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State of Undress: On Nudity in the Science Fiction Film

by

Danielle Faye Schumacher
I mean, my TV Guide interview was six paragraphs about my BOOBS and how they fit into my suit! (Gwen Demarco played by Sigourney Weaver Galaxy Quest)  

BOOBS!  You heard what I said!  Boobs!  Gazongas, Breasts, tits, hooters, the old gazooma zooms!!  Do I have your attention yet?  I suppose you could consider this a cheap trick, but isn’t it an extraordinarily common one?  From primetime TV commercials to billboards on the freeway, scantily clad women are everywhere.  Especially at the movies, sex is thrust into our faces for no appropriate reason at all.  Even science fiction films, supposedly progressive and groundbreaking fall into this trap

The stereotypical science fiction heroine is a busty sensuous lady who is capable of taking care of herself, but not too capable.  There seems to be an epidemic of capable women in science fiction being not quite capable enough to keep their clothes on.  Whether they be spandex-clad super heroines, or cyber-warriors in anatomically correct body armor, or completely naked surrealistic all-powerful beings; women in science fiction are often required to flaunt their bodies as well as their capabilities to be considered a valuable asset to the film. 

Maybe You’d Like it Back in Your Pants, Highness

One of the most obvious theories as to why women are suggested to these kinds of indignities is that a scantily clad woman is less threatening than a fully clad one.  A super heroine cannot be that dangerous when she’s in danger of falling out of her constume.  A woman in a science fiction film who has strength or intelligence to rival that of the male character is often given those allowances at the expense of her modesty.

In  The Fifth Element there is a woman that is supposed to be the “supreme being” a woman capable of defeating the ultimate evil.  Perfect in every way she tells the main male character that she will take care of HIM.  However, she can’t manage to quit taking her shirt off in front of both the camera and the male characters.  When she does have clothes on, they’re a tiny white top and short-shorts, or strategically placed “thermal bandages.”  
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Like mother like daughter.

Padme Amidala from Attack of the Clones
Leia from Return of the Jedi

When the lovely Padme Amidala in Star Wars Episode 2: Attack of the Clones is led to a gladiator ring with two Jedi, she manages to partially pick the lock on her restraints while they are chained to stone pillars.  Of course, the male lead is worried about her, but his mentor says “I think she’s on top of things”.  

Isn’t that great?  Look at how powerful they’re portraying women as!

It is interesting that this powerful, capable, young lady immediately after securing her freedom is slashed at by one of the vicious monsters, losing a wide swath of clothing from her midsection in the process. I guess they didn’t have very durable fabrics a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.

Her daughter, Princess Leia, also seems to suffer from losing clothes in her brightest hour.  In Star Wars: Return of the Jedi Leia is incredibly active, she frees her beloved Han Solo from his carbonite prison, she kills Jabba the Hutt, she shoots down storm troopers while wounded.  She “is soon degraded as a harem girl bound by a chain to Jabba.  From one extreme, the tough, mannish woman, she is reduced to the other extreme, a shapely sex slave.” (Eros 201)

This is not the general mode of dress for characters in this series.  The main male characters, the powerful Jedi do not dress this way.  The male Jedi wear: dresses.  Yes, that is correct, the male Jedi wear dresses.  Shin-length tunics over pants, long flowing black capes with little chance for skin exposure is the typical Jedi fashion statement. The only time a Jedi flashes an immodest amount of flesh would be a less than five-minute scene of Luke Skywalker in an infirmary tube.  

Is this perhaps to make these women seem vulnerable?  They are queens and princesses, unattainable to most men, aloof, ethereal, and beautiful.  Presenting these pretty things as exposed, injured, objectified, chained, the filmmakers are perhaps bringing them down to the human level.  Making them less powerful, not “on top of things” still in need of their male protector, their Jedi Knight with shining lightsaber.

She’s a Man-eater

On the other hand, there are the bondage queens, vicious female villains, and heroines who truly do answer to no one but themselves.   Ball-busters, emasculators, bitches, sirens, these dangerous women aren’t afraid to use their sexuality to get what they want.  
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Computer generated villainess Sharon Apple coming out of a screen between the hero’s knees in Macross Plus

The Borg Queen in Star Trek First Contact attempts to seduce the android Data not with power, but with sensation, with sex.  He even says he was thinking of giving in for a few fractions of a second.  An “eternity” to an android.

In the Alien series though the heroine Ellen Ripley may at first seem weak she is really the strongest character in the series.  She is, after all, the only one who lives to see 3 movies and is resurrected for a 4th.  In the third she stands up to the male doctor of the prison facility where she has landed, saying “You gonna give me some clothes, or should I just go out here like this.”  Like this, of course, is naked.  In this movie she has the power to intimidate the men in the prison facility where she has landed, however this also puts her in danger.  She is nearly raped by the prisoners, however after she is “rescued” she can’t help but punch one in the face.  In the end all the people who threaten her are killed by the alien she brought with her, the aliens in the series kill by shooting out their toothy phallic inner mouths into their victims.  That this woman brings with her, death by pseudo rape, is strangely ironic.

In the anime Read or Die, the most powerful female character, Miss Deep, dresses in skin-tight black leather and has breasts that would make watermelons jealous.  She can pass through any type of material, including human bodies.  She kills a man by literally holding his heart in her hand.  She’s also a traitor and a spy.  Beautiful, untrustworthy, powerful, her mode of dress definitely adds to her image as a dangerous woman.

 In the movie Macross Plus the computerized singer Sharon Apple often projects herself in the nude.  She can assume any form she chooses, and she chooses a form with no clothing.  With the power of her music she hypnotizes the entire city and nearly kills several of the main characters.  Her sexuality is used to intimidate.  Her human form is vaporous, and literally untouchable.  Unattainable to an inhuman degree she has nothing to fear from her exposure.   This easily serves to make her more threatening; nothing can touch her despite the lust she might incite.  

Sex is something that men want, something women have the power to bestow or deny.  Scott Kurtz, author of the online comic Player Vs. Player often quips “Men control the world, but women control the Boob supply.”  Thus, the female form can be used to provoke awe, admiration, fear, and sometimes loathing as well as lust.  
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Rei Ayanami from Neon Genesis Evangelion

Animated Vixens
Then there are the surrealistic beings of such unfathomable power and grace.  Commonly found in animated films from Japan these lovely thin wisps wistfully float through their bizarre landscapes.   In the movies End of Evangelion and Death and Rebirth, the most powerful female character is one Rei Ayanami, a lovely albino harbinger of the apocalypse. She floats and wafts over surrealistic landscapes in nothing but what the good lord gave her. 

 In the series Serial Experiments Lain the 8th grade heroine is often presented without clothing in the weirdest scenes.  Her nude body’s outline filled in with stars as she stares wide-eyed, searching for a destructive doppelganger self, or reflected in the eyes of a man in death throes; a death she brings upon him. 

Key the Metal Idol’s title character, a waifish girl with incredible psychic power, haunts the villains in their nightmares in a glowing nude visage.  She shatters robotic attackers while similarly clad.  The girl is supposedly in her very late teens but she nearly flat-chested and there is no budding romance for her to be a part of.

  It would be naïve to say that this type of nudity is asexual, but it is easy to see why it could be called less sexual.  For one thing, their bodies are unrealistic in ways that would make airbrushed centerfolds boggle.

Now our stereotypical heroines have bodies that are smooth, hairless, wrinkles, blemish-less, often with featureless genitals and nipple-less breasts.  Often pre, or just barely, post pubescent, their saucer eyes are dark with mystery.  

These reasons are also why this form of nudity is seldom seen in American movies.  Animation here in the states is seen as children’s fare, filled with talking animals and spontaneous musical numbers, checking in at 75 to 90 minutes so the little ones don’t get too squirmy.  Moreover, real bodies would be difficult to manage for the purpose of trippiness over titillation.  All the inconvenient hair and creases would be a make-up person’s (or in more recent time, computer artist’s) worst nightmare.  Also, very few surrealistic movies come from America at all in any format.

These films seem to bring together the weakness and power in an interesting way.  The characters are often young, and appear innocent, they are often victims of fate and destiny, of other peoples plans and ambitions and prophecies and lies.  However, they also possess supernatural abilities that are often incredibly destructive.  

They have the power to hold the world in their hands, destroy it, shape it, or let it free again. 

Gentlemen’s Club

One of the most likely reasons for the rampant state of undress in all types of science fiction films is the fact that traditionally science fiction has been a young man’s interest.  The noted author Ray Bradbury asserts in a Playboy interview that:

There are two races of people - men and women - no matter what women's libbers would have you pretend. The male is motivated by toys and science because men are born with no purpose in the universe except to procreate … Men have no inherent center to themselves beyond procreating. Women, however, are born with a center. They can create the universe, mother it, teach it, nurture it. Men read science fiction to build the future. Women don't need to read it. They are the future.
At one time it was certainly true that women weren’t interested in science fiction.  In the 50s to the 70s most science fiction was written by and targeted at men.  Science fiction had even more difficulty being taken seriously as a genre at that time, often the stories were not released in books but instead in “pulp serials”.  

The National Science Foundation found in a survey study that people who have received a greater level of education are also more likely to watch science fiction.  Even in the relatively recent past, it was less common for women to go to college than men.  ‘The 1950s security state was one in which knowledge and ignorance were often demarcated along gender lines.” (Hendershot 51)  In a short film from the 50s about girls going to college to get a degree in home economics the very idea is presented as being controversial and somewhat silly.  Being a “sacrifice for mom and dad.” 

If this were still truly the case then it would be foolish of moviemakers to do anything but appeal to the target audience.  If the target audience wants boobs and blasters, give it to them.  If the target audience could do away with all that plot, bring out the girls and guns, by all means; do away with all that story.  If in fact, young men were the target audience. 

Unfortunately, the same study mentioned above found that nearly equal numbers of men and women read science fiction books and magazines.  This is hardly surprising; since now there are many female science fiction authors; Anne McCaffrey, Ursula LeGuin and Marion Zimmer Bradley to name a few.  There is a disparity though in the visual media, more men than women watch the sci-fi channel and the Star Trek series.  Why do more men than women watch science fiction when equal numbers read it?

Maybe, just perhaps, it could be because women have difficulty relating to the silicone enhanced pinups that serve as heroines in many science fiction films.  The hero of a movie is supposed to be an every-man someone we can relate to.  What we have here is a betrayal of the real target audience.  This seems like it should be an obvious observation, but filmmakers seem to be slow at getting the point. 

The Master Plan

Now, a trip to the video store still produces few videos with female characters on their covers.  When they are there, they’re often picked from a scene that doesn’t exist in the movie, artificially exposed.  Or they star in cheap breast fests without plot.  Why?

Sarah Clemens in her article Sex Sells Fantasy! in Eros in the Mind’s Eye theorizes:

 “One one level, motivation seems     reasonably clear: if a sexual hype will  make one more person buy a ticket to a movie or pluck a book from a rack, it is worthwhile.  The philosophy is dispassionate and, in itself, generally devoid of sexism.  … Certain formulas are tried and true; not only should people refrain from fixing what isn’t broken and note mess with something that has worked so well so far, but the should also use it whenever possible. … Perhaps readers are expected to be less swayed by erotic images than moviegoers.  But, of course, there is not so much at stake if a book loses money.  The losses can total thousands when a literary project fails, but a film can lose millions.  When more money is at stake, formulas are adhered to all the more rigidly because they are safe; they are proven ways of bringing in the customer.”  (112)


It is generally accepted that males are more visually stimulated than females.  If you’re going to visually entice someone to lust it is only logical to aim at the male.  It is also been proven that more men watch science fiction. Women also more commonly prefer to go to movies with a companion, and since more men like science fiction that women it seems unlikely that they would go with their girlfriends.  It is also generally accepted that everyone in the media is after the young male demographic.  It is also to be assumed that a portion of the female audience will better be able to suck it up and “ignore the jiggling, honey.” for two hours.  To just accept it, after all sex sells everything from cars to chicken strips.

Why should we have to?  Why, to watch the shows from a genre we enjoy do we have to watch the heroines we’re supposed to relate to prance around in ridiculous costumes that we wouldn’t be caught dead wearing?  How can we relate to perfectly made-up surgically enhanced lovelies who shed their clothes at the slightest provocation?  Why should we want to?

Or is that, perhaps, all part of the plan?  As a culture we dress even our 8 year olds in hip-huggers and belly baring tops.  Science Fiction often portrays either our ideals or our fears.  Could it be that we aren’t trying to alienate the women, perhaps instead we’re trying to mold them?  Is the new ideal woman a capable woman who can only almost take care of herself? Not quite strong enough to resist temptation, to be free from reliance on male strength and capability.  Science fiction films are often praised for showing trends in society, for being on top of things, for being innovative and accurate in their portrayals of, not only scientific, but also social issues.  That these things happen not only to the villainesses, but also to the heroines, those we’re supposed to admire and strive to be like says many things about the current state of our society.  Many things that make me take pause and wonder if we’ve really come a long way, baby, after all.  
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