
barbara creed the monstrous feminine
Barbara Creed and the Monstrous Feminine is a significant concept in feminist film
theory, particularly in the analysis of horror films. Creed, an Australian academic and
cultural theorist, has increasingly become a pivotal figure in discussions surrounding
gender and representation in cinema. Her seminal work, “The Monstrous-Feminine: Film,
Feminism, Psychoanalysis,” published in 1993, provides an in-depth exploration of how
femininity is portrayed in horror films, positioning women not just as victims but as complex
figures intertwined with monstrosity. This article delves into Creed’s theories, the
implications of her work on horror and feminist discourse, and the broader cultural
significance of the monstrous feminine.

Understanding the Monstrous-Feminine

Barbara Creed's concept of the monstrous feminine emerges from a psychoanalytical
framework, drawing heavily on the ideas of Sigmund Freud and Julia Kristeva. Creed argues
that horror films often depict women as embodiments of monstrosity, challenging
traditional notions of femininity. Her analysis is rooted in the idea that women, particularly
in horror narratives, are frequently associated with the grotesque, the abject, and the
terrifying.

Key Characteristics of the Monstrous-Feminine

Creed identifies several characteristics that define the monstrous feminine in films:

1. The Abject: Drawing from Kristeva's theory, Creed suggests that women are often
portrayed as figures that evoke feelings of disgust and horror, representing the
abject—those things that society seeks to exclude or reject. This can manifest in various
forms, such as bodily fluids, menstruation, or childbirth.

2. The Castrating Woman: Creed discusses the archetype of the castrating woman, who
symbolizes fears surrounding female sexuality and power. This figure is often depicted as a
threat to male characters, reinforcing patriarchal anxieties about losing control.

3. The Mother Figure: The monstrous feminine often intertwines with maternal imagery,
where the nurturing aspect of femininity is juxtaposed with horror. The maternal figure in
horror can become a source of terror, as seen in films like “Carrie” and “Psycho.”

4. The Witch: Witches are a recurring motif in horror, embodying the fear of female power
and independence. Creed explores how witches are often portrayed as monstrous figures
that challenge societal norms.

5. The Femme Fatale: This archetype represents a woman who uses her sexuality to
manipulate and destroy men. The femme fatale is both alluring and dangerous,
complicating traditional narratives of female innocence.



Implications of the Monstrous-Feminine

Creed’s analysis has significant implications for understanding gender dynamics in horror
films and beyond. By framing women as monstrous, horror narratives can serve as a
reflection of societal fears regarding female agency, sexuality, and power.

Subverting Gender Norms

Horror films often subvert traditional gender norms, allowing women to occupy roles that
challenge patriarchal structures. The portrayal of women as monsters can be seen as a
response to the limitations placed on female identities in mainstream culture.

- Female Empowerment: In some narratives, the monstrous feminine is empowered rather
than victimized. This empowerment can be both liberating and frightening, as it challenges
established power dynamics.

- Challenging Male Gaze: Creed’s work encourages audiences to question the male gaze
that dominates much of cinema. By presenting women as monstrous, horror films can
disrupt the typical objectification of women, offering alternative perspectives.

Cultural Context and Reception

The monstrous feminine concept has resonated within feminist discourse, influencing
scholars, filmmakers, and audiences. Creed's theories invite critical engagement with how
women are represented in media, prompting discussions around agency, identity, and
power.

Influence on Feminist Film Theory

Creed's work has significantly impacted feminist film theory, providing a framework for
analyzing gender in horror films. Her ideas have inspired a new wave of feminist scholars to
explore the intersections of gender and genre, contributing to a richer understanding of
cinematic representations.

1. Expanded Genres: While Creed primarily focuses on horror, her theories have been
applied to other genres, including science fiction and fantasy, where women are similarly
portrayed as monstrous figures.

2. Interdisciplinary Approaches: Creed's work encourages interdisciplinary approaches,
drawing from psychoanalysis, cultural studies, and gender theory to analyze film.



Case Studies in Horror Cinema

Several films exemplify Creed’s theories of the monstrous feminine, showcasing the
complexity of female representations in horror.

- “Carrie” (1976): Brian De Palma’s adaptation of Stephen King’s novel portrays a young girl
with telekinetic powers who is pushed to violence by her peers and oppressive mother.
Carrie embodies the monstrous feminine through her transformation from victim to
avenger, reflecting societal fears about female adolescence and sexuality.

- “The Babadook” (2014): Jennifer Kent’s psychological horror film explores themes of
motherhood, grief, and the monstrous feminine. The character of Amelia grapples with her
identity as a mother while confronting the manifestation of her trauma in the form of the
Babadook, representing the abject.

- “Alien” (1979): Ridley Scott’s sci-fi horror film features Ripley as a strong female
protagonist who confronts both alien monstrosity and the patriarchal structures of the crew.
The film redefines female strength and vulnerability, placing Ripley in a position of power
that challenges traditional gender roles.

Critiques and Limitations

While Creed’s concept of the monstrous feminine has garnered significant attention, it has
also faced critiques.

Overgeneralization of Female Characters

Critics argue that Creed's framework may oversimplify the complexity of female characters
in horror. Not all female figures in horror conform to the monstrous feminine archetype, and
many narratives depict nuanced, multidimensional portrayals of women.

Intersectionality and Diversity

Creed's work primarily focuses on white, Western representations of femininity, raising
questions about how race, class, and sexuality intersect with her theories. Expanding the
analysis to include diverse perspectives can enrich the understanding of the monstrous
feminine within a broader cultural context.

Conclusion

Barbara Creed’s exploration of the monstrous feminine is a groundbreaking contribution to
feminist film theory, offering a lens through which to analyze the complexities of female



representation in horror cinema. By highlighting the interplay between femininity and
monstrosity, Creed challenges audiences to reconsider their perceptions of gender, power,
and identity. Her work continues to inspire critical discourse, encouraging new generations
of scholars and filmmakers to explore the multifaceted nature of the monstrous feminine in
contemporary media. As society evolves, so too will the representations of women in
horror, reflecting ongoing tensions and transformations in gender dynamics.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Barbara Creed's 'The
Monstrous-Feminine'?
The main thesis of Barbara Creed's 'The Monstrous-Feminine' is that women are often
depicted in horror films as monstrous figures, embodying societal fears and anxieties about
femininity, sexuality, and the female body.

How does Creed connect the concept of the monstrous
feminine to psychoanalysis?
Creed uses psychoanalytic theory to explore how the monstrous feminine represents a
threat to patriarchal structures, drawing on Freudian and feminist interpretations of the
female body and sexuality.

What are some examples of films that illustrate the
monstrous feminine concept?
Examples include 'Alien' featuring the character of Ripley and the monstrous alien itself,
'Carrie' which portrays the title character's telekinetic powers and rage, and 'The Babadook'
where the mother embodies both nurturing and monstrous traits.

In what ways does Creed's work challenge traditional
representations of women in horror?
Creed's work challenges traditional representations by arguing that the monstrous feminine
is not merely a victim or object of male desire but a complex figure that embodies power,
rage, and resistance against patriarchal oppression.

How does Creed's analysis of the monstrous feminine
relate to feminist theory?
Creed's analysis connects to feminist theory by addressing how cultural representations of
women reflect and perpetuate misogyny, and by critiquing how these depictions can both
empower and disempower women.



What role does the body play in the concept of the
monstrous feminine?
The body plays a central role, as Creed emphasizes how horror films often depict female
bodies as sites of terror, transformation, and transgression, highlighting societal fears
regarding female sexuality and reproduction.

How does Creed interpret the figure of the witch in
relation to the monstrous feminine?
Creed interprets the figure of the witch as a symbol of female power and rebellion, often
representing the fear of women who defy societal norms and challenge male authority,
reinforcing the idea of the monstrous feminine.

What impact has 'The Monstrous-Feminine' had on film
studies and feminist criticism?
Creed's work has significantly influenced film studies and feminist criticism by providing a
framework for analyzing gendered representations in horror and encouraging scholars to
explore the intersections of gender, power, and monstrosity.

How does Creed's notion of the monstrous feminine
relate to contemporary discussions about gender and
identity?
Creed's notion of the monstrous feminine resonates with contemporary discussions about
gender and identity by highlighting the fluidity of gender roles and the ongoing societal
anxieties surrounding non-normative expressions of femininity and sexuality.
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