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Feminist Critical Film 
Analysis & Theory



Laura Mulvey (1973)
The Male Gaze
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The Oppositional Gaze 



Themes of Feminist Film Theory

Quantity and quality of 
representation in 

• Movies
• Film production

process
• Recognition (e.g., 

awards) 



Themes of Feminist Film Theory

• Sexuality/objectification/gaze/violence
• Agency/passivity
• Positive/negative images
_____________________________

• Intersectionality
• Deceptive transgression
• Alternative cinema (e.g., women/feminist 

films; black films)



Themes of Feminist Film Theory

ExpressionConstruction

Deconstruction

Disruption

(Wright, Mindel, Tran, & Habenstein, 2012)



Critical Film Analysis 
as a Pedagogical Tool

Whether we like it or not, cinema assumes a pedagogical role in the 
lives of many people. 

(bell hooks, Reel to Real, 1996, emphasis added)



“decolonizing our minds”
(hooks, 1996)

• Film is a prevalent media in the lives of 
most Americans.

• Film teaches, whether we like it or not.
• Opportunity to exercise critical thinking 
• Accessibility

• Concrete examples of abstractions
• Familiar to lived experience
• Inclusive
• Shared experience through watching film

• Dissociation  less threatening/defensive
• Fun
• Applicable outside of classroom

Whether we're talking 
about race or gender 

or class, popular 
culture is where the 

pedagogy is; it's 
where the learning is.

…the impact it 
was having as 
the primary 
pedagogical 
medium for 
masses of 
people globally 
who want to, in 
some way, 
understand the 
politics of 
difference. 



Negative Impacts of Media

🎞🎞Media objectifying women ➞ Objectifying attitudes, supporting violence against women 
(Wright & Tokunaga, 2015). 

🎞🎞T.V. Fiji ➞ Disordered eating and body image concerns (Becker, 2004).
🎞🎞Network News ➞ Racist stereotypes of Black people as poor, intimidating (Dixon, 2008)



Examples of Feminist Critical 
Film Analysis Pedagogy
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Purcell, Oldham, Weiser, & Sharp (2017)



“[Cultural studies] enabled students to enter passionately a 

pedagogical process firmly rooted in education for critical 

consciousness, a place where they felt recognized and included, 

where they could unite knowledge learned in the classrooms with 

life outside… Everyday folks from all walks of life were eager to 

share thoughts and talk critically about popular culture… Thinking 

critically about popular culture was a powerful way to share 

knowledge, in and outside the academy, across differences, in an 

oppositional and subversive way.” (bell hooks, 1992, p. 4-5)
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