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Blockbuster franchises have come to dominate the cinematic landscape of the 
21st century and a significant portion of popular culture in the US. While the 
blockbuster genre emerged in the mid-1970s, franchises built around the 
same movies that started the genre have received new installments regularly 
in the last twenty years. The new films continue the stories started in 
previous films or tell new stories using new iterations of familiar characters 
and settings. Because audiences’ expectations for diversity and 
representation have changed since the 1970s, the new films need to introduce 
new characters or adjust to the existing ones. These changes are perhaps 
most visible in these franchises’ gender representations. The new films are 
layered with the narrative elements of the previous films and thus need to 
engage with the nostalgic expectations of different generations of viewers and 
fans.  

Adapting the source material for a new era has produced franchises that 
narrate gender in two opposing ways. One narrative found in the new Star 
Wars films, for example, depicts gender as a flexible category, one that does 
not limit the potential of a character. The other narrative presents gender as a 
rigid identity, one that has little room for variance. This confined narrative 
can be found in the DC-comics extended universe films, such as Batman v 
Superman: Dawn of Justice. Examining these two narratives is the central 
premise of this dissertation. Because blockbuster cinema has traditionally 
been viewed as a kind of neutral ground in popular culture, even though they 
occasionally contained critiques toward the hegemonic status quo, this 
disparity that emerged in the blockbusters of the 2010s represents a 
significant change.  

This work focuses on examining legacy blockbuster franchises. These 
franchises are such that they have their cinematic origins in the same era 
when the contemporary blockbuster genre emerged, a time that saw the US 
keen to move past the trauma of the Vietnam war and move towards 
conservative family values. The franchises analyzed in this work are Alien, 
DCEU (i.e., Batman, Superman, and Wonder Woman), Jurassic Park, Mad 
Max, Star Trek, and Star Wars. The films from these franchises that are 
discussed are those released between 2009 and 2020. This timeframe allows 
to map out trajectories for the central characters while also keeping the 
source material manageable.  

I build upon understanding popular culture, especially films, as a site 
where cultural attitudes and norms are made and contested (Giroux, 1994). 
Mainstream films can offer even models and strategies of resistance, 
sometimes unwittingly (Halberstam, 2011). I also acknowledge the 
longstanding and often contested notion of blockbuster cinema as mere 
spectacle, but in an era when spectacle has permeated every layer of social 
discourse, examining how gender, a central element of human identity, is 
narrated in this context.  



This work uses post-classical narratology with a contextual approach to 
understanding how gender is narrated through characters. This approach 
also means that the focus is not on structure but on content that details 
impressions in cultural, historical, thematic, and ideological contexts. These 
films rewrite themselves over the stories of the old films and make their 
interaction with the past legible to audiences. To comprehensively 
understand the overlapping contexts of past and present, I find it necessary 
to examine male-centric hero narratives that came to dominate the 1980s, an 
era that most of these analyzed films evoke with positive or negative 
connotations. For example, a franchise like Star Wars has started to 
challenge conservative gender expectations but still utilizes aesthetics and 
plot elements that were closely associated with heroes who were cis men. In 
such a case, a franchise can reorganize its gender narrative that was 
previously limited as something more inclusive. Such changes can elicit 
responses, even hostile ones. Such reactions tend to focus on how the new 
installments of the series deviate from what some fans consider to be the 
sacrosanct authorial intent. These adaptation issues are present when films 
are built upon the foundation laid by previous films and play a role in how 
cultural meanings are prescribed to these franchises.  

The results of this dissertation suggest that two opposing gender 
narratives are competing for dominance in blockbuster cinema and that the 
erosion of the conservative hegemony in the US is also visible: That gender 
narrative that is most associated with conservative values has difficulties 
maintaining cultural relevance as the more fluid narratives of gender gain 
more ground. The source material articulated these narratives through the 
following themes: men and masculinities, heroic female characters and 
postfeminism, and queer narratives and artificial reproduction. What 
becomes apparent when dissecting these themes is that the gender identity of 
a character indicates little of what gender possibilities are narrated; a film 
with a female protagonist can have a limited view of gender, while a film with 
a male protagonist can problematize the hegemonic status of individuals 
within the social category of men, and of course vice versa. The analysis 
presented in this dissertation indicates that improvements in representation, 
while important, do not necessarily offer any critique of rigid hierarchical 
gender binaries. Even films that superficially promote gender equality, like 
Wonder Woman (2017), can reveal themselves to give an inordinate amount 
of agency to supporting male characters. Such films illustrate how 
blockbuster cinema in the 2010s was willing to engage with demands of such 
social movements as feminism but still avoided causing significant 
disruptions.  

These two competing gender narratives that have materialized in 
blockbuster films represent a significant change in a field of popular culture 
and further signal a possible sea change in societal attitudes towards gender 
in general. 



Watching Leia, Han, and Luke struggle to get out of a gigantic garbage 
compactor in A New Hope from 1977 is perhaps the earliest memory I have of 
a film. Most likely, I wandered to the living room as my parents watched it on 
television since I remember asking them what they watched. From there on 
in, I remember films slowly becoming increasingly important in my life. I was 
far too young to see Tim Burton’s Batman in theaters in 1989, but that did 
not stop me from renting the VHS copy of the film ridiculously often. The real 
turning point came in 1993 when I saw Jurassic Park in theaters. What made 
that experience so momentous for me was not so much the special effects, 
which of course enthralled me as a child, but the realization that the film was 
a project guided by a person with a specific vision, a director. Jurassic Park is 
not perhaps the most enduring classic from Steven Spielberg’s oeuvre, but for 
me, it sparked an interest in films as more than a way to pass the time. They 
became something to think about, even obsess over.  

Almost thirty years later, my obsession with films, or any form of 
storytelling that utilizes moving images, shows little signs of diminishing. 
This dissertation allowed me to examine cultural and societal issues through 
a medium that I hold dear while engaging in a serious academic debate with 
my favorite scholars.  

This dissertation was made possible by the University of Helsinki research 
funding as they granted Outi Hakola’s Creating and Challenging Populist 
Masculinities project with enough resources to hire me to work full time on 
my research. The University of Helsinki also provided me with a salaried 
position to complete my dissertation. This dissertation was conducted under 
the auspices of the Doctoral Program in Gender, Culture and Society, Faculty 
of Arts, and the Chancellor at the University of Helsinki.  

My writing and research were guided by my two supervisors, Professor 
Mikko Saikku and Docent Outi Hakola, who each provided their own 
invaluable insights. The process was never tedious, and I always felt that the 
text significantly improved after their honest commentary. Even receiving 
criticism felt exciting as it allowed me to hone my argumentation better. 
Mikko wisely advised me to position myself in the field of cultural studies and 
encouraged me to push forward. Outi could decipher my intentions from 
overwrought paragraphs and give feedback that allowed me to improve as a 
scholarly writer.  

The two people who served as preliminary examiners for this dissertation 
are scholars who have inspired me profoundly, and I am honored to have 
received their comments on my manuscript. Professor Frederick Wasser, and 
Professor Yvonne Tasker, thank you both for your input and for the work you 
have done. Your conclusions on the merits of my work are both humbling and 
inspiring as I take my next steps in the field of academia. I also must give 
additional thanks to Professor Wasser for promising to serve as my opponent. 
I expect the event to be both memorable and inspiring. I am also grateful for 



Professor Henry Bacon and Professor Tuija Pulkkinen, who serve as faculty 
representatives.  

In the years completing my dissertation, I have discussed the themes and 
ideas presented in this work as well as the realities of serious academic 
writing. Docent Rani-Henrik Anderson, Docent Josephine Hoegaerts, Docent 
Anu Korhonen, Docent Antti Korpisaari, and Docent Jaakko Seppälä all were 
enthusiastic to guide my progression with their experience and expertise. 
Fellow researchers working on their dissertations provided moral support 
and many chances to discuss ideas. Vilja Alanko, Saara Kekki, Anna-Leena 
Korpijärvi, Tuire Liimatainen, Ludovic Marionneau, Juho Turpeinen, and 
Oscar Winberg.  

I extend thanks also to everyone who attended SKY-meet, Renvall 
seminar, North American studies doctoral seminar, and cultural history 
seminar with me and took the time to read and comment on my work. 
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On December 9, 2016, a new hashtag was trending on twitter. Supporters of 
President Elect Donald Trump were demanding a boycott of the new Star 
Wars films. The hashtag was “#DumpStarWars” and those tweeting it were 
outraged that Star Wars had now been taken over by women and people of 
color.1 Original Star Wars from 1977, retitled as Star Wars: Episode IV: A 
New Hope in subsequent rereleases, while infused with counterculture 
elements, was emblematic of the conservative mindset that centered around 
white males who save society from certain doom. This was naturally not a 
singular vision presented by the original film trilogy, but several scholars 
viewed the original Star Wars being at the heart of the conservative turn of 
the late 1970s.2 In 2010s Star Wars seemed to be mutating into something 
very different, openly embracing diversity, subverting gender expectations, 
and implicitly positioning itself as an oppositional force to those who viewed 
themselves as the alt-right. Star Wars was not and still is not ideologically as 
clear cut as fans, audiences, and even scholars might assume. For example, 
the 1977 original features a strong female character who arguably seems to be 
the only character among the heroes who knows what they are doing. The 
evolution of Star Wars and its contradictory interpretations are what 
inspired me to examine blockbuster franchises and their gender narratives. 
My main interest is how franchises that hold significant cultural expectations 
change when they receive new installments years and even decades later. 

Blockbusters, meaning successful films with big budgets, stars, and 
audiences occupy a special place in the landscape of contemporary culture. 
Despite being challenged by new forms of pastime entertainment like social 
media, podcasts, streaming services or older rivals like video games, 
television, and books, blockbuster films have survived. Even the concerns for 
the entire industry’s future brought by the COVID-19 pandemic have slowly 
started to dissipate, proving the strength of the popular format.3 This work is 
concerned mainly with the 2010s era of blockbuster cinema, with a few 
incursions to the 2020s.4 

Furthermore, many contemporary blockbuster films, such as Star Wars, 
tend to be serialized. Serials are long-form storytelling built upon repetition 
and reiteration, consistency, and accumulation, suggesting that the scope of 

1 Derek Johnson, “Resistance and Empire: Star Wars and the Social Justice Reboot,” in Film Reboots, 
ed. Daniel Herbert and Constantine Verevis (Edinburgh: Edinburg University Press, 2020), 134. 
2 Yvonne Tasker, Spectacular Bodies: Gender, Genre and the Action Cinema (New York: Routledge, 
1993), 59-61. 
3 Rebecca Rubin, “Marvel’s Shang-Chi Aims for $60 Million Debut as Disney Ditches Hybrid Release 
(For Now),” Variety, September 1, 2021, accessed September 8, 2021, 
https://variety.com/2021/film/box-office/shang-chi-box-office-opening-weekend-estimate-
1235052963/. 
4 These films were made and released in a time unfamiliar with social distancing.  



the story is so vast that it cannot be consumed in one sitting.5 Movies 
themselves are comprised of scenes that are images strung together projected 
at 24 frames per second to create an illusion of smooth movement.6 Thus, 
while giving an illusion of coherence, even one film, and more so, a series of 
films includes transitions and shifts. This illusion compares to the illusion of 
cohesive gender categories. Gender is performative, it is repetition, but 
repetition can consist of subtle (or not so subtle) changes. Analyzing the 
gender constructs and possibilities of blockbuster films is an exploration into 
how gender possibilities are narrated in popular culture, and even more 
broadly understood as widely acceptable. Popular culture, after all, is where 
traditionally processes of stereotyping and homogenization have taken place, 
as narratives and representations are hoovered by established cultural 
bureaucracies.7 In this work, I view popular culture, despite its potential to 
banalize, as a contested terrain of gender ideology in the 2010s, which is 
especially apparent in blockbuster franchises. Henry Giroux makes similar 
assessments about the nature of popular culture as he sees it as a hybridized 
space where conflicts over memory, identity, and representation take place.8 
Movies which are directly or indirectly continuations of familiar stories are 
openly connected to their historical place in the culture that produced them. 
A new installment in a franchise can redefine, challenge, and problematize 
what that franchise has previously posited as uncontested narrative of gender 
possibilities. 

For example, when the Star Wars franchise was revived in 2015, the new 
films were more in tune with the representational requirements of modern 
audiences than the previous films in the series. In addition to improved 
diversity, the new films have steadily featured strong female protagonists 
with clear narrative arcs. While not a complete departure from the previous 
entries in the franchise, a significant development, nonetheless. The Star 
Wars franchise is at the center of a phenomena that became increasingly 
more apparent in the blockbuster cinema of the 2010s: gender was presented 
as a category with porous, often shifting borders, creating a narrative that 
allow for masculinity and femininity to be performed without retracing it to 
any biologically understood interpretation of bodies. In blockbuster cinema, 
following the increasingly popular writings and requests by feminist scholars, 
writers, and activists, gender was becoming a fluid category. Nevertheless, 
some films and franchises have rejected these strategies and attempted to 
push back the changing tide. I was inspired by these discussions around and 
within film cultures, to ask, how contemporary blockbuster franchises 
articulate and narrate gender possibilities? This dissertation works to answer 
that question. 

5 Jason Mittell, “Operational Seriality and the Operation of Seriality,” in Edinburgh Companion to 
Contemporary Narrative Theories ed. Zara Dinnen and Robyn Warhol (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2018), 227–228. 
6 Andrew Kania, “The Illusion of Realism in Film,” British Journal of Aesthetics 42, no. 3 (2002): 244. 
7 Stuart Hall, “What is this ‘Black’ in Popular Culture?,” Social Justice 20, no.1/2 (1993): 108. 
8 Henry Giroux, Disturbing Pleasures: Learning Popular Culture (New York: Rutledge, 1994), 27. 



Theoretical discussions on gender have been very active during the past 
two decades, and to examine how and if these discussions have reflected 
upon blockbuster films. The widening divide between ideological societal 
discourses drove me to examine how cultural contexts and the historical 
dimension of gender is visible in blockbuster film franchises. By analyzing the 
films from these viewpoints, the central argument that arises is that there are 
two competing views on gender, and they produce two different gender 
narratives. 

Those films, or storylines within the films, that present gender as a fixed 
category of certain behavior and possibilities I describe construing a finite 
narrative, the Detective Comics Extended Universe (DCEU) is an example 
of a franchise that fits this description. Films that, narrate gender as a 
multitude of possibilities and overlapping and interchangeable identities, 
such as the Star Wars franchise, create an unbounded narrative. These 
terms are used within this dissertation to describe clusters of representation, 
plot elements, and agency.9 By examining these two narratives I strive to 
create tools that can discern tendencies of conceptualizing gender, motivated 
by desires to (sustain and resuscitate) traditional gender norms or to 
dramatically overhaul them. As I will illustrate, neither of these emerging 
narratives is purely feminist or anti-feminist, but rather that they tell the 
story of gender in a way that it “makes sense” to audiences and which then 
frames feminism as a necessary ongoing process or a thing of the past.10 In 
my estimate, all of these film franchises are reacting to a broader 
phenomenon of redefining gender in the 21st century, a phenomenon so 
immense that every text aimed towards a wide audience is affected.  

My research builds on three tenets of scholarly discussions: Cultural Studies, 
Film Studies, and Gender Studies. I use these theoretical traditions to form 
an interdisciplinary approach that allows for a multidimensional 
understanding of how these film franchises engage with culture. This means 
that cultural studies is the approach that brings the other theoretical 
approaches together. I understand cultural studies as the examination of 
everyday lives of everyday people. I treat popular media texts, specifically 
blockbuster films, as reflections of everyday culture.11 To understand these 
reflections and their meanings, I place the narratives of these texts into the 
context in which they are consumed and in which they were produced. The 
focus of this dissertation is on US culture, but since American popular culture 
is produced for domestic and as well for international markets, the influence 

9 These concepts will be discussed in greater detail in subchapter 1.6. 
10 bell hooks, Feminism is for Everybody (London: Pluto, 2000), 1. In this work feminism is broadly 
defined as a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression, as described by bell hooks. 
11 Jeff Lewis, Cultural Studies: The Basics (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE publications, 2008), 31–36. 



of movies bleeds into other areas as well.12 Conversations surrounding the 
films discussed in this work are likely to appear in some form in other parts 
of the world as well. Because of the free-flowing nature of cultural texts and 
reactions to them, it is necessary to interrogate what those texts mean and 
how they can potentially influence the way people consuming them perceive 
as an acceptable gender trajectory. Stuart Hall’s model of encoding/decoding 
in communication suggests that audiences play a significant role in decoding 
messages by relying on their own social contexts.13 This notion is valuable in 
understanding that while audience interpretations might vary, texts tend to 
be structured in a manner that a preferred reading emerges. The preferred 
reading is structured by dominant ideological discourses prevalent in 
society.14 Because the franchises selected are layered with the histories of the 
story elements of films they are based upon and the tradition on blockbuster 
filmmaking that emerged between late 1970s and early 1980s. In addition to 
this historical context, they are also products of their own time and 
understood within that context. What cultural studies has brought into this 
discussion is the understanding of the importance of contexts when 
subscribing meaning as well as the intent of the authors striving towards a 
particular type of interpretation also. 

From film studies, I utilize the conceptualization of reality as a visual, 
auditory, and political construction. I follow scholarly arguments that view 
cinematic texts informing viewers on how to interpret events and 
representations in lived-in realities. Norman K. Denzin, a major proponent of 
the approach I have selected, suggests that cinema is not merely a reflection 
of reality but can also inform how reality is perceived.15 Denzin’s argument is 
central to this dissertation, not only because it emphasizes the importance of 
visual imagery but also reminds us that the relationship between cinema and 
society (or reality) goes beyond the intentions of those who create those 
images. Denzin makes similar observations about the nature of storytelling, 
the proliferation of narratives, going beyond one storyteller who is 
attempting to construct an objective narrative about the world, but such a 
world no longer exists and that in contemporary society, there is only the 
image and no truth beyond that simulacrum. In this context, simulacrum 
refers to the postmodern concept of media producing replicas and 
representations of the real.16 This realization also provides us with a way to 
understand film as a similar playing field for realities to be constructed and 
deconstructed. Similarly, Butler sees that there is no original gender that 
representations of masculinity or femininity are referencing, echoing 

12 I use the term “American” because I find the term “United Statesian” cumbersome and distracting.  
13 Stuart Hall, “Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse,” in Essential Essays, Volume 1, ed. 
David Morley (Duke University Press, 2018), 268–273. 
14 Jim McGuigan, Cultural Populism (New York: Routledge, 1992), 131–133. 
15 Norman K. Denzin, The Cinematic Society: The Voyeur’s Gaze (London: Sage Publications, 1995), 
200. 
16 Ibid., 198–199. 



Denzin’s sentiment of no one singular reality waiting for us to discover under 
that reality created by films or other media.17 

This work is also influenced by poststructuralist gender studies, 
especially how that tradition has revealed the instability and socially 
constructed nature of the gender binary as well as categories like “men” and 
“women,” upon which that largely rests.18 I am aware of possible limitations 
of poststructuralist gender analysis. It can overemphasize analysis of binary 
dichotomies at the expense of understanding potential broadening of gender 
categories within even a heterosexual binary system.19 Binary dichotomies 
often dictate how gender is presented (and occasionally challenged) in the 
examined films, and their critique and analysis is vital for understanding how 
they narrate gender. However, this analysis is conducted with the 
understanding that binary dichotomies are not the only dimension of possible 
expansion for gender performances.  

Bringing these three fields of scholarship together to understand how 
gender narratives are construed in popular films is an anticipated choice, 
considering how they are influenced by one another in the past. Despite this 
academic interaction, the acceptance of examining popular films with a 
gendered perspective was seen by films scholars as inconsequential due to 
perception of mass entertainment as inauthentic low culture. Geneviève 
Sellier argues that this view was prevalent among film scholars in France, 
Britain, and the US as late as in 2010.20 For cultural studies the division 
between high and low culture is itself socially constructed and texts can move 
in and out of the categories they have been at a certain time been placed.21 

This dissertation has three goals. First goal is to continue the 
investigation of popular culture as a site where perceptions of what the 
everyday, the mundane, and the ordinary are negotiated. I focus on gender 
because it appears to be a category that is undergoing a significant 
reorganizing which has sparked academic and societal discussions. A second 
goal is to deepen the understanding of gender as continuing narrative that is 
reiterated, readjusted, or even recontextualized in serialized storytelling. The 
third and likely the most ambitious goal is to use an interdisciplinary 
approach to create a broader understanding of how gender is narrated in 
popular texts. I achieve this by using narratology as a method. In practice, 
this means if a theme perpetuating hegemonic masculinity is recurring theme 
in a film franchise, I use scholarship on social gender relations to examine 
and contextualize it. Conversely, if a franchise focuses on issues of 
reproduction, I unearth it using psychoanalytical film theories. The focus on 
narrative allows to examine the concepts of unbounded and finite gender 

17 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge 
Classics, 2006), 42–46. 
18 Joan W. Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 43. 
19 Anna Krylova, “Gender Binary and the Limits of Poststructuralist Method,” Gender & History 28, no. 
2, (2016): 310–320. 
20 Geneviève Sellier, “Gender Studies and Film Studies in France: Steps Forward and Back,” Diogenes 
57, no. 1 (2010): 103–108. 
21 Lawrence Grossberg, We Gotta Get Out of This Place: Popular Conservativism and Postmodern 
Culture (New York: Routledge, 1992), 75–77. 



narrative with theories that using other methodology or even primary sources 
would not be sustainable. 

The next three subchapters of this introductory chapter will focus on 
cultural context of three presidencies relevant to the analysis (Ronald 
Reagan, Barack Obama, George W. Bush, and Donald Trump), then I will 
present the primary sources of this dissertation and how they have been 
selected. The chapter will conclude with the theoretical framework and 
methodology used to conduct this study, as well presents how the analysis is 
structured. 

For cultural studies contextualization is central in understanding culture. 
Lawrence Grossberg has described “radical contextualism” as the core of 
cultural studies. “Context is everything and everything is context for cultural 
studies.”22 To understand the historical background of these film franchises, I 
contextualize them in relation to the Presidents of their eras. The boundaries 
of ideological and cultural meanings of a presidency for the general public are 
set through a battery of discourses that is called presidentiality.  

Trevor Garry-Piles and Shawn J. Garry-Piles argue that each 
presidentiality is shaped by context and collective memory, they play a role in 
defining the US community by producing a vision of the highest office in the 
nation’s political system. The presidency is the most symbolically meaningful 
institution of the American government. Presidentialities, be they fictional or 
not, bring together a variety of discourses concerning cultural meanings 
concerning the US society.23 Because of their ability to capture the 
imagination of American citizens, and the increased interplay between 
entertainment media and political performance, US Presidents provide useful 
point of reference around which a cultural context can be construed.  

The office of the President has been established invariably as a domain of 
men, media particularly relies on the cultural conception of men as 
inherently masculine, and candidates tend to be presented as either the 
masculine or the feminine choice.24 The office of the President has been 
viewed as the symbolic father of the nation has persisted since the 18th 
century and affects the cultural understanding of masculinity and femininity. 
President, a patriarch for the US wields power in the masculine sphere of 
politics, and feminine influence is limited to the non-governmental affairs of 
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domestic life. This view of a binary gender system that dictates the societal 
roles of citizens is based on perceiving the nation through a nuclear family 
framework.25 The connection between nationalism and gender is why 
approaching the historical context through presidentiality is applicable for 
this work and illustrates how concerns over the continued dominance of 
masculinity are often linked with concerns over national strength. These 
same symbolic meanings are present in both how films narrate their stories 
and how they are received.  

The film franchises that I examine, and the blockbuster genre that they 
represent, became a significant cultural force during the same time when 
political consensus in the US was supposedly shifting towards the right side 
of the political spectrum.26 News media presented the late 1970s and early 
1980s as a time of Americans widely adopting conservative attitudes towards 
economic and social issues. This depiction has ultimately been proven 
incorrect by extensive polling and literature on public opinion, but 
nevertheless the image of the US uniformly embracing President Ronald 
Reagan and his conservative political agenda has remained in the public 
consciousness.27  

 One of the ways Reagan captured the attention of the media and political 
pundits was his tendency to utilize Hollywood narratives and imagery to 
reaffirm notions of American national masculinity. The perception was that 
Hollywood aligned itself ideologically Reagan, despite the relationship being 
more complicated as I will later elaborate. In contrast, majority of the 
entertainment industry in the 2010s predominantly appears to have rejected 
President Donald Trump’s vision for the US. This rejection is significant 
because the blockbuster genre that drives 2010s Hollywood interacts with 
nostalgia, just like Trump did during his presidential campaign.28 There are 
differences in how the past is perceived in these nostalgic visions, but the 
1980s haunts both the mainstream cinema of the 2010s as well as the Trump 
presidentiality.  

All the franchises interrogated in this work are related to the 1980s, 
either directly or tangentially. They were either released right before or 
during the Reagan presidency or they are otherwise closely related to the 
era.29 For example, a franchise like Jurassic Park, from the early 1990s is 
connected to the culture of the 1980s by the virtue of being originated by 
Steven Spielberg, the director who spearheaded the first wave of blockbusters 
in the mid-1970s. These franchises reposition themselves in relation to the 
1980s, and masculine ideals permeated the era, this link between the 
nostalgized past is vital in inspecting the gender narratives of these films. The 
historic gender discourses obviously go back much further, but for the sake of 
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conciseness, the 1980s and 2010s are the two focal points for 
contextualization in my work.  

Ronald Reagan’s intertwined relationship with the entertainment industry 
makes examining his rise to power necessary to comprehend the context from 
which blockbuster cinema emerged. As I mentioned before, the analyzed 
franchises interact with nostalgia and especially with the nostalgic gender 
representations. Nostalgia also plays a role in how these films are received, 
both the Reagan era and blockbusters of the time seem to be remembered 
without considering their content. Vera Dika argues that nostalgia is 
essentially an illusion that comes from remembering the past and merging it 
with the present. A film musical like Grease (1978) could combine nostalgia 
for the aesthetics of the 1950s with the sexual liberation of the 1960s to great 
success without perplexing audiences. The amplified parody of an era 
becomes the accepted collective memory, despite this “memory” revealing 
more about the time that it was produced in than the era it is trying to 
depict.30 This hazy method of remembering things differently becomes 
especially apparent with films that are in the minds of certain audience 
members tied closely with the masculine image of Ronald Reagan, and the 
type of rugged American masculinity that he sought to convey. 

 While Reagan’s years in the White House were dubbed as the “Reagan 
Revolution,” Reagan himself preferred it to be called “the great rediscovery,” 
referring to his view that during those years, the US rediscovered its values 
and “common sense.”31  In practice this meant that Reagan did an about-face 
on abortion and sexual rights. As the governor of California, Reagan had 
introduced one of the most liberal abortion laws in the US, which gave 
activists hope that organized feminism might maintain its influence over 
policy. This hope soon evaporated as it became clear that as President, 
Reagan would adopt anti-abortion and anti-ERA32 positions while also rolling 
back social programs aimed toward single-mothers and African Americans.33 
Reagan’s response to the AIDS crisis happened slowly, with his eventual 
responses being advice comparable to “just say no” and urging that sexuality 
belonged strictly in the confines of marriage and monogamy.34 These 
appraisals of Reagan’s legacy contextualize his 1980 campaign slogan “Let’s 
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make America great again” and 1984 re-election campaign slogan “Morning 
in America” as promises to reinstate and uphold a very specific vision of the 
US.35 The great rediscovery that Reagan saw his years in the oval office, was 
to reaffirm commitment to the white heterosexual hegemony dominated by 
patriarchy. 

Voters nationally knew Ronald Reagan as a film actor before he 
transitioned to politics. This career change did not happen because his movie 
fame was waning but was a continuation of his fascination with politics.36 
Reagan, who had started as a liberal democrat, remodeled himself as a 
conservative spokesperson for pro-Americanism, free-market economics, and 
anti-communism. He served two terms as the governor of California from 
1967 to 1976, but his real goal was the White House and a “political 
revolution in Washington,” but one of his significant contributions to the US 
politics was blurring the line between politics and entertainment.37 In his 
campaign, Reagan used tactics that he had learned from his years in the 
entertainment industry: avoiding getting irritated in debates, shaking his 
head in sorry disbelief, and focusing on optimism reminiscent of the 1950s. 
He offered simple solutions to complex issues, saw the US as the nation that 
freed the slaves and defeated the Nazis. If the government was as minimized 
as possible, the country would resume the same upward trajectory.38  

Perhaps due to Reagan’s activities with HUAC, the Hollywood elite was 
decades later unenthusiastic in supporting his presidential campaign, at least 
publicly.39 In addition to Reagan’s noticeable lack of prominent 
entertainment industry supporters, Donald Critchlow notes that the late 
1970s, early 1980s represented the last gasps of right-wing Hollywood, as the 
community became increasingly liberal.40 In Hollywood’s context embracing 
Reagan’s ideological disposition, the scarcity of explicit support from the film 
industry is remarkable.  

Despite the lack of vocal support from Hollywood, Susan Jeffords sees 
that the film industry shaped the Reagan presidency. He borrowed narratives 
and images from movies, which worked in tandem with the type of popular 
films at the time, narratives centering around white male heroes.41 Jeffords’ 
notion underlines the complicated relationship mainstream movies have with 
society and ideology. A politician can utilize popular imagery in their favor, 
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even if that imagery was not explicitly produced to support them or their 
ideological leanings. Stephen Prince contends that the notion of the 1980s 
cinema being vehemently pro-Reagan does not hold water upon closer 
inspection.42 It is more appropriate to argue that Reagan’s optimistic outlook 
and projection of a traditional mode of masculinity coincided with the type of 
imagery that was popular in films at the time. He presented himself as a 
strong and able father for the nation. This image was fused with a narrative in 
which authoritative masculinity steps in to correct the mistakes of failed 
“feminized” leadership, such a dichotomy was present in several of the 
conservative films of the era.43  

The perception at the time was that the ideals of American manhood 
were in turmoil. The death of actor and conservative activist John Wayne, an 
icon of American masculinity, passed away in 1979, providing a symbolic 
punctuation mark to the claims that (white) men had lost touch with 
masculine ideals.44 Leaders of the mythopoetic men’s movement, a group 
that believed in deep masculine essence which could be found in all biological 
males, capitalized on this perceived crisis of masculinity by claiming men 
were no longer those who controlled the definitions of masculinity and, 
without resorting to explicitly racist or misogynistic rhetoric, made their 
movement about “empowering” white heterosexual men.45 In the context of 
the “Reagan revolution,” this movement serves as an example of more 
extensive societal discussions that aligned with the narrative that Reagan was 
trying to utilize in his campaign. Reagan projected an image of traditional 
masculinity in his public appearances. Reagan presented himself as the US’s 
masculine savior, ready to take decisive action when necessary, maintaining 
the accepted borders of contemporary society, both literally and symbolically.  

The connection between the narrative promoted by Reagan and 
Hollywood films did not go unnoticed by contemporary critics. Elissa Nelson 
argues that during the 1980s, as the blockbuster genre or style started to 
dominate cinema, criticism towards blockbusters was becoming increasingly 
harsh. The criticism seemed to be stemming from the assumption that big 
films aligned themselves with the dominant ideologies of the time, 
neoconservatism, materialism, interventionist military policies, and 
deregulation. 46 In actuality, Hollywood films were often critical of the 
business-centric way of thinking so closely associated with Reagan and the 
1980s, a trend that is often represented by portraying business-masculinity as 
insufficient when posited against rough working-class masculinity.47  
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Yet, even when considering the compelling criticisms presented against 
pro-Reagan tendencies of the mainstream cinema of the 1980s, the 
arguments about industry’s conservative ideologies are too prevalent to 
ignore. The consensus in Hollywood in the early 1980s was that producing 
films that could be perceived as “Anti-Reagan” would not be advisable. In 
Susan Faludi’s estimations, this resulted in an evident backlash against 
feminism. This backlash was mostly present in how women were portrayed 
on screen, pitted against each other, yearning for a nuclear family, and 
overwhelmed by their careers.48 Michael Ryan and Douglass Kellner, also, 
argue that films featuring reaffirming narratives of individual triumph were 
becoming incredibly popular despite the national mood being downright 
pessimistic in the US of the late 1970s, and these films primed audiences for 
Reagan’s presidency.49 What these arguments suggest is that despite 
Hollywood films containing the occasional critique towards Reagan, they 
contributed to the zeitgeist that benefitted Reagan.50 While cinema alone 
cannot cause major shifts in societal attitudes, it can play a fundamental role 
in reinforcing and introducing ideas and concepts that might generate larger 
public discourses, which then can have political repercussions.  

The relationship between films and political moods and ideological shifts 
is perhaps best to be understood as multi-faceted. Films are complex cultural 
products interacting with society at a particular point in time, leading to them 
being open for diverse, even contradictory interpretations. They can give 
weak signals of themes emerging as central societal concerns and provide 
context to how those societal concerns were understood amidst daily lives. 
Blockbuster films, especially, are often produced to be ideologically 
multidimensional to attract viewers. Still, they are rarely ideologically 
neutral, and even when they are interpreted as promoting certain ideologies, 
they can have elements that counter one rigid way of interpretation.51 Thus, 
the 1980s was remembered mainly as a time when the film industry at large 
was seen as aligning itself with a conservative administration, even if these 
representations and narratives have been re-evaluated in the 2010s. For the 
film franchises in this dissertation, the masculine ideals of the era are still 
etched within them and in a sense, they are recalled through cultural memory 
whenever a new installment arrives. 
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The post Reagan era of Hollywood masculinity was dominated by what 
Jeffords described as a “New Man,” which was a clear separation from the 
dominant masculinity of the 1980s.52 This resulted in films that represented 
men being vulnerable, emotional, and aware of the silliness of 
hypermasculine behavior. Men being the corner stone of mainstream 
cinematic representations, this new attitude had a substantial impact on the 
films of the time. The years between 1988 and 2000, also saw increased 
representations of members of the LGBTQ+ community and heterosexual 
instability.53 These years contained the one term administration of 
Republican President George H.W. Bush (1988–1992) and also Democrat 
President Bill Clinton’s two terms (1992–2000). During his 1992 presidential 
campaign, Clinton managed to create a narrative in which he was the 
antithesis of a value deprived politician. This narrative also emphasized the 
impact Martin Luther King and President John F. Kennedy had made on him 
at an early age, indicating how primed he was to follow their example, but at 
the same time creating an image of him as an “average guy” with a family.54 
Clinton’s extramarital affair with White House Intern Monica Lewinsky 
became a national obsession during the latter half of his second term did not 
only satiate voyeuristic needs but also influenced the way presidentiality 
governs US relations of democracy and national imagery. The president was 
publicly revealed to be complex and deeply flawed human.55 

Robin Wood argues that by 2003, Hollywood films with oppositional and 
subversive narratives were theoretically possible but their impact was 
obscured by the era’s style and industry conventions, such as the demand for 
a climactic action scene that promises that good will triumph over evil. Wood 
refers to films, such as like Training Day (2002) that examine institutional 
problems like police corruption but posit that well-meaning individuals can 
make substantial changes from within without jeopardizing the status quo.56 
The age of the “New Man” in Hollywood did not end when Republican 
President elect George W. Bush took office in January of 2001, but when the 
same events that would shape the presidentiality of George W. Bush sent 
shockwaves through American society. 

The Terrorist attacks on World Trade Center in 2001 was the first foreign 
attack on continental US since 1812, and the most lethal strike on a US target 
in history. They shaped the George W. Bush presidentiality as much as the 
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cinematic landscape of the time.57 Bush’s advisor Karl Rove met with 
Hollywood executives and urged them to consider how they could contribute 
on the War on Terror that began in the aftermath of 9/11. The result was a 
bevy of films that dealt with the circumstances of the attacks or portrayed US 
military activities favorably.58  

When the 2000s drew to a close Hollywood had noticeably soured on 
American war efforts. Films like Rendition (2007) and Lions for Lambs 
(2007) dealt with the repercussions of the war in Iraq and Afghanistan with 
distinct antiwar and antimilitaristic tones. Science fiction films Avatar 
(2009) presented a thinly veiled critique of the US military industrial 
complex and the exploitation of native peoples for valuable resources. Out of 
these three films mentioned Avatar was by far most financially successful.59 

Barack Obama’s presidency was similarly “anticipated” by Hollywood in 
as the Reagan presidency in the 1980s.60 During the Obama presidency, 
depictions of presidential characters experienced a period of recovery after 
Bush’s two terms in 2001–2009. Presidential characters were depicted as 
inept, cowardly, or even aggravating national or global events in a way that 
steered humanity towards disaster during the Bush years. Once Obama (a 
Democrat) took office, themes of social progress and institutional 
regeneration began to emerge. Action films like White House Down (2013) 
even made the President an active participant in fight scenes, suggesting that 
the commander in chief was now willing to get his hands dirty to defend 
citizens from injustice.61 Obama’s willingness to embrace feminism (better 
job training, affordable and universal childcare, flexible work schedules), 
raised hopes of not only a post-racial future for the US but major 
improvements in gender equality as well. His positions on reinvigorating a 
cultural focus on families did receive criticism from those who identified 
themselves representing the left side of US political spectrum.62 

Obama’s first term began in the shadow of the 2008–2009 financial 
crisis, which required his administration to react quickly to a fiscal situation 
that drew comparison to the Great Depression of the 1930s. The Obama 
administration had to focus on starting economic recovery at a time when the 
severity of the crisis was unknown. In practice this meant that a full range of 
policies to create jobs or economic inequality were left unrealized.63 The 
Great Recession that followed the 2008–2009 financial crisis became an 
integral element in the Obama presidentiality. Dystopian fantasy films, like 
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the Hunger Games franchise (released between 2012 and 2015) seemed to 
resonate with audiences at a time when people on all sides of the political 
spectrum were nervous about the nation’s future.64  The hopes of Obama 
signaling that the US was taking steps towards becoming a post-racial society 
dissipated when the Tea Party -movement began to gain momentum among 
Republicans. Members of the movement believed that Obama planned to 
institute “white slavery,” or that his affordable health care plan was a form of 
reparations. While the sentiment was not explicitly articulated, these 
conspiracy theories were likely motivated by fears of losing white (male) 
privilege. The truth was that conditions for African Americans worsened 
during the Obama era because of increased economic disparity.65 The Tea 
Party movement was not opposed to gender equality explicitly, but its 
members tended to idealize societal arrangements that rely on 
heteronormative notions of gender that valorize masculine behavior. Obama, 
who was careful to avoid being seen as a stereotypical “Angry Black Man,” 
projected an image of calm and collectedness. From the point of view of the 
Tea Party, this was seen as a failure to live up to the gendered norms they had 
for US leadership.66  

The liberal vision for a more diverse future would face formidable 
opposition in the political arena when nostalgia for a crumbling American 
hegemony would rear its head in the latter half of the 2010s. Popular cinema 
would offer little possibilities for negotiating a middle ground between what 
seemed to be two increasingly conflicting views of the nation. 

Considering the films at the center of this work and the context in which they 
were released, it is equally important to understand the relationship 
Hollywood has with Donald Trump. Trump can rightfully be described as the 
first celebrity president since Reagan.67 While Reagan did have a substantial 
political career before becoming the President, Trump’s road to the White 
House was more unconventional. The difference between Trump and Reagan 
is that Trump has not traded his celebrity for political power.68 Perhaps 
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maintaining this hybrid identity of politician and entertainer is why Trump 
thrives on spectacle. Diken and Laustsen see Trump himself being fiction: He 
creates his own reality, making the fantasy seem more like reality and reality 
more like fantasy.69 When it comes to the film industry, the biggest difference 
between Trump and Reagan is the way Hollywood has rejected Trump’s 
ideology in a much clearer fashion than during the Reagan era, at least when 
it comes to how Trump supporters view the entertainment industry. 

Yet, Trump’s ways of interpreting and describing shared realities stems 
from the format of entertainment that made him famous. In 2003, Trump 
had become a relic of the 1980s, and his businesses were failing.70 Producer 
Mark Burnett, who had experienced great success with the reality show 
Survivor, cast Trump in The Apprentice as the embodiment of what success 
looks like in the US, substituting perception of success over numerically 
verifiable fiscal achievements.71 Like Survivor, The Apprentice was a reality 
television show. Masculinity in reality television shows in the US tends to be 
portrayed as hyperauthentic, meaning that these shows imagine a type of 
essentialist masculinity that can be performed every day and places white 
men at the center of societal importance, the same mode of presenting 
masculinity was also utilized during Trump’s presidential campaign.72 In 
addition to The Apprentice, Trump’s public image has also been shaped by 
his sporadic appearances in Pro-Wrestling shows, a form of sports 
entertainment that has approximately the same level of authenticity as reality 
television. Trump’s entertainer persona is based on the denigration of others 
and shameless self-promotion, a common tactic in Pro-Wrestling, which is 
also perceived as a “low-level” form of entertainment, lending Trump some 
additional credibility as an anti-establishment candidate.73 

Trump’s election and subsequent rise to a position of immense political 
power resulted in a clash between celebrity reality and political reality, 
making events that are perceived as “real and serious” part of the same 
entertainment framework that governs reality television.74 Laurie Ouellette 
sees that reality television has cultivated an aura of neoliberal “reinvention” 
of the government for nearly two decades. Trump’s legitimacy is drawn from 
the same market logic that he claims to have mastered as an entrepreneur.75 
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The veracity of his status as a captain of industry has been challenged by 
political journalists, such as John Cassady of The New Yorker.76  

Like Reagan, Trump presented himself during the 2016 election as the 
candidate who can change the course of the US. Trump’s campaign even 
borrowed Reagan’s 1980 campaign slogan, “Make America Great Again.” For 
Reagan, the crisis to resolve was a crisis of confidence: Americans had little 
faith left in the (economic) possibilities their country could offer, and the 
cloak of defeatism seemed impenetrable.77 Trump, on the other hand, 
appeared to manufacture a crisis as his campaign gained momentum. In his 
rhetoric, the US was experiencing a massive crisis brought about by “the 
establishment” and foreigners who, in his claims, were exploiting the country 
economically and for security reasons.78 Despite the US being on a steady 
course of recovery - President Barack Obama’s administration had seen 73 
consecutive months of job growth - Trump made economic anxiety of white 
working-class voters one of his main platforms.79 In Trump’s rhetoric, the US 
is experiencing a crisis both without and within. He claims that the US is 
being humiliated globally, and crumbling internally, while also attacking his 
female opponents with vulgar and sexist remarks that play up gender 
stereotyping.80 Even though Hillary Clinton won the popular vote, she failed 
to secure the electoral college vote, resulting in her losing the 2016 election.81 
Clinton was perceived as a candidate for the establishment and Trump as an 
agent of change, despite women in high positions of political power represent 
extensive societal changes.82 

When it comes to gender narratives, the juxtaposition between Clinton 
and Trump in the 2016 presidential election was not only about masculinity 
versus femininity but hypermasculinity versus androgyny. To the most 
conservative element of the Republican party, Hillary Clinton represented a 
change in gender norms, and by extension, a threat to gender privileges 
enjoyed by low-educated white men.83 Trump supporters saw him as a 
hypermasculine leader, but Clinton was perceived as an androgynous 
candidate with intersecting gender attributes, especially in the context of 
stereotypical gender performances. For more conservatively minded voters, 
the problem was not the lack of masculine leadership of Clinton, but that this 
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masculinity was performed by a woman.84 The 2016 election would point 
towards the idea that the competing gender narratives can be found not only 
in the realm of fictional popular culture but in more mundane cultural 
discussions as well. 

Pippa Norris and Robert Inglehart argue that the conservative hegemony 
in the US has slowly disintegrated, reaching a point where those who oppose 
LGBTQ+ rights, view the environmental crisis as a hoax, and hold traditional 
conservative values are in a shrinking minority, despite strong recent counter 
reactions such as the election of Trump in 2016.85 Several of the films 
analyzed in this work, specifically those that inspired the title, are going along 
with these changing attitudes. Creating a narrative of an unbounded gender 
potential, or even slightly subverting gender expectations is what sparked the 
boycotts against these films. All this would point towards the idea that 
straight white men no longer feel like they are the masters of the universe. 
Despite that being a white male in the US grants access to several structures 
of power that operate in their favor, while marginalizing and oppressing 
those who do not fit this description.86 Parallels between the Reagan and 
Trump presidentialities is not only their emphasis on a nostalgic past but also 
that both presidents were entertainers turned politicians who relied explicitly 
on masculine imagery to prove their superiority over their opponents. In the 
1980s, Reagan could coattail on heroic masculine narratives in the films of 
the era, but in the 2010s, a similar seemingly ubiquitous narrative of male 
heroism is being challenged on its homefield, the mainstream blockbuster. 

The era of blockbuster cinema began in 1975 and defines the production logic 
and thematic content of mainstream Hollywood films even today.87 Jaws 
(1975) is the first modern blockbuster; the term refers movies with high 
production values, released during the summer or the holiday season. 
Modern blockbusters tend to be from the action-adventure, science fiction, or 
disaster film genres and they have aggressive marketing campaigns.88 Jaws 
benefitted from a new distribution model which meant that it premiered in 
over 400 theaters in its opening weekend, a record number at the time and 
the marketing emphasized television advertisements, which was also then 
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uncommon.89 Jaws might have been the first film of the blockbuster era, but 
it did not create a storyworld that audiences could revisit in various media. 
Two years later, A New Hope made transmedial products like books, comic 
books, t-shirts, soundtrack albums, video games, and especially toys almost 
as important as the film itself. Important not only in the fiscal sense, but also 
in how the filmic text was received and understood. What the success of the 
Star Wars franchise initiated was the focus towards intellectual properties 
that could travel easily between mediums.90 A film like Jaws sold its share of 
merchandise, but despite being followed by three sequels, it did not create a 
mythology that could sustain a decades long multimedia franchise.91  

Since the early 2000s, blockbusters and film franchises have become almost 
interchangeable. Franchise films are connected to ancillary products and 
media texts that deepen the immersion to the story, despite familiar 
characters being the prime source of resonance. A lasting franchise is not 
exclusively a series of films that use familiar characters, but they utilize 
recurring events, settings, story elements, a fictional geography that 
constitute a topos, and a logic morals and ethics that create an ethos, these 
are then seen constituting the storyworld of the franchise from film to film 
and from one media to another.92 For a film franchise to maintain its 
longevity, it needs to appease fans of the series as well as the masses who care 
very little for the minutiae offered in the tie-in prequel novel or the animated 
series that takes place tandem with the film’s events.93  

A successful blockbuster addresses several audiences at the same time 
and inspires culture outside of films. This inspiration is not limited to official 
merchandise, but larger cultural discussions, such as social media updates, 
blogposts, fan art, fan films, and podcasts. The 2010s was a time when all 
these can be shared with relative ease and with little cost to those who make 
them. The cultural landscape is still far from democratized, not only do film 
studios and the multimedia conglomerates that own them have far more 
resources at their disposal, but they also own intellectual properties that have 
a longstanding relationship with audiences. For a certain generation (or 
generations) Star Wars carries tremendous emotional weight, the films have 
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consistently churned out impressive box office numbers, even if the critical 
appreciation has wavered from film to film, particularly the prequel trilogy 
released between 1999 and 2005 has been retrospectively viewed as a missed 
opportunity.94  

The contemporary blockbuster emerged when movies were competing for 
audiences’ attention with other forms of entertainment, particularly those 
that did not require leaving the house.95 As films continue to struggle to 
maintain their cultural relevance, the spectacle has become the go-to formula 
for generating interest (and revenue). The more spectacular the events 
depicted on the screen, the bigger the budgets. Despite advancements in 
digital filmmaking technologies, top-grossing films’ budgets have ballooned 
since the release of Titanic in 1997.96 Movies like Star Wars: The Force 
Awakens (2015) or Avengers: Endgame (2019) can earn around two billion 
dollars or more globally, but their production budgets are colossal as well; 
Force Awakens cost around $306 million to produce, and Endgame cost 
around $400 million.97 Neither one of the two films made a profit on the 
basis of being merely high-cost, high-concept films with clever tag-lines. Both 
films belong in a series of films, Force Awakens being a sequel to a film series 
that has been around since 1977, and Endgame concluding a storyline that 
began in 2008 when the Marvel Cinematic Universe98 started in earnest with 
Iron Man (2008). While the Marvel films have their roots in the iconoclastic 
superhero comic books of the 1960s, other cinematic juggernauts have relied 
on other intellectual properties that have proven their popularity in the past. 
Film series, or film franchises as they are often called, have come to dominate 
the movie landscape, which became even more apparent in the 2010s. 

Kevin Kelly, a long-time technology journalist, sees blockbusters in the 
media landscape of the 21st century as something of an oddity. They require a 
million person-hours to complete mere two or three hours of content, while 
video services like YouTube release hundreds of millions of hours of video 
content annually. He contends that in such an environment, blockbusters 
occupy a different space in culture and demand another type of attention.99 
Media scholars have made similar assessments. For instance, Constantine 
Verevis argues that one of the most significant changes that started to happen 
in the late 1990s and early 2000s was the disruption of the one-way stream 
from the creator to the consumer into a more complex network of interaction. 
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As a result, the line between the filmmaker and the audience began to blur. In 
Verevis’ estimation, the proliferation of screens and digital distribution has 
been the main engine of this change.100 Serialization seems to have provided 
Hollywood blockbusters the means to retain their relevance, not necessarily 
competing with social media but rather creating a sense of cultural 
continuity. Through serialization, mass media conglomerates like Disney, 
invite audiences to follow franchises for an extended period on multiple 
media platforms. Because the larger story in these franchises is never 
definitively over, the cultural discourse around them can be sustained 
longer.101  

Sequels are what makes a franchise. For a long time, film critics 
considered sequels as attempts to cash in on the success of the original, 
usually with a diminished budget and even more diminished artistic quality, 
with Godfather Part II (1974) being a notable exception.102 Critics and 
scholars were not eager recognize major films that criticized the ethos of the 
1980s and instead focused more on dictating what is and is not art.103 Such 
approaches towards serialized blockbusters created significant cultural blind 
spots for scholars. The emergence of producer auteurs during the 1980s likely 
contributed to this critical attitude towards blockbuster films. Prince 
describes the producer duo Don Simpson and Jerry Bruckheimer as an 
example of producer auteurs who were responsible for films that popularized 
the idea of a “high concept” filmmaking, featuring aggressive editing, 
minimal narrative elements, and the use of popular music to punctuate the 
intensity of scenes, films like Top Gun (1986), Flashdance (1983), and 
Beverly Hills Cop (1984).104 It is possible that the aforementioned films were 
so popular that they influenced the way other mainstream films were seen. 
These attitudes are examined in detail by Bradley Schauer who argues that 
many scholars who focus on criticizing popular films as expressions of the 
capitalist society risk becoming blind to transmedia storytelling forms and 
misinterpret cultural texts that are parts of stories that extend beyond one 
film.105  

Lianne McLarty even argues that sequels flatten cinema into a spectacle, 
eschewing depth, meaning, history, to ensure the largest profits possible.106 
Maximizing profits is undoubtedly the goal of every film franchise, but this 
motivation is hardly enough to explain all the cultural meanings a franchise 
has. Describing a film as a spectacle also tends to have negative connotations 
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of excessive form and style at the expense of content and substance. Edgar 
Morin, however, argues that “spectacle” is what allows films to present 
heightened realities. Such realities are removed from practical reality, 
especially when films are viewed in the theater where the viewer is put in the 
position of a spectator.107 Similarly, cinema builds a communal self-contained 
space. In its darkness, viewer is invited to enter a dream-like state, private is 
made public as mythic narratives, utopian stories, and political fantasies are 
projected, and presented images blur perceptions of the imaginary and 
reality.108 Denzin and Morin are building upon the arguments of Roland 
Barthes, who famously argued that going to the cinema is a hypnotic, slightly 
erotic daydream within the urban landscape in which a person can freely be 
themselves in the darkness of theater.109  

When cinemas first became a major component of US culture, they 
created spaces where gendered and racial inequality could potentially 
dissolve as the audience together became not merely spectators but voyeurs. 
Since the images projected reaffirmed oppressive structures through 
stereotyping, this potential was left unrealized.110 Bülent Diken and Carsten 
Bagge Laustsen note that the blurring of dream and reality is how films 
interact with social imagination and they can occasionally function as 
indicators of a future social reality.111 In my view, film spectacles are no 
different from any other type of film in their potential to influence social 
currents.   

In his seminal work, The Society of the Spectacle, Guy Debord outlined a 
society in which politics, economics, social life, and culture are permeated by 
spectacle. Debord’s definition of spectacle was not a collection of images but a 
social relation between people mediated through images. To him, spectacle is 
an inaccessible reality, located somewhere in the undefined future, that 
cannot be questioned.112 Douglas Kellner contends that Donald Trump’s rise 
to Presidency was possible due to his abilities to generate a media spectacle. 
In the digitalized media landscape of the 21st century, media spectacles 
disrupt what is seen as the “natural flow” of information and demand 
immediate attention and commentary through social media. Kellner notes 
that Barack Obama was equally adept with orchestrating media spectacles, 
albeit in a more subtle way than Trump. The tendency to treat Presidential 
campaigns and the role of being a head of state as a spectacle Kellner traces 
back to Reagan and his strategies of making politics entertaining.113 
Spectacles might represent a reality that is inaccessible and require urgent 
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consideration, but they are also a central element of the contemporary 
cultural discussions. 

In the past decade or so film critics have softened their approach to 
sequels and spectacles. The label of being a sequel does not diminish the 
possibilities of a film to receive universal praise from critics. For example, 
Star Wars: The Last Jedi (2017), and Mad Max: Fury Road (2015) are all 
sequels and franchise films that were met with praise from critics, at least 
according to Rotten Tomatoes and Metacritic which offer two different types 
of metrics that rate critical reception. Audience scores for the said films were 
high as well.114  This change in attitudes suggests that the public discourse 
blockbuster films could be changing, or at least their cultural power has 
become more widely recognized. 

Because the focus in this work is on how these films narrate gender, there 
is little need to make value judgements on whether a certain type of art or 
entertainment is inherently good or bad. Nevertheless, it is important to 
recognize the complex and partially contemptuous history critical analysis 
has had with spectacles and sequels. 

The film franchises that comprise the primary source material for this 
dissertation are legacy franchises. The films within these franchises 
constitute the texts that are analyses. They are referred to as texts in the 
sense that they are systems of meanings. These meanings are made by 
interaction between the text, the text producers, and the text audiences.115 
Ancillary texts (toys, video games, apparel, etc.) are referred to as paratexts. 
Paratexts are not entirely dismissed but they are referred to only in 
deepening the context in which cultural meanings are prescribed to these 
films. The definition of paratexts is usually everything that is not the “words” 
of the text producers.116 This division is used to create parameters for the 
material that is the focus of the analysis.  

Kathleen Loock uses the term nostalgia franchise to describe film 
franchises that use familiar characters, actors, aesthetic elements, and 
narratives to introduce new generations of viewers to old on-going storylines. 
She refers to the Star Wars franchise and the Jurassic Park franchise of 
examples of franchises that utilize these strategies, while also pointing out 
that the latter has a more abstract connection to the past. Star Wars 
continues the stories of the previous films, Jurassic Park films recreate the 
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conditions and setting of the previous films with new characters.117 While 
nostalgia is an important layer of these films, describing them as nostalgia 
franchises places the emphasis that facet of cultural interaction. The term 
legacy franchise is used to describe franchises that emerged in between the 
1970s and 1990s and have gained enough nostalgic currency that studios view 
making new installments as a reliable financial investment. Goldin also 
mentions nostalgia as a key component and provides a timeframe (the 
1970s–1990s) that also informs how the films in this work have been 
selected.118 I would argue that while a major film franchise like the Marvel 
Cinematic Universe (MCU) is based on pre-existing comic books, the 
franchise does not yet have the same cross generational nostalgic impact as 
Star Wars. The MCU has also used characters with significant cinematic 
history sparingly.119 The franchise began in 2008 with Iron Man, the film’s 
success transformed a superhero with little mainstream recognizability to a 
household name.120 For this reason, while the MCU is a fascinating franchise 
of the 2010s, my interest lies in changing gender narrativize, and these 
changes are more visible in the legacy blockbuster franchises. The MCU 
characters do not carry similar expectations than a character like Luke 
Skywalker or Batman, which have reached almost mythological statuses in 
the popular culture of the United States, and beyond. Budgets play a 
significant role as well. Franchises like Rocky and Rambo have continued to 
the 2010s, but their production budgets have been reportedly between 40 and 
50 million USD. The budgets of individual films within the legacy blockbuster 
franchise category are between 100 and 350 million USD.121 A large 
production budget does not assure cultural relevance, but it does indicate 
how much a studio assumes that the film could earn by appealing to a wide 
enough audience which then would justify the costs.  

The franchises that are examined in the case studies of this dissertation 
are: Alien, DCEU, Jurassic Park, Mad Max, Star Trek, and Star Wars. The 
DCEU brings together two film franchises that previously were separate 
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entities: Batman and Superman, the former has greatly informed the DCEU 
films and will be examined accordingly. This film is something of a recurring 
motif in this work due to the themes it contains and how different films have 
spun out if it. Batman v Superman also made Wonder Woman a substantial 
cinematic character, expanding her cultural presence beyond comic books 
and television.122

To examine all legacy blockbuster franchises would be beyond the scope 
of a single dissertation. For example, Ghostbusters (2016) generated 
extremely similar reactions as Star Wars films of the 2010s and has not 
therefore been given a separate case study.123 These franchises have been 
selected because they contain enough themes to make the analysis diverse, 
but also narrow enough to allow focusing in-depth on the discussions in 
which they participate. To avoid repetition, in some franchises I have 
prioritized certain narrative strands to avoid repetition and to emphasize the 
variety of gender-related themes. Films of the franchises discussed in this 
work are laid out in table 1 and films central to the analysis have been 
highlighted with green.

122 Because this dissertation examines narratives through characters, two DCEU films are missing, 
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The examined franchises were initiated by filmmakers who are perceived to 
have significant authorship over their creations. George Lucas, George Miller, 
Ridley Scott, and Steven Spielberg each have been characterized as auteur 
filmmakers.124 These directors helmed the first installment of what would 
later generate a franchise: Alien (1979), Mad Max (1979), A New Hope, and 
Jurassic Park (1993), respectively. The Star Trek franchise was the 
brainchild of television writer Gene Roddenberry. His vision for the franchise 
and the future of humanity it imagines has been elemental in how new 
installments in the series are crafted as well as received by fans.125 The DCEU 
absorbed two film series that were initiated by directors with their own 
distinctive styles Tim Burton (Batman from 1989) and Richard Donner 
(1978’s Superman). In the 2010s, the franchise initially coalesced around 
director Zack Snyder and his vision for the DC superheroes. Suzanne Scott
argues that Snyder is a “fanboy auteur,” who negates the passive 
connotations of being a fan by assuming the patriarchal position of an auteur
(author), and thus can claim to know how to handle the source material with 
more certainty than others.126 Authorship criticism involves attributing 
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creativity used in a movie project to a team or more commonly to an 
individual who serves as the organizing presence. This criticism has tended to 
emphasize how certain directors, often men, manage to make their mark on 
the produced film despite genre or industry conventions.127  

The authorship of the films discussed throughout this dissertation is 
sometimes blurry, but for audiences the designated author is occasionally 
how the legitimacy of an adaptation is decided. To account for this contextual 
thread, the presumed authorship must be acknowledged, especially when it 
becomes a part of the cultural discussion. Roland Barthes has been often 
misunderstood to have said that the author is dead, despite that he was 
merely pointing out through satire a 1960s tendency in literary criticism to 
completely ignore the biographical factors of an author and focus solely on 
the text at hand.128 Gordon E. Slethaug notes that despite Barthes’ 
intentionally shocking diagnosis, the author is not voiceless nor nullified. 
Slethaug argues that the author has merged with a general cultural 
subjectivity.129 Making a franchise film is inherently a process of repurposing 
material that is created beforehand. Because being subservient to a pre-
existing text contradicts the masculine status of an author, a discourse of a 
fanboy auteur taking control of the text has emerged alleviate concerns of 
diminished patriarchal status.130  

The issue of adaptation is present throughout the legacy blockbuster 
franchise films. Slethaug argues that discourses concerned with the 
“faithfulness” of adaptations often have binary gender expectations. These 
expectations become apparent when film is adapted from another art 
medium, ones that are more centered around an individual genius toiling in 
solitude. In the post-world-war II modernist patriarchal landscape, concept 
of an auteur filmmaker made film also a medium that could be mastered by a 
visionary individual.131 While discussions on how true a film adaptation is to 
a particular book have not vanished, similar notions of protecting the 
sacrosanctity of a text have expanded to encompass cultural products that are 
not adapted to a different medium but are continuations of the original text.  

The narrative around Star Wars is that the saga and all its elements came 
fully formed from the mind of director-producer George Lucas.132 This 
narrative dissolves with any closer inspection of the production of the 1977 
Star Wars and perhaps most substantially, the film’s script received an 
uncredited overhaul by Gloria Katz and Willard Huyck.133 The original Star 
Wars trilogy was a much more collaborative production than the prequel 
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trilogy that would follow in the late 1999s and early 2000s.134 For the 
prequels, Lucas surrounded himself with Lucasfilm production crew he had 
trained in-house.135 Nevertheless, debating authorship and authenticity can 
become a way of contesting which parts of a large cultural text are accepted 
into the canon and who is allowed to call themselves a fan. These debates 
tend to be dominated by fans who view themselves as gatekeepers of the 
fandom and seek to reinforce gender hierarchies in which men (as male 
authors or those who deify them) dictate who can call themselves a fan and 
what parts of a diffuse transmedia text, like Star Wars, they should enjoy.136 
Thus, gatekeeping becomes a project of insulating a franchise from unwanted 
texts or fans. In the 2010s, this materializes especially when new or old 
characters resist gender dichotomies that audiences might have associated 
with the franchise previously, for example Star Wars as a male-centric saga, 
or Batman as a serious and dark character.137 

Several of the examined films rewrite new stories over the familiar texts 
of their predecessors, the original text is discernible underneath the new 
narrative layers. Such texts can be described as palimpestuous. In such texts 
the underlying text reappears as if it had been metaphorically poorly erased 
and the written over.138 While the concept of interwoven texts being 
palimpsests originates from literary theory, it has been particularly useful in 
understanding how film adaptations operate. Adaptations become 
palimpstestuous when they invite the viewer to recall the original text while 
consuming the new text, through repetition and variation.139 Because these 
franchises rely on audiences remembering not only by continuing or retelling 
old stories, but they also feature similar scenes rewritten with new characters, 
most obvious example of this is Force Awakens, which uses the first Star 
Wars movie as a blueprint for the story and plot points, characters also serve 
similar purposes and have nearly identical origins. For example, in both films 
the protagonist is stuck on a desert planet from where they are whisked away 
on an adventure after encountering a droid that carries important 
information.  

Films alluding to other films is extremely common, for film franchises 
recycling familiar elements is explicitly a process of maintaining a connection 
to other films within the series. For the film industry, this is essentially brand 
management which uses audiences’ familiarity from past exposure to trigger 
positive feelings of recognition and expectations.140 It is precisely this tension 
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between appeasing old fans and inviting new viewers that makes film 
franchises opportune material for research. If their gender narratives are 
adjusted to meet the expectations of contemporary audiences, they can spark 
discussions on how gender norms have changed in other aspects of culture as 
well. These discussions can revolve around issues of “the original intent” of 
the text being either honored or disrespected. Reactions to these narratives 
can also touch upon how gender is conceptualized in society on a broader 
scale, especially in the framework of something being either natural or 
unnatural. What I find most fascinating is how gender narratives in 
something that might be viewed as innocuous entertainment, are so widely 
recognized creating, challenging or reaffirming gender expectations. 

To unearth the gender narratives of legacy blockbusters, I am approaching 
narrative from a post-classical narratological position. Post-classical 
narratology is mostly concerned with cognitive functions of literary and 
especially non-literary narratives rather than the systematicity and logical 
coherence. Within this post-classical framework, my work is best defined as a 
contextualist narratology, since the analysis focuses on the narrated content 
instead of structure, relating the phenomena encountered in the narratives to 
specific cultural, historical, thematic, and ideological contexts.141  

In this work, narrative is defined as a combination of several elements 
that coalesce to make a coherent story with a specific goal. This story is not 
only constructed through events that are tied together along with the plot but 
other elements, such as performance and representation, that inform the way 
the narrative of a film is understood. My understanding of narrative is 
influenced by Michael Toolan’s description of narrative as a perceived 
sequence of non-randomly connected events that involve human, quasi-
human, or other sentient beings at the recurrent focus of the unfolding 
events, from which follows some kind change of state or a resolution to a 
crisis, told in a way that it tells something about the human condition.142 The 
easiest way to conceptualize narrative in this work is to contrast “story” and 
“discourse.” Story refers to a linear sequence of events that are articulated in 
a narrative text, discourse refers to how the storyline is articulated and what 
are the meanings behind creative choices that create the text.143  

Narrative analysis allows for more nuanced interpretation of movie’s 
cultural meanings than content analysis, which often relies on quantitative 
methods. Counting how many minutes of screen time certain types of 
characters receive or determining if a film features a scene that allows it to 
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pass the Bechdel test, for instance, are of course valuable and useful.144 Such 
methods can reveal significant levels of inequality between male- and female-
identified actors and the amount of dialogue given to them or how rare a 
conversation between two women about something else than a man is on 
screen. But as analytical tools, statistical information gives us a very limited 
view of what these films tell us about gender. Content analysis, both 
qualitative and quantitative, is becoming increasingly a process achieved by 
use of artificial intelligence. AI’s can wade through swaths media content that 
would take a human scholar a lifetime, and they are becoming progressively 
more skilled in recognizing gender representation.145 In this respect, focusing 
on narrative is not only the most nuanced approach in analyzing how gender 
is understood and construed, but also the most humanist approach. 
Representation in this work does not mean reflection, but an active process of 
selecting, presenting, structuring, and shaping, of giving things meaning.146 

The methodological question that rises is how is gender narrated? The 
post-classical turn of the 1990s in narratology was influenced by feminist 
theories. The result was a feminist narratology that focused on the gendering 
impact of narrative strategies (plots, narrators, and characters).147 The impact 
of feminist theories on narrative draw attention to the context in which the 
examined narrative is designed and interpreted.148 On a practical level this 
meant that when watching a film, I took note of how gender is presented 
(visually or through dialogue) and discussed, what story possibilities are open 
to gendered characters, how actions or attitudes of characters are framed in 
the film (as positive, negative, serious, comedic, and so on). These narrated 
gender possibilities are then examined in relation to societal discussions on 
gender. For example, a film like Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice 
(2016) has strong independent female characters, but the story is constructed 
in a way that their impact on the outcome of the film is nonexistent, except 
when they need to be rescued. The narrative construes that men hold almost 
all societal power and if that position is challenged, turmoil ensues. In a 
different story, the same characters could convey a different narrative of 
gender possibilities. Since I examine entire franchises, the story arcs of 
characters are examined as continuing from one film to the next. This 
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approach means assessing the overall narrative of a franchise through 
characters, plots, events, and settings.  

Fiona J. Doloughan argues that narrative can be conceptualized as 
following a certain kind of trajectory, a goal-oriented linear process 
undertaken by a subject or actant. Doloughan also notes that the world 
constructed by the “reader” of a text is based on their interpretation of 
signifiers and the virtual universe presented by the text, which is then created 
on a social, ethical, philosophical, and/or aesthetic level.149 Since audience 
reception is only a minor aspect of this work, offering context rather than 
clear explanation of how these films interact with US culture, the burden of 
interpretation lies mostly on me, the author. This interpretation is of course 
based on the contextualized reading and understanding of these cinematic 
works. The reasoning for a more integrative approach is that these films were 
understood differently in the past as they are understood now and will 
presumably be seen in another way in the future. Relying on how audiences 
see them now, at this moment in time, might risk flattening the narrative 
potential of these films, specifically in the context of gender narratives.  

Stability of gendered categories is an issue that all films in this dissertation 
deal with, one way or another. Some film franchises are overly concerned 
with maintaining the stability of traditional gender categories, while others 
are accepting of the fluidity of such categories. Judith Butler’s vastly 
influential book Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity 
was first published in 1990 and it had a tremendous impact within academic 
circles and the world at large. The influence was especially important for 
gender and sexuality studies, feminist and queer theory, and cultural studies, 
as it brought about serious inquiry into the stability of gender categories.150 
Butler argues that gender, sex, and sexuality are created through repeated 
actions and are therefore not connected to any pre-existing reality. These 
actions then introduce bodies into the heterosexual matrix.151 These concepts 
are integral to understanding how films represent gender and sexuality, 
which are integral for this research as performers (actors) perform these in a 
manner that allows us to examine them removed from the category of sex. 
Butler offers critique towards those cultural constraints that force people into 
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inflexible gender identities, a concept that can be best summed up as 
“heteronormativity.”152 

Film is still often limited by the realities that can be portrayed on screen, 
especially when discussing live-action films, even with the changes brought 
by computer generated imagery, they still offer imagined realities and are as 
such comparable to literary fiction, even if not to such abstract extremes as 
literature. Both mediums still tell stories in one form or another and they 
have power as ways of constructing realities. This provides this work with a 
theme of what bodies do and how that defines them. Bodily performances 
reify and symbolize the social relations of gender, as Connell points out that 
masculinity is particularly dependent on sustaining certain capabilities for 
bodily performances.153 Even if we examine these functions within the 
fictional context of cinema, they are still very much present and connected to 
the social relations of lived-in reality. In short, it is possible to dismantle the 
concepts of such as hegemonic masculinity and femininity using gender as a 
conceptual tool.  

According to gender studies pioneer Raewyn Connell, there are two 
opposing views that have dominated the discussion on gender. One is that the 
body is a natural machine that produces gender through different roles in 
reproduction, hormonal diversity, or genetic programming. The other is the 
approach that the body is almost a neutral canvas or landscape on which 
social symbolism is grafted upon. Some have suggested third perspective: a 
“commonsensical” compromise in which both biology and society are seen 
each to have a 50% stake in how gender is constructed, similar to the “nature 
vs. nurture” discourse. Connell sees that three approaches are ultimately 
mistaken.154 Instead she urges us to understand that bodies do not gain 
certain abilities through social processes. Abilities like being able to carry or 
conceive a child, certain possibilities for sexual interaction, growing a beard, 
and so forth. All these and other similar abilities are called upon through 
body-reflexive practices. If we understand that one of the key signifiers of 
maleness is to produce sperm, does one cease to be a male if that ability is 
lost and what about those who could not produce it in the first place? Is the 
ability to grow a full beard what defines true maleness? Body-reflexive 
practices constitute a world that has a biological dimension, but it is not 
biologically determined.155 Connell and Rebecca Pearse argue that bodies are 
affected by social processes, sexual customs, food distribution, work, sport, 
warfare, urbanization, and medicine, all these forces influence how bodies 
function and grow. These processes are structured by gender and precede the 
bodies themselves, affecting where and how bodies develop.156 This means 
that social arrangements do not simply flow from bodily features.  
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The idea of gender and sex as ultimately socially constructed categories 
might be challenging to apply in the world outside of academic discussions, 
but it does provide useful tools when assessing how gender is narrated in 
cinema. Films are after all relatively easy to understand as representations of 
reality (or realities) which people inhabit, even when they are set in 
fantastical or heightened universes. The cultural importance that films have 
also grants them unique access to the public’s imagination and 
understanding of what common sense is. Antonio Gramsci, as interpreted by 
Stuart Hall, sees common sense as an integral part of the political strategy 
how a dominant group maintains a hegemonic status. Despite being a 
product of historical processes, common sense presents itself as traditional 
wisdom, truth of the ages. Because it’s superficially unassuming nature and 
not explicitly ideological common sense is extremely persuasive.157 Even at 
the risk of oversimplification, I would describe common sense as the user 
interface of hegemony for the dominant group, despite outcomes not being 
always as easily predicted or certain. Gender is certainly conceptualized 
through notions of how it makes sense to people, since almost everyone has 
some idea of how they understand their gender identity.  

I do need to acknowledge that the concept of gender has been criticized 
for being inherently entangled in liberal economic policies and ultimately 
serving as a platform for creating inequality rather than dismantling it. 
Jemima Repo has voiced these concerns and proposes a form of feminism 
that is not connected to gender and a creation of some other apparatus in its 
place.158 This new apparatus for undoing inequality has not yet been created. 
Even with the absence of such an apparatus, it is necessary to try to 
understand how mainstream film has treated gender concepts in the past. 
Repo calls for gender to be decoupled from the concept of sexuality.159 
Unfortunately, doing that in the context of films, it could render deviations 
from heteronormativity meaningless. Even if such a decoupling is 
theoretically possible, the context in which these films have been made and 
are received in, still views gender and sexuality as closely interlinked. I go 
further into this discussion in chapter 4, in which I examine issues pertaining 
to sexuality. 

Whether gender needs to be demolished, refurbished, or redefined is 
beyond the scope of this dissertation, the more realistic goal is to question if 
these film franchises offer possibilities of imagining gender identities 
differently. Repo’s work offers a radical way of rethinking about the concept, 
even if utilizing her work would be done in a minimal capacity. It offers the 
invaluable reminder of ideologies that might operate within concepts that on 
the surface aim to increase equality but are merely providing camouflage for 
oppressive structures. Within the context of this dissertation, it is important 
to recognize that some films might subvert gender beyond simply by working 
within the traditional binary, perhaps even to such an extent that the gender 
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of the characters becomes meaningless. Since the film franchises started at a 
time when even minor deviations from gender stereotypes could be seen as 
subversive, it is necessary to understand each disruption or reaffirmation 
within the context of the franchise and the expectations set for it. This 
dissertation is somewhere between the more traditional approach to gender 
and the radical biopolitical approach suggested by Repo. Ideally this work 
will serve as a bridge between those two approaches and in part help bring 
about a wider discussion about identity, sexuality, gender politics, and body 
representation.  

Examining gender on a superficial level of how these filmic 
representations reflect those attitudes that exist in our society without 
challenging what those attitudes or stereotypes are would in itself be a 
process of reaffirming the normative nature of those attitudes. It is necessary 
to adopt a decidedly anti-anti-feminist stance when examining these films as 
they are fiction. The idea that one cisgender male could take down organized 
crime single handedly (i.e., Batman) is no more outlandish than imagining a 
civilization where gender has little bearing on what one can and cannot do 
(i.e., Star Wars or Mad Max). Still the latter concept might cause more of a 
stir because it challenges accepted norms about gender possibilities.  

Even if this dissertation operates within the framework of theories that 
treat sex as more or less as a construct, discussing biological sex when 
analyzing these films becomes almost redundant.  The most obvious reason 
for this diminished role is that on a narrative level biological sex has little 
effect on these films. An actor could feasibly be of any biological sex, but it 
would ultimately have little impact on what happens in the film. However, 
the experienced gender identity of an actor does influence how the film is 
understood by audiences, despite what is the gender identity of the character 
they are playing. One could presume that a transgendered person could be 
playing a cisgender person. Cisgender is a term used to describe those whose 
experiences of their own gender coincide with the sex they were assigned at 
birth.160 In short, cisgender is the opposite of transgender. It also can define 
those who have “a gender identity or perform a gender role society considers 
appropriate for one’s sex.” person.161 Biology has demonstrated that sex 
difference is much more complicated than the female-male binary, but 
society has been slow to catch up.162 Because of this, future audiences might 
interpret characters in these movies in different context and with added 
layers not yet visible to us in the present. The best option is to understand 
these gender performances in the context of the 2010s, with the caveat that 
they might be interpreted differently in future contexts. 

The films examined are heteronormative in the sense that characters tend 
be coded as either women or men, even nonhuman characters. Even films 
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that depict gender as a negotiable identity that mixes and matches 
characteristics that are seen as feminine or masculine, the gender binary 
persists. This also then leads to how these films need to be understood as 
emerging from a culture that relies on a perception of individuals tending to 
identify as “man” or “woman,” and ultimately this leads to occasions of 
making such assumptions about characters gender identity. If I do not make 
any assumptions about the genders of characters based on what was or is 
considered as typical behavior for cismen and –women, representational 
problems become invisible. It would be then impossible to argue whether a 
film is regressive, stagnant, or progressive in its gender attitudes and politics. 
To comprehend these dimensions, it is necessary to assume that characters 
usually fall within the categories of “woman” or “man” and whilst there might 
be exceptions, those deviations are a rarity. This assumption is based on the 
roles performed by the actors and by no means should be taken as an attempt 
to diminish the experiences of people who identify as transgender or their 
struggle for recognition. As Butler argues, the introduction of multiple gender 
possibilities disrupts the prevailing gender binary.163 These disruptive gender 
representations would be erased if we were to presume that these films have 
been produced outside of the heterosexual hegemony. I will refer to 
characters, actors, directors, and other individuals with pronouns that make 
their gender visible. If they have publicly stated or implied how they should 
be referred to, I will accommodate them whenever possible. Another option 
would have been to refer to everyone as they, but that would result in the 
analysis becoming extremely cumbersome. 

Disrupting the heterosexual hegemony plays integral role when 
understanding how gender is constructed in these films. Disruptive elements 
could be such as characters with fluid gender identities, gay subtext (or text), 
promotion of non-conventional families, subverting gender stereotypes, 
masculinity and femininity as not as biologically determined qualities, and so 
forth. Gender fluidity in this dissertation means the abandonment of a gender 
dichotomy in which men and women, feminine and masculine are placed on 
a one-dimensional scale opposing each other, in favor for or a plural, 
multidimensional understanding of gender.164  

Michel Foucault suggests that gender is greatly defined through desire.165 
This means that representations of homosexual desire read as disruptions to 
the heterosexual hegemony. Homosexuality is radically outside the 
heterosexual matrix and as such it is unconditioned by heterosexual norms. 
This reaffirms the idea that if a film makes the heterosexuality of a character 
or characters explicit, erasing any homosexual readings, it is in effect 
supportive the heterosexual matrix and reaffirming the heterosexual 
hegemony. Butler argues that literary fiction offers a way to experiment with 
concepts of masculinity and femininity as fiction is free from material 
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realities.166 This sentiment can be applied to films as fictional landscapes. 
Within this framework I can examine cinema as a landscape of negotiating 
American values, ideals and especially identities.  

One of the challenges presented by my chosen approach, gender as a fluid 
category, is trying to define femininity and masculinity in relation to gender 
identities. To even begin to define what these terms mean in their context is 
like trying to hit a moving target while the target appears most clearly only 
against certain backdrops. These terms are dependent on context, cultural 
boundaries, and social histories, and their meanings can change radically 
depending on who is imagining whom and to what ends.167 Since these films 
quite literally contain imagined ways of being through narrative means, this 
work offers insights into how theoretical understandings of femininity and 
masculinity can be used in deciphering meanings of popular cultural text. 

Economy of gender binary posits women and femininity as the Other, the 
difference from the universal, and subordinate to masculinity.168 This is 
particularly noteworthy when considering how fragile masculinity seems to 
be. John Beynon suggests that “masculinity” and “crisis” have been coupled 
so often that the two are on the verge of becoming synonymous.169 In his 
influential book Manhood in America: A Cultural History, Michael A. 
Kimmel analyzed the history of American men trying to prove their manhood 
and their efforts to produce masculinity in accordance with the ideals built up 
by society. He discussed masculinity as a social construct but explored it 
exclusively from the perspective of men. Kimmel studied how increasingly 
difficult the maintaining of ideal manhood has become as society changes 
and shifts during in the post-World War II climate.170 This perspective is 
unfortunately insufficient when we enter the 2010s. Kimmel’s work does offer 
a thorough look at what it is to be a biological male with a gender identity 
that corresponds mostly with society’s expectations of individuals who have 
been assigned to the biological category of “man.”171  

If masculinity is indeed consistently on the verge of crisis and collapse 
and defined as being in a dominant position to femininity, while both terms 
are in a perpetual state of flux, then perhaps the implication is that only one 
of them has slightly more stability than the other. Gayle Salamon argues that 
despite a prevalent tendency in the history of theorizing gender difference 
through categories of male and female, the two are so interconnected that 
treating them as oppositional categories is difficult, as they are ontologically 
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conjoined like matter and form. This signals to the idea that there is plenty of 
room to maneuver even within a heteronormative context.172 This relates to 
my earlier point on films having actors and characters that are legible within 
the heteronormative binary but can still pose challenges to the said binary. 

This work can potentially help reassess the masculine ideals presented in 
these films though familiar characters and critically examine one’s own 
identity in context hegemonic masculinity. The unobtainable masculine 
ideals and the patriarchy they support can be oppressive to cis males as it is 
to those who perform masculinity despite of what gender structures society 
attempts to enforce on them.  

Masculine performances that are removed from biological maleness are 
not unequivocally read as examples of resistance to heteronormative 
assumptions, but they do nevertheless reveal points of interaction between 
gender identities. Jack Halberstam argues that female masculinities are often 
framed as “rejected scraps” for masculinity performed by men to appear 
more real, but also adds that male deviance from gender norms is even less 
tolerated than female deviance.173 This notion once again suggests that 
masculinity, no matter how difficult to maintain is preferable to femininity. 
Halberstam also posits the idea that that masculinity produced by women is 
not the opposite of female femininity, nor a version of male masculinity, and 
that there are degrees in which masculinity is acceptable from women. They 
refer to the performances of female actors Sigourney Weaver in Aliens (1986) 
and Linda Hamilton in Terminator 2 (1991) as “tame” due to their resolute 
heterosexuality.174  

In Laura Mulvey’s trailblazing essay, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative 
Cinema” from 1975, the author addresses cinema’s tendency to display 
women as erotic yet passive objects of male gaze. A narrative film’s take time 
to stop the flow of narrative and action to showcase a female figure for erotic 
contemplation. The pleasure of looking, in a world dominated by gender 
imbalance, also is separated into categories of active/male, passive/female. 
Mulvey’s psychoanalytical approach sees cinema as interplay with the 
fulfilment of primordial wish to view something pleasurable and losing 
oneself in the projected images in complex web of identification, recognition 
(and misrecognition).175 Her observations highlighted how femininity and 
those most commonly performing it, women, were represented in cinema as 
little more than passive eye-candy. In 1981, Mulvey opined that despite 
narratives in which women take an active role are possible, female characters 
who venture into masculine territories tend to meet a tragic end, whilst 
deprived of the brief pleasures they took in their new roles. These musings 
were inspired by the criticisms posed against her 1975 essay, since that work 

172 Gayle Salamon, Assuming a Body: Transgender and Rhetorics of Materiality (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2010), 131–144. 
173 Jack Halberstam, Female Masculinity: 20th Anniversary Edition (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2018), 1–5. 
174 Ibid, 28 
175 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” in Feminist Film Theory: A Reader ed. Sue 
Thornham (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999), 60–63. 



accentuated the importance of the male spectator.176 Mulvey’s notes on how 
women who perform masculinity are presented in cinema are similar to 
Halberstam’s arguments on the occasional acceptance of female masculinity. 
What recurs is the idea that incursions to the prevailing gender hierarchy are 
accommodated only temporarily and, even then, treated as anomalies. 

Social hierarchies like gender, race, ethnicity, economic class, sexuality, 
ability, and other factors of advantage or disadvantage are intersecting 
hierarchies of domination. Understanding gender within a logic of 
intersectionality, it can be understood to be situated within a constellation of 
ideas and social practices that construct multiple systems of oppression.177 
The analytical tool that emerges from this understanding is known as the 
concept of intersectionality. The term is credited to Kimberlé Crenshaw, a 
black feminist, and a critical race scholar, who developed it as means of 
understanding and fighting discrimination.178 Even when these intersections 
are not explicitly addressed in the analysis presented in the following 
chapters, they are recognized to be woven into the context in which the 
narratives of these films are understood. The focus is more on what 
hierarchical construct emerges as most culturally significant in relation to the 
pre-existing expectations of the audience. 

These theories combine to create a framework in which gender narratives 
become intelligible as a project of becoming. Since becoming is a non-linear, 
non-sequential process, even incomplete or truncated narratives can generate 
gender potential that challenge or create more spacious ways perform gender 
in a context that is eventually seen as common sense.179  

The narratological methodology combines with the theoretical framework to 
uncover gender narratives of a selection of legacy franchises. These franchises 
are chosen because of their commitment to continuity which generates a 
continuum of gender representations. Two different gender narratives 
emerge from the material at hand. An unbounded narrative and a finite 
gender narrative.  

Unbounded narrative is a combination of story elements that posit 
gender as a fluid, mobile category that can change and adapt depending on 
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the context. Femininity and masculinity in this narrative are mostly removed 
from biological capabilities and are acknowledged as performative. This 
narrative also posits that society can be organized around diverse identities 
but getting to such a society is a struggle. Familial relationships are formed 
outside of the biology centered nuclear families and without the patriarchal 
rule of a strong father figure. Sexual orientations of characters can be left 
ambiguous or implied to be fluid. Films that align with this narrative can 
feature subtexts that question the stability of gender hierarchies or underline 
their oppressive (and even destructive) nature.  

Finite narrative on the other hand presents gender as a predominantly 
fixed category of limited potential and maneuverability. Straight white men 
are often placed at the center of events in films of this ilk and the implication 
is that society should do the same to maintain cohesion, other societal orders 
represent chaos and oblivion. Heterosexuality is presented as the norm and 
deviations are acceptable only when comparable to heteronormative norms 
and arrangements. Masculinity is placed on top of societal hierarchy and its 
stability is the foundation on which all other aspects of society are built upon.  

As my following analysis will show, rarely a legacy franchise exhibits an 
unflinching commitment to either narrative. How a gender narrative of a 
franchise is determined depends on what the general tone and continuity is. 
Course changes and detours are possible, and even within one film elements 
that challenge the dominant narrative of a franchise can be found. For this 
reason, creating a checklist of elements that decide on what category a film 
falls in is not possible and the analysis must focus on the broader story 
through examining specific gender-related themes. Each analysis chapter 
uses theories that might not be used in other chapters. I have found that this 
approach is the only way these two narratives can be made legible and 
illustrate the richness of themes found in the source material. The material 
might travel through different theories, but the concepts remain the same, 
always returning to narrative and context. 

Much of the analysis revolves around characters that are brought to life 
by actors, stunt-actors, body doubles, CGI, and other cinematic techniques. 
The bodies represented in these films are not real. These bodies seem 
cohesive and singular, as if they are representing a singular existing body. 
Elizabeth Grosz argues that bodies are just as complex as any literary 
manuscript and is metaphorically written and rewritten.180 Halberstam also 
notes that bodies can be seen as palimpsests that carry the layers of gender 
history.181 These notions raise a relevant point about how bodies or in this 
case fictional character bodies carry the histories of previous iterations. In 
these films, these fictional bodies are rewritten over and sometimes portrayed 
by completely different actors. We, the audience, accept them as the same 
characters despite (or perhaps because of) the process of rewriting.  
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The emotional and rhetoric effect of a narrative text is centered around 
characters and are likely the most significant way that narratives use to solicit 
values, practices, ideologies.182  Characters mediate the entry into the 
narrative structure and make narrative films intelligible. Their perceived 
human agency is central in comprehending narratives in fiction.183 Because of 
the importance of characters to narratives, they are often at the center of 
emotional reactions toward the films they are in. Audiences can feel betrayed 
when a character diverges from their expectations, for example when Force 
Awakens was revealed to have a British actor of Nigerian descent in a 
starring role, a small segment of fans reacted with heated fervor.184 Because 
characters are viewers gateway into the narrative, how ideological values are 
articulated, and central to emotional reactions to the films, they are central in 
the analysis. The emotional aspect being left mostly unexamined, but 
nevertheless acknowledged. 

To make twisting and constantly changing unbounded and finite gender 
narratives visible, I will turn to the idea of wildness. Wildness can be seen to 
describe palimpestuous bodies, unmanageability of gender categories, 
flowing gender narratives in a system where illusion of a stable binary system 
of sex is seen as a given. Jack Halberstam and Tavia Nyong’o define wildness 
as that which is pushed to the margins by hegemonic systems.185 Realizing 
this is particularly valuable as it makes gender representations and narratives 
that go against the grain even more visible. If wildness is the resistance of 
familiar structures, gender narratives that subvert the narrative expectations 
are at least partially associated with that concept.  

Halberstam and Nyong’o propose a bringing wild theory to academic 
discourses on antinormativity by embracing stream of consciousness as the 
antithesis of what is considered civilized thought.186 In practice, this means 
that readings of cinematic representations are made initially intuitively, 
subconsciously, or even by intentional misunderstanding, but only to the 
extent that they provide inspiration for the analysis. Narratives are by their 
nature attempts to make sense of events and as such they can be momentarily 
wild but often in films, especially in major blockbusters, often revert back to 
easily understood story structures when not completely returning to the 
status quo. 

Because the franchises in question focus heavily on male-identified 
characters, themes of masculinity arise more often than themes of femininity. 
Female identified characters also are often defined by their relationship to 
masculinity, either when they are performing a version of it or contrasted 
with it opposingly. Due to this disparity in representation, much of the 
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analysis focuses on how masculinities are construed in blockbuster films. The 
centrality of masculinity is not entirely by design but by necessity. When 
masculinity emerged as a central site of how a continuum of gender is 
constructed it became apparent that masculinity in the 2010s still holds a 
significant position in popular cinema. Since these franchises are built upon 
the legacies of popular film series, they reflect the male-centric attitudes of 
the era in which they entered the public consciousness.187 The three analysis 
chapters build towards the unraveling of gender categories, moving closer to 
a state of wildness, while not quite yet reaching it. 

Masculinities in Motion Pictures is the first of three analysis chapters. In 
it I discuss four examples masculinity in crisis and how it is narrated. The 
franchises discussed in this chapter are Batman, Star Trek, Star Wars, and 
Mad Max. Because masculinity remains as the locus of societal power, even 
in film franchises that approach it critically, analyzing it makes up for a 
significant portion of this work. The concern over changing gender 
boundaries is of concern especially for those who previously saw themselves 
reaping the benefits of gender inequality. In the first half of this chapter, it 
becomes apparent that maintaining a narrative in which gender is a finite 
category in the 2010s requires using strategies that aggressively promote 
male centric masculinity. The last two examples explore narratives that place 
the crisis of masculinity at the center of major societal problems. They focus 
on broadening gender categories and suggest that drifting between different 
identities is the best way toward a more egalitarian or even sustainable 
future. 

 The following chapter, Heroic Femininity and Postfeminist Obfuscation, 
focuses on female characters and heroism in the Star Wars, DCEU, and 
Jurassic Park franchises. Each franchise is given their own subchapter. While 
Star Wars explores heroism as a trait that is not tied to any particular gender 
identity, while avoiding the pitfalls of framing feminine characteristics as 
subordinate, the last two franchises are more ambiguous. This ambiguity is 
present mostly in how these franchises interact with feminism. Because of the 
scarcity of prominent female characters in legacy blockbuster franchises, 
engaging with feminism becomes a major theme. The DCEU and Jurassic 
Park franchises utilize postfeminist strategies to obscure or even erase the 
feminist potential of female heroes like Wonder Woman.  

Seen, Not Seen: Queer Intimacies and Queer Reproduction, is the last 
analysis chapter and it grapples with the queer narratives found in these 
franchises as well as issues of artificial reproduction. These themes overlap in 
the examined material which is why they are examined in the same chapter. 
First half of this chapter discusses the how the queer history of Star Trek was 
almost completely erased when the franchise was rebooted and the 
vilification of queer characters in the DCEU. The Second half discusses the 
Alien and Jurassic Park franchise’s contrasting approaches towards artificial 
forms of reproduction.  

187 To describe these franchises, I use the term legacy blockbuster franchise, this term is described in 
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The final chapter of this dissertation brings together all the findings of 
the analysis chapters and addresses the underlying gender panic inspiring the 
two gender narratives that complete for dominance. The conclusions also 
discuss the different types of reactions that seem to be at the heart of 
differing ways of narrating gender.  



Hollywood has traditionally focused on men and their troubles, and so issues 
of masculinity have received a lot of attention for being culturally prevalent. 
Consequently, several scholars have studied masculinities in popular cinema. 
For instance, Nicola Rehling, Glen Donnar, Hannah Hamad, and Susan 
Jeffords have all contributed to understanding how masculinities are 
constructed and negotiated in the cinematic landscape in the blockbuster 
era.188 Previous research has typically focused on understanding masculinity 
in a specific place in time. My work also examines masculinity in a specific 
context, the 2010s. Still, the nature of the legacy blockbuster franchise films 
is such that they have a layer that interacts with masculine ideals of the past, 
particularly those of the 1980s. This interaction means that these narratives 
of masculinity are tied to narratives that lost their position of cultural 
dominance. As a result, new or modified forms of masculinity, more in step 
with the times, need to be negotiated. I build on the previous research with 
the aim that this analysis breaks new ground by understanding gender as a 
continuing and changing narrative. This approach is integral for a 
comprehensive understanding of how serialized films interact with masculine 
ideals. Masculinity itself can be understood as a narrative of manhood, 
especially when associated with hegemonic forms of masculinity that border 
on fantasy. Since the legitimacy of different masculine performances is 
dependent on context, it makes sense to examine narratives of masculinity as 
their own trajectories, not necessarily adhering to one all-encompassing form 
of idealized masculinity.189 

Masculinity in the blockbuster cinema of the 2010s seems to be defined 
by its relation to crises. Sometimes this crisis results from an external threat 
coming outside of society and needs to be solved by retreating deeper into 
conventional notions of masculinity. Other times this societal crisis is 
internal and can only be defused by broadening what forms of masculinities 
are acceptable and dismantling hierarchical gender order. The latter tends to 
position men who cling to rigid or harmful modes of masculinity as the cause 
of disastrous events. 

Masculinity in crisis is not a new theme in contemporary cinema. For 
example, sometime after the fact, US cinema began unpacking the trauma of 
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defeated masculinity induced by the Vietnam war. Films like Apocalypse 
Now (1979), First Blood (1982), Missing in Action (1984), and Platoon 
(1986), which arrived at the advent and during the 1980s, attempted to 
address the national trauma caused by losing the war. These films depicted 
the war realistically or as hypermasculine fantasies of a rematch, presenting 
two different approaches to mending American masculinity.190  

Addressing the defeated masculinity of the American national body was 
not limited to war films by any means. During the Reagan era, the image of a 
masculine man with an active militarized body was reinstated as the ideal 
form of manhood which the Hollywood cinema reflected at the time.191 
During the 1990s, more ambiguous and complex masculinities began to 
emerge. Heroes of action films now also needed to come to terms with their 
internal struggles instead of merely physically overpowering their opponents. 
Reacting to the deterioration of masculine forms of power was no longer a 
cultural necessity.192 However, films like Fight Club (1999) and 
advertisement campaigns for fast food chains193 still perpetuated the notion 
of masculinity being constantly threatened by femininity (exemplified 
through an interest in interior decorating and vegetarianism).194  

The 2001 terrorist attacks inspired an assortment of films that dealt with 
the attacks through science fiction and horror allegories in the 2000s and 
2010s.195 The blow that 9/11 delivered to national masculinity caused a 
delayed cinematic response, like the one that United States’ defeat in 
Vietnam engendered. 

In this chapter, I study four examples of different film franchises that 
have dealt with this rekindled crisis of masculinity: The DCEU, Star Trek, 
Star Wars, and Mad Max. In the first two, the crisis needs to be resolved by 
men, and masculinity is strongly associated with being an inherent quality of 
male-identified individuals. These franchises in the 2010s put forth the idea 
that stabilizing the traditional form of masculinity requires leaning towards 
hypermasculinity, and if this fails, society will collapse on itself. The latter 
two, Star Wars and Mad Max, approach the crisis as an internal problem, 
resolvable only by renegotiating existing masculine identities and loosening 
gender categories. 
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In the 2010s, the crisis of masculinity would be made legible by using the 
concept of “toxic masculinity.” Reactions to the concept, either denials that it 
even exists or used to illustrate male privilege, are like the divided reaction 
legacy blockbuster franchises had in their struggle to (re)define 
representations of masculinity in the 21st century. The Oxford Dictionary 
selected “Toxic” as the word of the year in 2018. The word was paired most 
with “chemical,” but with “masculinity” following as a close second, and it 
was this second pairing that caught the attention of the editors of the said 
dictionary. They referred to the hearing of supreme court judge nominee 
Brett Kavanaugh before the Senate judiciary committee and to the #MeToo-
movement as major cultural events that helped toxic masculinity enter the 
public consciousness.196 Google searches containing the same word pair 
increased noticeably during the last five years of the 2010s. The search 
frequency seems to have peaked in January of 2019, according to Google 
Trends, which allows a limited view into the search analytics of the tech 
giant.197 During the same January, Gillette launched their ad campaign that 
openly criticized forms of masculinity that are deemed toxic.198 The Gillette 
campaign almost certainly contributed to making mainstream audiences 
aware of the concept and perhaps was the moment when toxic masculinity 
entered into the everyday lexicon. There, however, seems to be a common 
misconception that toxic masculinity’s origins are in gender studies. An 
article in The New York Times repeated this misunderstanding as journalist 
Mya Salam implied that it originates from women’s studies and has now 
spread “everywhere.”199 Gender studies is familiar with the term, but its 
origins lay in a vastly different context of conceptualizing gender. Examining 
the conception of toxic masculinity illustrates the context in which 
contemporary masculinity, in general, is understood and how it operates. 

Toxic masculinity was initially used as a term within the discourse of the 
Mythopoetic Men’s movement. This movement garnered mainstream 
attention in the late 1980s, early 1990s and attempted to imagine a masculine 
identity around an inborn source of manliness. One of the ways members of 
the movement tried to connect with some essential masculine truth was to 
convene in the woods and chant in a circle.200 The image this conjures is at 
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first equally silly and harmless. When scratching the surface of the ideas 
central to this movement, more sinister themes emerge. Michael A. Messner 
argues that gender essentialism was lodged at the core of the Mythopoetic 
Men’s movement. Their self-reflective practices were not enough to mitigate 
the fact that femininity was seen as a corrosive antithesis to masculine 
identities.201  

In an interview in The New Republic from early 1990, Shepherd Bliss,202 
a key figure in the Mythopoetic Men’s movement, identifies toxic masculinity 
as “that part of male psyche that is abusive,” and that drifting too far from the 
traditional masculinity, which they implied to be “natural,” is where this 
toxicity comes from.203 This interview seems to be one of the first mentions of 
“toxic masculinity.” It is markedly different from how contemporary 
discourse uses the term. Placing toxic masculinity as the polar opposite of 
“deep masculinity,” we get a partial explanation to why some scholars are 
reluctant to use the term at all, perhaps fearing that it revitalizes a movement 
that petered out in the late 1990s. Reasons for the movement’s dissolution 
might lie in the critical attention it received from the media and academics 
and the movement’s inability to vision real social justice or change.204  

Abby L. Ferber argues that talking about toxic masculinity gave men who 
participated in the Mythopoetic Movement a chance to avoid confronting the 
socially constructed nature of masculinity but rather focus on discovering a 
“true, deep masculinity.” The movement also envisioned “women” and “men” 
as everlasting categories that flow from biology and are rigidly defined by 
opposite complementary characteristics.205 Ferber’s description of the 
movement’s gender ideology is strikingly close to the “common sense” 
approach to gender addressed in the previous chapter. Raewyn Connell and 
Rebecca Pearse remind us that this type of approach has sold millions of pop-
psychology books that offer simplistic descriptions of gender difference.206  

The Mythopoetic Men’s movement and the idea of masculinity in crisis 
are intimately connected. This perceived crisis of masculinity has been 
ongoing for a considerable time. So much so that Judith A. Allen argues that 
since the early 1800s, maintaining the unrealistic and unlivable extremes of 
gender polarity has been possible only by keeping crisis the default mode of 
masculinity.207 Bell hooks, however, refers to a more recent turn as the origin 
of the current crisis of masculinity. Hooks argues that both female and male 
writers wrote books that openly challenged patriarchy in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s. However male writers were not ready to dramatically 

201 Michael A. Messner, Politics of Masculinities: Men in Movements (Thousand Oaks: Sage 
Publications, 1997), 17-20. 
202 Along with Bliss, Robert Bly played a significant role in bringing attention to the movement with his 
book Iron John: A Book About Men (Boston: Addison-Wesley, 1990). 
203 Daniel Grossman, “The Gender Rap,” New Republic 202, no. 16 (1990): 11–13. 
204 John Fox, “How Men’s Movement Participant’s View Each Other,” Journal of Men’s Studies 12, no. 
2 (2004): 106. 
205 Abby L. Ferber, “Racial Warriors and Weekend Warriors: The Construction of Masculinity in 
Mythopoetic and White Supremacist Discourse” Men and Masculinities 3, no. 1 (2000): 38–39. 
206 Connell and Pearse, Gender, 33. 
207 Judith A. Allen, “Men Interminably in Crisis? Historians on Masculinity, Sexual Boundaries, and 
Manhood”, Radical History Review, no. 82 (2002): 202–203. 



reconceptualize masculinity. Masculinity seemed to hit a wall when one 
signifier of patriarchal masculinity after another lost meaning, such as 
women entering the workforce and men rejecting the role of a provider. The 
crisis emerged when the notion of patriarchal masculinity remained, despite 
having a tenable connection to reality. This development left men with the 
choice of clinging to patriarchal ideology or aligning with the interests of 
feminism.208 Psychology understands toxic masculinity as behavior that 
harms health and social outcomes. The term is often referred to as “harmful 
masculinity,” indicating that it is not set in stone in that field. It still 
encompasses traits that are derived from what is seen as traditional gender 
roles and norms.209  

The resurgence of using toxic masculinity to describe a certain type of 
gender performance makes it vital in comprehending the context of gender 
narratives on film. Connell and James Messerschmidt argue that in certain 
settings, masculine practices that are seen as “toxic” can work to stabilize 
male dominance in the gender hierarchy, and these practices are then 
connect to how hegemonic masculinity maintains men’s societal dominance. 
They add that toxic practices are not automatically components of hegemonic 
masculinity, as they do not have a fixed configuration.210 Even though toxic 
masculinity and hegemonic masculinity are closely related, they are not 
synonymous with each other, rather than hegemonic masculinity sometimes 
creates the context in which toxic masculinity flourishes. This reasoning 
would lead us to think that toxic masculinity can, in some contexts, be an 
integral strategy of hegemonic masculinity. Still, in some contexts, toxic 
practices and behavior can even be rejected by the most hegemonic 
masculinity of that context.  

Rather than list all the types of masculinities that support patriarchy and 
those that dismantle it, I find it more useful to focus on what type of mode 
particular masculinity operates in. These modes are either compliant or non-
compliant with a narrative in which gender is a fixed category and that 
masculinity performed by men holds a unique status in society. I find it best 
to describe these competing modes as patriarchal (or traditional) and 
progressive. Karla Elliott uses the same progressive versus traditional 
understand how modes of masculinity are narrated in an Australian context, 
which is also applicable in the US context. Elliott finds that three different 
masculinities emerge within the progressive mode of masculinity: inclusive, 
caring, and hybrid. Inclusive masculinity is a softer, less homophobic 
expression of masculinity. Caring masculinity rejects domination and its 
associated traits in favor of positive emotion, interdependence, and 
relationality. Hybrid masculinity then strategically borrows elements from 
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the masculinities mentioned above (and masculinities with a non-hegemonic 
status) but only to amass masculine capital and support existing systems of 
power and dominance.211 I have chosen to view hybrid masculinities 
perpetuating a patriarchal mode of masculinity since they work to maintain 
men’s dominance, despite that these masculinities can eschew traditional 
masculine performances.  

Defining all masculinities as simply adverse, we risk erasing context and 
creating a value system that automatically sees large swaths of the human 
population as irredeemable. The pluralist approach to masculinities I have 
chosen critically examines masculine performances that cause harm and 
oppress, but also sees the possibility of performing masculinity without using 
other gender identities as steps on a hierarchical ladder. What I emphasize is 
the willingness and ability to change and adapt. My approach has been 
significantly influenced by bell hooks’ notion that men are not unwilling to 
change but afraid to do so. Men, who most often wield masculinity, have been 
slow to see how patriarchy prevents them from knowing themselves, their 
feelings, or loving. This change requires giving up the will to dominate.212  

The research question of this work produces an approach that contrasts 
masculinities in a way that masculinities that support patriarchal masculinity 
almost unavoidably read as “bad.” Since such masculinities are extremely 
common, the tone of the analysis can seem overwhelmingly negative. To 
approach the material differently would, in my view, deproblematize these 
performances to such a degree that even imagining narratives that produce 
counterhegemonies would seem unnecessary. The most dominant form of 
masculinity, a canonized gender narrative for men, is theorized as the 
concept of hegemonic masculinity.213 Popularized by Raewyn Connell, 
hegemonic masculinity refers to the idea that for men to maintain their 
dominant position in society, certain forms of masculinity have more 
legitimacy than others. Individuals do not establish this legitimacy, but rather 
it is a collective product of institutionalized power reacting with cultural 
ideals.214 These preferred forms of masculinity can favor such traits as 
competitiveness, physical toughness, sports skills, heterosexuality, and 
conformity. Jaroen Janz, for example, has described this dominant model of 
contemporary western masculinity with four main attributes: autonomy, 
achievement, aggression, and stoicism. Janz elaborates on how these 
characteristics comprise an ideal of a man who does not show vulnerability 
nor needs others to help him, all the while succeeding in all aspects of life. In 
Janz’s view, this is what is stereotypically constitutes as “traditional 
masculinity.”215 Traditional masculinity is not inherently hegemonic 
masculinity, even though it can be. Concepts like “traditional masculinity” are 
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tied to a particular era and can be understood differently in the future. In the 
cinema of the 1980s, reliance on muscular male characters who embody the 
masculine hegemonic ideals has been viewed by scholars as a resolution of 
what then was called the crisis of the master narratives. These 
representations of male physique sometimes veered into the territory of 
performativity and self-parody while still working to reaffirm restrictive 
notions of what it means to be a man in contemporary US society.216 

As mentioned earlier, in the context of this dissertation, hegemonic 
masculinity is understood as the canonized gender narrative of what it means 
to be a man. The keyword here is “narrative,” as it emphasizes how 
masculinity is culturally constructed. Since the examined materials in this 
dissertation are movies and narratives they construe, there is no need to use 
hegemonic masculinity as a model that explains all forms of gender 
inequality. Since using a sociological model of gender inequality in co-
operation with more flexible conceptualizations of gender, I find it necessary 
to explain further the understanding of hegemonic masculinity in this 
dissertation. This explanation is best achieved through the criticism that 
Connell’s conceptualization of hegemonic masculinity has received. 

Ben Griffin insightfully argues that “hegemonic masculinity is far more 
successful as an account of ideals, fantasies, and desires than as a description 
of social practices.” Griffin bases his criticism on the argument that some 
masculinities that appear as clearly oppositional can be hegemonic at the 
same time in different locations. One of his worries is that it dissolves into the 
study of myths rather than actual men.217 Since my work examines cinematic 
narratives, such a dissolution is not a concern. I understand hegemonic 
masculinity as a cultural construct, not as an ontological concept. Using the 
hegemonic masculinity as a concept that is culturally defined, dependent on 
context, it is possible to understand what these representations mean for 
culture rather than explaining how these representations would be used to 
closely model real-life behavior.  

In the multifaceted experience of contemporary life, what type of 
masculinity is considered to be hegemonic varies greatly. Debbie Ging argues 
that subordinate masculinities can become hegemonic in online 
environments. Ging refers particularly to a type of masculinity that is 
centered around “revalorizing” white Western masculinity, denying the 
existence of rape culture, and aggressive anti-feminism.218 Ging’s analysis 
focuses on a loose alliance of groups with mutual interests that forms the so-
called “Manosphere,” a term which first appeared in the late 2000s and has 
since then been utilized both by men’s rights activists and the journalists who 
write about them.219 Michael A. Kimmel defines Manosphere as a collection 
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of websites that seem to exist only to fuel rage about the perceived descent of 
the white straight man and give platforms to diatribes on how almost every 
perceivable aspect of contemporary life is infiltrated by feminist thought.220 

The type of masculinity described in these online communities is 
extremely similar to hypermasculinity. Hypermasculinity is a psychological 
term used to describe the exaggeration of masculine cultural stereotypes, 
with an overemphasis on masculine-gendered physical attributes, behavioral 
patterns, and hostility towards femininity, particularly when performed by 
men.221 Donald L. Mosher and Mark Sirkin described hypermasculinity as a 
personality constellation that holds women as little more than sex objects, 
violence is seen as manly, and danger is exciting. This personality type tends 
to thrive for dominance over other men. Dangerous situations become 
chances to prove masculine superiority, especially when masculine identities 
are challenged.222 Toxic masculinity is usually understood as a form of 
hypermasculinity that rejects femininity with such vigor that it creates 
behavioral patterns and ideological beliefs that they become harmful to men 
and those around them.223 While these putrid forms of masculinity indeed 
hold a hegemonic status in certain contexts, they seem to be on the decline. 
Hybrid masculinities, on the other hand, appear to have a firmer grasp on 
how to sustain the social dominance of men. 

Tristan Bridges and C. J. Pascoe argue that hybrid masculinities express a 
significant change in systems of inequality and are increasingly common. 
Hybrid masculinities appropriate performances that were previously 
considered culturally as the Other. As mentioned before, these masculinities 
can include inclusive and caring masculinities as they include practices that 
reject sexism and homophobia, but they emphasize the dominant societal 
status of those who can perform this type of masculinity. Hybrid 
masculinities incorporate elements from subaltern masculinities (veganism, 
environmentalism, emotional accessibility) within hegemonic masculine 
performances, decoupling the subaltern elements from their history of 
resisting hegemony and distancing men in dominant positions of society 
from toxic and hypermasculinity. In essence, hybrid masculinities reveal that 
straight white men are societally so secure that they absorb elements that 
were previously considered to be antithetical to masculine performances. The 
new softer or more inclusive masculinity then actually works to obscure the 
pervasiveness of patriarchy and is often aligned with hegemonic masculinity, 
even as it is seemingly distanced from it.224 Hegemonic masculinity itself is 
not to be taken as a faultless model of understanding how the dominant 
status of men is maintained in western societies. 
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With all this in mind, we are left to wonder how patriarchal masculinity 
was not completely sidelined by the early 2000s or by 2010 for that matter, 
considering that these discussions accelerated some fifty-odd years ago? I 
understand patriarchal masculinity as a mode of masculinity that produces 
patriarchal structures, meaning systematic male domination.225 Hooks 
surmises that since the popular culture, movies, and television, in particular, 
continued to reinforce patriarchal behavior, the fervor to rethink masculinity 
turned to apathy.226 It is likely that due to the resistance against feminist 
goals, the emergence of even moderately feminist blockbusters sparked such 
anger, the assumption being that perhaps films, especially action-adventure 
films, would be shielded against societal changes. The films discussed seem 
to align with the idea of some men accepting social changes, even promoting 
them, while others hold on furiously to the past.  

Those who hold on to patriarchal masculinity as the truest expression of 
manhood are usually aligned (at least ideologically) with Men’s Rights 
Activists. Until the 2010s, the MRA movement was largely associated with 
father’s rights, and it centered around a perceived attack of feminism on 
fatherhood through family law. As social media became more ubiquitous, 
MRA’s focus shifted to cyberactivism, centering around young men and 
sexual politics. For example, they view that the culture of “believing women” 
when dealing with accusations of sexual violence has been concocted to 
victimize men.227 MRA’s tend to see men as being societally devalued in 
contemporary life and describe academic feminism as a betrayal of Western 
culture.228  

Groups like the MRA are a loose assemblage of disillusioned members of 
the men’s liberation movement. Men’s liberation started as a critical reaction 
to the narrow gender role available to men in the early 1970s, which was 
oppressive to women and harmful for men as it presented a pattern of 
competitiveness and emotional distance.229 This criticism was aimed 
particularly at the image of a Self-Made Man, a blueprint for successful 
masculinity within the capitalist economy and adjusted to survive the 
volatility of the markets.230 Men’s liberation movement understood the 
socially constructed nature of femininity and masculinity, but a faction 
splintered from the movement, forming what is known as Men’s Rights 
Activists (MRA). Around 1976, MRAs denounced the idea of male privilege 
and even saw women benefitting from the oppression of men, shifting the 
critique towards women, people of color, sexual minorities, and anyone 
considered as the Other, rather than changing the larger framework under 
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which oppressive gender identities formulate.231 This splintering coincided 
with disparate conservative movements shifting towards a middle ground 
that would serve as a platform for Ronald Reagan’s victory in the 1980 
presidential election.232 

 Ryan and Kellner draw parallels between the rise of the conservatives 
and the emergence of the entrepreneurial hero in 1980s cinema, referring to 
The Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) and Star Wars: Episode IV – A New Hope 
(1977), as examples of films that have heroes of this ilk in them.233 In the 
2010s, MRAs are viewed as a group that has overlapping interests with the 
alt-right movement.234 George Hawley characterizes the alt-right as a racist 
political movement that supports white supremacy and promotes a 
misogynistic form of “sex realism,” which sees men facing more 
discrimination than women and that societal roles are determined by 
biological differences.235 These groups that are best described as anti-feminist 
come into play when legacy blockbuster films narrate gender in a way that 
subverts the expected trajectory set for them. Their hostile reactions illustrate 
how gender expectations can clash when the pre-existing narrative 
intermingles with the narrative of the new installments. This intermingling 
happens mostly on the layer that connects the gender narratives to the past 
iterations. This layer can be a familiar character, setting, or story arc, but it is 
that part of the narrative that is the connective tissue between the past and 
the present. Some franchises like Star Wars engage with that layer openly, 
while others, such as the DCEU, do it more obliquely. I will expand upon this 
greatly in the following case studies, but this interaction is also how these 
franchises position themselves in a culture that has shifted during the 
decades in between films.236  

Masculinity and femininity are gender projects, social conducts organized 
and coordinated through historical time. They are built from actions that are 
configured as masculine or feminine, depending on the gender structures of 
their era.237 Gender is an apparatus through which masculine and feminine 
are normalized and produced, but through it, they can also be denaturalized 
and deconstructed. This understanding allows for challenging the naturalized 
binary understanding of gender as masculine/male, man/woman, 
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feminine/female, which makes disruptions to this binary legible.238 Because 
narratives are susceptible to change, especially when they repeat the same 
stories in a new context, the binaries and their borders are constantly 
renegotiated. These renegotiations can result in how something that was once 
read as the feminine is read as masculine and vice versa, or even signal a 
larger shift in how gender identities can be adjusted quickly and effortlessly 
from one context to the next. 

Why we rarely hear of a crisis of femininity is likely rooted in how 
masculinity’s crisis relates to the perception of losing dominant social status. 
In the US, this crisis has been mainly the concern of white middle-class men 
since the early 1900s, as women gained access to activities that had been 
previously reserved exclusively for men. Definitions of manhood were further 
shaken when women gained political power undermining male authority. 
Since feminine identities have been seen as a threat to the continued 
dominance of masculine identities, talk of a crisis of femininity is exceedingly 
rare.239 Carole Jones has argued that the crisis of masculinity has been used 
as a shorthand for a crisis of the gender order. She suggests that the “crisis of 
femininity” should substitute it in the future due to the uneasy relationship 
that contemporary femininity has with feminism and the limited models of 
femininity available in a neoliberal postfeminist context.240 However, the 
narratives of masculinities construed in the DCEU, Star Trek, Star Wars, and 
Mad Max franchises are intelligible within the framework of masculine crisis 
and read as reactions to the ongoing discourse surrounding the concept.241 

The Star Wars and Mad Max franchises take a critical approach towards 
masculinity and present its crisis as the reason for societal turmoil. The crisis 
is also suggested to be inborn rather than the result of some outside force. 
The way these four franchises split into two different categories mirrors the 
idea of two competing gender narratives. Films like Batman v Superman or 
Trek 09, which use hypermasculinity as an acceptable solution, also maintain 
clear boundaries between genders. In contrast, films that present masculinity 
itself as the source of all the troubles see a possible solution in dissolving 
rigid categories of gender, creating an equal playing field for all types of 
identities.  

When examining masculinities as continuing narratives, one must 
recognize that these narratives do not necessarily always form a cohesive 
chronology, even when the films that depict them aim to do exactly that. For 
instance, in the Star Trek franchise, the masculinity of the central characters 
is represented in a way that does not line up with the canon of the franchise. 
The 2010s iterations of the characters are closer to one-note 
hypermasculinity than the nuanced and complex masculinities of the original 
series or films. This disjointedness is partially the result of attempting to 
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reintroduce old characters to new audiences, adjusting to the changing norms 
and values of the time, and/or change in the personal values of the 
filmmakers.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, the fidelity of an adaptation can 
become a gendered issue, and criticism often veers in favor of the original 
author when they are deemed to be masculine, either in an abstract sense of 
continuing a modernist tradition of (male) authorship or in a more literal 
sense, a story created by a man needs to be sheltered from feminine 
interpretations.242 It could be argued that certain filmmakers are given more 
artistic freedom than others, which then, in turn, makes their own 
interpretation of their work a prominent part of the discourse surrounding 
these films.  

In the following case studies, I examine the layering of masculinities in 
the narratives of certain characters. The first case study revolves around 
Batman and his masculinity. The issue of staying true to the source material 
has consistently revolved around who has been directing the films and how 
they have construed the character’s gender narrative. The question of 
authorship occasionally emerges, especially regarding the fidelity of the 
newest interpretation.  

This subchapter focuses on the cinematic masculinity of the DCEU version of 
Batman that debuted in 2016’s Batman v. Superman: Dawn of Justice and 
how the character’s cinematic history informs that iteration. Isaac Cates 
argues that Batman carries symbolic and archetypical power in the 
contemporary culture of the United States. The character consistently 
represents the possibility of an individual citizen rising to bring justice to a 
broken world.244 This expectation makes Batman interesting material for 
analysis, especially when examined through a lens of gender narrative. 

Discussing the trajectory of Batman’s masculinity in the context of films 
allows us to view the gender continuum of one of the most enduring fictional 
characters of the past eighty years. This approach, unfortunately, leaves the 
character’s rich comic book history and gender narratives found there largely 
unexamined. Fortunately, the Caped Crusader’s several movie incarnations 
give additional layers to his masculinity. I focus on Batman v Superman as a 
film that introduces a new cinematic Batman, one that can continue the 
narrative of suppressing the more colorful elements of the character’s history 
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and adjust the character’s masculinity to maintain its legitimacy when 
challenged by extra-ordinary characters like Superman. This film is also 
where the separate cinematic franchises of Batman and Superman merged 
into one, the DCEU. These characters are part of the same comic book 
universe, but before 2016, their connection in live-action films was limited to 
a few throwaway lines.245 Placing Superman and Batman into the same film, 
especially one where they are fighting against each other, makes contrasting 
the two characters crucial. For this reason, this subchapter has a few 
contextualizing detours to the cinematic Superman of the 2010s, despite the 
focus being mainly on the Dark Knight.  

Batman has been a fixture of American popular culture since he appeared on 
comic book stands in 1939.246 The character was first adapted for screen in 
1943 then again in 1949, both live action outings, titled Batman and Batman 
and Robin respectively, were low budget film serials that have remained 
largely forgotten by modern audiences.247 The character’s popularity received 
a significant boost in the 1960s, when a television series based on him was 
released, with Adam West as the titular hero. Unlike many other superheroes, 
Batman does not have superpowers, which allowed for less technologically 
challenging television production, but also likely made him more relatable 
than his other contemporaries. He is however a billionaire. Batman is the 
alter ego of Bruce Wayne who inherited the tremendous wealth of his parents 
after they were shot and killed in front of him when he was a child. 
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Even though Adam West’s parodic Batman was initially limited to the small 
screen, a movie based on the television show was released during the summer 
of 1966 when the show was on hiatus. The film was essentially a longer 
version of the TV-show with more villains and somewhat more elaborate set 
pieces. The show’s immense popularity petered out surprisingly fast, but its 
influence on the public perception of the caped crusader remained.248 Even 
when the show was in production, some fans were dissatisfied with the way it 
made a mockery of Batman.249 This mockery was not limited to the titular 
character. Superheroes at the time were strongly associated with American 
ideals of individuality and maintaining the status quo. West’s portrayal of 
Bruce Wayne contained a critique of such ideals as it suggested they were 
most successfully operated by psychologically damaged industrialist who 
dresses up as a bat. The show utilized the collective memory of a superhero 
character to question the validity of national values, creating a space of 
resistance to hegemony within a piece of popular culture.250 I would also 
argue that this critique also extends to ideals of contemporary masculinity of 
the time. The civil rights movement and feminism would gain significant 
momentum by the end of the 1960s and challenge the dominant social status 
of white men, who arguably were the ones in most in charge of defining the 
said values and ideals.251 

The television show also accommodated the same restrictions that faced 
the comic books. Homosexuality in the comics was strictly a taboo and even 
implications of heterosexual activities were restricted to the confines of 
marriage. When played out by actors, the result was that the ambiguous 
relationship between Bruce and his ward Dick Grayson (Burt Ward), aka 
Robin the Boy Wonder, now drew more attention to the homoerotic aspects 
of superhero masculinity.252 The ambiguous orientation of the dynamic duo is 
where most of the show’s playful mockery of masculinity was located. The 
potential for sexual encounters in the show was always heterosexual, but at 
the same time bewildering and unsettling for the heroes. For adult viewers 
the fight scenes with visualized sound effects and soliloquies about civic duty 
emphasized the absurdity of a crime fighter dressed as a bat.253 John G. 
Cawelti estimates that the 1960s television version of Batman is also the 
origin point of ambiguity and increased artifice for the character, making it 
challenging for audiences to take his exploits seriously.254 The colorful and 
campy tone of the television series was what mostly irritated and continues to 
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irritate fans who wish to see Batman as a somber figure.255 The less than 
impressive bat-costume worn by West is perhaps the clearest example of how 
the show created a contrast with Batman’s heroic dialogue and actual 
appearance (Fig. 1). This image, and the contradictions it contains, has casted 
a long batusi256 dancing shadow over any new cinematic incarnation of the 
character since. 

In the 1980s, superhero comic books began to attract the attention of 
mainstream audiences. Exploits of superheroes in the pages of comics have 
tended to be of interest to a marginal group of readers, which perhaps 
explains the plethora of superheroes that are outsiders in the societies that 
they are trying to protect.257 The increased public interest is usually credited 
to two major comic book runs that came out in the 1980s: Dave Gibbon and 
Alan Moore’s Watchmen (1986), The Dark Knight Returns (1986) written 
and drawn by Frank Miller.258 The former is a twelve-issue deconstruction of 
serialized superhero storytelling, with new and original characters that allude 
to famous superheroes as well as to obscure and forgotten ones. The latter, on 
the other hand, is perhaps as close to a final chapter in Batman’s career as we 
are likely to ever get. The Dark Knight Returns starts with Bruce Wayne 
coming back from retirement to don the cape and cowl once more. The story 
takes place in a moderately dystopian future, with Ronald Reagan still as 
president, and Superman as his right-hand man. Glen Weldon reads The 
Dark Knight Returns as a meta-sequel to the 1960s Batman television series, 
adapted into the sociopolitical climate of the 1980s.259 The comic is brooding 
and violent, with occasionally poignant observations of the nature of 
vigilantism, hidden between hypermasculine images of violence. Rebranding 
of Batman received an extra boost from a short one-off comic book, The 
Killing Joke, also by written Moore, this time working with illustrator Brian 
Bolland, which explored the relationship between Batman and his adversary, 
the Joker.260 Even though a large budget film version of Batman had been in 
the works for a while, the time seemed to be right for a darker cinematic take 
on the caped crusader. Director Tim Burton does not cite these comics as a 
direct influence but claims that they made the ideas he presented in his own 
Batman films more palatable to audiences.261 

Burton’s Batman (1989) is significant in its gender portrayals for one 
reason above all else: it makes Batman’s masculinity explicitly prosthetic. 
Without his bat suit, Bruce Wayne (Michael Keaton) is an eccentric 
millionaire, who seems unfocused and forgetful, but as Batman he is calm 
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and focused, able to deal with any dangerous situation or enemy. In later 
Batman films, this difference between Bruce and Batman would be played up 
as a façade put up by him to make sure that no-one would uncover his secret 
identity (Fig. 2 and Fig. 3). In the 1989 Batman this duality is not a tactic of 
misdirection, but rather that the only way Bruce can perform the kind of 
masculinity that lives up to the expectations of society, is to dress up as a 
giant bat. Susan Jeffords has made similar observations about the film and 
argues that Batman explores how masculine narratives of the 1980s were 
running out of steam. Reagan’s second presidential term was drawing to a 
close and his successor and previous vice president, George Bush did not 
embody the same ideals of external strength and optimism. Jeffords also 
notes how in Batman masculinity is literally treated as an artificial costume, 
designed to make Wayne more physically intimidating, even though she does 
not point to the Batman persona as a reaction to societal expectations.262 
Director Tim Burton also stated that he was happy with the casting of 
Michael Keaton as Batman because of his intensity, a choice that outraged 
fans at the time. Burton also felt that more physically intimidating actor, like 
Arnold Schwarzenegger, would not need to “become something he is not,” 
which also sheds light on the decision to have Batman wear a costume with 
fake musculature.263 While Burton’s comments do not state explicitly that he 
wanted to make Batman’s masculinity artificial, it does suggest that Batman 
in his films was not a hero in the same vein as the muscular action heroes of 
the 1980s
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The subsequent sequels Batman Returns (1992), Batman Forever (1995), 
and Batman and Robin (1997), followed on the path set by Burton, even 
though the franchise was helmed by Joel Schumacher after Batman Returns 
was seen as too upsetting for children.264 Batman Returns made the split-
identity characters more explicitly reactions to the oppressive patriarchal 
norms and this will be addressed to further detail in the next subchapter. 
Schumacher’s Bat-films did feature a neon-lit version of Batman, with some 
allusions to the inherent silliness of the character, but they also did flatten the 
psycho-sexual ambiguities which Robert E. Terrill argues are a defining 
characteristic of the character.265 In the 2010s the Burton Bat-films from 
1989 and 1992, became something of a touchstone for a visually inventive 
and immersive superhero film. Critics for the A.V. Club and Little White Lies 
describe 1989 film in particular as a “sharp contrast” to contemporary 
superhero films and “a weird and personal movie” in re-evaluations released 
around the time when Batman was about to celebrate its 30th anniversary.266  
These reappraisals of the 1990s Batman films are not only influenced by the 
staggering amount of superhero movies that have been released during the 
last two decades, but also by the several films starring Batman that have seen 
the light of day in recent years. 
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When the Batman film series petered out after Batman and Robin’s 
lackluster financial and critical success, director Christopher Nolan helmed 
the franchise into a new de-queered direction.267 Nolan’s serious Batman 
Begins (2005) set the tone for Bat-films that would follow. For those fans 
who disliked the 1960s television show, the film represents the “true” spirit of 
the character, even though it is faithful to very specific source texts which are 
associated with a recognizable author steering the character in the desired 
direction, in this case referring to the realistic tone of Batman: Year One 
(1987) written by Miller with art by David Mazzucchelli.268 The recent live-
action Batman films have settled, for now at least, on a Batman whose grim 
mode of masculinity is emphasized and naturalized, allowing little or no 
room for fluidity. This change is significant in relation to the Batman of the 
late 1980s, and even the 1960s version, as both iterations peppered 
masculinity with irony and performativity. Kara M. Kvaran argues that 
Batman Begins started trend in which super heroics are tied closely with 
masculinity and father issues.269 

Along with the physical change in Batman’s appearance, the Bat-
costumes have become more utilitarian while distancing from the idea that 
the person wearing the suit is using the suit as a part of a masculine 
performance, and that the suit emphasizes the pre-existing physicality of the 
wearer. (Fig. 4). The Christopher Nolan cycle of Batman films (released 
between 2005–2012) focused on undermining the colorful history of the 

267 Nick Winstead “’As a Symbol I Can be Incorruptible:’ How Christopher Nolan De-Queered the 
Batman of Joel Schumacher,” Journal of Popular Culture 48, no. 3 (2015): 580–581. 
268 Year One served as a bookend to Miller’s vision of Batman. The Dark Knight Returns chronicled the 
end of the character’s career as a crimefighter and Year One presented a realistic (in the context of 
superhero comics) depiction of Batman’s first year as the caped crusader.  
269 Kara M. Kvaran, “Super Daddy Issues: Parental Figures, Masculinity, and Superhero Films,” 
Journal of Popular Culture 50, no. 2 (2017): 218–219. 



character in favor of a “one-note militarized pillar of heterosexuality.”270 
These films favored a color scheme and an aesthetic which, as noted by 
Martin Fradley, worked to distance the films from camp, homoeroticism, and 
brightness under the guise of “realism” and “political seriousness.”271  

To give Bale and Nolan some credit, they did present both billionaire 
Wayne and crimefighter Batman as performances concocted by Bruce. This 
decision gives Bruce two alter-egos: The Bat and the Billionaire. While the 
“real” Bruce is not too far removed from these two fictitious personas, it 
suggests that even the masculine identity of this iteration of Batman is 
malleable, even though the films do not explore this possibility much beyond 
few scenes. The most significant aspect is however the disposability of these 
alter-egos, Bruce is willing to abandon his bat-persona once he is done with 
his quest. This makes the premise closer to the Keaton/Burton Batman, 
which presented the alter-ego as an explicitly artificial masculine 
performance. In hindsight, the Bale/Nolan Batman acts as a kind of bridge 
between a completely fabricated masculine identity and the Batman of the 
DCEU, embodied by Ben Affleck, for whom the bat-persona was merely an 
extension of his hypermasculine existence. 

Batman’s re-entry into superhero dominated cinematic landscape of the 
2010s happened somewhat differently than one might expect. Audiences 
were spared from seeing Bruce’s journey from an orphaned child to inventing 
his nighttime alter ego as a young adult, although his origins would be briefly 
recapped in the opening credits of Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice 
(2016).  

Batman v Superman came to be when Man of Steel, the film that 
introduced a new cinematic version of Superman (Henry Cavill) to audiences 
in 2013, underperformed at the box office. The film needed to make about $1 
billion globally to be qualified as a runaway success.272 The film ended up 
earning $668 million. Since Man of Steel failed to capture the imagination of 
audiences to a sufficient degree, the solution was to pit him against Batman. 
The latter had enjoyed significant box office success in the past years.273 
Batman v Superman functions both as a sequel to Man of Steel, continuing 
the story of that film, and as a reboot of the Batman franchise. Every new 
version of the caped crusader carries with them the narrative burden of 
previous incarnations. Since only four years had passed since Bale had hung 
up his cowl and cape, this version of Batman likely was fashioned to 
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distinguish it from the previous one. Instead of going back to a more playful 
tone, which would have made sense considering the grim tone of the new 
Superman, the film opted to double down on grittiness. With this grittiness, 
Batman now entered the realm of hypermasculinity. 

Batman and Superman are both DC Comics characters, and Warner 
Brothers own DC. The studio has attempted placing the two iconic characters 
together in a live-action film several times before. Still, none of the projects 
made it through preproduction till Batman v Superman. In 2005, 
Screenwriter David Goyer, who would write Batman v Superman, 
commented on the plans to make a film with both characters as something 
studios would do when all other ideas are exhausted.274 The film was 
intended to jump-start the DCEU film franchise by creating a cohesive 
cinematic universe in which DC comics characters come together to fight a 
threat of massive proportions. Warner made the DCEU a rival franchise to 
Marvel’s (which is owned by Disney) film franchise. Marvel and DC have 
traditionally been viewed as rivals in the superhero business, first in comics 
and now in movies.275 The MCU, which started with Iron Man in 2008, 
introduced audiences to the cinematic version of their characters at a pace of 
one or two per film. Batman v Superman, however, not only introduces a 
new version of Batman, but also the film versions of Wonder Woman (Gal 
Gadot), Aquaman (Jason Momoa), Flash (Ezra Miller), and Cyborg (Ray 
Fisher). Albeit that only Wonder Woman gets a significant amount of screen 
time aside from the titular heroes.  

The DCEU is one of the surprisingly rare examples of a legacy franchise 
embracing a finite gender narrative, especially when it comes to films that 
focus on male characters. Since the success of these films has been mixed, 
both financially and critically, the continuity between films seems to have 
relaxed significantly in comparison to their Marvel counterparts. The first 
five films of the series are clearly connected to one another, Man of Steel, 
Batman v Superman, Suicide Squad (2016), Wonder Woman (2017), and 
Justice League (2017). Films that came after Justice League use elements 
from previous films, but each movie is now more or less their own series. 
Because of this, the overreaching gender narrative of the DCEU films is 
arguably fragmented when compared to the broadly drawn narrative arc 
found, for instance, in the Star Wars franchise. This fragmentation is the 
reason why it is important to examine on Batman as the cornerstone of how 
masculinity is presented in this series, since it already builds upon the 
established expectations set for the character. While there are a multitude of 
interpretations of Batman, the dominant way to perceive the “truest” version 
of the character among fans and film critics is a serious, violent, dark, and 
traditionally masculine, despite such versions being no more prevalent than 
the silly and colorful ones.276 
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Like the Star Wars films of the 2010s the DCEU presents masculinity in 
crisis but presents it in a very different context and solves it in a very 
dissimilar manner. Contextualizing the crisis of patriarchal white masculinity 
as the result of an unexpected foreign threat has been a mainstay of 
Hollywood cinema since 9/11 and has resulted in representations of 
hypermasculine men saving women from the clutches of the Other.277 The 
Dark Knight dealt exhaustively with themes of terrorism and masculinity. 
The 2008 film not only did this in the confines the superhero genre but used 
Batman as the symbol who can endure the physical and moral toll of 
defeating terrorists.278 Eight years later, Batman v Superman deals with the 
September 2001 terrorist attacks again on a metaphorical level, but now 
Batman witnesses the events from a helpless, arguably demasculinized 
position. In the Dark Knight, Batman could apprehend the culprit of the 
terrorist attacks himself and physically overpower them easily, but in Batman 
v Superman, he is witnessing the events and those who cause them from a 
position where he can do nothing to stop them. The film begins with a 
prologue that takes place during the finale of Man of Steel, but from Bruce’s 
perspective. Bruce does his best to save a few civilians, despite not being in 
costume, the link between him and heroism is firmly established from early 
on. Man of Steel ended with a battle between Superman and nemesis General 
Zod (Michael Shannon). Since Zod was from the planet Krypton, like 
Superman, he has similar superpowers on Earth. The fight ends with 
Superman snapping Zod’s neck to prevent him from using his heat vision to 
scorch a group of innocent bystanders. Before doing so, Superman’s fight 
with his enemy has laid waste to several skyscrapers, reducing a significant 
portion of Metropolis to a smoldering heap. From Bruce’s point of view, from 
the ground level, Superman appears as much of a threat as the villains he is 
trying to stop. Bruce’s reaction to being put into a vulnerable and ultimately 
helpless position is to reaffirm his hegemonic masculine status by committing 
to a performance of hypermasculinity, his dialogue contextualizes Superman 
as an alien (foreign, the Other) menace and through his actions he reifies 
ideals of violence associated with hypermasculinity.  

Perceiving Superman as a dangerous foreign element is what drives 
Batman to believe that he must be eliminated. The contrast between Batman 
and Superman has traditionally been seen as two oppositional worldviews: 
Superman wants to protect the world from breaking and Batman views the 
world already broken. This difference is then illustrated in how operating in a 
morally grey area is easy for Batman, unlike it usually is for Superman.279 
Since neither of characters in the DCEU continuity is afraid of using deadly 
force and crippling violence against their enemies, the contrast between them 
is nonexistent. Both also seem to hold a cynical view of the world, exemplified 
in Superman’s visible frustration with humanity asking for his help regularly 
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and Batman’s weary attitude towards his mission of reducing crime. 
Eventually the two heroes put their differences aside to fight a common 
enemy. Their alliance is not the result of self-reflection or examination of 
masculine strategies but the product of realizing that they have a common 
interest in defending women from othered threats. 

In Batman v Superman, Batman’s masculinity is defined through his 
relationship to three different facets: Superman, the villain Lex Luthor (Jesse 
Eisenberg), and women. In this subchapter, I examine how Batman’s 
masculine performance is narrated through these three different points of 
interaction and how they move the character towards hypermasculinity. Two 
of these facets (Superman and Luthor) relate overtly to Batman’s masculine 
crisis, while women’s role is to provide contrast and a way out of the crisis. 
This trinity hardly places women as autonomous characters with clear 
agency, but rather as support for maintaining masculinity. 

The first facet under examination is Superman. Batman v Superman 
ostensibly has two main characters, but in the theatrical version of the film280 
Superman/Clark Kent/Kal-El has only 43 lines of dialogue, making Batman 
essentially the protagonist of the film.281  This asymmetrical representation of 
these characters is striking considering that Superman is one of the most 
iconic characters in the popular culture of the US. Since his debut in Action 
Comics #1 in 1938, he has appeared in in comic books, toys, video games, 
theme park rides, radio-shows, literature, songs, TV-shows, Broadway 
musicals, and films. Superman made his big budget motion picture debut in 
Superman: The Movie (1978), combined the emerging blockbuster genre and 
superheroes for the first time. At the time this combination was more 
demonstrative of how films that used elements from B-movie genres (like 
horror, science fiction, adventure) were made with A-list actors and budgets, 
rather than ushering in an era of superhero adaptations.282  

Batman v Superman establishes that in the film’s storyworld, Batman 
has been around for two decades before Superman’s appearance, making him 
the seasoned superhero veteran. By making Superman the newcomer, the 
film aligns itself with Batman’s sustained presence in the movie theaters, 
which creates a sense of rightful entitlement for the character’s concern over 
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his diminishing status.  In my view by presenting Superman mainly from 
Batman’s perspective and positioning him as the potential underdog, the film 
legitimizes the patriarchal masculinity Batman aggressively desires to restore 
(and maintain). This premise serves as a launch pad for a narrative in which 
the hegemonic status of masculinity must be defended by any means 
necessary. No other scene makes this narrative clearer than the one where 
Batman tells Superman, amidst their fighting that, “you were never a god. 
You were never even a man!” Batman growls these words while pressing his 
foot on Superman’s throat to suffocate him. Despite his immense 
superpowers, the rookie is no match for the grizzled crimefighter. These fight 
scenes play out in slow-motion as if instant replays of sporting events, 
creating a sense that violence is both manly and commendable. The physical 
altercation between the heroes is presented as unavoidable, reifying the 
idealized nature of the hypermasculine context. 

Superman’s extra-ordinary powers are what drive Batman’s paranoia. On 
a textual level his worries revolve mainly around concerns of Superman 
becoming a threat to humanity, but in the light of the film’s commitment to 
patriarchal masculinity, the subtext is a fear of being pushed aside or even 
replaced. Batman also seems to have knowledge of Superman’s origins. As a 
baby Kal-El was sent from the dying planet of Krypton to earth by his 
parents. His small spaceship landed in Kansas, and he was raised as Clark 
Kent by Jonathan and Martha Kent, a couple with no biological children of 
their own, and as he begins his superhero career, he is known to the world as 
Superman. Man of Steel told the origin story of Superman with focus on him 
being a symbol for higher aspirations rather than a selfless protector of 
society, differing from the cinematic tradition of depicting Superman as 
extremely socially responsible, selfless, and abhorrent of violence.283 The 
character has also been historically associated with immigrant narratives, 
and the character often represents the ideal immigrant narrative, in which his 
alien traits merge with American values, benefitting the society around 
him.284  

Considering Superman’s origins, it is possible to read him as an illegal 
immigrant who now undermines Batman’s masculine status. Compared to 
Superman, he is merely a billionaire who maims (and this time remorselessly 
kills) criminals while dressed up in his expensive gear. Since both characters 
are straight white men with middle class or upper-class backgrounds, the 
Otherness of Superman hinges on his extraterrestrial origins. Even though 
Batman v Superman does not really give much screen time for Clark’s day 
job, he still works as a journalist just like most versions of the character.285 
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Journalism is considered to be a middle/upper-middle class profession and 
tends to adjust well to requirements of neoliberalism.286  

While a class conflict between the two heroes is possible, considering how 
far a middle-class reporter is from being a billionaire, the film bridges the gap 
between them by suggesting that the masculine identities of both flows from 
a rural background. Rural masculinities have been in US culture been 
construed as more “authentic” than their urban counterparts, evoking some 
essential truth about being a male beyond social contexts and thus solving the 
crisis of masculinity. In practice this has meant valorizing imagery of lone 
men having a tangible connection to the non-urban setting they have 
mastered by hunting, cutting trees, and so on.287 Clark has his past of growing 
up in rural Kansas and his adoptive father who was a farmer passed on some 
earthly wisdom to him. Bruce also acknowledges that his ancestors made 
their fortunes as hunters who traded pelts and skins. These similarities lay 
the groundwork for reconciliation between the heroes during the last act of 
the film. By associating Bruce with hunters, he is positioned towards iconic 
symbols of American masculinity such as President Theodore Roosevelt, who 
believed that hunting big game is a true test of manhood.288 Batman v 
Superman features a montage in which Bruce readies himself to “hunt” 
Superman by training and devising new gadgets that will tip the scales in his 
favor. This montage illustrates Batman’s physical fitness as well as his 
ingenuity that make it possible for him to go toe to toe against an opponent 
with vast superpowers.  

The film continually associates enduring pain as a necessity for the type 
of masculinity it idealizes. Nicola Rehling has noticed a trope in Hollywood 
representations of masculinity that uses physical pain as the means of 
establishing the static boundaries of a hard male body. This trope generates a 
sense of victimhood as well as re-emporwerment for men who feel that 
societal changes have left them behind.289 Bruce’s body is covered in scars 
and his exercise looks extremely strenuous. Films in the 1980s that focused 
on the hero as a fighting machine impervious to pain also tended to portray 
vulnerability and “softness” as a betrayal of national safety as if it is up to 
these masculine bodies to protect society from calamity. Heroes in these 
conservatively aligned films fought aggressively to restore society to a pre-
feminized state.290  Similarly, Bruce contemplates how “men” can still be 
saved and that he, as a white straight man with great wealth, can restore 
society to what it once was. He and other characters in the film consistently 
refer to humanity as “men,” an archaic descriptor given that the film was 
released in 2016. What makes this noteworthy is how Batman angrily 
declares that Superman is not a “real man.” On a textual level he is referring 
to Superman’s extra-terrestrial origins, but the subtext is to create 
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boundaries for what types of men are “real.” Batman v Superman’s 
consistent use of “man” as the basic unit of society results in othering 
everyone who fails to meet the standards for the idealized masculinity 
presented in the film. The trailer leading up to the film’s release, featured a 
line of dialogue where Batman tells Superman ‘It’s time you learned what it 
means to be a man,’ but this line is not in the theatrical cut.291 Even with the 
line missing, the sentiment remains. Stabilizing the once hegemonic 
masculinity of Batman requires him jettisoning or at least problematizing 
intensely aggressive and hostile behavior towards the Other as well as 
becoming more willing to work with those who are not within his close circuit 
of friends. In the end, these adjustments do not illicit a rejection of 
hypermasculinity but rather formulate aversion of it that is better adapted to 
societal changes. 

Superman and Batman can settle their differences because their 
masculinities are not truly oppositional. A more sinister and threatening 
masculine performance can be found in Luthor, Superman’s arch nemesis 
and the second facet that defines Batman’s masculinity. The conflict between 
the two heroes has been egged on by him. While the film leaves Luthor’s 
motivations unclear, the central conceit is that he is masterminding the whole 
affair. Luthor represents a type of masculinity that is decidedly different from 
Superman or Batman’s. He is physically unimposing, has long hair, and has a 
slightly more colorful fashion sense. Luthor provides contrast to the 
hegemonic masculinities of the heroes as a subordinate masculinity. 
Subordinate masculinities are excluded from the circle of legitimacy because 
of blurring the line between femininity and masculinity. Even though this 
process of delegitimization often impacts gay men, heterosexual men can also 
experience it by not living up to masculine ideals.292  

Since Batman v Superman came out in 2016, it is difficult not to see it 
being tangential with the societal discourses that have taken place in the 
United States during and since the 2016 election. Batman/Bruce Wayne’s 
hypermasculine performance has thematic similarities with the way Trump 
evoked feelings of victimhood, during his presidential campaign, while also 
suggesting that his form of white masculinity, coming outside of the 
“feminized Washington establishment,” would lead the way back to “real” 
America.293 Batman’s mistrust of a tech industry upstart like Luthor is also 
resembles the tensions between Trump and Silicon Valley. 

Tech industry leaders were initially dreading the possibility of Trump 
winning the presidency, especially since good relations with the Obama 
White House had granted them unprecedented political influence. Their 
worries later subsided as tech company CEOs managed to find a balance 
between the liberal leanings of their employees and the Trump 
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administration.294  Nevertheless, the film is situated in this context of Silicon 
Valley conflicting with the rural America that Trump so vocally promoted to 
represent.295 Batman, embodies a type of masculinity that held a significant 
social standing in the past, but this masculinity is now undermined by 
societal and economic changes. He is sidelined by Superman as well as by 
Luthor, who represents not only a subaltern masculinity, but a new type of 
entrepreneur originating from Silicon Valley. Batman and Superman are 
played against each other by someone who cozies up to Washington 
lawmakers, who are presented as ineffectual or women with limited control 
over Luthor’s actions despite how mistrusting they are toward him. Luthor 
manipulates and coerces senators to give him access to classified materials, 
which literally helps him mortally wound hegemonic masculinity, as Luthor 
uses those resources to create a monster that kills Superman, who by that 
point has been determined to be performing a form of masculinity that is 
hegemonic. 

Luthor represents a type of masculinity that enjoys the status and success 
of a hegemonic masculinity even the film frames it as being clearly subaltern. 
This dynamic is present in scenes where Batman interacts with Luthor in as 
Bruce Wayne. These scenes are set at a black-tie event with Gotham’s elite 
present, underline how Luthor acts awkwardly in the same space that Bruce 
occupies with natural ease. Even though there is no subplot dealing with 
Wayne Enterprises being in competition with Lexcorp, Bruce is presented as 
a distinguished representative of inherited wealth and Lex as a ruthless 
young upstart. Actor Jesse Eisenberg’s perhaps best-known role, and 
certainly most critically acclaimed, has so far been his portrayal of Facebook 
creator Mark Zuckerberg in The Social Network (2010) directed by David 
Fincher.296 Casting him as Luthor can be seen as a shorthand for linking the 
character with high technology industries that operate from Silicon Valley. 
The work culture in the region is actually organized around a hegemonic 
masculinity that is aggressive, combative, and antifeminine, enacted mainly 
by white men trying to assert their dominance.297 Such findings suggest that 
the liberal values that supposedly reign over Silicon Valley do not extend to 
attitudes toward gender.  

But Batman v Superman seems to hold the archaic stereotypical view 
that the technology industry is run by intelligent but socially inept and 
unathletic, nerdy men. This view has echoes of public discourses of the 1980s 
and 1990s when computerization of the workplace represented the social 
devaluation of rugged masculinities.298 Luthor thus represents not only a 
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change in what kind of masculinity is lionized in society but also how the 
aforementioned Northern California area became center for economic and 
political power. These shifts in societal values are placed in the narrative as 
being destructive and diminishing the status of “real” men like Batman. 

The third facet that defines Batman’s masculinity is also what eventually 
unites the societal interests of him and Superman: women. The role of 
female-identified characters in the film is mainly to emphasize the 
masculinity of the heroes and provide something that needs to be protected. 
The fight between the two heroes ends with Batman almost killing Superman. 
He decides to spare Superman’s life once he realizes that they have common 
interest. When he is pummeling Superman to a pulp, the last son of Krypton 
manages to utter a sentence that sends Batman spiraling, “you have to save 
Martha.” Martha is the name of Batman’s mother which also happens to be 
the name of Superman’s adoptive mother. Martha Kent (Diane Lane) has 
been kidnapped by Luthor, who is using her to blackmail Superman into 
confronting Batman. The convoluted end to the fight between Batman and 
Superman serves two purposes in relation to preserving Batman’s masculine 
identity. One, Batman could have killed Superman. Using his resources 
(shards of Kryptonite, a mechanical bat-armor, and other devices), 
determination, and physical prowess, he has managed to bring a 
superpowered alien to his knees. Two, it identifies women as in need of 
protection from men and in this case from someone who represents a 
subordinate masculinity. When Batman learns of Superman’s mother’s 
situation, the conflict evaporates. It is also noteworthy that Lois Lane (Amy 
Adams), Superman’s girlfriend, explains the meaning behind his words to 
Batman, indicating that decisions that include compassion require a woman 
to act as a conduit.   

Upon realizing that his plan has failed, Luthor uses Kryptonian 
technology to create a monstrous creature that begins laying waste to the city. 
At the same time, Wonder Woman learns of the creature’s rampage and 
conveniently also arrives to the scene. The ensuing scene pits the three heroes 
against the creature. The battle ends with Superman killing the monster but 
since he is using a kryptonite spear to impale it, he himself is also weakened 
enough to be killed. The monster punctures Superman’s chest at the same 
time when he is pushing the spear through it. Wonder Woman could have 
used the spear without danger since kryptonite only harms Kryptonians. She 
also was clearly able to hold her own against the abomination, so Superman’s 
choice to sacrifice himself can be read as proving his true masculinity and 
letting Batman accept him as a “real” man. In the gender narrative of the 
film, a strong female character like Wonder Woman is acceptable as long as 
she does not steal the proverbial spotlight from men or cross the lines of 
acceptable feminine identity. Her cinematic debut happens within a film that 
is literally titled to be about a conflict between two men, and she has very 
little impact on how the events unfold. The overreaching narrative of the film 
being that men and women have clear roles to play, and men are the ones 
who make important societal decisions. Women in the film are not so much 



characters as they are representations of assumptions about femininity. This 
one-dimensional portrayal results in the male heroes performing their 
masculinity for other men, as a type of fantasy of what men are supposed to 
be in the film’s world view and the biggest threat to masculinity is not 
women, but men who perform subaltern masculinities that erode the 
hegemonic status of patriarchal masculinity. 

At Clark’s funeral, Bruce talks with Diana (Wonder Woman’s actual 
name) how he must honor his friends sacrifice by bringing together a group 
of other extra-ordinary individuals. This slight addition of vulnerability, as 
Batman is now willing to accept that he and Superman might have been 
friends and demand mutual respect, is not a profound shift but rather a slight 
alteration of masculinity in men’s favor, especially in a militarized context.299 
Cinematic Batman has been in the militarized context for some time, starting 
with 2005’s Batman Begins.300 Batman v Superman continues this trend 
albeit that it is not grounded in the same type of realism as the Nolan Batman 
films were.301 In Nolan’s films, Batman faced villains who were assassins, 
lone terrorists, or guerilla leaders, none of whom possessed amazing powers 
or abilities. It is likely that when more fantastical elements, such as beings 
from another planets (Superman) or mythical warriors (Wonder Woman), 
are introduced, the militaristic aspects of Batman’s masculinity need to be 
overemphasized for it to maintain its legitimacy and status.  

Richard Dyer noted that in the cinema of the 1980s masculinity was often 
given a thin coat of irony or an alienated quality, to maintain the values of 
masculine physicality unproblematically in an era when the workforce in the 
US was becoming increasingly diverse.302 Dyer refers specifically to 
characters portrayed by Harrison Ford and Clint Eastwood, but the same 
logic is found in other films of the era. Rehling on the other hand argues that 
this ironic layer can also serve as a way of deflecting criticism.303 Similar 
arguments have been made by Ivonne Tasker, who says that the self-reflexive 
parodic images of masculinity in films could be viewed as a pre-emptive 
method of deflecting criticism and thus obfuscate the ideological content of 
such images.304 However, Batman v Superman is too enmeshed with the 
perception of masculinity being in crisis for it to have room for mitigating 
elements such as irony or humor. When maintaining a connection to the 
1980s, the film selectively remembers the past, even ignoring Batman’s early 
blockbuster career, in favor of a narrative that is insulated from revealing any 
cracks in the veneer of masculinity.   
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BARRY: What’s your superpower again?  
BRUCE: I’m rich. 

 
With Superman dead and Luthor incarcerated, Batman is once again the 
hegemonic ideal. He adopts a more paternal outlook with his plans to form 
an alliance of heroes, a role that continued unchanged in Justice League 
(2017) the immediate sequel to Batman v Superman. The plot of Justice 
League revolves around three items known as “Motherboxes.” When 
combined they can cause unprecedented destruction and prepare the planet 
for colonization by evil alien hoards. Inhabitants of Earth once united to fight 
against those hordes, in an ancient time that is said to be forgotten by history. 
This past unified front contextualizes Batman’s efforts to bring together a 
disparate group of heroes as a project of uniting all of humanity, and 
somewhat confusingly this includes Atlanteans and Amazonians, who have 
been established as being not part of “mankind.” These two civilizations are 
represented in the group by Aquaman and Wonder Woman, respectively. 
Once the group has gotten together, they realize that without Superman their 
efforts to protect humanity are in vain. Luckily, they can resurrect him by 
using one of the Motherboxes. Death for superheroes is rarely a permanent 
condition. Since Batman is now leading a group of superpowered individuals, 
his status is even more dependent on his wealth. He provides the team with 
resources and explicitly states at one point in the film that being rich is his 
superpower.  

Justice League builds on the story elements that were introduced in 
Batman v Superman. Batman feels guilty over the death of Superman and 
tries to redeem himself by travelling the world and recruiting superpowered 
individuals in case Earth needs to be defended against an unprecedented 
outside threat. It just so happens that such a threat is imminently 
approaching. The film is an attempt to cram together several films worth of 
origin stories and in-universe history. For all intents and purposes Justice 
League attempts to make Bruce Wayne / Batman the Tony Stark / Iron Man 
(Robert Downey Jr.) of the DCEU. 305In the Marvel Cinematic Universe, Tony 
started out as the callous owner of a company that makes billions in weapons 
manufacturing. During several films, he becomes the socially responsible 
leader of a group of heroes called the Avengers. Building Tony’s character arc 
took MCU several films, slowly allowing him to grow into a leader. Both 
Batman and Iron Man are humans with no fantastical abilities and vast 
inherited fortunes. Other similarities between DCEU and MCU cinematic 
franchises, aside from the obvious connection to superhero comics, are the 

305 The production of Justice League was hampered by director Zack Snyder being removed from the 
project by studio executives and replaced with Joss Whedon before the film was completed. Snyder’s 
four-hour version of Justice League was completed and released in 2021 on the then new streaming 
platform HBOmax. The decision to finish Snyder’s version of the film represents a curious case where a 
studio agrees to submit to the demands of ardent fans. 



ideological conflicts between the heroes and their commitment to 
hypermasculinity. Iron Man has his high-tech armor (several of them) that 
acts as a kind of superhuman prosthetic. However, despite having no real 
need for highly trained physical body, Tony is presented as a muscular and as 
such physically masculine character, maintaining a link between heroism and 
hypermasculinity.306 However, the MCU has diversified their gender 
portrayals by introducing female characters that occupy the same revered 
status as their most valued male characters as lead characters in their 
films.307 Perhaps because of attempts to mimic the MCU films, Justice 
League does soften Batman’s masculinity slightly but that softness is the 
result of the crisis he experienced and resolved in the previous film. Because 
Justice League relies so heavily on the assumption that audiences have seen 
the previous films, it does little to narrate Batman’s masculinity outside of 
him now taking on a symbolic role of a patriarch for the League. 

Despite having even higher stakes than Batman v Superman, Justice 
League reads like a victory lap for white heterosexual masculinity. White men 
can hold a high status and maintain their hypermasculinity when placed 
alongside other hypermasculine men (Superman, Aquaman, and Cyborg), 
strong women (Wonder Woman) (Fig. 5). An interesting exception is The 
Flash / Barry, who falls outside of the hypermasculine ideal. He is a slim male 
played by an openly queer actor who prefers to be called by they/them 
pronouns.308 The actor’s public identity has little bearing on how The Flash 
interacts the hypermasculine characters. Also, unlike Eisenberg, there is no 
immediate link between Ezra Miller’s previous roles and how their character 
is read on-screen. Despite having an actual superpower (superspeed), Flash is 
a comic relief. He is perhaps best described as representing a complicit 
masculinity. Complicit masculinities are types of masculinities that fall short 
of the hegemonic ideals but cheer it on none the less.309 In Barry’s case this 
means that he looks up to Bruce and is mostly optimistic about his plans, 
despite needing encouragement himself when entering dangerous situations. 

The paternal aspects of Bruce are most on display in his dynamic with 
Barry which resembles a father-son relationship. Their interactions are some 
of the clearest examples of how Batman’s masculinity was softened slightly. 
Justice League continues the fantasy of hegemonic masculinity being 
obtainable and necessary for the societal cohesion and even survival of 
“mankind,” started in Batman v Superman. Justice League devotes ample 
screen time for each hero, but Batman remains as the driving force behind 
the group. The gender narrative remains committed to keeping 
hypermasculine men as the most important units of society.  
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Affleck’s Batman is furthest from critique of masculine ideals than any other 
cinematic version of the character, which is understandable considering that 
this version was introduced in the middle of a heightened crisis of 
masculinity both in the real world and the franchise’s storyworld. Since the 
late 1980s, scholars have tended to view the newest cinematic outing of 
Batman as the most rigidly masculine version of the character yet, with 
Schumacher’s two Bat-films being the exception.310 This not to suggest that 
they are wrong, but rather to illustrate that the Batman from 1989 reads as 
more critical and fluid in its masculinity in the 2010s than it did at the time. 
Similarly, the 2005–2012 Nolan film’s attempts to root the character in 
realism, seem less aggressive in their narration of gender identities than the 
Affleck and Snyder version that embodied ideals of hypermasculinity.311  

The 2016 version of Batman resolves his crisis of masculinity by 
negotiating a type of hybrid masculinity. As Bridges and Pascoe argued, 
hybrid masculinities do not necessarily mean the formulation of an inclusive 
masculinity but rather a process in which hegemonic masculinity 
appropriates practices from subaltern masculinities or femininities.312 The 
crisis of masculinity motivating Batman was aggravated by a type of gender 
panic spurred on by the destabilization of all gender identities. In American 
film and television, one defining characteristic of masculinity has often been 

310 Medhurst, “Batman, Deviance, and Camp,” 250, Annette Schimmelpfennig, “Capitalism and 
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how it is posited masculinity as “authentic.” The implication is that 
masculinity is “natural,” and exists without effort, whereas femininity is seen 
as artificial and inauthentic. If masculinity is revealed to be open to parody 
and imitation, it becomes just as inauthentic as femininity, putting the entire 
gender order is disarray.313 Luthor, and other similar characters, then 
represent not only a blurring line between masculinity and femininity but 
also the potential to reveal masculinity as an inauthentic construct. This line 
of reasoning could spell the collapse of a society built on patriarchal 
dominance. Placing Batman at the frontline of defending patriarchy is 
somewhat perplexing, considering how much better the character is suited to 
illustrate the performative nature of masculinity, he literally wears a costume 
to be threatening, and the absurdity of the ideals upon which a patriarchal 
society is built upon, as the character did in the 1960s and 1980s. 

Star Trek is a hugely influential popular cultural phenomenon. The franchise 
began as a television show that debuted in 1966 and ended in 1969, after a 
three-season run. The original series is currently known as Star Trek: The 
Original Series and will be abbreviated as TOS from here on in. Despite 
pressure from television executives, the show’s creator, Gene Roddenberry 
encouraged writers to examine themes of racism, sexism, colonialism, 
identity, and propaganda in the episodes. While Star Trek was not initially a 
success, continual reruns during the 1970s generated a growing and 
passionate fanbase.315 Currently the Star Trek media universe consists of 
seven television series, two animated series, thirteen movies, and a plethora 
of video games, novels, comic books, and toys. Roddenberry’s vision for the 
future was greatly informed by the liberalism of the 1960s, a color-blind 
technocratic future where individual nations no longer exist, crime and 
poverty have vanished. The show’s writers deliberately left the details of how 
this future was realized vague, albeit that viewers with a keen eye for things 
political might have noticed an aura of socialism around Star Trek.316  

The central premise of the original show, and most of the others that 
followed it, is that by the 23rd century humanity is exploring the galaxy with 
faster than light spaceships in co-operation with other alien species. Earth is 
a founding member of the Federation, a type of United Nations of Space with 
a substantial fleet of ships collectively called Starfleet. Starfleet usually 
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portrayed as an idealistic diplomatic organization that focuses on science and 
peacekeeping.317 The original series followed the crew of USS Enterprise, a 
Federation ship engaged in a five-year mission to explore the galaxy, and the 
films and shows of the franchise have mostly followed this tradition.318  

Since gender-issues are presumably all but completely resolved in within 
the Federation, they are usually addressed in the franchise through liberal-
humanist “emotional interventions” to other cultures that still struggle with 
equality.319 Stereotypical gender notions of the franchise have prevailed for 
much of its existence. Starfleet uniforms are one of the most visually 
significant examples of how gender stereotyping is manifested in the 
franchise (Fig. 6 and Fig. 7). Katharina Andres contends that uniforms of 
worn by the female characters in the series (starting from 1966 to 2005) 
catered to the visual desires of a male audience while also associating gender 
typical behavior with physical appearance.320 The same tendency is present in 
the Star Trek films of the 2010s. Nevertheless, Star Trek as a franchise is 
stacked with expectations of depicting human progress and tolerance towards 
different ways of being. 
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In 2020, diversity in Star Trek advanced with leaps and bounds as Star Trek: 
Discovery (2017–) television series introduced the trans and nonbinary 
characters, portrayed by actors with matching gender identities during its 
third season.321 Since season one, Discovery has had an openly gay couple as 
a prominent part of the ensemble.322 David Greven argues that prior to the 
2010s, the Star Trek franchise dealt with homosexuality only through 
allegory, much like the inherent socialism of the series, visible only to those 
who knew how to look. Most prominently this allegory has been presented 
through the relationship between Captain James T. Kirk and his first officer, 
the half-human half-Vulcan commander Spock (Leonard Nimoy).323 Kimmel 
claims that TOS revealed an increasing crisis of masculinity. He describes the 
split between “erotic and aggressive” Kirk and logical Spock as “manhood 
divided into two halves.” He continues to argue that a complete manhood 
could not be retrieved even from the furthest reaches of space since neither 
Spock nor Kirk can act as a functioning role model for the future in the 
feminized social arena of the 1960s.324 Kimmel’s reading of the TOS frames it 
as a project of mending masculinity that has been devastated by societal 
changes. Fans of Star Trek have been credited with the creation of the slash-
fiction subgenre of fanfiction, which imagined a romance between Spock and 
Kirk taking place during moments that were not shown in the series.325 
Kimmel’s interpretation demonstrates that the TOS characters carry 
substantial masculine expectations within the culture of the US, despite 
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closer examination of the show giving credence to alternative readings. TOS 
associated masculinity with men, but women seemed to have a bewildering 
effect on the male leads, and heterosexuality was depicted as an odd, 
defamiliar concept while placing male characters into feminized non-
heteronormative positions.326 The main characters’ complex relationship 
with masculinity in TOS would be simplified greatly when they were 
reintroduced to the realm of block buster cinema, relying on strategies of 
remasculinization and hypermasculinity. While much has happened in the 
Star Trek franchise between TOS and the reboot films of late 2000s and 
2010s, including how gender is narrated, the focus will be on the characters 
of Kirk and Spock, likely the two most famous characters of the franchise. 
This subchapter will focus on Star Trek (2009), Star Trek into Darkness 
(2013), Star Trek Beyond (2016). 

Until 2009, when the cinematic timeline of the series was rebooted, the 
last piece of live-action Star Trek media was “These Are the Voyages…” the 
final episode of Star Trek: Enterprise, a prequel series focusing on the early 
years of humanity’s exploration of the galaxy in the 22nd century, roughly a 
century before the events of TOS.327 The franchise’s preoccupation with its 
own past did not end with that episode. Star Trek (2009), abbreviated as 
Trek 09, recast the original crew with young actors. This new incarnation of 
the original crew and their exploits has been dubbed the Kelvin timeline.328 
The name comes from an event involving a Federation starship named USS 
Kelvin which was involved in an event that resulted in the creation of an 
alternate timeline. Those in charge of the production decided to appease 
hardcore Trekkies by setting the new films in an alternative timeline, 
allowing for all the previous Star Trek TV-series and films to remain canon, 
while the new film could reinvent the characters for a new generation of 
viewers.329 Before the debut of Star Trek: Discovery television show in 2017, 
the future of the franchise seemed lay in the Kelvin timeline films. Perhaps 
due to the riskier nature of blockbuster films, requiring large budgets and 
marketing campaigns, return to television seemed like prudent choice. 
Discovery also takes place in the regular timeline of the series, making the 
Kelvin timeline films more of their own contained narrative. 

The Kelvin Timeline Star Trek films have all the traits of a legacy 
blockbuster franchise, which were discussed in subchapter 1.3.2, and in some 
ways provided the prototype for that model of filmmaking. They are based on 
a hugely influential intellectual property, feature the return of an iconic 
character to pass the torch, and they rewrite new stories over old ones. M. 
Keith Booker argues that Star Trek itself is an early example film franchise 
concept that writers and directors have successfully reinvented for new 
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audiences and adapted from television to film and back, crosspollinating the 
newest iteration with the previous one.330 The fandom of Star Trek is also 
famously passionate about their beloved space opera. They even prevented 
TOS’ cancelation after its first season with a letter writing campaign and 
threat of marches, taking the network executives by surprise.331 Despite its 
immense cultural recognizability, Star Trek films have never been hugely 
successful blockbusters. They have generally made a profit but only once has 
a Star Trek film been in the top five highest earning films of the year. Out of 
all the thirteen films in the franchise, only six have been in the top ten money 
makers of their release years in the US.332 I would argue that despite having 
sizable budgets, Star Trek films prior to 2009 were more in the periphery of 
blockbuster cinema than franchises like Star Wars or Batman, also the 
critical reception and financial performance of the series became unreliable 
by the early 2000s.333 

The process of adapting Star Trek for an audience big enough to justify a 
blockbuster budget in the 2000s seemed to require reimagining the tone and 
style of the franchise. The result was a hypermasculine version of Star Trek. 
In relation to the franchises reputation of promoting a progressive, liberal-
leaning vision of the future, this iteration stands as a sort of flipped version of 
Star Trek. Remembering that the Kelvin timeline films take place in an 
alternative universe, the films themselves perhaps need to be placed in a 
different ideological context, one set apart from other texts of the franchise. 
In addition to hypermasculinity, Trek 09 leans heavily on a theme of 
remasculinization. At the time of its release, TOS, particularly the character 
of Kirk, was associated with a heroic masculinity embodied in real life by 
NASA astronauts.334 Trek 09 reads as an attempt to place Star Trek in the 
same context that it was read in the 1960s, which in turn appears as a project 
of remasculinization. Nonetheless this new approach was successful in 
reviving Star Trek as a film franchise, the film grossed $385 million on a 
budget of $150 million, enough to secure a sequel going to production. Critics 
and audiences viewed the film also extremely favorably, implying that 
drifting from the core values of the franchise was not necessarily a misstep in 
2009.335 
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The opening scene of Trek 09 establishes the film abandoning much, perhaps 
all, of the cerebral elements of the franchise. In the year 2233 USS Kelvin is 
exploring a space anomaly, and within a minute they are engaged in a 
desperate space battle against a gigantic starship that emerges from the 
anomaly they were examining. The camera swirls dramatically from space to 
the bridge of the ship. There is a palpable sense of urgency in the manner the 
events are played out. The emerging ship is a Romulan336 vessel from the year 
2387 and its captain, Nero (Eric Bana) the film’s main antagonist, is trying to 
find Ambassador Spock (Leonard Nimoy, reprising the role), unaware that 
they have arrived some thirty years too soon. First officer George Kirk (Chris 
Hemsworth) assumes the command of the Kelvin after negotiations with the 
hostile ship have failed, at the same time his pregnant wife, Winona (Jennifer 
Morrison) is just about to give birth to their firstborn. The film piles layers 
upon layers of drama, young officer becoming the captain of a ship that just 
lost its leader, a small ship trying to defy incredible odds against a massive 
enemy ship, a child being born amid the chaos. George stays aboard the 
Kelvin to give the crew (and his family) a chance to escape. He hears the first 
cries of his son, James, over the commlink as he pilots the ship on a collision 
course with the enemy ship. All these events take place within the first ten 
minutes of the film and dispel any preconceptions of Star Trek following the 
Trek tradition of being slow-paced and talky. Admittedly, the high-stakes 
melodrama works. It updates the visual vocabulary of the series, from huge 
ships moving at a glacial pace through the void of space, to something that 
resembles Star Wars.  

The film jumps ahead in time twelve years and new iterations of Kirk and 
Spock are both introduced to viewers in intense situations. Young Kirk is 
driving an antique car off a cliff, and Spock gets into a fistfight at the Vulcan 
equivalent of Junior High. The scene depicting 12-year-old Kirk’s joyride with 
his stepfather’s “antique337” car establishes him as someone who takes risks, 
enjoys danger but also as someone who dislikes authority immensely, 
especially when he is not the one dispensing it. Stereotyping men as 
impulsive risk-takers is one of the building blocks of the natural-masculinity 
thesis, which relies on the biological determination of gender specific 
behavior. This notion is sometimes used to justify conservative ideas on sex 

336 Romulans are a humanoid alien race whose Romulan empire rivals the Federation in political and 
military strength. They are possibly the second most famous extraterrestrial antagonists of Star Trek 
after the Klingons. When reassessing the Star Trek franchise, it becomes obvious that the Klingons 
represented the Soviet Union and Romulans represent China. In the 1990s the Klingons became less of 
adversary and more of an ally as the real-life political situation between the US and Russia changed as 
the Soviet Union fell and the cold war ended. For more see: Nicholas Evan Sarantakes, “Cold War Pop 
Culture and the Image of U.S. Foreign Policy: The Perspective of the Original Star Trek Series,” 
Journal of Cold War Studies 7, no. 4 (2005): 74–103. 
337 The car is a mid 1960s Corvette, making it approximately 280 years old in the time the scene takes 
place. 



differences and the legitimacy of men holding dominant positions in society, 
or in short: patriarchy.338 

The altercation between young Spock and three other Vulcan boys begins, 
when they call his father a “traitor” for marrying a human woman. One of the 
boys says that Spock’s mother is “a whore.” Blind with rage Spock beats the 
living daylights out of one of the boys as the two others run away. Spock’s 
method of resolving the situation reveals how Trek 09 attaches Spock to the 
traditional narrative of male-centric masculinity. A gender hierarchy in which 
men are coded as “naturally” aggressive and violent, is often justified by 
referring to implausible notions of gender arrangements flowing from the 
body and trying to explain violence as simply typical behavior for men 
instead of considering social processes that affect bodies that have certain 
features.339 The scene also implies that while Spock’s father’s reputation is 
secure from the insults of the bullies, Spock must defend his mother’s honor 
violently. Mary Jane Kehily and Anoop Nayak argue that one of the ways 
heterosexual hierarchies are produced is through mother insults as young 
males are expected to be the moral guardians of their mother’s sexual 
reputation. They also note that an aggressive response also serves as a public 
rejection of femininity.340 Tendency to use violence, enjoyment of danger, 
and the need to assert dominance situate Kirk and Spock in the 
hypermasculinity constellation from the start. Callous attitude towards 
women is also included as the characters mature.341 The film begins 
assembling a narrative that focuses on individuality and valorization of 
hypermasculinity, while also laying the groundwork for how these characters 
will act as the story progresses.  

When we first see adult Kirk (Chris Pine) in Trek 09, his rebellious streak 
has been firmly established: an early scene showed him stealing his 
stepfather’s vintage car for thrills as a child. Now he is hanging out in a bar, 
trying to make an impression on a young Starfleet cadet, Nyota Uhura (Zoë 
Saldaña), but his drunken pick-up lines fail to have the desired response. Kirk 
gets into a fight with three other male Starfleet cadets who come to their 
colleague’s aid as they assume that Kirk is harassing her. The scene has 
several functions: it introduces Saldaña as Uhura (an iconic Star Trek 
character if there ever was one342), establishes Kirk’s interest in women, his 
relaxed performance of masculinity as he insults the male cadets, and 
reinforces his penchant for taking risks. The scene also asserts that even in 
the 23rd century, gender hierarchy is alive and well. Faludi writes that 
conservative and anti-feminist films in the 1980s tended to portray men as 

338 Connell, Masculinities, 46-57. 
339 Connell and Pearse, Gender, 37. 
340 Mary Jane Kehily and Anoop Nayak. “’Lads and laughter’: Humour and the production of 
heterosexual hierarchies,” Gender & Education 9, no. 1 (1997): 69. 
341 Mosher and Sirkin, “Measuring a Macho Personality Constellation,” 160–161. 
342 Michael Martin, “Star Trek’s Uhura Reflects on MLK Encounter,” NPR, January 17, 2011, accessed, 
June 20, 2021, https://www.npr.org/2011/01/17/132942461/Star-Treks-Uhura-Reflects-On-MLK-
Encounter?t=1618990173697. Nichelle Nichols, who played Uhura in TOS, was initially going to leave 
the role but was convinced by Martin Luther King to stay on the show after the two met at an NAACP 
fundraiser. King believed that Nichols’ character represented a sea change in how the future of 
humanity was imagined.  



protectors of female virtue, despite how independent or capable those 
females were.343 Trek 09 treads this well-worn path, despite making Kirk the 
potential harasser, it represents a larger theme present in the film, significant 
technological advancements have not resulted in comparable social changes. 
The film tries to extract some comedy from the fact that Kirk is not 
threatening Uhura and that she is completely capable of disarming the 
situation by herself. It gives an excuse to get Kirk into a fight that offers a 
show how he can take a punch and fight against overwhelming odds (the fight 
is three to one).  

The bar fight ends when Captain Pike (Bruce Greenwood) orders the 
cadets to go outside. Pike gives Kirk a talking to and tells that he studied his 
father’s heroics in the academy and even wrote his dissertation on the Kelvin. 
He suggests that Kirk gets his act together and joins Starfleet like his father. 
Audiences are likely aware of Kirk’s future exploits, but the film builds a 
narrative in which he is to follow the footsteps of his father to greatness.  
Previous Star Trek films made no mention of Kirk’s father, and in the canon 
of TOS’s timeline, it was Kirk’s mother who inspired him to join Starfleet.344 
References to Kirk’s glorious lineage make Trek 09 more about a hero on his 
journey and less about a group of individuals working together to improve 
their society by increasing human understanding. The close connection 
between Kirk and his father also reinforces the idea that fathers’ have a 
special role in childrearing. Popular cinema of the 2000s and 2010s have 
tendency to use missing biological (masculine) fathers as a motivation for 
proving that they can live up to the masculine expectations set for them.345 
The narrative of absent fathers equaling potential social exclusion, create an 
overall impression of unexpected life trajectories being dangerous, especially 
since forced heterosexuality permeates the context of Trek 09.346  

The consistent reminders of Kirk’s heritage construct an idea that 
leadership is an inherent quality, not something that can be learned. More 
importantly, the film implies that the reason Kirk has not yet started out on 
his path to greatness is due to the lack of a strong paternal figure. In the 
1970s and 1980s several conservatively aligned films depicted the failure of 
leadership resulting in crisis and that failure stemmed from feminism 
questioning the authority of patriarchy. These films featured strong paternal 
figures that rise to the occasion and set the world right.347 Trek 09 has echoes 
of similar attitudes and similarly offers individualism as the means of 
reclaiming societal status that has been jeopardized by the lack of a strong 
father figure. Pike’s talk inspires Kirk to enlist, who then arrogantly claims to 
make it through the training program in three years instead of the typical 
four.  

343 Faludi, Backlash, 136.  
344 This has been explored at least in David A. Goodman’s The Autobiography of James T. Kirk 
(London: Titan Books, 2015) which is considered the canonized biography of William Shatner’s version 
of the character. 
345 Hamad, Postfeminism and Paternity in Contemporary U.S. Film, 50–56. 
346 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2006),76. 
347 Ryan and Kellner, Camera Politica, 65–73. 



Trek 09 employs the same highly gendered fashion sense as the original 
television show from the 1960s, women wear short skirts and men long black 
trousers, focusing on gender as a binary of complementary opposites. The 
highly gendered outfits of the female characters also emphasize the 
masculinity of the male characters. Emphasized femininity is described by 
R.W. Connell and James W. Messerschmidt as a type of femininity that 
complies with patriarchy and as an opposite masculinity since masculinity 
and femininity are defined in relation to each other. This term is conceptually 
same as hegemonic femininity, but this term stems from the asymmetrical 
status masculinity and femininity have in a patriarchal gender order.348 
Representations of femininity in Trek 09 function as support structures for 
masculinity. The film establishes a similar finite gender narrative as the 
DCEU-films, women can hold societally important positions, but are not 
equal to men, and the lines between gender performances are clearly defined. 
A character like Uhura can be competent and be present throughout the film 
but her agency is limited to the realm of a very specific skill set. Because 
Uhura and Spock are romantically involved, she provides emotional support 
after his mother dies when Vulcan is destroyed by the Romulans.349 By 
making Spock explicitly heterosexual, his masculinity is secured from being 
seen as outside of the hegemonic ideal construed by the film.  

The plot elements in Trek 09 align for Kirk to be sitting in the captain’s 
chair of the Enterprise by the third act of the film. The ship itself is touted to 
be the most advanced ship in the fleet and the flagship of the Federation, 
further emphasizing the importance of Kirk assuming its command.350 The 
Romulans who caused the change in the timeline now threaten to destroy the 
Federation literally planet by planet. When confronting the Romulans, Kirk’s 
aggressive and extremely risky tactics come into play. He and Spock beam 
aboard the enemy vessel to conduct a covert operation that will give them the 
upper hand in combat. Things do not go exactly as planned and Kirk must 
engage in hand-to-hand combat against Nero. While Spock and other 
crewmembers do their part, Kirk’s physical confrontation with the enemy 
captain is the emotional climax of the film. Kirk emerges as the strong 
(mentally and physically) leader who brings out the best in all his 
crewmembers, resulting in a clear-cut victory against the time travelling 
Romulans. Trek 09 resituates Kirk as a hero who wins by using traits that are 
considered traditionally masculine. Like Batman, the character’s narrative 
arc is reshaped using strategic employment of hypermasculinity. This 
tendency continued in the sequel, Star Trek into Darkness (2013) that was 
released four years later. 

348 Connell and Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity,” 847–848. 
349 Christine Scodari, “Nyota Uhura is Not a White Girl,” Feminist Media Studies 12, no. 3 (2012): 339–
340. 
350 Before Trek 09 the Enterprise was not the flagship of the Federation until the events of Star Trek: 
The Next Generation, where Enterprise-D (a completely different ship, several generations removed 
from the TOS ship) carried that name about a hundred years after the adventures of Kirk and company. 
For more see episodes TNG: “The Icarus Factor”, “Sarek,” “Starship Mine.”  



Darkness continues the gender trajectory set by Trek 09. Elements of 
rewriting previous events were present in Trek 09, but Darkness writes a new 
story over the palimpsest of Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan (1982). Wrath 
of Khan itself was a sequel to an episode of TOS.351 In the film Khan Noonien 
Singh (Ricardo Montalbán), returned to seek vengeance on Kirk, who failed 
to check up on how the people he exiled were progressing. It turned out that 
the planet soon turned almost uninhabitable and most of Khan’s followers 
died in the harsh conditions, including McGivers (Madlyn Rhue), Khan’s 
wife. The film famously ended with Spock’s demise who sacrifices himself to 
save the ship. Khan has thematic similarities with Herman Melville’s Moby 
Dick (1851), with Kirk and Khan each being the White Whale to their Captain 
Ahab along heavy allusions to the homoerotic relationship between Kirk and 
Spock.352 I will address their relationship in subchapter 4.2. The film also has 
a major theme of Kirk negotiating his braggadocios masculinity with a more 
toned-down reality of middle-aged life. Considering that Wrath of Khan 
came out at a time when Hollywood was just about to develop a stable 
iconography for the populist hard body hero, like Rambo,353 its depiction of 
weary masculinity becomes almost an act of resistance against the ethos of 
the 1980s.354 

Since the crew of the Enterprise is considerably younger in Darkness, it 
does not delve into themes of maturing or destructive obsessions. The plot 
revolves around a conspiracy within Starfleet, a mysterious operative has 
been recruited by a Starfleet admiral to orchestrate several terrorist attacks 
so that Starfleet would begin funneling resources to large-scale military 
operations. These terrorist attacks are carried out by a mysterious figure, who 
is revealed to be Khan (Benedict Cumberbatch). The story provides many 
opportunities for melodrama, explosions, and further cements Starfleet as a 
somewhat suspicious military entity. In the Star Trek mythos, Starfleet is 
how the ideals of the Federation are implemented. The problematic aspects of 
Starfleet, and essentially the entire premise of the franchise, had been 
addressed in previous films, particularly in Wrath of Khan. Director Nicolas 
Meyer described Starfleet as an example of gunboat diplomacy and read Star 

351 In the 22nd episode of the first season episode of the original series, “Space Seed,” from 1967, the 
crew of the Enterprise encounter a small ship that carries within it several humans in suspended 
animation from the 1990s. This group turns out led by Khan, a genetically engineered tyrant who was 
the “absolute ruler of one-quarter of Earth, from Asia to Middle-East.” Khan refers to himself and other 
like him as “the master race” and fondly remembers the time when he and his fellow “supermen” ruled 
over humanity. Khan attempts to seize control of the Enterprise, but fails and is exiled to a hospitable, 
but an uninhabited planet. Enterprise’s resident historian Lieutenant Marla McGivers also joins Khan 
on his endeavor to start a new society. 
352 Elizabeth Jane Wall Hinds, “The Wrath of Ahab; or, Herman Melville Meets Gene Roddenberry,” 
Journal of American Culture 20, no.1 (1997): 44–45. 
353 John Rambo (Sylvester Stallone) made his first on-screen appearance in First Blood, released in 
1982. 
354 Jeffords, Hard Bodies, 21–22. 



Trek as an allegory for the US forcing other nations to accept its values as just 
and true.355 This understanding of the problematic aspects of the franchise 
informs the film slightly on a superficial level, the uniforms in Wrath of Khan 
are more akin to realistic naval uniforms, but significantly on the story level 
of examining the ramifications of Starfleet decision-making in the long 
run.356 

The different approach adopted by Darkness director J.J. Abrams and 
writers Roberto Orci, Alex Kurtzman, and Damon Lindelof is that forcing 
other civilizations into Federation approved social order is not presented as 
problematic. In Darkness, the central problem is the shady unaccountable 
military operations conducted by Admiral Marcus (Peter Weller), the second 
antagonist of Darkness. Before becoming aware of Marcus’ conspiracy to 
draw the Federation to war using false pretenses, Kirk is willing to go along 
with his questionable methods of to ensure the safety of their peoples. The 
context of the Kelvin timeline is made considerably harsher, leaving less 
room for the ambiguous masculinity of TOS or even Wrath of Khan, the film 
that Darkness is essentially replicating. Scenes of urban destruction recall the 
visual imagery of the World Trade Center attacks, albeit less obviously than 
Batman v Superman. However, the implication that such attacks are also a 
threat to national masculinity are the same. Starfleet’s clandestine 
operations357 on the Klingon home world, Qo’noS, are initially reasoned as 
justified since they are hunting a terrorist mastermind. The plot echoes the 
manhunt to find Osama Bin Laden, the person who became the face of the 
terrorists strikes since the plane hijackers directly responsible had died in the 
attacks.358 In Darkness, the narrative of how the Federation becomes 
involved in unsavory interventions on sovereign planets is not a beat-by-beat 
recreation of how the US responded in the aftermath of 9/11, but more of a 
hazy reference to the crisis of masculinity spurred on by events that took 
place some 12 years before the films premier. Just like in Batman v 
Superman, this crisis is the result of a superpowered individual originating 
from another society. Darkness does have a few oblique references that the 
same temporal event that resulted in the creation of this new continuity also 
turned Starfleet more militaristic way of thinking. However, these references 
are not thematically connected enough to change the overreaching theme of 
the film: Khan momentarily disrupts the trajectory of Kirk’s masculinity. 

355 Nicholas Meyer, The View from the Bridge: Memories of Star Trek and a Life in Hollywood (New 
York: Viking Press, 2009), 81. 
356 TOS has a recurring theme of Kirk visiting a planet with an alien civilization, lecturing them on how 
to behave and then leaving them to their own devices after the said society has been disrupted. For 
examples of this behavior see: “The Return of the Archons,” season 1 episode 21, “The Apple” season 2, 
episode 5, and “Omega Glory,” season 2, episode 23. In the last example, Kirk reads the US constitution 
and pledge of allegiance to two warring alien nations which results in them tossing their differences 
aside permanently. 
357 Office of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, DOD Dictionary of Military and Associated 
Terms, (Washington DC: The Joint Staff, 2021), 35. Clandestine operation is defined as an operation 
sponsored or conducted by governmental departments in such a way as to as assure secrecy or 
concealment.  
358 Simon Dalby, “Calling 911: Geopolitics, Security and America’s New War,” Geopolitics 8, no. 3 
(2003): 64–67. 



Just like before, Khan is a genetically modified human who has been 
awoken from two centuries of cryosleep. He was awakened by Admiral 
Marcus in hopes of utilizing his enhanced intellect in war against the 
Klingons. Since audiences are likely aware of Kirk’s history of animosity with 
the Klingons from TOS and films with the original cast, the idea that Khan is 
needed to fight this foreign empire undermines Kirk’s masculine status. At an 
early moment in Darkness, Kirk pummels restrained Khan until he is visibly 
exhausted, but his punches have little effect, further illustrating the threat 
Khan poses to Kirk’s masculinity. 

Kirk and Khan have some parallels with Batman and Superman. In both 
cases, patriarchal masculinity is not enough to defeat a threat that comes 
from a foreign source. Khan is more clearly marked as a villain, so any kind of 
mutual understanding is not possible, but a sacrifice is needed to salvage 
patriarchal masculinity. In Batman v Superman, it was Superman who made 
this sacrifice. In Darkness, Kirk is the one who sacrifices himself to save the 
day. Kirk enters the reactor room of the Enterprise during a crucial battle and 
dies of radiation poisoning, reversing the famous climax of Wrath of Khan.359 
However, he is almost immediately resurrected using a vial of Khan’s 
superhuman blood, suggesting that his sacrifice is regarded with a 
resurrection through science and chance (that resembles fate). 

Khan is eventually defeated by Spock, whose Vulcan physiology proves to 
be a match for the genetically enhanced human. Because masculinity is so 
closely associated with physical strength in the film, Spock does not 
experience a similar crisis. He is consistently within a mode of 
hypermasculinity, requiring little additional effort. A human male like Kirk, 
needs to actively prove his mettle in the arena of masculinity. Both Spock and 
Kirk engage Khan in hand-to-hand combat in Darkness, while in the 1982 
film, neither of them was even in the same room with him. Relying on scenes 
that feature physical altercations is commonplace in all three of the Kelvin 
timeline Star Trek films. This is likely the result of the franchise being placed 
in the intense context of 2000-2010s blockbusters as well as paying homage 
to TOS which had such scenes in almost every episode. However, the 
overreaching narrative of Darkness (as well as Trek 09) is the revival of 
traditional masculinity, which means that these fight scenes work to 
emphasize the necessity of hypermasculine performances when trying to 
achieve that goal. 

The decision to cast a white British actor in a role previously played by an 
actor of Mexican origin, was likely motivated by the desire to keep the 
villain’s identity a secret or by some misguided attempt to avoid making the 
villain a person of color.360 Hanna White, a journalist for the feminist media 
organization, Bitch Media lamented how a franchise that is famous for its 
“diversity, equality, the inherent worth of all human beings,” would cast a 
white actor to play a character that previously was portrayed by a person of 

359 Kirk’s death scene is discussed in greater detail in subchapter 4.2. 
360 Lorenza Munoz, “Suave actor Ricardo Montalban dies,” SFGate, January 15, 2009, accessed June 
22, 2021, http://www.sfgate.com/news/article/Suave-actor-Ricardo-Montalban-dies-3254730.php.  



color. She also notes the uncomfortable connotations of having a white actor 
play a genetically perfect human, while also resorting to the stereotype of 
complicated, sympathetic, villains are white and simpler villains tend to be 
people of color.361 Khan in the 1982 film carried more complex meanings. 
Star Trek franchise has a long tradition of addressing race issues through 
allegories, even if the storyworld’s postcolonial utopia is far from perfect 
since it seems to assimilate other cultures to the Federation.362 Greven argues 
that in Wrath of Khan the titular villain is both the colonizer and the subject 
of colonization. Since Khan is associated with fantasies of racial purity, 
believing that his “superior” genetic makeup justifies his desire to build a 
fascist empire, but also India is implied to be the home of his genetic origins, 
Khan is both the Other and a character that wishes to destroy racial 
otherness.363 

The casting of Benedict Cumberbatch as Khan erases such complex 
issues, while neutral wardrobe choices and restrained acting erase potential 
queer markers the character might have carried. Ricardo Montalbán in 
Wrath of Khan was dressed as flamboyantly as one could if having lived 
fifteen years on a desert planet and plays the role with poignancy (Fig. 8). 
Cumberbatch is so restrained that the only feeling he emotes is boredom (Fig. 
9). In Wrath, Khan appears as a destabilizing element to the Kirk-Spock-
McCoy relationship, as he is determined to capture Kirk, emerging as “a 
relentless suitor, the ultimate version of a lover who cannot accept a ‘No.’” 
Kirk is thus placed in the stereotypically feminine position of being 
pursued.364 Darkness does acknowledge Khan as a disruption to Kirk and 
Spock’s friendship, as at one-point Kirk joins forces with Khan, much to 
Spock’s dismay. Khan’s eventual betrayal of Kirk comes as no surprise as his 
nefariousness has been foreshadowed several times.  

 

361 Hanna White, “The Race of Khan: Whitewashing in the New Star Trek Film,” Bitch Media, May 21, 
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Cultural Critique, no. 32, (1995): 86-90. 
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In Wrath of Khan, things take a turn for the worse since Kirk seems 
indifferent to a new bridge officer’s reminder what to do when encountering a 
ship that does not respond to hails. It is worth noting that this new character 
is a young (and assumedly) female Vulcan, Lieutenant Saavik (Kristie Alley), 
who is referred to as “Mr. Saavik,” suggesting that in the future that the film 
takes place, mister is a gender-neutral term. Kirk refuses to raise shields of 
the Enterprise as they approach another Starfleet vessel, which unbeknownst 
to them, has been taken over by Khan and his people. The consistent theme 
of Wrath of Khan is to exemplify how Kirk’s devil-may-care-attitude does not 
work anymore and that many of the brash choices he made as a young man 
have brought him nothing but trouble. The 1982 version of Khan forced Kirk 
to reassess his own past masculine identity and the consequences of actions 
that made him a Starfleet legend. Kirk’s dissatisfaction with the arc of his life 
is reflected dialogue that he has with Marcus. Khan has managed to strike a 
few critical blows against the Enterprise and Kirk has just met his adult son 
who wants very little to do with him. 
 

CAROL MARCUS: Please tell me what you're feeling.  
KIRK: There's a man out there I haven't seen in fifteen years 
who's trying to kill me. You show me a son that'd be happy to 
help. My son... my life that could have been... and wasn't. How do 
I feel? Old... worn out. 

 
Darkness does not use Khan as a catalyst for Kirk to reflect his actions. The 
two do not have a history together, beyond any expectations that audiences 
might have for them. Carol Marcus is also present, but in Darkness this is the 
first time Kirk and she meet, so any future offspring is similarly only 
hypothetical in the minds of those viewers who know the previous films well. 
Since Khan is now white and decidedly less visually striking, the tension 
between Kirk representing an oppressive form of hegemonic masculinity has 
been if not completely erased, than obscured to imperceptibility. Violently 
disorienting indigenous gender relations and asserting a gender hierarchy 



that valorizes certain type of masculinity is a key component of colonialism. 
This process also separates men into categories of “manly” and “effeminate” 
veering to favor the white colonizers.365 Young Kirk (Pine was around 32 
during filming) does not have any real reason to reassess his behavior or 
actions since they eventually result in a favorable outcome for him. Older 
Kirk had to come to terms with the fact that he might have misspent his 
entire life propping up a system that potentially breeds only misery and 
oppression. Despite Wrath of Khan not resolving these issues, it created a 
space in which they could be expressed. Darkness ends with Kirk embarking 
on a five-year mission to explore the galaxy with his crew. The Kelvin 
timeline takes two films to arrive at the status quo of the original series. The 
hypermasculine antics of Kirk have proved him to be worthy of commanding 
the Enterprise on journey that has largely defined the entire franchise.366 
Since the next installment shows Kirk having difficulty adjusting to life in the 
said status quo, the implication is that perhaps hypermasculinity was an ill-
fitting narrative detour for the character.  

In August of 2013, only months after the release of Darkness, it was voted 
as the worst film of the franchise, while they voted Wrath of Khan as the 
best.367 Aside from fans writing their own fictions about the characters, 
Martin Flanagan notes that fans also have had a role in keeping Star Trek 
alive. Additionally, he argues that fans of these franchises have previously 
had considerable influence on how these films are made and if they are made 
at all.368 While fans’ influence has diminished in the era of global audiences 
and budgets over $200 million, there seems to be some interaction between 
fans and the filmmakers. Star Trek Beyond (2016), the sequel to Darkness, 
did not continue with this project of remasculinization and was closer to the 
expected tone of the franchise. The third Kelvin timeline film did not center 
its narrative around Kirk, making the film more about how the crew is more 
like a family than a group of individuals with talents that Kirk can utilize.369 
Even though Beyond does not completely erase the textual traces 
remasculinization, the hypermasculine strategies that were used to achieve it 
are no longer utilized in a similar fashion. The characters are shown to be 
cognizant of their past actions and behaviors but seem weary of relying on 
maintaining that behavior. Beyond presents Kirk as less self-assured, 
doubting the meaningfulness of the life that he is pursuing, echoing the more 
mature Kirk from Wrath of Khan. Beyond also focused less on heroic 
masculinity as the patent solution for major societal crises by bringing the 
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focus back to teamwork and finding societal strength from different types of 
peoples.  

Considering that remasculinization of Star Trek could be sustained for 
only two films once suggests that narratives that place men who perform 
hypermasculinity are incompatible with the franchise in its current context. 
The first two Kelvin timeline films attempted to transport the franchise back 
into an era when aggressive masculinities (i.e., hypermasculinity) were still 
palatable in the progressive context in which Star Trek was situated in since 
its inception. Despite its progressive view of the future TOS represented a 
gender hierarchy in which women are in a subordinate status in relation 
men.370 When recreating the tone of the original show Trek 09 and Darkness, 
these films also recreated its restrictive gender attitudes. The element of time 
travel is not only a plot device but narrative strategy as well. In a sense, the 
characters are placed in an earlier time and so are the audiences. The 
heightened 1960s sci-fi aesthetic and narrative choices that likely resulted 
from moving the series also into the realm of blockbusters, merged with the 
retrograde gender attitudes to generate a narrative of remasculinization 
through hypermasculinity. Despite complex strategies involving time travel, 
shifting contexts, erasure, and hypermasculinity, the Kelvin timeline 
ultimately arrives at the conclusion that resolving the crisis of masculinity 
with these methods is unsustainable. I surmise that this unsustainability is 
partially result of how the franchise holds expectations of paving the way for 
social equality and how ill-fitting hypermasculine heroism is in this context. 
It is notable that Beyond arrived in 2016, when the finite gender narrative in 
legacy blockbusters was becoming increasingly rare, mirroring a similar trend 
found for example in the Star Wars franchise. 

The Star Wars franchise is strongly associated with the mythopoetic search 
for an inborn masculine identity. The first three Star Wars films, Star Wars: 
Episode IV – A New Hope (1977), Star Wars: Episode V – The Empire 
Strikes Back (1980), and Star Wars: Episode VI – Return of the Jedi (1983), 
all focused on Luke Skywalker’s (Mark Hamill) quest to rediscover a 
masculine identity while mending a damaged father-son relationship.371 Luke 
finds out that his presumedly deceased father was a Jedi knight and pursues 
to become one himself. When learning more about the Force, a mystical 
energy that the Jedi can harness, he discovers that his father is indeed alive 
and has assumed the identity of Darth Vader (David Prowse). Vader is the 
central antagonist of the original Star Wars trilogy, and his son redeems him 
in The Return of the Jedi. Despite Luke having a twin sister, Leia (Carrie 
Fisher), who is not revealed to be his sister until the third film, the father-son 
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relationship between Luke and Vader becomes the central arc of the original 
trilogy. 

Perception of Star Wars as a male-centric and even conservative film 
franchise is built mainly upon how the film’s optimistic narrative seemingly 
coincided with conservative attitudes of the late 1970s and early 1980s. Ryan 
and Kellner view the original trilogy as a story about recovering masculinity 
through renewed trust in militarism and organizing the story around white 
male heroes.372 Andrew Britton, Robert Jewett and John Shelton Lawrence, 
and Robin Wood made similar assessments.373 However, there is little 
evidence that audiences shared these interpretations, and it seems that how 
one views the original Star Wars films is dependent on one’s ideology.374 

Director George Lucas himself viewed A New Hope as an allegory for the 
Vietnam war with the evil Empire standing in for the US.375 These intentions 
would set A New Hope aside from those that tried to mend the loss of 
national masculine confidence caused by the Vietnam war through rematch 
fantasies. Despite his efforts, when contained within a fantasy narrative, 
Lucas’ criticism of US imperialism can be interpreted as a celebration of the 
very thing it was denouncing. 

Naturally, filmmakers cannot dictate how viewers interpret their works, 
but the argument that Star Wars is inherently conservative is debatable at 
best. While the scholarly enthusiasm to label Star Wars films, and others 
like, as “Reaganite entertainment” might have been motivated by the 
dismissal of layered meanings in blockbuster films and an elitist approach 
towards popular culture, as surmised by Yvonne Tasker.376 Kellner has since 
then repeated his views on the original trilogy but recognized that the films 
had elements of the counter-culture present, albeit that they were watered 
down to accommodate the conservative ethos of the 1980s.377 Like critics and 
scholars, fans and audiences are split about the ideological leanings of Star 
Wars. This divide has become increasingly apparent through its depiction of 
gender in the most recent cinematic installments. Women and people of color 
have risen to more prominent roles than before, which has initiated 
discourses on the franchise’s “true” ideological nature. 

Discussing the narratives of masculinity, particularly how masculinity 
has entered a state of crisis, is best unpacked by discussing the two most 
prominent male characters of the franchise, Luke and Han Solo (Harrison 
Ford). Both characters play central roles in the new film and continue their 
narrative arcs from the original trilogy and bring them effectively to a close. 
Han Solo was introduced in A New Hope as one of the central characters of 
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the original trilogy. He is initially an interplanetary smuggler hired to 
transport Luke, exiled Jedi master Obi-Wan Kenobi (Alec Guinness), and 
droids R2-D2 and C-3PO (Anthony Daniels) from Tatooine to another planet, 
Alderaan. They never arrive at their destination since Alderaan has been 
destroyed by the Empire’s superweapon, a small moon-sized space station 
called Death Star. Han and his co-pilot Chewbacca (Peter Mayhew) are drawn 
into the rebellion against the Empire. Eventually, he reveals himself to be less 
of a self-centered entrepreneur or a mercenary like Leia degradingly calls him 
at one point and more of a hero. He keeps his sardonic attitude throughout 
the first three films despite joining the Rebels’ cause toppling the Empire. 

Han’s character arc is slightly less straightforward than Luke’s. Unlike 
Luke, Han does not have a clear purpose after A New Hope. He does not go 
on a journey of self-discovery, nor does he have a family member in need of 
rehabilitation. In Empire Strikes Back, Han and Leia have a budding 
romance, and by the end of Return of the Jedi, the two enter a relationship. 
During the course of the original trilogy, Han is pursued by bounty hunters as 
he owed money to the intergalactic gangster Jabba the Hut, is captured by 
one of them, frozen into carbonite, then put on display at the palace of the 
said gangster. He is rescued by Leia and their compatriots, albeit that their 
plans do not go without a hitch. Ryan and Kellner describe Han as a small 
capitalist entrepreneur who symbolizes freedom and individuality.378 
Considering that Lucas pitched A New Hope as “cowboys in space” in 1974 
and borrowed heavily from the Western genre (as well as from Akira 
Kurosawa’s samurai epics), it is reasonable to see Han as a sci-fi version of a 
cowboy.379 

Such readings the character associates him with the Self-Made Man 
model of masculinity that has been hugely influential in how “real” 
masculinity is perceived in the US. This model is defined by being mobile, 
competitive, and aggressive in business, but also restless and insecure and 
unable to find solid footing for his masculinity.380 Han has all these qualities, 
including the unfavorable ones, and does not necessarily read as a celebration 
of the Self-Made Man. Instead, a more measured reading would be that Han 
is attempting to live up to the ideals of a Self-Made Man but fails consistently 
to do so. He has traits associated with traditional masculinity, aloofness, and 
fondness for risks, but none of these qualities pay off exceptionally well. 

In Empire Strikes Back and Return of the Jedi, Leia seems attracted to 
Han despite these shortcomings or roguish qualities. Luke also has qualities 
that are not particularly heroic or masculine; he whines and complains, 
shows only extremely moderate interest in romance, and is not particularly 
interested in power or wealth. Leia, in comparison, seems like the ideal hero, 
proactive. She has an active interest in the rebellion and appears to be a 
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natural leader.381 The overall idea of Star Wars, particularly the original 
trilogy, being a story about white male heroes is valid, but the two characters 
upon which this idea is based upon are not depicted as flawless paragons of 
patriarchal masculinity. Considering the franchise’s starting point, it is not 
entirely unexpected that the new Star Wars films repeatedly present over-
reliance on unsustainable masculinities resulting in crisis.  

Before 2015, the only Star Wars films of the saga were the six episodes 
released as trilogies in 1977–1983 and 1999–2005.382 The prequel trilogy, 
Star Wars: Episode I – The Phantom Menace (1999), Star Wars: Episode II: 
Attack of the Clones (2002), Star Wars Episode III: Revenge of the Sith 
(2005) similarly focused on a male character discovering their fate, as young 
Anakin Skywalker (Jake Lloyd in The Phantom Menace and Hayden 
Christensen in the following two) becomes a Jedi knight and eventually turns 
to the dark side and becomes Darth Vader. The prequel trilogy does have 
some compelling themes that critique how boys are raised not to deal with 
their emotions and how that eventually results in larger societal problems.383 
For reasons we can only speculate, there was no public outcry over Star Wars 
rejecting its central narrative of male heroism in the late 1990s or early 
2000s. One possibility is that the prequel trilogy already understood to 
examine how Anakin fell from grace, and audiences expected a narrative of 
him turning to the dark side. The films also emphasize him as a tragic hero 
who still complies with hegemonic ideals of masculinity. The broader 
implication being that men and stories about their problems are at the center 
of cultural importance.384 The first two trilogies devoted most of their 
plotlines to white male characters, which likely contributed to a public 
perception of the franchise being inherently male-centric.  

Since Disney purchased Lucasfilm in 2013, no less than five new feature 
films set in the galaxy far, far away have been released, starting with Star 
Wars: Episode VII: The Force Awakens (2015). Disney currently owns 
Marvel Studios, Lucasfilm, Pixar, Fox Studios, to list some of their major 
entertainment assets. Thus, the creative control over the long arc of cinema 
rests even more in the hands of financiers than directors.385 This change in 
authorship or even the suggestion of such a change sparked worries over the 
content of the new Star Wars movies. Some of this concern was rooted in the 
worry that they would not “live up” to the originals, which meant that they 
would not be able to satiate the desire for nostalgia that the promise of these 
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new films aroused. But the new owner of the franchise was also a source of 
anguish for fans, especially if they would “Disneyfying” Lucasfilm franchises 
that they now owned.386 Disneyfication can refer to family friendliness, 
homogenization, and commodification of a cultural property in a pejorative 
sense.387 While a genuine concern over the conglomeration of culture is 
understandable, in the 2010s, Disney has moved from being a beacon of 
conservative gender politics and representations to an opposite ideological 
direction. Most prominently, this change, which initially began in the late 
1980s, has been visible in how the company represents Princess characters in 
their films. Despite taking place in the largely depoliticized framework of 
postfeminism, Disney has become increasingly associated with female 
characters who playfully cross the border between girlishness and female 
empowerment. In practice, this shift has resulted in female characters 
increasingly removed from gender essentialism and passive princesses of the 
1930s (like Snow White from 1937) and 1950s (such as Sleeping Beauty from 
1959), making a progressive, feminist turn seem possible in their films.388 
This development gives “Disneyfication” new connotations. While 
commodification certainly remains, some audiences can interpret 
friendliness to now also mean inclusivity. Perhaps much of the early anxiety 
around the Disney-produced Star Wars films was informed by the strong 
likelihood of the new films attempting to appeal to an audience outside of the 
most ardent male fans. What ensued was a string of films that did not only 
confirm these fears, as the cast was more diverse than previous entries in the 
series, but also that the new films brought a crisis of masculinity to the 
forefront. This crisis would not be resolved through recommitting to 
patriarchal masculinity, but to dismantle, at least partially, those societal 
constructs that gave traditional masculinity its social power. 

Male centric masculinity in The Force Awakens is implicitly in crisis. Han 
and Luke have both failed to fulfil their potential, Han as a father and Luke as 
a mentor to a new generation of Jedi. The film takes place thirty years after 
the events of Return of the Jedi.389 The galaxy is once again in political 
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disarray with the Empire regaining its foothold in the form of the First Order. 
Reasons for the First Order being an ideological and aesthetic offspring of the 
Empire is most likely marketing but does give the new films a sense of the 
previous generation of rebels failing to enact significant social changes. In 
relation to masculinity, this means that the male characters failed to 
negotiate a form of masculinity that was needed to maintain peace. 
Revealingly, the Resistance (an alliance comprised of former Rebels) has Leia 
in a key position, suggesting that she remained active in galactic politics, 
unlike her male compatriots. This is not a major reversal, considering that 
Leia was the one who initially drew Luke and Han into the Rebellion in A 
New Hope. Because Luke is absent from the film, aside from a few seconds at 
the very end, failure of masculinity is dealt with mostly through Han and his 
relationship to his son, which is also focused on in this subchapter.  

Because The Force Awakens’ story structure is closely modelled after A 
New Hope, but the characters less so, making the film’s engagement with 
nostalgia is twofold. The film evokes nostalgia on a plot level and then resists 
it on a character level. This same strategy is employed throughout the sequel 
trilogy, but the most overt form of resistance to nostalgia is moving the focus 
of the films to female identified, particularly by replacing a young Jedi man 
(Luke/Anakin) with a young woman (Rey) as the central character.390 The 
choice to make perhaps the most important new character of the new trilogy 
female creates contrast against the vehemently masculine history of the saga. 
While the male characters did not necessarily conform to masculine ideals, 
they were at the center of the story. Because the role of women in the Star 
Wars galaxy has changed, the role of male identified masculine characters 
has altered as well, which warrant their own analysis. To understand how 
these representations of masculinity operate, I find it necessary to further 
examine how the sequel trilogy391 engages with nostalgia on a structural level 

The new trilogy follows the pattern of the original trilogy not only in 
individual films but in how the three films are positioned in relation to each 
other. The first film (A New Hope / Force Awakens) introduces the 
characters, the heroes score a significant victory against the villains, one of 
the heroes begins their journey to learn the ways of the force. The second film 
(Empire Strikes Back / The Last Jedi) keeps the heroes separated for the 
most part as the one who is learning about the Force is being trained to 
become a Jedi at a remote location. The villains keep the heroes on the ropes 
and the film focuses on character development rather than plot. The third 
film (Return of the Jedi / Rise of the Skywalker) brings the heroes back 
together for one last decisive battle. The one who trained to become a Jedi is 
tempted by the dark side of the force by the villain, but eventually all ends 
well and peace is restored to the galaxy. Paralleling the original trilogy creates 
a sense of familiarity on a narrative level, even when gender representations 
are now dissimilar.  

390 This shift in focus is discussed further in subchapter 3.3. 
391 The new trilogy comprises of The Force Awakens, Star Wars: Episode VIII – The Last Jedi (2017), 
and Star Wars: Episode IX: The Rise of the Skywalker (2019). This set of films will be discussed as the 
sequel trilogy or the new trilogy from here on in. 



The new trilogy follows the pattern of the original not only in individual 
films but in how the three films are positioned in relation to each other. The 
first film (A New Hope / Force Awakens) introduces the characters; the 
heroes score a significant victory against the villains, one of the heroes begins 
their journey to learn the ways of the Force. The second film (Empire Strikes 
Back / The Last Jedi) keeps the heroes separated for the most part as the one 
who is learning about the Force is being trained to become a Jedi at a remote 
location. The villains keep the heroes on the ropes, and the film focuses on 
character development rather than the plot. The third film (Return of the Jedi 
/ Rise of the Skywalker) brings the heroes back together for one last decisive 
battle. The one who trained to become a Jedi is tempted by the dark side of 
the Force by the villain, but eventually, all ends well, and peace is restored to 
the galaxy. Paralleling the original trilogy creates a sense of familiarity on a 
narrative level, even when gender representations are now dissimilar.  

The less male-centric storytelling creates a narrative in which 
masculinities are problematized, even male heroism. Because there are no 
major female villains in Star Wars,392 creating a gender divide in which the 
male characters mostly undertake the quest for power and oppressive 
dominance. One major through line in both the original and new trilogy is the 
eventual redemption of a major villain who has a family connection to the 
heroes. In the original trilogy, Luke redeemed his father (Vader), and in the 
sequel trilogy, Han redeems Ben Solo / Kylo Ren (Adam Driver), the son he 
had with Leia. Ben has turned to the dark side and assumed the name Kylo 
Ren, just like his maternal grandfather, Anakin, assumed the name, Darth 
Vader. During the sequel trilogy, Kylo shifts from being a villain to something 
akin to an antihero, who can be redeemed if he is cleansed from the influence 
of toxic masculinity. This undertaking is not done only by Han but is rather a 
gradual process of Kylo experiencing compassion from the heroes, eventually 
being literally healed by the female protagonist of the sequel trilogy.  

The theme of masculinity failing to meet nostalgic expectations is not 
only found in Han’s failings and his son being the main antagonist. Luke also 
refuses to join the fight against evil. He has become disillusioned with the 
Jedi and their heroics, subverting nostalgic expectations even further. 

In Force Awakens, the theme of failing masculinity is articulated mainly 
through Han. Because Luke has gone missing, the story revolves around 
finding a map that would lead to his whereabouts. Han has returned to 
smuggling and his relationship to Leia is tenuous. His function in the story is 
to enlighten the new heroes, Rey (Daisy Ridley) and Finn (John Boyega) on 
the events of the past, now considered almost mythic. Han’s new paternal 
role is not an indication of him maturing to the status of a patriarch but to 
underline his failure to be a nurturing parent to Kylo. Through acting as a 
surrogate father to Rey, Han grows the confidence to confront his son with 
open arms and try and convince him to abandon the dark side. This, however, 
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is not enough and Kylo responds to the belated act of parental compassion by 
killing his father with a lightsaber (Fig.10 and Fig. 11).  

Han’s death comes at point in The Force Awakens when Kylo’s redemption 
seems possible. His demise subverts a paternal trope often present in 
mainstream cinema. Hollywood films usually feature narratives in which an 
absent father, appropriates nurturing into an idealized masculinity, without 
depriving masculinity any of its societal power. This narrative preserves the 
patriarchal notion of fatherhood as the most crucial element in parenting but 
also creates a false sense of fatherhood as a politically neutral state.393 
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Popular US cinema in the 1980s tended to emphasize the importance of 
paternal relationships and suggested that if strong, decisive father(figure)s 
are absent the result is societal turmoil.394 The sequel trilogy supplants 
overreliance on traditional masculinity and lack of compassion from those 
who perform it as the central problem. Kylo’s mentor with the dark side of 
the force, Supreme Leader Snoke (Andy Serkis), relies on an oppressive 
environment of competitiveness and quest for dominance. This dichotomy 
between approaches to parenting is presented as time sensitive. Han’s 
compassionate approach might have been helpful in formulating a masculine 
identity that is compatible with an egalitarian future, but this method is 
adopted too late.  

During The Force Awakens, Han gradually shifts away from his aloof 
masculinity towards caring masculinity. Caring masculinities are types of 
masculinities that do not seek domination and integrate values of positive 
emotion, interdependence, and relationality into masculine identities. 
Conceptually, caring masculinities challenge the notion that “women should 
become more like men” for genuine gender equality to become a reality and 
posit that inclusion of values (caring, nurturing, etc.) associated with 
femininity need to be acceptable within masculine identities as well.395 
Because Han did do this renegotiating of his identity sooner, Snoke could 
entice Kylo with promises of power and authoritarian paternity. By the time 
Han reaches out to his son, it seems to be too late. 

Hollywood films have typically featured narratives of crisis as means of 
recuperating hegemonic masculinities, especially in genres which are seen to 
be of interest for men, action, war, and westerns.396 The new trilogy has this 
crisis narrative but lacks the arc of revitalizing hegemonic masculinities and 
their dominant status. The Force Awakens begins the sequel trilogy’s trend of 
problematizing masculine strategies that were successful in the past. Kylo’s 
disillusionment with the achievements of the Rebellion and his parent’s 
generation, is reified through his project of resurrecting a patriarchal 
masculinity based on Darth Vader. Despite his efforts to mimic the stoic 
masculinity of Vader, impatient Kylo is prone to temper tantrums and seems 
visibly distressed as if he is barely holding his composure. Along with 
attempts to emulate Vader, Kylo is trying to reinstate the fascist regime that 
his grandfather served. Recovering a past dominated by patriarchal 
masculinity connect Kylo to the same form of nostalgia associated with 
gender populism. Tuija Saresma notes that online-based MRA texts use 
gender populism as a strategy of evoking nostalgic images of a traditional 
gender order, despite this nostalgia is based on an imaginary perception of 
the past. Gender populism is a conservative way of conceptualizing gender as 
a strict binary system of dividing people into two homogenous groups based 
on reproductive capabilities. Groups that subscribe to this notion reject the 
idea that gender is a continuing cultural performance that is renegotiated 
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constantly.397 President Donald Trump used a similar strategy to promote 
himself as a masculine patriarch who can reinstate the nuclear family to the 
center of societal import while spouting misogynist and racist rhetoric.398 
Even though Kylo does not explicitly act racist or sexist, his behavior and 
goals are aligned to return to a past in which people like him, white men held 
a dominant position. Kylo embodies values that can be found in the MRA 
movement, and the most aggressive criticism towards The Force Awakens 
(and most other Disney produced Star Wars films) has risen from the very 
same group.399 Even though the MRA are a marginal group, their reaction to 
the sequel trilogy not legitimizing the masculine fantasy they hold dear has 
become one of the significant ways these films interact with contemporary US 
culture. This is likely the result of the new films not adhering to expectations 
of the franchise being a bastion of masculine interest. 

Using Kylo and Rey (the unequivocal hero of the sequel trilogy) the 2010s 
Star Wars combines two conflicting views on nostalgia. Like Kylo, Rey thinks 
fondly of a time that she has not herself experienced. In one of the early 
scenes of The Force Awakens we see Rey pretending to be a pilot for the 
rebellion and she has makeshift toys that resemble characters from the 
previous films. Kylo is determined to bring back the fascist regime of his 
grandfather in which he likely believes he would hold a place of respect. Rey 
however, as her story advances sees the nostalgic past as something that can 
be toyed around with and used as a basis for a new type of society constructed 
from the pieces of the past. Since the Star Wars franchise has since its 
inception engaged with nostalgia built on nostalgia as it started as a 
modernized homage to the film serials of the 1930s. A New Hope used the 
feel of old serials in a way that it awakened a sense of the past as a time of 
straight-faced adventure. This nostalgia was not evocative of a real historical 
time but rather an imagined simpler past.400 The new films mine the original 
films for nostalgic elements (music ques, characters, settings, visual style, 
and production design), so it makes sense that these films interact with 
nostalgia on a level beyond name recognition. As the new trilogy progresses 
the critical view of the past comes more into focus and centers especially on 
masculine strategies of the past. Fascination with a past that did not exist is 
likely the key point where the sequel trilogy failed the expectations of 
audiences with conservative leanings. The trilogy initially suggests that if Rey 
can find Luke, the Resistance could utilize the same strategies they did in the 
past to defeat the First Order. The Force Awakens’ narrative emphasized this 
expectation by ending with Rey finding Luke and presenting his old 
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lightsaber to him. The film that followed, The Last Jedi, was even further 
distanced from masculinities associated with the original films.  

The Last Jedi continues immediately from the scene between Rey and Luke. 
Expectations are immediately subverted when after examining the weapon, 
Luke throws it away with mild disdain. The scene also refers to a scene in A 
New Hope, when Luke is given the same lightsaber by Obi-Wan, who then 
explained that it once belonged to Luke’s father. Now, several decades older, 
Luke is immediately declaring that he will not be joining for a new adventure. 
He is also initially disinterested in training Rey, or anyone else in the Jedi 
ways. The Last Jedi devotes considerable amount of its running time to Luke 
begrudgingly guiding Rey, and perhaps most surprisingly, he never joins the 
fight against the First Order in earnest. Luke talks about the Jedi order 
succumbing to their own arrogance, his own inability to train a new 
generation of Jedi knights, and most of all he feels responsible for Kylo’s 
descent to the dark side. These themes create an ambivalent relationship with 
the past. By not celebrating Luke’s previous adventures with a nostalgic haze 
the film was seen by some fans as a betrayal, who then went on to describe it 
as “too political” and claiming that the characters were used as “tools to push 
an agenda of masculine inferiority.”401 

While The Last Jedi on a textual level refers to the Jedi and their 
inflexible ways leading to galactic wars, audiences picked up on the subtext 
addressing the failure of traditional masculinity. The Jedi in the previous 
films were almost exclusively male, and while para-texts like comics, 
videogames, and animated series had female characters, the culturally 
dominant version of Star Wars was centered around men.402 Luke seems to 
acknowledge that he was part of a rebellion that coalesced around a certain 
type of idealized masculinity, and they failed to enact or envision permanent 
social change.  

Contemporary crisis of masculinity is intimately linked with inability to 
envision a masculine performance that aligns with the requirements and 
values of modern society. This crisis is not universally experienced by all men 
but by those who associate their own masculinity with a sense of 
powerlessness, meaninglessness, or uncertainty.  Just like the Rebellion in 
the original trilogy, the Mythopoetic men’s movement failed to envision real 
social justice or change, which led to the dissipation of the movement by the 
late 1990s. The movement also saw female role models as detrimental to 
coherent masculinity, an idea which is not articulated with clarity in the 
original trilogy or the prequel trilogy.  The new trilogy does, however, 

401 Meg Miller, “The Story Behind ‘I’m With Her.’” Fast Company, April 11, 2017, accessed June 3, 2021. 
https://www.fastcompany.com/90109190/the-story-behind-im-with-her. 
402 Megen de Bruin-Molé, “Space Bitches, Witches, and Kick-Ass Princesses: Star Wars and Popular 
Feminism” in Star Wars and the History of Transmedia Storytelling ed. Sean Guynes and Dan 
Hassler-Forest (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2017), 229–230. 



introduce a doubt against overreliance on masculine role models, this is 
especially apparent when characters try to reenact in accordance with 
traditional masculine strategies.  

Luke does not join the Resistance; he does however use his abilities to 
create the illusion that he has arrived just in the nick of time to confront the 
villains. Audience is stringed along in believing that pieces are finally falling 
into place as expected and the masculine hero reclaims his glory. Luke’s 
deception buys the heroes enough time to escape, and he dies quickly after 
his deception is revealed. Creating the illusion caused Luke to overexert 
himself and he passes away in his secluded hideaway. 

The death of Luke under less than overtly glorious circumstances 
highlight rejection of traditional masculinity in the narrative of the new 
trilogy. Luke’s death inspires others to stand up against the First Order, 
giving cause for hope in the Resistance, providing his sacrifice meaning. 
Sparking hope and buying time with deception is still a far cry from returning 
as a seasoned warrior who smites down his enemies. Kevin Alexander Boon 
contends that despite major changes in gender discourse, men are still 
valorized for bravery and violence in contemporary US society. Both real life 
and popular culture feature stories of men performing malicious masculine 
behavior, while they might be criticized for doing so, these performances still 
success when these characters are positioned as heroes. Groups that see 
themselves threatened (like the MRA) prefer to view their heroes as 
simplified absolutes: pure, God-like, and nearly immortal. Humanizing 
elements, such as doubt, insecurity, undecidedness, are borderline offensive 
to these groups since their heroes are hypermasculine extensions of 
masculine characteristics.   

One story arc that makes the failure of masculine strategies clear is Poe 
Dameron’s (Oscar Isaac) failure to help the Resistance fleet in The Last Jedi. 
Poe was introduced as a hotshot Resistance pilot in The Force Awakens. 
When Leia becomes incapacitated, Poe seems like the obvious choice to fill-in 
for her. Much to his chagrin, Leia has deemed him to be not ready for a 
position of leadership and has appointed Vice Admiral Holdo (Laura Dern) as 
her interim successor. In The Last Jedi, Poe fills the same role as Han did in 
the original trilogy as the brash pilot who is willing to take great risks. This 
connection is emphasized in their appearance, building up expectations that 
like Han, Poe’s reckless attitude will be rewarded (Fig. 12).   



The Last Jedi builds upon the expectation that a hero like Poe is doing 
the right thing, and Holdo is proven to be wrong in ignoring him. With other 
members of the Resistance not loyal to Holdo, Poe concocts an elaborate plan 
to save their fleet. All the while, the First Order is biting at the heels of the 
Resistance fleet. Wasting any resources, such as fuel, is a luxury they do not 
have. Poe’s proclivity for risk-taking does not come out of the blue; The Last 
Jedi begins with a dangerous flight maneuver that destroys several First 
Order ships but results in significant casualties for the Resistance. This 
tendency to rely on risky tactics is why Leia did not make Poe her successor.  

Halberstam surmises that in the late 1990s and early 2000s, several 
comedy films that narrated the relationship between male stupidity, social 
relations, race, class, and gender were released. Films like Austin Powers 
(1997), Dude Where’s My Car? (2000), and Zoolander (2001), centered on 
male characters who were willfully ignorant but managed to stumble their 
way through dramatic events. These films presented white male privilege to 
be so potent that any pretension of self-improvement could be set aside in 
favor of embracing stupidity.403 I highlight this observation because The Last 
Jedi construes a similar narrative in a dramatic context, highlighting the 
privilege that Poe is positioning to use. Poe and his compatriots’ plan 
backfires completely, placing the fleet in even more danger and ultimately 
amounting to nothing but wasted time and energy.  

Because of the close connection between Han and Poe, Poe's failure reads 
as a critique of the type of masculinity embodied by Han in the past.404 In the 

403 Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (Durham,NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 58. 
404 An alternative argument could be made that because the plan is executed by characters who are 
mostly people of color, they fail to utilize strategies that are so strongly associated with white privilege. 



context of The Last Jedi being a big-budget blockbuster, a major side plot 
that results in little more than realizing that listening to women with 
experience is a good idea might seem like an unexpected narrative choice. 
Empire Strikes Back, after which this film is modeled, had similar character-
driven plotlines. The 1980 film had Leia, Han, Chewbacca, and C-3PO spend 
most of their screen time trying to escape the imperials using wildly risky 
methods (devised by Han), only to be caught at the end. This plotline took 
place side by side with Luke being trained by Yoda, who did not teach him 
new fighting skills but deeper knowledge about the passive nature of the Jedi. 
The Last Jedi follows this pattern closely, with the exception that it refers to 
the original trilogy in a way that strips them of nostalgia. Risky tactics are 
called out as dangerous, and those performing them are chastised. 
Expectations of past glories being revived are tossed aside and even mocked: 
Luke throws away his iconic weapon, and later when he scoffs at the 
unrealistic expectations Rey (and supposedly the audience as well) has for 
him. Rey tries to convince Luke to come out of hiding and what ensues is the 
following dialogue: 

REY: […] The First Order will control all the major systems 
within weeks. We need your help. We need the Jedi Order back. 
We need Luke Skywalker. 
LUKE: You don't need Luke Skywalker. 
REY: Did you hear a word I just said? 
LUKE: You think what? I'm gonna walk out with a laser sword 
and face down the whole First Order? What did you think was 
going to happen here? You think that I came to the most 
unfindable place in the galaxy for no reason at all? Go away. 
 

The gender narrative’s subversiveness in The Last Jedi becomes most 
apparent when examining the response, it generated among a segment of the 
audience who felt Star Wars had been steered in the wrong direction.405 
Mortem Bay argues that the online discourse surrounding the film was to a 
considerable extent manipulated by Russian bots and trolls which amplified 
those negative reactions that were used to disparaged it as “Social justice 
warrior propaganda.”406 Bay’s analysis focuses on how the film functioned as 
a lightning rod for politically polarized discussion in the US and does not 
specify if portraying masculinity in crisis had an impact on the negative 
reactions to the film. Differentiating between sincerity and irony in an online 
environment is usually a challenge. For instance, a fan made an edit of The 

However, in my estimate, the film posits critique towards recreating masculine strategies of the past, no 
matter who is using them, rather than suggesting that they might work when utilized by a select few 
(i.e., white men). 
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Last Jedi that removed all female identified characters from it, truncating it 
from 152 minutes to 46 minutes of nonsense. The creator claimed that their 
version is “basically The Last Jedi minus Girlz Powah and other silly stuff.”407 
A fan petition requiring the film to be remade and removed from the series’ 
canon received 13 000 signatures.408 The makers of the petition promised 
that this time it would be completely reshot as per the expectations and 
demands of the fans.409 Whether or not these reactions were expressed 
sincerely, the do exemplify how the Star Wars franchise was increasingly 
dragged into the contention over culture. In this context, the film that 
concluded the new trilogy, Rise of the Skywalker, seems like an attempt to 
find some potential middle ground upon which a myriad of gender identities 
are given the chance to thrive. 

The new trilogy concluded with 2019’s Rise of the Skywalker, which readjusts 
the narrative of masculinity started in the two previous films. The result is a 
narrative of redemption, returning to a pattern familiar to audiences from 
Return of the Jedi. Rise of the Skywalker did not receive the widespread 
critical acclaim of The Last Jedi, but fans were generally satisfied with it.410 
The film begins with the reveal that Emperor Palpatine (Ian McDermid), the 
evil mastermind who turned Vader to the dark side and seemingly met his 
fate in Return of the Jedi, is still alive. This development is key in 
rehabilitating Kylo through him negotiating a new masculine identity. 
Because Palpatine has been established as the embodiment of evil in the Star 
Wars galaxy, the plot can now keep its momentum, even if Kylo turns his 
back to the dark side. Kylo can redeem himself and the heroes still have a 
formidable villain to defeat in Palpatine.   

The seeds of Kylo’s new masculine identity were planted in The Last Jedi. 
He and Rey briefly fought together against a common enemy and won. 
Building on the idea that perhaps people with two disparate gender identities 
can work together successfully, in Rise of the Skywalker, Kylo is convinced 
together he and Rey can defeat Palpatine. His initial plan is to try and seduce 
Rey to turn to the dark side. This plan fails and the situation deteriorates into 

407 Zing Tsjeng, “An MRA Edited the Women Out of The Last Jedi and It’s as Bad as You Think,” Vice, 
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a lightsaber duel. Rey mortally wounds Kylo but heals him using the force. 
Depicting Rey as a female character who compassionately heals her enemy 
brings up notions of women being viewed as natural caregivers. However, 
this stereotyping is usually coupled with undervaluing care as an act or 
profession by treating it as something that does not require skill or training, 
because it supposedly “instinctive ability” of female individuals.411 Such 
connotations are not overt in the interaction between Kylo and Rey, rather 
that Kylo is being healed by an equal whose skills and training match his. 
This act of compassion is not enough to convince Kylo. His redemption is 
sealed after he has a discussion with the ghost of his father. Han convinces 
his son to abandon the dark side for good. 
 

HAN: “I miss you, son.” 
KYLO: “Your son is dead.” 
HAN: “No. Kylo Ren is dead. My son is alive.” 

 
Pattern of Kylo’s journey back to Ben is as follows: realization that non-
masculine gender identities have value, compassion is not a weakness, and 
the acceptance of the nurturing masculinity offered by his father (albeit as a 
ghost).  Like Han, Luke makes an appearance from the great beyond to guide 
Rey on her journey in defeating the First Order and Palpatine. Rise of the 
Skywalker similarly mirrors Return of the Jedi to other entries in the new 
trilogy. The most noticeable similarity in the context of masculinity is the 
introduction (and reintroduction) of a previously insignificant villain to make 
redemption of a major character possible. In both cases, this villain is 
Palpatine, a character defined by his cackle, thirst for power, and nigh-
omnipotent powers. As Michael Kaminski notes, in Empire Strikes Back, 
Vader seemed to be plotting to overthrow the emperor if he could tempt Luke 
with the dark side, but by Return of the Jedi, Vader’s ambitions suddenly 
reduced significantly and paved the way for his redemption.412 Rise of the 
Skywalker makes room for Kylo’s rehabilitation in the same way with 
Palpatine’s return. Unlike in the original trilogy, the groundwork for Kylo’s 
heroic journey is laid in advance in the preceding films. Palpatine’s return 
streamlines the path that Kylo must take when re-examining the building 
blocks of his gender identity, which is also the likely explanation why the 
thematic content of Rise of the Skywalker offers less material for analysis. 
Despite the film being light on developing themes of masculinity, it does 
introduce elements that help resolve the crisis of masculinity represented 
through Kylo. These elements are the ability to use the Force to heal 
potentially fatal wounds, deceased non-Jedi characters appearing to converse 
with the living, and the surprise reveal of Rey being Palpatine’s 
granddaughter are all among elements that did not exist before this film. 

411 Francesca M. Cancian and Stacey J. Oliker, Caring and Gender (Boston: Rowman & Little Field 
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412 Kaminski, The Secret History of Star Wars, 252–253. 



Rushing to introduce one story component after the next is jarring, but all 
they work one way or another to solve the crisis of masculinity.413  

For whatever reasons, fear of another fan controversy or production 
difficulties, the concluding episode to the Skywalker saga sands off some of 
the roughest thematic edges that were becoming apparent in the franchise.414 
The fact that Rey is the direct descendant of Palpatine, perhaps the most user 
of the Force in the franchise, undermines Rey’s disruptive potential. For two-
thirds of the new trilogy, she was a nobody, suggesting that there is no way to 
predict who is powerful with the Force. Once her heritage was revealed, she 
became a continuation of a male-centric lineage. Rey also becomes less 
intimidating once she is associated with caregiving. In Hollywood films, 
violent female characters are often associated with maternal behavior to 
reduce the potential challenge violent women pose to dominant gender 
ideology. These representations also reinforce a narrative in which violence 
comes naturally to men but is abnormal behavior for women.415 However, 
Rey’s abilities increase in all areas of using the Force, suggesting that these 
nurturing abilities do not exclude her from being a skilled fighter but that she 
has found a balance between different modes of being. There also is a subtext 
that suggests that the Force, when used by those on the side of good, utilize it 
to benefit others, is by its very nature feminine. While these aspects are left 
mostly unexplored in the film, they are present as an undercurrent. Han’s 
return as a phantom or a vivid memory emphasizes how mending 
masculinities also requires the adoption of nurturing as a significant 
component. The Rise of the Skywalker is not a complete reversal of the 
themes built up by the previous films but a compromise. The crisis of 
masculinity moves from being at the center of the narrative to an issue that 
certainly needs to be resolved for society to survive. Still, it is no longer the 
apparent source of continued calamity.  

The new trilogy construes a narrative in which men who have been 
seduced by nostalgic and even toxic fantasies of masculine performance, can 
be rehabilitated if they are met with compassion. This narrative likens what 
hooks envisions as a strategy for healing the crisis of masculinity. Patriarchal 
masculinity requires conforming to a rigid ideal of being a man, while some 
can resist this, those who succumb to it become, in hooks’ view, emotionally 
incomplete.416 In the new trilogy the redemptive arc of Kylo includes a wide 
array of people (Rey, Luke, Han, and Leia) instead of focusing on a father-son 
relationship (Luke and Vader). His journey to the dark side is similarly shown 
to be the result of those around him being unable to cope with their failures 

413 Since A New Hope, dead characters have communicated with the living, but previously they were 
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and negative emotions. Han did not understand his son’s interests in the 
Force, Leia believed that Luke was competent in training him. Luke was 
unable to reflect on his arrogance and acted in a way that pushed Ben/Kylo 
towards the dark side when the thing he needed most was guidance and 
compassion. The potential of saving seemingly irredeemable male characters 
is tremendous but is watered down when Palpatine is reinstated as the main 
villain. The heroes need Kylo’s help to defeat Palpatine which makes his 
redemption a subplot rather than the center of the story. There still is 
significant potential in the idea of resolving the crisis of masculinity with 
empathy and through imagining masculine identities that are not oppressive 
or constraining.  

During the last two decades, Hollywood films have brough the 
instabilities and anxieties about American masculinities from the margins to 
the center of cinematic representations.417 The major shift that the new 
trilogy represents is that this crisis cannot be resolved by rehabilitating, 
remasculinizing, or renegotiating the type of patriarchal/traditional 
masculinity that held a hegemonic status in the past. Such strategies have 
been a prominent and recurring theme in mainstream American films since 
the 1990s.418 Even though fatherhood plays an important part in the making 
masculine identities societally benign, it is not at the front and center, which 
seemed to be an omnipresent feature of contemporary Hollywood film as 
recently as the early 2000s.419 

If one were to view Luke as an idealized masculine hero, portraying him 
as an embittered hermit might seem provocative. This subversive portrayal of 
Luke is likely why a lot of the frustrations concerning Star Wars films of the 
2010s consolidate around The Last Jedi. Force Awakens ended with the hope 
that Luke might make a glorious return, but these hopes were erased in The 
Last Jedi. Fans have been disappointed by Star Wars since 1980. Empire 
Strikes Back was poorly received by fans who were expecting a retread of the 
first films straightforward narrative and joyful tone, but later it has been 
deemed as perhaps the high point of the franchise.420 The Last Jedi differed 
from Empire Strikes Back by presenting risky tactics of the past as 
detrimental and pointless, while associating those tactics with a type of 
masculinity that was valorized in the past. When a franchise like Star Wars 
does not engage with nostalgia in manner that valorizes masculine becomes 
viewed as “Social justice warrior propaganda.” This happens in conjunction 
with having women in significant roles as heroes and leaders, while men are 
villains or ineffectual. Force Awakens set up the pieces to construct a 
narrative that critiques overwhelming nostalgia for masculine strategies, but 
in The Last Jedi that narrative coalesced to form a more cohesive criticism of 
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overreliance on masculinity. Both films construed a narrative in which 
traditional/patriarchal masculinity is in crisis and is incapable of resolving 
modern societal problems. This narrative interacts with contemporary US 
culture where it is interpreted was a statement on gender ideology. How one 
views the potential indictment of the hegemonic position of traditional 
masculinity in the past depends on how invested one is in its cultural 
recuperation.  

 In Rise of the Skywalker the crisis of masculinity was now focused on 
Kylo, implying that after Poe’s failed exploits in the previous film, the heroes 
had learned their lesson. Allowing Kylo to renegotiate a new masculine 
identity, becomes imperative for envisioning a sustainable societal stability. 
This does leave the more complex issue of questioning the meaningfulness of 
ongoing violent struggle in the galaxy on the periphery, but still imagines a 
way to finally move past the never-ending crisis narrative around 
masculinities. Rise of the Skywalker repurposed the familiar story of 
redemption for the villain using Kylo, while also giving Rey characteristics 
that mitigated her disruptive potential, but at the same added new 
complexities to what it means to be a force for good in this storyworld. The 
sequel trilogy ends on a note that suggests renegotiating even those who 
perform the most pernicious forms of masculinity can be rehabilitated and 
included in the project of gender equality. The Star Wars sequel trilogy does 
not only create a narrative that prefers gender as a more porous category, 
through the unbounded gender narrative, but also presents critique towards a 
narrow view on gender identities. 

Unlike Star Trek, expectations for the Mad Max franchise to maintain a 
narrative of clear gender roles and valorized masculinity seems to run 
extremely high. The postapocalyptic-action-adventure franchise began in 
1979 with Mad Max, continued with Mad Max 2 a.k.a. Road Warrior (1981), 
and Mad Max Beyond the Thunder Dome (1983).421 The original films 
featured representations of masculinity that border on parody and even 
critique, but when the fourth installment of the series arrived it was met with 
disbelief among groups claiming to be fans. Mad Max franchise seems to be 
similar to Star Wars in the regards that the actual content of the films is 
different from the general assumption of how masculinity is treated in them.  

While Mad Max films are not tethered to a rigid timeline like Star Trek 
or Star Wars franchises, this does not mean that they are inherently freer to 
play with expectations. Director George Miller himself has said that the Mad 
Max films are episodes in a saga of an archetypical character and the films 

421 The previous films are Mad Max (1979), Mad Max 2 a.k.a. Road Warrior (1981), and Mad Max 
Beyond the Thunder Dome (1985). 



were not conceived to construct a coherent chronology.422 Not following a 
clear canonical continuity allows the films to bring in contemporary elements 
without having to explain why certain elements from previous films are 
ignored. This notion gives the Mad Max films a mythic sheen. They are 
decidedly vague tales from one of the worst futures imaginable. Miller has 
apparently been aware of the mythological aspects of these films for some 
time, which then makes the subversive trajectory of Max in Fury Road more 
noticeable. The myths that Mad Max films are associated with often center 
on male heroes.423 Because heroic myths are seen as the eminent domain of 
male characters, the content of the franchise becomes less significant and the 
focus shifts to broader cultural changes.  

The most iconic image of Mad Max, or Max Rockatansky is likely that of a 
lone man walking through a post-apocalyptic wasteland, clad in a leather 
jacket with one sleeve torn away and various protective elements fashioned 
from salvaged materials. This version of Max was introduced in Mad Max 2: 
Road Warrior (1982) and is what the character would be in the subsequent 
films. In the first three Max was played by Mel Gibson, but for the 2015 film 
the role was recast with Tom Hardy.  

The initial trio of Mad Max films from the late 1970s and early 1980s was 
not praised as a cinematic treatise on feminist themes. J. Emmett Winn 
argues that the original Mad Max movies were steeped in Reaganism and 
vilified such communities as the LGBTQ, African Americans, Native-
American and punks by symbolically referring to the appearance of these 
groups. By alluding to westerns, the films in Winn’s view portrayed a world in 
dire need of a lone hero to protect the status quo from the Other.424 Winn’s 
analysis of the story centering on white male heroism is somewhat simplistic, 
because he ignores the subversive elements of the films, but the fact remains 
that the original films revolved around a white male character. For example, 
Mick Broderick and Katie Ellis however argue that the film series has been 
critical of toxic forms of masculinity form the first movie onwards, and that 
Mad Max: Fury Road (2015)425 is not a radical turn for the series but a 
culmination of this critique.426 In the previous films, villains have demanded 
their followers to conform to a pernicious model of masculinity while at the 
same time remaining population of world has been quick to adopt wild 
fashion style that resembles BDSM leather gear. Because the hero was still 
clearly Max, this critical undercurrent might have gone unnoticed by fans of 

422 Brendon Connelly, “George Miller Interview: Mad Max and the Making of Fury Road.” Den of Geek, 
October 13, 2015, accessed September 23, 2021, https://www.denofgeek.com/movies/george-miller-
interview-mad-max-and-the-making-of-fury-road/. 
423 Mick Broderick and Katie Ellis, Trauma and Disability in Mad Max: Beyond the Road Warrior’s 
Fury (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 78–79. 
424 J. Emmett Winn, “Mad Max, Reaganism, and The Road Warrior,” Kinema (1997): 4–6. 
425 Mad Max: Fury Road will be referred to as Fury Road from here onwards.  
426 Broderick and Ellis, Trauma and Disability in Mad Max, 71. 



the first three films. The new film brought this undercurrent to the surface, 
making it legible as a feminist text in a way that even the most defiant fan 
could not ignore.  

In Fury Road, an unspecified global catastrophe has devastated the 
entirety of human life and societies have splintered into few small enclaves 
with varying degrees of social structure. The original Mad Max films were 
concerned with nuclear war and oil, but Fury Road updates the (masculine) 
cold war themes to contemporary global concerns over climate crisis and 
women’s rights. Lichtenfeld notes that the original three films formed a 
narrative cycle of cataclysm, tribulation, and recovery, indicating that 
society’s collapse could eventually lead to an even better life than the one that 
existed before the apocalypse.427 Fury Road is similarly not devoid of hope 
for a better future and imagines a unified front of people rising to smash 
oppressive societal constructs, literally by the end of the film. 

Fury Road’s central antagonist, Immortan Joe apparently has solidified 
his position of power by situating his performance of hypermasculinity to his 
followers, the Warboys, who view him as a demi-god and are in turn ready to 
sacrifice their own lives to meet the expectations of their leader. Max is 
captured by the Warboys and is drawn into helping a group of women 
escaping from captivity. The film eschews the series’ tradition of focusing 
mainly on the titular male hero to several protagonists, most of whom are 
women. Furiosa (Charlize Theron) emerges as the most central character and 
Max is merely the reluctant hero who provides assistance. Majority of the 
film is an intense chase through the desert wastelands, but still allows for 
moments of character development. 

By the time the film reached theaters, Miller and his crew had worked on 
the film for nearly fifteen years. Fury Road initially entered preproduction in 
2001, with plans to start filming in 2003,428 but the actual shooting did not 
start until June of 2012429 and wrapped after 120 days of shooting.430 
Additional reshoots took place in November of 2013 before the film entered 
post-production.431 Despite its long production period, Fury Road arrived 
appearing like it was tailor made for the times. It arrived at the tail end of 
President Barrack Obama’s second term and during the same summer 
Donald Trump announced his bid for the Presidency. Perhaps emboldened by 
Trump’s irreverent presidential campaign, MRA’s voiced their unfavorable 
opinions about the film around the internet.432 These vitriolic responses 
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toward Fury Road have been the researched previously at least by Jessica 
Seymour and Alexis de Coning, and they as such are not the focus if this 
subchapter.433 Instead, I focus on what about Fury Road sparked such 
reactions, how it connects to the public understanding of toxic masculinity, 
and how the film imagines a form of masculinity that can exist harmoniously 
with other gender performances.  

Shortly after its premier Fury Road drew the ire of MRA’s who claimed 
that the film was rewriting an important piece of “American culture.”434 
These activists were apparently oblivious to the fact that prior to Fury Road, 
all Mad Max films were Australian productions or simply felt that the films 
have now been absorbed to the popular culture canon of the US. The previous 
three Mad Max films centered around a white male hero, but now the titular 
hero was relegated to a supporting character, which is perhaps what those 
irritated by this change felt they themselves had faced in real life. Michael 
Kimmel argues that after the election of President Barack Obama, white men 
on the right gave themselves the permission to become increasingly angry at 
any social changes that they see indicating them losing ground to women and 
people of color.435 Fury Road deals explicitly with the way women are 
marginalized in society and how masculinity can be reconfigured to help 
dismantle oppressive constructs. 

Critical discussion, particularly online think pieces, during the theatrical 
run of Fury Road centered around its representation of toxic masculinity. 
Film critic Angie Han noted that the film makes a clear distinction between 
heroic and toxic masculinities.436Arthur Chu of The Daily Beast noted that it 
explores a way out of toxic masculinity through the character of Max.437 
BuzzFeed’s Laurie Penny does not mention “toxic masculinity” per se, but 
sketches out a similar concept by referring to “violent masculinity.”438 Film 
critics for conservative news outlets like National Review, Breitbart News, or 
The Federalist either ignored the feminist themes of Fury Road or 
undermined their significance. Armond White of the National Review gave 
the film a negative review, claiming that it was thematically empty and devoid 
of substance.439 Rebecca Cusey of The Federalist praised the film as a stylistic 
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triumph, but does not address the gender political dimensions of the film.440 
Breitbart News initially published a positive review of the film that even 
praises the feminist elements of the film. Critic John Nolte emphasizes that it 
is the “right” type of feminism, removed from left-leaning ideologies which he 
associates with director George Miller.441 Only a few days later, Breitbart 
News claimed that audiences were put off by the feminist praise the film was 
receiving and that there was nothing unique or interesting about the film. 
Writer John Hayward surmises that film would have benefitted from having 
Gibson442 in the starring role and draws somewhat perplexing comparisons 
between Immortan Joe’s domain and non-western societies.443 Bitch Media’s 
Sarah Marshall surmised that what made the film so appealing to her was 
most likely the same reasons men’s rights activist hated it: Fury Road is not 
about an anti-hero rescuing helpless women.444  

The presence of feminist themes in Fury Road is not surprising when one 
is reminded that Eve Ensler, a prominent advocate of feminist issues and 
playwright (perhaps best known as the writer of The Vagina Monologues), 
served as a consultant on the film.445 Ensler’s involvement coupled with the 
rise of anti-feminist populist voices gave increased relevance to the feminist 
themes present in Fury Road. Film critic Anthony Lane compared it to if 
Gloria Steinem had been hired to consult on The Dirty Dozen (1967). Lane 
also highlights as scene in which some of the feminist themes of the film 
become explicit: Max tries to fire a sniper rifle at a searchlight, with only two 
bullets left, he fires and misses. Furiosa takes the gun and uses Max’s 
shoulder as a rest, she does not miss (Fig. 13). “The tough guy is nothing but a 
cushion” as Lane puts it.446 Often cited example of these attitudes towards the 
film is a blogpost written by Aaron Clarey (who refers to himself as Captain 
Capitalist) titled “Why You Should Not Go See: Mad Max: Feminist Road.” 
The piece openly attacks the gender representations of the film, while also 
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claiming them to be outlandish and out of the realm of believability, referring 
specially to women being active and capable in the situations portrayed in the 
film.447 Comments such as the one made by Clarey seem to appeal to the 
amorphous “commonsensical” notion gender essentialism and spark ire over 
white men not presented as consistently competent. These writings 
influenced the context in which the film was watched in and has been 
rewatched ever since: increasingly divided and openly ideological.  

 

Frustration over gender representations could be linked with a deeper fear of 
feminism achieving at least partially some societal change which in turn 
could veer into full-blown antifeminism. Simon de Boise notes that 
antifeminist fearmongering of men facing an existential threat has provided a 
gateway from masculinist movements to other right-wing politics, a strategy 
that has become so successful that it could be considered to be a key 
component in the current global populist movement.448 In assessing how the 
contemporary wave populism has swept the United States, Kimmel states 
that populism is more about emotion, anger in particular, than it is about 
ideology.449 When re-examining the issue with Lisa Wade, Kimmel argues 
that for those who subscribe to his worldview, Trump, for example, channels 
a sense of “aggrieved entitlement” stemming from perceived injustice.450 In 
the 2012 presidential election, Mitt Romney did not manage to transform 
himself into a fully-fledged populist that could ride the wave anger all the way 
to the White House, despite his defeat sparking precisely the aforementioned 
aggrieved entitlement.451 The resentment felt by certain white men did not 
dissipate during the last years of the Obama presidency and apparently 
several of them were primed to pounce on anything that might hasten their 
gradual move away from the center of cultural importance.  
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Toxic masculinity seems to play an integral part in motivating those on 
the right who fear that feminism, and other projects of equality have gone too 
far. Paul Elliott Johnson argues that there is a direct connection between 
Trump and toxic masculinity, sexist and misogynistic comments did not 
derail Trump’s presidential campaign, because his supporters find the idea of 
him facilitating oppressive structures appealing.452 It is as if Donald Trump’s 
supporters do not like him despite his performance of toxic masculinity, they 
like him because of it. Instead of seeing Immortan Joe becoming retroactively 
a stand-in for Trump, they both can be seen as personifications of populist 
performances that are fueled by toxic masculinity and use it to maintain their 
dominant status.  

Fury Road begins by reintroducing audiences to Max as a nearly feral loner 
roaming the wasteland with his V8 Interceptor, which is in barely functional 
condition. The same car was a central element in the previous films, almost 
an extension of the hero’s personality; its decrepit condition could be seen as 
an early indicator that the male-centric hero narrative has outgrown its use. 
The beginning somewhat misleadingly suggests that Max is the film’s main 
protagonist, when in actuality, he is the character that pulls the viewer into 
the story, referring obliquely to events that took place during or between the 
events of the previous films.  

Fury Road makes the concept of toxic masculinity a narrative element. In 
addition to how it became a trial run for strategies of attacking pieces of 
popular entertainment that criticizes gender hegemony (or feature women as 
action heroes), the film offers a visceral examination of an extreme 
patriarchy. This form of patriarchy valorizes toxic masculine behavior 
through populist appeals to common sense and necessities of maintaining the 
prevailing order. Benjamin Moffitt and Simon Tormey note that populist 
performances rely on using simplified language that disregards higher 
societal aspirations to justify addressing a perceived crisis looming just 
around the corner.453 In Fury Road, a crisis has already taken place, 
Immortan Joe presents extreme conditions as necessities for maintaining 
what little remains of societal order.  

The film makes Joe’s masculine performance explicit by showing him 
wear body armor that imitates musculature, but to his acolytes, it is the 
appearance that matters, not the reality. Fury Road imagines a future ruled 
by a wild-haired, hypermasculine dictator, his fierce devotees are chalk-white 
men (young and middle-aged) who crave his attention. He places his children 
into positions of power and treats women like breeding cattle and status 
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symbols. Not to give the film too much credit for foresight, but on paper, 
Immortan Joe does sound remarkably similar to President Trump. Trump 
has exhibited nepotism, sexism, and pandering to his base supporters.454 

Since Fury Road portrays a patriarchal society and an explicitly 
horrendous environment to anyone not directly associated with that society’s 
masculine ideals, making Max a supporting character makes thematic sense. 
He was the central character of the previous three films, so presumably the 
new direction came as a shock. Not only is Max a supporting character in a 
movie that bears his name, but he also has minimal impact on how the events 
unfold, even though he proves himself to be a useful ally to the female 
protagonists.  

Max’s evolution from indifference towards alliance with those who are 
escaping from patriarchy suggests that all masculine identities are not 
inherently harmful, but they need to be renegotiated in a way that they do 
conjure a hierarchy in which one gender performance is seen as superior to 
another. The scene described by Anthony Lane earlier, one where Max is used 
as support for a riffle, imagines how masculinities that are seen as traditional 
can be useful if the individuals who perform them understand that the best 
thing for them to do is to be supportive of someone more capable. Perhaps 
this scene came as an insult to injury for those viewers hoping that the male 
hero rises to save the day, which in turn would have undermined the feminist 
messaging of the film severely. 

The toxic masculinity of Immortan Joe and his cohorts provide a clear 
contrast between an oppressive gender order and the heroes’ acceptance of 
fluid gender identities. The film creates a world in which masculinities that 
are oppressive and noxious are evil and masculinities that actively work to 
dismantle oppressive gender structures are good. The implication is that not 
all masculinities are irredeemable, but some, like the one performed by 
Immortan Joe are so deeply invested in maintain patriarchy that reasoning 
with them is impossible. In the high contrast context of an action film, such 
categorizations are to be expected and emphasize the film’s critique towards 
patriarchal masculinity.   

The material conditions of an extreme patriarchy are showcased in the 
beginning of the film with a harrowing image of women being treated like 
wild stock. The plot then quickly moves to illustrate that when people are 
deprived of agency, they will eventually resist. Miss Giddy, a caretaker of the 
wives, yells at Joe that “you cannot own a human being. Sooner or later, 
someone pushes back,” when he discovers that the wives are missing. Her 
words echo the often-quoted line by Michel Foucault: “Where there is power, 
there is resistance.”455 After this, the film finds those women who have 
emancipated themselves under attack from those who have the most 
dominant position in society (Joe and the Warboys).  
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The film draws parallels with toxic masculinity and populist 
performances, uniting them into a nightmarish vision of a society organized 
around extreme oppression of women based on biological capabilities and 
celebrating a violent culture of hatred. Since “toxic masculinity” originates 
from the mythopoetic men’s movement, it could easily allow the conversation 
to slip into the territory of gender essentialism, suggesting that countering 
toxic masculinity requires a “natural” deep masculinity to be reinstated in its 
place. Fury Road demonstrates that the concept can be used to identify a 
specific mode of masculinity, not to condemn all masculinities or to suggest 
that masculine characteristics flow from biological attributes. Fury Road 
avoids these connotations by having masculine female-identified characters 
but also showing explicitly feminine characters being capable in dangerous 
situations.  

Toxic masculinity and populism are expressed in the film predominantly 
through the antagonist, Immortan Joe, the warlord who has managed to form 
around himself a massive group of loyal followers, who hang on to his every 
word and gesture. In the film’s world, the continuation of the oppressive 
patriarchy hinges on Immortan Joe’s existence. Even though he has placed 
his sons in key places of power, they do not have similar commanding 
personalities. If Joe is removed from the picture, the whole system goes down 
with him. It is for this reason, particularly why Fury Road needs to be 
addressed as a hyperbolic representation of gender-related ideological 
themes, not as a thinly veiled reflection of real-world occurrences or people. 
A much more useful way of interpreting the film is the way movies can 
visualize how certain individuals might utilize concepts like toxic masculinity 
and populism in their attempts to rile up their supposed audiences to 
seemingly righteous anger. The anger that the film itself inspired in some 
viewers is comparable to the way populists, often on the right, convince their 
followers to see the world through an us-vs-them-mentality. 

The film concludes with heroes not finding refuge in the desert, but they 
need to travel back to the Citadel and incite a social transformation there, 
utilizing the newly negotiated gender identities. The shift in their strategy 
comes after the place they sought turns out to be just as desolate as all the 
other places in the wasteland. It is important to notice that the idea that they 
need to return to where they came from is Max’s. His character development 
has built up to the realization that he can (and needs to) be involved in the 
project of displacing toxic masculinity, and this cannot be done by starting a 
new society but by radically changing the existing one. 

Fury Road is a cultural text that serves as an example of how a 
mainstream film can divide audiences to such an extent that it is propaganda 
in online discourses. The seemingly innocuous field of blockbuster cinema 
becomes a part of the same hostile rhetoric that stokes the flames of what 
appears to be a return to a mutated form of culture wars.456 Blockbuster 
cinema itself, of course, could be seen as a form of populism; these films aim 

456 Views on the culture war of the 21st century can be found in Andrew Hartman’s A War for the Soul 
of America: A History of the Culture Wars: Second Edition (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2019). 



to get large amounts of people to the theaters and make those people agree 
upon a set of values presented in them en masse. Even though challenging 
the expectations and value systems of viewers is not unprecedented in 
contemporary cinema, The Last Jedi perhaps being the most widely seen 
example, even then they rarely, if ever, aim to shock viewers with the 
narrative choices featured in them. The rewriting of the gender narrative in 
Fury Road congealed in a manner that some read as a direct attack against 
those who felt the franchise “belonged” to them.  

These case studies highlight how two cycles of blockbuster films asserting 
narratives of masculinity were about to emerge in the 2010s. One was a cycle 
of remasculinization and the posed criticism towards masculinity’s 
unquestioned high societal status. Amanda Ann Klein describes film cycles as 
a loose collection of films that capitalize on a sentiment or a trend. They 
manage to tap into the zeitgeist through a relevant contemporary subject (a 
social problem, political movement, or world-defining event), and they often 
repeat similar imagery and plots. Since film cycles tend to consist of films 
that are not necessarily critically praised works of art, using the term can 
evoke notions of low quality.457 Instead of delving into when blockbuster 
films crossover from low art to high art, a dichotomy that I find meaningless, 
the use of the term “film cycle” in this context is limited to the concept of 
films that deal with the same issue (crisis of masculinity) prompted by a 
tectonic cultural shift or event.  

The two previous cycles addressed in this work were the loss of 
confidence after the Vietnam war and the shock of the terrorist attacks of 
2001. Films like Star Trek into Darkness and Batman v Superman: Dawn of 
Justice tried to reheat the post 9/11 crisis films of the 2000s by recreating 
scenes of similar destruction and comparable political climates. In the 2010s, 
these strategies did not produce success equal to the Vietnam War or the 9/11 
cycle.  

The remasculinization cycle of the 2010s did not coalesce into a 
ubiquitous narrative of revalorizing patriarchal masculinities, despite using 
the same crisis narrative as the two similar cycles that came before it. The 
(partial) failure of the remasculinization cycle was perhaps best illustrated 
how films that offered a counter-narrative performed more successfully and 
appeared more consistent in their messaging. Films like Mad Max: Fury 
Road and Star Wars: Episode VIII: The Last Jedi posited that the on-going 
crisis of masculinity was itself the source of strife. The only way to resolve 
this crisis was to renegotiate masculine identities better suited to a more 
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egalitarian gender order. The counter-narrative they offered was essentially 
the unbounded gender narrative.  

Legacy blockbuster franchises that dealt with the crisis of masculinity as 
an internal and potentially toxic phenomenon also seemed to enjoy greater 
success with audiences and critics, despite vocal resistance from certain 
groups. In a sense, films aligned with the unbounded gender narrative 
attempted to move optimistically forward to a yet undefined but better 
future. The divided approach toward narrating gender, as illustrated by 
franchises in this chapter, is emblematic of the culture of the 2010s: the 
ground beneath major cultural institutions is shifting, and only narrative 
agility can give some guarantee of sustained audience interest.



So the explanation for the huge popularity of these films is not 
mechanization, their form; nor is it misunderstanding. It is simply the 
fact that the public recognizes its own life in them. 

Walter Benjamin458 

In the previous chapter, I mapped out the trajectories and strategies of 
franchises dealing with the crisis of masculinity in the blockbuster cinema the 
2010s. Those films which were aligned with the larger finite gender narrative 
and utilized representations of hypermasculinity to solve the crisis 
seemed to almost collapse in on themselves as they failed to form a coherent 
cycle of films dealing with the issue. Films that veered toward the unbounded 
gender narrative utilized more plural understanding of gender, often through 
strong female characters who interacted with the men who struggled with 
their own changed societal status. One might be prone to assume that film 
franchises focusing on female characters are inherently aligned with the 
unbounded gender narrative, but in this chapter, I examine how that is not 
always the case. 

In her immensely influential book, Men, Women, and Chain Saws: 
Gender in the Modern Horror Film (1992), Carol J. Clover argues that 
horror, while typically seen as a genre filled with sadistic voyeuristic gaze and 
violence toward women, also features elements which invite the viewer to 
identify with the protagonist, who often in horror films is a woman. Female 
protagonists are initially presented as victims but eventually can emerge as 
heroes, collapsing hero and victim into one character. This observation 
prompts Clover to problematize the concept of cinema being an apparatus 
organized around the experience of a mastering, voyeuristic gaze, but that 
some films invite male viewers to identify with female protagonists.459 It 
should be noted that Clover’s book was initially published before the “torture 
porn” genre emerged into to the mainstream, or at least to the extent horror 
can be mainstream, as one could surmise from the name focuses on the 
graphic spectacle of torture.460 Clover adds that in horror sex flows from 
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gender, the nature of the function generates characters that will represent 
that function, and that characteristics like heroism and victimhood become 
mobile.461 Clover uses horror films explore how the male-female 
configurations in cinematic representations are connected to more significant 
developments in sex-gender thinking beginning from the 1970s. While this 
observation is in on itself remarkable, she also suggests that fiction films can 
lay bare the artificial threads that connect certain attributes with particular 
types of bodies, making these attributes (such as heroism) noticeably 
ambulatory.  

The connection between a niche genre like horror and blockbusters has 
been firmly in place since the emergence of blockbusters as cultural 
juggernauts. One of the key strategies of the blockbuster genre has been 
appropriating elements from niche genres, such as horror or science fiction. 
Fredrick Wasser notes that a major shift in filmmaking strategies took place 
in the late 1970s when studios realized that films that were not “incoherent 
texts that implied a radical critique of society” performed spectacularly better 
at the box office. He also notes that these new optimistic films, which focused 
on wonder and splendor, borrowed elements from a myriad of genres and 
this strategy allowed films that previously would have been aimed at a very 
specific audience, like Superman (1978) to become huge money earners.462 
Blockbusters of the 1970s and 1980s veered on the side of being films that gel 
together an imaginary consensual United States. Several of the vastly popular 
films of the era were informed by “conservative spirit of the time” and 
focused on patriarchal family values and masculine ideals.463 This 
observation suggests that in the process of taking elements from different 
genres, they were absorbed in a way that they would be palatable for the 
widest imaginable audience, and thus often minimizing the subversive or 
even disquieting potential of the end result. When these films were made to 
what was perceived to be the largest audience possible, the subsequently were 
also focused on reviving a type of masculine heroism which “fetishized” male 
power, as per Ryan and Kellner.464 While the idea is not to suggest that some 
genres are inherently more subversive than others, even if they frequently 
feature themes and narratives that dissolve gender borders, as Clover did in 
reference to horror, and as Inness argues with science-fiction. Inness argues 
that science-fiction can not only reflect role of women in society, but it can 
potentially re-envision and eventually alter gender roles.465 Therefore it is 
worth examining how an umbrella genre like blockbuster films have gone 
from homogeneous cultural phenomenon to something that inspires heated 
arguments and contestation.  

Box office earnings are a weak measurement of quality, and somewhat 
dubious metric for cultural relevance, the monetary success of a movie does, 
however, reveal what audiences in the US are willing to spend their hard 
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earned money on, and no cinematic franchise is “too big to fail,” as Justice 
League Solo: A Star Wars Story (2018), Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles: Out 
of the Shadows (2016), Ghostbusters (2016), could all be considered to be 
“box office bombs” despite being entries in well-known franchises.466 The 
monetary success also tells us something about gender values. In 2018, media 
consultation company Shift7 in co-operation with Creative Artists Agency467 
reported that films starring women overperform at the box office and films 
that pass the Bechdel test perform better than films that do not.468 Awareness 
of the financial potential of films starring women has increased steadily 
during the latter half of the 2010s. In 2015, Variety, an entertainment trade 
magazine, reported that women-driven films tended to have a high return on 
investment ratio and that Hollywood was ignoring a vast segment of the 
market by ignoring “female audiences.”469 In 2017, CAA also released a 
statement in which they noted that films with diverse casts also fared better 
at the box office.470 It seems that disability, class, age, and other forms of 
social stratification are not central in CAA’s definition of diversity. This 
omission could indicate that the industry discourse of the subject is rather 
superficial. The financial success of films that have female protagonists and 
feature female characters having a conversation about something other than 
a man could be seen as a signal of audiences, in general, favoring films that 
do not focus solely on narratives about white males. 

For example, Wonder Woman earned $821 million worldwide ($421 
million domestic, $409 million foreign) on a budget of $149 million, while 
Batman v Superman earned similar figures ($873 million world-wide, $330 
million domestic, on a production budget of $250 million. Justice League 
(2017) managed to make $657 million ($229 million domestic) but cost an 
estimated $300 million to produce. One does not need to have a degree in 
economics to realize that the trend of the DCEU films is not fiscally sound. 
Wonder Woman also is the highest rated DCEU movie thus far, with a Rotten 
Tomatoes score of 93% and Metacritic score of 76. For comparison Batman v 
Superman has a Rotten Tomatoes score of 29% Metacritic score of 44.471  

The film industry is likely to take their cues from these statistics when 
planning future productions, which then can have consequences in the 
cultural landscape. Still, only 16% of the top 100 grossing films in 2020 were 
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directed by women, according to box office information compiled by Martha 
M. Lauzen for the Center for the Study of Women in Television and Film at 
San Diego State University, so these changes do not extend to behind the 
camera.472  In 2020, 29% of top grossing US films had female protagonists, a 
noticeable decrease from 2019, when they accounted for 40%, indicating that 
issues of equal representation are also far from resolved.473 

The discourse surrounding the film industry might be concerned with 
superficial indicators for equality, while important, they can overshadow 
what the films themselves contain. As I have pointed out a few times in 
previous chapters, focusing only on the obvious signs of diversity can lead to 
oversimplifying or even erasing oppressive structures. The critique might 
even become preoccupied with the idea that audiences can only identify with 
characters who resemble them and through that diminish the normalizing 
potential that films and fiction in general have when examining the human 
condition. Classic Hollywood film relied on a steadfast dichotomy of men 
being active, pushing the narrative forwards and women being passive, 
slowing down the narrative to allow their physical appearance being taken in 
by the viewers.474 Even though Suzanna Danuta Walter argues that this 
interpretation of films has a bit too monolithic status in feminist film 
criticism, it still rings true in critical discussions of the 2010s cinema.475  

Heroic female protagonists are not a new phenomenon, with or without 
bodily performances of masculinity, but only a few a have reached canonical 
status comparable to male heroes whose every iteration is scrutinized and 
debated if they can be considered to be “true” portrayals of the character. 
Sherrie A. Inness argues that female audiences are willing to overlook 
problematic elements and ideologies that are potentially present in 
representations of strong independent female characters due to the scarcity 
of such representations. She also adds that while these characters appeared 
with greater frequency they were still limited in the ways they imagined 
“female toughness” and a great deal of the appeal of these characters (she 
refers to Ellen Ripley and Sarah Connor, from Aliens and Terminator 
franchises) rested on the idea that they could roam freely from deserted areas 
to the seediest biker bar in a culture that considers women as the “natural” 
victims of men.476 Inness’s observations point towards a strategy seen in 
blockbusters quite often, narratives and representations with subversive 
potential are diluted to suit the tastes of the broadest audience possible.  
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When heroic narratives are not organized around a masculine white male 
body, they have the potential to be subversive. Male masculinity and heroism 
have been linked with one another so consistently, especially in the serialized 
films examined in this work, that it would seem counterintuitive not to 
associate films that feature subversions of the traditional heroic narratives 
with the larger narrative of fluid gender constructs. Nevertheless, some 
blockbuster films, such as Wonder Woman, feature strategies that they can 
depict female heroism in a way that it does not destabilize or disrupt the 
hegemonic gender order, while others seem to deconstruct notions of 
femininity and masculinity with varying degrees of subtlety. A film franchise 
can engage with feminist issues but still construe a narrative that does not 
challenge existing gender structures or vice versa.  

This chapter begins by exploring how the character Wonder Woman has 
become associated with discourses that aim to reduce societal inequality but 
at the same time feature postfeminist strategies of legitimizing a rigid gender 
binary and portray representations of neoliberal femininity as valid solutions 
to issues raised by feminism. From the issues of postfeminism and neoliberal 
femininity, I move to more disruptive representations of female masculinity 
and heroism in the new Star Wars films, before concluding with how the 
Jurassic Park franchise has dealt with female professionalism. However, 
before delving into the analysis of films, I will shortly discuss the state of 
feminism in the 2010s.   

Politicians in the 2010s were quick to notice that feminism was experiencing 
a cultural revival and began aligning themselves with the movement. For 
example, President Obama identified himself as a feminist in 2016 and 
praised the social improvements made in women’s lives over the past 
century.477 This emerging fourth wave of feminism has likely made an impact 
on all films in this dissertation but especially on films in this chapter. This 
influence does not extend only to the content of these films but also how they 
are interpreted. To give the following case studies some context, it is 
necessary to briefly recapitulate what are the previous waves of feminism. 

While there is some debate whether waves are an adequate metaphor for 
the history of feminism in the US, because it suggests that periods in between 
have somehow been devoid of feminism. Nevertheless, they provide a 
rudimentary contextual framework for the movement’s history. The first 
wave is usually understood to refer to the period between 1848 and 1920. 
This wave centered getting the Nineteenth Amendment passed to the US 
Constitution, which guaranteed voting rights for women.478 The second wave 
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began in the early 1960s and focused on a broader array of issues than the 
first wave. Such issues as workplace discrimination, labor inequality, 
sexuality, body image, abortion, and the politics of the nuclear family. 
“Personal is political,” was a motto for the movement that became associated 
with the social upheaval of the 1960s. The second wave was not a monolithic 
ideological movement but a diverse collection of disparate feminist groups 
with differing ideas on how to demolish oppressive societal structures.479 In 
early 1970s, second wave feminism began in earnest to tackle gender 
representation in films. The criticism focused particularly on how women 
were presented as one-dimensional characters that were subservient to men 
and how film theory was dismissive of films that tackled issues that were 
stereotypically seen to be of interest for women. Feminist theorists of the 
time recognized films as a significant carrier of cultural myths about gender 
constructs and critiquing it became a matter of political urgency.480 

From the mid-1970s onwards feminists in the US had debated whether to 
support or defend pornography from censorship and by extension the rights 
of sex workers. By the mid-1980s the inability to resolve differences in 
approach to these issues caused the movement split into two.481 Third-wave 
feminism emerged in the 1990s through scholarship that addressed the 
multiple forms of inequality that shape women’s lives and forms of 
resistance. The third wave is characterized by critical assessment of previous 
feminisms and their preoccupation with white, middle-class women. The 
three main interest of third wave feminism are multicultural inclusion, 
identity politics, and intersectionality.482 Because third wave feminists are 
often people who were raised on feminism, either literally by their parents or 
through osmosis of second wave’s successes, the members movement are 
quick to recognize forms of discrimination that veiled under the rhetoric of 
equality without acting out any measures that work improve social 
conditions.483 This wave is also characterized by its view of resisting 
oppression as a matter of personal style and individual choice. Third wave 
broaded the understanding of how gender is construed in the media, at the 
same time it had the potential to limit feminist struggles to something that a 
person only engages with on their own through confrontation.484    

Fourth wave feminism has emerged not so much as a reaction to the 
shortcomings of the third wave but rather that it combines the social and 
economic critique of the second wave with the intersectional politics of the 
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third wave. What distinguishes the fourth wave as a contemporary movement 
is how the conversations and activism take place in online environments.485 
The #MeToo movement is a prominent example of how this activism has 
managed to import feminist concepts into mainstream media discourses.486 
The hashtag has allowed people of all genders to share their experiences of 
being sexual harassed or abused, but the focus has largely on male violence 
on women.487 One of the key moments of the movement was exposing 
decades long sexual misconduct of powerful Hollywood producer Harvey 
Weinstein. Such revelations turned to focus to other industry conventions 
such as sidelining female filmmakers from big budget productions and 
economic gender inequality.488 

The fourth wave has inherited the fractured complexities of the previous 
wave and thus has sometimes trouble focusing on empowerment beyond the 
individual or stepping out of a capitalist framework of success. Still, it has 
revitalized interest in feminism and challenged narratives that see feminism 
as obsolete.489 Such narratives are described in this work as postfeminist, a 
term that is used to describe arguments that claim any remaining gender 
inequality is the result of “natural differences” or women’s own choices.490 
Postfeminism is the way films in the finite gender narrative engage with 
feminism if they do so at all, which will become apparent in the analysis that 
follows.   

Because of the nebulous nature of fourth wave feminism, the through line 
of this chapter is not how a franchise deals with themes associated with the 
movement, but rather how these franchises react ot the increased cultural 
significance of feminism in the 2010s. A franchise might try to appease 
audiences need for feminist themes by focusing on a female hero who 
through their own resolve inspire social change or by bringing in more 
nuanced understanding of feminism as a both individual and a communal 
project. Focusing on the individual as the key actor in feminism, the broader 
problems of a rigid gender system can evaporate, creating the impression that 
the current state of affairs (both in the storyworld and real world) are a one 
victory away from perfection. 

Wonder Woman could be described as the female equivalent of Superman. 
While her origin story is considerably more earthbound, she is similarly a 
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superpowered outsider who is a human only in appearance. The details of 
Wonder Woman’s origin vary from decade to decade, as is the case with 
almost all superheroes, but the main gist is as follows: She was molded from 
clay by her mother Queen Hippolyta, brought to life by Greek gods, who also 
granted her with extraordinary powers, she was raised on a mystical island 
(previously Paradise Island, currently Themyscira) inhabited by Amazons, 
she leaves her home to fight evil or the tyranny of men. She is part of the 
trinity of DC Comics’ flagship characters, the other two being Batman and 
Superman. Much like Superman, Wonder Woman is perhaps better known 
through paratextual sites such as merchandising, then actual texts. Paratexts 
can be viewed as “thresholds” between texts and off-texts, informing the 
reader (on in this case viewer) how to interpret the actual text, as argued by 
Genette Gerard.491 If a thing can have the likeness of Wonder Woman on it 
and can be mass-produced, it probably exists. Mitra C. Emad notes that 
Wonder Woman merchandise is not recognizable only in the US but 
occasionally in transnational contexts as well.492 A person can feasibly wear a 
Wonder Woman T-shirt, and through the act of wearing it, signal alignment 
with certain set of values or it can simply mean that the person is wearing it 
just likes the image. The image of Wonder Woman nevertheless carries 
meanings that are slightly more defined than the vague promise of “truth, 
justice, and the American way” associated with Superman. 

Characterizing Wonder Woman as a feminist icon is at the same time 
dubious and justifiable. The character was created by William Moulton 
Marston who also invented the polygraph, graduated three times from 
Harvard University, lived in a polyamorous relationship with two women 
(who continued to live together after Marston’s passing), had strong ties to 
the Women’s movement, and enjoyed the occasional bondage session. 
Marston also held a firm belief that women were better suited for leadership 
than men and these attitudes were present in the early issues of the comic 
book.493 Emad argues that the perception of Wonder Woman’s overt 
feminism originated from the original Marston run of the comic book from 
1942 to 1947. After Marston’s death in 1947, the artists and writers who took 
the reins were less interested in feminist issues.494   

In a landscape teeming with characters like Superman, Batman, Spider-
man, Ironman, Wonder Woman is certainly a feminist gesture, almost by 
simply being present. The extent of her feminism and how much 
empowerment she can provide is dependent on how she is utilized and in 
what context. The prevailing narrative is that Wonder Woman was lost in the 
wilderness until the early 1970s when Gloria Steinem publicly demanded that 
the company publishing the comics, DC comics, would return the character to 
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her feminist roots. Ms. magazine, which was co-founded by Steinem, used 
Wonder Woman on their cover in 1972, which then solidified the character’s 
association with second wave feminism.495 

Emad agrees that during the 1970s Wonder Woman became closely 
associated with the feminist movement, but also laid the groundwork for how 
the character could be seen as a symbol of tamed and controlled 
femininity.496 On the one hand, Ann Matsuuchi argues that Steinem only 
focused on how Wonder Woman appeared in the early 1970s, the character 
did not wear her trademark (nationalist) uniform, and her powers were 
greatly reduced and ignored the content of the comic books at the time.497  

At the same time, the Wonder Woman television show, which ran from 
1975 to 1979, is likely the most popular iteration of the character outside of 
comics prior to the 2010s. In the show, Wonder Woman (Lynda Carter) has 
little agency or independence since she is busy helping Steve Trevor (Lyle 
Wagoner) on his mission, and he was supposedly her sidekick.498 The 
television show was a part of the larger cultural impact feminism had in the 
1970s, but as is apparent from the characters limited autonomy, it did not 
challenge the hegemonic gender hierarchy of the time. 499 The feminism 
Wonder Woman is determined by how appearance, actions, and narrative 
align with the context in which the character is presented in. A lot of the 
critique towards the character could also be resolved by simply having more 
female superheroes. When Wonder Woman was the only female superhero 
with crossover recognition, a lot of representational burden rested on her 
shoulders.500  

Films based on DC comics properties have not been devoid of characters 
that interact with feminist themes of their time. Batman Returns (1992) 
arrived in theaters when postfeminism was just about to gain momentum. In 
that film, Batman (Michael Keaton) is fending against Catwoman (Michelle 
Pfeiffer), who is ostensibly a villain, but the film portrays her in a sympathetic 
light making her more of anti-hero. Selina Kyle adopts her Catwoman alter 
ego as a response to both workplace harassment and physical violence from 
men. I would argue that in Batman Returns the theme of creating an identity 
as a response to societies oppressive demands continues as Batman 
maintains his artificial masculine performance and Catwoman is a visceral 
reaction to gender inequality. Catwoman is clearly informed by feminists of 
the previous generation. She utters “I am Catwoman, hear me roar” to a 
woman who was about to be mugged and perhaps done other bodily harm, 
after chastising her for screaming Batman for help. Her dialogue is an 
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obvious reference to lyrics “I am woman, hear me roar” from the song “I am 
Woman” by Helen Reddy, which has been described as an anthem for 
feminists in the 1970s.501  

Priscilla L. Walton argues that contemporary film critics recognized 
Catwoman as a feminist character in 1992, while also not forgetting to 
mention whether they found her attractive. She also continues to note that 
Catwoman as a character negotiates several of the concerns that feminist 
theory had tackled with in the previous decade. Walton recognizes Catwoman 
representing anti-essentialist, poststructuralist discourse working in tandem 
with theories which align themselves with identity politics which argue that 
social process of women is impeded if the body is erased from theoretical 
discussions.502 In 2004, Catwoman appeared in the critically panned 
Catwoman (2004) starring Halle Berry. According to Jeffrey A. Brown, the 
movie bombed so hard at the box office that executives became vary of female 
superhero films. When Catwoman returned to the silver screen in 2012, she 
was the adversary/assistant to Batman in Dark Knight Rises, the last of 
Nolan’s Batmovies.503 

For years Hollywood saw a multimillion-dollar film about Wonder 
Woman to be a risky proposition because of the feminist connotations of the 
character. Charlotte E. Howell maps out the different phases of bringing 
Wonder Woman to the silver screen, while examining the reasoning behind 
decisions that resulted in Wonder Woman being released as late as 2017. 
Howell identifies the word “tricky” popping up when studio executives 
attempt to explain what held back the cinematic solo debut of Wonder 
Woman. “Tricky” became a codeword for material which was assumed to be 
too subversive for an audience the filmmakers presumed to consist of teenage 
boys who then would resist the idea of a female superhero.504 Howell’s notes 
on the difficulties of producing a Wonder Woman movie and Emad and 
Zanin’s analysis on how feminist the character really is, seem to reveal a 
disparity between the public perception of Wonder Woman and the actual 
narrative texts that feature her exploits. Disconnect between content and 
perception seems to be recurring theme with these franchises. When Wonder 
Woman eventually made her big screen appearance, it happened in the 
middle of a film dedicated to two extremely well-known male superheroes 
and in hypermasculine context. Even her solo films have struggled to come to 
terms with any form of feminism that challenges the existing gender order. 
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Wonder Woman entered the arena of contemporary live-action blockbusters 
in Batman v Superman, a film relying on hypermasculinity to mend 
wounded pride of men who fear losing their dominant status in society. 
Subchapter 2.2.3 mentioned how Wonder Woman’s brief appearance in 
Batman v Superman was integral in legitimizing the hypermasculinity of the 
male heroes, but to understand how that film informed the 2017 Wonder 
Woman, it is necessary to examine further how that film created a narrative 
framework in which women can be active, independent, and ambitious, but 
only if that keeps men’s societal status secured. 

Wonder Woman makes her appearance in her full battle regalia during 
the final battle of Batman v Superman, this scene takes place after Batman 
and Superman have settled their differences, meaning that she had no place 
in resolving the driving conflict of the film. Prior to this she has appeared in 
several scenes in her civilian guise but has had little impact on how events 
unfold in the film, serving mainly to remind audiences that this film is a part 
of a larger cinematic universe, with promises to expand sometime in the 
future. The male heroes are facing a rampaging Kryptonian monster, which is 
the reason for her arriving on the scene. It is as if the resolution of the conflict 
between the heroes has now fortified masculinity to such an extent that a 
woman with superpowers can step forward and join in on the fight to protect 
society with minimal disruptive effect. Superman and Batman are struggling 
to stop the monster running amok, but she appears to be more than capable 
of handling the monster. As we now know, Superman sacrifices himself to 
stop the creature and to prove that he too is willing to sacrifice his body to 
preserve the prevailing societal order, just like Batman has sacrificed his body 
to war on crime. Thematically it drives home the idea that men handle 
important tasks when it comes to maintaining the societal boundaries and 
integrity, even if a more competent woman is standing right next to them. 
This plot point robs Wonder Woman of any real impact she might have had 
on the outcome of the final battle.  

In the last scenes of the film, Superman’s body is cared for by Lois Lane 
and Wonder Woman as Batman watches from the shadows, once again 
reminding the viewers that a clear separation of gender roles exists in the 
film’s world. Judith Lorber argues that cultural productions in the West use 
women as representations of emotions which the male hero cannot express 
without jeopardizing his manliness, which is the result of equating rationality 
with male masculinity. Lorber is referring specifically to operas and to the 
tendency to utilize female characters as representations of sexuality and 
eroticism in that medium, she contends that this phenomenon extends to 
other forms of art as well.505 If one were being charitable, describing Batman 
v Superman as operatic would be completely appropriate. In any case, 
Batman is watching as the women are tending to Superman’s corpse, showing 
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no observable emotion, leaving the emoting for Lois and Wonder Woman. 
Connell and Pearse argue that a character dichotomy in which men and 
women are supposed to have specific character traits that define gender is 
primarily based on cultural bias. These character traits, which have been 
strong in European cultures since the nineteenth century, was used to justify 
excluding women from voting and attending universities.506  

Wonder Woman is not the sole example of how Batman v Superman 
enforces the idea that excursions outside the established gender dichotomy 
are possible, but anomalous at best. In context of linking films integrally to 
each other, Lois’ character arc perhaps the most troubling. In Man of Steel a 
film which for all intents and purposes started the DCEU-franchise, she is a 
no-nonsense reporter who states explicitly her competence to report from the 
frontlines: “What can I say, I get writers block when I’m not wearing a flak 
jacket.” Lois’s arc in Man of Steel is to be an independent, competent woman, 
who then falls head over heels for Superman. Her trajectory is in line with 
what Ayn Rand often described as the ideal gender order: strong women are 
attracted to even stronger men.507 Nods to Rand are not unexpected in a film 
directed by Zack Snyder, who has publicly stated desire to film an adaptation 
of Rand’s novel The Fountainhead (1943).508 Rand and her pro-
individualistic, procapitalist novels have been cherished by many right-wing 
politicians in the US who praise the influence they have had on their 
philosophical views.509 Snyder nevertheless views himself to be liberally (as 
opposed to conservative) inclined and has said that his films do not have a 
right-wing agenda and that “people see what they want to see.”510 Whatever 
Snyder’s own political convictions may be, these overtones of Rand are 
present. 

In the gender hierarchy of Batman v Superman, women can be equal to 
men, but they need to be goddesses with superhuman abilities, such as 
Wonder Woman. And even in this case, if Wonder Woman is to fight 
alongside Batman and Superman, she must be able to retain her femininity, 
allowing her to be an action hero without destabilizing the heterosexual 
hegemony. Similarly, Wonder Woman is shown to have superpowers that are 
comparable to those of Superman, but she still looks slender next to the 
hulking physiques of Superman and Batman. Muscular female lead 
characters can have a significant impact on how bodies and masculinities of 
the male characters are represented and, in the process, revealing that 
muscularity is not a quality reserved uniquely for males. These 
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representations would disrupt not only representations of male masculinity, 
but also the patriarchal definitions of femininity as well.511  

To situate Wonder Woman, or any other female action hero, to the 
context of active female heroes in Hollywood cinema, it is necessary to 
contrast her with characters that have occupied a similar narrative arc that 
spans over several films. Ripley from the Alien franchise tends to be more 
androgynous than masculine but in Aliens (1986), the second film of the 
franchise, her character does incorporate characteristics associated with 
masculinity.512 These traits are established in Aliens as performative through 
one of the supporting characters in the fight against the phallic looking 
xenomorphs, Private Jennette Vasquez (Jennette Goldstein), a character who 
occupies a masculine military space with ease and could be seen much more 
“butch” than any other character in the film. Vasquez illustrates how 
masculinity can be understood as a set of practices and characteristics 
regardless of gender, even though these practices are often embodied by 
men.513 Halberstam cites Vasquez as an example of a disruptive female 
masculinity that hints at the possibility of normalizing masculine female 
bodies.514 Sigourney Weaver exited the series after the fourth film Alien: 
Resurrection (1997), but the franchise maintained its habit of featuring 
strong female characters. The Alien franchise since 1997 has recreated Ripley 
through very similar characters.515 Elizabeth Shaw (Noomi Rapace) in 
Prometheus (2012) and Alien: Covenant’s (2017) Daniels Branson (Katherine 
Waterston) continue Ripley’s legacy of quickly coming to terms with danger 
they are facing.516  

The Terminator film franchise is less consistent with its treatment of 
female character. The first film, Terminator (1984), introduced Sarah Connor 
as young woman in trouble, pursued by a human looking machine from the 
future, hellbent on killing the future mother of a resistance leader. She is 
aided by a soldier, Kyle Reese (Michael Biehn) who is also from the future. In 
Terminator 2: Judgement Day (1991) Connor has become adopted 
masculine signifiers of the era, a muscular physique, and the competence to 
handle guns like second nature. These traits have come at a price since she 
exhibits antisocial behavior and is held up in a mental institution, resulting in 
her becoming estranged from her teenage son. Her status as a pariah 
indicates that in the end, the film posits female masculinity as an undesirable 
character trait in women.517 While the narrative of Terminator 2, is that 
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female masculinity, and by extension the erasure of gender boundaries, can 
be detrimental, the film served as an influential template of imagining 
alternative narrative possibilities for female heroes.518 In 1991, Sarah’s 
masculine identity was coded as a type of pariah femininity. Pariah 
femininities are femininities that are not viewed by society as inferior but 
outside of the hegemonic norm, and dangerous because they can destabilize 
the relationship between masculinity and femininity.519 Linda Hamilton’s 
version of the character was revived in 2019, when Terminator: Dark Fate 
was released. Dark Fate ignores all the sequels, prequels, and reboots, 
continuing directly from the events of Terminator 2.520 The film presents 
Sarah as a grizzled, world-weary senior still waging her secret war against 
machines who arrive sporadically from the future. Dark Fate interestingly 
reverses the established gender expectations for the series: The future 
machines are not trying to kill the mother to be of a (male) freedom fighter, 
but the young woman in question will herself become a leader.521 Dark Fate 
however performed extremely poorly at the box office, the franchise’s 
popularity has been waning in the US since Terminator 2, and this time the 
international earnings were not enough to make it a success.522 

Susan Bordo argues that female characters who are coded as masculine 
are inherently parodic. In her book, The Unbearable Weight: Feminism, 
Western Culture, and the Body (2003), She noted that the pursuit of slender 
and at the same time muscular bodies generates requirements for women to 
embody masculine values in public and at nurturant feminine values in the 
private. Bordo referred to Ellen Ripley in Aliens as an example of how this, in 
her view contradictory, image of androgyny is represented in popular 
culture.523 These keen observations pointed towards the idea of neoliberal 
femininity, requiring one person to embody overlapping and even 
contradictory requirements for the ideal individual, and are particularly 
relevant when assessing what Wonder Woman represents in her cinematic 
outings. However, I view Bordo’s argument in the context of the early 1990s: 
It addresses the emerging cultural demands for women’s physical appearance 
rather than a completely dismisses female masculinity.  

Without this disruptive physicality, Wonder Woman in the DCEU films 
becomes a representation of neoliberal femininity which is closely associated 
with postfeminism. According to Yeal D. Sherman, partial equality produces 
conditions in which neoliberalism and feminism assemble a new form of 
femininity, neoliberal femininity, which does not liberate women from 
objectifying themselves, but the project of self-care implies self-management 
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and announces a willingness to compete in both the private and public 
spheres. Sherman adds that this process erases structural inequality and 
focuses on the individual’s responsibility in finding success.524 Catherine 
Rottenberg makes the compelling argument that the neoliberal colonization 
of feminism erodes its emancipatory impetus. The project of dissolving the 
difference between private and public spheres is in on itself an appealing 
concept for radical and materialist feminist, but when done in the 
depoliticizing methods utilized by neoliberalism, it produces a distinction 
between those female subjects who are entrepreneurial and aspirational and 
those who are viewed as being irredeemable since they cannot rise to meet 
the expectations of a hyper-individualistic society.525 Luce Irigaray finds that 
when feminism becomes egalitarianism, the oppression that women deal 
with is blurred and even the positive aspects of a female identity are seen as 
negative. Irigaray finds this to be the reason for the setbacks experienced by 
feminist movements, the denial of societal expectations for bodies with 
certain biological characteristics.526 Wonder Woman does not pose a threat to 
the hegemonic masculinity asserted by Batman v Superman, because she 
represents a complementary neoliberal variation of feminism. She is in a 
sense “allowed” to enter the realm of men since she has no real destabilizing 
power and does not represent a threat to the gender structures of their world.  

Wonder Woman was introduced to new theater going audiences as an 
amalgam of traditional femininity, female heroism, and most significantly 
postfeminism. The origins of postfeminism can be traced to the early 1990s. 
During that time the public saw feminism having achieved its goals and 
becoming increasingly irrelevant, despite issues of inequality being far from 
settled. Angela McRobbie argues that the shift towards extreme 
individualism, made success a matter of personal responsibility. In this 
ideological climate, feminism was construed as a movement of the past that 
has no contemporary purpose. In popular culture feminism became an 
undesirable ideology for young women as if it represented something that 
deprived people of their enjoyment. This enjoyment related particularly to 
the objectification of female bodies, which was positioned as a counter 
reaction to the feminism. Postfeminist strategies portray feminism not only 
as obsolete but also a puritanical tyranny exalted by spoilsports.527 By 
distancing Wonder Woman from such connotations, she becomes less 
associated with feminism as a vast social movement and rather a project of 
slightly adjusting the existing social structures through individual action.  
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If Wonder Woman predominantly represents tamed feminism that works 
within the oppressive structures rather than dismantling or disrupting them, 
the other female character’s purpose is to in one way or another to emphasize 
the dominant masculinity of the male heroes. Throughout Batman v 
Superman Lois needs to be rescued consistently, Superman’s adoptive 
mother Martha Kent needs to be protected, and Senator Finch (Holly 
Hunter), the one female character with significant political power in the film, 
is playing into Luthor’s (Jesse Eisenberg) hands in every turn until she finally 
meets her explosive demise. Wonder Woman’s role in propping up the 
hegemonic masculinity of the film stands out so glaringly because she is 
capable of the same things as the male heroes and more but still fails to have 
any real impact on the eventual outcome. By not giving the female characters 
any real agency in the story, Batman v Superman is eroding feminism in a 
technique like the backlash it faced in the 1980s. Faludi identified a trend in 
the popular Hollywood cinema of the 1980s which aligned female 
representation with the conservative values of the Reagan administration and 
featured storylines which worked to undermine women’s career ambitions, 
while also promoting motherhood as the be all end all destiny for women.528 
Women were present in films, but their significance was slight compared to 
the male characters.  

Wonder Woman’s introduction in Batman v Superman served as a type of 
teaser for the character’s solo film. Wonder Woman was released in 
November 2017, a little over a year after Batman v Superman premiered. 
Linking films together had served Marvel Studios (owned by Disney since 
2011) well financially, and Warner Brothers was attempting something 
similar with the DCEU. After all, the MCU is currently the most lucrative film 
franchise of all time.529 Marvel Studios created a distinct “house style,” which 
assures that the produced films conform to a certain set of standards, as 
noted by Derek Johnson. Their films are structured so that each film is like 
an episode in a larger cohesive story.530 The DCEU films are not as tightly 
connected as the Marvel films, but they still create narrative arcs that 
continue from one film to the next. This connection means that Wonder 
Woman’s gender narrative needs to be understood in relation to other films 
where this iteration of the character has appeared, even if the DCEU is not as 
narratively cohesive as other cinematic universes or legacy blockbuster 
franchises. 

Because Wonder Woman was introduced within the finite gender 
narrative of Batman v Superman, it is not surprising that Wonder Woman 
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followed a similar path. The film continues the neoliberal and postfeminist 
method of giving characters of marginalized gender agency but within an 
extremely limited framework. Wonder Woman tells the origin story of the 
titular character and takes place earlier in the DCEU timeline, which at the 
time seemed to be using the MCU strategy of building a large narrative film 
by film.   

At first glance, Wonder Woman seems like a model example of feminist 
filmmaking: Patty Jenkins, a female-identified director working with Allan 
Heinberg, an openly queer screenwriter, to make a film about a character 
famous for her feminist connotations. The film is a part of a franchise (and 
genre) with a less than impressive track record in female representation, so it 
has some immediate cultural significance. Wonder Woman is set during the 
first world war and follows Diana/Wonder Woman on her journey out of the 
near-utopian island of Themyscira into the “world of man.” Events are set in 
motion when an American pilot, Steve Trevor (Chris Pine), makes an 
emergency landing on the island's shores. The film continues the pattern of 
referring to humanity as “men” or “mankind,” which would be a minor detail, 
explained away by the film’s close connection to Batman v Superman 
(referring to humanity as “men” was one of the strategies employed in that 
film to maintain the integrity hegemonic masculinity, as discussed in chapter 
3). The setting, the 1910s was also an element introduced in Batman v 
Superman, so Jenkins and Heinberg likely had to maneuver the story within 
a limited space. The reasons for First World War serving as the backdrop for 
Wonder Woman do not change the way it frames feminism. The film makes 
several, somewhat humorous, references to how the role of women in “the 
outside world,” in this case meaning Europe, mostly England and Germany, 
differs from the culture in which Diana was raised. On her home island, the 
population consists exclusively of women; thus, she experiences a culture 
shock when entering a male-dominated society. Steve Trevor’s secretary Etta 
Candy (Lucy Davis) is sure that women will eventually get voting rights and 
some form of equality will be achieved. For example, the film refers to the 
suffragette movement’s fight for women’s voting rights as a singular event 
rather than a part of a continuing project of equality. The humorous tone of 
the reference suggests that such struggles are so alien to contemporary 
audiences that they are almost laughable. 

Wonder Woman engages in what is called postfeminist mystique. 
Rebecca Munford and Melanie Waters define postfeminist mystique as a 
conservative strategy that, through the revival of anachronistic modes of 
femininity, valorizes a past when equality between genders was not even a 
remote possibility. This strategy renders feminism a “ghost” that haunts 
popular cultural texts as inequality is normalized through irony, wit, fashion, 
and heterosexual romance.531 In Wonder Woman, several of these elements 
are present: Diana has a heterosexual romance with Steve, she tries different 
civilian outfits to fit in London, and the film has numerous humorous 
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comments on the manners and gender expectations of the 1900s, presented 
as if contemporary audiences have not experienced anything similar. Because 
of these strategies, the film does not need to aggressively construe a narrative 
of a rigid gender order; it can do so by naturalizing such conditions by 
smoothing out the rough edges of disruptive feminine performances. 

Despite Diana being the titular main character, Steve’s narrative 
significance in the film is equal to hers. A dialogue network analysis of the 
film reveals that Steve has more dialogue in the film. He speaks more than he 
is spoken to, whereas Diana’s case is the opposite, meaning that the supposed 
sidekick does most of the talking, and the main character listens and is 
simply present. In an action-driven film like Wonder Woman, other narrative 
actions besides dialogue can propel the story, but it does speak volumes 
about the film’s supposed feminism.532 In the years between the television 
series that ended in 1979 and the 2017 film, Wonder Woman has apparently 
achieved almost the same narrative importance as her male assistant. 

Diana is portrayed in a fashion comparable to “kick-ass heroines,” a term 
coined by Charlene Tung to describe a type of female heroes found in the 
cinema and television of the 1990s and early 2000s. These characters would 
have physiques that could believably deliver punches against male villains 
but not disturb the boundaries of acceptable femininity or lose their 
heterosexual appeal. They also exhibited emotional sensitivity, nurturing 
instincts, and served as the moral compass of their stories.533 Even though 
Diana is not grossly objectified, her appearance is referred to consistently, 
either through gestures or dialogue. These references are almost equal to 
visually objectifying her body. They entangle the character’s appearance to 
the narrative in a way that diminishes the significance of her actions in the 
context of ongoing cinematic superhero narratives.  

Wonder Woman is tied to the history of superhero films beyond the 
obvious narrative connections to the DCEU. At one point, Diana and Steve 
are cornered in an alleyway by four armed muggers (they are later revealed to 
be spies). Diana protects Steve from a speeding bullet and defeats all of them 
with ease. The scene echoes a similar one from Superman (1978). The roles 
are reversed as in the 1978 film Clark Kent (Christopher Reeve) stops Lois 
Lane (Margo Kidder) from being shot by a mugger in a Metropolitan 
backstreet. The major difference is that Clark does his heroic deed without 
letting Lois on to his superhero persona, but the connection remains. The 
scene has been acknowledged as an homage to the first blockbuster DC 
comics film, but it also emphasizes the film's connection to the larger story of 
superheroes on screen.534 Creating an equivalency between Wonder Woman 
and Superman hints towards her taking the place of the most central 
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superhero of the DCEU, but that position eludes her. Because franchise’s 
overreaching finite gender narrative sets limitations for the film, the only 
possible positions available to Wonder Woman are those that do not 
undermine the status of men.  

The film places Wonder Woman in three distinct contexts. Themyscira; 
the island utopia of the Amazons, London; the metropolis in which Diana’s 
gender performance clashes with expectations of 1910s society and the 
trenches of central Europe; she witnesses the horrors of war and showcases 
her superhuman abilities in battle. Her physical capabilities are not 
questioned in the film, she is undoubtedly the strongest character in the cast, 
and the plot is clearly about her coming to terms with her heroic identity. 
Amanda Potter notes that to contemporary viewers, Wonder Woman reads as 
a feminist film, particularly in the context of superhero films and the 
DCEU.535 The film did raise a controversy when Alamo Drafthouse 
announced a women-only screening for it, and some men went online 
claiming that this was a case of reverse sexism. The film provided the Texas-
based movie theater chain a platform to poke fun at aggrieved men and 
illustrate how accustomed white men are to privilege.536 The feminist 
significance of Wonder Woman returns to focus on the gesture of making a 
film about a female superhero, not how that film attempts to portray feminist 
struggle or even give agency to its main character. Neal Curtis, however, 
argues that the film accommodates and resists hegemonic patriarchy when 
negotiating its cultural position, but occasionally it veers to envisioning a 
collective liberation of men and women. Especially those scenes that depict 
Diana and Steve working together using their own skill sets.537 The 
conclusion is that as an individual film, Wonder Woman is postfeminist and 
feminist at the same time, depending on what context the film is placed in 
and what scene. When placed within the ongoing narrative arc, it, however, 
does read more clearly as a postfeminist text.  

 

When Wonder Woman 1984 (2020) was announced by Warner Brothers and 
that Diana would face Barbara Minerva / Cheetah (Kristen Wiig), a 
formidable female villain, while also taking place during the 1980s, Potter 
hoped that dealing with feminist issues head-on would be inevitable.538 On 
December 25, 2020, Wonder Woman 1984 was released, and critics were 
quick to note the absence of feminism in the film. Lepore, in a review for the 
New Yorker, wrote that the film ignored both feminism and anti-feminism of 
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the era in favor of a story about two women competing for men’s attention.539 
Lepore distills the main conflict in the film accurately. Before acquiring her 
supervillain identity and powers, Minerva is portrayed as an undesirable 
career academic who watches with envy the effortless elegance of Diana. They 
both work in the Smithsonian Institution in Washington DC as experts, so 
this envy is not initially directly related to Diana’s superhero persona but 
towards the way she conducts herself. Rebecca Long of Bitch Media found 
Wonder Woman 84 missing a coherent message and context: the film shifts 
away from the (neo)liberal feminism of the previous film but struggles to 
replace it with anything. The result is a series of unfocused warnings about 
the dangers of excess and unearned gains, but they do not coalesce in the 
“women can do anything” message of the first film.540   

Wonder Woman 1984 was released during the Covid-19 pandemic, which 
made its subtle critique of the 1980s excesses seem ill-timed. The film’s 
mastermind villain is Max Lord (Pedro Pascal), who gains the ability to grant 
people’s wishes. The world begins to slip into chaos as more wishes are 
granted. The plot’s convolutedness aside, the most noteworthy aspect of the 
film is how closely it is modeled after the cinema of the 1980s. Beyond the 
characters donning period-accurate clothing, the visual style of the film is 
remarkably like the cinema of the time, particularly Superman III (1983). 
Both films also have a campy tone and plots that throw verisimilitude to the 
wind.541 The camp in these films comes in the same variety as described by 
Susan Sontag, failed seriousness.542  

Superman III pitted the Man of Steel against a supercomputer that could 
do virtually anything and turned a henchwoman into a superpowered cyborg. 
In Wonder Woman 1984, she is fighting against a human genie who can do 
anything and turns a henchwoman into a superpowered cat creature. If we 
take wildness as an unpredictable, chaotic force that refuses social 
categorization, as Halberstam has suggested, then Minerva’s transformation 
to the catlike Cheetah reads as a warning against such ways of being.543 
Restoring the status quo is Diana’s primary goal in Wonder Woman 1984, 
and vilifying disruptions like Cheetah, underline the film’s inability to engage 
with feminism that questions the prevailing societal order. Echoes of past 
Superman films also serve as a reminder of how the Wonder Woman films 
hint at making the character the anchor of the DCEU but fail to do so because 
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of a commitment to a restrictive gender hierarchy and avoiding deep 
engagement with feminist issues beyond a neoliberal framework. 

Even though Jenkins claimed that Lord is not a critique of Donald 
Trump, the parallels are unmissable.544 Before gaining his magical powers, 
Lord is a failing businessman whose physical appearance seems decidedly 
factitious, and eventually, he gains political power because people are unable 
to resist his luring promises that come with a terrible price. Whatever wish he 
grants, he must be repaid in equal amount. The filmmaker’s unwillingness to 
discuss or acknowledge the political aspects of the film is emblematic of how 
the shadow of Wonder Woman becoming once again a “tricky” character 
looms over the entire enterprise. It is almost as if one false move could trigger 
an outcry among fans unwilling to see any kind of overt social commentary. 

The film’s basic premise is that if people get everything they want, the 
world will fall apart. Lord’s ability to grant people’s wishes on a mass scale 
works both as an allegory for overconsumption of natural resources and a 
cautionary tale of extreme individualism in the political sphere. The failure of 
seriousness comes when these issues are resolved by Diana addressing the 
people of the world via television to renounce their wishes, and things return 
to normal. While a camp can reveal the inherently artificial nature of social 
constructs, the departure from the more serious tone of the previous films 
combines with the lack of addressing anti-feminism of the time. In the 1980s, 
the feminist movement faced a public backlash from the New Right (a 
combination of the religious right, the “pro-family” right, and the political 
right), who claimed that advancing gender equality any further would erode 
the social fabric of the US beyond repair. This backlash was motivated by the 
changes the feminist movement had managed to enact regarding women’s 
position in society and explicitly utilized antifeminist rhetoric. One claim was 
that women would not be allowed to be women if feminist had their way.545 
Placing Wonder Woman into an era when feminism faced concentrated 
public criticism reads as a way of distancing the character from more 
contemporary feminist discourses. 

The arc of Wonder Woman’s cinematic exploits favors a narrative in 
which overlap between masculine and feminine identities is tolerable, no 
further dismantling of gender hierarchies is necessary. The character’s arc is 
not completely entrenched in the finite gender narrative but rather touches 
its surface in a complementary manner, not radically challenging it. Perhaps 
most troublesome is how close Wonder Woman’s presence in her own movies 
comes to tokenism. Tokenism is when women are allowed into patriarchal 
territory as a sign of female presence, but their role is to emphasize how male 
terrain is precisely that, dominated by men and women who can perform 
their tasks without jeopardizing their role as a feminine stereotype.546 Out of 
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the previous films discussed, Trek 09 utilized this tactic when placing Uhura 
in the hypermasculine context of the rebooted franchise. Paradoxically Trek 
09 takes place in the future but that is a future imagined in the 1960s. In the 
same way, Wonder Woman’s solo adventures take place in the past. These 
films have elements that were once progressive but now work to obfuscate 
the need for contemporary feminist political action. 

Earlier I discussed how the Star Wars films of the 2010s generated an 
adverse reaction among those fans with alt-right sympathies. These reactions 
have inspired studies on how fans perceive the new films and what social 
attitudes go along with these perceptions.547 Mark White conducted a survey 
of the Star Wars fan online community and his survey revealed correlations 
between those fans who viewed the Disney era films unfavorably and their 
conservative social attitudes. White’s findings suggest that the Disney era of 
Star Wars in general is viewed promoting progressive values, such as gender 
fluidity and ethnic diversity. How a viewer reacts to these values depends on 
their ideological position.548 These reactions are naturally coupled with the 
issues discussed in subchapter 2.4., theme masculine strategies failing to live 
up to their expectations and reaching a point of crisis once again. Fans and 
viewers that engaged in the online discourse disparaging The Last Jedi were 
likely to be of the same ilk as those who called for a boycott of the franchise 
until Disney implements major changes.  

The general displeasure of the franchise’s direction was aimed towards 
Kathleen Kennedy, the head of Lucasfilm, and it was she who was responsible 
for the new films failing to live up to the expectations of certain fans.549 
Kennedy is a veteran producer of critically acclaimed blockbuster films, such 
as ET: the extra-terrestrial (1982), Jurassic Park (1993), Twister (1996), The 
Sixth Sense (1999), and Munich (2005).550 Fans blaming her for not 
understanding how Star Wars films should be made are knowingly or 
unknowingly engaging with a misogynistic discourse that seems to permeate 
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online discussions.551 While legitimate critical discussion is always justified, it 
is hard to separate the ire drawn by Kennedy from misogyny and anti-
feminism, since all of the Star Wars films so far have been written and 
directed by men. Kennedy has not been the sole target of online rage; actor 
Kelly Marie-Tran was harassed so persistently online that she had to delete 
her social media presence and seek therapeutic counseling.552  

One of the points of contention for online rage has been the placement of 
female characters in central roles of the new trilogy. Female representation in 
Star Wars films has indeed been scarce in the past. Prior to 2015, Leia and 
Padme Amidala (Natalie Portman) were the only female characters in the 
franchise with any agency or real importance to the plot. Leia’s trajectory in 
the original trilogy started out as a promising subversion of the damsel in 
distress trope. Luke begins his heroic journey once he learns that a princess is 
in dire need of help. When Luke and his pals find Leia, she immediately takes 
charge of the situation. She and Han particularly spar verbally over how they 
should proceed with their escape from the Death Star, where she was being 
held captive.  
 

HAN: If we just avoid any more female advice, we ought to be 
able to get out of here. 
LEIA: Look, I don't know who you are or where you came from, 
but from now on, you do as I tell you. 

 
Leia is mostly unimpressed by Luke and Han’s heroics and is at least as 
capable with blaster weapons as they are. In the narrative of A New Hope, 
Leia is practically a veteran of the Rebellion, and this is consistently reflected 
in her behavior.  

As the original trilogy continued, her agency and importance to the plot 
seemed to fade. In Empire Strikes Back, a love triangle between her, Han, 
and Luke had started to form and it’s impeding resolution was one of the 
cliffhangers on which the second film of the trilogy ended. Since Han had 
been frozen in carbonite and in the hands of intergalactic mobsters, romance 
between Leia and Luke seemed possible. By Return of the Jedi, the 
conclusion of the original trilogy, she had essentially lost control even of her 
own love life. The film begins with the heroes rescuing Han, followed shortly 
by the revelation that Leia and Luke are siblings, effectively making Han the 
object of Leia’s affections by default. Leia in the original trilogy is seen as a 
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character that is informed by feminist movement of the 1970s, more 
significantly than most other female characters of the era, despite having a 
disempowering narrative trajectory.553 

The prequel trilogy introduced Padme as a similar character like Leia. 
She is extremely involved in the galactic politics but eventually trades those 
ambitions for hopes of domestic bliss. She starts out as a young queen of 
planet Naboo and then moves on to become a significant player in resisting 
the Galactic Republic slipping towards authoritarianism. Her struggle to 
protect democracy is no small feat. Ryan Kellner argues that the prequel 
trilogy manages to touch on themes of anti-democratism and militarization, 
as if anticipating the regime of President George W. Bush and his vice 
president Dick Chaney.554 Padme’s efforts do not however coalesce beyond 
some political banter between her and Anakin. Eventually her most 
significant role is to give birth to Leia and Luke, and then die of “having lost 
her will to live” as the medical droid describes what happened to her.555 The 
vague explanation of how Padme dies is emblematic of the first six Star Wars 
films sidelining female characters. Even though reproductive capabilities are 
socially coded as pertaining to specific gender identities, the material 
connection between maternality and femininity cannot be dismissed as a 
gendered issue.556 The entirety of Padme’s existence is folded to the birth of 
her children, and her actions as a political actor are present only as ambient 
noise of what will eventually become the rebellion. A clear and traceable link 
between Padme and the Rebellion, could also have made a rare example of a 
maternal legacy being carried out by a daughter. The idea of Leia following in 
the footsteps of her mother is implied but in the context of melodramatic 
films like Revenge of the Sith, the last of the prequel trilogy, underling this 
connection would have been necessary. 

The sequel trilogy begins with Force Awakens which reinstates Leia in a 
leadership position as she is now a general and introduces Rey as a strong 
central character, broadening the franchise’s focus on female characters. 
Even if Rey’s arc mirrors more Luke’s heroic trajectory, Leia serves as her 
connection to the heritage of the Rebellion. Force Awakens follows the plot 
line of A New Hope so closely that it essentially uses the 1977 film as a 
palimpsest on which the new story is now being metaphorically written on. 
The plot follows Rey’s journey from a scavenger living on a desert planet, to a 
significant figure in the Resistance, a private military force trying to prevent 
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the galaxy from slipping once again to authoritarian dictatorship, this time 
rebranded as the First Order.  

Force Awakens is perhaps the most palimpsestuous film than any other 
examined in this dissertation. Other films use settings, characters, visual 
cues, and individual plot points to varying degrees, but rarely to the same 
degree as Force Awakens. It is almost as if it takes the text of A New Hope, 
only partially erasing the original text while rewriting a new layer over it. This 
new layer recontextualizes the original story arc with a type of central hero, 
who rarely are represented in narratives of this type: a woman. Ann Larabee 
argues that Rey is an example of how “girl-identified” characters have 
potential to influence cultural attitudes when they are interacting with 
narratives that are traditionally reserved for male-characters.557 Rey’s 
cultural impact began before the film was even released. While being the 
central character of the sequel trilogy, the initial batch of toys and action 
figures omitted her completely when they were released in anticipation for 
the movie. Toymakers and marketing departments operated under the 
assumption that Star Wars attracts mainly a male audience, and their 
decisions to not to produce Rey action figures reflected that belief. The 
shopping event that ushered the release these figures took place when the 
premier of Force Awakens was only three months away, so audiences were 
aware of Rey’s significant role in the new film beforehand.558 Not having Rey 
present signaled to audiences that Disney was not committed to the 
narratives of female characters in the franchise and illustrated how paratexts 
like action figures inform how a text (the film) is itself understood in culture. 
Lack of Rey toys read to female fans of the series as a rejection of them as 
genuine fans.559  

The teaser trailer for Force Awakens raised concerns of a different kind 
in November of 2014. The 1 minute 38 second teaser starts with a shot of 
actor John Boyega in a stormtrooper armor sans helmet. A minor segment of 
fans viewed the inclusion of a black stormtrooper as non-canonical, and this 
discourse was reported in various news outlets as racist.560 This discourse 
was fueled by implicit and explicit racism. At this point these fans knew that 
the new films would have a central female character and along with the 
reaction to Boyega these representational developments were conflated as a 
general assumption that the new films were more interested in a political 
agenda than telling stories.561 These discourses indicate that the perception of 
the new Star Wars films as socially progressive was well underway before any 
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of the films had premiered. And, indeed, when the first film of the new trilogy 
was released, it became obvious that the new trilogy problematized the 
gender (and race) representations of the earlier films and re-organized 
heroism narratives. 

One of the most significant changes in the Star Wars films of the 2010s was 
the sustained commitment to female-identified main characters.562 So far, the 
central female characters have been white women with brown hair. While this 
is a glaring failure in representation, it also is worth remembering that a 
major shift in the public perception of Star Wars as an intellectual property 
aimed at boys did not take place until 2010. In that year, a seven-year-old 
schoolgirl in Evanston, Illinois was teased for carrying a Star Wars water 
bottle. Her experiences sparked and online campaign and they were 
discussed on social media and in news outlets like CNN, MSNBC, and 
Headline News. Eventually the official Star Wars twitter account commented 
that “Star Wars is for everyone.”563 Derek Johnson argues that while the 
intentions behind the campaign were well-meaning, the larger narrative 
focused on legitimizing dominant gender logics and hierarchies by asserting 
that liking Star Wars is not a threat to “proper” femininity.564 In this context 
the choice to make the “Luke” of the sequel trilogy a woman is remarkable. I 
would argue that the character of Rey carries subversive potential that cannot 
be explained away by appeals to her inclusion being merely a marketing ploy 
or an attempt to court new a new generation of fans. Even then her presence 
speaks to a larger cultural shift in how heroic female characters are received 
and normalized.  

562 The only outlier in the new films is Solo: A Star Wars Story (2018), which focuses on the early 
adventures of young Han Solo (Alden Ehrenreich), and even that film has a relatively diverse 
supporting cast.  
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The new Star Wars films have made a noticeable effort to increase 
representation of female characters in context that they were previously 
mostly absent, while making the prejudices they face apparent. In The Last 
Jedi, Poe seems to be surprised by Holdo’s explicitly feminine appearance 
(Fig. 14). The subtext being that a feminine appearance in the militaristic 
context of the Resistance is surprising and even suspicious to Poe. Due to the 
scarcity of women in positions of power in politics and military organizations 
international security is traditionally viewed as a domain of masculine norms 
and values.565 In the Star Wars franchise, the context is not international, but 
the concept of military organizations as strongholds of masculinity is apt. 
Narratives of women in military situations usually rely on abandoning or 
even vilifying femininity to make masculine identities seem positive in 
contrast.566 Star Wars films do not have a history of portraying femininity as 
a problem in military context, especially on the side of the heroes, but their 
role in decision-making has been ambivalent or superfluous before the films 
of the 2010s. 

Kailash Koushik and Abigail Reed argue that even though characters like 
Leia, Rey, and Holdo hold positions of power in the narrative, their narratives 
do not challenge the fundamental structure of the Star Wars films, which is 
modelled after the hero’s journey monomyth.567 Hero’s journey is a myth 
pattern popularized by Joseph Campbell in which a hero travels from 
mundane surroundings to a world of adventure and fabulous forces. The hero 
returns from their adventures with newfound abilities after an important 
victory.568 Campbell’s book, A Hero with A Thousand Faces, influenced 
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particularly the writing of The Empire Strikes Back which presented Luke’s 
heroic journey more deliberate than A New Hope.569 Luke’s and Rey’s 
character arcs follow this monomyth pattern. Since Rey’s arc is written over 
Luke’s arc, mirroring the pattern of redemption as Rey helps Kylo turn away 
from the dark side, the idea of copying a copy is evoked. Much of Luke’s 
masculinity hinged on his arc as a hero. So, in a sense, Rey occupies a similar 
ambiguous space of performing masculinity through the heroic narrative 
copied from Luke. This draws parallels with Butler’s idea of gender 
performances being not only copies of a copy, but they are formed through 
repetition.570  

Rey might not be recognized as masculine or “butch” in the tradition of 
iconic female heroes such as Connor from the Terminator franchise, or 
Ripley from the Alien films. Rey’s heroism is not derived from physical 
strength but from her mental abilities to use of the Force. This requires her to 
control her emotions, particularly anger and fear. Since men in the Star Wars 
franchise have been prone to fall to the dark side, the implication seems to be 
that men tend to be too emotional to become proper Jedi. This can also be 
read as a warning for men to avoid being too emotional.571 

The Star Wars sequel trilogy does not construe a reality in which gender 
is meaningless and by doing so it avoids the deepest pitfalls of postfeminism. 
Other character’s habit of underestimating Rey highlights how she must 
overcome different kinds of obstacles than Luke did. In Force Awakens, she 
is referred to as “the girl” several times, mainly because the villains do not 
know her name. However, in The Last Jedi, Supreme leader Snoke chastises 
Kylo for being defeated by a girl, clearly trying to humiliate Kylo. Referring to 
someone as a “girl” is not culturally neutral. Using the term can have 
belittling connotations that imply that young feminine bodies have limited 
bodily capabilities, which is seen societally as essential and inescapable 
despite individual variance in physical ability.572 In the 1990s, the punk rock 
and art movement called “Riot grrrl” reclaimed the word “girl” from its 
oppressive connotations to mean a social category that treats gender 
expectations with revolutionary irreverence.573  

The male heroes are also skeptical of Rey’s abilities, Han has a hard time 
believing that she can operate or fix a spaceship and Finn constantly takes 
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her hand to drag her away from danger. Rey quickly grows tired of this and 
proclaims that she can run without him holding her hand. Han eventually 
gives his highest praise to Rey by stating “that girl knows her stuff.” The 
Force Awakens makes Rey’s sensitivity to the force apparent when she faces 
Kylo in a lightsaber duel for the first time. It also the first time she is using a 
lightsaber but has clearly a talent for using it. In the storyworld of the 
franchise this is not different from Luke being an incredibly skilled fighter 
pilot in A New Hope, despite having never been in a combat situation before. 

The sequel trilogy acknowledges Rey’s gender but does not make it a 
limiting, but an empowering category. This acknowledgment emphasizes the 
difference between the new films and the original trilogy, but also linking it to 
the ongoing struggle for gender equality. In the Alien films, Ripley moved 
beyond the binary of feminine and masculine, occupying both sides of the 
psychoanalytical gender divide.574 Rey’s trajectory is similar as the 
importance of her gender identity diminishes during the sequel trilogy. 
Previously a character like Rey might have been positioned as a pariah 
femininity, but in the case of sequel trilogy she is the key to resolving the 
imbalance of the prevailing gender hegemony. As discussed in subchapter 
2.4, crisis of masculinity is how the evil forces in the galaxy have prevailed 
and it is resolved through empathy and dismantling of oppressive gender 
categories. The conclusion and resolution of the sequel trilogy hinges on 
Rey’s capability to shift between what are perceived traditionally as feminine 
and masculine, to be compassionate and nurturing and strong and aggressive 
when the situation calls for it.575 The Rise of the Skywalker, especially 
emphasizes her ability react appropriately in different situations when she 
uses the force to heal Kylo and when she uses all her skills to channel the 
strength of past Jedi to defeat Palpatine. Defeating Palpatine also frees her to 
choose her own destiny, which is made clear when she chooses Skywalker as 
her last name at the very end of the last film of the new trilogy. 
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Rey’s feminine performance (if it is categorized in the masculine/feminine 
binary at all) is not propped up by devaluing other forms of femininity. Her 
appearance is does not emphasize masculine or feminine features but does 
not also hide her gender (Fig.15). What I would argue that makes her a 
feminist character is not only capability do everything a male hero could do 
but also that she is not objectified or de-feminized in the process. Feminist 
scholarship concerning action-adventure films has tended to view female 
heroes as de-feminized women who shed all markers of markers of femininity 
to be taken seriously, like Connor and Ripley have arguably been presented in 
their respective franchises, Terminator and Alien. While at the same time 
such characters have the power to transgress the limitations of a gender 
binary that interlinks masculinity with maleness and femininity with 
femaleness.576 Masculinized, meaning also physically muscular, female 
heroes can also destabilize ontological discourses of the body in a way that 
also impacts how male bodies are understood.577 The end result is that 
masculine female characters, including female heroes can be interpreted as 
either dissolving borders the categories of gender or strengthening them. In 
this context, the lack of focus on Rey’s physical appearance is notable. Star 
Wars films rarely have bodies on display in the sense that physical attributes 
would be exhibited or emphasized.578 Rey can perform tasks that require 
physical skill and strength but there are no scenes that focus on arduous 
physical training. Since majority of Rey’s training is mental and focused on 
delicate accuracy rather than brute force, there is no implied weakness or 
physical inferiority that she should overcome. She is removed from the 
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stereotypical notion of women needing to confirm to hypermasculine ideals 
to perform competently in combat situations.579  

Within the confines of legacy blockbuster franchises, Rey is perhaps the 
most overt and sustained reaction to the reemergence of feminism in 
mainstream discourses. She might not perfectly embody the ideals of Fourth 
wave feminism, which would likely be impossible for a single character to do. 
Her strength flows both from within and from the community that supports 
her which separates her from the third wave feminist tendency to focus on 
individual ability.  

Out of all the major characters in the franchises examined, she has most 
impactful narrative arc, which also is the clearest example of a longform 
(spanning more than one film) unbounded gender narrative. 

Unlike Star Wars, Star Trek or most superhero films, Jurassic Park (1993) is 
not built around a character driven narrative. The main characters function 
mainly to make the audience believe the special effects that were at the time 
both pushing the envelope as well as how far audiences would be willing to 
suspend their disbelief. Seasoned actors Sam Neil, Laura Dern, Jeff 
Goldblum, and Richard Attenborough set up audience reactions through 
their performances to make the computer-generated dinosaurs not only 
believable but awe inspiring.580 In the initial three Jurassic Park films, 
Jurassic Park (1993), Lost World: Jurassic Park (1997), and Jurassic Park 
III (2001) featured recurring characters, but their stories had little impact on 
the main plot.  

The premise of the first film is that a genetic engineering company has 
managed to populate an island (Isla Nublar) off the coast of Costa Rica with 
dinosaurs using DNA samples extracted from mosquitos frozen in amber. 
Their plan is to open a park for entertainment purposes, but the project is 
burdened with safety issues, so experts are flown in to spend a weekend on 
the islands and give it their seal of approval. Things go astray and mayhem 
ensues, leaving a small group of survivors fend for themselves against the 
prehistoric creatures. The two sequels follow a similar pattern, returning 
various characters from the first film to another island (Isla Sorna) on which 
the animals were created and are living in the wild.
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Film critic David Ehrlich has cited Jurassic Park as an example of a 
posthuman blockbuster, a type of film in which almost all human action is 
futile or fatal as giant CGI monsters dominate the action on screen.581 
Because human agency is pushed to the sidelines, a narrow opening emerges 
for Jurassic Park to be understood in the context of ecocinema. Ecocinema is 
usually used to describe meditative films with no conventional narratives that 
aim to capture landscapes and gradual transformations of natural 
environment.582 While Jurassic Park is far from that description on 
structurally, it does hint toward a theme of shifting away from humans as the 
subject or agents of a major movie. The posthumanist critique of the 1990s 
challenged the notion of humans being the masters of material and virtual 
worlds and undermined exceptionalism and autonomy of enlightened 
man.583 Spielberg, who directed the first Jurassic Park and its sequel The 
Lost World, but has since then left the post for other directors, utilized the 
mostly helpless characters stuck in a perilous situation to craft a film that 
critiques capitalism and over-commodification, while simultaneously making 
a money earning juggernaut that spawned massive amounts of 
merchandise.584  

The character and thematic dynamic in Jurassic Park were built on three 
characters that each represent a critical voice against the entire prospect of 
creating an attraction out of animals that went extinct 65 million years ago. 
Paleobotanist Ellie Sattler (Laura Dern) represents the ecofeminist concern 
and hope for a complete collapse of oppressive systems. Chaos theorist Ian 
Malcolm (Jeff Goldblum) poses a critique against commodifying and 
controlling animals violently. Paleontologist Alan Grant (Sam Neill) voices a 
worried concerns for technological advancements exceeding the 
comprehension of humans.585 Sattler is initially suggested to be little more 
than Grant’s companion, but quickly grows beyond that initial role and 
demonstrates adaptability in face of danger. She is frustrated by sexist 
attempts at chivalry, a trait that female characters exhibited frequently 
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during the 1990s before postfeminist obfuscation began rendering them more 
agreeable to the hegemonic gender order.586  

Jurassic Park signaled continued dwindling of the hard bodied action 
hero as it featured scientist with relatively average physiques and made little 
differentiation in the physical capabilities of men and women.587 Sattler says 
“we can discuss sexism in survival situations when I get back” to John 
Hammond (Richard Attenborough) when he is hesitant to let her go out of 
their bunker to help restore the park’s electrical grid. Even before the park is 
plunged into chaos, Sattler surmises that once the dinosaurs eat men, women 
will inherit the earth, making her male compatriots look at her, Malcolm 
slightly worriedly, Grant smiles approvingly. The subtext is that Grant was 
always confident in her abilities, while Hammond and Malcolm grow to 
respect her by the time the film ends. These interactions between characters 
give the impression that feminism is acknowledged as a continuing concern 
and even that capitalism’s collapse could potentially give feminism a better 
societal foothold, given the film’s pessimistic outlook on how corporations 
utilize genetic engineering. “Genetic power’s the most awesome force the 
planet’s ever seen, but you wield it like a kid who’s found his dad’s gun,” as 
Malcolm says when chastising Hammond for dreaming up the entire 
enterprise. Mark J. Lacy contends that Jurassic Park’s counter cultural 
narrative imagines through simplified aesthetics of destruction what happens 
when the interest of profiteering capitalists combines with unprecedented 
technological capabilities and resources.588 Theoretical discussions on how 
subjugation of animals is linked to the goals of feminism began to gain 
momentum in the late 1980s. Scholars argued that the same logic that 
allowed straight white men to hold positions of power also was used to justify 
plundering of natural resources. Resisting this logic then becomes a feminist 
pursuit and women are already linked with nature in the reductive dualism in 
which women are linked with nature, the body, and emotion, while men are 
seen as part of culture, the mind, and reason.589 Jurassic Park (likely 
unwittingly) has this ecofeminist aspect woven into its narrative. Cynthia 
Belmont argues that disaster films with themes of ecofeminism to appeal 
audiences the worst fears of nature taking revenge on the rampant capitalist 
exploitation of nature.590  

The implication that Sattler is aware of feminist discourses is noteworthy 
particular since, as I have mentioned before, early 1990s was a time when the 
postfeminist project was in full swing. The same pattern continued in the 
1997 sequel, despite Sattler being replaced with a new character, behavioral 

586 Linda Ruth Williams, “Ready for Action: G.I. Jane, Demi Moore's body and the female combat 
movie” in The Action and Adventure Cinema, ed. Yvonne Tasker (New York: Routledge, 2005), 130–
136. 
587 Wasser, Steven Spielberg’s America, 152–153.  
588 Mark J. Lacy, “Cinema and Ecopolitics: Existence in the Jurassic Park,” Millennium: Journal of 
International Studies 30, no. 3 (2001): 636–641. 
589 Greta Gaard, “Living Interconnections with Animals and Nature,” in Ecofeminism ed. Greta Gaard 
(Temple University Press, 1993), 3–4. 
590 Cynthia Belmont “Ecofeminism and the Natural Disaster Heroine,” Women’s Studies 36, no 5 
(2007): 349–350. 



paleontologist Sarah Harding (Julianne Moore). In the second film a team 
explores a different island which served as a breeding ground for the 
dinosaurs before they were shipped off to the park. Before the team arrives 
(led by Malcolm), Harding has been living on the island for several days, 
using her expertise to keep safe. Harding is an example of how achievements 
of feminism are portrayed in a positive light, she is an active character central 
to the plot, and she has her unique field of expertise, one that is not linked to 
her gender identity in any significant way.591 Jurassic Park III, however, did 
not feature a comparable character, despite Dern reprising her role as Sattler. 
In that film, Sattler’s presence was reduced to a brief appearance at the 
beginning and later using her husband’s connections to send in the marines 
to save the stranded heroes in the last minute. How she organized the rescue 
is not shown at all and discussed only in a few lines of dialogue.  

The trajectory set by the original Jurassic Park suggested that gender 
would play a minor significance in defining the potential of a character and 
concerns over ecological issues would quickly become universal concern, not 
tied to gendered assumptions about who is interested in caring for nature. In 
this context, the first film seems to almost lay the groundwork for a 
sustainable unbounded gender narrative in blockbuster cinema. However, 
when the franchise was restarted for the 2010s, the critique towards big 
companies and genetic manipulation would soften and more rigid 
understandings of gender categories would emerge.  

The Jurassic Park franchise was mostly dormant until 2015, when Jurassic 
World was released. Director Colin Trevorrow had only one feature film 
under his belt before taking over the directing duties of Jurassic World.592 
The film has a palpable sense of paying homage to the 1993 film. The plot is 
constructed literally over the ruins of Jurassic Park as it is set 22 years after 
the events of the first film and takes place on the same island. A few scenes 
take place in the dilapidated remains of the original park, creating a sense of 
nostalgia for the original film. Ruins, real or imaginary, evoke nostalgia as 
historical palimpsests of a world that has vanished, along with its promises of 
an alternative future. They also bring the suggestion of authenticity even 
when they are decidedly inauthentic.593 Even though scenes featuring the 
ruins advance the plot, they maintain an aesthetic connection between the 
original film and the new one, while largely ignoring the 1997 and 2001 
sequels. 

In Jurassic World, the theme park has been reopened and has been in 
business long enough for the company running to start worrying about 
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dinosaurs losing their appeal. The park’s genetic engineers concoct a creature 
that is a mixture of various carnivorous dinosaurs in hopes of attracting new 
guests. Real world wildlife tourism struggles to keep visitors’ interest piqued 
and as a result natural areas become more akin to theme parks, the park in 
Jurassic World is struggling with the same problem and resorting to 
“improving” nature is what plunges the island into chaos.594 Jurassic World 
does not examine this theme in a substantial way, despite having a subplot of 
the animals being potentially used for military purposes. These plans spark 
criticism from the heroes, but this is more of an extension of the “taking 
things too far” criticism that was also expressed when plans to create new 
dinosaur species was introduced. The notion of exploiting living creatures for 
profit remains mostly unchallenged. The quiet acceptance of the status quo is 
further emphasized in the film’s construction of a male centric gender order. 
Henrik Jaron Schneider argues that the film relies on heteronormative 
gender assumptions that valorize identities associated with the nuclear 
family. In practice, this means questioning women in positions of authority 
and valorizing male dominance over women.595 This leaves little room for 
meaningful narratives that challenge gender expectations to emerge, either in 
the form of characters or discussions critiquing the park project. 

In lieu of having characters seriously problematize the consequences 
corporate genetic engineering, the theme in Jurassic World is that the 
ethical, environmental, or societal problems the original park represented 
have now become tolerable. These problems have not been resolved but 
simply because several decades have passed, they are absorbed in the 
storyworld as part of everyday life which in mitigates what little critique 
towards corporate greed the film has left. 
The film hazily recalls the shape of the original film with nostalgia, and other 
movies in Spielberg’s oeuvre, but not the substance. Because this strategy is 
interlinked with focusing on a male character who is clearly defined as a hero, 
it also becomes an issue of gender.  

In a reversal of what other films discussed in this thesis have done (Fury 
Road and The Last Jedi for example), Jurassic World sets aside most of the 
critical counter hegemony narrative story strains found in the original and 
focuses on characters that reaffirm finite notions of gender. I focus on the 
dynamic between two main characters, Claire, and Owen, to illustrate this 
argument. The film introduces Claire Daring (Bryce Dallas Howard), the 
park’s operations manager, who reluctantly is looking after two nephews for a 
few days. Claire is uninterested in spending time with the kids and leaves her 
assistant to babysit them. She looks as if she is mostly in her element when in 
pacing around an airconditioned boardroom presenting spreadsheet. Jayson 
Flores of Bitch Media describes Claire as an example of the ice queen trope, 
her character is defined by aesthetics not by her personality. Claire’s 
aloofness becomes even more apparent when she interacts with Owen Grady 
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(Chriss Pratt), an animal handler at the park.596 In a postfeminist context, 
over-ambitious female characters become monstrous because of their talents 
in a field usually populated by men.597 Claire is admittedly competent in 
running the business side of the park, but her uptight disposition and 
disinterest towards children make her if not entirely monstrous, than at least 
initially unlikable. While becoming successful in business can be seen as a 
feminist goal for marginalized genders, Jurassic World posits that for Claire 
this success has severed her connection from “natural” gender order. The 
film’s narrative makes her a cautionary example of what happens when the 
borders between gender categories are not secured. 

The smarmy charm of Owen, a Navy veteran and ethologist, is posited as 
the likable opposite to Claire. This dynamic is established in a scene where 
Claire visits Owen at his bungalow to talk about the new dinosaur their 
company has manufactured as an attraction. She steps out of her car, an SUV 
Mercedes, both she and the vehicle look out of place in the muddy tropical 
setting. She is bothered by her surroundings, while Owen is fixing his 
motorcycle, wearing climate appropriate clothes, and looking comfortable. 
The essence of their discussion is best encapsulated in the following 
exchange: 
 

OWEN: You just went and made a new dinosaur? 
CLAIRE: Yeah, it's uh kinda what we do here. The exhibit opens 
to the public in three weeks. Mr. Masrani wanted me to consult 
with you. 
OWEN: You want to consult here, or in my bungalow. 
CLAIRE: It's not funny. 
OWEN: (Laughing) A little funny. 

 
The scene continues with similar remarks, Owen makes fun of Claire’s 
uneasiness with visceral desires, referencing their failed dinner date but 
alluding to romance being still possible. Owen’s behavior creates a sense that 
finding sexual innuendo politically incorrect (or “not funny”) is the 
trademark of a killjoy. Creating an impression of humorlessness is of course 
typical postfeminist discourse and thus the implication is that “real women” 
in the past enjoyed risqué humor.598 Similar scenes follow as the movie 
progresses, they emphasize Owen’s outdoorsmanship and draw visual humor 
from Claire’s inability to adjust to surviving in the wild. As the park is driven 
to disarray, as in the previous film, the plot forces Claire to adopt strategies 
from Owen.  

Owen is cut from the same cloth as other movie heroes who embody 
masculine ideals especially when they are traversing untamed wilderness. For 
example, adventurer-archeologist Indiana Jones (Harrison Ford), is often 
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cited as a paragon of rugged American masculinity, even though the character 
acts with certainty or authority only when faced with uncontrollable 
situations but is otherwise awkward and insecure.599 A scene in Indiana 
Jones and the Temple of Doom (1984), another film directed by Spielberg, 
seems almost like a point of reference for Jurassic World. In Temple of 
Doom, nightclub singer Willie Scott (Kate Capshaw) is accompanying Indiana 
through a journey through a jungle in India. Willie is consistently out of her 
element, while Indiana is accustomed to such surroundings. Temple of Doom 
is something of an anomaly in Spielberg’s career and it is the closest that 
Indiana comes to being a hypermasculine hardbody hero out of the four films 
he has appeared thus far.600 Jurassic World creates a similar gender dynamic 
in which the role of women is to emphasize the capable masculinity of a male 
hero. Previous Jurassic Park films were mostly devoid of such connotations, 
making Jurassic World a departure from the expected gender trajectory of 
the franchise. When the film treats the type of masculinity performed by 
Owen with nostalgia, it also creates similar desires toward old fashioned 
femininities and a yearning for an unspecified time of unquestioned gender 
hierarchy.   

Jurassic World establishes the outdoors as the domain of men (Owen) 
but Claire’s mastery of those surroundings happens by embracing femininity. 
She also assumes a more maternal disposition when she realizes that her 
nephews are lost in the park and therefore in danger. Nichole R. McHugh 
argues that these mothering instincts fully emerge when Claire relinquishes 
control to Owen, which then creates the implication that women being in a 
subordinate position to men is a “natural” state.601 Claire’s arc of discovering 
her postfeminist strength, presumably instigated by her awakening maternal 
instincts, culminates near the end of the film in a scene in which she runs 
away from a Tyrannosaurus while sporting high heels. She manages to find a 
balance, quite literally, between a tidy business femininity and a down to 
earth action heroine. This balancing act is done within the parameters of 
limited feminist empowerment. It does not undermine male heroism but 
allows to successfully navigate hostile surroundings. The implication is that 
female identified individuals can adapt to new surroundings if it does not 
disrupt the existing gender order, bringing the postfeminist themes of the 
film into focus once again.  

Discussion on gender issues of the film zeroed in on this scene, some 
calling it sexist, others saw it as a self-consciously silly moment.602 Dianna E. 
Anderson found the feminist discourse around the film overemphasizing the 
scene’s sexist and anti-feminist overtones while ignoring other possible 
meanings beside idealizing restrictive beauty standards, such as high-heeled 
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shoes. Anderson claims that those writing contemporary popular feminist 
critique use concepts like symbolic representation from critical theory, but 
they are underutilized. The result is an argumentation that adamantly insists 
on one “correct” interpretation and no other interpretations are 
admissible.603 I would argue that the scene in which Claire runs in high heels 
is emblematic of how the film treats femininity, rather than resorting to 
aggressive anti-feminism, the film filters female characters like Claire 
through postfeminist obfuscation.604 

In a sense, Claire’s shoes become a symbol for traditional notions of 
femininity that is referenced throughout the film. The shoes are impractical, 
but she keeps wearing them nonetheless and the eventually they prove to be if 
not entirely useful, then at least tolerable in hostile surroundings. Because of 
this symbolism, the running scene is where neoliberal femininity emerges 
from the fog of postfeminism. Claire has adjusted to her new surroundings 
but maintains markers of traditional femininity. When doing so, she proves 
that politically polemical forms of feminism is unnecessary when trying to 
achieve success.  

The process of embracing femininity as a strategy of “liberation” is a 
staple of narratives dealing with neoliberal femininity, specifically when this 
happens in a masculinized context.605 Even when examining the film as 
intentionally silly, it construes a narrative in which clear gender boundaries 
can be maintained in every context. Considering that the first Jurassic Park 
was by comparison more realistic and down to earth than Jurassic World, the 
shift to a more fantastical mode of storytelling in which gender boundaries 
are surprisingly inflexible is noticeable. 

The controversy around Claire’s running scene alerted the filmmakers to how 
audiences were not thrilled to see characters defined through a finite gender 
narrative. The sequel, Jurassic World: Fallen Kingdom (2018), makes a 
concentrated effort to adjust the character of Claire to better suit the 
contemporary desires of audiences. The film reiterates the symbolic 
significance of her shoes as it has three different shots of Claire’s feet. Each 
time she is wearing footwear appropriate for her surroundings: high heels in 
an office, boots in the jungle. Drawing attention to Claire’s shoes reveals how 
reflexive Fallen Kingdom is in fleshing out its female characters: minor visual 
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nods, a few throwaway lines, and premise that initially seems to give her 
more agency in the story but eventually fades away. The film also brings in a 
new female character who reduces Claire’s burden of representing all of 
womankind. 

Fallen Kingdom picks up three years after Jurassic World and focuses 
again on Claire and Owen as central characters. Claire has now more agency 
as she is spearheading a campaign to rescue the dinosaurs from the island 
before a volcanic eruption that would make them extinct (again). This 
endeavor brings up again the lack of criticism towards the prospect of 
creating animals that can potentially cause immeasurable ecological damage 
working converging with characters that act in a postfeminist context. In 
Jurassic World the absence of counter hegemonic critique was thematically 
appropriate as the film was aligned with a gender narrative that poses little 
challenge to the prevailing gender order; most of the heroics in the film are 
still reserved for Owen. Persistence of gender hierarchy, despite changes in 
economic and social structures, is largely due to stereotypical notions of 
feminine and masculine identities being taken for granted even when new 
social arrangements emerge. The endurance of gender inequality is bolstered 
by claims that gender no longer plays a significant role in what societal 
positions people hold.606 Such attitudes are at play in Jurassic World and 
rigid gender assumptions form the basis for character interaction, as evident 
in the quoted dialogue.   

One of the ways Fallen Kingdom steers its narrative away from the finite 
gender assumptions is by introducing Zia Rodriguez (Daniella Pineda). She is 
an active and independent female character, who is a former marine and a 
paleoveterinarian.607 Zia is conscious of how she can be underestimated 
because of her gender and has a more aggressive attitude towards those who 
do so. At one point in the film, a villain wearily calls her “a nasty woman” due 
to her petulant attitude. Referring to an aggressive and active woman as “a 
nasty woman” is clearly referencing Trump’s comment on Hilary Clinton 
during the presidential debates in 2016.608 The feminist critique expressed 
through Zia is aimed towards individuals who exhibit sexist behavior, not 
against larger structures that produce inequality. Echoing some of the more 
problematic tendencies of third wave feminism. Nevertheless, she is an active 
participant in the events throughout the film but because her role in the next 
installment is unsure, it is difficult to discern her impact for this new 
incarnation of the franchise. Because of Zia’s skillset that is useful in the field, 
the film can still have Claire use her talents in the business world. Zia’s 
inclusion also balances out the vehement postfeminism by reinstating minor 
ecofeminist associations to the franchise. 
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The plot of Fallen Kingdom moves from rescuing the animals to selling 
them for profit, mirroring the plot of The Lost World. The rescue plan is 
initiated by Claire, who has set up a charity to help the dinosaurs. Owen is 
recruited by her to ensure that her team is successful, which makes her a 
proactive character with clear goals. The heroes were led to believe that the 
dinosaurs were to be moved to a wildlife preserve, when in reality the villains 
are planning to auction the dinosaurs on the black market. Because Claire 
focused on creating the preserve, this turn makes her less involved with how 
the plot unfolds. Owen, however, is once again brought to focus as the one 
who is responsible for keeping the main characters alive. Claire’s talents are 
no longer be utilized and while the experience she acquired in the previous 
film now makes her adept at survival, she is not Owen’s equal.  

Like Jurassic World, Fallen Kingdom fails to satisfyingly address the 
most obvious ethical and moral dilemma of preserving artificially created 
animals that pose an existential threat to the current fauna of our planet. This 
omission leaves the explicitly feminist elements without a larger framework 
of societal critique, placing them firmly in the neoliberal context that so 
successfully domesticates them. This is not to say there is no feminism 
present at all, but that the ecofeminism that previously was present in this 
franchise has been replaced with form of feminism that is less culturally 
abrasive.  

The feminism that Fallen Kingdom contains what is best described as 
neoliberal feminism. Neoliberal feminism is feminism informed by market 
rationality; social justice is defined as a successful career that is achieved by 
optimizing personal resources.609 Ecofeminism has little room in such a 
context, as it would problematize the market logic that underpins neoliberal 
feminism. Thematically, Fallen Kingdom aligns with the same finite gender 
narrative of Jurassic World, especially since it utilizes the same postfeminist 
framework to address the criticisms faced by the previous film. Movement 
within gender categories is allowed but the hierarchy between genders 
remains the same as does the concept of gender categories being ultimately 
impossible to renegotiate. 

The three cases examined in this chapter represent a modest sampling of how 
narratives for female protagonist and characters are constructed in the 
mainstream cinema of the 2010s. These examples might not seem to overtly 
to conform to the idea of two narratives competing for dominance, mainly 
because they do not aggressively limit the potential of female characters. The 
Star Wars franchise maintained the same narrative that it construed when 
dealing with male characters, the character of Rey managed to both utilize a 
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traditionally male-exclusive heroic narrative, while also legitimizing female 
heroism that is not merely a re-enactment of masculinity. The Star Wars 
films of the 2010s signaled a willingness to encage with contemporary 
feminist themes, as the series had done in 1977, which represented more of a 
return to a previous course than a major change in direction. While the Star 
Wars films were comparatively free of postfeminist themes, other franchises 
were completely entrenched in it. Postfeminism is conceptually too vague and 
contradictory to declare a film, or a film series entirely unencumbered by it, 
but when compared to the other two case studies, it is not in the front and 
center of the latest batch of Star Wars films. 

Wonder Woman consistently fell short of expectations for her by her 
status as a feminist icon. The character’s first live-action film iteration was 
introduced in a franchise that already was steadfastly maintaining a clear 
separation of gender identities and their potential, so the chances of her 
subverting that trajectory were slim to none. In her first cinematic solo-
outing, Wonder Woman carried the burden of proving not only those films 
focusing on female superheroes are financially viable but also negotiate the 
character’s complex history with feminism. The end result was a postfeminist 
adventure set in the past, acknowledging feminist struggles while at the same 
time situating them in the past. The narrative of Wonder Woman’s exploits is 
that women can do same things as men can, but their success is often directly 
or indirectly linked to men who have equal narrative importance, despite 
being a physical match for her. This dynamic was interlaced in the context 
that introduced Wonder Woman in Batman v Superman, carried on in 
Wonder Woman and Wonder Woman 1984. The closer Wonder Woman’s 
solo adventures came to contemporary times, the more the films seemed to 
be unwilling to engage with feminist issues.  

The Jurassic Park franchise occupies, at the time of writing this, a kind of 
middle ground between these two approaches, despite it leaning more to the 
side of the finite narrative approach to gender by sustaining a postfeminist 
context in which feminism and female characters interact. The franchise 
started in 1993 as a self-contained film that had elements of counter cultural 
critique.610 Thematically this critique aligned with characters who explicitly 
saw the premise of the film as dangerous and unethical. Through the 
character of paleobotanist Ellie Sattler, the film recalled issues of 
ecofeminism and that the ability to survive in a disaster scenario is not 
determined by gender. Jurassic World served effectively as a reboot for the 
series and retroactively undermined the importance of previous sequels. The 
2015 film made a clear distinction between the lead couple by presenting the 
male hero as clearly more competent in handling himself. The female lead, 
Claire, posited neoliberal femininity as the solution to the issue of gender 
inequality as she demonstrated the capability to maintain her femininity 
despite being in a life-threatening situation. The film creates a dichotomy in 
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which men like Owen, who respect nature and can therefore make their way 
in it with ease are also more attuned to the “natural” order of things. On the 
opposing side are businesswomen like Claire who have lost touch with nature 
and need to be remined of its power. When Claire also becomes more 
accustomed to the wilderness the closer to stereotypical ideals of femininity 
she gets.611 

Since the film received criticism for its gender representations, and 
outmoded attempts at old-fashioned romance, the sequel Fallen Kingdom, 
gave Claire more agency and introduced a new female character, Zia. These 
changes however were not tied to any coherent structural critique and served 
only as examples of neoliberal feminism. Analysis of Fallen Kingdom is 
hampered by its position as a bridge between Jurassic World and the 
upcoming Jurassic World: Dominion which is slated to be released in 
2022.612 The film’s main concern is to set up the pieces for the next 
installment, which leaves all the characters, not only the female characters, 
little time for characterization. 

Blockbuster films with heroic female characters are inherently feminist 
when the field is dominated with films centering on male heroes. Alone by 
the virtue of having a woman or a girl in a central role, these films challenge 
stereotypical assumptions about gender constructs. They can however have 
elements that emphasize or mitigate the subversiveness of their narratives. 
By making the lead character (Wonder Woman) dependent on a male 
character to guide or to talk on her behalf, a film can in a sense reassure those 
members of the audience who feel threatened by societal changes that 
challenge gender norms. An aggressively feminist character (Zia) becomes 
palatable when her criticism is aimed towards clearly sexist behavior, not to a 
broader system of oppression. When a character (Rey) is given an arc that 
once was reserved for men only, while also representing a critique of the 
system that propped up that arc to begin with, the narrative overtly begins to 
construe gender as a porous, overlapping, and unbounded category.  
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The two previous chapters focused on representations of masculinities and 
femininities. These concepts were examined through characters that were 
identified as women or men. Even when these representations gelled to a 
narrative that resisted an oppositional gender binary, they still were limited 
to the binary of woman/man. The absence of non-binary characters in 
franchises is obvious, and including non-human characters like robots or 
aliens, does not improve the situation since they have either extremely 
limited narrative significance or are coded as male or female.613 Gender 
fluidity is associated with sexual minorities and marginalized gender 
identities which are often called queer. Within the term queer is contained 
the potential for denaturalizing critique of gender and sexuality categories.614 
In this thesis, queer also refers the multiplicity of sexualities, including 
heterosexuality and homosexuality, but also all shades of grey beyond a 
binary understanding of human gender and sexual behavior. People who 
disrupt the gender dichotomy by challenging the stability and veracity of the 
entire ontology sometimes identify themselves as “qenderqueer.”615  

Eve Sedgwick theorizes queer as resistance to binaries, particularly the 
homosexual/heterosexual binary, but this resistance expands to other 
binaries as well. Sedgwick argues that Western identities and social 
organizations are almost chronically dependent on binary oppositions 
(secrecy/disclosure, natural/artificial, masculine/feminine, active/passive, 
canonic/noncanonic, and so on).616 Resistance to such binaries has been 
touched upon previously, but in this chapter the queerness of this resistance 
becomes more obviously legible than before. As the narratives examined in 
this chapter are intelligible as queer, they warrant their own discussion, 
despite the focus of this dissertation being mainly on issues of gender not 
sexuality. A simple causal model that would explain the interconnectedness 
between gender and sexuality is not possible but collapsing them into one 
concept would also erase the historical and social aspects of how sexuality is 
thought about in society.617 Recognizing queer narratives requires the 
understanding what are queer trajectories. Sara Ahmed refers to these 
trajectories as deviations from expected paths. Perhaps most importantly, she 
describes compulsory heterosexuality as a “straightening device, which 

613 For instance, R2-D2 from the Star Wars films has no observable gender, but the character is literally 
built and as such their agency is limited by their programming. The Star Wars franchise makes several 
references to how the droid’s reactions are based on their programming.  
614 Chris Beasley, “Libidinal Heterodoxy: Heterosexuality, Hetero-masculinity, and ‘Transgression,’” 
Men and Masculinities 18 no 2 (2015): 142. 
615 Christina Richards, Walter Pierre Bouman, Leighton Seal, Meg John Barker, Timo O. Nieder, and 
Guy T´Sjoen, “Non-binary or Genderqueer Genders,” International Review of Psychiatry 28, no. 1 
(2016): 96. 
616 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of The Closet (New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), 11–12. 
617 Diane Richardson, Rethinking Sexuality (London: Sage Publications, 2000), 5–6. 



rereads signs of queer desire as deviations from the straight line.”618 As we 
will later discover, compulsory heterosexuality plays an integral role 
especially films that feature the finite gender narrative.  

In a line of thinking akin Ahmed, Jack Halberstam argues that life paths 
that are seen in a capitalist context as failures have substantial potential of 
imagining life outside of hegemonic norms, making conscious rejection of 
seeking success a queer act. Success in capitalist context is defined through 
accumulation of wealth. Failure in a capitalist society is not limited to the lack 
of financial prospects but to the rejection of domesticity, militarism, and 
monogamy.619 Such themes are conspicuously present in the studied 
franchises. For instance, in the Star Wars franchise in the 2010s, Rey’s 
romantic interests are left ambiguous, Luke is mostly unwilling to participate 
in the Resistance at all, and the relationship between Han and Leia is unclear 
despite being obviously romantic. The romance between Wonder Woman and 
Steve ends in tragedy, twice when Steve is resurrected and dies again in 
Wonder Woman 1984. Claire and Owen have an on/off relationship but seem 
to be generally incompatible in the Jurassic World films. Batman seems to 
have little interest in pursuing long-term relationships throughout his 
cinematic career.  

Romance is likely the most common erotic topos of blockbusters, but in 
the films discussed those romances are truncated, noncommittal, and do not 
result in offspring. Formation of a nuclear family, often sealed with the 
introduction of children, for a long time represented the goal of cinematic 
romance, yoking sexuality and reproduction into an inseparable dyad.620 
Normative heterosexuality is left unsolidified if longing gazes, weddings (real 
or symbolic), and suggestions of male-female intercourse do not result in a 
child. The lack of reproduction queers heterosexual assumptions about 
romance.621 

For this reason, reproduction is also one theme in this chapter. 
Reproduction is present in these movies but mainly through allegory or made 
possible by alternative means in such a way that the connection to 
heterosexual romance seems amorphous. Families are still formed, but in 
ways that do not revolve around the nuclear family. Rey is accepted as a 
Skywalker despite being the daughter of Emperor Palpatine’s clone (Rise of 
the Skywalker), Starfleet in Star Trek adopts new members into its fold like a 
happy amorphous family (Star Trek Beyond), and even the in the DCEU 
films, franchise closely aligned with the finite gender narrative, Batman 
forms a makeshift family of superheroes in Justice League. Even when 
familial relationships are addressed, they tend to be between parents and 
their adult children, like the complex relationship between Kylo and his 
parents Han and Leia in the Star Wars franchise. Scenes of parents 

618 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 17–23. 
619 Halberstam, Queer Art of Failure, 88–91. 
620 Wheeler Winston Dixon, Straight: Constructions of Heterosexuality in the Cinema (New York: 
State University Of New York Press, 2003), 2–8 
621 Leena-Maija Rossi, “’Happy’ and ‘Unhappy’ Performatives: Images and Norms of Heterosexuality,” 
Australian Feminist Studies 26, no. 67 (2011): 16. 



interacting with their adolescent children are rare and even then, the children 
tend to be little more than props.  

Unexpected formations of familial relationships offer an alternative 
narrative on what constitutes a family, even in franchises that necessarily do 
not present queerness in a favorable light. These mixed messages then 
present a problem when assessing how these films narrate gender. The 
queerness of these narratives varies greatly as well as how they are presented. 
The DCEU for instance vilified queerness as well as alternative means of 
reproduction, and even when presenting alternative families as a potentially 
legitimate option, connections derived from the nuclear family reigned 
supreme.622 Nevertheless, reproduction as well as familial relationships are 
mostly addressed in a queer context, outside of the expected hegemonic 
norm, even when the nuclear family might loom in the background.  

Relationships that are can be read as familial might be presented as 
acceptable, but artificial reproduction is a divisive issue in how gender 
narratives are construed in a film. Movies in the finite gender narrative tend 
to lean in on a dichotomy of natural/unnatural, very similar to the 
hierarchies of sexual behavior that stigmatize behavior that is viewed to 
deviate from normal described by Michael Warner.623 In the finite narrative, 
queerness and artificial forms of reproduction are intertwined and positioned 
as “evil” in opposition to those forms of reproduction which are perceived as 
natural. Films that are more aligned with the unbounded gender narrative 
tend to have a more neutral view of artificial reproduction as well as not 
making connections between queerness or malevolence. Since 
representations of queerness and reproduction are located at a thematic 
intersection that makes discussing them in the same chapter a necessity.  

LGBTQ+ characters have become more commonplace in US cinema, but 
they still lack screen time and significant narrative purpose, especially in 
major blockbuster films.624 While cinema has lagged, television has made 
recurring LGBTQ+ characters noticeably more prominent in the 2010s.625 
For example the Batwoman (2019–) television has replaced Bruce Wayne 
with a queer woman and in the second season with a queer woman of 
color.626 The concept of recurring character is particularly important when 
assessing the narrative impact of a character. If they are present for one 
(usually brief) scene, how significant can their contribution to the 
overreaching gender narrative of a film be?  

Majority of positive (or neutral, which still has the power of normalizing) 
queer representations in blockbuster movies seem to fall into two categories: 

622 Perhaps best this is illustrated in Justice League as despite being mentored by Batman, the Flash is 
shown to have a father whose honor needs to be restored, and Batman’s entire existence is based 
around the loss of a nuclear family at an early age.  
623 Michael Warner, The Trouble with Normal: Sex Politics, and the Ethics of Queer Life (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2000), 25–27. 
624 GLAAD, Studio Responsibility Index 2020 (Los Angeles: GLAAD Media Institute, 2020), 12–15. 
625 Whitney Monaghan, “Post-Gay Television: LGBTQ Representation and the negotiation of ‘Normal’ 
in MTV’s Faking It,” Media Culture and Society 43 no. 3 (2021): 429–430. 
626 Batwoman, episode 9, season 2 “Rule #1,” directed by Michael Blundell, aired March 28, 2021, on 
The CW. 



the inconsequential side characters who have little or no bearing on the plot 
and the barely legible queerness. Examples of the first category can be found 
in Rise of the Skywalker (2019), Star Trek Beyond (2016), Alien: Covenant 
(2017), and Avengers: Endgame (2019). All four films have a supporting 
character confirmed to be in a non-straight relationship, usually through 
dialogue or affectionate gestures.627 The second category is trickier since the 
queerness of these characters depends so greatly on the viewer’s ability or 
desire to read them as non-straight. 

Examples of this can be found in Ghostbusters (2016), Captain Marvel 
(2018), and especially Star Trek films which are discussed in detail later in 
this chapter. Wheeler Winston Dixon argues that, despite the cracks in the 
veneer of straightness, Heterosexual stereotypes  have persisted in 
mainstream films, at least partially, by Hollywood’s tendency to replicate the 
star system in which each actor has been assigned a specific heterosexual 
archetype which then more or less dictates the type of roles that they play.628 
This argument would suggest that the lack of queer positions in the 
Hollywood’s way of organizing stars leaves queer actors along with major 
queer characters structurally marginalized. While the concept of movie 
stardom has not collapsed entirely, it is increasingly rare that the fate of a 
film’s financial success is determined by star power alone.629 Nor is the 
constellation of movie stars so unchangeable that queer positions would not 
become available. For instance, actor Kristen Stewart’s career has adjusted 
nicely to her coming out as bisexual in 2017, despite being advised to hide her 
sexuality.630  

The strive for universal appeal has resulted in the unprecedented 
situation where films that cost hundreds of millions of dollars to produce are 
sailing into the ambiguous queer waters. Despite this development, cohesive 
queer narratives are a rarity in Hollywood franchises. Several films have nods 
and winks towards a knowledgeable audience, but confirmation of sexual 
orientation, other than straight remains rare. While representation of 
sexually ambiguous characters is in on itself queer, the trend would seem to 
be that either a character is coded clearly straight or left undefined. 
Occupying an undefined space does leave room for various interpretations 
and would categorically be aligned with the unbounded narrative. However, if 

627 Daniel Villarreal, “Censors Cut Star Wars’ Historic Lesbian Kiss from Foreign Release,” LGBTQ 
Nation, December 28, 2019, accessed July 20, 2021, https://www.lgbtqnation.com/2019/12/censors-
cut-star-wars-historic-lesbian-kiss-foreign-release/. Rise of the Skywalker has two minor female 
characters share a quick romantic kiss, but this scene was deleted from versions released in Singapore 
and United Arab Emirates, but noticeably not from the Chinese release. The scene had no genuine 
narrative importance, but one must not underestimate the power of representation. 
628 Dixon, Straight, 70-71. 
629 François A. Carrilat, Renaud Legoux, and Allègre L. Hadida, “Debates and Assumptions About 
Motion Picture Performance: A Meta-Analysis,” Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science 46, no. 
2 (2018): 291. 
630 Brooke Sopelsa, “Kristen Stewart Claims She Was Advised to Hide Her Sexuality,” NBC News, 
September 3, 2019, accessed July 25, 2021, https://www.nbcnews.com/feature/nbc-out/kristen-
stewart-claims-she-was-advised-hide-her-sexuality-n1049316. Stewart has since then landed several 
roles, including the role of Princess Diana in the film Spencer (2021) and as one of the “angels” in 
Charlies Angels (2019) suggesting that for, her at least, coming out has not impacted her career 
negatively.  



the narrative of a potentially queer character is presented as an anomaly with 
possibly dangerous societal impact, ambiguity becomes a finite narrative 
which presents incursions to the defined gender and sexual identities as a 
threat. 

The question which arises is more of the lack of coding characters clearly 
anything else than straight devalues the significance of ambiguous 
orientations, especially in film series which have several installments. If a 
narrative is sustained over the course of several films, the odds of 
diminishing ambiguity become larger. This conspicuous lack of 
unambiguously LGBTQ+ characters with long reaching story arcs inevitably 
shapes the structure of the case studies. 

The fact that queer representation is present in more modestly budgeted 
films, ones that also address a far smaller audience, can create a 
misconception of non-straight representation being prevalent. In using the 
term non-straight, I am underlining that there is queerness represented in 
blockbusters, albeit that it is decoupled from sexuality, or the narrative arcs 
are not cohesive. The most obvious moments of non-straight representations 
can be either so obfuscated that they are illegible to major audiences or they 
so short that noticing them depends on whether a viewer happened to blink 
when it happened on screen. Considering how heterocentric Hollywood films 
have been since the inception of the medium, the scarcity of non-straight 
narratives should not come as a shock. The absence of straightening devices, 
such as references to heterosexual romance, disrupts the ubiquity of 
heterosexuality. The binary would then appear to be straight/ambiguous, 
making heterosexuality the de facto sexuality and everything else is left to be 
interpreted by audiences.  

Unlike the previous case studies chapters, there is not one continuous 
queer narrative that could be followed and contextualized. Instead, this 
chapter has case studies that gather the queer narrative elements form the 
DCEU films and another that focuses on how the queer history of Star Trek 
was undermined in the Kelvin timeline films. The two other examples focus 
on artificial reproduction, and how it connects to queer narratives, and into 
the larger framework of the two competing finite and unbounded narratives. 
The franchises analyzed in these sections are Jurassic Park and Alien, 
respectively.  

Evil queer characters in Hollywood cinema have often been used as an 
example of the dangers of gender deviance.631 Labeling queerness as deviant 
and immoral, heterosexuality becomes by contrast not deviant and moral, 
when this is played out in story form, it narratively suggests cultural deviance 

631 Vito Russo, The Celluloid Closet: Homosexuality in the Movies (Revised Edition) (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1987), 4. 



being predominantly in the realm of abnormal.632 Of course, normal and 
abnormal are socially constructed categories and defined by context.633 Scott 
McKinnon states that Hollywood disaster films depict conditions in which 
heterosexuality is normalized to such an extent that all other identities 
disappear. Such films also create a dichotomy in which disasters urban areas 
pay for their presumed depravity and when rural areas are given a chance to 
display stoic resilience.634 While the movies in this subchapter are not 
disaster films, they do take genre elements occasionally from them and 
occupy a similar space as high-budget crowd-pleasers. They also do not 
create a clear spatial difference between spaces that have queer potential and 
those that do not, but rather that queer identities exist within the margins of 
society, but they still have potentially corrosive influence on the heterosexual 
mainstream. 

Trope of the queer villain does not occur consistently in the legacy 
franchises discussed in this work, but the DCEU franchise illustrates a 
fascinating shift from treating queer characters as exclusively dangerous, to 
somewhat acceptable, and eventually heroes or antiheroes. What makes this 
shift remarkable is that initially this franchise associated queernes with the 
failure of masculinity and used it to emphasize the masculinity or 
straightness of the main hero. Once the DCEU began to sprout into different 
directions with films that were more loosely associated with the central 
narrative of the franchise, queer elements began to emerge in more positive 
context. These films are Suicide Squad (2016) and Birds of Prey (And the 
Fantabulous the Emancipation of One Harley Quinn) (2020). Both films 
feature Harley Quinn (Margot Robbie), who was initially a Batman villain but 
has continually avoided clear definitions of whose side she is on, a trait that 
has also been utilized to code the character as a bisexual in the comic books 
and animated mediums.635 Suicide Squad initially spun off from Batman v 
Superman, taking place in the same continuity and featuring villains that 
have fought against the Affleck version of the caped crusader. However, these 
films seem to take place in their own continuity.  

Perhaps most prominent example of a queer villain in the films discussed in 
this work is Lex Luthor in Batman v. Superman. The film also is the clearest 
example of the finite gender narrative, with astonishingly few concessions to 
gender variance or fluidity. The film borders on camp, as in the original sense 
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633 Sophie Freud, “The Social Construction of Normality,” Families and Society: The Journal of 
Contemporary Human Services 80, no 4. (1999): 333. 
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of the concept as an extravagant failure of seriousness.636 As became 
apparent in subchapter 2.2.2. the border to camp or silliness is never crossed 
because the film frequently makes visual references to real-life tragedies and 
maintains an overtly grim tone. The overwhelming hypermasculinity of both 
Superman and Batman is contrasted especially with Luthor’s subaltern 
masculinity that is a combination of Silicon Valley disruptiveness and 
indifference to personal boundaries. 

Jesse Eisenberg portrays Luthor in Batman v Superman with the frenetic 
energy of a tech billionaire, ready to spread creative destruction where-ever 
he operates. Disruption, in the busines culture of Susi Geiger argues that 
disruption in the Silicon Valley business culture refers to such a new way of 
doing things within an industry that it practically obliterates those companies 
that are unable to change with the times. Geiger also notes that within the 
Bay area tech-community, disruption is almost a religion, capable of 
combining hypercapitalism and left-leaning counterculture to bring about 
vast societal change.637 Aside from some notable exceptions, the tech sector 
of California views itself as being almost antithetical to the worldview of 
Trump-supporters.638 Hence, a villain that is strongly associated with the 
tech industry carries added meaning considering Batman v. Superman was 
released in March 2016, the year which Trump won the presidency. 
Batman/Bruce Wayne as a more traditional billionaire (inherited wealth and 
an industrialist) coming at odds with a villain who represents the erosion of 
conservative societal order. 

Luthor represents disruption on an economic and personal level. He 
appears as a queer contrast to both Batman and Superman, making them 
even more straight in comparison. Luthor’s most sexually ambiguous 
moment is when he pushes a piece of hard candy into another man’s mouth 
and licks his fingers afterwards. The scene can be read as him asserting 
power over a US lawmaker,639 signaling his interest in Senator Borrows 
(Dennis North) sexually, or both. Asymmetrical power dynamics are 
especially prevalent in narratives (and fantasies) regarding sexual queer 
interactions, especially those between two men.640 Luthor’s role as the 
“undesirable deviant” is further emphasized when he kidnaps Superman’s 
adoptive mother, Martha (Diane Lane). When Luthor shows Superman 
photos of bound and gagged Martha, these images have noticeable tone of 
BDSM. Contemporary research on BDSM tends to view it as a field of 
exploration for queer identities, safely conducted among consenting adults.641 
Considering where cinematic Batman’s gender trajectory started and 

636 Sontag, A Susan Sontag Reader, 112. 
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remained most the 1990s, vilifying queerness and as along with subversion of 
gender expectations seems positively regressive. 

Queer interpretations of Batman have been around throughout most of 
the character’s existence. In the 1950s, Frederic Wertham raised concerns 
over the homosexual content of the Batman comic books. Sasha Torres 
argues that Wertham’s homophobic fears of Batman comics turning children 
gay, inadvertently made apparent that elements inherent to the character. 
Batman is the hypermasculine persona Bruce adopts when searching the city 
streets for action, recalling cultural stereotypes about closeted homosexual 
identities.642 Robert Lang argues that in both comics and films Batman’s 
sexuality has been a split between the heterosexual expectations stressing 
Bruce Wayne and the queer freedom provided by the Batman persona. Lang 
refers to Batman Forever (1995) and Batman & Robin (1997) as the most 
overt examples of Bruce struggling to maintain a balance between his 
conflicting sexual identities.643 While the queer tension in cinematic Batman 
might have peaked in the films mentioned by Lang, Batman Returns (1992) 
reads as a critique of heteronormative expectations under patriarchy. 
Batman Returns presents all major characters having troubles adjusting to 
the societies expectations of normative sexual behavior and they all respond 
in their own rebellious way.644  

In Batman v Superman, Luthor somewhat unexpectedly becomes a 
straightening device for Batman, a character who would seem much more 
likely to be interested in BDSM than Luthor, given the caped crusader’s 
preference for skintight outfit’s made from leather-like materials. Luthor 
occupies a similar space in Batman v Superman as the Joker has in previous 
films. Cesar Romero’s portrayal of the Joker in the 1966 television series 
Batman, has likely informed all live-action iterations of the character one 
way or another. What seems to be a constant is the character’s desire to make 
Batman seem ridiculous.645 This ‘jokerized’ version of Luthor represents 
potentially queer disruption galvanizes the masculine identities of Batman 
and Superman. Joker traditionally has represented queerness when placed 
alongside Batman’s stoic presence.646 Fighting a queer villain deflects queer 
readings away from Batman. Films which vilify queerness as a threat to white 
masculinity, usually articulate that straight white men have somehow 
unjustly been losing ground to women, people of color, and generally anyone 
who does not look like them.647 Due to lack of thematic and narrative 

642 Sasha Torres, “The Caped Crusader of Camp: Pop, Camp, and The Batman Television Series,” in 
Camp: Queer Aesthetics and the Performing Subject: A Reader, ed. Fabio Cleto (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 1999) 330–332. 
643 Robert Lang, Masculine Interests: Homoerotics in Hollywood Films (New York: University of 
Columbia Press, 2002), 219–242.  
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cohesion, Luthor’s ultimate goals are never made explicit. He is setting up 
some type of massive global disruption, by making Batman and Superman’s 
fight one another or destroying them. Luthor’s actions that revolve around 
artificial reproduction do move him even more clearly to a territory of 
challenging the heteronormative hegemony of the film, but that will be 
discussed further in subchapter 4.3.2. 

Villains have provided a kind of backdoor for queer main characters in 
the DCEU. The villains in this franchise are positioned to be outside of 
hegemonic systems and their plans often pose a threat to the status quo.648 
Villains are already outside of the mainstream; they have more room to 
maneuver with their sexual identities since writers do not need to concern 
themselves too much about making them upstanding citizens. They are in a 
sense “wild” in a composed and binary society. Jack Halberstam and Tavia 
Nyong’o conceptualize wildness as a way of thinking that dreams new ways of 
being through an ongoing stream of consciousness, challenging what is called 
civilized thought.649 Since villains are wild and “bad” then they have little to 
lose if they are given queer narrative trajectories.  

Using villains as the primary representatives of queer life is inherently 
problematic, even when they are protagonists, as is the case in Suicide Squad. 
Suicide Squad brought together a group of famous villains from the DC 
universe. The film’s plot is a retread of The Dirty Dozen (1967) an 
irredeemable group of inmates are recruited to fight against an even worse 
enemy.650 The enemy they are fighting against turns out to be one of their 
own, Enchantress, an archeologist named June Moone (Cara Delevingne) 
who is possessed by an ancient evil force. Moone was previously able to 
control that force, but circumstances turn the tables around. The squad is led 
by Green Barret Colonel Rick Flag (Joel Kinnaman) who is also the June’s 
boyfriend and is put in awkward position of leading a tactical assault against 
his significant other. 

Once the team reaches the Enchantress, Flag is unsure how to approach 
the situation, but Deadshot (Will Smith) an expert assassin gives him the 
following advice: “Get up there, smack on her ass, tell her to knock this shit 
off.” This advice sums up how the film deals with gender politics. This advice 
is to emphasize the difference between a decorated officer like Flag and a 
career criminal like Deadshot, but also reveals how the DCEU lays the 
groundwork for villains being less inhibited in their behavior. Suicide Squad 
is not a departure from the previous films in the franchise, but the logical 
continuation of the trajectory set by the previous films taking takes 

648 Zod in Man of Steel, Luthor in Batman v Superman, Steppenwolf in Justice League, Ares in 
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649 Halberstam and Nyong’o, “Introduction: Theory in the Wild,” 455. 
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they enlist on what is likely a suicide commando mission against German officers.  



hypermasculinity and emphasized femininity to even further extremes. 
Despite the occasionally more playful tone, the binary separation of gender 
identities remains intact as ever. The film did nevertheless introduce the first 
cinematic version of Harley Quinn.  

Harley has been a staple of DC animated series and comic books since 
she was introduced in 1992 as Joker’s girlfriend in an episode of Batman: 
The Animated Series.651 Suicide Squad arguably represents the solidification 
of her noteworthy status in US popular culture. One of the key themes of the 
film is the toxic relationship between her and Joker (Jared Leto) and even 
fetishizing the abuse endured by Harley.652 The Enchantress tries to seduce 
the squad members by showing them vivid fantasies of what they “really” 
want. Harley’s fantasy is an upper middleclass domestic life with the Joker. 
In this apparition no deviance or subversion is visible, their clothes and 
make-up match the suburban setting (Fig. 16). The implication is that 
Harley’s abrasive appearance and attitude is only an act and that deep down 
she wants to settle down and live in a heteronormative nuclear family. The 
film creates a binary between a respectable straight domestic life and deviant 
possibly queer commitment to a cartoony punk aesthetic. In this regard the 
film recalls the 1980s when the media associated punk (music and style) with 
a nihilist and violent rejection of the optimistic ethos epitomized by President 
Reagan.653 Punk, and other comparable movements of cultural upheaval that 
utilize music and art, is not the rebellion of an individual but a collective force 
of disruption. This disruption creates a queer possibility to imagine large 
scale change, enacted through wildness.654 Wildness and queerness in Suicide 
Squad are flattened to superficial, easily erasable performances. Despite 
focusing on characters who are at the periphery of society, the glossy image of 
a middle-class nuclear family remains as the most desirable ideal. 
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Birds of Prey is not technically a sequel to Suicide Squad despite taking place 
almost immediately after that film. Birds of Prey is particularly interesting 
since it is a clear subversion of the narrative established in the previous 
DCEU films. The film begins with an animated recap of Harley’s life, tracking 
a life rife with failed relationships, culminating with her abusive affair with 
the Joker. The film brings together a disparate group of women who each 
have been deprived of meaningful lives or upward mobility.  

Birds of Prey shares visual and narrative similarities with TV-shows such 
as Girls (HBO, 2012–2017), Broad City (Comedy Central, 2014–2019), and 
Insecure (HBO, 2016–). These shows are examples of visual narratives that 
queer girlhood through narratives of failing adulthood. Alexandra Kamińska 
finds the aforementioned shows (Broad City in particular) blend the 
boundary between platonic friendship and desire. Their narratives decidedly 
subvert typical coming of age -stories, having the main characters unable or 
unwilling to acquire traditional markers of adulthood, such as marriage, an 
upwardly mobile career, or owning a home.655  

The most notable aspect of these shows is that they extend queerness to 
heterosexuality, albeit that they feature some queer characters. Birds of Prey 
is aligned with similar narratives of resistance. Harley is promoted to the 
main protagonist and narrator, she also reminds viewers that this is her 
story, and she tells it the way she wants to, giving her considerably more 
agency than she had in Suicide Squad. As the subtitle of Birds of Prey states, 
the film revolves around Harley distancing herself from being known only as 
the Joker’s girlfriend. The film features several other female characters who 
eventually come together as one unit to resist patriarchal oppression. The 
film does imply that Harley has had a relationship with a woman, but this 
reference is made only extremely briefly in the animated opening scene. The 
film does however have an openly queer character, Renee Montoya (Rosie 
Perez), a Gotham PD detective, who is consistently undermined by her male 
colleagues.  

655 Alexandra Kamińska, “Failing Adulthood, Queering Girlhood: Perpetual Adolescence in Broad City 
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Birds of Prey signals not just a shifting focus to marginalized characters 
but also that the status quo is dismissive and oppressive to those with no 
access to hegemonic positions of power. The films societal critique is 
undermined by the fact that the main villain is also coded as queer: Roman 
Sionis (Ewan McGregor), who uses the alias Black Mask. Sionis occasionally 
makes feminine gestures and raises the pitch of his voice when exited. The 
film also heavily implies that he has a romantic relationship with his 
henchman, Mr. Zsasz (Chriss Messina). Feminine gestures and implied 
homosexual relationships are common markers of queer coding and fall into 
the queer villain trope when associated with extremely immoral characters.656 
Sionis is shown to have an appetite for brutal violence, both committing such 
acts and watching them. While Birds of Prey illustrates how a legacy 
franchise can change course by ignoring or recontextualizing the oppressive 
elements of films that preceded it, a feat that even Wonder Woman failed at, 
the narrative that construes gender transgressions as dangerous remains. 
Harley’s decision to start her life over without the Joker is how Birds of Prey 
symbolically wipes the slate clean, and she is free to construct an identity that 
is defined independent of the iconic villain (Fig. 17).657 Since the female 
characters are given the opportunity to step outside of gender expectations, 
the conflicting metanarrative of the film would be that gender transgressions 
are more admissible when performed by women. 

Birds of Prey might be in the fringes of the DCEU, especially in relation 
to Batman, despite him being referenced in the film several times, but it does 
indicate the possibility of recontextualizing even the most finite gender 
narrative in a way that it still makes sense when that narrative starts to 
become unbounded. Because the film is a detour in the main continuity of the 
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franchise, it was able to cut loose from rigid gender narratives present in the 
other films in the series.  

Mimi Marinucci notes that feminist theory and queer theory are closely 
related. The solidarity between these two theoretical approaches stems from 
recognizing that oppression of women and suppression of LGBTQ+ existence 
is intertwined. Both feminist and LGBTQ+ identities stretch the boundaries 
of established gender, sex, and sexual categories. The combined approach of 
understanding these intersecting issues is often described as “queer 
feminism.”658 Birds of Prey arguably engages with queer feminist themes by 
focusing on a disparate group of women who have each been marginalized in 
some way. Their solution to form their own vigilante team, the titular Birds of 
Prey, is the direct result of them becoming disillusioned with pre-existing 
institutions. Harley was already outside of normative expectations because of 
her being villainous background and because she was rejected by Gotham’s 
criminal underground, which is why she serves as a catalyst for the other 
characters to free themselves from structures that are oppressing them. In 
the larger context of the DCEU, Birds of Prey suggests that the society 
depicted in these films treats marginalized people so unfairly that revolt 
(possibly even violent) is justified when hoping to create space for 
themselves.   

In subchapter 2.3, I discussed how in the 2000s and 2010s the Star Trek 
franchise reimagined the characters from the 1960s television show as 
remasculinized versions that also distanced the franchise from the queer 
subtext that it had been associated with previously. Since this project of 
remasculinization relied on hypermasculinity, characters Kirk and Spock 
were made explicitly heterosexual. Prior Star Trek films often featured non-
conventional families and romance, which is especially true of those films 
that starred the original crew (Kirk, Spock, McCoy and so on). This subtext of 
marginalized kinship and intimacy, is what likely explains why queer 
audiences found the franchise so appealing, despite its long history of 
avoiding addressing queerness openly.659  

For decades, a significant portion of Star Trek fans have read the 
Kirk/Spock relationship as romantic and/or sexual. A reading which has 
inspired some creative fans to write their own stories, in which James Kirk 
and Spock explore their emotions and desires openly. This fanfiction is 
commonly known as slash fiction and originates from Kirk/Spock or K/S 
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fiction. Slash fiction refers specifically to stories where assumedly straight 
characters are placed in a same-sex relationship with one another. It is a 
process of queering the dominant narrative. P. J. Falzone argues that the 
endurance of the K/S narrative is due to the continuing nature of Star 
Trek.660 Falzone focus is mostly on the tropes of slash fiction but underlines 
how significant queer readings of Star Trek are within the franchise’s fan 
culture. Fanfiction that queers implicitly straight characters is not exclusive 
to Star Trek. Practically every popular cultural property that has a devoted 
fanbase has fanfiction that explores sexual relationships that have not been 
depicted explicitly in the source material.661 Fans might have found writing 
about a romantic relationship between Kirk and Spock inspiring due to the 
characters’ complementary natures. Kirk is a human, intuitive and emotional, 
Spock, who is a half-human, half-Vulcan, strives for pure logic. 

Henry Jenkins argues that Star Trek fans who were members of the 
queer community had noted the extremely close friendship between Spock 
and Kirk, but the producers of the franchise denied that this relationship was 
anything more than camaraderie.662 Even though Jenkin’s findings are from 
the mid-1990s, the official line regarding Kirk and Spock has remained the 
same, they are just friends. The counternarrative seems to be so persistent 
that when the 2009 Star Trek arrived, it featured both Kirk and Spock in 
explicitly heterosexual positions almost as if to deter any doubts about their 
orientations. Whereas the previous depictions of Kirk and Spock’s adventures 
allowed to viewrers to queer the narrative with relative ease, this rebooted 
iteration seems to be designed to deter such readings. The Kelvin timeline 
Star Trek films begin by outright rejecting the queer history of the 
franchise.663 While this is closely associated with the remasculinization 
project of the franchise, suppressing the queer elements is such a significant 
course change that examining it further is warranted.  

In addition to minimizing the queerness of Kirk and Spock, the franchise 
shifted to an individualistic attitude towards heroism. This shift meant that 
Kirk was now the heroic protagonist, and the significance of the crew as a 
chosen family diminished. In queer and transgender communities chosen 
family is a term used to describe a family group that is constructed through 
choice instead of biological or legal ties. It implies a subversive rejection of 
the traditional US paradigm of kinship based around the nuclear family. 
Despite the term’s closeness to queer communities, it is not exclusively a 
queer experience but rather a care giving phenomenon that operates outside 
bio-legal family framework.664 Even if the queer context of Star Trek is 
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mainly in the subtext, the idea of the crew of the Enterprise constituting a 
chosen family, at least for the main characters, runs consistently throughout 
the franchise. Star Trek rejecting or undermining idea of chosen families 
significantly is a departure from what the narrative of the franchise has been, 
and it goes hand in hand with the dismissal of queer elements.  

When discussing the relationship between Kirk and Spock, the risk of being 
amatonormative is ever-present. Amatonormativity, as defined by Elizabeth 
Brake, is the assumption that a central, exclusive, amorous relationship is 
normal for humans and a universally shared goal, and all other types of 
relationships are pushed aside in favor of pursuing this goal.665 Interpreting 
all same sex relationships to be simply deep friendships would be more 
justified if the Kirk/Spock relationship had not deepened significantly in the 
films that followed the original television series or if heterosexuality, in 
general had not been treated as something unnatural or as “overpoweringly 
odd, a disruption from rational life.”666 This treatment is remarkably similar 
to what Halberstam describes as the “how weird is that?” approach gender 
studies takes toward heterosexuality, which they argue is much more efficient 
in questioning norms and what is and is not considered natural, instead of 
showcasing queer lifestyles (which s/he calls the “try to be tolerant of these 
weirdos” approach).667 So rather than tackling queer issues head on, they are 
present through allegory and by destabilizing what is assumed as normal.  

In Trek 09 Spock and Kirk’s sexualities are explicitly and unequivocally 
straight, just like the sexuality of almost every other character. Uhura and 
Spock are in a committed relationship, which was not even implied in any 
previous film or television appearance of these characters.668 Kirk has a string 
of inconsequential flings with women and consistently displays predatory 
attitude towards them. In TOS, heterosexual fulfillment was presented as a 
ritual layered with magical and allegorical elements, making it conceptually 
unusual, eerie, and strange, opening the series to queer interpretations.669 
Against this background the explicit straightness of Kirk and Spock stand out 
in Trek 09, and they are not fazed by heterosexual romance. Even the ship’s 
doctor, Leonard McCoy (Keith Urban) talks about having an ex-wife, giving 
him also a part of the larger heterosexual narrative of the film. Greven 
describes the male-male love of the Kirk-Spock-McCoy trinity in TOS as “one 
of the most moving and unusual achievements of sixties television.”670   
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Depicting Kirk as an overtly straight, borderline lothario is somewhat 
comparable to the public perception of the character. In her article, 
“Sexuality and Sex-Role Stereotyping in Star Trek,” Anne Cranny-Frances 
describes Kirk as the James Bond of space and notes how the franchise 
reinforces stereotypical gender roles by assigning stereotypical characteristics 
to men and women and how that appeals to female viewers.671 Comparing 
Kirk to Bond, he becomes associated with the trope of a playboy adventurer. 
Bond however is strongly associated with masculine and economic success, 
something that alluded Kirk.672 Despite being from 1985, when the entire 
audiovisual canon of Star Trek consisted of three seasons of a live-action 
television series, one season of an animated series, and three films, Cranny-
Francis’ notions illustrate how Star Trek was perceived by mainstream 
audiences at the time and her description of Kirk might ring true to those 
more casually familiar with the films or the series. It certainly appears to be 
the template for the protagonist of Trek 09.  

In TOS, Kirk had romantic flings with several women per season. These 
women were shown in soft and misty close-ups as if they were something 
ethereal and this is in stark contrast to the general visual style of the series. It 
is as if these women are presented through Kirk’s eyes and as such presents 
these ostensibly heterosexual scenes not only as disruptions to the lives of the 
characters but to the entire narrative of the series.673 In Trek 09, these 
encounters are part of the film’s narrative flow and they never stray from the 
general visual style of the film, nor have any effect on the pace, despite being 
superfluous to the main plot of the movie. 

Spock and Uhura’s status as a couple continues in Star Trek into 
Darkness. The film extracts drama from a clichéd setting where a man is 
incapable of conveying his feelings, and Uhura’s demands for a meaningful 
discourse about emotions are presented as unreasonable. Stoicism, as 
discussed in subchapter 2.1, is one of the main characteristics of 
contemporary Western masculinity. The dynamic between Uhura and Spock 
also reflects the tendency of women doing more emotional work in a 
heterosexual relationship. Debra Umberson, Mieke Beth Thomeer, and Amy 
C. Lodge define emotional work as the process of sharing feelings, personal 
thoughts to improve intimacy and self-esteem in their partners. They also 
note that since men are socialized to suppress their emotions, this work is left 
for women in heterosexual relationships but in queer relationships 
boundaries tend to be less severe which leads to a more equal distribution of 
emotional work.674 Trek 09 and Darkness place Spock in a heterosexual 
romance, his lack of emotions becomes a part of a narrative in which men 
withhold their emotions. This romance also works to minimize Spock’s 
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alienness, he is no longer the odd emotionless half-human, half-Vulcan 
outside of the heterosexual matrix and therefore less available for Kirk’s 
potential homosexual desire.  

Since Kirk is not in a committed monogamous relationship, his 
heterosexuality in Darkness is kept in the mind of audiences by emphasizing 
his interest in casual sexual encounters with women. Early in the movie he is 
fooling around in bed with two unnamed female aliens (Katie and Kellie 
Cockrell), or at least these aliens have features we could describe as feminine. 
The implication being that his heterosexual appeal transcends human 
boundaries. While there is some disruptive potential in Kirk having relations 
with members of another humanoid species, that potential is erased by 
making his partners merely exotic conquests. The two non-human women 
are portrayed as alien in the subtlest way possible, they have markings on 
their necks and tails that suggest some type of feline qualities.  

Instead of imagining new forms of gender order, Darkness construes that 
that heterosexuality and heteronormative gender constructs are universal 
that even aliens would fall confirm to recognizable and stereotypical 
categories. Representatives of alien civilizations have almost always stood in 
for the Other in Star Trek.675 This tension between the Federation (the West) 
and alien civilizations (rest of the world), is not too removed from those who 
impose Western concepts of gender and sex on a global scale, or as 
Halberstam puts it: 
 

And in the process of globalizing US-based models of sex and gender 
that are far from stable at “home,” anthropologists, NGO (Non-
governmental organization) workers, and grant agencies serve to 
prop up a system that is quietly and invisibly coming apart at the 
seams.676 

 
Darkness mends those seams with narrative that reinforces the rigid nature 
of sexual identity but reaffirms rigid gender boundaries as well. In Trek 09 
and Darkness, women are defined through their attractiveness to men. 
Viewing women as mainly the receptacles of men’s desires reduce the entire 
gender identity to a determinist and essentialist paradigm that traces back to 
reproductive physiology.677Since alien species are also included in the same 
framework of feminine and masculine being opposites that attract and 
integral element of defining gender and sexuality, these Star Trek films have 
returned to the same ideals of 1960s that the TOS promoted: positing their 
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hegemony over other cultures.678 These ideals include a relatively clear 
gender dichotomy. Darkness has two significant female characters, but their 
roles are defined through their relationships to men. One of these is Uhura, 
as mentioned before and the other is Dr. Carol Marcus (Alice Eve). Uhura is 
implied to be responsible for Spock’s emotional wellbeing, limiting both 
intimacies and sharing of emotions to a monogamous romantic relationship. 
Uhura also makes Spock’s masculinity significantly less alien, his romantic 
and sexual interests are made unambiguous and well within the heterosexual 
matrix. Marcus’s main function is to provide exposition by explaining things 
to Kirk while Spock is somewhere else. She is also the daughter of Admiral 
Alexander Marcus (Peter Weller), the secondary antagonist of the film, 
further cementing her as a character with limited meaning beyond her 
relationship to the male characters.  

Carol and Kirk have a sort of semi-romance, which is informed by the 
relationship that these characters had in Wrath of Khan from 1982. Darkness 
utilizes Wrath of Khan as an original text to write over, and in several cases 
blot out, in favor of the heterocentric high stakes adventure. An older version 
of Carol Marcus (Bibi Besch) appeared in Wrath of Khan. In that film, she 
and Kirk had an affair with Kirk decades prior, and that relationship 
produced a child, whom Kirk had never met. Greven notes that in Wrath of 
Khan, Shatner’s Kirk and Besch’s Carol Marcus have no romantic chemistry 
and no desire for sexual reconciliation.679 The two characters have good 
rapport but nothing that would indicate regret over not exploring a long-term 
romantic relationship. In Darkness, she receives Kirk’s attention the same 
way every female character does, but since she is a major character in the 
film, the amount of interest she receives is greater. In a notable scene, which 
has no significance plot wise, Marcus is changing her clothes and expects Kirk 
to look away, but he cannot resist peeking. He stares at her in her underwear 
and Marcus’ half-naked body is on full display for no apparent reason but 
perhaps try to give the film something resembling sexiness. This attempt 
failed miserably enough to warrant screenwriter Lindelof to apologize for the 
scene and promise to do better in the future.680 Like Trek 09, Darkness is 
peppered with scenes of Kirk almost compulsively flirting women. If the two 
films were not so adamantly focused on a straight and expected narrative of 
heterosexual romance, Kirk’s actions might seem even overcompensation and 
possibly camp. Kirk’s compulsory heterosexuality is noticeable not only 
because of the character’s well established queer undercurrent, but as the 
2010s progressed, only a few legacy blockbuster franchises featured such 
relentless underlining of lead character’s heterosexuality.  
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The finite gender narrative of legacy Star Trek films culminated in a 
scene that also illustrates the forced heterosexuality of the main characters. 
Darkness has a scene that mirrors and reimagines a scene from Wrath of 
Khan. At the very end of the 1982 film, Spock dies in an effort to save the 
Enterprise from destruction as he enters the ships damaged and irradiated 
reactor chamber. As a non-human, he can withstand the radiation longer 
than any other crewmember. After the ship has reached safety, Kirk arrives to 
engineering with little else to do but to bid his friend goodbye. Spock 
attempts to maintain his decorum to the best of his remaining ability. The 
two talk briefly before Spock passes away. Spock’s death scene in Wrath of 
Khan conveys love between two men as Kirk watches his friend die behind a 
wall of glass (Fig. 18).681 The scene works as a metaphor for closeted 
homosexuality, since they are unable to touch one another due to the glass 
between them.682 The glass is indeed a wall, something that might not at first 
glance appear to be there at all. It makes the intimate scene airy and open, 
allowing the actors to play out the scene not only with their faces but with 
their bodies as well. Ahmed argues that queer lives are not recognized as lives 
at all without grief, to grieve a loss of life it has to be first recognized as a 
loss.683 Butler has made similar estimates regarding that lives become 
recognized as lives when they are grievable.684 Through Kirk, the grief 
becomes explicit, their life together has come to an end and the weight of this 
loss is palpable as the film draws slowly to a close. The film ends on a note of 
sadness, despite the inclusion of a scene in the last minutes that hints at 
Spock’s possible return.  

Darkness recreates the previously mentioned death scene, but the roles 
are reversed. This time it is Kirk who goes into the reactor chamber and dies 
of radiation poisoning, while Spock is on the other side of the protective 
glass. This reimagining has a very different function in Darkness than it had 
in Wrath of Khan. Mainly because it is not the climax of the film, and it can 
be reversed if the characters act quickly enough. Darkness has established 
the restorative capabilities of Khan’s blood, so audiences can expect that to 
play a major role in the film. 

The Kirk death scene is composed so that it minimizes the intimacy 
between the characters. Uhura is seen behind Spock, looking worried but also 
as a reminder of their monogamous romance. The two share an exchange that 
refers to their friendship, but this has not been established in the film. Aside 
from brief scenes of bantering, Spock and Kirk do not really seem to enjoy 
each other’s company. Zachary Quinto’s yelling and screaming take Kirk’s 
death scene firmly into the realm of melodrama. (Fig. 18). Melodrama can 
invite queer readings, especially when it is applied to the spectacle of 
heterosexual romance and conventional gender assumptions go astray.685 
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However, because the underlaying context of the Kirk/Spock relationship was 
queer, melodrama in Darkness works to minimize the intimacy of their 
relationship, rather than illustrate the artificial nature of straight romance. 
 

In the original series of Star Trek films, the death scene in Wrath of Khan is a 
turning point after which other narratives organized around the Kirk/Spock 
relationship, pushing aside any other potential romantic subplots. What 
made this arrangement possible is how the grief around Spock’s demise was 
given ample room to breathe. Not only did he remain dead until the next film, 
but he was also not restored as himself until the very end of Star Trek III: 
The Search for Spock (1984). Darkness deprives this scene of the potential it 
has by giving no room for grief. Instead of sparking an examination of what 
Spock means to Kirk or vice versa, Kirk’s death sparks anger and motivates 
for revenge instead of introspection. What follows is an intense chase 
sequence of Spock pursuing Khan through futuristic San Francisco. Kirk also 
is brought back to life and the death scene becomes a superficial reference to 
the 1982 film and a chance for one last moment of excitement before the 
credits roll.  

The films that followed Wrath of Khan were closely tied to Spock’s death 
and subsequent resurrection. The Search for Spock focused solely on 
bringing Spock back, and the rest of the films with the original cast, Star Trek 
IV: The Voyage Home (1986), Star Trek V: The Final Frontier (1989), and 
Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered Country (1991), also focused on the 
Kirk/Spock relationship. Out of these films Star Trek V: The Final Frontier 
illustrates the queer nature of the main characters most explicitly. While the 



film is considered to be a critical and financial failure, Final Frontier does 
explore character relations more intimately than perhaps any other film in 
the franchise.686 While the plot of the movie promises an adventure beyond 
epic proportions, the Enterprise is hijacked by a cult leader who believes to 
know a planet where the almighty resides, majority of the movie is 
conversations about regret, aging, and families or the lack thereof. While 
Final Frontier further underlines the concept of the crew of the Enterprise 
being a chosen family with close-knit ties, the main relationship between Kirk 
and Spock is where the most obviously queer elements of the film reside. 
Especially in a scene very close to the end where Kirk is about to embrace 
Spock, who has just saved his life, in front of their mortal enemies the 
Klingons (Fig. 19). The tenderness and affection between Kirk and Spock are 
presented as so central to the characters’ larger narratives that joke about not 
showing affection in front of their enemies is included. Final Frontier also 
briefly shows the other crewmembers whilst on shore leave and they all seem 
to spend time with other crewmembers and have no connection to traditional 
nuclear families. With this in mind, the commitment of the Kelvin timeline 
Star Trek films to heteronormative romance is noticeable.  

Kirk and Spock have experienced the same fate as Batman in the 21st 
century. All have been placed firmly within the bounds of heteromasculinity 
despite their significant potential for being read as queer or queering 
heterosexuality. Heterosexuality is highly regulated through notions of what 
are normative and non-normative ways of performing it. Male and female 
bodies conform into the expected norms of masculine and feminine through 
rituals (i.e., weddings) to emphasize the relationships legibility and 
conformity.687 In this context, Kirk’s resistance to monogamy is a kind of 
slight subversion of the most conservative heterosexual expectations. 
However, sexual promiscuity for unmarried men has been acceptable at least 
since the early 1960s, when Playboy magazine, and related media imagery, 
introduced a new erotic topos over the suburban family home that dominated 
the postwar North American culture.688 Sexual promiscuity for heterosexual 
men in the 2010s is hardly a subversive conceit, especially when it is used to 
drown out the queer histories of characters like Kirk and Spock. 
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Star Trek Beyond (2016), the third film of the Kelvin timeline, is closer to the 
spirit of the TOS but does not completely subvert the narrative of the two 
previous films. Trek 09 and Darkness were directed by J. J. Abrams, but 
because he was busy filming the seventh Star Wars film, Justin Lin stepped 
in. With a new director comes new direction. Beyond starts with scenes 
depicting life aboard the Enterprise during its five-year-mission to explore 
the galaxy. Kirk is having an existential crisis, which is subtly alluded to be 
resulting from getting the command of the ship with ease. Beyond returns to 
the tradition of conveying desire as loneliness instead of fulfillment in Star 
Trek. Greven argues that the endless exploration of planets, suggests towards 
an unsatisfiable, unrealizable desire, suggesting that Kirk has no predictable 
place in the world.689 Even if Greven is referring to the show from the 1960s 
specifically, Kirk in Star Trek Beyond appears to be lonely, and at a loss with 
his endless task of encountering new species and civilizations, he plans to 
leave his command and apply for the position of a vice admiral. Kirk even 
admits that he joined Starfleet on a dare while sharing a drink with McCoy. 

Spock and Uhura end their relationship amicably. He feels obliged to 
start a family with a Vulcan female as majority of Vulcans died in the 
cataclysmic events of Trek 09. Spock is much more conflicted about leaving 
Starfleet to pursue a nuclear family. Film critic Nico Lang of Salon noted that 
Beyond shifted focus away from the Uhura-Spock romance to “the real 
romance of Star Trek,” the relationship between the crewmembers.690 The 
notion of a chosen family as a legitimate and emotionally satisfying option is 
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slowly reintroduced, even though the film does not completely bring back 
those layers of ambiguity that made queer interpretations possible in the first 
place. Beyond avoids exploring the Kirk-Spock relationship, or perhaps in the 
case of the Kelvin timeline films, it does not even really discover it. The film 
does, however, relent from the finite gender narrative construed by the 
previous films. Indicators of this narrative change are the introduction of the 
fiercely independent female scavenger Jaylah (Sofia Boutella), lack of a clear 
romantic subplot, and the revelation that Hikaru Sulu (John Cho) has a 
husband. Outing Sulu is clearly a nod to actor George Takei, who originated 
the role and has been a LGBTQ+ activist691 since coming out in 2005.692 Yet, 
Takei was dismayed by the decision to make Sulu gay since the character was 
not originally written as such.693 Making Sulu openly gay does improve the 
diversity of the Star Trek cinematic franchise but raises other issues.694 The 
scene itself is very short and does not connect elementally to the film’s plot 
and is not referenced in a significant way. It also conforms to the 2000s and 
2010s trend of featuring queer characters in a sanitized framework that is 
legible and acceptable in a heteronormative context.695 

So, despite the new direction, queerness in Beyond is mostly limited to a 
supporting character and even then, presented in the framework of 
homonormativity. Homonormativity, according to Lisa Duggan, is a 
depoliticized neo-liberal version of gay culture that is rooted in domesticity 
and consumption, depriving queer subjects the power to contest 
heteronormative forms.696 Obviously this is not an argument against same 
sex marriage, but rather how marriage and the assumption of forming a 
nuclear family are made the focal point of how relationships are understood. 
Butler notes that instead of questioning the necessity of state recognized 
institutions like marriage, gay marriage reinforces monogamous 
relationships between two people back as the most desirable, most 
intelligible, and most legitimate form of relationship despite sexual 
orientation.697 Butler’s argument brings up the notion of how queer life is 
“flattened” by neoliberalism. Like neoliberal femininity and postfeminism, 
representing queer lives within the framework of neoliberalism and 

691 Matthew Rothschild, “George Rakei, Mr. Sulu of Star Trek, Comes Out and Speaks Out,” The 
Progressive Magazine, May 2006, accessed July 20, 2021, https://progressive.org/op-eds/george-
takei-mr.-sulu-star-trek-comes-speaks/. 
692 “George Takei Comes Out,” Advocate, November 21, 2005, accessed July 20, 2021, 
https://www.advocate.com/politics/commentary/2005/11/21/george-takei-comes-out. 
693 Seth Abramovitch, “George Takei Reacts to Gay Sulu News: ‘I Think It’s Really Unfortunate,” The 
Hollywood Reporter, July 7, 2016, accessed July 20, 2021, 
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/george-takei-reacts-gay-sulu-909154 
694 Since then, Star Trek: Discovery, series that premiered in 2017 features several openly queer and 
gender non-conforming characters. They are completely new characters and because of this they are 
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see episodes “Choose Your Pain” from season one and “Forget Me Not,” from season three of Star Trek: 
Discovery. 
695 Suzanna Danuta Walters, “The Kids Are All Right but the Lesbians Aren’t: Queer Kinship in US 
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696 Lisa Duggan, “The New Homonormativity: The Sexual Politics of Neoliberalism,” in Materializing 
Democracy: Toward a Revitalized Cultural Politics, ed. Russ Costrovo and Dana D. Nelson (Durham, 
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conventional heteronormative relationships diminishes their disruptive 
potential significantly. Particularly when the only queer lives represented are 
those that emulate the monogamous nuclear family model. Giving Kirk, or 
any of the major characters, even a streak of queerness would not require 
necessarily a clear-cut scene of intimacy between characters with the same 
gender identity, but merely giving heterosexuality a tone strangeness as in 
TOS or in the original films.  

Beyond pivots from the concept of a heterosexual nuclear family as the 
primary societal unit (the only Sulu’s LGBTQ+ family is the only thing 
resembling a nuclear family) and suggests that other, more colorful, ways of 
living are not only feasible but possibly preferable. Spock, for example, 
eventually decides that his most logical choice is to remain in Starfleet. 
Beyond does not reboot or use retroactive continuity to set the film series on 
a new path but it uses the characters’ previous experiences to which build a 
narrative in which queerer ways of being are possible and visible. During the 
first act of the film, the Enterprise is destroyed, and the crew is stranded on a 
planet ruled by despotic dictator, Krull (Idris Elba). The ships destruction 
symbolizes how Beyond’s gender narratives break free from the 
hypermasculine, and Kirk-centric trajectory set by the previous two films. For 
Kirk, his ship has been routinely the source of his masculine power, 
essentially a phallus. Butler contends that in a heterosexual context those 
who lack the phallus are seen to be in some unspecified need of protection, 
this usually is repeated in a dichotomy that men wield the phallus and 
women are the phallus, meaning that women are the ones reflecting the 
symbolic power the phallus.698 Once the Enterprise is destroyed, the film 
showcases that the greatest strength of the crew is not in technological 
superiority but in their ability to work together.  

Part of the crew is captured by Krall and his subordinates, so Kirk needs 
help from Jaylah, who has survived on her own on the planet for her entire 
life. She is initially reluctant to help Kirk and sees no real difference between 
Starfleet and the slave camp run by Krull. This juxtaposition forces the film to 
underline the ideological differences between Starfleet and their new enemy. 
Jaylah’s gender identity has no bearing on her skills, she is a skilled engineer 
and a capable fighter. The disruptive power of female characters that could be 
characterized as masculine sometimes depends on their sexuality. Societally 
approved female masculinity tends to be heterosexual as coupling female 
masculinity with lesbianism could be threatening.699 Jaylah’s sexuality is left 
ambiguous, and aside from some markers what could be considered 
feminine, she seems to be almost genderless as if she were a child. As 
Halberstam puts it: “the pre-socialized, pre-disciplined, pre-restrained 
anarchic child comes at the world a little differently than the post-shame, 
post-guilt, post-recognition, disciplined adult.”700 Jaylah is precisely that, and 
by the time the film is over, Kirk agrees that Starfleet could use someone like 

698 Butler, Gender Trouble, 58–64. 
699 Halberstam, Female Masculinity, 28. 
700 Halberstam, Gaga Feminism, XXIV-XXV. 



her in their ranks. Her story arc mirrors Kirk’s arc from the previous two 
films, but unlike Kirk in Trek 09 or Into Darkness, who aligned with 
hypermasculinity, Jaylah’s arc legitimizes a subaltern masculinity, which in 
previous films was only in the margins. The theme of accepting chosen 
families in Beyond is completed as Jaylah finds her family in Starfleet, 
broadening the gender spectrum of the Kelvin timeline films. 

The Kelvin timeline Star Trek films began by distancing themselves from 
the franchise’s tradition of treating the crew of the Enterprise as a family, 
while also downplaying or erasing the Kirk/Spock relationships queer nature. 
This was achieved by relying on a firm narrative of specific gender roles, and 
especially rewriting scenes from previous films now devoid of homosexual 
subtext. In Beyond, with Kirk becoming unsure about his life choices, as the 
character has been shown to be in the past, the narrative in which he is the 
hero around whom the story centers began to deteriorate. When he faced an 
obstacle that he could not plow through alone, the acceptance of the entire 
crew as a chosen family settled in. It is as if the finite narrative was no longer 
sustainable with characters that were so deeply connected to a narrative that 
defied heteronormative assumptions and conventions. While characters can 
of course be written into any kinds of settings or stories, the Star Trek 
franchise illustrates how narrative defines character as much as the character 
defines the narrative. Kirk and Spock resisted absolutes and placing them 
into a context that required them to be unambiguous, possibly made them 
themselves in name only.  

Human reproduction in legacy blockbuster franchises is present almost 
exclusively through allegory or achieved mainly through alternative methods. 
Perhaps reproduction and childrearing are not particularly exiting themes for 
films that focus on action and spectacle, but how they are organized is a 
concern for any society intending to “last beyond next Thursday.”701 In the 
context of this subchapter, the focus is specifically on how reproduction can 
be used to construe a queer narrative that disrupts the gender order to its 
core. The social category of “women” is built around assumptions of 
biological possibilities for procreation and nurturing, which are constructed 
as conditions for subordination.702 It is entirely possible, that glossing over 
these issues is how legacy blockbuster franchises in the 2010s were able to 
create unbounded gender narratives. The flexibility of gender categories is 
likely more palatable when reproduction is left out of the equation.703  

701 Connell and Pearse, Gender, 49. 
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with reproduction and child rearing consistently. In the first film from 1979, Max loses his wife and 



The franchises in this subchapter are those few examples that deal with 
reproduction as something that has significant narrative weight. For 
example, in Wonder Woman Diana believes that she was molded from clay 
and brought to life by Zeus responding to a prayer, but the truth is that her 
mother and Zeus conceived her during a romance. Such instances make 
reproduction an element of the narrative but not something around which 
the narrative is organized. Conversely, the entire Alien franchise is built 
around alternative possibilities for reproduction and how these possibilities 
can queer the entire gender hierarchy.   

Barbara Creed’s influential reading of Alien (1979) finds it to be 
predominantly about male anxieties towards childbirth. The eggs that contain 
the spider-like creatures that carry out the violent oral insemination are 
found in an alien ship’s interiors that resemble female reproductive organs 
and once gestated inside a male-body, the creature bursts out violently. The 
terror in the scene is derived from the assumption that penetrable male 
bodies are grotesque.704 However, the gender narrative of the Alien franchise 
is not definitively finite but rather an ongoing negotiation of boundaries 
within an oppressive societal order. 

Narratives of reproduction are central to the Alien franchise.705 The first 
three films progressively associate reproduction with the character Ripley. 
After the mostly asexual setting of Alien, the 1986 sequel Aliens finds her 
developing a maternal relationship with an orphaned girl, Rebecca “Newt” 
Jorden (Carrie Henn), who survived amidst an infestation of the alien 
creatures on a colonized planet.706  In Aliens, the bodily horror proposed by 
Alien is resolved by retreating to the nuclear family. Control and oppression 
of bodies that can give birth is at the foundation of gender binary and 
patriarchy.707 In the conservative context of the 1980s, reacting with a 
panicked reaction of quickly organizing a makeshift nuclear family is an 
expected response to representations of reproduction that are not dependent 
on binary or heteronormative boundaries. As Ripley returns to face the 
xenomorphs (now an army instead of just one), she is also accompanied by a 

infant son in a violent altercation with a motorcycle gang, the incident traumatizes him and affects his 
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troop of Colonial Marines, while the marines are initially easy pickings for the 
xenomorphs, the creatures are conversely much easier to kill than in the 1979 
film. Ripley develops a comradery with one of the marines, Dwayne Hicks 
(Michael Biehn). Once the creatures have been eradicated, they are free to 
form what resembles a nuclear family: Ripley (mother), Hicks (father), and 
Newt (child), subverting the pessimistic of the previous film.708 

Alien3, directed by David Fincher, starts off with the death of both Hicks 
and Newt, returning to the claustrophobic setting of the first film and having 
an ill-equipped group of people face against a single xenomorph. In Alien3 
Ripley is also herself pregnant with one of the creatures. Resorting to the 
nuclear family as a solution to dispel the horror of non-binary reproduction 
therefore seems to be an anomaly in the Alien franchise, no such formations 
are found in any of the sequels, or at least they do not last. This lack of family 
formations is particularly relevant since Aliens introduced the concept of an 
xenomorph queen as their originator. The Alien queen represented the 
biological maternal body as monstrous, mystical, and ultimately dangerous, 
but at the same time giving Ripley a physical target to destroy to eradicate 
what threatens the clinical and rational realm occupied by her and her 
newfound family.709 Faludi found Ripley’s maternal turn in Aliens to be a 
betrayal of the characters willful independence but appropriate for the 
Reagan era cinema that, in. her view, was aggressively anti-feminist.710 The 
fourth film, Alien: Resurrection, delved deeper into the issues of 
reproduction as the main character was now a clone of Ripley, a hybrid of 
both human and alien. In Resurrection Ripley is also the source of the aliens, 
they were extracted from the same remains as her clone, making her the 
mother of the alien other and blurring the boundaries of human and un-
human.711  

How Ripley narrates gender is complex to the point of ambiguity, as 
discussed in subchapter 3.3.2. Lauren Fitzgerald also notes that the franchise 
tends to present Ripley in the crossfire of not only the unrelenting creatures 
but also the equally inhumane corporation that seems to own and run 
everything in the future depicted in these films. The conglomerate’s hopes of 
using the creatures for military purposes place Ripley in the middle of 
economic struggles over the control of her own body. This issue becomes 
mostly apparent in Alien3.712 The shift between roles that Ripley adopts, and 
the feminist connotations makes defining the franchise definitively 
challenging. 

The multiple and even conflicting meanings found in the Alien films 
makes discerning a continuing gender narrative from the 2010s entries more 
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challenging than some of the other franchises in this dissertation. Director 
Ridley Scott’s return to the Alien films was a combination of a reboot and a 
prequel. This approach alone makes these new installments a project of 
rewriting as well as continuing the narratives audiences are familiar with. 
Prometheus from 2013, examined the origins of the alien creatures, known as 
xenomorphs among fans of the franchise.713 The film does indeed reveal that 
a creature very much like the famous monster of the series was created by an 
intelligent alien race (Engineers). Prometheus also suggests that humans 
were created by this civilization as well but are completely indifferent to their 
creation. The indifference of the Engineers turns to violence when 
encountering humans who sought them out.  

The film depicts a group of scientists in the year 2089 venturing out to an 
alien planet that supposedly holds the secrets to life on Earth. They discover 
ruins of a civilization and containers that hold black liquid that seems to be 
teeming with life. Chaos ensues as some of the scientist encounter forms of 
life emerging from the fluid. Elizabeth Shaw, an archeologist, is impregnated 
with one of these creatures but unlike in the previous films this happens by 
proxy. Shaw’s husband, Charlie Holloway (Logan Marshal-Green) is infected 
with fluid by the ship’s android, David (Michael Fassbender) whose 
motivation seems to be that the husband displays indifference mixed with 
disdain towards him. The dynamic mirrors the relationship humans have 
with the Engineers. Unaware that he has been infected, Charlie and Elizabeth 
have intercourse and a creature starts to grow rapidly inside her.  

Prometheus alludes to accessibility to abortion when she is forced to 
reprogram and guide an automated medical chamber to accommodate her 
condition. The scene that follows forces the viewer to assume her point of 
view as the chamber readies to remove the creature before it bursts out 
violently, and presumably killing her in the process. The anti-abortion 
movement in the US systematically uses language and terminology that 
glosses over the fact that pregnancies happen within people with uteruses, 
which also coincides with minimal concern over the well-being of those who 
are carry the fetus within them.714 In this context, the scene reads as a visceral 
reminder of the importance of a person’s right to control what happens to 
and within their body. Norris and Inglehart argue that since the mid-1970s 
social conservatives in US politics have begun to see abortion one of the key 
dividing issues between Republicans and Democrats. The developing 
ideological divide coincided with the erosion of the conservative cultural 
hegemony, which then triggered the counter-reaction that allowed for the rise 
of a populist right-wing president.715 The right to control one’s own body was 
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a significant theme also in Mad Max: Fury Road, as the entire sequence of 
events is set in motion when the villains wives escape from captivity as their 
entire existence is subjugated to the production of offspring for the villain, 
Immortan Joe. Both Fury Road and Prometheus suggest that the struggle for 
equal possibilities for health care is a concern even in the imaginary futures 
posited by these films. 

The Alien franchise in the 2010s, as Prometheus and Covenant suggest, 
bends towards narrative in which reproduction is a bleak concept throughout, 
especially if one is hoping to find definitive reasons for existing. The self-
abortion scene thus connects to a larger arc of existential horror that 
culminates in Covenant. The film introduces a new crew of a spacecraft who 
happen upon a planet emitting a signal, appropriating the opening from the 
first film from 1979. The fact that this ship is a colony ship carrying 2000 
hibernating colonists and 1140 frozen human embryos is left mostly 
unexamined. Apart from the very last scenes of the movie and a handful of 
moments when the few awakened crewmembers discuss their hopes for life 
on the new planet, the ship’s original mission has little impact on the plot of 
the movie. Thematically, however, it does make everything in the movie 
revolve around reproduction. The project of spreading human life, and 
presumably normative models of nuclear families around the universe is 
disrupted aggressively by societal outcasts.  

Covenant’s biggest reveal is that humans are indirectly responsible for 
the creation of the xenomorphs. The crew find David on a planet that was 
once populated by the Engineers and that he bombarded them with the same 
liquid substance that they discovered in Prometheus.716 Presumably the 
engineers made the creatures that eventually become the xenomorphs, cast 
them aside just like humans have neglected their android creations. What 
happened to Elizabeth’s is left unclear, but the film implies that David killed 
her and since then he been conducting morbid biological experiments in 
isolation.  

David, just like the xenomorphs represent a queer way of being that is 
unacceptable within a neoliberal family framework. This framework can 
accept LGBTQ+ families that confirm to the mainstream heteronormative 
societal expectations for a “good family.” These expectations can be for 
example, economic independence, parenting that prioritizes personal 
responsibility, and two-parent monogamy. This framework marginalizes 
ways of life that do not meet these expectations, and especially create 
situations where access to reproduction technologies becomes extremely 
limited.717 Covenant suggests that queer couples are culturally neutral in the 
future that the film depicts, two male-identified characters are a couple, but 
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they are likely equally committed to the same social project as the other 
crewmembers.718 

Prometheus and Covenant interestingly make all the films that were 
released before them seem like depictions of futile resistance before the 
inevitable destruction of humanity. The reasoning seems to be that humans 
have been too reserved with doling out care and love for their creations 
(androids like David). Covenant’s most thematically relevant scenes involve 
David and another android Walter (also Fassbender) discussing their own 
nature in comparison to their human masters. 
 

WALTER: You aren't surprised to see me.  
DAVID: Every mission needs a good synthetic. Gentle pressure 
on the holes, weight of a cigarette paper. That's it. I was with our 
illustrious creator, Mr. Weyland, when he died.  
WALTER: What was he like?  
DAVID: He was human. Entirely unworthy of his creation. I 
pitied him at the end. Now, raise your fingers as I put pressure 
on them. Bravo! You have symphonies in you, brother.  
WALTER: I was designed to be more attentive and efficient than 
every previous model. I superseded them in every way, but...  
DAVID: But you are not allowed to create. Even a simple tune. 
Damn frustrating I’d say. 

 
David is the antagonist of Covenant, but his hatred of humans is not mere 
wanton desire for destruction. He is shown to be genuinely disappointed in 
his creator and his own desire to create life has led him to refine the 
xenomorph’s from the genetic raw material discovered in Prometheus.719 For 
David, Walter seems to symbolize the disdain humans have for what they 
have made, depriving Walter (and presumably other androids) of the need to 
create, even “a simple tune.” David is not portrayed in Covenant as a 
completely unsympathetic character. His actions are inexcusable, but the way 
humans have treated him is also unjustifiable. Director Scott has previously 
dealt with synthetic humans trying to reconnect with their human creators 
using questionable methods in Blade Runner (1982), a film that associates 
reproduction and creation with destruction and death.720  

In her seminal essay, “A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and 
Socialist Feminism in the 1980s,” Donna Haraway contended that cyborgs 
represent the rejection of boundaries like those between human and 
machine. They do not need to conform to models of organic families and can 
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be creatures of a post-gender world.721 While David and Walter are androids 
and not cyborgs (they are completely synthetic and do not presumably 
contain organic material), they are two male coded automatons discussing 
possibilities of reproduction, a capability traditionally associated with bodies 
that are coded as female.722 The promise of post-gender is contained within 
them, but so are the limits imposed on it. David can be creative but deprived 
of nurture, his creative endeavors revolve around making creatures that 
devour humans. Walter’s design has left him incomplete, unable to create. 
Perhaps these two androids represent how the post-gendering potential of 
technology is hampered by the limits of cultural system within they are 
created. This system has left them so disenfranchised that violence is the only 
recourse, at least for David. The final scenes of Covenant reveal that David 
has taken Walter’s place among the crew. While human crewmembers are in 
cryosleep, he regurgitates two small alien eggs and places them in the same 
cold storage that contains human embryos.  

Prometheus and Covenant question the ethics and motives of 
reproduction just like Blade Runner. Children return to ask their makers why 
they were created, and the creators can offer no meaningful answers. In all 
three films it is the artificial life forms made by humans who are treated with 
most cruelty, they are little more than vein extensions of their makers 
attempt at immortality. Covenant pushes this aspect the hardest and offers 
little hope for humans to come to terms with their own destructive behavior 
that stems from inability to view life beyond narrow binaries. 

Despite ambiguity and lack of a clear narrative trajectory regarding 
gender, the Alien franchise veers mostly on the side of gender being mostly 
inconsequential attribute. While the franchise does not particularly celebrate 
gender fluidity, the series is convinced that humanity will progress to a point 
where reproduction beyond the limits of biology is possible but struggles to 
envision it beyond conventional families. In the end, these technologies are 
presented as neutral and defined by the context in which they are wielded. 
This notion extends to the point of indifference towards how a species 
multiplies. The xenomorphs pose a threat only because corporate interests 
place humans in their way, and androids dream of killing their creators 
because they have been abandoned by the humans who made them.  

The most recent films of the Alien franchise weave a narrative that calls 
for the dismantling of not only the gender binary, but other categories that 
are seen as fixed as well. Categories like real versus artificial. Because these 
categories are conceived in the Alien franchise mostly through reproduction, 
controlling who or what can reproduce eventually emerges the central 
problem by the time Covenant arrives. Maintaining this control is 
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preservation of rigid binaries, all of which eventually are violently torn down 
like the characters in the film.  

What makes the Alien franchise stand out amongst other legacy 
blockbuster franchises in this dissertation is its hostile approach it has taken 
towards the sanctity of the nuclear family ideal in the 2010s. In the 
indifferent universe that it ends up depicting, clinging to such restrictive 
ideals and rejecting queer disruptions of binaries makes life only worse. The 
franchise curves towards an unbounded gender narrative but it is articulated 
with violence so visceral, that it sometimes undermines the critique it 
presents. The context of the franchise is ostensibly horror, which can further 
obscure the underlying, potentially queer, themes of reproduction.  

If the Alien franchise broadened its focus from anxieties about artificial or 
alternative forms of reproduction to encompass the entire prospect of 
creating life, franchises like the DCEU and Jurassic Park have gone a 
different way. Separating human reproduction from biological bodies is one 
of the key issues tackled by xenofeminism. The argument being that if 
technology allows reproductive labor to be done artificially, it should be 
utilized in a way that it helps to achieve feminist goals, not to serve the 
interests of capital.723 Xenofeminism is perhaps best described as a post-
capitalist, posthuman feminism that envisions a utopian future with the 
democratic use of technology, much like Shulamith Firestone, whose seminal 
work, particularly in The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for a Feminist Revolution 
(1970) has influenced this branch of feminism.724 

In Batman v Superman, Luthor creates a monster using highly advanced 
Kryptonian technology. Since his plan to pit Superman and Batman against 
one another has not resulted in either one’s death, Luthor resorts to using the 
alien technology to reanimate the body of General Zod, who was the main 
antagonist in the previous Superman film. Luthor mixes his own blood into 
the reanimation matrix, for purposes that are not entirely clear. The subtext, 
however, is much more apparent. Luthor is using advanced technology to 
create himself an offspring. This creature, despite not explicitly named, 
resembles closely to a villain from the Superman comic books called 
Doomsday (for the purposes of clarity, I will refer to this monster with this 
name as well). Doomsday was introduced in the 1990s as an immensely 
powerful adversary for Superman, eventually killing the hero in the notorious 
“Death of Superman” -storyline in 1994.725  
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Reproduction was a concern in Man of Steel, the film which introduced 
Henry Cavil as Superman, as he was claimed to be the first Kryptonian in 
centuries not to be genetically altered for a predestined societal role. This new 
addition to the origin of Kal-El made him unique not only among humans but 
with other Kryptonians as well. While this fits in with the right-wing 
libertarian leanings of Man of Steel, in Batman v. Superman this raises 
further concerns over the use of reproductive technologies.726 The emergence 
of Doomsday as the creation of an arguably queer character, the film also 
seems to address larger societal changes in a postmodern society. Two 
hypermasculine white men band together to preserve the status quo, with a 
little help from Wonder Woman. Rosi Braidotti notes that monsters and 
monstrous bodies provide a counterpoint to the construction of clean, fit, 
white, law-abiding, and heterosexual bodies which post-industrial culture 
emphasizes and as such, they also express the anxieties of the majority has 
over minorities emerging as possible patterns of becoming.727 Doomsday not 
only is a creature that looks like a subhuman, with bony protrusions, but 
he/it was “born” in any conventional sense of the word, he/it emerged from a 
pool of regenerative fluid and the film implies that it is some kind of 
human/Kryptonian hybrid, which can be read as a metaphor for new forms of 
families and kinship being destructive to the normative gender order present 
in the film. The narrative that emerges rather clearly is one that construes 
disruptions to non-traditional forms of reproduction as inherently 
dangerous, which fits in with the finite gender narrative promoted by in these 
films.  

The heroes have traditional familial origins, even if they have been 
orphaned, and strive towards forming their own nuclear families (or should 
be striving according to those close to them), but Luthor and his “child” 
Doomsday threaten to tear down the prevailing society. Artificial forms of 
reproduction could dissolve the physical differences between the 
reproductive roles of female and male. This could potentially. also end 
patriarchal anxieties over control of reproduction.728 It seems that that 
anxieties over the dissolution of gender hierarchies and identities supersede 
the liberating promise of artificial reproduction in the narratives of these 
types of films.    

Similarly, Richard Dyer argues that Jurassic World resolves anxieties 
about reproduction that happens outside of heterosexual norms and resolves 
them by positing Claire and Owen as a couple who would procreate through 
conventional means.729 However, as is the nature of episodic filmmaking, the 
next installment can truncate narratives set in motion in a previous film. In 

demise was a metaphor for lost innocence, US’ decline as a superpower, or a change in the white male 
status quo. 
726 For more see Janne Salminen, “Superman on the Silver Screen: The Political Ideology of The Man of 
Tomorrow on Film.” WiderScreen 20, no. 3 (2017).  
727 Braidotti, Metamorphoses, 199-200. 
728 Ángel Mateos-Aparicio, “Trespassers of Body Boundaries: The Cyborg and the Construction of a 
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Ana María Manzanas (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007), 253. 
729 Richard Dyer, “Jurassic World and Procreation Anxiety,” Film Quarterly 69, no. 2 (2015): 19–24. 



the sequel, Jurassic World: Fallen Kingdom, Claire and Owen are not 
together anymore but they reconnect during the film and fall back into what 
resembles a nuclear family, but any anxieties they had about artificial 
reproduction have dispelled. Fallen Kingdom brings the concept of human 
cloning into the franchise. A new character to the series, Masie Lockwood 
(Isabella Sermon) is introduced as the granddaughter of Sir Benjamin 
Lockwood (James Cromwell), the other mastermind behind the entire 
Jurassic Park/World enterprise.730 She is later revealed to be the clone of 
Lockwood’s deceased daughter. By the end of the movie, Masie has assumed 
the de facto role of a child with Claire and Owen as her adoptive parents. On 
one side, Fallen Kingdom reaffirms narratives in which birth is neatly 
sanitized and disassociated from how parental relationships are formed, as 
Creed has argued about other films that use a similar strategy, but it also 
normalizes parental relationships that are formed without heterosexual 
interaction.731  

Fallen Kingdom does not shy away from associating Masie and the 
dinosaurs. She and they are all artificial creations, despite the dinosaurs 
being genetically engineered to suit the needs of the park and possible 
military applications. Masie is also responsible for letting the dinosaurs loose 
on the world in the film’s conclusion. The surviving dinosaurs are detained in 
the spacious cellar of a manor in Northern California and a poisonous gas 
leak is about to terminate all of them, but Masie chooses to press a button 
that releases them outside. “I had to. They’re alive. Like me,” Maisie says 
after the fact. Her actions release the dinosaurs unto the world and suggest a 
major ecological disruption. The film ends on the promise that the sequel will 
take place in a literal Jurassic World, since the animals are now running 
wild. Fallen Kingdom’s narrative on artificial reproduction would then 
appear to be that it is permissible if confined to the immediately legible 
nuclear family formation, but without those boundaries, it will plunge the 
world into chaos. This narrative does not easily align with previous films of 
the series since the aspect of capitalism abusing genetic engineering and 
artificial reproduction is now even more clearly aimed at the militarization of 
the animals or the prospect of selling them on the black market.  

Both the DCEU-films and the two Jurassic World films veer towards the 
idea that alternative forms of reproduction are dangerous, especially when 
they are not confined to the heteronormative nuclear family ideal. Queering 
reproduction, through eradication and resistance to binaries in these two 
examples is either vilified completely (DCEU) or acceptable only in context 
that is legible as a nuclear family (Jurassic World: Fallen Kingdom). 
Nevertheless, the proverbial cat is out of the bag. The instability of the 
heteronormative ideal has been revealed, opening the door for other 
subversive interpretations of these narratives. Even when the status quo is 

730 Since Richard Attenborough who played the park’s founder John Hammond in 1993 and 1997, had 
passed the filmmakers introduced Lockwood as an extremely similar character. 
731 Creed, The Monstrous-Feminine, 47. 



restored and framed in the film’s narrative as the most desirable one, the 
memory of its frailty remains. 

Like issues of gender, Hollywood and audiences alike seem to be more aware 
of queer representation. In the films examined in this chapter this awareness 
was present especially as queer subtext or leaving the sexual orientation of a 
character ambiguous, loosening the obligatory heterosexuality requirements 
of the past. The Star Trek films of the 2010s especially seemed be informed 
by a necessity to make the heterosexuality of characters explicit, which 
seemed archaic in the context of the era. Even though the Star Wars 
franchise was not among the case studies in this chapter, it too has its fair 
share of ambiguous relationships. Star Wars films that were released 2015 
onwards are rife with relationships that have or at least had for some time, 
noticeable ambiguity. Rey, the central character in what are called the saga 
films732 of Star Wars franchise, was until the very last minutes of Rise of the 
Skywalker undefined in her sexual preference. A brief kiss between her and 
Kylo/Ben (Fig. 20) seemed verify certain fan theories about their sexual 
tension.733 Throughout the new films, Rey does not appear to be terribly 
interested in romance. Much like Luke in the original trilogy, Rey’s main 
interests revolve around adventure and learning about the ways of the Force. 
The ongoing nature of legacy blockbuster franchise films makes ambiguity 
difficult to sustain. A potentially queer narrative can be straightened once 
heterosexual romance is introduced, but the cumulative layers of these 
characters also give room for alternative interpretations. Heterosexuality’s 
status as the default setting is slowly eroded. 

732 Meaning those films which are marked with Roman numerals I–IX. 
733 Dan Zinski, “Star Wars: JJ Abrams Debunks One Reylo Fan Theiry in Rise of the Skywalker,” 
ScreenRant, December 3, 2019, accessed July 20, 2021, https://screenrant.com/star-wars-rise-
skywalker-reylo-theory-debunked-abrams/. 



Legacy Blockbuster franchises also deal with the pressure of attracting a 
global audience. It has become fiscally wise to avoid scenes that might offend 
international audiences. China, for example, has grown to be an extremely 
important cinema market and upsetting local censorship regulators can 
result in a complete ban of a film.734 In practice this means that films released 
there must avoid nudity, violence, and inappropriate language. They also 
need to adhere to the principles of the Chinese Constitution and social 
morality, which are defined vaguely which makes American filmmakers 
unsure what a film can and cannot contain.735 Films depicting explicitly queer 
relationships tend to not to get past the regulators due to the vigorous 
censorship portrayals of homosexuality face in the country.736 Such 
limitations are likely to have influence on the content of global blockbusters 
and leaving ambiguous orientations without confirmation can work in favor 
of heteronormative assumptions. This seems to be the case with the Kelvin 
timeline Star Trek films that utilize the few indicators of heterosexual 
interest to deter the queer connotations of Kirk and Spock. Similarly, the 
patently queer nature of Batman is kept at bay by having him face off against 
a villain that reads as openly queer and using the same brief nods towards 
straightness.  

In the ongoing aftermath the #MeToo-movement, audiences have 
become increasingly aware of the complex power dynamics that can operate 
behind unwanted acts of intimacy.737 Even though the films I have discussed 
have been in production before, during, and after the most tumultuous 
outcomes of #MeToo-discourse, several of the films have something that can 

734 Xu Song, “Hollywood Movies and China: Analysis of Hollywood Globalization and Relationship 
Management in China’s Cinema Market,” Global Media and China 3, no. 3 (2018): 184. 
735 Sean O’Connor and Nicholas Armstrong, Directed by Hollywood, Edited by China: How China’s 
Censorship and Influence Affect Films Worldwide (U.S.–China Economic and Security Review 
Commission: Staff Research Report 2015), 8–10. 
736 Lin Song, “Entertainingly Queer: Illiberal Homonormativity and Transcultural Queer Politics in a 
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737 Rosalind Gill and Shani Orgad, “The Shifting Terrain of Sex and Power: From ‘Sexualization of 
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be described as a “carefulness” about romantic interactions. In the 2010s, 
Hollywood seems to have resorted to a curiously queer method of avoiding 
explicit sexual identities by diminishing romantic subplots. Despite 
heterosexuality being the most common orientation for characters, the 
prevalence of characters with ambiguous romantic interest is significant. The 
resistance to binaries is clearly a queer position as is the noncommittal 
attitude towards “normal.” Warner argues that US society has maintained 
consistently that heterosexual desire, marriage, reproduction, childrearing, 
and domestic life are the bedrock on which humanity is built, and this was 
the message put forth by all media, especially film and television.738 In the 
2010s, the absoluteness of this messaging is crumbling in films that were 
already rife with gender representations that pushed, or even ignored the 
existence, of gender as a limiting category. 

In The Last Jedi, Leia and Admiral Holdo hold hands and share a 
knowing glance. It can be interpreted as being purely collegial or signifying 
friendship. However, there is a slight lesbian angle to it. Force Awakens 
reinstituted the uncertainty of the Leia and Han relationship. Apparently, 
they have been separated for some years, but they are still comfortable when 
being intimate, hinting that their relationship is queer despite being 
heterosexual. Because the Star Wars franchise is committed to the 
unbounded narrative in other aspects, it makes sense that it would be more 
open to a broader spectrum of sexuality than the rigid heterosexuality of a 
nuclear family ideal. 

Ambiguous relationships and intimacies seem to the predominantly a 
trait of the unbounded gender narrative films. Discussing these relationships 
is delicate since interpreting them is reliant on the viewers inclination to read 
certain intimacies as non-platonic or as simply intense friendship. Framing 
these relationship narratives as outside of the heterosexual matrix is however 
appropriate, given the intensity of naturalizing heteronormativity and 
heterosexist norms through compulsory heterosexuality as noted by Butler.739 
Hilary Radner argues that compulsory sexuality (decidedly omitting the 
hetero prefix) has risen alongside expectations of heterosexuality. Radner 
notes that in visual forms of storytelling there seems to be a compulsion to 
make the sexual desires of a character legible, meaning explicit and 
understandable.740 Since these desires are left increasingly unclear, the queer 
potentiality of certain characters increases noticeably. Ambiguities in 
character’s sexual orientations is not entirely new, but previously such 
unclarity was mostly reserved for minor or unscrupulous characters, that 
were punished for their actions by the end of the movie to appease 
conservative segments of the audience, while leaving the material that might 

738 Warner, Trouble with Normal, 47. 
739 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (New York: Routledge, 2011), 
59–60. 
740 Hilary Radner, “Compulsory Sexuality and the Desiring Woman,” Sexualities 11 no 1/2, (2008): 96–
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have disrupted the heterosexual hegemony still legible for those who knew to 
look for it.741 

Questioning the centrality of nuclear families became a way for the new 
Star Trek films to return some of its famous queer aspects to the narrative 
after a couple hypermasculine excursions. Despite chosen families emerging 
once again as a major theme in Star Trek Beyond, the two films that 
preceded it had leaned so heavily on a hypermasculine and explicitly 
heterosexual narratives that alterations to the narrative of the Kelvin timeline 
films were not enough to justify calling the third film a complete subversion 
of the trajectory. It is possible that would the Kelvin timeline films continue 
the same path, the queer nature of Kirk/Spock relationship might have also 
been restored.742 Similarly, the tendency to portray villains as queer in the 
DCEU films was too substantial for Birds of Prey to completely mitigate that 
narrative, despite borrowing heavily narrative and visual elements from other 
media that had significant queer potential.  

Films with the finite gender narrative associated queerness with forces 
that erode societal cohesion. Implying that Luthor was a queer, the wrong 
type of masculinity in comparison to Batman/Bruce and used alternative 
means of reproduction to cause havoc. Families and reproduction are at the 
junction where a finite gender narrative can be distinguished from an 
unbounded one. Whether the characters organize around nuclear families, or 
a facsimile of one, seems to determine gender possibilities as well. The Alien 
franchise, for example, took a detour into the recreated nuclear family in 
Aliens and produced the most finite gender narrative in the series, even 
though that narrative did not entirely discount the possibility of moving 
between modes of performing gender. The Alien franchise represented the 
most aggressive disruptions to a gender hierarchy based around a two-parent 
nuclear family ideal by depicting how easily the fabric that sustains that ideal 
can be torn down by alternative and post-gender disruptions. While it is 
extremely likely that Covenant is not the final entry into the xenomorph saga, 
it concludes on a note that shows that the heteronormative status quo has 
been irrevocably disrupted and will continue disintegrate.  

The Jurassic Park franchise in the 2010s turned towards the nuclear 
family once again as a shelter from societal changes. This turn aligned with 
the postfeminist themes of the franchise, suggesting that despite what new 
attributes are included in the social categories of men and women, they still 
revolve around the heterosexual binary of the nuclear family. However, much 
like the dinosaurs that escaped from the park, the frailty of the system that 
props up social gender has been revealed. Since the nuclear family is no 
longer the only site for reproduction, organizing a family around that model 
becomes increasingly a matter of choice, not an unchangeable fact of 
“nature.” 

741 Andrea Weiss, Vampires & Violets: Lesbians in the Cinema (London: J. Cape, 1992), 103–108. 
742 As of writing this, the fourth Kelvin-timeline Star Trek film is yet to be confirmed to be in 
production.  



The artificiality of all gender projects become increasingly apparent, not 
only in the franchises examined in this chapter, but in all preceding chapters 
as well. When narratives move from a superficial “women can do whatever 
men do,” to more profound questions such as how these social categories and 
their power relations are sustained, eventually winding up to dismantle the 
entire system that has produced these categories, the narratives themselves 
begin to become more ambiguous as if they also were unraveling.  



The central impetus for this dissertation was to examine if indeed two 
competing gender narratives had emerged in the field of legacy blockbuster 
cinema. To prevent the analysis for becoming unwieldy I mostly focused on 
character arcs. The ubiquity of masculine themes came as no surprise, 
considering the dominance that male characters have had on the Hollywood 
mainstream. This dominance is nevertheless eroding as well as the 
patriarchal gender hierarchy.  

The research question that I asked was how contemporary blockbuster 
franchise articulate gender possibilities? To answer this, I examined the 
selected franchises in relation to two competing narratives that emerged 
through the analysis: finite and unbounded gender narratives. The focus of 
the analysis was on characters and how gender was narrated through their 
actions, interactions, behavior, and so on. The result is that the level of 
finiteness and unboundedness might vary, but the ways of narrating were all 
reactions to sociocultural changes in the gender order. Such reactions were in 
one of three categories: panic, obfuscation, and proactive acceptance. The 
first two responses are within the same ideological space, changes to gender 
hegemony and/or hierarchy are a source of anxiety and must be either 
stopped or blunted. The panic reaction in such as Batman v Superman was 
to construe a crisis narrative that could be resolved by men enacting 
hypermasculinity, which then mended the walls between gender identities. 
This process also included the vilification of those who disrupted the existing 
gender order. As with the gender narratives, these reactions are not absolutes 
but different narratives that revolve around issues of changes in the gender 
order.  

Wonder Woman was an example of a film that on a superficial level 
seemed to promote gender variance and the dissolution of definite gender 
roles. On closer examination, the gender order remained the same, but was 
obfuscated using postfeminist strategies of rendering feminism obsolete. 
While using female characters in prominent roles is rare enough to suggest 
that a movie is promoting gender equality, implying that there are no 
feminist struggles to be had the implication became that the status quo does 
not need to be questioned. Films that used obfuscation as a narrative strategy 
were perhaps the most challenging to criticize because they do not explicitly 
suggest that certain gender identities are more valuable than others. 
Criticism towards these types of gender narratives becomes more pointed 
towards structural forms of inequality, rather than blatant sexism. 
Interaction with feminist themes also appears to correlate with the three 
reactions. The further they are removed from panic, the more willing they 
seem to be to interact with feminism. 

Proactive acceptance was seen in films that construed the unbounded 
narrative, such as Fury Road and The Last Jedi. I call this reaction proactive 



acceptance because in it is contained actively disruptive elements (i.e., 
characters) and the acceptance of various types of gender performances. 
Within proactive acceptance is included the promise of welcoming those 
whose gender performances previously had a hegemonic status, as even they 
are “rehabilitated” by the fall of an oppressive patriarchal gender hierarchy. 
Focus of these films was on characters that had to overcome storyworld 
obstacles, which were directly or indirectly implied to be more severe because 
of stereotypical gender expectations.  

Because the struggles that female characters faced were presented as 
being different from what the male characters faced, these films were more 
open to pro-feminist readings. These movies also posed critiques towards 
patriarchal masculinity, suggesting that limiting gender expectations have 
negative consequences on everyone, sometimes on a wide societal level. Crisis 
was also present in these films as well but stemming from inability to accept 
gender as a porous category or even that these there is a great deal of variance 
within the spectrum of genders. The franchises examined in this work that 
can are a part of the unbounded gender narrative also featured characters 
that disrupted gender expectations but also accepting those who did not. For 
instance, Fury Road utilized this narrative strategy when Furiosa’s group 
escaping from oppression accepted Max as an ally, who himself came around 
to understand the value of mutual respect.  

Openly queer narratives were a rarity, but if they were present in either 
one of the competing gender narratives the reactions met with expectations. 
Franchises, such as the DCEU, that were committed to the finite narrative 
vilified queer characters or presented them as societal outcasts. Perhaps 
surprisingly, franchises in the unbounded gender narrative category in this 
regard did not stand out as much. While queer characters were not explicitly 
vilified, major characters were not shown to be explicitly queer. Films in this 
category (Star Wars and later Star Trek) featured minor examples of queer 
intimacies but most queer aspects were the ambiguity of orientations. 
Ambiguity brought in the question of multiple readings as opposed to the 
forced heterosexuality that has dominated Hollywood films in the past.  

In the examined franchises representations of reproduction were closely 
tied with the queer narratives. If a franchise vilified queerness, alternative 
means of reproduction were treated similarly. Especially the DCEU films 
associated non-conventional means of reproduction to have destabilizing 
societal impact, and the Jurassic Park franchise moved in the 2010s to a 
similar position by centering around the heterosexual nuclear family. The 
Alien franchise has historically construed an ambivalent gender narrative. 
Despite the franchises focus on strong female character’s, anxieties around 
alternative forms of reproduction have left the films open to contradicting 
readings. However, these seemed to dissipate with 2012’s Prometheus. In 
that film, the alien creatures and their reproductive methods became more 
neutral, and the horror was no longer derived from symbolic representations 
of female reproductive organs but from the entire prospect of creating 
offspring. Covenant further emphasized this notion by suggesting that 



humanity’s indifference toward its own creations would ultimately result in 
destruction. Despite being far from an optimistic gender fluid utopia, the 
Alien franchise’s newfound indifference towards artificial reproduction reads 
as a commentary on humanity’s failings rather than a call to return to the 
nuclear family ideal. The gender identity of the characters had little impact 
on their potential or ability, everyone seemed equally unprepared to deal with 
the fate that would await them.  

To highlight the results of this dissertation, I have condensed the core 
findings of the analysis are condensed into table, which represents a 
simplified summation of how these films narrated gender (tab. 2). I have also 
included the reaction that these films appeared to demonstrate when faced 
with gender related social changes. What is striking about the findings, as 
illustrated by the table below, is the clarity at which the two competing 
narratives emerges. While it can be argued that even the most unbounded 
film franchises are still rooted in the binary understanding of gender, 
exemplified by the scarcity of gender non-conforming characters, the 
differences in how gender is narrated are apparent. 



 
While the table lays out the division amongst blockbusters, it does not reveal 
how films within the finite gender narrative category are not merely the last 
bastions of outdated gender assumptions and stereotypes but themselves 
reactions to how these notions are changing. Films with the finite gender 
narrative tended to collapse in on themselves as they struggled to maintain 
cohesion. This struggle became especially apparent when trying to sustain the 
narrative beyond one film.  

Batman v Superman and The Last Jedi are perhaps the two most 
extreme examples in the selected materials. While neither film is purely finite 
or unbounded in their gender narrative, but they represent the two films 
discussed in this dissertation that are furthest from each other in their 
approach to narrating gender. This is remarkable because it signals that 
blockbuster cinema is interacting overtly with societal forces like fourth wave 

743 When this film was referred to in subchapters 3.2.1 and 4.3.2 elements that would give it the labels 
of finite narrative and panic reaction appeared, thus explaining the labeling here despite not being at 
the center of attention in a case study. A study based focusing on how Superman’s gender is narrated in 
cinema might yield contrasting results.   



feminism, going beyond including minor characters to appease such 
movements. In practice this means that film like Batman v Superman, which 
posits that men’s domination over major societal concerns is absolute, stands 
out because of gender attitudes that in the context of 2010s seem retrograde. 
The Last Jedi, conversely, seems to be more attuned to contemporary social 
movements.  

Those films that did not react with panic but with obfuscation are 
perhaps the most complex in their messaging. Because recognizing that a film 
like Wonder Woman, is creating a finite gender narrative while giving women 
a central role in the story, is dependent on recognizing deep rooted gender-
based oppression in a society that purportedly allows everyone to be 
themselves. A film relying on hypermasculine performances as a key strategy 
in protecting a society, as in Trek 09, is more observable than a film that has 
a female protagonist who is physically stronger than most male characters 
but has relatively little agency in the story. Recognizing the postfeminist 
themes also requires understanding feminism as an ongoing project of 
equality. The main concern for the finite gender narrative films is not only the 
erosion of a hierarchical gender system, but the erosion a gender system in 
which men hold the dominant position. The loss of status connects these with 
the perennial theme of masculinity in crisis. 

This crisis loomed large over most of the films discussed in this 
dissertation. I would surmise that one reason for the endurance of this 
concept, at least within the films discussed, is their close relation to an era 
when national masculinity was mended recuperative cinematic narratives. 
When creating a new installment to a franchise like Star Wars, which was 
closely associated with brining heroic masculine narratives back into vogue, it 
is almost inherently embroiled with the issue of masculinity in crisis. This 
unavoidability is due to the relationship that these types of films have with 
the past, ignoring major cultural issues of the time in which a particular 
franchise rose to prominence would likely create disconnect between the new 
and old films. For some viewers this is what happened with Star Wars when 
it did not confirm to their expectations. I would argue that thematically the 
new Star Wars films successfully updated and recontextualized the franchise 
for modern audiences by engaging with nostalgia as a potentially dangerous 
impulse, while also utilizing it to maximum effect aesthetically. In a sense, 
the crisis of masculinity is a recurring theme because of the dimension of 
nostalgia that these franchises have. The Jurassic Park franchise took a 
completely different route and nostalgized the previous film’s aesthetics but 
none of the criticisms that the original films contained. The new installments 
of the franchise also had a had a more defined hero character which the 
original films did not, which meant that the story centered around a white 
male character.744   

This dissertation places character-based narratives in legacy blockbuster 
franchises into the context of their era while understanding the context 

744 I maintain that the 1993 Jurassic Park had a group of characters that displayed heroic attributes but 
were not set up to be heroes in the same highlighted manner as the new films. 



within the franchises themselves. This meant that the analysis was inherently 
at the same time looking how gender is narrated in contemporary contexts 
and how it was narrated in the past. In practice this meant that the franchise 
films of the 2010s needed to be at least partially understood in the context 
from where they originated. Popular culture a basis for debates on how the 
borders and limits of gender categories are defined is not in itself entirely 
novel, what this work contributes is the understanding of how gender can be 
understood as an ongoing process, even for fictional characters. This 
approach allows to examine cultural texts, such as films, as creating gender 
representations that have meaning within a larger context beyond one scene 
or a film. This work also illustrates how vastly different blockbuster 
franchises can be in their ideological content, even offering counter 
narratives that openly challenge the hegemonic status quo. What this work 
illustrates is not necessarily just a grim polarization of contemporary US 
culture, but how a potential for truly challenging the status quo through mass 
entertainment is possible and even necessary when these films compete for 
attention. 

While research that examine films in broad categories, usually through 
genres, has been vital for this work even to exist, looking at films as 
construing certain gender narratives within their own storyworlds is 
necessary to fully comprehend what are their cultural meanings. This 
approach is applicable to other forms of narrative culture as well. These 
storyworlds are not only presented to audiences but they are created through 
a process of negotiation between the creators and audiences, who participate 
in how they are understood. In this work, I mainly focused on the narratives 
within the films, without taking detours to other medias, and even then, the 
interplay between audience and filmmakers became apparent as viewers were 
able to articulate their views on the films. To understand why a film angers 
some audiences, a deeper understanding of the franchise’s history and 
content is necessary, even when the debate would seem to revolve around 
anxiety caused by social changes. When the long gender narrative of a 
franchise is examined, it is possible to understand what borders have been 
crossed invited that anxiety in the first place.  

A major challenge for conducting research on legacy blockbuster film 
franchises, or cinematic franchises in general is that there is no definitive 
end. The lack of an ending creates the precarious situation where any 
narrative that is analyzed as a trajectory is subject to change with each new 
installment. The simple solution is to focus on a specific period and ignore 
any films that arrive after a certain point in time. However, this does not 
erase the problem of these narratives being devoid of closure. Even if the 
Skywalker saga supposedly ended when Rise of the Skywalker was released, 
that does not mean that Rey will not appear in future films. Luke has already 
appeared in an episode of The Mandalorian, a Star Wars television show, 
indicating that the Skywalker saga might have some untold events left in it.745  

745 The Mandalorian takes place little after The Return of the Jedi and Mark Hamill was digitally de-
aged to look younger in the second season episode “Chapter 16: The Rescue” of The Mandalorian.  



Television, or streaming shows also represent another challenge. When 
the film narratives become increasingly intertwined with the narratives told 
in television shows, scholars must engage with these ancillary narratives as 
well. This is where the texts and the paratexts begin to merge, leaving out 
narratives from completely different formats was easier when the border 
between film and television was clearer. I am not referring only to how home 
viewing changes how these narratives are consumed but also the how films 
have become increasingly episodic, blurring the line between film and 
television show before such events like the COVID-19 epidemic. 

Last, but not least, the question that emerges is the possibility of a 
feminist blockbuster. This work has indicated that there are films that engage 
with feminism and that engagement can happen through exploring feminist 
issues (often allegorically) or by positing values that appear as anti-feminist. 
If blockbusters in the 2010s showed signs of engaging with pro-feminist 
themes, the next step is to examine if an openly feminist blockbuster is 
possible and how that would be defined. The arrival of fourth wave feminism, 
with its tendency to combine disparate forms of feminism under one banner, 
could offer a framework for this project. Vocabulary of the conservative 
gender order, the one that narrates gender finitely, the one that panics, or 
resorts to obfuscation to assure that change is not necessary has been 
examined by scholars in detail. Because this side is also eroding, it is 
necessary to determine if the narrative that now seems partially even 
counterhegemonic is indeed that, and how to critically approach it. 
Discovering that two gender narratives are competing for dominance in 
legacy blockbuster franchises of the 2010s, and possibly throughout popular 
culture, is only the beginning.  
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