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ABSTRACT: 

Jacques Toumeur's 1942 film Cat People reflects patriarchal America's anxieties regarding the 
workplace inversion of gender roles during World War II. However, since the film was released 
in the middle of the war, it could not quite discourage women from assuming jobs; after all, 
working women were vital to maintaining the economy. In this paper, I uncover the complicated 
and previously overlooked relationships between gendered wartime discourse and Cat People, 
revealing how the film puts forth an ideological imperative in an attempt to "discipline" the 
women of its historical moment. Using the works of Rene Girard, Lucia Folena, Teresa de 
Lauretis, and Michel Foucault, I argue that Cat People-besides working to ensure the cultural 
resonance of male dominance during a time when it was seemingly under attack-rehearses an 
important process by which patriarchal society often explains cultural collapse: the scapegoating 
of female sexuality. 
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Jacques Tourneur released his 1942 film Cat People in the midst of World War II. This 

was a time when men and women were adjusting to the inevitable anxieties of war, suspended 

between the America they knew before the start of the war in 1939 and the "new" America, a 

place where women would enter the workforce for the first time to take over for the men at war 

who could not work. Tourneur's film, loosely based on producer Val Lewton's 1930 short story 

"The Bagheeta," translates the original story's foreign, rural settings into a modem, urban space, 

leaving the film open to the sociological footprint of the war, especially in the realm of gender. 

What is, in the short story, a rural village, plagued by the cat people--panthers who transform 

into beautiful women and seduce men in order to kill them-becomes, in the film, a more 

contemporary arena, a city in which the only panthers that pose a threat to anyone are the ones 

who are caged in the zoo--or, as in the case of the film's heroine, the ones who are disguised as 

beautiful foreign women, unknowingly seducing and subsequently killing normal American men 

(Bansak and Wise 17). Though film critic Bosley Crowther of The New York Times stated that 

the film was "a labored and obvious attempt to induce shock," it is the film's implications in the 

realm of the Female Gothic genre that make it significant in literary and cultural criticism. 

Most critics of our own time have read Cat People through a feminist lens, arguing that 

the film's female heroine-Irena Dubrovna-embodies a certain anxiety regarding gender roles. 

Because she transforms, in the film, from an attractive woman into a man-eating panther, critics 

have often suggested that her monstrosity represents the threat of transgressive, female sexuality 

to patriarchal domination. In 1989, Karen Hollinger pointed out that the film "speaks to a 

patriarchy secure in its control of female power yet on the brink of the wartime initiation of 

women's challenges to that control. It ... rehearses ... a confidence in women's internalization 

of patriarchy's standards of female power as evil" (44). Soon after, John Berks reworked 
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Hollinger's assertion and made it more palpable: to him, the film represents the "threatening 

flood of previously excluded women into the workforce," illustrating how women assuming 

previously-male roles led to "a new hybrid-and therefore monstrous species" (38). While both 

critics agree that Irena demonstrates anxieties regarding the wartime initiation of women into the 

workforce, Berks argues for the inclusion of Alice, another female character in the film, into his 

argument: he claims that "there are two monsters in Cat People, representing two different, 

though related, threats: one psycho-sexual, the other socio-political" (38). In any case, the film 

cannot be read outside its historical context. Toumeur's dramatic portrayal of gender relations in 

the film and his cinematic usage of horror conventions are wrought with wartime subtext. 

Consequently, though Irena clearly suggests a commentary on gender relations, Alice, as a 

woman in the workforce herself, is also worthy of examination. However, though both Hollinger 

and Berks suggest valid parallels between the film and the war, their emphasis on the interactions 

between female and male characters in the film says too little about the specific processes by 

which patriarchy seeks to discipline its female threats both inside and outside the film. Though 

the film clearly reflects gender relations during its historical moment, it also puts forth, to its 

audience, a carefully constructed rhetorical and ideological imperative. 

In the film, the first character we meet is Irena, a Serbian fashion designer who has just 

moved to America in order to further her career. Toumeur wastes no time developing Irena's 

relationship with Oliver Reed, a man who has been born and raised in America, and is thus, in 

his own words, "a good ole Americano." As their relationship progresses, viewers quickly note 

that there is something slightly bizarre about Irena: animals seem to fear her, she refuses to 

engage intimately with Oliver even after they have been married, and she suffers recurring 

dreams in which she becomes a "cat person"-a Serbian superstition in which she believes-and 
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kills her husband. In the midst of it all, Irena begins to grow increasingly jealous of Alice, who is 

Oliver's coworker. To complicate things, Alice is also in love with Oliver. Eventually, Oliver 

sends the troubled Irena to Dr. Judd, a psychiatrist, and it is at this point in the film in which 

Irena's "corrupt passions" begin to transfonn her from a sweet, troubled young woman into a 

monstrous panther, unable to control its deadly urges. Eventually, Irena becomes wholly 

incapable of controlling her dangerous tendencies, and decides, after killing the lecherous Dr. 

Judd when he attempts to seduce her, that she must sacrifice herself to the panther at the nearby 

zoo. Prior to Irena's suicide, we learn that Oliver, fed up with Irena's increasing "insanity" and 

afraid of her monstrous alter-ego, has decided to leave her for Alice. Tourneur ends the film, 

then, suggesting that it is Alice, a "new" type of woman, who has usurped Irena's role, putting an 

end to the "old," insane, and troubled woman who had previously occupied the space next to the 

"good ole Americano" man. 

From this summary, one can already begin to see how the film is reminiscent of World 

War II gender dynamics. I agree with Hollinger and Berks that Irena's monstrous alter-ego 

represents the threat of female sexuality; because Irena's sexuality is given a deadly, monstrous 

fonn, we can see how the film seeks to portray "standards of female sexuality as evil" (Hollinger 

44). Moreover, that Alice seems, quite literally, to replace Irena seems to suggest that they are 

both significant in constructing the film's gender commentary. However, while Hollinger and 

Berks's arguments are valid, they leave several questions unanswered: if the film reflects 

anxieties regarding women in the workforce, why is it that Irena, the female character most 

confined to the domestic space in the film, is a deadly monster, while Alice, the female character 

who is almost always portrayed in the workplace, is not? Hollinger suggests that this is because 

"Alice offers Oliver a safe, secure, and nonthreatening affection" (42); though this assertion is 
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valid, it still seems to ignore the implications of Alice's portrayal as a working woman during 

wartime. Berks, on the other hand, suggests that Alice's positive portrayal was necessary during 

World War II to encourage women to sacrifice some of their domestic responsibilities in order to 

support the American economy by assuming jobs in the workforce (39). However, this sentiment 

alone does not account for the whole of Irena's function in the film: if, according to Berks, she 

simply represents the "implicit denigration of the domestic" in a time in which it was necessary 

(39), why is it that Tourneur depicts her as not only a victim, but as the central and most 

sympathetic character in the film? Hollinger and Berks certainly provide valuable insight into the 

film's sociological implications, but if we are to account for the whole of Irena and Alice's 

functions in the context of the film's ideological imperative, we must delve deeper. 

In discussing the ways in which Irena's dual nature functions in Cat People, Linda Paige 

helps us begin by pointing out that "the quality of transformation not only casts women into the 

realm of the supernatural, but it also catapults them to the margins of society, 'outside' its 

norms" (292). Indeed, Irena's victimization in the film is further dramatized by her 

overwhelming "otherness." Her second-class status as a woman, coupled with her foreign roots, 

inevitably renders her an outsider. Moreover, the inner monster that she harbors causes her to 

remain shamefully aloof from her more "normal" peers. But, beyond what Paige suggests, I find 

that Irena's role as an outsider serves not only to victimize her, but also to ensure the well-being 

of the system of patriarchy. To help establish this emphasis in the film, I propose to draw on 

Rene Girard, who, in his 1982 work The Scapegoat, describes the phenomenon of scapegoating 

in Western societies as a way to prevent cultural collapse. He argues that "culture is somehow 

eclipsed as it becomes less differentiated" (14) and that without "hierarchical differences ... 

there would be no social order" (15). He adds that "men feel powerless when confronted with the 
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eclipse of culture," stating that because "cultural eclipse is above all a social crisis, there is a 

strong tendency to explain it by social and, especially, moral causes" (14). But even if the social 

crisis brought on by the "eclipse of culture" is a result of the system's own inconsistency, 

hegemonic persecutors "blame either society as a whole ... or other people who seem 

particularly hannful for easily identifiable reasons ... Ultimately, the persecutors always 

convince themselves that a small number of people, or even a single individual ... is extremely 

hannful to the whole of society" (15). Later, when Girard describes the way in which persecutors 

select a scapegoat, he notes that "the signs that indicate a victim's selection result not from the 

difference within the system but from the difference outside the system," concluding that 

"difference that exists outside the system is terrifying because it reveals the truth of the system, 

its relativity, its fragility, and its mortality" (21). 

Using Girard's observations as the overarching theoretical framework, I propose to argue 

that Irena is not only an outsider in the film, but a scapegoat who, as a woman and a foreigner, 

embodies a "difference that exists outside the system" and so helps reinforce patriarchy. I 

therefore seek to expose the ways in which she becomes a suitable target for patriarchal 

persecutors during a time in which the wartime disturbance of gender roles threatened to expose 

"the truth of the system, its relativity, its fragility, and its mortality." In doing so, I first draw the 

connection between issues of gender during the war and Irena's monstrous sexuality to address 

the specific ways, not all of which have been noticed, in which female sexuality related to 

wartime discourse. Next, using the theories of Lucia Folena and Teresa de Lauretis regarding the 

relationship between ideology, social order, and violence, I show how Irena's interactions with 

agents of patriarchy and her attempts to "assimilate" threaten to reveal "the fragility" of the 

system and thus provoke the need for patriarchy to "purge" her from society. Then, in the last 
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portion of the study, I bring in Michel Foucault's work on the disciplinary effects of Jeremy 

Bentham's panopticon prison model; using Foucault, I show how Irena's suicide at the end of the 

film is not indicative of agency and liberation, as some theorists have argued, but rather a result 

of the self-discipline instilled in her by patriarchy's continual surveillance. Finally, to conclude, I 

propose to invoke a discussion of Alice's character, arguing that she is not, as Berks attests, a 

"socio-political" threat to patriarchy, but rather an embodiment of an "acceptable" difference in a 

system that, according to Girard, helps establish hierarchical differences in order to maintain 

social order. Because Alice usurps Irena's position at the end of the film, I will posit that she, as 

a woman agreeable and obedient to patriarchy, ultimately plays out the film's central ideological 

imperative. 

Rosie the Riveter, the Patriotute, and the Scapegoat 

Cat People's particular historical moment allows us to read the film in a sociological 

context that reveals the reasons for Irena's function as a Girardian scapegoat. Because Tourneur 

and Lewton released the film in 1942 in the midst of World War II, its relationship to the onset 

of the war is one that is inevitable, especially in the context of the heteronormative gender 

dynamics that are at play in the film. When the war began in 1939, the federal government 

launched its "Rosie the Riveter" propaganda campaign, a movement whose purpose was to 

ensure the maintenance of the American economy by urging women to enter the workforce 

during the time when men were at war and unable to work themselves. Ultimately, the campaign 

was highly successful; it not only placed a steadily increasing number of women in jobs, but it 

also boosted the economy. By 1944, there were 20 million women in the workforce, a 57% 

increase from 1940. Furthermore, the number of female workers in durable goods factories 
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increased from 15% in 1939 to 45.3% in 1943 (Maloney 273). As a result, from 1942 to 1947, 

the time in which women worked in factories, "productivity rose, product cycle time dropped, 

and quality improved in almost every factory" (Fitzsimmons 186). World War II was a time in 

which women would discover for the first time that they had potential in a territory that had 

always been exclusively for men. It was precisely this realization that planted the seed for the 

anxiety that was there from 1942 on, even before men would finally return home from war to 

resume their jobs only to find that the previously-established gender norms that they left behind 

had been disturbed. 

While the entrance of women into the workplace proved successful for the economy, it 

also meant an upswing in the women's movement that would result in greater gender equality. 

Carolyn Maloney, in describing the economic benefits of women in the workplace, describes the 

role of female leaders Mary Anderson and Dorothy Ducas. Anderson, a lobbyist for equal pay 

enforcement, pay upgrades, adequate household services, and gender-blind job classifications, 

succeeded in securing the Fair Labor Standards Act in 1938, an initiative that secured the need 

for a national minimum wage. Following Anderson, Ducas, in 1942, noted that "magazines were 

taking the lead in mobilizing women by anticipating the lack of day care centers that would be 

necessary when women entered the workforce at large" (Maloney 273). Though women were 

encouraged to return home to tend to domestic life shortly after war soldiers returned home to 

reclaim their jobs, the fact that Anderson helped secure the Fair Labor Standards Act as early as 

1938 ensured that the women who remained in their jobs after the war could not be unjustly 

underpaid. Furthermore, the act implied that women were not ready to relinquish their jobs and 

the economic and financial agency they afforded. Ducas' s instance, of course, functions in much 



Prasad 11 

the same way: an increase in day care centers enabled the shifting notion of woman's role from 

homemaker to breadwinner, a change that of course posed a threat to patriarchal power. 

The concept of women permanently occupying what had before been a predominantly

male domain naturally gave rise to anxiety. Steven Mintz and Susan Kellogg remark that many 

people expressed "alarm" that employed women would generate "marital friction," citing an 

account of a social worker who asserted that wives who were employed would threaten their 

husbands' self-images: the social worker argued that '''in our complicated society, with its 

traditional concept of employment as a masculine prerogative, a woman's working may have 

symbolic meaning for her husband and may be a threat to him if he is not altogether secure in his 

masculinity'" (Mintz and Kellogg 161). Besides the ambiguous implication of a woman's 

working as having a "symbolic meaning" for her husband, it is significant how the wartime mind 

made the connection between masculinity and employment; the female usurpation of what had 

always been a "masculine prerogative" seemed to suggest that women had learnt that they did 

not need men as they had before. This disruption of the gender binary implied that working 

women were not only a threat to their husbands' socially-constructed notions of masculinity, but 

that they were a threat to the masculine power of the American man in general. This, of course, 

instigated the need for men to find a new way to assert dominance--one basis, quite clearly, for 

the scapegoating of female sexuality manifest in Cat People. 

Mintz and Kellogg, in fact, call attention to a double standard in the expectations of 

women during his time: "on the one hand, women were repeatedly told by the federal 

government that victory could not be achieved without their entry into the labor force. On the 

other, the federal government declared, 'Now, as in peacetime, a mother's primary duty is to her 

home and her children'" (162). While women were surely given mixed messages about their 
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expected roles during wartime, Marilyn Hegarty's exploration of "patriotutes" during the war 

places this contradiction in a context especially relevant to Cat People. A blend of the words 

"prostitute" and "patriot," the term was "coined by the U.S. Public Health Service physician Otis 

Anderson to describe women who entertained the troops in order to maintain morale" (Hegarty 

1). These women, who "provided services to the military, such as attending dances at military 

bases and servicemen's clubs," naturally raised fears consistent with "the wartime disruption of 

the gender system." Hegarty further points out that because the United States had just initiated a 

campaign to "protect the nation from prostitutes carrying venereal diseases, female sexuality 

seemed particular dangerous" (2). While the campaign to suppress venereal diseases seemed an 

innocuous initiative to protect national health, it reveals, underneath the public discourse, a 

particular anxiety regarding sexuality and gender (Hegarty 2). In the same way that women were 

simultaneously wanted and unwanted in the workplace, World War II "patriotutes" demonstrate 

how female sexuality was simultaneously desired and feared: on the one hand, wartime 

discourse planned to use female sexuality to "maintain morale" and support the war effort; on the 

other, however, federal agencies found it "threatening" to the war effort and society in general 

and thus "justified the repression of potentially dangerous and diseased female sexuality" 

(Hegarty 2). 

While it is clear that Irena's representation as a monster in the film reflects this range of 

societal anxiety, it is Hegarty's examination of patriotutes that seems to make the sociological 

function ofIrena's character clearer. Irena, as I have argued earlier, seems, especially in her 

monstrous form that is brought to fruition by sex, to suggest a "potentially dangerous" form of 

sexuality. Hence, the repression of female sexuality that Hegarty points out reflects the 

scapegoating process that is present in the film: Irena's "dangerous" sexuality poses a threat to 
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the system of patriarchy-a threat compounded by the anxieties brought about by women in the 

workplace. In actuality, however, it is the patriarchal system's own contradictory behavior that 

produced the threat from the start. When Girard addresses this sort of process in The Scapegoat, 

he states that "men feel powerless when confronted with the eclipse of culture; they are 

disconcerted by the immensity of the disaster but never look into the natural causes ... Since 

cultural eclipse is above all a social crisis, there is a strong tendency to explain it by social, and, 

especially, moral causes" (14). In response to acts that seem to transgress social order, he adds, 

"persecutors always convince themselves that a small number of people, or even a single 

individual ... is extremely harmful to the whole of society" (15). In the case of Cat People, then, 

agents of patriarchy convince themselves that Irena "is extremely harmful to the whole of 

society" because she, through her monstrous, "dangerous" sexuality, represents the "eclipse of 

culture" that patriotutes during World War II embodied. 

Girard also points out, as I have noted, that society does not persecute a scapegoat 

because he or she expresses a difference within the system; the system in fact needs internal 

difference in order to exist. It is difference that seemingly exists outside the system that is 

terrifying, simply because "it reveals the truth of the system, its relativity, its fragility, and its 

morality" (21). This, of course, is also consistent with Irena's character: though she attempts to 

assimilate into the patriarchal, heteronornmtive America, her Serbian ethnicity inevitably renders 

her a representation ofa difference that exists outside of the system. After all, Tod Browning's 

1931 film of Bram Stoker's Dracula had already helped establish the fear of Eastern European 

infestations of the West (Phillips 24). Because she is a seemingly dangerous cultural outsider, 

then, Irena's attempts to adhere to the American system are mistaken as an attempt to "infect" it, 

and she thus becomes a scapegoat. Furthermore, Girard states, a difference that originates from 
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outside the system "gives the impression of a disturbing dynamism ... Efforts to limit it are 

unsuccessful; it disturbs the differences that surround it. These in tum become monstrous, rush 

together, are compressed and blended together to the point of destruction" (21). Indeed, Irena, in 

an "effort to limit" her transgressive sexuality does become "monstrous." Her "point of 

destruction," of course, is her suicide at the end of the movie. Ultimately, this ending seems to 

suggest that attempted discipline in the movie functions not only on a macro level, but also on a 

"micro" one. Therefore I contend that we understand the film's sociological implications only if 

we read Irena's self-discipline and masochistic behavior as a result of the American patriarchal 

system's influence on Irena's character. Because she represents the threat of female sexuality a la 

World War II 'patriotutes' compounded by the disruption of gender roles during wartime, Irena's 

self-disciplining behavior reveals that the scapegoating device functions on both an external and 

internal level in the film: just as agents of the patriarchal system persecute her as a scapegoat, she 

persecutes herself as one too. Though this is clear through her constant efforts to discipline and 

repress her monstrous sexuality, a close examination of other instances in the film will show how 

patriarchy, in persecuting Irena as a scapegoat, seeks to push an ideological imperative in order 

to regain and maintain its dominance in a time in which it was seemingly under attack. 

The Same, the Other, and Patriarchy's Ideological Imperative 

To further consider Irena's sexual repression and it the implications of its manifestation 

in the film, one must consequently examine its mechanisms of representation. Film, like any 

other popular medium, is expressly and unavoidably a sort of imprint of a culture, a 

reconstruction of how most of the audience tends to see reality. More specifically, in the case of 

a Gothic film such as Cat People, it is a means through which to illuminate society's shadow: its 
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dark and often shameful social unconscious. Because a mainstream film must adhere to its 

audience's hegemonic ideals in order to secure its own success, such a film that seeks cultural 

resonance will not only reflect its audience's ideals, but will play some role in advancing them. 

In order to ferret out Cat People's ideological underpinnings and the role they play in Irena's 

masochism, however, we must establish a working definition of the relationship between culture 

and ideology and the role it plays in the depiction of violence --or in this case, self-inflicted 

violence. 

Lucia Folena argues convincingly that "a culture depends on its ideology in order to 

exist; and since ideology as self-representation always and necessarily creates otherness, it can 

certainly be argued that ideology as such is intrinsically violent" (220). Later, when furthering 

her claims regarding the role of the Other in cultural ideology, Folena adds that "the Other is 

only a figure in the discourse of the Same: shaping the Other becomes a cultural priority" (221). 

In the society reflected in the film, the Same refers to patriarchy and heteronormative society; the 

Other, of course, refers to Irena's dangerous sexuality and its function as a metaphor for the 

anxiety brought on by the socioeconomic and sexual disruption of traditional gender roles during 

World War II. Hence, Folena's statements are attractive to the interpretation of this film, first 

because of their interest in the role of the Other in cultural ideology, and second, because of their 

implication that both the Same and the Other spring from the same origin; after all, we must not 

forget that it in the historical moment of the film, it was originally patriarchy that gave birth to its 

own greatest threat, as wartime women only ventured into masculine territory only because their 

male-dominated society urged them to. Using Folena's claims, then, I would argue that in the 

case of Cat People, the Same and the Other exist simultaneously within Irena's character as a 

microcosm of Irena's own existence in America as a foreigner, ethnic Other, and threateningly 
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powerful woman. Since the Other is a "figure in the discourse of the Same," Irena's Other, her 

"monster," always in conflict with her outward attempt to confornl to the Samc, makes her an 

embodiment of the paradox that wartime women faced: they wanted to aid men in the war effort 

by entering the workforce and providing moral support as "patriotutes," but they feared they 

could not do so without posing a serious threat to the gender binary. In the context of the film, 

this conflict allows us to make sense of Irena's self-disciplinary behavior as she struggles 

fruitlessly to assimilate to patriarchy's standards. 

To better examine Irena's masochistic, self-disciplinary behavior, we should next address 

Teresa de Lauretis's claims regarding the rhetoric of violence and its implications. According to 

de Lauretis, violence is not primarily a result of a breakdown in social order, but rather indicative 

of "a power struggle for the maintenance of a certain kind of social order" (242). The power 

struggle that occurs between Irena's Other-her monstrous sexuality-and her attempts to 

conform to the Same-her hasty marriage to the All-American Oliver-is ultimately the catalyst 

for her violent, masochistic behavior. That her inner "monster" seems only to increase as a result 

of her increased attempts to repress it only further elucidates de Lauretis's claim: if violence is a 

result of a power struggle to maintain a certain kind of social order, then an increased attempt to 

maintain such an order must produce an increase in violence. Using Folena and de Lauretis as a 

sort of interpretive framework, then, I contend that the film's representation ofIrena's Other in 

conflict with her attempt to conform to the Same not only reveals a woman's defeat at the hands 

of oppressive patriarchy, but demonstrates how patriarchy, as a mechanism of the Same, serves 

to repeat its own ideological imperative in the film. 

From the very beginning of Cat People and consistently throughout, Tourneur's visual 

representation of Irena portrays her internal conflict between the Same and the Other, which 
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palpably constructs the foundation for patriarchy's "argument." That Irena is Serbian, for 

instance, is significant even here, since though her skin is white like the majority of her 

American counterparts, she is still foreign and inherently un-American. Yet Irena's function as a 

sort of whiteness-simulacrum illustrates the constant struggle of her Sameness to eliminate her 

Othemess. Not only does Irena's ethnicity inevitably isolate her in a viewer's mind as a 

foreigner, but the fact that she looks American-yet is not actually American-reflects Folena's 

statement that "the Other is only a figure in the discourse of the Same." Irena's Othemess in this 

sense is the monstrous sexuality in her that her Sameness-her outward appearance as white and 

her active attempts to assimilate to the American culture-repeatedly tries to conceal and 

eliminate. It is necessary for Irena to be foreign and white in order to represent Folena's 

implication that the Same and the Other originate from the same place. That her Othemess seems 

to be physically, and quite literally, contained in her Sameness allows viewers to note that the 

danger in the film does not originate from an extemal source, but rather an intemal one. This 

paradox, of course, echoes the greater social implications of the film: after all, it is the 

hegemonic, oppressively-patriarchal American society that continually gives birth to the danger 

that it simultaneously fears. 

Cinematically, Toumeur also represents Irena as an Other in the figure of the Same 

through his filmic employment of chiaroscuro (the interplay of light and shadows), especially in 

scenes involving Irena. Misha Kavka, in "Gothic on Screen," points out that the Gothic film 

often "manipulates space ... by taking something of human dimensions and recasting it in an 

extended, larger-than-life form that exerts menacing control" (214). This is manifest in many of 

Irena's interactions with Oliver, wherein the film's consistent use of low key lighting causes the 

shadows that follow Irena on screen to appear much larger than her actual body. Besides the 
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obvious observation that Irena's "larger-than-life" shadow signifies that her monstrosity is 

something that she cannot effectively controL her large shadows, like the implications of her 

ethnicity, serve to show how it is the Same that gives birth to the menacing Other, quite in the 

same way that a body (in this case, a white body) gives birth to a shadow. Irena is a simulacrum 

of the Same and the embodiment of an active attempt to conform to the Same; thus, it follows 

that her shadow indicates that, even though it is the Other that, like a shadow, is the dark, 

forever-lingering threat, it is the Same's constant attempt to "shape the Other," as Folena points 

out, that consequently gives birth to the threat to begin with. 

In addition, Irena's wardrobe itself serves to further the film's chiaroscuro effect-and, as 

an inevitable result, its social implications. In the beginning, for example, with the exception of 

the scenes in which Irena visits the panther at the zoo, she always wears a light-colored jacket 

over dark-colored clothes. As the film progresses and Irena begins to slip more heavily into her 

monstrous alter-ego, she begins to wear a dark jacket over dark clothes. However, in the 

instances in which she visits the panther at the zoo, Irena almost always wears a dark jacket. In 

the case of Irena's wardrobe, then, her light-colored jacket serves as a covering that betokens the 

Same and her dark-colored jacket serves as a visual suggestion of the Other. While the fact that 

she wears her dark-colored jacket towards the end of the film seems to signify that the Other is 

beginning to defeat the Same's attempt to conform it, it is perhaps more useful to note what the 

film's usage of clothing as a symbolic device reveals. That Toumeur represents the Same and the 

Other through articles of clothing seems to imply that both entities are constructs-signifiers

rather than meaningful truths, all of which is reminiscent of linguist Ferdinand de Saussure' s 

assertion that signifiers are arbitrary in their forced connection to points of reference (62). 

Because clothing is something that people can put on and take off, it is simply a surface 
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enhancement; it is an object that is not permanent, sentient, or meaningful simply on its own. In 

the context of the film, such uses of clothing demonstrate that the Same and the Other in 

hegemonic society are mere social inventions. Like clothing, they invoke an image and designate 

a surface identity, but once removed or rejected by the object that gives them the likeness of life, 

they are rendered meaningless, temporary, and irrelevant. For this film's greater societal 

implications, the use of clothing reveals an inherent and problematic superficiality in the 

construct of hegemonic ideology and the Same's duty to ensure its cultural repetition. It is only 

through this observation, in fact, that attentive viewers can finally begin to see the film's 

representations of patriarchy. 

It is Oliver's interactions with Irena in the opening scene of the film, after all, that set the 

tone for patriarchy's ideological imperative in the film, introducing, in one space, both violence 

and ideology as working to perpetuate the Same. The film begins with Irena at the zoo, drawing 

sketches in front of the same panther cage to which she sacrifices herself at the end of the film. 

When she decides that she does not like what she has drawn, she crumples up the piece of paper 

and attempts to throw it into the trash behind her. The crumpled up drawing, however, falls near 

Oliver, and as he picks it up to throw it into the trashcan for Irena, he points to a tombstone-like 

sign on the ground that says "let no one say, and say it to shame. That all was beauty here, until 

you came." Irena and Oliver, after introducing themselves to one another, leave together, but as 

they walk away, Irena's original drawing blows open in the wind, revealing its contents to the 

audience: it is a sketch of a panther that is impaled by a dagger, the paper ripped on the comer as 

if to have also beheaded the panther. 

While a surface reading of this scene would contend that this is the beginning of Oliver 

and Irena's romantic relationship, the violent subtext of the visual representations of Irena's 
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sketch, the tombstone-like sign in the zoo, and Oliver assisting Irena in throwing away her sketch 

reveal that this scene marks the beginning of the Same asserting its "cultural priority" to shape 

the Other. Irena's sketch, for instance, serves as a sort of "discourse" of the Other; since we later 

learn to associate the panther with Irena because the panther is the fonn that she takes when she 

shifts shapes, the panther on the sketch is, in a sense, an icon of Irena. The dagger, of course, 

signifies a phallus, which we can read as a representation of patriarchy in the film, as it appears a 

number of times in the context of male characters and masculinity. However, because patriarchy 

is the hegemonic force in the society of the film, we can also read the dagger as a symbol for the 

Same. Therefore, that Irena draws a sketch of a panther impaled by a dagger seems not only to 

indicate her attempt to "kill off' her Otherness, but the Same's attempt to control and "pin 

down" the Other. That is to say that, because Irena embodies the Same trying to eradicate her 

inward Other, the sketch of the impaled panther seems to serve as a sort of road map for the film: 

the panther-Irena's monstrous Other-must be killed, and it is ultimately the phallic dagger

patriarchy-that must do it. Hence, Oliver must throwaway the sketch for Irena because she 

fails to do it herself in order to foreshadow Irena's imminent failure to shape and control her 

Otherness in the film. Even though she tries to "control" herself, it is ultimately patriarchy that 

discards her, much in the same way that Oliver quickly and successfully discards Irena's sketch 

and later Irena herself. 

While Oliver's emphasis on the sign seems rather odd and does not readily serve a 

purpose in the superficial furthering of Oliver and Irena's relationship, it is significant that the 

sign's text warns "That all was beauty here until you came." In the context of Folena' s assertions 

regarding the Same and its "cultural priority" to shape the Other, Oliver pointing Irena to the 

sign quite literally indicates the patriarchal Same's warning to the Other, an illustration of how 
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hegemonic ideology "necessarily creates otherness." The sign implies that it is Irena who has 

disturbed the "beauty" of the Same by encroaching on its space. In addition, the sign is the first 

instance in which Tourneur introduces the theme of "shame," a theme that plays a significant 

role in Irena's masochistic behavior in the film. However, it is perhaps most significant that 

ideology and violence are so closely related in this opening scene: Irena's violent sketch in this 

scene essentially ignites Oliver and Irena's relationship, a relationship that both parties 

repeatedly-and unsuccessfully-attempt to construct as hegemonic and all-American 

throughout the film. This irony, of course, anticipates Folena in her claims regarding the 

intrinsically violent nature of ideology, ultimately laying the foundation for the film's enactment 

of de Lauretis's assertions that violence occurs as an attempt to maintain social order: because 

ideological order is intrinsically violent, the more that Irena and Oliver struggle to maintain 

ideological order in their relationship, the more Irena's violence towards herself and others 

increases. This paradox becomes increasingly clear as the film progresses, especially when 

Tourneur introduces the character of Irena's male psychologist, Dr. Judd. 

While, on the surface, the film wants us to believe that the problems in Irena and Oliver's 

marriage arise because ofIrena's recurring dreams in which she hanns Oliver, it is actually their 

lack of intimacy that gives birth to the problems in their marriage. In order to "cure" Irena of her 

"problems," Oliver hires psychologist Dr. Judd, a man who, in ternlS of the film's ideological 

imperative, seems not only to adhere to patriarchal order like the all-American Oliver, but 

actively and blatantly perpetuates it. Ultimately, then, it is unsurprising that Irena's interactions 

with Dr. Judd mark both the climax of the film and the climax of Irena's violence that results 

from her attempts to shape her Otherness. Even though Irena seems skeptical of Dr. Judd at first, 

it is significant that he continues to pursue her, often appearing during moments in which she 
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does not expect him. This gives their relationship a sort of disciplinary quality: Dr. Judd is the 

surveyor and Irena is the surveyed. Once, when Irena visits the panther cage as she often does, 

Dr. Judd appears unannounced, offering his unsolicited psychoanalysis of her. He addresses her, 

telling her that "you fear the panther, yet you are drawn to him over and over again." Later, he 

asks, "couldn't you tum to him as an instrument of death?" This is the first moment in the film in 

which any character really intimates suicide, even though it is unclear, at first, whether Dr. Judd 

means to or not. Because we later witness Irena sacrifice herself at the panther cage, we can 

assume that Irena, by committing suicide, is simply heeding Dr. Judd's advice. In the context of 

Folena and de Lauretis's assertions regarding the Same, the Other, and the maintenance of 

ideological order, it becomes manifest that Dr. Judd acts out the Same deliberately trying to 

eliminate the Other. While Oliver, too, fits this profile, the fact that he turns to Dr. Judd to "cure" 

Irena, suggests that doctor is, in a sense, patriarchy itself, rather than, like Oliver, a mere servant 

to it. This suggestion is further substantiated by Dr. Judd's constant attempts to perform a sort of 

Freudian psychoanalysis of Irena: as Michelle Masse points out, psychoanalysis-especially of 

the Freudian type-is utterly patriarchal in nature and "prefer[ s] to repeat a social construction of 

gender that [it has] a stake in preserving" (16). 

While Dr. Judd functions as a sort of embodiment of patriarchy itself, it is his attempted 

seduction of Irena that finally drives home the film's ideological imperative. When he attempts 

to seduce Irena prior to her suicide, he fights her in her panther form using a cane that doubles as 

a sword-a sword that we can read as a phallic signifier like the dagger in Irena's sketch. 

Though Irena eventually kills him, it is only after he has stabbed her with his sword. An injured 

Irena then leaves to go to the zoo, where she sacrifices herself to the panther cage. That Irena is 

stabbed while she is in her panther form seems to echo her panther sketch in the beginning of the 
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film; Irena, in the end of the film, becomes the sketch that she originally and unsuccessfully tried 

to discard. In addition, that she offers herself up to the panther cage because of Dr. Judd's earlier 

suggestion parallels the first scene in the film in which Oliver aids Irena in throwing away her 

sketch: in the same way that she requires a man's help to discard the sketch that depicted her 

imminent death, she heeds another, more powerful man's advice to discard herself once she has 

literally assumed the image that she has repeatedly tried to reject. Dr. Judd's sword as a phallic 

signifier indicates that her suicide in the end is ultimately a product of patriarchy's influence. In 

other words, after a struggle between the Other (Irena) and the Same (now Dr. Judd), the Same 

has succeeded in eliminating the Other, thus enabling its cultural and ideological repetition. 

While other male characters in the film attempt to "shape" Irena's Otherness in the film, Dr. Judd 

"cures" it. The violence-his death and Irena's suicide-then, is a result of the struggle to 

maintain social order, an observation that again recalls the words of de Lauretis. 

Irena's Self-discipline and Patriarchy's Panopticon 

None of these arguments, however, fully explain the nature ofIrena' s self-inf1icted 

violence that results from her attempt to conform to the Same. Earlier, I established that while 

Irena's otherness manifests itself outwardly through her Serbian ethnicity and cinematic 

representation, her Otherness is ultimately her monstrous sexuality that only increases in strength 

as she increases her efforts to control it; this, of course, is consistent with de Lauretis's theory in 

that it indicates an increase in violence in concert with increasing attempts to maintain order. 

However, to perform a closer reading of the nature ofIrena's self-inflicted violence, I again want 

to examine Dr. Judd's character, but now in the context of his function as a sort of patriarchal 

"panopticon." The ever-present nature of Dr. Judd-much like the ever-present nature of 
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patriarchy-perpetuates Irena's masochistic self-discipline, rendering her a sort of figurative 

captive in patriarchy's system of total surveillance over culture. However, while Dr. Judd's 

character seems to initiate a sort of panoptic structure in the film, panoptic ism as a self

sustaining disciplinary device operates not only in Irena's interactions with other characters, but 

also in the way she interacts with her surroundings. 

According to Michel Foucault in his book Discipline and Punish (1975), the panopticon 

is a circular, ring-like architectural model proposed for some nineteenth-century prisons in the 

center of which resides "a tower ... pierced with wide windows that open onto the inner side of 

the ring." The entire building surrounding the center tower is divided into cells that each extend 

the whole width of the building, and each cell has "two windows, one on the inside, 

corresponding to the windows of the tower; the other, on the outside, allow[ ing] the light to cross 

the cell from one end to the other" (Foucault 200). The tower at the center of the panopticon 

houses a supervisor, while each cell in the structure surrounding the tower houses a criminal or a 

madman. The central tower possesses a one-way window: whoever stands in it can see through a 

window into every cell, but those who are contained in the cells may not see into the tower's 

window. In arguing for how Jeremy Bentham and others viewed the effectiveness of such a 

disciplinary structure (despite the fact that it had never been heavily employed), Foucault states 

that its major effect is "to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility that 

assures the automatic functioning of power." It becomes a system by which "the surveillance is 

pennanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its action" (200). In a panoptic structure, in 

other words, there need not even be someone in the center tower surveying the cells at all times; 

because captives in the panopticon' s cells cannot see if and when they are being observed by 
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someone in the center tower, they come to discipline themselves as if they are always being 

observed. 

Dr. Judd's unannounced appearance while Irena is at the panther cage in Cat People, 

then, is the first time in which he, as an embodiment of patriarchy, establishes patriarchy's 

panoptic "automatic functioning of power" in the film. Though Dr. Judd's surprise appearance at 

the panther cage already implies a sort of panopticism on its own because Irena does not know 

that she is being watched, Tourneur still makes it a point to emphasize the trope of her 

imprisonment. Before Dr. Judd appears, Irena, in this scene, notices that the janitor has 

accidentally left the key to the panther cage in the keyhole. She then climbs over the cage-like 

railing that surrounds the cage area to return it to him, but as soon as she returns it to him, she 

turns around, still standing on the inside of the railing, only to find that Dr. Judd has been 

watching her. Dr. Judd then suggests that she is constantly drawn to the panther because "there is 

a psychic need to loose evil upon the world" and that she could, in theory, tum to the panther as 

"an instrument of death." The camera films Irena and Dr. Judd from the side in this scene; since 

Irena is standing on the inside of the cage area and Dr. Judd is standing on the outside, Irena, for 

a brief moment, looks like a prisoner in a cell being scolded and disciplined by her guardian 

whose presence she cannot seem to predict. Thus, while Dr. Judd's unannounced appearance is 

already suggestive of the panoptic concept ofpernlanent, unknowable surveillance, Tourneur's 

cinematic portrayal of Irena as imprisoned visually solidifies it. 

The film then enacts Foucault's sense that the panopticon's "surveillance is permanent in 

its effects, even if it is discontinuous in action," all in the dream that Irena has following her 

interaction at the zoo with Dr. Judd. As we know, Dr. Judd's surprise appearance at the zoo has 

already established the panopticon's "automatic functioning of power," simply because Irena 
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presumably now knows that Dr. Judd or someone like him has been following her and may 

appear any moment. However, when Irena dreams that night, she hears, for the first time, Dr. 

Judd's voice in her head, repeating the same words that he had said at the zoo: "there is in some 

cases a psychic need to loose evil on the world." In her dream, she pictures Dr. Judd holding a 

phallic sword in front of him, a sword that transforms into the key that opens the panther cage. 

First, it is significant that the phallic sword transforms into a key; this seems to suggest that it is 

patriarchy that is the key to resolving Irena's deadly battle against her monstrous sexuality, a 

resolution that, as we know, can be achieved only through death. In addition, because we have 

just seen Dr. Judd attest a possible way for Irena to commit suicide, this moment seems quite 

blatantly to foreshadow Irena's self-sacrifice as a result of patriarchy's influence. It is no 

surprise, then, that Irena goes back to the panther cage again the next day to steal the key from 

the janitor. However, for the purposes of the panopticon's function in the film, it is perhaps most 

significant to note how Irena's dream-a vision that she has constructed in her own mind

works as a self-disciplinary device. Because Dr. Judd has appeared at the zoo and has initiated 

patriarchy's "automatic functioning of power," we can see, in this moment, how Irena has begun 

to discipline herself. She, much like a panopticon's prisoner, feels the psychological influence of 

her guardian's surveillance even when he is not present, and in doing so, she echoes Foucault's 

words regarding the ultimate effect of panopticism. Ever since Dr. Judd's unannounced 

appearance at the zoo and his subsequent establishment of patriarchy's "automatic functioning of 

power," Irena's artificial projection of Dr. Judd in her dream suggests that the panopticon's 

"surveillance" has turned "permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in action." 

Therefore, though it is Dr. Judd who first gives Irena the idea of suicide, it is Irena's self

discipline as a result of patriarchy's panoptic "automatic functioning of power" that encourages 
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her to follow through with it, as it is her own internal dream that indicates her imminent suicide. 

We can read Irena's death, then, as patriarchy's success in refonning and disciplining its subject, 

thus purging hegemonic society of the impurity that once seemed to threaten it. 

Foucault also helps us make sense of other bizarre instances in Cat People that, on the 

surface, would seem odd, uncanny, and even gratuitous. In detailing the types of observers and 

guardians that would most effectively operate the center tower of a panopticon, Foucault states 

that "the more numerous ... anonymous and temporary observers are, the greater risk for the 

inmate of being surprised and the greater his anxious awareness of being observed" (202). In this 

context, we can now see how the bizarre scene in which Oliver points Irena to the sign at the zoo 

plants the first seed of panopticism. The sign, as I have already pointed out, implicitly isolates 

Irena as an outsider in its statement that "all was beauty here until you came." However, in the 

film, that Oliver points to it, as if to warn Irena, seems also to render it a sort of disciplinary 

device. Though the sign is a lifeless, harnlless object, the fact that it is pennanent and 

immoveable in an area so often visited by Irena allows it to function as a constant reminder of 

the authority that rules her, much in the same way that the center tower of a panopticon 

functions: because its mere material existence enacts its disciplinary authority, it need not be 

inhabited by anyone for it to be effective in its surveillance. 

This device also functions towards the end of the film when Irena actively turns into her 

monstrous fonn during her first attempt to attack Alice. When she is unsuccessful in her attack, 

she transfonns back into her human fonn and begins to wander the streets, distraught and 

frenzied. Though Tourneur could have simply cut to the next scene in which she returns home to 

Oliver, he instead depicts Irena wandering along the sidewalk, only to be startled by a male taxi 

driver who pulls up to her to ask her if she needs a ride. That she is approached by a man 
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unexpectedly after a scene in which she has "misbehaved" seems also to suggest panopticism. 

Though the male taxi driver has no relationship to Irena and never appears again in the film, his 

unannounced arrival implies that Irena does not and cannot know if and when someone is 

watching her. It is no, surprise, then, that from this scene on, Irena takes to hiding behind objects 

and lurking in shadows as if she is being watched. Naturally, as in the case of Dr. Judd, this type 

of instance demonstrates how the panopticon' s "automatic functioning of power" has become, in 

the film, "permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its action." However, both 

instances also indicate Foucault's assertion that the more "anonymous and temporary observers 

[there] are, the greater risk for the inmate of being surprised and the greater his anxious 

awareness of being observed." While it is the panoptic Dr. Judd who poses the greatest threat to 

Irena, the sign and the taxi driver are examples of "anonymous and temporary observers" who 

not only instill in Irena the feeling that she is under constant surveillance, but increase her 

"anxious awareness of being observed," which eventually drives her to suicide. Therefore, 

though Tourneur's emphasis on objects like the sign and the taxi driver seem peculiar at first, 

Foucault, by providing the framework with which to read them, helps us understand their 

function in the greater scheme of the panopticon, revealing how they fuel Irena's increased, yet 

unsuccessful, attempt to discipline herself. 

Finally, we can gain even more insight about this film from Foucault's discussion 

regarding the nature of the relationship between the disciplinary influence of the panoptic 

structure and the subject of the discipline. After ail, he states that the "architectural apparatus" of 

the panoptic on is "a machine for creating and sustaining a power relation independent of the 

person who exercises it" (201) and that ultimately, "a real subjection is born mechanically from a 

fictitious relation" (202). These statements are reminiscent of observations that I have already 
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made on how the interactions between representations of the Same and the Other reveal their 

own superficiality in the film. For example, in the same way that Irena's alternating light and 

dark jackets serve to reveal the inherent emptiness of the social conventions of the Same and the 

Other, the material, "architectural apparatus" of the panopticon reveals patriarchy for how 

artificial and manufactured its superiority really is. Furthermore, since patriarchy is only a social 

invention, its disciplinary dominance over Irena illustrates (again in Foucault's words) how "a 

real subjection is born mechanically from a fictitious relation." True, masculine superiority, then, 

through the Foucaultian lens, is absent. It is, like the panopticon, only effective in maintaining its 

power because of how its material structure implies it and how its subject internalizes it. If the 

cultural structure is removed, so is the power dialectic. This possibility, of course, not only 

brings to mind Irena's alternating wardrobe choices, but also the violent implications of the 

phallic sword and the sign at the zoo: representations like these are superficial and convey only a 

"fictitious" power relation. Without the surface implications of these representations, patriarchy 

could not effectively convey its superiority in the film, as its superiority is not natural, but 

invented. 

Foucault's panopticon, it turns out, even helps us understand how "social order," once it 

has manifested itself, seeks to instill discipline in its transgressor as finally occurs in Cat People. 

I have implied that Irena's suicide is itself a form of self-discipline; for the patriarchal society 

reHected in the film, it does seem to be the only remaining "socially-responsible" way for her to 

protect the "social order" that continually rejects her. Furthermore, though it seems tempting to 

suggest that Irena's suicide indicates a brave, final act of female agency, it is ultimately not so. 

Because Irena is a scapegoat in her society-an embodiment of a difference that, in the Girardian 

sense, "exists outside of the system" and "reveals [its] truth ... its relatively, its fragility, and its 
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morality" (21 )--her suicide is not a result of agency, but a result of the self-discipline that 

patriarchy's panoptic on instills in her. From the perspective of the persecution-based society that 

Girard has in mind, Irena's self-discipline is not sad or unfortunate, but rather successful and 

necessary. Indeed, Girard substantiates this injunction: according to him, when persecutors 

"explain their own reconciliation" after a crisis, they feel that "there is only one person 

responsible for everything, one who is absolutely responsible, and he will be responsible for the 

cure because he is already responsible for the sickness" (43). In the film, it is Irena who is the 

sickness responsible for the crisis, and it is the outside threat she poses to a safe, established 

system of "acceptable" sames and differences that is the crisis. On the surface, Toumeur 

deceives viewers into believing that the relief they feel at Irena's death is merely a result of the 

fact that she is a monster who threatens public safety; thus, her death allows viewers to rest 

assured that they are once again safe. Irena's monstrosity, however, is only a gothicization of the 

greater conflict at the crux of the film. Beneath the veneer of the film's gothic elements, there is 

a greater implication for the artificial society Toumeur constructs in the film and the real society 

it reflects: Irena's death brings relief, not because it marks the death of a monster, but because it 

marks the death of a difference that exposes the frailty of the delicate, artificial system that 

viewers have always relied on to define and justify their identities. 

Coda: What about Alice? 

Cat People's elimination of the monstrous Irena suggests an ideological "right" and 

"wrong." Because the film establishes that it is Irena who is "wrong" for the whole of society, 

the next issue that remains to be addressed is what the film proposes as "right." Indeed, Toumeur 

portrays Irena as an Other, both cinematically and in her relationships with other characters in 
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the film. Given the historical and sociological climate of the film, these portrayals are mostly 

negative, not only because Irena harbors a dangerous inner monster, but because she invokes 

anxieties regarding the threat of female sexuality and power. However, though Irena seems to 

become the villain by the end of the film, Tourneur's inclusion of Alice as Irena's greatest 

competitor seems to imply that it is Alice who becomes the ultimate hero, even if it seems, at 

first, that it is Irena with whom we must sympathize: after all, it is Alice who usurps Irena's 

place as Oliver's lover once Irena has died. Hence, the interplay between Irena and Alice in the 

film puts forth the film's ideological imperative: because Alice takes Irena's place in the end, we 

can read Alice as what the film suggests is the "solution" to the "problem" that Irena's monstrous 

sexuality creates. 

Again, both Berks and Hollinger offer valid arguments regarding Alice's character. 

Berks, in addressing Alice's role as a working woman, argues that Alice's positive portrayal was 

necessary during World War II to encourage women to sacrifice some of their domestic 

responsibilities in order to support the American economy by assuming jobs in the workforce 

(39). Of course, though working women did pose a threat to masculine power, Hollinger argues 

that Alice is not a threat because she, contrary to Irena, "offers Oliver a safe, secure, and 

nonthreatening affection" (42). Accordingly, then, Tourneur constructs both Irena and Alice as 

opposites of one another from the very beginning of the film, both cinematically and 

behaviorally: where Irena is dark and aloof, Alice is bright and sociable. And when Irena is 

assertive, monstrous, and threatening to men, Alice remains passive, docile, and cooperative. 

Toumeur mostly depicts Irena as lurking in shadows or behind cage-like structures, often 

isolated from her other, more "normal" peers. While we usually see her in her dark apartment or 

at the zoo, we almost always see Alice in her more brightly-lit workplace, rarely ever in the same 
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low-key lighting Toumeur consistently casts upon Irena. Moreover, Alice exclusively wears 

lighter-colored clothing, rendering her quite literally Irena's visual opposite. However, though 

Alice clearly contrasts cinematically with Irena, it is also significant that the motifs and 

characteristics that viewers come to associate with Alice are in direct opposition with the 

characteristics and motifs viewers associate with Irena. While we most often see Alice at the ship 

and barge construction company at which she is employed, she rarely plays anything but a 

passive role; in the scenes in which we observe Oliver and Alice working together, for instance, 

Oliver reads measurements to Alice as she listens quietly and sketches them. Hence, when Irena 

attempts to attack Oliver and Alice at their work at the end of the film, Alice's reaction to hide 

behind Oliver as he faces the panther form of Irena seems to suggest that the "proper" thing for 

women to do in times of crisis (like the war) is to be passive and cooperative by remaining 

behind men-not, like the monstrous Irena, to become aggressive and antagonistic towards 

them. 

A more notable point of contention between Irena and Alice is Irena's alter-ego as a cat 

and Alice's constant association with water, a substance that typically repels cats. In the film, 

there are two scenes in which Alice is explicitly associated with water: the first is the moment in 

which she tells Oliver that she loves him as they stand near a water cooler at their work, and the 

second is the scene in which she jumps into a swimming pool when she fears that Irena, who has 

transformed into her monstrous form, will attack. Even though Alice's association with water 

quite overtly implies her opposition to Irena, it is significant that water, unlike Irena's 

aggressive, monstrous nature, is a passive, malleable, and unthreatening substance. It makes 

perfect sense, then, that Oliver and Alice work for a ship and barge company: if water is 

reminiscent of Alice, then the fact that she works in a predominantly-male industry whose 
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purpose it is to build ships seems to suggest that she is actively perpetuating her own passivity. 

After all, a ship is a structure that imposes itself on water-a structure that, in historical moment 

of the film, would most likely have been operated by a man. 

Though Tourneur deliberately constructs Alice as Irena's opposite in the film, Alice's 

relationship with Dr. Judd also aids in establishing the "automatic functioning of power" of 

patriarchy's panopticon, ultimately contributing to Irena's "anxious awareness of being 

observed" (Foucault 202). The first time we meet Dr. Judd, it is at Irena and Oliver's wedding 

dinner when he is Alice's date. Though the possibility of a romantic relationship between the two 

remains uncertain throughout the film, their appearance at the wedding dinner together seems, at 

the very least, to suggest a sense of camaraderie between the two. This suggestion becomes even 

clearer when we learn that Alice was the one who suggested to Oliver that Irena begin therapy 

with Dr. Judd in the first place. Though Alice's solidarity with the patriarchal Dr. Judd indicates 

her passive and agreeable nature, it furthers patriarchy's "automatic functioning of power" when 

Irena learns that Oliver has been discussing the intimacy issues in their marriage with Alice. 

When Irena realizes she cannot trust Oliver with Alice, she takes to conducting herself more 

covertly because she has developed an "anxious awareness of being observed": from this point 

on, she not only stalks Alice at night and spies on Oliver, but she often hides behind large 

shadows and bushes, careful to remain unseen. Moreover, Alice's cooperation with Dr. Judd and 

her function as Oliver's nonthreatening confidante cause Irena to feel as though she is always 

being monitored, not just by her husband and doctor, but by the one woman who, as her direct 

competition, most threatens her. Hence, in one of the last scenes of the film, when we witness 

Alice sitting at a restaurant with Dr. Judd and Oliver discussing their plans to admit Irena to an 

insane asylum, we must read Alice as yet another agent of patriarchy: she is mostly a passive 
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brick in the "architectural apparatus" of patriarchy's power, helping to create "a real subjection" 

from "a fictitious relation" (Foucault 202). 

Finally, in the same way that Irena, as a foreign, sexually-transgressive woman, becomes 

a scapegoat because she invokes the prospect of "cultural eclipse" (Girard 14), Alice, as a 

heteronormative American woman, appears heroic because of how she soothes anxieties 

regarding the "cultural eclipse" that Irena has the potential to cause. This, of course, becomes 

clear through Alice's role as a sort of cat "repeHant" as well as through her function as a 

disciplinary agent of patriarchy. But while it is still tempting to posit that Alice poses a threat to 

men because of her role as a working woman, Girard helps us see why she is not a threat: unlike 

Irena, she represents an "acceptable" difference that exists inside the system-at least, of course, 

in terms of society's expectations of wartime women. Her usurpation ofIrena's role at the end of 

the film, then, becomes a sort of "warning" for the women in the film's audience: even though it 

is a time in which wartime women must enter the workforce to support the economy, they must 

never forget their inferior status to men. Thus, while the film was released in the middle of the 

war, it was already anticipating the types of anxieties that would arise when men would return to 

find that the gender binary that they had always known had been disturbed. 

In this study, I have read many instances and characters in the film as metaphors: I have 

suggested that Irena represents the threat of female sexuality; I have argued that Dr. Judd is a 

metaphor for patriarchy; and I have asserted that Alice embodies patriarchy's standards of the 

"acceptable" woman. On a larger scale, then, it is not just Irena who serves as a scapegoat for the 

"cultural eclipse" brought on by the shift in gender roles, but it is female sexuality in general. For 

if women in the workplace would potentially lessen gender inequality and subsequently reduce 
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patriarchal power, how would patriarchy regain the superior status that it once had prior to the 

war? Indeed, though World War II certainly boosted the socioeconomic status of women in the 

long run, sexually-aggressive women would still be depicted as inferior to their male 

counterparts for many decades to come. It seems to me, then, that the scapegoating of female 

sexuality in the film speaks directly to Hegarty's discussion of "patriotutes" and the wartime 

spread of venereal disease. Because the war required women to assume jobs in the workforce, 

working women simply could not be the subjects of scapegoating, at least for the sake of the 

economy's well-being. Therefore, because female sexuality was simultaneously desired and 

feared in much the same way as women in the workforce were, it is unsurprising that it became 

the next-best victim. After all, what better way to further emphasize the female threat to 

patriarchal America than by assigning it the sexually-monstrous likeness of a woman who 

originates from an already-feared region of the world? 

Ultimately, though it is evident that the hegemonic view of female sexuality has certainly 

become more progressive since World War II, the scapegoating of female sexuality as a way to 

explain cultural collapse is a phenomenon that neither began nor ended with Toumeur's Cat 

People. It is manifest as early as Adam's scapegoating of Eve in Milton's Paradise Lost to as 

recently as Paul Schrader's 1982 remake of Cat People, a film that acknowledges male and 

female sexuality far more explicitly than the original. Eventually, Schrader's film also suggests 

the same fate for women when its Irena does not sacrifice herself to the panther at the zoo, but 

rather lives on forever as the panther in the zoo, resigned to the patriarchal prison that she has 

chosen for herself. Schrader in fact seems to present the more realistic portrayal, even if he, like 

Toumeur, does not suggest much of a hope for women: after all, though Toumeur's Cat People 

anticipates the sexual revolution that would occur decades later in the 1 960s, the perceived threat 
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of transgressive female sexuality would continue to exist in our contemporary age, forever 

"caged" and disciplined by patriarchy. It becomes unavoidably apparent, then, that though the 

scapegoating of female sexuality only appears to evolve alongside its changing cultural 

circumstances, it is merely a generic variation of the same concept and thus the same ideological 

imperative: ensuring the cultural resonance and well-being of a patriarchal system that, as de 

Lauretis accurately predicts, continues to foster social discord and violence in its struggle to 

maintain order. 



Prasad 37 

Works Cited 

Bansak, Edmund G., and Robert Wise. "Rites of Passage." The Val Lewton Career: Fearing the 

Dark. Jefferson: McFarland &,2003. 5-29. Print. 

Berks, John. "What Alice Does: Looking Otherwise at 'The Cat People'" Cinema Journal 33. I 

(1992): 26-42. Print. 

Crowther, Bosley. "'Cat People,' With Simone Simon and Jack Holt, at Rialto -- New Swedish 

Film at 48th Street; Purrrr." Rev. of Cat People (1942). The New York Times. 7 Dec. 

1942. Movies. The New York Times. Web. 26 Apr. 2012. 

De Lauretis, Teresa. "The Violence of Rhetoric: Considerations on Representation and 

Gender." The Violence of Representation. New York: Routledge, 1989. 239-58. Print. 

De Saussurc, Ferdinand. "Course in General Linguistics." Ed. Michael Ryan. Literary Theory: 

An Anthology. Ed. Julie Rivkin. 2nd ed. Malden: Blackwell, 2004. 59-71. Print. 

Fitzsimmons, Tracy. "The Postconflict Postscript: Gender and Policing in Peace Operations." 

Gender, Conflict, and Peacekeeping. Ed. Dylan Mazurana, Angela Raven- Roberts, and 

Jane Parpart. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005. 185-201. Print. 

Foucault, Michel. "Panopticism." DiSCipline and Punish. New York: Random House, 1995. 195-

230. Print. 

Girard, Rene. The Scapegoat. Trans. Yvonne Freccero. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1989. Print. 

Hegarty, Marilyn E. "Introduction." Victory Girls, Khaki- Wac/des, and Patriotutes. New York: 

NYU, 2007. 1-11. Print. 

Hollinger, Karen. "The Monster as Woman: Two Generations of Cat People." Film Criticism 

13.2 (1989): 36-46. Print. 



Prasad 38 

Kavka, Misha. "The Gothic on screen." The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction. Ed. 

Jerrold E. Hogle. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002. 209-228. Print. 

Maloney, Carolyn B. "Women as Leaders to Achieve Equal Rights in the Workplace." Gender 

and Women's Leadership: A Reference Handbook. Ed. Karen O'Connor. Thousand Oaks: 

Sage Publications, 2010. 270-78. Print. 

Masse, Michelle. "Things that Go Bump in the Night: Husbands, Horrors, and Repetition." In 

The Name of Love: Women, Masochism, and the Gothic. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

1992. 10-39. Print. 

Mintz, Steven, and Susan Kellogg. "Families on the Home Front." Domestic Revolutions: A 

Social History of American Family Life. New York: Free, 1988. 151-76. Print. 

Paige, Linda R. "The Transformation of Woman: The "Curse" of the Cat Woman in Val 

Lewtonl1acques Tourneur's Cat People, Its Sequel and Remake." Literature Film 

Quarterly 25.4 (1997): 291-99. Print. 

Phillips, Kendall R. "Dracula (1931)." Projected Fears: Horror Films and American Culture. 

Westport: Praeger, 2005. 11-34. Print. 

Cat People. Dir. Paul Schrader. Perf. Nastassja Kinski, Malcolm McDowell, and John Heard. 

Universal Pictures and RKO Pictures, 1982. DVD. 

Cat People. Dir. Jacques Tourneur. Perf. Simone Simon, Tom Conway, and Kent Smith. RKO 

Pictures, 1942. DVD. 


