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Thelma and Louise are friends living ordinary lives in a small Arkansas town. Louise is single and works at a family restaurant. Thelma is married to a suspicious, jealous man. The two women decide to go away for a weekend together; their plans are to go to a cabin that Louise has use of. Thelma writes her husband a note and tapes it to the microwave oven.


On the way to the cabin the two women stop at a country-western bar; Thelma hasn’t had any fun in ages, and she wants to have a drink and enjoy the music. A local man asks her to dance; Louise finds him pushy and obnoxious, but Thelma thinks he is fun. The fun ends when Thelma goes outside to the parking lot for a bit of fresh air, and the man tries to rape her. His plan doesn’t succeed, because Louise comes out of the bar with a pistol aimed straight at him.


As the women back toward their car, the man hurls insults at them. One of his remarks strikes too close to home for Louise, and she shoots him. He dies instantly, and the women hit the road.


This is the beginning of the story of Thelma and Louise, and it is the end of their ordinary life. They decide that they can’t go home, and they can’t go to the police; because there was no actual rape, Louise can’t plead self-defense. As the days go by, they get deeper and deeper into a situation that has no solution. Louise’s boyfriend offers his help without asking questions; to Louise his offer is both beautiful and tragic. She realizes he truly loves her, but she can’t accept his love because she doesn’t want to involve him in her problems. Their money is stolen by a man Thelma spends the night with; she leaves him alone in their motel room, and when she returns the money is gone. To get money, Thelma holds up a convenience store; the robbery is captured on a hidden camera.


A police officer from the women’s hometown wants to help them out of their situation; he sees them as victims and knows what happened in the parking lot. But the more crimes they commit, the less they appear to be victims to other law officials. Louise and the officer talk on the phone several times, and it’s clear each realizes that the other is bound by the circumstances of the situation.


At various times in their journey Thelma and Louise take on men who, as they see it, perpetuate patterns of intimidating women. One sexist trucker finally understands what it is to be harassed when they shoot out the tires on his truck and set it on fire. A police officer whose only offense is that he is about to run a check on them is forced into his trunk and left in the hot desert; Thelma uses her gun to put a few air holes in the lid of the trunk.


On one level the two friends are leading the life of fugitives; on another they are discovering both freedom and responsibility. They have never felt so alive as they have during this flight, which, incidentally, takes them from the flat landscape of southern Arkansas, through Oklahoma, and into the tall red rocks of the Southwest, the classic backdrop for outlaw Westerns. They are headed for Mexico, but Louise will not travel through Texas (which is hard to avoid if you’re coming from Oklahoma). Louise was once raped in Texas, and that incident is at the core of her decision to run instead of return home and face charges.


In the end, Thelma and Louise realize that ultimate freedom is the freedom to make up your mind to act and take full responsibility for your actions.
Study Questions


1.
Are Thelma and Louise heroes or villains?


2.
What statement, if any, does the film make about modern men and modern women?


3.
Is the film fair to modern women? To modern men?


4.
In Chapter 2 you read about Western movies and their different ways of telling stories with moral issues. Many popular Westerns have had two male best friends—sometimes outlaws—as the main characters, such as Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Such films are referred to as “buddy Westerns.” Thelma and Louise has been called a “buddy Western.” Is that appropriate, even if they are women, and it takes place in modern times? Explain why or why not.


5.
Would you say this story illustrates classical feminism? Difference feminism? Radical feminism? Or equity feminism? Explain.

