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Introduction

What is Gender?

We make an examination of how American film represents (and has
represented) sexual difference—how it depicts what it means to be a
man or a woman. As it is a fundamental ideological tenet of patriar-
chy that men and masculinity are privileged over women and femi-
ninity, it should come as no surprise that Hollywood film has always
privileged men and male roles over women and female roles. Partly
this is due to the perseverance of classical Hollywood narrative form,
which has always worked to privilege men as the active and power-
ful heroes of Hollywood film, while relegating women to the role of
love interest waiting to be rescued. The other formal axes of film,
including cinematography, editing, and sound design, and especially
visual design (costume, makeup, hair, and lighting), construct im-
ages of how women and men are supposed to be. Indeed, most of the
elements employed by Hollywood films to demarcate sex roles are
also broad cultural ones, as men and women in our society routinely
make themselves up and select costumes for daily life, much as ac-
tors and actresses do for the parts they play. Thus, for over 100 years,
movies have frequently defined what is beautiful, what is sexy, what
is manly; and how men and women should “properly” react in any
given situation.

As with other social groups examined in this book, there have been
tremendous gains since the early twentieth century for the idea of
equality between men and women. Historically, however, there has
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been a great deal of discrimination based upon sex roles in America,
both within the Hollywood industry and in culture-at-large. A divi-
sion of labor between the sexes was a cultural “norm” of American
business life until very recently: women rarely had a chance to ad-
vance beyond supporting secretarial jobs, as powerful men promoted
other men into more advanced positions. Today, some American
women would probably say they feel they have equal rights and privi-
leges. Thanks to the activism of previous generations, women today
can go to college and enter most careers if they choose to do so.
There are women executives in Hollywood and most other indus-
tries, female politicians, and seemingly no limits on what women can
hope to achieve. Yet an actual survey of the country in terms of sex
roles still shows great disparities between women’s percentage of the
population (approximately 51 percent) and their representation in
Hollywood film and in other social institutions. According to some
recent surveys, there are still twice as many men on Hollywood screens
as there are women. A quick look into the boardrooms and legislative
bodies of the United States reveals that women comprise nowhere
near half their memberships. Why are women still frequently
underrepresented in both the workplace and popular culture?

Part of the answer to that complex question lies in the nature of
hegemonic patriarchy itself. While women gained the right to vote
(in 1920) and have more and more opportunities in all aspects of
society, there is still a strong cultural expectation that women should
prefer a domestic life—that women should want to stay at home and
raise children. In reality, many women in today’s economy choose to
work outside the home while others need to do so to support them-
selves and/or their families. Today’s women are thus often expected
to have careers and to be fulltime homemakers, a dual demand that
has rarely been placed on men (although more and more single-par-
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ent men of our era are finding themselves in that situation). Also,
because sex roles and the social expectations that go along with them
are such an intimate part of our everyday lives, discrimination based
on sex may be subtler and harder to “see” than discrimination based
on race or class. Such bias is often called sexism, the belief that one
sex is inherently superior to the other. Sexism is pervasive in our
society, and usually is expressed as the patriarchal assumption that
men are more capable or “better” human beings than are women.
Sexism, like racism, may also work in reverse—there are some women
who feel that being a woman is essentially better than being a man.
Still, those beliefs are usually formed in response to historical and
ongoing discrimination against women and do little to challenge pa-
triarchal assumptions and institutions. To understand these concepts
more clearly, we need to introduce the difference between the terms
sex and gender. The word sex can refer to sexual acts (as in “having
sex”), but it is also used to describe the biological or chromosomal
makeup of human beings. Science tells us that people of the male sex
are male because they have an XY chromosome. People of the female
sex carry an XX chromosome. (Indeed, every human embryo starts
out as female until the Y chromosome “turns on” and helps shape
some fetuses into males.) The word gender, on the other hand, refers
to the social, historical, and cultural roles that we think of as being
associated with either the male or female sex. While sex may be de-
fined by the terms “male” or “female,” gender is best defined by the
terms masculinity and femininity—how the male and female sexes
are characterized culturally. Femininity (as defined by patriarchy) is
usually associated with being small, quiet, passive, emotional, nur-
turing, non-aggressive, dependent, and weak. Masculinity (as de-
fined by patriarchy) is usually associated with being large, loud, and
active, with non-emotional aggression and strong leadership abilities.
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For a great part of the twenti-
f S Genider eth century, most people (includ-
ing medical professionals) con-

Male Masculinity

Fetmale P—— fused sex and gender, assuming

that all social differences be-
The first column lists two sex iden-
tities, based on biological factors.
The second column lists two gender result of biOlOgiCal hardwiring.
identities, based on social factors.

tween men and women were the

Patriarchal discourse still tries to

claim that being of the male sex
automatically means being of masculine gender, and that being of
the female sex automatically means being of feminine gender. By
equating being female with being feminine (dependent and weak),
patriarchal culture is able to discourage women from gaining power
of their own. When people believe that gender roles are biologically
determined and not socially constructed, they are less likely to chal-
lenge the status quo, and thus patriarchal interests remain uncontested.
While most scholars today believe that there is a biological basis for
some differences between the sexes, they also acknowledge that most
of the lived, everyday differences between men and women are due
to culturally constructed gender roles. In other words, a person’s sex
is formed by genetics, while a person’s gender is learned.
Developmental studies with children have shown that by the age
of 6 or so, most human beings have developed an inner sense of them-
selves as either male or female. This is termed our gender identity.
We get ideas about what it means to be a boy or a girl from ideologi-
cal institutions such as the family, the schools, other children, and
the media. This happens both consciously and unconsciously, and it
may begin in the first minutes of life if we are wrapped in either a
pink or a blue blanket. From that moment on, girls are expected to
like pink, be quiet, and prefer to play with dolls. Boys are taught that

6
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“real” boys choose blue colors, engage in rough-and-tumble activi-
ties, and play with toy trucks. Of course, not all girls like to play with
Barbies and not all boys like to play with Tonkas. Children who do
not conform to expected gender roles may be teased by classmates
and shunned by families. Men who are physically weak or emotional
have been the butt of jokes, while strong women have often been
demonized for being unfeminine. In this way, patriarchal culture en-
sures the continuation of traditional gender roles, and of the sexist
hierarchy inherent in them. A good illustration of this hierarchy can
be found by comparing sensitive boys and tough girls. While both
groups pose problems for patriarchal ideology, a sensitive boy will
usually be teased and harassed much more than a girl who likes sports.
A girl being masculine is a “step up™ in the gender hierarchy, whereas
a boy being sensitive is a “step down” to the level of the feminine,
and must therefore be more harshly condemned.

Such shaping continues beyond childhood. Popular culture con-
tinually reinforces differences between men and women. Same-sex
or homosocial groups like sports teams, fraternities and sororities,
and even some classrooms, work to divide human beings into two
camps on the basis of sex and gender expectations. Frequently such
groups are overtly based on the assumption that male groups are bet-
ter than female ones. Some people even go so far as to suggest there
is a war between men and women: the common phrase “Battle of the
Sexes” is indicative of that idea. The popular self-help craze of the
1990s, summed up in the title of the book Men are From Mars, Women
are From Venus, even suggested that men and women were best un-
derstood as alien species from separate planets. Partly this binary
opposition between our ideas of masculinity and femininity is neces-
sary because socially and psychologically we tend to define one against
the other.
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Just as we might define whiteness as not being black, or Asian, or
Native American, we define masculinity as that which is not femi-
nine. If being masculine is thought to be tough, then being feminine
is thought to be tender. If masculinity is active, then femininity must
be defined as passive. These binary oppositions that we use to define
traditional gender can sometimes be internalized and lock us into
very narrow roles that may not be good for us. For example, men
who are afraid to admit their emotional feelings may silently suffer
from depression because they feel they cannot talk about it. Women
who want a career may accept being housewives because they feel
that is what is expected of them.

Thus, gender is a concept deeply ingrained into our everyday lives
and culture. It functions, like most ideologies, in both conscious and
unconscious ways. Even the very words we use to communicate carry
subtle gender biases. Some languages (such as French or Spanish)
have “gendered” nouns, a situation that suggests a large network of
meaning about what is masculine and/or feminine for a given cul-
ture. In English, we have separate pronouns for male and female (his,
her) and a whole slew of words such as mailman, milkman, manhole,
and mankind that obviously carry a sexist bias. Other aspects of
gendered language are more subtle. Referring to men as “men” and
women as “girls” (or “honey,” or “baby,” etc.) is another way that
language itself can convey ideas about appropriate gender behaviors
and the respect afforded to each.

In yet another example, ships and cars are often spoken of as fe-
male, despite the fact that they are inanimate objects. Is this because
they can be possessed by men and add to a man’s prestige, the way
some older men use younger women as “trophy” dates or wives?
Perhaps you have heard the slogan “real men don’t eat quiche.” As a

30 tiny, singular bit of popular culture, the saying works to define gen-

8



What is Gender?

der in powerful ways. It tells us that in the late twentieth century,
quiche was considered a feminine food (perhaps because of its French
connotations, or its constituent elements of milk and eggs), and that
in order to be thought of as masculine, “real” men had better avoid it.
(A big steak, on the other hand, is meal for a “real” man.) Gender s
roles and expectations permeate our culture, language, and media in
ways both subtle and obvious.



Chapter One

Femininity: VWWomen in American Film

Images of Women in Early Cinema

The images of women in early American cinema were mostly drawn
from the gender roles and representational codes of the Victorian era
(so named for England’s Queen Victoria, who ruled from 1837 to
1901). The “good” or socially approved Victorian middle-class woman

s was a paragon of virtue. As a young woman, she was childlike, and
frequently associated with innocence, purity, and the need to be pro-
tected. She was often “put on a pedestal” and worshipped by the men
in her life, namely her father and her brothers. When she got to be a
certain age, she would be married off to a suitable young man; in

10 many cases, this marriage would be an arranged one between fami-
lies and not necessarily take into consideration the feelings of either
husband or wife. This young woman would then become a wife and
mother—her devotion and loyalty would be transferred from her fa-
ther to her husband.

15 The middle-class Victorian woman’s life was tightly controlled by
these men. It was expected that she would not work outside the home,
and indeed in middle-to-upper-class homes she was expected to have
servants who would do the housework for her. Her most important
task was to produce and raise children, yet a virtuous Victorian

20 woman'’s sexuality would never be displayed in provocative cloth-
ing or words. She would be assumed to be a virgin when she married,

10
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and it was taboo even to suggest
that she might have sexual interests
or desires. Sex for procreation was
her duty, not her pleasure. Her lord
and master was her husband, and
she had little chance of removing
herself from that situation should
it turn violent or abusive.

If one examines female roles in
the earliest American films, one can
see that “good” women are—Ilike
their Victorian models—usually 4 poisorg uffietioritely kngn byt
virginal daughters who, if [hey fans as Little Mary, often embodied concepts
work at all, do “women’s work” ;fo\f;ztsérv'an femininity in early Hollywood
such as sewing and cooking. They g;;gjgsfw publicity photo, authors”personal
are rarely active participants in the
narrative, except as victims or prizes. They sit and wait patiently for
their husbands to return home to them. Frequently, they are associ-
ated with childlike behavior and small animals such as birds and squir-
rels, an editing trope that seems to suggest that women are naturally
cute and defenseless. They need fathers and husbands to protect them
from the sexual advances of other men. (If a man does manage to
seduce a good woman, she often chooses her own death over such a
disgrace.)

Actresses such as Lillian Gish and Mary Pickford frequently em-
bodied this type of Victorian heroine. Lillian Gish’s fluttery manner-
isms and batting eyelashes suggested she was a delicate flower, con-
stantly in danger and needing the protection of a good man. Simi-
larly, Mary Pickford’s screen persona was of a small child-woman.

Although many of Mary Pickford’s girl-women were scrappy fighters,
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Hollywood set designers would construct oversize props and chairs
for her to sit in to reinforce the idea she was childlike and innocent.

Victorian culture and early cinema also promulgated images of
“bad” women, usually defined as such because they were (unlike
“good” women) explicitly sexualized. Hundreds of plays, magazine
stories, and early films routinely presented “loose” or “fallen” women
(who had perhaps had a child out of wedlock) as immoral and tragic.
Within these narratives, such women were thrown into the street and
ostracized from society. These texts taught severe ideological les-
sons to young women of the era: to be sexual outside of marriage
most often led to ruin. In judging women according to their sexual
propriety (or its lack), Victorian culture and early film simplistically
divided women into two groups.

This cultural construct defining women on the basis of their sexu-
ality has been dubbed the virgin-whore complex, and it still exists
to various extents in today’s contemporary culture. Many men feel
that “good” girls should be virginal and that men should not marry a
woman too free with her sexuality. Yet American men have also clearly
desired the freely sexualized woman and taken advantage of her situ-
ation for both sexual pleasure and capitalist profit. The virgin-whore
dichotomy of the Victorian era is represented in many early Ameri-
can films and continues to linger within the representational codes of
classical and even contemporary Hollywood cinema.

The Industrial Revolution was also having profound effects on
women both in real life and on movie screens. As more and more of
the nation’s population resided in and around big cities, many younger,
unmarried women entered the workforce. With electrified machines
now doing much of the physical labor, women were increasingly con-
sidered capable of performing certain jobs. Women found employ-
ment not only as secretaries and store clerks, but also as factory work-

12
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ers. With these new jobs, they ostensibly earned their own income.
Often, however, this money was handed over to the head of the house-
hold (that is, the father) to help support the entire family.

Yet many young women did have more and more discretionary
income to go to amusement parks, restaurants, and the movies—some-
times even without a male escort! Many people were bothered by
this small surge in women’s independence, fearing that it would up-
set the “natural” balance of female dependence on men. Even more
shocking were the people of this era who called for equal rights for
women, advancing the cause of feminism. One of these activists,
Rebecca West, wrote as early as 1913, “I myself have never been
able to find out precisely what feminism is: I only know that people
call me a feminist whenever I express sentiments that differentiate
me from a doormat.” Mainstream American society worked to de-
monize this first wave of feminism in many ways, branding some of
these pioneering women criminal radicals or madwomen. Some were
deported from the country, while others were imprisoned in institu-
tions or silenced in other ways.

The era’s moral reformers castigated not only feminist activists
but also the less radical working girls who were having fun on their
own in the big city. A number of people argued that these women
were destroying the foundations of civilization by abandoning tradi-
tional gendered behaviors in order to pursue new pleasures. They
also warned that these women were placing themselves in physical
danger from pimps, kidnappers, and drug pushers—criminals who
supposedly thrived in such disreputable places as amusement parks
and movie houses.

The early nickelodeons and movie theaters, were considered dis-
reputable and unsavory—and thus not a place in which any respect-
able woman might be found. As if to reinforce those ideas, a number
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of early feature-length films such as Traffic in Souls (1913) and In-
side the White Slave Traffic (1914) warned female moviegoers that
their newfound urban independence could easily lead to kidnapping
and forced prostitution. The fact that this possible situation was dubbed

s white slavery by the popular culture of the era underscores certain
racial and capitalist ideologies: white women (being the “best” type
of woman) were allegedly more desirable and thus more valuable as
commodities or as victims. Furthermore, the image of a white woman
being enslaved to a non-white man (which is what this rhetoric im-

10 plied) was especially inflammatory, projecting generic male desire
onto a non-white (and therefore more bestial) racial group.

White slave films were not the only racially inflected cinematic
image used to negotiate women’s “proper place” during the 1910s.
For example, the stereotype of the vamp was also very common. The

1s vamp was a dark and exotic woman who used her potent sexuality to
control white men, often leading them to their doom. (“Good” girls
were more likely to be represented as blonde and blue-eyed.) Vamp
was short for vampire, a monster that drains the life blood out of his
or her victims. Thus the vamp—a sexually active woman often of

20 another race, ethnicity, or nationality—was figured as a predatory
monster who drained men of their money and morals.

In Birth of a Nation (1915), the mulatto character Lydia is figured
as evil not only because of her mixed racial status, but because she is
intelligent and conniving and can wield sexual power over men. Early

25 Hollywood’s most famous vamp was Theda Bara, a dark-haired ac-

th

tress born in Ohio under the name Theodosia Goodman. Studio ex-
ecutives allegedly devised her movie name by reversing and scram-
bling the letters in the phrase “Arab Death,” and she was promoted as
a dark, exotic, and alluring beauty from another culture. As such,
30 Theda Bara represented white patriarchal America projecting its sexual
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fantasies and desires upon a non-
white or foreign figure, a trope that
we have already seen at work in
representations of African Ameri-
can, Asian, and Hispanic women.

In 1920, the fight to gain equal
rights for women scored a major
success when their Constitutional
right to vote, granted in 1918, fi-
nally came into force. Among the

other successes of first wave femi-

nism was yet another new type of Theda Bara, whose studio-given name was
allegedly devised by mixing up the letters in

woman—a young, urban, career-
n y & ’ the phrase “Arab Death,” was early

oriented woman who quickly be- Hollywood's most famous vamp.
came a cultural stereotype known g;;:::g[;ed Bubliery: photiuthars hersanal

as the flapper. The flapper rejected

Victorian notions of what a woman was, and developed her own style.
She wore shorter bobbed hair, with strands of pearls over plain, shorter
dresses that deaccentuated her curves; she smoked and danced in
public; and she even had sex outside of wedlock.

While this initially seems a radical overthrow of the Victorian im-
age of women, the flapper represents a hegemonic negotiation that
allows new ideas to come into play but reaffirms concepts basic to
keeping patriarchal capitalism in place. For example, a flapper's in-
dependence was chiefly defined by her freedom to buy things in or-
der to reconfigure her personal style, and not by any kind of radical
political critique: in most novels and films in which she appeared, the
flapper was still out to find a husband. (Contemporary capitalism still
works in similar ways, taking advantage of feminist sentiment by
advertising that women can become liberated by purchasing certain
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Clara Bow embodied the
image of the 1920s
flapper, a young woman
who was much more
sexually liberated than
her Victorian predeces-
sors.

Unidentified publicity
photo, authors’ personal
collection

products such as Virginia Slims cigarettes or
Nike sports equipment.) The flapper and the
new openness about sexuality that she repre-
sented were depicted in many films of the era.

Sex comedies such as Cecil B. DeMille’s
Male and Female (1919) and Don’t Change
Your Husband (1919) and Erich von Stroheim’s
Foolish Wives (1922) often implied that this new
sexual morality would only lead to tragedy and
death, but the flapper was an instant hit in films
because of her vivacious and sexy attitude.
Probably the most famous film flapper of the
era was Clara Bow. In the film /r (1927), based
on a popular book of the same name, she ce-
mented her image as the high-spirited, free-
wheeling flapper and even became known as
“The IT Girl.” (“IT” was a euphemism for the

flapper’s magnetic energy and sexually free spirit.)
However, Clara Bow’s career was short-lived. As nasty rumors

20 about her private life began to tarnish her public image, she suffered

a series of mental and physical breakdowns. Acknowledging how the

Hollywood studio system could actually destroy the lives of those it

created and valorized, Bow once remarked that “being a sex symbol

is a heavy load to carry, especially when one is tired, hurt, and bewil-
25 dered.” As with many Hollywood stars before and after her, the de-

mands of playing a bigger-than-life construction of ideal femininity

became a difficult chore for Clara Bow. Those demands and expecta-

tions, combined with the public’s ever-more conservative leanings

during the years of the Great Depression, eventually forced “The IT

30 Girl” off the screen at the age of 28.
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Images of Women in 1930s Classical Hollywood

Recall that during the first few years of the Great Depression,
Hollywood’s form and style codified into what is now known as the
classical Hollywood style. Some of the most famous female movie
stars of the twentieth century are associated with this era: Greta Garbo,
Mae West, Barbara Stanwyck, Marlene Dietrich, Bette Davis, Joan
Crawford, and Katharine Hepburn, just to name a few. Most of these
women were considered glamorous beauty queens, which meant that
both onscreen and in real life they dressed in designer gowns, wore
impeccable hair and makeup, and could be seen frequenting the best
and most beautiful homes and nightclubs in America. Because of
their popularity with the public, some of these stars were able to
maintain a degree of control over their own projects. Katharine
Hepburn often battled studio bosses over roles that she felt were de-
meaning, and Greta Garbo had input in choosing her leading men
and cinematographers. Mae West was known for writing all of her
own dialog (she had been a playwright and vaudeville star before
coming to Hollywood).

Like many of the characters these and other actresses played in the
early 1930s, West’s onscreen persona was gutsy and sexy: she was
best known for her racy double entendre jokes that suggested she
was a sexual free-spirit who was untethered to any one man, be it
father or husband. Marlene Dietrich and Greta Garbo also appeared
as strong female characters who frequently challenged the patriar-
chal status quo. In Morocco (1930) for example, Dietrich wears a
tuxedo and seduces both men and women. In Queen Christina (1933),
Garbo’s character professes that she would rather “die a bachelor”
than marry, and she ends the film alone.

Also recall that Hollywood had adopted its Production Code in
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1930 as an attempt to quell calls for censorship but,

until it was enforced in 1934, Hollywood movies
actually got a bit racier as failing companies tried
to woo Depression-era audiences back into their
¥ theaters. The appearance of strong, forward,
. sexualized heroines in the early 1930s was
"% thus the result of those economic and in-

x|

dustrial factors, as well as of the increasing liber-
alization of sex roles that had occurred throughout
the 1920s. However, there were other people in the
country who objected to the sort of forthright
sexuality that was the hallmark of many of these
Pre-Code films. They argued that the Great De-
pression had been brought about by wild, god-
less licentiousness, including the “scandalous”
behavior of independent women and flappers.
Wi WEEE VR G B PR Demands for federal censorship of the
Hollywood's most notorious leading ~ Movies by activist groups such as the
ES}E; ;Zersg?te mostof her provocatie g tholic Legion of Decency eventu-
20 Unidentified publicity phote, authors’ ally forced the industry to self-censor
PesendSaliscon itself via the Seal of Approval provi-
sion (put into effect in 1934).
Suddenly, many of the strong female roles that actresses such as
Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich had specialized in were curtailed.
25 While most actresses were able to shift into roles thought by the cen-
sors to be more appropriate, others suffered badly. Mae West, whose
career depended on her racy sexual innuendo, was hobbled by the
new Hollywood censors. Her film work after the Production Code
was put into effect was sparse and tepid compared to her Pre-Code

30 work. Adding insult to injury, during the same period of time the
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conservative newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst used his
newspapers to carry on a “smear campaign” against many of these
same actresses. Hearst’s newspapers dubbed them “box office poi-
son” and suggested to filmgoers and filmmakers alike that their ca-
reers were (or should be) finished.

This is not to say simplistically that Pre-Code films had great roles
for women and those after 1934 did not. The differences are perhaps
rather minor from a twenty-first-century perspective. Hollywood films
had always tended to be about men, and to punish sexually active
“bad” women while rewarding “good” women with romance and
marriage. Most Hollywood genre films of the 1930s, both Pre- and
Post-Code, were still centered on men and tended to simplify female
characters into basic types drawn from the virgin-whore dichotomy.
The gangster film, for example, focused on guys with guns (on both
sides of the law), with women figured either as the gangster’s moll
(the sexualized whore figure) or as the G-man’s wife (the virgin-
mother).

The Western also dealt predominantly with male adventure, and
women’s roles usually were reduced to either the saloon girl (itself a
Hollywood euphemism for prostitute) or the good daughter of a
rancher (or perhaps a virginal schoolteacher). In the horror film or
action-adventure film, women were primarily helpless victims wait-
ing to be carried off by monsters or marauding madmen, so that they
might be saved by patriarchal heroes. The musical and the romantic
comedy initially seem to offer more equity to men and women, as
these genres focused on heterosexual courtship, thus giving men and
women fairly equal screen time.

Yet, even within that format, the gender codes of the day regarding
clothing, makeup, courtship, and marriage all work to reinforce tra-
ditional gender roles. In Western patriarchal culture, it is the man
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who asks the woman to dance, pays for dinner, and proposes mar-
riage. Women do not have the option of reversing those gender roles
in most 1930s Hollywood films. Also, the musical genre frequently
features scantily clad chorus girls, allegedly as a visual treat for men
in the audience.

The one Hollywood genre devoted to women and allegedly to
women’s issues was comprised of melodramas known as woman’s
films. These films are also sometimes referred to as “soap operas,”

13

“weepies,” “tearjerkers,” and/or “chick flicks.” The films in this genre
were made (written, directed, produced) largely by men, creating sto-
ries that they thought would attract a female audience. (One should
also note the lack of a matching “man’s film” genre—because most
of the rest of Hollywood cinema is “man’s film.”)

Consequently, the woman’s film usually presents conventional,
patriarchal ideas about what it supposedly means to be a woman.
Centered on the lead female character’s romantic and/or domestic
trials and tribulations, woman’s films present the family and home
environment as the proper sphere for women. The Old Maid (1939)
provides a good indication of this in its opening moments. The film
begins with a newspaper headline announcing the beginning of the
Civil War and then scans down to a corner of the front page where
wedding announcements are listed. It then dissolves to the female
leads blithely preparing for the nuptials in their own little world. Also,
as terms like “tearjerker” indicate, these films appeal directly to view-
ers’ emotions, on the assumption that women are more emotional
than men. Thus, while the woman’s film genre presents a special niche
where female characters were front and center, patriarchal notions of
gender were continually reinforced.

The types of stories that proliferated in the genre attempted to teach
women lessons about their proper function under patriarchy. Women
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