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Introduction


With a script by first-time screenwriter Callie Khouri and under the direction of filmmaker Ridley Scott, Thelma & Louise was an unexpected hit when it was released in the summer of 1991. The film had a relatively modest budget of less than $17 million, but it ended up grossing more than $45 million at the box office, well beyond what studio heads had initially anticipated. The movie premiered at Cannes film festival as its closing title and went on to earn a Golden Globe (Best Screenplay—Motion Picture), Oscar (Best Original Screenplay), and Writers Guild of America Award (Best Original Screenplay). Thelma & Louise likewise won the London Critics’ Circle Film Award for Director of the Year and Film of the Year, and it earned additional nominations and awards from other film organizations. Currently, the Writers Guild of America West places Thelma & Louise at number 71 on its list of best screenplays, while the American Film Institute ranks the movie’s main female characters at number 24 on its list of top heroes in cinema. In 2016, the Library of Congress selected the movie for preservation in the National Film Registry, and in summer 2021, plans were announced about the development of a new Thelma & Louise musical.1


In the more than three decades since it appeared in theaters, Thelma & Louise has remained an influential film that continues to attract discussion and debate about its treatment of violence and retribution, gender and sexuality, and the changing meanings of the American West. The movie tells the story of two friends who become unlikely criminals after they flee a murder scene and travel across the West, hoping to make it to Mexico, where they can escape the law. The film features not one but two female leads who refuse to settle for less and instead fight back against sexual assault and harassment, wielding guns while having each other’s back. As a blockbuster that garnered numerous awards, Thelma & Louise contributed to the revisionist cycle of the Western that began in the early 1990s after Dances with Wolves (Kevin Costner, 1990) swept the Oscars. Viewers often lament that Westerns seemed to fade away after the “golden age” of the genre—roughly the 1930s to the 1960s—when one-quarter of all Hollywood films produced were Westerns.2 Yet concerns about the decline in numbers can be a problem, as Andrew Patrick Nelson points out, because they obscure how recent years have actually seen the production of a “remarkable variety of film and television Westerns,” many of which center on groups previously marginalized by the genre.3


As a feminist revisionist Western, Thelma & Louise was shaped by particular commitments and influences. Khouri began writing the screenplay in 1988, the same year that The Accused (Jonathan Kaplan) was released, a film that centers on the brutal gang rape of a woman (Jodie Foster) and her struggles for justice. That movie inspired tremendous critical and popular attention and also went on to win a number of awards, including a Golden Globe and an Oscar for Foster’s performance. The success of The Accused helped pave the way for Thelma & Louise, which also explores gender, power, and sexuality while offering a different take on the Western.4


Thelma & Louise hit theaters in the summer of 1991, just two weeks after William Kennedy Smith was charged with raping a woman in Palm Beach. That fall, Clarence Thomas was confirmed as a justice of the Supreme Court after Anita Hill gave testimony that he sexually harassed her in the workplace. Likewise, the day before the film was released, the Supreme Court ruled that it was constitutional to restrict federally funded clinics from offering information to patients about abortion.5 That year also saw the publication of Susan Faludi’s book Backlash, a best-selling study about the media’s attack on feminism, which sparked its own intense debates about the treatment of gender, sexuality, and politics in the popular press.6 Thelma & Louise entered these larger conversations, developing a plot informed by feminism that highlights the importance of female friendships, support, and love as a means of survival. The film addresses the gendered politics of mobility, following two friends who engage in unsanctioned escape from their domestic lives and relationships with men.7 In doing so, Thelma & Louise features different kinds of outlaws in the West and foregrounds the challenges they face in seeking justice in a male-dominated world.


From the time it was released, Thelma & Louise has been classified across a number of genres, including the road movie, the buddy film, the screwball comedy, the action-adventure movie, as well as the Western. In Hollywood, filmmakers often combine or mix genres in order to innovate the art and to expand the potential audience for a movie, ensuring it has a strong return at the box office.8 Khouri’s script, shaped by a certain set of political and artistic allegiances, challenges popular genres and reroutes their plots and conflicts for new pleasures. Thelma & Louise thus uses the journey of two unlikely renegades to explore ideas about freedom and the search for identity and meaning, centering on the rebellions and struggles of its lead female characters in order to develop new stories about the West.
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Figure 1. Two friends getting ready for a weekend trip in Thelma & Louise (1991)








In her study Hooked: Art and Attachment, critic Rita Felski examines the strong and often passionate responses that the movie inspired among viewers. She argues that some of the power of Thelma & Louise as a cultural text may found in how it “did not simply speak to preexisting groups but called these groups into being.” As Felski points out, viewers often “defined themselves as fans or skeptics, as antifeminist or as subscribing to differing kinds of feminism” and frequently “came to see themselves as part of a ‘we,’” as a “virtual feminist community founded in devotion to a film and what it stood for.”9 As such, Thelma & Louise helped create a “feminist counter-public sphere,” what Felski defines as a “space of public debate about newly compelling and contentious topics.” Raising questions about gender politics, sexuality, harassment, and cultural representation, the film had a tremendous social and political impact that may still be recognized today.10


In this way, Thelma & Louise is a particularly important film to include in the University of New Mexico Press’s Reel West series. While one could focus on other significant “women’s Westerns” from the genre’s golden age or an example from the more recent crop of revisionist Westerns appearing on television and the big screen, few titles seem to have achieved the level of cultural influence that Thelma & Louise managed to attain over the years. Today when we speak of someone “driving over the cliff,” for instance, the phrase may resonate in ways similar to phrases from earlier classic Westerns, such as “That’ll be the day,” a refrain John Wayne made throughout The Searchers (John Ford, 1956) or “When you call me that, smile!,” a statement that Gary Cooper didn’t quite say in The Virginian (Victor Fleming, 1929) but that helped build the reputation of the movie and Westerns in general.


Over the years, Thelma & Louise has entered the popular imagination, with parodies and references to its plot and characters appearing in hit television shows such as The Simpsons, Seinfeld, and Family Guy, to name just a few examples. In addition to these cultural references, a number of academic and popular books devoted to the movie have been published since its release, including Marita Sturken’s Thelma & Louise (2000; revised 2020), Bernie Cook’s edited collection Thelma & Louise Live! The Cultural Afterlife of an American Film (2007), and Becky Aikman’s Off the Cliff: How the Making of Thelma & Louise Drove Hollywood to the Edge (2017). Likewise, various magazines and journals have featured special issues or cover stories about the film, including Newsweek, Film Quarterly, and Cineaste.


As many critics note, the Western is a capacious and shifting genre that is able to serve a number of diverse purposes and pleasures.11 Featuring white female outlaws struggling against different types of violence and “savagery” in the form of sexism and misogyny, Thelma & Louise enters the contested terrain of the American West, extending the genre’s typical cast of heroes and villains as well as its standard plots and themes. Chapter 1, “Gender, Sexuality, and the Western,” addresses how the film portrays the American West as a complex region that poses obstacles for the main characters as they embark on their escape. In doing so, the chapter explores how the movie treats freedom, independence, and self-reliance, concepts that often shape the Western and that are central to dominant understandings of American national identity. While the two women in the film may strive to achieve mainstream ideals of freedom and self-reliance, these qualities appear elusive or unavailable to them, or as less than useful to their attempts to survive. Offering a close analysis of Thelma & Louise as a Western, this chapter examines how the film relies on and extends aspects of the genre while employing a feminist perspective that complicates ideas about Western freedom, independence, belonging, and community.


When Thelma & Louise opened, audiences often disagreed about how to regard the white female leads—whether they should be understood as justice-bringing heroes or unredemptive villains who unleash antisocial forms of violence. The movie provoked powerful and intense reactions, particularly concerning its use of force, its critique of white male power and entitlement, and its revisions of the Western genre. Chapter 2, “‘A Love Letter to the West,’” restores to memory the contributions that women from a variety of backgrounds made to the genre while examining Thelma & Louise in the context of film history. Although the Western is commonly recognized as a male-centered tradition, I join other feminist scholars who note problems in overstating this claim, particularly because it risks erasing the long history of women who shaped the genre’s development in their capacity as writers, directors, producers, and performers. In this chapter, I also examine how Thelma & Louise generated enormous controversy, particularly regarding changing ideas about gender, sexuality, and power, as well as shifting ideas about America and the West.


Over the years, the Western has also been recognized as a white settler genre, a point that few would argue with but if overstated can be misleading. Critics must be careful not to obscure the important contributions of racially diverse artists, including Native American performers and filmmakers who made Westerns and movies about the West, from the earliest days of cinema, that work against the grain of the genre. These films foreground how the Western can be reimagined in ways that counter settler myths and fantasies and offer more truthful and engaging stories about Indigenous struggles for sovereignty. Noting this work, I examine how race often seems to be an unmarked category in Thelma & Louise but actually shapes various elements of the story and underwrites crucial events in the film.


Chapter 3, “‘We’re Fugitives Now’: Women, Guns, and Violence,” traces how Thelma & Louise became a powerful reference point for discussions about sexual consent, rebellion against restrictive gender roles, and the place of violence in struggles for social change. In this discussion, I avoid using narrow definitions of violence and instead recognize how the concept operates on many levels, as both a physical and an ideological or political force. The chapter builds on recent writing about epistemology and ethics developed by feminist philosophers who emphasize diverse ways of knowing while also addressing epistemic violence and injustice—the conflicts that may arise in producing knowledge about difference and identity. From these discussions, viewers may recognize how Thelma & Louise takes up important feminist critiques about silence, erasure, and gaslighting while also addressing forms of protest and rebellion that have emerged to counter these problems.


In many ways, Thelma & Louise became a key text for both recent Westerns and feminist films. The conclusion, “Beyond the Abyss,” examines how Thelma & Louise continues to exert influence in movies and television by opening up new avenues for the Western and by sparking new interest in plots involving overlooked or marginalized groups. The movie also marked a turning point for cinematic discussions about power, revenge, and critiques of gender privilege. It is difficult to imagine, for instance, that a recent show like Unbelievable (created by Susannah Grant, Ayelet Waldman, and Michael Chabon, 2019) or a film such as Promising Young Woman (Emerald Fennell, 2020) could have been made without Thelma & Louise.


In this way, the movie is fascinating to examine for how it encouraged larger discussions and conversations about acceptable responses to sexual violence and injustice. Disappointment and rage shape the action of the film, responses that are often treated ambivalently in mainstream American culture. While it provides a means for addressing these emotions, Thelma & Louise also offers love and friendship in ways that suggest additional routes for achieving social change. Ultimately, the film points to the manner in which transgressive emotions like anger, rage, and disillusionment, alongside other feelings such as care and affection, may serve as important tools for surviving flawed relationships, restrictive social norms, and challenging life journeys as depicted in the Western. It is important to note too that the film contains flaws that must be addressed. These problems include the treatment of racist symbols, settler colonialism, whiteness, and ecology, all of which are political concerns that have reshaped the genre of the Western in the many years since Thelma & Louise first appeared.










1. |  Gender, Sexuality, and the Western



In a 2015 panel on screenwriting hosted by the Austin Film Festival, Callie Khouri described her experiences working on the script for Thelma & Louise. “The whole feeling of the movie came at once. It was like getting punched in the heart,” she said. “I knew the ending, so I just had to figure out where to start.”1 As she forged ahead and completed her screenplay, Khouri encountered the next steps in getting the film made. Working as an assistant for a production company in Los Angeles at the time, she recognized many of the pitfalls that can impede the process, especially for women writers. “I thought, ‘They’ll give me $5,000, tell me how lucky I am, give it to some director, change it, and then I’ll be even more pissed off than I already am.’”2 Although Khouri was a first-time writer, her script managed to get the green light and went on to evoke a tremendous response upon its release. While her experiences in production helped prepare her for some of the challenges of moviemaking, Khouri confessed she had not anticipated how the film would capture the cultural moment and had no idea that the movie would “stick around as long as it has.”3


Thelma & Louise tells the story of two friends from Arkansas who plan a lighthearted trip to a lakeside cabin for a few days of fishing and fun. The purpose of their trip is to take a temporary break from a stifling marriage, in the case of Thelma (Geena Davis), and a dead-end job, in the case of Louise (Susan Sarandon). Shortly after their adventure begins, they decide to stop at a roadhouse—named, significantly, the Silver Bullet—for a quick drink before heading to the cabin. At the bar, Thelma dances with a man named Harlan (Timothy Carhart) who plies her with alcohol and then lures her to the parking lot, where he tries to rape her. Gun in hand, Louise confronts the man, pressing the muzzle against the side of his head and threatening to shoot him if he doesn’t stop. Harlan backs off, and Thelma is able to escape. As the women return to their car, Harlan yells that he should have raped Thelma after all and then goes on to taunt Louise, who reacts in anger and shoots the man dead.


Thelma and Louise quickly flee the crime scene. Now outlaws, they decide to head to Mexico, a location where many bandits in Western movies have fled. Beginning in the silent era, as Christopher Frayling notes, US filmmakers have often presented Mexico as a space of retreat, a place for Anglo heroes to locate “lost ideals,” and an imagined terrain that provides an “exotic alternative” from the restrictions shaping their lives north of the border.4 Instead of traveling directly to Mexico, however, Louise insists on taking a route that will keep them out of Texas. As she explains, “Look, you shoot off a guy’s head with his pants down, believe me, Texas is the not the place you want to get caught.” When Thelma questions her about Texas, Louise responds forcefully, making it clear she’s trying to avoid a terrifying memory from her past. “It happened to you, didn’t it?” Thelma asks her. “Just drop it, we’re not going to talk about it,” Louise snaps back. The mood shifts at this point, with Louise’s quick outburst followed by silence, providing an important but unspoken backstory that helps explain why she fired the fatal shot into Harlan.
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