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Confronting Culpability in Thelma & Louise and Get On the Bus 

 The most powerful films leave the viewer with a tangle of unanswerable questions, 

prompting one to scrutinize any previously—and currently—held biases, preconceptions, and 

assumptions. Such films serve as prompts, presenting ideas that are meant to be ruminated on. 

Confusion and discomfort often ensue, but these responses are most likely the reactions the 

filmmaker sought to produce, as uncertainty can be utilized as a tool to analyze more thoroughly 

and question more meaningfully. Cinematic violence, when employed thoughtfully, is a useful 

element to induce this important form of psychological exploration because it involves 

culpability and prompts the viewer to judge a character’s actions, perhaps challenging one to 

mentally justify violence, condemn an innocent person, or promote disobedience towards the 

law. Such is the case in Ridley Scott’s 1991 film, Thelma & Louise, and Spike Lee’s 1996 film, 

Get On the Bus. Both films involve characters who have committed violent crimes, but one is 

compelled to consider the circumstances surrounding each crime and to question whether or not 

the traditional justice system would be effectual in these cases. The haziness of crime, violence, 

and culpability in Thelma & Louise and Get On the Bus persists throughout the plots’ entirety, 

leaving one questioning any traditional presumptions concerning these complex themes. But, 

though such nuanced questions may be unanswerable, it is important to explore them so as to 

gain insight into human nature and to progress towards independent thinking patterns, untainted 

by blind societal impositions. 

 Arguably the most thought-provoking incidence of violence in Thelma & Louise occurs 

after Thelma (Geena Davis) is nearly raped by a man she had previously been flirting with. 

Louise (Susan Sarandon) threatens Harlan (Timothy Carhart), Thelma’s assaulter, with a gun, 
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allowing the two women to walk away free from physical harm. When the women’s backs are 

turned to Harlan, he hisses, “I should’ve gone ahead and fucked her.”  This grossly inappropriate 1

remark prompts Louise to shoot Harlan, instantly killing him.  

 The resulting cognitive dissonance one experiences after witnessing Harlan’s murder 

generates myriad uncomfortable questions . Thelma and Louise were, at the time of the murder, 2

free from the threat of harm. Arguing that they acted in self-defense is technically false, even 

though Thelma was in physical danger moments before. When analyzed in isolation, the scene 

suggests that a disgusting remark does not merit murder, but the remark itself occurs only after 

its utterer attempted rape. Had Louise murdered Harlan seconds before his remark, as he was 

assaulting Thelma, murder would have been legally justifiable because in that moment, any 

violence committed by Louise could have been correctly considered as self-defense. Though 

some may consider the murder a “forced response to [an] abusive [male],”  Louise commits the 3

act when she and Thelma are walking away. In this instance, self-defense  is not a legitimate 4

justification.  

 Thelma and Louise. Directed by Ridley Scott, performances by Geena Davis, Susan Sarandon, Brad Pitt, 1

and Harvey Keitel, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 1991.

 The viewer, for instance, may find himself or herself trying to justify Harlan’s murder because 2

emotionally, he deserved it, but upon further scrutiny, it seems that the murder was unwarranted. This 
complex situation becomes even more uncomfortable since denouncing the murder may be regarded by 
some as supporting Harlan, but this is a false dichotomy. 

 Jack Boozer. “Seduction and Betrayal In the Heartland: ‘Thelma and Louise.’” Literature/Film 3

Quarterly, vol. 23, no. 3, 1995, p. 188. EBSCOhost, proxy.library.nyu.edu/login?url=http://
search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsjsr&AN=edsjsr.43796668&site=eds-live.

 According to Cornell Law School’s Legal Information Institute, self-defense is, “the use of force to 4

protect oneself from an attempted injury by another. If justified, self defense is a defense to a number of 
crimes and torts involving force, including murder, assault, and battery,” (“Self-Defense.” LII / Legal 
Information Institute, Legal Information Institute, 12 June 2015, www.law.cornell.edu/wex/self-defense.). 
Because Harlan was not attempting injury at the time of his murder, Louise did not kill him in an act of 
self defense. 

http://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/self-defense
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 It is relatively easy to find satisfaction in Harlan’s death , but one must question if a 5

malicious remark warrants murder. Harlan’s previous actions, however, add gravity to his 

comment. The viewer is thus forced to question whether or not Louise should be arrested. 

Indeed, she committed a crime, but it is clear that she is not a criminal. Emotionally, the viewer 

sides with Louise, who can be regarded as a heroine since she valiantly rescued Thelma from 

Harlan. Harlan’s murder is emotionally—not lawfully—justifiable. Arresting Louise, though the 

traditional lawful result of her actions, would likely be futile, as she does not pose a threat to the 

community. She only acted violently towards a sexually violent individual, who would have 

likely assaulted more women in the future had Louise not killed him. The judicial system, in this 

instance, is perhaps not the correct lens through which to analyze Louise’s behavior. Indeed, 

Thelma’s acknowledgement that “the law is some tricky shit”  is accurate.  6

 The legal system is also scrutinized in Spike Lee’s Get On the Bus. Jamal (Gabriel 

Casseus), a young man on his way to the 1995 Million Man March in Washington D.C., 

possesses a troubled past as a gangbanger in Los Angeles. He had murdered several people but 

was never incarcerated for his crimes. Jamal should serve time for his various murders, but it is 

revealed that he is now helping at-risk youth from falling victim to a similar trajectory. Jamal, 

though a criminal, no longer poses a threat to the community. He has amended his violent habits 

and is utilizing his troubling past to benefit others in similar perilous situations. As in Thelma & 

Louise, the viewer is confronted with a paradox. One may feel that Jamal must be arrested for his 

 Harlan’s death also calls into question the morality of the viewer. One is prompted to wonder if one 5

supports the death of another by murder even though that murder was not legally justifiable. What does 
this say about one’s humanity, and is murder permissible even in the absence of self-defense? 

 PUTNAM, ANN. “The Bearer of the Gaze in Ridley Scott's ‘Thelma and Louise.’” Western American 6

Literature, vol. 27, no. 4, 1993, pp. 291–302. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/43021037.
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murders while simultaneously recognizing that incarcerating him will prove to be ineffective 

since he has already amended his previous proclivity towards violence. Jamal’s arrest would also 

likely cause additional harm because it would rob many young men of an understanding and 

positive mentor. The justice system, in this instance, “prevents black men from dealing creatively 

and effectively with problems that threaten to overwhelm black communities.”  7

 Both Louise and Jamal have committed murder, but the question of atonement for their 

crimes is one of ambiguity. While Jamal’s murders are unacceptable, he has repented for his 

actions, and the ethics of Louise’s murder remain unclear. It is evident that Louise is not a 

criminal, and it is also evident that Jamal is no longer involved in a criminally violent way of 

life. For these characters, the traditional trajectory of the justice system would not produce 

positive changes. Both Thelma & Louise and Get On the Bus explore the complexities of 

culpability and reanalyze the traditional punitive methods utilized to correct or rehabilitate those 

society has deemed as criminals. Such methods, though legally embedded in society, may not be 

the most moral options in certain cases. Thelma & Louise and Get On the Bus challenge societal 

biases surrounding violence and murder, forcing one to question when crime, if ever, is 

justifiable and whether or not arresting criminals is as effective as once perceived. Articulating 

these uncertainties may cause discomfort, but such questions need to be explored.  

 These films also reconsider what it means to be a criminal . Louise, after shooting Harlan 8

and consequently running from the law, is technically a criminal, but this loaded label is not an 

 Holt, Elvin, and William H. Jackson. “RECONSTRUCTING BLACK MANHOOD: MESSAGE AND 7

MEANING IN SPIKE LEE'S ‘GET ON THE BUS.’” CLA Journal, vol. 47, no. 4, 2004, pp. 409–426. 
JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/44325233.

 A criminal is defined as “one who has committed a crime” or “a person who has been convicted of a 8

crime,” (“Criminal.” Merriam-Webster, Merriam-Webster, www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/
criminal.). 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/criminal
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/criminal
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accurate description of a strong, determined woman such as herself. Similarly, Jamal is also a 

criminal, but he has reformed his ways and is now one of the most peaceful passengers on the 

Million Man March-bound bus. Crime does not necessarily imply criminality, and being 

regarded as a criminal does not automatically indicate that a person is worthy of punishment.  

 Films such as Thelma & Louise and Get On the Bus encourage their audiences to rethink 

the blind assumptions society has reinforced. Exploratory, independent thinking can only take 

place in the absence of intellectual viruses, and film is a particularly powerful medium by which 

such viruses can begin to be eradicated. It is crucial to examine if one’s thinking is based 

primarily on habit or reason. If one’s thoughts stem from the latter, the complicated, seemingly 

unanswerable questions posed by films such as Thelma & Louise and Get On the Bus may prove 

to gradually grow more lucid, allowing meaningful conversations surrounding various topics 

such as crime and violence to occur. Films with wide audiences possess great responsibility to 

challenge societal norms and to explore the uncomfortable questions which often go unexplored 

and unappreciated. Instead of shying away from discomfort, one must lean into it, and in the 

presentation of such complex characters as Louise and Jamal, Thelma & Louise and Get On the 

Bus demonstrate the courage required to do so. 


