seem
as if its a porn, but isnt. Seems as if its a dagasire, but isnt [sic]” (5). There is distinct
frustration from reviewers that the film does ntunchly conform to the narrative and/or
aesthetic expectations of either hardcore porndgyragr traditional, art house cinema
(MacKenzie 317-318). In short, despite having hadlaively unremarkable first screening,
the film immediately drew the attention of film rewers thanks to the initial ban and the
label pornography which was undisputedly linked to the public’s mimplification of the
visual inclusion of non-simulated sex.

11 Despite the polemic surrounding the labelling@afse-moj such a vivid portrayal of
real sex in cinema is still taboo and faces stropgosition based on aesthetic and narrative
reasons. The French cinema maga8haliogave the film two stars in 2000 and called it a
hard-core version of the American filithelma and Louisédir. Ridley Scott, 1991) that
challenges the taboo about sex in mainstream cinéAreon 30). This remark is
rather justified, yet it requires further explaoati It is themethodof using digital video to
depict real sex in cinema, as well as tepresentationitself, which makes for unsettling
viewing. Neil Archer, writing in the postgraduatkearonic journalE-Pisteme argues that
the pornographic tropes in the film, which includ#® only what is depicted but also how it is
depicted, are aesthetically disconcerting — theaisdigital video “trangress|es] the line of
past-ness and aesthetic distance necessary — pimaljo— to the illusion of filmic reality”
(74). Concerning both the aesthetics and the maera®hilip French, who reviewed the film
in the Guardian claims that the film is not erotic, but that ithelusion of non-simulated sex
only “distracts the audience from other mattergpedoing the overall sense of reality” (3).

One could therefore conjecture that the film revaesmdid not appreciate the conflation of the
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porn genre with art house cinema that arguablymgite to open up a debate for serious,
social commentary through its narrative.
12 Similarly, but specifically concerning the comdiion of sex and violence, it is
possible that unfulfilled aesthetic, thematic, ageheric expectations play a role in the
reception of non-simulated sex in film. Jeffrey Mnderson, forCombustible Celluloid
argues that “[t]o the film’s detractors, the sexkemthe violence seem more graphic and the
violence makes the sex seem more unappetizing T{t. overt portrayal of the sexual act,
especially in the graphic rape scenes, removeslitee (the second one is in the scene of the
sex club massacre, where Manu uses a gun to graligtrate a man. The massacre begins
when he gropes he non-consensually, implies thatsbkbuld accept it because they are in a
sex club, and then makes a racist comment). Thig p@s picked up on by Richard Scheib,
writing for Moria: The Science-Fiction, Horror and Fantasy FilReview “The film
interestingly co-opts porn style filmmaking, altlybuthe intent is clearly to do anythinther
than show the sex scenes in an erotic or titigatight” (3). Overall, the conflation of two
such provocative issues — sex and violence — algsals it apart from films that depict only
one or the other. Linda Ruth Williams, writing BFI's Sight and Sounduggests:

that this is neither a horror film nor a porn filmay be part of the problem. [...]

What's unusual is the conjunction of real sex anckal violence, the confusion of

authenticated pornographic fantasy and simulateléni spectacle. (11)
13 The uneasy relationship in cinema between takard the simulated, as well as the
film’s conflation of genres, is therefore recoguid®y some film reviewers and academics as
aesthetically and narratively disturbing. Accordingeviewers treat non-simulated sex in
film as a problematic and taboo issue to whichfilhe overtly draws attention. However, the
inclusion of real acts of a sexual nature is netdhly issue that incites less than favourable
reviews. The film depicts the women’s sexuality Bn unconventional, potentially
unexpected, and disruptive manner. This secondtpearéfore concentrates on: the lack of
female homosexuality; autonomous female sexualr&leand aggressive sexuality in the
film.
14 Bérénice Reynaud, a French film critic, historigheoretician, and film and video
curator, accuses Despentes and Trinh Thi of naesepting female homosexuality in the
growing complicity between Manu and Nadine, thus stattering this particular boundary
(11). Perhaps it is true that the co-directors helienited vision of female sexuality and are
too phallus-centred for their film to be truly tegmessive in all domains. Yet if these two

seemingly heterosexual characters then become atdim effectively for the spectator —
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around the same time as they commit murder, itccdid too easy to associate female
homosexuality with misandry. In the scene where WMand Nadine pick up two men and
take them up to a hotel room to have sex, oneefribn suggests that the women engage in
homosexual activity with each other, effectively fas visual and sexual pleasure. Manu
promptly throws him out. Within the narrative, Maisuejecting the sexual desires of anyone
other than herself and Nadine. In doing so, shaffisming her right to dictate her sexual
encounters (in sharp contrast to her earlier egpee of rape). Outside of the diegesis, the
film hints at the contradictory heteronormativity @ contemporary occidental society by
refusing to provide an explicit onscreen portraghlhomosexuality. This is a society in
which female homosexuality is often evoked in thedra merely for the visual pleasure of
men and not for the erotic pleasure of the womemtelves. IrSalon Charles Taylor —
although adamant that the film is pornography -egecses this expectation and proposes that
“the point of the [earlier] sequence [in which teemi-clothed women dance together],
though, is that they don’t have sex, thus defusirgmale gratification that’s the point of
porn’s ubiquitous lesbian scenes” (10). The characare not going to become temporarily
homosexual just because others (the men in theesasnwell as the male heterosexual
spectator) expect this, and their complicity does automatically make them homosexual
either. In “Des Marchandises Entre Elles,” Lucegdriay, Belgian feminist and cultural
theorist, argues that female homosexuality is resegl only to the extent to which it is
prostituted to man’s fantasies (189-193). Therefdespite what Reynaud deems as a limited
vision of female sexuality, it is important, in shinstance, that the film does not overtly
depict any potential homosexual relations betweemni and Nadine within the
narrative. This is so that the film may maintam stance that women should have complete
control over their sexuality (including the freedamreject). This clearly involves denying
the heterosexual male spectator the visual pleaduaa expected - but ultimately temporary
and superficial - female homosexual performancés hot only an example of the women
defining their own limitations, but also a strorgection of the normalised imposition of
men’s desires.

15 Not only doesBaise-moi attempt to thwart narrative expectations of oresor
homosexuality, but it is also essentially a deamsion of conventional heterosexual
femininity. This is because it contradicts tracht gender roles, which can provoke
subconscious opposition from a more conservatiwtgpor. The definition of a “natural”
woman stems from that which is considered un-maseuh dominant discourse. Despentes

argues that women who know their sexuality, and wtait from it, are excluded from the
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group as they do not respect the rules of behavaugirls (105). It is in relegating women

to the “inferior,” “weaker,” “fairer” sex and, mo#nportantly, in normalising the belief that
women are that which men are not, that taboos foomcerning women’s “unnatural”
behaviour. P. French epitomises the misogyny intteire many critical reviews when he
labels the women in the film “whores” (2), implyingith such terminology that their
promiscuity sufficiently encapsulates them and aixy@ their violent and unfeminine
transgressions. As Anne Cranny-Francis et al. mo@ender Studies: Terms and Debates
“[H]eterosexist norms [...] assume a compliant f@miy devoid of autonomous sexual
desire” (40). The film rejects many of the dominaatio-cultural codes and conventions of
an occidental patriarchal society in which womee aot expected tactively seek sexual
gratification. After they meet, the film portrayatline and Manu dseer sexual beings who
now instead attempt to exercise their sexual freeincluding, as previously mentioned, the
freedom to reject). The dismissive and reductivieellng of the main protagonists by
numerous film reviewers reveals the latters’ adhegeto the conventional expectations of
“natural” feminine behaviour.

16 Connected with many film reviewers’ unease wite women’s unconventional
autonomous sexual desire is their focus on Manu ldadine’s aggressive sexualities.
Maximilian Le Cain, inSenses of Cinemaalls the film “an almost apocalyptic view of
heterosexuality, a loveless, predatory sexualiti0)( and Marc Savlov, for théustin
Chronicle disparagingly summarises the film as “chock-faflithe most unexpressive [sic]
and predatory sexuality I've ever seen” (1). Anglence on the part of the women, which is
reserved for the male realm, is not only treatethhsrently sexualised, but also unfeminine
and therefore unnatural. The close-up of Nadin&skostiletto heels covered in blood after
having kicked to death the “dickhead condom guie@nly man with whom they had a
sexual encounter who they kill, contrary to manyiee's) draws attention to this inevitable
association. Nadine and Manu — as violent womenefaily creating their own path in
public — are dangerous to traditional expectatiansut natural, docile, feminine sexuality.
Nadia Louar, Literature and Francophone studiedure argues that it is the sexuality
inherent in their violence which reveals the wonseattempts to reposition themselves as
subjects and not objects: “By sexualising the vioke which is inflicted upon them, the
women make themselves the wretched subjects of tigectification” (9). Likewise,
Breillat, in an interview, insists that “[tlhe twberoines inBaise-moireclaim their sex
through violence. Nadine and Manu actually go thhowith it” (Grassin 2). With the

incorporation of this sexualised violent behaviaurthe narrative, the film subversively
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denounces an important oppressive element of aietyothe sexist expectations of gender
roles and “appropriate” behaviour. This may havetgbuted to the negative critical
reception as the film disturbs conservative viewgi

17 The overall negative critical reception of saxdasexuality in the film reveals
unfulfilled expectations on many levels, namelyattthe film comply with either cinema’s
need for aesthetic distance or pornography’s p@r@sa masturbatory aid; that the women
engage in homosexual activity; and that the wonmfarm to conventional, heterosexual,
submissive, “natural” and non-violent femininityle@rly, the issue of violence in association
with women is central to socio-cultural reasonstfa film’s negative critical reception and

the following section considers this.

Extreme Narrative Violence and the Taboo of the Violent Woman

18 To be aggressive: virile. To want to fuck loadspeople: virile. To respond with
brutality to something which threatens you: vifilespentes 128)

19 While the non-simulated sex and the disruptiamer in which female sexuality is
portrayed are both essential factors in the ofegyative critical reception of the film, another
element of the narrative is brought out in revieth& violence. The first half of this section
consequently concentrates on: gratuitous, glansbrgdence; arbitrary violence as nihilism
or contestation of social injustice; and the reansiof certain violent acts in filmic
adaptations.

20 Baise-moihas come under particularly harsh scrutiny fordiépiction of violence,
most of which film reviewers and the censors degmattiitous” or “eroticised.” This is
especially evident in the cuts made to the initégde scene, which, in the filmic release for
British audiences in February 2001 and in the fBsitish video release in May 2002,
underwent a vital cut at the moment of penetrafidre British Board of Film Classification
(BBFC) gives the following explanation:

Cut required to an explicit close-up shot of a pegmenetrating a vagina during a
violent rape sequence, in accordance with BBFCeduies on sexual violence which
[sic] state that portrayals which eroticise sexaatualt [sic] may be cut at any
classification level. (BBFC, “Baise-Moi Film Relea26/02/2001")
However, the use of this penetration shot withia diverall context of the film is a way to
reappropriate a stereotypical pornographic troperefore undermining the idea that the

visual moment of insertion is automatically erotleurthermore, this initial reading is
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supported by the reasons givenvi@ivingthe cuts in the latest February 2013 British rsdea
of the video (BBFC, “Baise-Moi Video Release 0721R/3"):
neither the nudity nor the real penetration ardrpged as sexual or titillating. On the
contrary, the rape is presented as violent andflwprand, in this context, the shot of
penetration reinforces the violation and brutaljty. The] sequence [does not] make][]
sexual or sadistic violence appear normal, appgamarousing. There is never any
suggestion that the victims enjoy the experienod, the audience is led to identify
and empathise with the victims, not the perpetsaat@BFC, “Baise-Moi” 2)
One could easily construe cuts to the initial rapene as an effort to gloss over the horrific
experience of sexual assault. The co-directorsndlyding the penetration, are explicityg
eroticising shots of penetration; indeed, overtictegn does not automatically render the
image erotic — context is vastly important.
21 In the British reviews preceding the latest 20b8ut release, there is an expectation
that the sexually violent sex scenes should ngbdstrayed as explicitly as they are in the
film’s other scenes of consensual sex, lest théente be rendered erotic. Joshua Dysart,
who reviewed as recently as August 2011 MWBI, proposes that the film “gleefully
fetishizes violence [and] rape” (2). While J. R.e@ory, writing for Digital Retribution
refutes this reading and instead argues that “8ee af actual penetration during the rape
makes for an uncomfortable viewing experience [duedfilm] depicts rape as unglamorous|,
...] completely unsanitised and confronts the auzbewith what is the reality for many
women” (7). Noticeably, there are inconsistent npttetations of the same scene, but it is
important to be aware of the reasons for this. Qdoyris, writing for Bright Lights Film
Journal suggests that it is the voyeurism felt by thecsgter that makes for uncomfortable
viewing (8). This feeling of complicity and voyesm invites provocation, even if
inadvertently, which could explain some less tharotirable reviews.
22 The presence of gratuitous violence remains |pnaditic for some reviewers who
deem that certain “superfluous” acts of violencelkesn any “serious” meanings conveyed by
the narrative. Morris argues that the two mostugtatis scenes — that of the cash machine
murder and the sex club massacre — “undermineilth&s ffeminist/liberationist stance” (6).
Anthony Julius, writing for th&uardian agrees with this, suggesting that the “makers of
Baise-moi [are] both feminist and misogynist” (12), which,ovever, signals an
unsubstantiated contradiction within his review. pteposes that this polarity is due to the
film’s “fascination with what women are capablevdien freed from constraint” (Julius 12),
thus implying that the nihilistic side of the mursleand violence is inherently unfeminine.

This simplistic reading fails to take into accotim institutionalised physical, emotional, and
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psychological violence the women have had to face ao daily basis (particularly

demonstrative of this point is the scene with Nadim the bar at the beginning of the
film, involving, separately, the misogynist boyfigk and the man who objectifies a nearby
woman). The sex club massacre may at first appedoet gratuitous, glamorised, and as

detracting from any “serious,” “feminist” meaningget it can also be read as a violent
denunciation of the middle classes - a reading ithatven more supported by the
juxtaposition of the wealthy businessman's murdethie preceding scene. The massacre
reveals the contempt that the women have for alaisggliand falsely constructed world in
which the middle classes need to designate a ptadese their inhibitions. Ultimately, as
some of the violence iBaise-moiis not explicitly or sufficiently endorsed by pattlar
narrative events, several film reviewers automéyicshink it is gratuitous without
considering any deeper motivations for its inclasio
23 As well as often being considered “gratuitoubg violence contained in the film is
frequently deemed “nihilistic’ due to Nadine and W& violent — but ultimately self-
defeating — rejection of society’s laws, norms, amhventions. Julius rightly notes that
Manu and Nadine are not revolutionaries; however,dbes not associate their “arbitrary
violence” with its socio-cultural context (5), amdr does Paul Clarke fdfamera “any
intended message or intellectual vigour is lostdaam unrelenting, nihilistic atmosphere” (7).
Many film reviewers saw only unjustified, socialljacceptable violence, and deemed the
film “nihilistic” without searching deeper for thheasons for such a representation of violence
and extreme outlook. This is arguably because ef(on both) of two reasons: the film was
not explicit enough in its intended meanings aretdfore does not stand alone as a cultural
piece; and/or the public is not familiar with comigorary anarchist theories about the use of
violence to contest social injustice (Gelderloas, éxample, makes a case for violence).
Focus by critics on the nihilism obscures the npoktical reading that their violence could
also be an extreme contestation of social injusti@vard J. Ehrlich, a sociologist and social
psychologist, notes:

Politics [...] encompasses everything we do indaily lives, everything that happens

to us, and every interpretation we make of thegegsh All of them have political

meanings, because they are integral parts of ttereun which we live. (233)
Arguably, the film illustrates the radical femingtnciple, “the personal is political:” Nadine
and Manu’s actions are a violent and personal pragainst society’s inability to protect
them. Nevertheless, Downing warns us that “thebdedite postmodern play, signalled by the

nod to Tarantino [in the sex club massacre scemggs us not to take seriously the promise
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of the possibility of freedom and transcendenceubh lawlessness and violence” (“‘Baise-
Moi’ or the Ethics of the Desiring Gaze” 54). Theiolence has roots, therefore, but the film
does not portray this violence as a path to lib@natAlthough they do resort to a form of
nihilism, their violence is not meaningless, butinstead a message about the social and
cultural context for their behaviour. The film stes the characters in an unquestionably
oppressive kyriarch&lsociety so that we may draw conclusions about ititertwined
processes, oppressive structures, and ideologiedved in reducing an individual to view
the world and human life as pointless. Those fibwiewers who consider that the film’s
nihilism renders it less articulate about the dffeicoppressive structures in society on the
individual are simplifying and unreasonably disrmgsthe revolutionary and political
potential of the film’s narrative.

24 Even less acceptable for some film reviewetasradical revision of a particularly
violent scene from the source novel: the sex clalsgacre in the film replaces child murder
in the novel. Reynaud identifies a truism in comeradrfilm production that the murder of a
child is the only thing for which most film patromsll not forgive you. Thus, replacing this
scene from the novel with mass murder in a swingdub in the filmis, she asserts, a
“cowardly compromise for simple reasons of massketarg” (Reynaud 7). On a cultural
level, Baise-maij as a filmic adaptation of a novel, is thereforéased in comparison with
the literary source. Ginette Vincendeau, ProfessiolFilm Studies, notes that “fidelity
stubbornly remains the critical criterion” (xiii)ybwhich a film based on a novel is most
judged. In the documentary, Despentes and Trinh eKpilain that their motivations for
cutting the scene of the murder of a child werdnlwhctical and ethical: “We’d have had to
find a three-year-old kid to do it, but he can’tde this kind of thing” (Santarelli). It would
be conceivable that it is precisdbgcauseof this particular truism that Reynaud mentions,
that the film does not portray infantile murder his study on the different codes of literature
and film, Brian McFarlane compares the “conceptuaHture of literature and the
“perceptual” nature of film (26—-27). In the noveheo couldconceiveof such an event,
whereas in the film the visual shock goetceptionof the act could eclipse the co-directors’
underlying intended meaning that no-one deservadigdSantarelli). Instead of inciting a

debate about women perpetrators of violence, ttésies could have arguably reduced the

* Kyriarchy is a feminist analytical category coinleyl Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza in 1992. It iealagism
“derived from the Greek words for ‘lord’ or ‘mast€kyrios) and ‘to rule or dominate’ (archein) whiseeks to
redefine the analytic category of patriarchy inmierof multiplicative intersecting structures of doation.

Kyriarchy is a socio-political system of dominationwhich elite educated propertied men hold powoegr

wo/men and other men. Kyriarchy is best theorized aomplex pyramidal system of intersecting mlidiive

social structures of superordination and subor@tinabf ruling and oppression” (Schissler FioreRpa).
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focus down to the shock of a child’s murder on-sordt may well be for mass marketing, as
Reynaud disparagingly declares, but replacingitfuglent with another of high shock value
allows one to depict, as closely as possible, ttmaptete lack of limits on the part of the
heroines, without transgressing the aforementidnesim of cinema.

25 However, it is not solely the extreme violenhattis addressed by critics but also,
most importantly, the women perpetrators. Annedsill Professor of Frenatmeritg notes
that “the film’s directors gave voice to somethaggnew as it was revolting to the established
order. [...] Baise-moiviolates a taboo in the perception of the femihi(203). For this
reason, the second part of this section contengplateiety’s notion of femininity in relation
to the taboo of the violent woman; and the linkwestn power, violence, and reviewers’
focus on gender.

26 While many critics focus on non-simulated sex gnmaphic violence irBaise-maoj
there is another central, but less often conscgpoid#ntified, taboo: the violent woman.
Cranny-Francis et al. note that the gendering mextof certain genres — in this case, the
New French Extremity — are often “embedded in residexpectations” (108). The disgust
and the negative criticism shown by many film rexees illustrate the extent to which this is
the case. That is to say, it is not the violenselfitwhich is disliked, but the violemtomen

In an interview with Despentes for ti&uardian Elizabeth Day notes that Manu’s violent
(albeit delayed) reaction to being raped is theaditionally male response of undiluted
aggression” (12). Men are socially conditioned ébdve in a certain way and to accept these
particular behavioural patterns as “normal,” witfjgeession and violence being perceived as
“an important means of achievement among men” (Bdk¥). Moreover,No Angels:
Women Who Commit Violendeals with real examples of women perpetratorgia@énce
and can be rethought to apply to the medium of.fllean French, in the same work, points
out: “the horror of crimes, especially murders, coitted by women is [...] understandable, if
not rational. We react more strongly to rare evef8), and J.M. Anderson also states that
violence only becomes an “outrage” when committgdmomen (7), even as a last-resort
reaction to continual oppression.

27 In the film, Manu fires a gun at her brotheeatftis repeated taunts of “whore, whore”
and the accusation that she enjoyed being rapedci8arly did not intend to kill him but had
quickly fired in order to silence his verbal abugalent women are inextricably linked with
society’s notion of femininity as they are commomgcused of either suffering from an
excess of femininity: hysteric; or a lack of it:natural (Myers and Wight xiii). In some

reviews, Manu and Nadine are perceived as unenafidhat is to say, as lacking in
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“natural” feminine behaviour: “all they can realbe, are written to be, are monsters. Manu
and Nadine never connect with anyone outside of edler” (“Grim Ringler” 4). InNo
Angels Elizabeth Stanko and Anne Scully note: “when wonodéfend, their actions are
assessed within traditional notions of approprimininity. [...] Self-control and non-
violence are assured via suitable femininity” (6jolent women disrupt these established
assumptions about women that anchor the gendedelifgilyers and Wight 22). Their
violence is portrayed as a taboo to enable the stramm definition of femininity to
dominate, thus limiting their acceptable forms t#mMinine” behaviour. It is probable that
this taboo of the violent woman has had an effecthe reading of the film in some of the
negative critical reviews.
28 Another way in which the gender of perpetratdrgiolence features in film reviews
is concerning the link between power and violerineher feminist manifestoking Kong
théorig Despentes relates rape to the capitalist systemrduing that “[rape is] a precise
political programme: the skeleton of capitalismisithe raw and direct representation of the
exercise of power” (50). The film also exploresstmtrinsic link between power and sexual
violence committed by men, notably in the initiape scene. Yet film reviewers dispute the
extent to which this is successful in terms of igjarwith some, such as Raphael Pour-
Hashemi, posting fofhe Digital Fix evoking the inadequate treatment of this conaeat
the narrative:
when the rapist relinquishes his forceful interseuafter noticing Manu will not put
up a fight, he loses interest. This strong notionvdver, of rape being fuelled by
ownership of power, fizzles in the air like mogtelligent claimsBaise-Moisuggests.
[...] Rather than being a debaBaise-moishould have rammed its ideology down its
viewers [sic] throat. (3-5)
Yet other film reviewers either did not mention a@id not recognise the aforementioned
relationship in Baise-moj which also includes a focus on pervasive “stnattuand
“cultural” violence against women (Galtung, “Viols Peace, and Peace Research”; and
“Cultural Violence”). It is cleaeither that the film does not adequately portray theanck
inherent in sexism, classism that many film reviewers are not sufficiently peptive or
educated in the matter. We can further contempiiegdatter possibility.
29 To reappropriate the words of Cranny-Francialgtthe narrative addresses sexism
“by the taboo act of speaking what sexist discoadempts to silence” (93), especially
through the use of resistant subjects (Nadine amahuyl who are aware, however
inadvertently, of the oppressive nature of theirideghal society. The film does, in fact,

consistently deal with the issue of power and vioke— two such examples: the opening
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scene where Nadine witnesses common misogyny asitsheg the bar; and the crude sexual
harassment from the man in the street who asksnatiivanna feel my balls slapping your
arse?”. The initial rape scene, above all, trdasrélationship between power and violence
by subverting conventional pornographic expectatiowencke Mihleisen, a Norwegian
writer, gender and media researcher, recognises ‘fibutral’ registration made by the
camera, which systematically avoids the point efwof the assailant and the eroticization of
the assault, as well as [Manu’s] unexpected re@tt{@19). This gang-rape scene is a
remarkable portrayal of the horrors of sexual dss@he polar-opposite reactions from
Manu and her friend suggest a variety of responsesmpe, and the focus on Manu’'s
impassive face de-eroticises the forced intercomsecomparison to common hardcore
heterosexual pornography in which the women viguatipress and verbalise their supposed
pleasure, if not merely their presence (Johnson)).
30 Sexism, classism, racism, heteronormativity, amslogyny are arguably present in
contemporary occidental society. It is becausehef iormalisation of these attitudes, and
precisely becausethe co-directors’ discourse is feminist and nonnasiaeam, that film
reviewers may find it difficult to recognise themteir socio-cultural education may have
taught them otherwise. What is more, film reviewaosnot question the legitimacy of such
normalised psychological, emotional, and physigalence against women, which the film
exposes (especially through the aforementioned pbeen Instead, it appears more shocking
to some critics that these women are demonstré#tigig ragephysically and overtly(instead
of staying within their designated gender role, amdrnalising the anger or suppressing it).
For example, Roger Ebert, an influential Americaarpalist, film critic, and screenwriter,
argues:

A case can be made thBaise-Moiwants to attack sexism in the movies [... but]

Manu and Nadine are man haters and clinically iasand not every man is to blame

for their unhappiness — no, not even if he sleefis them. (4)
Ebert problematically formulates this form of dedee assertion as a “truth” rather an
opinion (as countless critics are wont to do). @ilgeit is the women’s acts of murder, rather
than the acts of everyday violen@gainst women as an assertion of power, which
reviewers primarily address and denounce.
31 The critical reception of the narrative violemegeals a focus on — and sometimes a
condemnation of — its gratuity and the overall liskic tone of the film. Either the film lacks
clarity or film reviewers are not attempting to safer the contextual reasoning behind this

nihilism. With aggression considered a naturallyadtuline” behaviour in contemporary
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society, film reviewers respond more strongly tstamces of female violence as it is a
rejection of societal norms. They also choose twg$oon the gender of the perpetrators more
than the film’s denunciation of an inherently viai&yriarchal system. Having explored the
issue ofnarrative violence, the next section will concentrate onlenge outside the diegesis

of the film, namely, in relation to the filmmakimgnd the treatment of the co-directors.

A Rejection of the Dominant Textual Genres of Cinema and the Critique of the Co-
Directors

32 “Stepping out of the cage has always been acapieg by brutal sanctions.”
(Despentes 22)

33 Following on from the issue of violence portraydathin the film’s narrative, Archer
maintains that the violence “perpetrated on thectsper’'s vision, the film’'s deliberate
resistance to easily readable (and therefore retlesh@esthetics, forms part of a strategy
aiming to complicate one’s relationship as readethe film’s textual subject(s)” (69). The
beginning of this section therefore focuses onthestie relativism; and counter cinema as the
visual rejection of the dominant textual genresatiety.

34 Although reviewers often cite the cinematic hests of Baise-moias “proof” of
inferior quality, this merely indicates an elitiSgbsolute” view of filmmaking. Aesthetic
relativism — the “doctrine that [...] truth [of hag] itself is relative to the standpoint of the
judging subject” (Blackburn 314) — is instead ayphere. The grittynise-en-scendairly
simple script, natural lighting, low budget, useaohand-held camera, low quality digital
video, and punk-inspired soundtrack incite filmiesvers to come to the conclusion that the
film’s grainy “look” either reveals the unprofessalism of the crew or successfully mirrors
the film’s graphic themes. Edward Guthmann, fr8an Francisco Gateargues: “[w]hatever
message it wants to impart is overwhelmed by shaddynique” (6); and Julius claims that
“the film's visual language is lurid and tawdry,ettacting is perfunctory, the script is
uninventive and the soundtrack music dire” (9). Yother reviewers propose that it is
precisely due to the grainy filmmaking techniques that the nidweais intensified. For
example Alix Sharkey, a British free-lance joureglinotes that “[t]he film’s grainy, pseudo-
documentary texture makes it even more provocatwel disquieting” (7). Gregory
also proposes that “[tlhe use of digital camerdagjeverything a grainy, washed out ook,
adding to the realism and downbeat tone that passeaverything” (11). Furthermore,
within the film, the co-directors covertly acknowtge their focus on content rather than form

— after having killed the gun shop owner, Manu latsg “Fuck, we’'ve no feeling for
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language at all, we're not coming up with good mstat the right moment”, to which Nadine
replies, “We’ve got the actions right though, tealready something.” Scott MacKenzie, in
Screen notes that this self-consciousness “signals aaremess about the ways in which
critics and the public interpret and react to uiblenages” (318). It is clear that there exists a
polemic surrounding the use of “real-life” aestbetin the film, yet some film reviewers do
not take into account the absolutist nature ofrtjueigements oBaise-maoj and in doing so
betray their dogged adherence to the dominant d@kxtodes and conventions of
contemporary mainstream cinema.

35 Following on from the vital consideration of #eic relativism, it is not only
through a graphic, unsentimental narrative, bud gisough DIY punk aesthetics andunter
cinemathat Despentes’s work challenges “the unquestisngdemacy of the male viewpoint
in both film and literature” (Day 18). Despenteaisd Trinh Thi's use of unknown actors,
sometimes shaky camerawork, natural lighting, aigdtadl video instead of film is a strong
visual rejection of the dominant textual genres coiema. Despentes notes that they
encountered much opposition, even before the filas wade, based on their aesthetic and
cast choices (Santarelli). Despite many profes$samngng to persuade them to use particular
lighting, they resisted, in some part thanks togstpport of the director Gaspar N@aise-
moi is essentially an example of punk aesthetics dadlogy centred on anti-establishment
values, individual freedom, and, most importandly,do-it-yourself” attitude to the creative
process, which is intended to encourage self-seffty and self-empowerment. J.
Hoberman, fromVillage Voice recognises this when they associate the filmngakin
techniques and this DIY, sometimes nihilist, comatdture: “this journey to the end of the
night derives a certain amount of punkish energynfrits crude editing, cruddy-looking
close-ups, strident soundtrack, and overall vaigti(6). This rebuff to the dominant cultural
group and rejection of the cultural canon is algadical rejection of the universalisation of
masculine experience. Indeed, $exual Stratagems: The World of Women in Filitaire
Johnston, a feminist film theoretician, exploresvlBmme women’s cinema can be considered
“counter cinema” (133-143). Using what can be ater®d as a subversive choice of style,
Despentes and Trinh Thi challenge a sexist diseotlvat defines what is possible to do or
not do in film, and by extension, what is possiieiesay or not say as marginalised women in
society. It is by drawing attention to the prodantimethods used in their film and by
opposing sexist ideologies — among other dominart appressive ideologies — that
Despentes and Trinh Thi have rejected the noti@t there is one “correct” method of

filmmaking. Taken as a whole, film reviewers’ dkgi or public condemnation of these
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unconventional and rebellious methods reveals theiracious belief in the -cultural

supremacy of the dominant masculine textual geoifresciety.

36

While the violent rejection of dominant aesttetvokes negative reviews, one must

also address complex socio-cultural factors peartgino the implicit critique of the co-

directors themselves. Thus, this second part I@kshe transgression of the co-directors’

social positions; and the intense media coveragefasn of male “privileged hysteria.”

37

AlthoughBaise-moihas an undeniable “trash” aesthetic, the negativieism of the

filmmaking appears to be linked more to the coatoes’ and the actors’ transgression of

their social positions — marked through the depictof aggressive female sexuality and

violent women perpetrators — than the actual cinenagsthetics of the film. Despentes, as a

former prostitute, peepshow hostess, and outspplkek, and Trinh Thi, as a former hard-

core porn star, do not have any traditional tragnim cinema and come from marginalised

backgrounds. This exposes them to harsher critigae they might otherwise receive, as

“Stéphanie,” inLes Fées du Logigsrgues:

This pornographic auteur film reveals the quandarsed when one shows, displays,
and films sex — but not only that. The film shotlkecause two women made it. [...]
From the reactions it aroused, one can deduceattiesiring woman, a violent woman
(and a desiring woman inevitably does violence) tnstigy in front of the camera,

must be kept at a respectable distance, or mustabehed by the careful eye of the
filmmaker. Once the object of desire - this womadpeeomes the subject of desire,
and when this desire doesn’t correspond to thetlikgasociety has, everything is seen
as going wrong. (1)

The real problem is that the film is about violembn-white, working-class women (Karen

Bach is half-Moroccan and Raffaéla Anderson is-Balfber), and is made by marginalised

women, all of which is disturbing to the cinemaditd media mainstream. This point is also

made by Despentes: “we were simply too raw, tobfogahem” (Sharkey 31).

38

On a visual level, the co-directors’ use of Dpunk aesthetics disturbs and

undermines established gendered and hierarchicaleations in both society and the film

industry. While on a narrative level, reviewers sider violence and hardcore sex,

especially, as inappropriate subjects for womeaatirs, which Despentes identifies:

It's not that the bookBaise-mdj isn’'t good, according to [the] criteria [of thest
critic in Polar], that disturbs the man. He doesn’t even speakitattee book. The
problem is that I'm a girl who is directing a filmith those kind of girls. [...] It's only
my sex that counts. (117)

Hark recognises this taboo: “the establishmentydpsct, is outraged at women not only

directing but acting in the genre traditionallyeesed for its gender, that of violent, wanton
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slaughter” (4). Essentially, the co-directors hdxensgressed the imposed socio-cultural
limitations of their gender and class and have deoed these very same limitations in
public. Despentes notes in her feminist manifesbat tTrinh Thi received much
condemnation because she defied her social pasiggoRler transition from in front of the
camera to behind it disturbed the sexist heterademale populace as she was no longer
their sexual object: “She had to disappear from ghblic sphere. This, to protect men’s
libidos, who prefer that the object of their desimemains in her place, which is to say
disembodied and, especially, silent” (Despentes &fually, Despentes argues that the
female porn performers’ appearance in a non-poapdgc film destroys the illusion that they
are sexual toys (Sharkey 33). They take on a falhek more realistic character. A woman can
therefore face disapproval because she daresuserdéfie gendered boundaries consigned to
her by society. It also explains the overall nagatcritical reception of the film as the
transgression of one’s position in society distuebablished hierarchies.

39 Indeed, one must further explore this sociaktrea from film reviewers. INNo
AngelsLaura Grindstaff and Martha McCaughey propose tti@intense media coverage can
be explained as a form of male hysteria. Using\&lpsanalytical framework, they suggest
that due to a cultural inequality between men awdnen, their psychosexual neuroses are
displayed differently. This reaction to violent wemis termed “privileged hysteria,” which,
“because of straight men’s greater cultural autfipfi]s primarily discursive and textual
rather than bodily or somatic, and therefore n@ean as neurotic or a form of ‘acting out™
(Grindstaff and McCaughey 144-145). Not only cas theory apply to the — mostly male —
critical reaction to the sexuality and violencetlod characters and the narrative, but also it is
relevant to the underlying critique of the filmmakdhemselves. As we have seen, many
male film reviewers have responded negatively o fttm, citing narrative flaws and poor
quality aesthetics as the fundamental reasons Hist et it is possible that they are
demonstrating a form of male “privileged hysteriefiich, as it is supported institutionally,
socially, and culturally, is not as easily acknayged as such. Therefore, in the face of film
reviewers’ and the general public’s oppressive ignoe, the filmmakers and their film are
censured and accused of poor quality work.

40 Film reviewers either dismiss the film’s aestteas poor quality or believe that they
augment the coarse realism of the narrative. Aigiig number of critics also recognise the
film’s visual origins in various counter-culturesicluding punk and women’s cinema.
Overall, the negative criticism levelled at thenfié aesthetics emanates from a persistent

belief in the superiority of the dominant textuainges of society. However, there is also an

72



implicit critique of the co-directors themselvedjieh is linked to their transgression of their
gendered social positions through their insistemtareating “unfeminine” subjects in film.
The intense critical reception of the film can beplained as a form of male “privileged
hysteria,” both in response to the film and the wearfilmmakers.

41 The critical reception of the film’s three keieas that incite polemic reactions (sex,
violence, and cinematic aesthetics) is further ustded with a consideration of gender in
each case. Having explored the non-traditional reann which the film depicts female
sexuality and women perpetrators of violence, thgative critical reception of the sex and
violence of the film is more comprehensively untlmwd. It is possible that without the
overwhelming controversy caused by the brief bam dne label pornography the
unconventional and grainy cinematic aesthetics didalve invited less disparaging readings
of the film. Also conceivable is that without suahdissident and condemnatory feminist
discourse, film reviewers would not critique theditectors as aggressively.

42 Ultimately, the media plays an intercessor inlenaintaining the dominant cultural
and social consensus by speaking superficially aBaise-moi The narrative can potentially
open up sites of negotiation for a critique of sbciand its inherent sexism and violence.
Unfortunately, due to a number of socio-culturasens rooted in the inequalities and power
struggles of a kyriarchal system, this debate lemsbargely one-sided. The critiques of the
film constitute a nexus of polyvalent texts that, the most part, support each others’ largely
negative reviews by making reference to, and fousn, only a handful of unusual,
subversive, or radical narrative and formal elemewthat is more, many film reviewers have
judged the film using the conventional and dominttual codes and conventions of
cinema, which are overwhelmingly influenced by theiversalisation of masculine
experience. It is therefore no surprise that (nyasihle) film reviewers’ reactions to the film
often involve immediate defensive retorts and boatting comments expressed as evident
truths, rather than considered explorations ofiskees the film raises. Fortunately, a form of
criticism that is decidedly more considered sulisdtad certain reactions, although usually
these commentators were film theorists and academaither than journalists or general
members of the public. Nevertheless, film revieteromade numerous errors on the level
of the narrative and credentials B&ise-maj which not only clearly perverts the reading of
the film on several occasions, but also revealstndt lack of professionalism and accuracy
on the behalf of the film reviewers and journalists

43 Once one exploresa more extensive context-ecedly concerning the lived

experiences of the filmmakers themselves — theesémpgreater comprehension is widened.
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Indeed, one must strive to understand its impogdaorca profound reading of the film. More
research needs to be conducted on the ideal viesanditions for particular films, whether
this exposes their inability to stand alone asuralt pieces or merely acknowledges the
possibility that more accurate outside influenceshe reading of a film should be taken into
account. A study of the influence that film reviearsd critics have on others’ readings of a
film is imperative. This would allow one to speciiyrther the impact of outside influences
on a film’s reputation. What is more, although hesexuality and monogamy (versus
promiscuity) in relation to the film were touchegan in the first section, this paper did not
consider other privileges more substantially (faraple, middle-class, white, gisable-
bodied, size). Further research in these areasdwmilwelcome, especially including a more
detailed consideration of intersectiondlignd the kyriarchal system in which the ignorance
and abuse of such privileges are intrinsic.

44 The reviews of Anglophone film critics reveaé tdominant conservative tendencies
pervading contemporary, occidental attitudes tondil made by marginalised women.
Consequently, radical feminist and anarcha-femidesblogies are still considered deviant. In
order to further feminist discourses on the subjestead of limiting ourselves to the “mad”
or “bad” dichotomy when exploring violent womendualture and society, one must instead
focus on those who judge and label them. Overtlis idue to this subversive feminist
discourse on a socio-cultural level (concerning-smmulated sex, female sexuality, extreme
violence, women perpetrators, DIY punk cinematistlaetics, and the marginalised socio-
cultural status of the directors themselves) that film receives such a negative critical
reception. Through their critiques, film revieweage attempting to discipline the deviant
women of Baise-moiDespentes puts this most pertinently, in her mlisiy trash literary
style:

The real censor, evidently, doesn’'t pass througjisltion. It's more a piece of
advice that they give you. [...] Of course it mbstforbidden for three hard-core porn
stars and a former prostitute to make a film abape. [...] Can’t be having a film
about a gang rape in which the victims don’t whateut it as their noses run down
the shoulders of the men who will avenge them. 120

® Cis (which encompasses batisgenderandcissexudl is the term used to describe “individuals who éhav
match between the gender they were assigned &t tietir bodies, and their personal identity” (&chnd
Westbrook 461). This is opposed to the umbrellmteans*, whose asterix is intended to make it an inclusive
term for “all non-cisgender gender identities, utihg transgender, transsexual, transvestite, ggquder,
genderfluid, non-binary, genderfuck, genderlessndgr, non-gendered, third gender, two-spirit, tige, and
trans man and trans woman” (Killermann 2).

® Intersectionality is “the notion that subjectivig/ constituted by mutually reinforcing vectorsrate, gender,
class, and sexuality” (Nash 1)
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