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The proportion of women executed in the United States out of the total number of persons executed in the period between 1608 and 1998 is 2.5%, of which 90% of the women were executed by the order of the local authorities. The majority, 87%, were executed between 1608 and 1866. The two main crimes for which the women were executed were murder – 76%, where mostly the husband was the victim by poisoning, and 7% were convicted for witchcraft. These women were hanged or burned at the stake.

The first recorded execution of a woman was that of Jane Champion, James City, Virginia, in 1632. There are no records to the crime she was hanged for nor her age. The youngest to be executed was a 12-year-old retarded “half-breed”. The oldest was a 65-year-old black slave. In “Epsy File” there are 14,570-recorded cases of executions between 1608 and 1987, of which 1,749 were of slaves. 189 of the slaves were female. There are 10 recorded cases of female juveniles executed, 8 of them were black, 1 was Indian and 1 was white. In the early years of the American nation, most of the women put to death were black, for crimes such as murder, or even for the “grave” crime of insulting their masters. Others paid with their life for refusing to be enslaved. White women, however, were mostly executed for witchcraft.

In that era, executions were public entertainment. Sentences were carried out in Town Square. Before execution, the condemned were dressed in a thin gown, and quite often their private parts were exposed to a cheering crowd. Those in the front rows were allowed to throw obscenities and even objects at the women. 

The public executions had regular participants, groupies wandering from place to place to get a view of hangings and burnings. In those cases, no women were present, and the condemned’s last view was of a highly excited pack of men. In general, sentences were carried out immediately after sentencing, or a few days later. There were not instances of appeal.

Although the U.S. is regarded in the free world as a country where capital punishment is wide spread and routine, the chance of a murderer (male or female) to reach the gallows is only around 1%. The American experience shows that among the executed can be found women, youths (under the age of 18) and persons of various retarded states: mental, psychological, social or organic. This lecture will briefly review the execution of women and try to describe the latent politics and double standard social morals leading to these executions, and their representation on the cinematic screen.

When we come to discuss capital punishment for women in the U.S., it is clear to us that it is the most serious form of punishment in the criminal code. It is hard to describe its origins and from what it was derived and even harder to deal with statistically. If we want to describe all the cases of women executed, we need to include women lynched (which were not properly recorded) and slaves executed by their masters. Even executions by authorities are hard to count, since there is an enormous difference between sentencing and actual execution. Another problem is the legislature and court’s attitude towards women on death row. 

To sum up the history of women’s executions, I will present a short summary of a long research:

1. The law does not discriminate between men and women.  Each person is punished for his own deeds. On the other hand, the law protects juveniles and retarded persons. Women are not, although they are most often treated as girls or as lacking mental stability just as juveniles and retarded persons are.

2. Women constitute a small percentage of criminal offenders on death row, with their numbers decreasing. 

3. Courts tend to patronize women and thus lighten women’s sentences. This is because so few of them are indicted for murder, and that the majority of murders are in the family, where self-defense is usually an important element. Female criminal offenders do not “enjoy” such leniency. 

That is, when sentencing, juries are not biased by reasons that are politically correct, especially the offender’s gender, and are only influenced by the dictates of the law. It is a well-recorded fact that society has displayed a fair amount of leniency towards the retarded and towards juveniles, and that corresponding laws have been introduced. Research shows that this does not apply to women, and there is no tendency towards leniency to women on death row. This is contrary to the “noble” attitude towards women in general, mainly when their lives are in danger.  Women are the first to be saved when in danger (“Titanic”) and they are among the three “weak” parts of society: “the old, the women and the young”. Also supporting this attitude are the facts attributed to female biology, which I call “biological deficiency syndrome”, such as hysterics or loss of control under stress. These are good enough reasons and they are taken in account when women are excluded from combat roles in military organizations.

 Women are considered incapable of being responsible and rising to the job, and are not suitable because of their physical weakness. But, these weaknesses do not deter criminal punishment as extreme as “frying in the electric chair” or “suffocation in the gas chamber”. Each is punished for her crime, so it is safe to say women have achieved equality before the law.

But, is it not latent discrimination directed by double standards? Is it not that women are judged by one behavior and punished by another? On the one hand there is a tendency to classify her behavior as capricious and illogical when committing a crime as a women, but this behavior is not taken in consideration at sentencing. A teen-ager committing the crime of murder is judged by a more lenient law. So is any other person suffering from a permanent or temporary state of insanity, retardation or lack of judgment.

A woman will not receive any reductions and she is expected to take full responsibility for her actions, despite the social and cultural views to the contrary, that are well rooted in prejudice and social understandings. It is clear that from the collective view that women are inferior to men and certainly do not stand up to accepted “male standards”. A criminal justice system that is compassionate in regards to juveniles and retarded persons tends to be cruel and vindictive in its treatment of women offenders.

But not only in the treatment of women do we see such reverse discrimination. Surprisingly, we do not find the cause of women in the fight for racial equality. While the well known campaign to for the life of African Americans on death row, the latest the being the campaign for Napoleon Beasly, 17 at the time he committed his offense, we see no such efforts in campaigns for the “sisters” on death row. African American women are counted for a third of the women on death row, a much higher proportion than their proportion in the general population. 

Women’s organizations that are supposed to help the African American woman and the general female population are standing helpless in front of the “objectivity” trap. On the one hand, they raise the flag of equality for women and here their cause has been successful, and on the other hand they must help women against discrimination, abuse or ignoring them as women, while society patronizes them as weak and needy.

The contradiction in the treatment of women on death row and the double standard of American society on this issue is discomforting and may lead to the conclusion that discrimination exists in this context.

Just to even up the picture, one must note that the absolute number of women executed in the US since 1632 is only 514 out of the grand total of 19,000 cases (until 1996). Also notable is that the numbers are diminishing.

Another difference between the genders is that the chance of a woman sentenced to death to actually go to the gallows is diminishing. A statistical review supports this view. Recently, women constitute around 2% of the total executed. Research shows why:

1. Women offenders arrested for murder are out numbered by men by more than 8 to 1.

2. Most of the causes leading women to murder are due to family violence, with husbands or relatives of the first degree being the victims. So, in many of these cases extenuating circumstances, such as self-defense, exist. A large number are first time offenders and only 1% are known criminals.

3. Recent findings show that there is a decrease in women’s criminal activity, attributed to two main reasons:

a. With the increasing acceptance of divorce, the numbers of divorces rise and thus lower the inter-family tensions that might lead to murder.

b. Better support systems for inter-family tensions, such as hotlines and a supportive social system for abused women, help decrease the number of women who reach the state of turning to violence.

c. A concurrent trend of court, judges and jury experience in dealing with women’s criminal offences.

For these reasons, juries and judges tend to be more lenient towards women and only 1 out of 50 death sentences is handed out to women. Furthermore, only 1 in 70 capital punishment requests by the prosecution is returned as a sentence for execution of a woman. As for actual execution, only 1 woman has died compared to 350 men.

To sum up, women are less likely to murder, less likely to have the death penalty requested when tried, less likely to be sentenced to death and less likely to die on the gallows. But, one must take in account that since only very few women have been executed since the death penalty was reinstated in the U.S. in the mid-seventies, and many women are currently on death row, figures can change quite dramatically in the future.

But we are not just dealing with the American legal system. The Cinema as a powerful cultural agent is also influential. Moviemakers have managed to identify the potential of the subject of capital punishment for women. Fully 6.9% of movies dealing with capital punishment deal with administering this form of punishment to women, as opposed to their being only 2.5% of those executed.

What does the movie industry represent and why does it do so? The representation of capital punishment for women can be examined either historically or according to the movie’s subject

Historical context: Movies representing death penalties administered on women correspond to American history. Periods when the penalty was used more often, such as from the early teens to the nineteen thirties, saw many more movies dealing with the subject. But we must not think that this is the only reason. The execution of women had a touch of pornography, which was not seen then on the screen. The whole process of killing a woman, a “dangerous criminal”, including the planning stages, was perverse enough to light the imagination of the audience. America, then or today, was a religious civilization of the Protestant type, so this was a convenient screen of hypocrisy to righteously view the women in such a state or criticize them with pleasure. A good example can be seen in two short movies, shot a few hours apart (December 1905). The first was “An Execution by Hanging” and the second was “A Reprieve from the Scaffold”, both shot in a New York warehouse by AM&B of New York. The first shows the execution by hanging of May Rogers, a criminal offender who was reprieved. In didactic detail F. D. Dobson films with one static camera the stages of the execution.

“An Execution by Hanging” and “A Reprieve from the Scaffold” are shown.

Why were two versions filmed for the same story and why were there many followers in filming such movies? The answer is complex and includes the following:

1. Voyeurism.

2. Greed. The producers try to attract attention and identification with the executed woman in hope of achieving commercial success. And if it does not work, there is another version.

3. Discussing the issue of capital punishment and the affect of seeing it on screen puts the cinema in the center of public agenda, and in retrospect forms public opinion.

4. Most of the first films dealing with the subject (until the mid thirties) were against capital punishment and carried an overt message in its opposition.

5. After the moralistic period, in the forties and fifties, crime movies became popular. Real cases, the war atmosphere and the average American’s daily struggle for survival inspired these films. What is more honorable than representing the execution of a female criminal.

6. Since the sixties the representation of women on the screen has died out as public opinion changed against the death penalty. Only the reinstatement of the death penalty along with a few sensational cases has revamped interest in the subject.

The movie producers however did not limit themselves to historical processes and they produced death penalty motion pictures built on other cinematic paradigms:

Spies, such as Mata Hari and Edith Cavell – one for each side (Germany and England)

Criminals: Barbara Graham and Karla Faye Tucker

Saints and Queens: “Mary, Queen of Scots” (1936), “Ann Boleyn”, and “Joanne of Ark”.

Excerpts from “Mary Queen of Scots” are shown on screen.

The aim in these categorical descriptions were varied:

Propaganda:

As seen the 1933 Greta Garbo picture “Mata Hari”. The same subject was turned 52 years later into the 1985 soft-core pornographic picture “Mata Hari” starring Sylvia Crystal.
In the following films the message was “Sociology Lesson”.

The Law and the Woman (1922), 

The Snow Bride (1923), 

Tess of the D'Urbervilles (1924),
The Golden Web (1926), 

Capital Punishment (1925).

These films looked at justice, social injustice and male aggressiveness. Their climax is the last minute rescue from a fatal and humiliating end. This is where conscious is cleansed and order returned. The plot is developed in a way that does not criticize the heroines, but depicts a continuous flow of circumstances leading to impossible situations. The criticism is social.

And more: the choosing of a woman on the gallows is not only more perverse, and more interesting and sentimental, but it causes a much wider spectrum of identification, for both male and female viewers. It is doubtful that a man would cause the same emotions were he depicted in the same situation.

One of the best examples is “I Want to Live” (1958), starring Susan Hayward. The sensitivity towards the subject and the way it is depicted (somewhat manipulative) thoroughly projects the case and gives a convincing image of a woman, wife, mother, tramp, criminal, murderess. The factual descriptions were processed in to a popular script. But the main theme was not blurred and did not serve other causes that could easily have taken over the plot. On the contrary, despite being a modern film (in respect with past films) the main theme did not change - A woman, miserable sequence of events, social and legal injustice.  A splendid recipe for box office success. 

Excerpts from “I Want to Live” that sum up the plot are shown.

Another treatment of women on death row is the claim that a woman should take responsibility for her own doings. She, and not society, is responsible for her fate. This thesis is represented in “Last Dance” (1996) starring Sharon Stone. The movie tells the true story of Karla Faye Tucker, who was executed on February 1998. Tucker’s story engulfed the U.S. at the time of the movie, some two years before she was executed. As opposed to the trend of showing women on death row as innocent victims, this movie confronts the story of a crime truly committed by a woman.

· Tucker’s confession, her attempts at redemption and her final sentencing by government authorities.

· The movie differs also by discussing the atmosphere where capital punishment for women was born and its procedures, but without dealing with the controversy about the punishment itself.

· The movie does however conform to industry trends by showing remorse and attempts at redemption in death row. Had circumstances been different, the outcome would have changed too.

· The representation of the struggle to live is different when dealing with men. There are “male” principles of honor and pride a man should follow.

· In comparison with other genres dealing with the “feminine” concept, death penalty theme movies do manage to show the “feminine-feministic” concept and show it with grandeur.

· These movies allow the inner viewing in the internal structure of the female mind and its expression in extreme circumstances.

· The dichotomy between the executions of men and women is real. Each goes his own way.

Through this movie one can see the problematic aspects of death penalty administration on women:

· The conflict between the ideal female model and the murderess is extreme and hard to fathom. Their connection is difficult and the lethal consequences more so.

· The sequence of events in the confrontation is complex and so is its treatment.

· Evil is universal, and although its treatment is varied, as I showed earlier, the state and its organs do not accept variation or changes in the personalities of the offenders, thus the outcome is identical, coerced death.

Excerpts from “Last Dance” are shown.
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