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5ex and gender

l;r lilm and tclcvision theorr: gender is not ser. In a

common disti lrction rriost popularization can be

raced to fcminist rrrit ing on culture since the

1970s isee feminist theory) - selrder can be

deiincd in colttradistinction to sex. In this raxon-

ornr: 
'ser' refers to the biological and phvsical

d i i le rences  be t r rcen n ten  aDd \ romen:  \ \h i le
'gcnder' r, ' fers to Ihe cultural roles u hich arc built

up and linked to thosc diflerences. Thus, 'female'

3nj 
'male' are sc\esJ while 'femininc 

and 'ntascu-

line'are gender roles. The characteristic-. asso-

ciated lith tiese roles in rrestern culture include:

r Fcminine/masculine

o Passive/active

r  \ \ cak /s t ro r rg

r Emotile./intellectual

r  tn rhod i rd /abs t rac ted

o Pr ir atc hcrme /publit rrrork)

r Other-identifi ed/self-identifi ed

r Process-oriented/eoal-oriented

r Secr.tarial/managerial

o \urse,/doctor

And so on. These binary gender roles are alu'a1's

understood to involve hierarchies of value - the

emotional and the private musr nor be allowed to

tntrrfere rsith the rational u'ork of public decision

making, the secretarial and nurse roles are merelv

support for rhe manager and the doctor and so on.

The disrincdon betw'een sex and gender is often
made in popular discouse. I-lorrer.cr. this is not
alnavs the case: al other rimcs. the terms are used
interchangeabh' iso that 'male' and 'female' 

are
referred ro as 'eendcrs'). It should be nored. in
respect to the different meanincs of the term in
academic and non-acadcmic cultural sites. that
recent  theorc r ica l  rv r i t i r rg  has  cha l lenged the
traditional distinction betlcen scx and gendcr
's te  nex t  sec t io r r l .

Like race'. the taxononrv of 'sex' 
prorides a

\ta} ol dividing socieq into discrete groups of
tndir' iduals. 

It protides the b:rsis for the ' identitr '

n .J : , :  ,l - ' l l l l cs -  sc (  iden t i t y  r  o rnrnon l r  k r ) , , r '  r r  . r *

,rlIxirl ism'. 
' l ' lrc 

rolc of 'gender' in this p,,l i t ics
ha. l leen an antbir.alcnt oDe.

The need for feminist rtrir ing in the 1970s to
insist on the disrinction benr.een sex and qcnder

can eas i l r -be  undersrood.  \ \ ' r i te rs  r rho  r r .e re

chantpioning such polit ical concepts as l ibem.

and equalin {br u'omen u'ere faced rr.ith essenti:rlisr

arguments rrhich insisted that the behaviours.

characteristics zrnd personalit ies of men and

\l 'omen \r,ere determined bv nature and could not

be changed. Such argumenls rlcrc used to buttress

unequal social institutions rlomen could not lcave

the horne. join in public l i fe. beconre poliricians.

hold pouerful positions. and so on. simplr-becausc

thev rvere biologicallv incapable of doing so.

\\romen's preference for the private sphere, lbr

abnegating responsibilini for rhinking of others

before themseh'es, rvere all natural.

In the face of such arguments. feminist rrritinq

insisted that while sex - the phlsical distincrions

benlern men and rvomen - might be natural. the

behariours, personalit ies and characteristics asso-

ciated rrith these categories - \\ 'ere not so. Instead,

the\'\ iere cultural and could therefore be changed.

(It is uorth noting the assumprion rvhich is

accepted in such a rhetorical move - that if a

qualin is 'natural' i t is therefore both desirable and

unchmgeable.)

This debate - about uhether gender roles are

natural or cultural con(inues lo resonare in

popular culture to the present dar; u'ith comon

sense understandings of the siruation suingrng

from one side to the other, and a resular roll-call of

book b1' science journalists published each vear

which claim to 'prove' 
that gender roles are natural

and determined bv biologr: It should be noted that

it is, ultimatell impossible to know to what e-\rent

the roles rrhich u'e name as masculine and

feminine are biologicallr constructed. It is impos-

sible to remove human subjects from culturc in

order to studv them scientif icalh' this uould bc

not onh unethical. but plrvsicalh impossible.

The rrork of- historians of science such as Annr

Fausto Sterling has made clear that. repeatedlr'

throushout history; the claims of the biological

scicnces to have made 'discoveries' 
about thc

'natural' di{Ierences betrleen nren and rr'onrctt

have iatcr turrred out to be based on culrrrraj

prejudices. Stcrl i lrg gives the exarlple of ninc-

tcenth-ccr . r tu r l  b io log ica l  sc io r t i s ts  r lho 'd iscor -

ercd tlrat rtonrcn could not studr dl universin rr. i l

uould dn' out dreir rtombs, causing steri l in, and

hvsteria. Eom our contcmporary r' ie\point. the

idca that \\ 'ornen are bioloeicall l unable to sludy

seents to be obviouslr, untrue ue can norl see the

cultural assumptions lhich informed this scientif ic

rescarch. Clurrenth: the most common scientif ic

paradignrs rlhich are used to defend argumen6

rhat gcnder diffcrences are reallr, biological differ-

cnces are sociobiologr'(argument bv metaphor

from animals). evolutionary biologl' (rrhich is

hrpothesis rrithout replicabil in') and ps1'chologr. (a

discipline uhich in fact studies cuhure and

discourse).

Fcnrinist cultural theory strongll argued that

gender roles u'ere cultural and changeable and

besan to examine the savs in u'hich thev rvere

sustained and promulgated. In so doing, the

anah sis of cultue - includir.rg feminist film rheory

and rvrit ing on gcnder roles in teler.ision - became a

central part ofa ferninist project u hich attempted to

shorr that the gender roles constructed bv culture

were disabling to uomen in particular u'ars.

Cender and film theory: content

BooLs such as Kate tr{illett's influential Sexual Politits
(1971 r sueeested that the creation ofgender roles in
culture could be ansll'5sd b)'attenrion to'stereo-
q?es' and positive images (see stereotnre). This
terminologl' suggested that cultural tcxts supported
gcnder roles b1' a process simpll' of reperition of
characteristics - women u'ere repeatedlv sho\ln to
be rreak, unable to defend themselves, porverless to
take control of their lives and reliant on men. In
rtsponse u,as proposed a project of deliberately
producing'po. i r ive images' .  Thesc represenrar ions,
it r.as argled. rrould provide role modcls for
rromen. This rrork sousht the abolirion of gendcr
roles - altlrough the catesories of male and female
would remain. the broad binan categories of
masculinc and feminine n.hich are currendr. asso-
clated rrith them l,ould bc destrored. Both men arrd
somen \ ould be shorr.n as caring. emotional,
stronq. indcpcndent, ad\.enturous, and so on.

Gender and film theory: form

\\'riters such as L:rura Mulvev \\,enr on ro nore
thal more than sirnplr ,"pra..,rti,re malc and

gender l9l

female characters in diflerenr rravs. Iilms o{l'ered
masculine and femininc positions in the rrar. thev
$ere structured. In panicular, it u.as noted that
\\'omen sere often prescnted as ,passive., 

as
'objects', 'to be looked at'. In conrrast. men \r.ere
'active', 'subjects' and able to ,look' (see gaze,
tle). This description applied nor onh. to roles in
the narrative, bur ro canrera angles, shots. lighting,
costuming, editing etc.

Psychoanalysis and gender

Underl;'ing much feminist analvsis of the construc-
t ion of  gcnder ro les uas a psr.choanaht ical
approach. Ihis prorides a curiouslv ambir.alent
explanation for the formation of gender roles -

panly social/cultural and panlr. essentialist/biolo-
eical. Psvchoanahtic rrriring explains the forma-
tion of individual subjectir.in, primarilr. in relation
to sexual di{Ierence. In rraditional psl.choanalrtic
rlavs ofthinking, there are tu,o kinds of'pslches, in
the u orld - male and female (later rr.riting
attempted to produce psrchoanalrtic accounts of
racial diflerence. but this is a far less developed
process). To thc degree that this is understood to be
brought about br. social/culrural factors - the
organization of the uestern nuclear famil1,. for
example - it could be said rhat psvchoanahtic
thought is not esselrtialist. Horr er.er. in manr- u.avs.
psvchoanahtic cultural relies on biological di{ler-
ence to explain gender - the presence or the
absence of a penis (even in L,acanian psrcho-
analysis, where rhe pht'sical object of the penis is
replaced uith the srmbolic phallus. the relationship
betlveen these t\\'o objects remains a close one; see
fetishism; Lacm, Jacques; psychoanalysis).

Pornography

The idea that the 'feminized' gender role in our
culture includes passivin: po\r'erless and the posi-
tion of being mcrely an 'objcct' has also been
addressed in rtriting on pomography - and
panicularh il that tradirion represented b,v Andrea
Drvorkin. Frrr Dworkin. pornoqirphr. is thc donti-
nant catrgon for undcrstancliilg gender tan argu-
ment \\'hiclt is facilirated br I)u.orkin's dcfinition of
pornographr as all culturai texts rthich shou: inr.ite
or are vioi('rll aqainst u.onren arrd her lirrther
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adoptiorr of interprerive stratcsies rrhich allou her

to shou that elcn reprrsentation of rromen falls

into these categories). Horlever, theoretical rlriting

u'hich comes afier Drrorkin poirrts out that there

are other \r 'avs lo think about pornographv than its

being about gender - and indeed, other \r 'avs to

think about gender than its being defined by

pornographl:

Feminist cultural theory and essentialism

In a u,a\'. bv challengine sender roles. feminist film
theory \\'as invitine is or.n undoing ar least in the
form uhich it existed - as it challeneed 'stereo-

npes' and championed 'positive images'. For if
men and \\'omen \r'ere represented in identical
u'avs, then the categon of 'rr'oman'u'ould begin to
degrade u'hat rvould then make 'u,omen'different

f rom'men'?
Hou,ever, other srands of cultural theon' have

insisted more srronglr- on essentialist positions -

that the gender roles associated rlith rr'omen in our
culrure can be traced back to biolosl and nature.
In thb approach, rather than tn'ing to change
gender roles. the project offeminist cultural theory
should be to arrempr to revalue rhem, to celebrate
traditionallr' leminine qualities.

Such an approach can be seen in the rcork of
Luce Irigaray and H6lene Cixous. The concepts
of 'parla 

fmtme' 'lriearar' - uoman's lalking) and
' i mturr fmnine' iCLsous rlomen's uriting) suggest
that u,omen's culrural expression rr.ill be feminine -

b1'uhich thq' mean decentred; refusing an over-
arching rational point ofrieu': not reh.ing on linear
logic; challenging rhe parriarchal order; excessive,
troubling and disturbing. and so on. For these
rr'riters. such gendercd qualities are not purelv
cultural but can be linked back to the fernale body
r n'hich allorrs for decentred and open-ended
pleasure, as opposed to the phallic, climax-oricnted
pleasure associared rtith men. Thus,'masculine'
fcrrms of cultural production - linear narrarive,
coherent point of vies cannot produce truh'
'feminine' repres€ntations.

These arguments are no\r gencrallv regarded as
unconvincing. 

-fhe 
idca thar particular aesrhetic

forms are esscntialh'gerrdered. or har.e innate
tendencies to be either 'rad;cal' or 'consen ative'. is
usualll vieu'ed rvith suspicion. although some such

tendencies sun'ive from the 1970s in rrrit ing rrhich

celebrates avmt-garde production. It is norr

more generallv accepted that the potential of

aesthetic lorms to sen'e particular polit ical ends -

to be 
'radical', 'sublersive' 

or 'progressive', rthat-

ever these terms might be taken to mean - must be
judged in terms of the aesthetic and sociopolit ical

context in q'hich thev are used.

Experience

The category of uomen's 'experience' is also
appealed to in order to stabilize gender roles in
some 1970s feminist cultural theory: Here, u'onren
are nrore likell'to enjoli understand and relate to
the cultural production of other \1omen because
thev all share a similar oudook, brought about not
necessarih bv narure. bur br common esperience.
This rvord, popular in I970s cultural theon has
nou been re-evaluated as it becomes apparent that
penonal experience is not an unarguable guaran-
tor of truth. it is jusr as much uithin discourse as
other aspects of culture (see subject and sub-
jectivity).

The imponance of the sex of the producer of a
cultura.l text can be discussed more usefullv v.ithin
the context ofauthorship: information abour the
author is. it is accepted in our culture. a suitable
intertext to bring to bear on the interpretation ofa
text. Because our current understandings of
identity include sex as an important category
knorring that a particular film or relevision
programme is produced, directed or uritten bv a
boman can be seen as important rrithout making
anv appeal to the \\'avs in which that particular rext
might contribute ro the formation of eender roles.

Masculinitv

The anention so far in rhis entn'to feminist u'riring
and the lavs in rvhich it has dealt lith the
construction of tin particular) the'feminine' gender
role should not be taken as implving that it is onh'
uomen rlho have gender: nor that the construction
of masculinity is in an1' u'av less intercsting
Houcver. Roland Barthes' concept of 'exnomit:a-

r ion cai l  l I  s |eu op(rat i r rg in thc histon , r fcul tural

theon around gender Barthes notes that donrinallt

groups r€nd to ellace themselves from lanzuage.

rcndcrins thenrseh'es tl le unspoken nornl against

ghich cventhing clse is judged. In this uarr for

several vcars it appeared that men rvere sinlph'too

obrious and normal to require anv explanation'

Since the late 1980s, howevcr, this has become

increasinslv untrue, as an initial trickle of rvork

anah sirlq the cotrstruction ofmasculinin in culture

has become something of a flood'
'fhere are occasional earlv books rlhich anallse

,mascr . r l in i t v  in  the  nrov ies 'us ing  the  same

ta\ononlv of srereorvpe,/positive image rthich

inficrn,s rrritiltg on feniininiql Horvever. these are

largch' isolated examples. Thc later \\ 'ork in the

area calt be di| ided into two broad streams'

One stream anall'ses the production of mascu-

linin' in terms very similar to those developed bl'

f i lm studies in order to anah'se femilrinin' -

anal\ 'sing rhe gaze. col)cePts of stcreonpes and so

on. Lr th;s tradition, pride of place must be given to

Richard Dyer, uho sas committed to uork in this

area lolrg before it gained its current fashionable

status. Bools proriding textual anal)sis of the

construction of masculinit l ' in the cinema nort

appear at the rate of seteral a year. It is rtonh

notinq D\er's explicir identif ication as a gav man.

examined and explored in his work, and his

attention to the reladonship benr'een se\ualin

and masculinin'l this is representative rather than

surprising a cenain tangential relation to t}le

simple model of male/female relations produced

bv carlv feminist rtork (including tlte arr'areness

lhat men could also be regarded as sexual objects)

means that much of the analysis of masculinin' is

conclucted under an explicit l l '  homosexual rubric'

The other stream is a more sociological one' and

shades into rlork produced hy the melt s move-

ment. In the sanle \\ 'av that feminist social

movcnlcnis provided the backdrop for analvses of

fen t i r r in in .  rhe  men 's  movemen(  c t r r rcn t l \  p ro r ides

an in te rprer i re  l ramrr ro rk  fo r  r r r i t ing  on  the  \ \avs

in rrhich traditional constructiols of masculinity
'hurt' 

men. and the urgent need to inten ene in the

prt,duction ofthcse gender rolcs irr order to protect

men Horrocks l9!)5). In the analvsis of gcnder

rolcs emcrging from the men's mol'cmcnt. these

rolcs musr be changed in orcler Io allow men to be

morc cmotional but t lrcre is catcgoricalh no

desirc ro rctire thcs( gerrdcr rolcs altogethcr' In this

tradition. it is rital that 
'nlasculine' and 'fcminine'

gender I93

roles are retained. and that. indeed, thev retain

much of their current composition i including the

need lbr men to be 
'strong' in relation to \\ 'omen)'

It is onh the distribution of rhe capaciw for

emodonal expression u'hich must be changed

Challenging sex

Up to this poir)t. this entn has \\'orked \\'ith the

distinction u hich rtas proposed and popularized by

feminisr cultural theon-since rhe 1970s that sex

@iological; and eender (cultural) can be scParated

in  a  func t iona l  b inan:  Hor rereq  i t  i .  imponant  to

note that in the 1990s, this taxonomv rlas

challenged - and indeed. in a cenain tradition of

lriting (see queer theory). this challenge is noru

accepled as axiomatic. The most important rlr iter

in this regard isJudith Butler, nho argues that the

sex/gender distinction is a misleading one. She

notes that the idea drat the categon of sex - that

there are naturalh' $vo kinds of people in this

uorld, male and female - is. in itself. a cultural one.

In short, the ven' question, 
'are differences

benteen men and women biological and cultural?'.

makes the assumption that there are nl'o discrete

categories of people - l lamed men and s'omen.

Research has pointed out that eten at the

biological level, it is impossible to make an

adequate distinction benveen male and female.
'Secondary' sexual characteristics, such as the

distribution of body hair and bodl- fat are not

divided neatlv into nvo groups: for example. a large

proportion of uomen shale. bleach or $a)i their

facial hair to try to fit into these cultural categories'

Even in terms of 
'primanj sexual characteristics. it

is not obtious that easv distinctions can be nrade'

In the biological sciences. definit ions ofmalent'ss or

femaleness sometimes depend on the role takt'n tn

reproducrion - uhether individuals produce sP(rm

or eggs. But b\ this definit ion. post-mellopirusal

uomen uould be ncither nrale tror female. I l '  t l le

definit ion is sinrph the possession of a pcnis or a

lasina. then the larqe number of individuals irorn

each vcar uho are interscxed {some cstinlates

sugsest 2,000 cven vcar in thc United States;rlottt

must b( cxcluded from thc definit ion. Again. thcse

people lacc surgical inten'cttt ion to nlakc l lrcDl

either male or fcmale lo makc naturc fi l  irr \\ i th

our cultural presupposition that therc Zrc otth l" rt '
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discrctc 
and distinct, sexes. Evcn on a chromoso-

pal ler'el. sex canllot be sinlpll guaralrtct 'd: some

{l' infants are born rlith 'female' genitalia, alrd

somc SX u'ith 
'male' '

In short. the uork of Butler proposes that the

idea that there are t\\ 'o se\es is not a natrtral otre.

but is as cultural, and changeable, as the idea rhat

there are nlo kirlds of scnder beliariour Indeed,

she goes so far as to propose that, in the absence of

6 sinrple 
'fact' of biologl to sustain this beliel lhe

belief in nro sexes is in fact supported bI our

cukural sl'stems. Or, more sinlply, that it is the

concept of sellder which protides the basis on

H'hich the concept ofbioloeical sex is built - exactlv

ge opposite of rvhat u'as proposed in 1970s

feminist cultural theory.
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