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Abstract 

This chapter examines gender representation in film and media through key theoretical perspectives 

including the male gaze, gender performativity, and intersectionality. It traces historical stereotypes and 

contemporary patterns of gender disparity while considering changes brought by streaming platforms 

and more diverse forms of media production. The chapter highlights both the progress achieved and the 

continuing structural inequalities in on-screen representation, authorship, and production.  
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1. Introduction 

Film and media do not merely reflect the societies that produce them; they actively construct the 

categories through which audiences understand gender, desire, and social possibility. From the earliest 

silent melodramas to the algorithmically curated feeds of contemporary streaming platforms, moving 

images have offered a continuous, evolving repertoire of what it means to be a woman, a man, or a 

person outside that binary. This chapter examines how gender has been represented across the history of 

film and media, tracing the theoretical frameworks that scholars have used to understand these 

representations, the persistent stereotypes that have shaped popular narrative, and the more recent 

efforts—both industrial and creative—to diversify who appears on screen and how. The central argument 

advanced here is that representation is never a neutral mirror. It is an ideological practice, bound up with 

questions of who controls the means of production, whose stories are deemed profitable, and whose 

bodies are made available for public consumption. Understanding gender representation therefore 

requires attention not only to the images themselves but to the industrial, economic, and cultural 

structures that produce them. 

The chapter proceeds in five parts. First, it outlines the theoretical foundations of feminist film criticism, 

particularly the concept of the male gaze and its subsequent critiques. Second, it surveys the historical 

development of gendered stereotypes in Hollywood and global cinema. Third, it turns to contemporary 

quantitative research on gender disparity in media production and representation. Fourth, it considers 

intersectionality as a necessary corrective to gaze theory's early blind spots regarding race and sexuality. 

Finally, it evaluates the streaming era's uneven progress toward more complex gender representation, 

before concluding with reflections on the stakes of this ongoing project. 

2. Theoretical Foundations: The Gaze and Its Discontents 

The single most influential intervention in feminist film theory remains Laura Mulvey's 1975 essay, 

which argued that classical Hollywood cinema is organized around a structurally masculine viewing 

position. Mulvey proposed that narrative film positions the female body as spectacle, an object arranged 

for erotic contemplation by both the male characters within the story and the spectator in the theater seat, 

while the male protagonist is granted the active role of driving the plot forward (Mulvey 837-40). This 
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asymmetry, she suggested, is not incidental but constitutive of how mainstream cinema produces visual 

pleasure. The camera itself, through framing, editing, and duration of shot, enacts a way of looking that 

Mulvey termed scopophilic, and that later scholars would shorthand as "the male gaze." 

Mulvey's essay generated decades of productive debate. Critics observed that her model, developed 

primarily through analysis of studio-era Hollywood melodrama and film noir, could not fully account for 

female spectatorship, for genres aimed at women, or for the pleasures that female and queer audiences 

might take in looking. Scholars such as Mary Ann Doane examined the particular difficulties of 

theorizing a female spectator within a psychoanalytic framework built around male subjectivity, while 

others turned to reception studies to show that audiences do not passively absorb a single intended gaze 

but actively negotiate, resist, and reinterpret what they see. Judith Butler's theory of gender 

performativity, developed outside film studies proper but widely adopted within it, offered a further 

reorientation: rather than treating gender as an essential quality that representation either accurately or 

inaccurately depicts, Butler argued that gender is itself produced through repeated, stylized performance 

(Butler 25). Applied to film and media, this insight shifts the critical question from "is this representation 

realistic" to "what norms of gender is this representation rehearsing, and what alternatives does it 

foreclose or open." 

Taken together, these frameworks establish that gender representation in film and media operates on at 

least two levels simultaneously. At the level of content, films and television programs depict particular 

characters, relationships, and social roles. At the level of form, the technical apparatus of cinema and 

media—camera placement, editing rhythm, narrative structure, genre convention—encodes assumptions 

about whose perspective matters and whose body is available to be looked at. A chapter on gender 

representation must therefore attend to both what is shown and how it is shown. 

3. Historical Patterns: The Stereotype as Industrial Convenience 

Long before contemporary theory named the problem, the film industry had already developed a durable 

set of gendered stereotypes that served commercial as much as cultural functions. Early Hollywood 

cinema relied heavily on a limited set of feminine archetypes: the virtuous ingenue, the vamp or femme 

fatale, the long-suffering mother, and the spinster or comic aunt. Molly Haskell's landmark study of 

women in American film described this period as one in which female characters were persistently 

defined through their relationship to marriage and male desire rather than through independent goals, and 

she traced how even nominally strong female characters were typically punished, reformed, or narratively 

neutralized by a film's conclusion (Haskell 1-4). Masculinity, meanwhile, was constructed around a 

comparatively narrow range of stoic, action-oriented archetypes—the cowboy, the detective, the 

soldier—that discouraged emotional expression and coded vulnerability as failure. 

These patterns were not incidental artistic choices but responses to the economic logic of the studio 

system, which favored formula and repetition because formula was profitable and predictable. The 

Motion Picture Production Code, enforced from the 1930s through the 1960s, further constrained gender 

representation by mandating that transgressive behavior—female sexual agency chief among them—be 

punished within the narrative. Genre conventions solidified these patterns: the melodrama or "woman's 

picture" centered female emotional experience but typically resolved around domestic containment, while 

the western, war film, and later the action blockbuster centered male agency and relegated women to 

supportive or decorative roles. 
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Second-wave feminist film critics of the 1970s were the first to systematically catalogue these patterns, 

and their work laid the foundation for the quantitative and qualitative research that continues today. What 

their analyses revealed was not simply that individual films contained sexist content, but that an entire 

industrial and narrative system had been built around a limited, gendered division of storytelling labor—

men as agents of action, women as objects of desire or vessels of domestic virtue. 

4. Quantifying Disparity in Contemporary Media 

Since the 1980s, feminist media scholars and industry watchdogs have developed tools to measure gender 

disparity more systematically. The Bechdel-Wallace test, originating in Alison Bechdel's comic strip 

Dykes to Watch Out For, offers a deliberately minimal benchmark: does a work feature at least two 

named women who speak to each other about something other than a man. Its very simplicity has made it 

a popular, if limited, diagnostic; a striking number of major theatrical releases fail even this low bar, 

which says less about individual films than about the structural rarity of women's independent narrative 

agency in mainstream cinema. 

More rigorous empirical work has been conducted by research centers such as the Geena Davis Institute 

on Gender in Media and the Center for the Study of Women in Television and Film at San Diego State 

University, both of which conduct annual content analyses of top-grossing and top-rated films and 

television programs. Their longitudinal data consistently document that women remain underrepresented 

as protagonists, as speaking characters, and—perhaps most consequentially—behind the camera as 

directors, writers, cinematographers, and editors. This behind-the-camera disparity matters because 

research on media production repeatedly finds a correlation between the gender of a film's writer or 

director and the complexity, agency, and narrative centrality afforded to its female characters. 

Representation on screen, in other words, cannot be fully separated from representation in the production 

hierarchy that creates the screen image. 

These statistical patterns also reveal a persistent "Smurfette principle," a term coined by cultural critic 

Katha Pollitt to describe ensemble casts built around a single token female character surrounded by a 

majority-male cast, a structure common in animated films, action franchises, and workplace comedies 

alike. The Smurfette pattern illustrates how numerical underrepresentation and stereotyping reinforce one 

another: a lone female character is frequently made to stand in for an entire gender, flattening her into a 

symbolic role—the love interest, the nag, the nurturer—rather than allowing her the narrative texture 

routinely granted to male ensemble members. 

 

5. Intersectionality and the Limits of Gaze Theory 

A significant limitation of early feminist film theory was its tendency to universalize "woman" as a 

category, implicitly centering the experiences of white, heterosexual, middle-class women while treating 

race, class, and sexuality as secondary concerns. bell hooks's concept of the "oppositional gaze" directly 

challenged this omission, arguing that Black female spectators have historically developed a critical, 

resistant mode of looking precisely because mainstream cinema so rarely offered images in which they 

could recognize themselves without also encountering racist caricature (hooks 122-25). For hooks, the 

absence or distortion of Black womanhood on screen was not incidental to the gaze Mulvey described but 

was structured by the same apparatus, compounded by racial hierarchy. 
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Subsequent scholarship extended this critique along multiple axes. Scholars of disability representation 

have shown how mainstream media repeatedly frames disabled characters—regardless of gender—as 

objects of pity, inspiration, or menace rather than as full narrative subjects, a pattern that intersects with 

and complicates gendered representation in distinct ways for disabled women and disabled men. Scholars 

of queer and transgender representation, meanwhile, have documented cinema's long history of encoding 

queerness through villainy, tragedy, or comic relief, and have called for representation that moves beyond 

mere visibility toward narrative complexity and creative authorship by queer and trans artists themselves. 

Kimberlé Crenshaw's foundational concept of intersectionality, developed in legal scholarship but widely 

applied across media studies, provides the theoretical vocabulary for this expanded analysis: gender does 

not operate as an isolated axis of representation but is always inflected by race, class, sexuality, 

disability, and nationality simultaneously. A comprehensive account of gender representation in film and 

media must therefore resist treating "women" or "men" as internally homogeneous categories and must 

instead examine how specific, intersecting identities are represented, distorted, or rendered invisible. 

6. The Streaming Era: Progress, Contradiction, and Backlash 

The proliferation of streaming platforms since the mid-2010s has reshaped the economics of film and 

television production in ways that bear directly on gender representation. The demand for a constant 

volume of new content, combined with subscriber bases that are more demographically diverse than the 

traditional opening-weekend theatrical audience once assumed to be young and male, has created 

commercial incentives for programming that centers women, people of color, and queer characters in 

ways previously considered financially risky by studio executives. Streaming platforms have also 

lowered some barriers to entry for women and nonbinary creators working outside traditional studio 

hierarchies, enabling a wider range of authorial voices to reach audiences directly. 

This progress, however, remains uneven and contested. Content analyses continue to find that gains in 

on-screen representation have outpaced gains in behind-the-camera hiring, and that women directors, 

particularly women of color, remain concentrated in lower-budget productions with less institutional 

support and promotion than their male counterparts receive. Moreover, increased visibility has not 

eliminated stereotyping so much as generated new variants of it: the "strong female character" trope, for 

instance, has been critiqued by scholars and critics alike for often substituting physical combat 

competence for genuine psychological complexity, producing women who perform traditionally 

masculine-coded competence without disrupting the underlying narrative structures that continue to 

center male desire and male narrative arcs. 

The period has also produced significant cultural backlash, with some media commentary framing efforts 

toward more diverse casting and storytelling as ideologically motivated departures from a presumptively 

neutral tradition, rather than recognizing that the tradition itself was never neutral but was shaped by the 

same industrial and cultural forces now being renegotiated. This contestation underscores that gender 

representation in media is not a matter of technical correction but of ongoing cultural and economic 

struggle over whose stories are told, by whom, and for which audiences. 

7. Conclusions 

Gender representation in film and media is best understood not as a fixed inventory of images to be 

tallied as good or bad, but as an evolving ideological practice embedded within specific industrial, 

economic, and cultural conditions. The theoretical apparatus developed by Mulvey, extended and 
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complicated by Butler, hooks, Crenshaw, and successive generations of scholars, provides the critical 

vocabulary necessary to analyze not only what appears on screen but the structures of looking, 

authorship, and economic incentive that produce those appearances. The historical record shows a media 

industry that relied for decades on a narrow set of gendered archetypes as a matter of commercial 

convenience, reinforced by regulatory codes and genre convention. Contemporary quantitative research 

demonstrates that meaningful change, while real, remains partial and unevenly distributed, particularly 

behind the camera and across intersecting identities of race, sexuality, and disability. 

What emerges from this survey is a case for sustained critical attention rather than premature celebration. 

The streaming era has demonstrated that audiences will support a wider range of gendered narratives than 

the traditional industry assumed, but demonstrated audience appetite has not automatically translated into 

structural change in who controls production budgets, greenlighting decisions, and creative authorship. 

Future scholarship and industry practice alike would benefit from continuing to link on-screen analysis 

with production-side data, and from resisting single-axis accounts of gender that fail to capture how it is 

lived and represented in combination with race, class, sexuality, and ability. Media does not merely 

depict gender; it participates in constructing the horizon of what gender can be imagined to mean. That 

constructive power is precisely why the stakes of representation remain as significant now as when 

Mulvey first named the gaze half a century ago. 
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