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Abstract

A stereotype is a fixed mental image of different social groups such as race, religion
and gender. The spread of gender stereotypes in society has harmful consequences
such as gender prejudice, gender discrimination and gender inequality towards both
sexes, especially women. Cinema, by representing gender stereotypes, causes the
reproduction and reinforcement of them in various societies, including our own.
Therefore, the current research has been carried out with the aim of investigating and
analyzing female gender stereotypes in the representation of the main female
character in the films that have won Oscar for best picture and its changes during the
years 2002 to 2022. To achieve this goal, the theoretical framework of Stuart Hall's
representation theory and Andre Michel's gender stereotypes approach were used, as
well as the qualitative content analysis method (Deductive and Inductive), whose data
was also collected and analyzed using a checklist. The research population of this
investigation is 20 Oscar-winning films during the years 2002 to 2022 (two decades of
the 21st century). The findings of research indicate that the portrayal of the main

female characters of the first decade of the studied period are represented with 14
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gender stereotypes and in the second decade with 9. Also, in both decades, simple
stereotypes are less prominent, while complex stereotypes are more pronounced.
Therefore, it can be concluded that despite the presence of mostly complex gender
stereotypes in Oscar-winning films, over the time, the stereotypical representation of

the female character in these films has gone through a downward trend.
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Introduction and Problem Statement

In all human societies, individuals are categorized based on various social criteria such
as role, status, class, religion, race, ethnicity, and gender (Riyahi, 1386: 110). With the
formation of gender, schemas are also created for it (Sadeghi Fasaei and Karimi, 1384:
67). In the culture of each society, there exist schemas of the groups living in it, some
of which manifest as stereotypes (Sadeghi Fasaei and Karimi, 1384: 71). A stereotype
refers to a set of beliefs about what it means to be a woman or a man. These
stereotypes encompass information about physical appearance, attitudes, interests,
psychological traits, social relationships, and types of jobs (Golombok and Fivush,
1384: 34). Stereotypes are subjective categories whose continuity depends on
representation.

Existing research shows that women are often represented stereotypically in cinema.
In such works, men are frequently depicted as dominant, active, aggressive, and
authoritative, while women are usually portrayed as submissive, passive, yielding, and
insignificant (Moienfar, 1388: 168). Such representations carry the harmful
consequences of gender stereotypes, prejudice, discrimination and inequality.

Based on the aforementioned points, the main issue of this research arises from the
concern that, according to existing research evidence, many films, especially those
recognized with prestigious awards from major global film festivals, contain pervasive
gender stereotypes that shape audience thoughts and, in turn, contribute to the
development, reinforcement, and stabilization of harmful cognitive frameworks in the
mentioned domains. Examining these works in today’s Iranian society is also
significant as the gender stereotypes present in their content can negatively impact
Iranian audiences, just as they do in other nations. Additionally, since many of the
audience members are themselves active in the film industry and watching prominent
global films is part of their professional requirements, these gender stereotypes will

also consciously or unconsciously affect them, serving as a model for their own
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productions and ultimately impacting Iranian native and national cinema.
Furthermore, addressing such themes can strengthen critical thinking and discussion
regarding gender equality, challenge traditional female roles in Iranian society, inspire
a re-examination of traditional and stereotypical thoughts about gender, and lead
individuals to view gender issues with a perspective closer to reality. Therefore,
understanding and critically evaluating the content of prominent Oscar films
regarding the presence of gender stereotypes is significant; thus, the current research
aims to explore the content of Oscar-winning films in terms of the method of
representation or the extent of the presence of female gender stereotypes and its
evolution over different periods of the festival. To achieve this goal, the present
research seeks to answer questions such as: How has the representation and extent of
female gender stereotypes in the portrayal of women in Oscar-winning Best Picture
films evolved from 2002 to 2022.

Theoretical Foundations

The theoretical framework of this research combines Stuart Hall's representation
theory (1396) and Andre Michel’s approach to gender stereotypes (1376).

According to Stuart Hall, representation means producing meaning through
language (Hall, 1396: 36). Any sound, word, image, or object that acts like a sign and
is capable of carrying and transmitting meaning within a system of symbols is
considered a language in this view (Hall, 1396: 43). Two important strategies in
representation are stereotyping and naturalization. Stereotypes, according to Andre
Michel, are “elements that encourage prejudice and do not consider the diversity of
individual behaviors and preferences of men and women or carry the idea that all men
or nearly all of them or all women are similar in many respects, whereas the reality is
different” (Michel, 1376: 206). These categories can be divided into different types
(Michel, 1376: 104). These categories are as follows:

1.Social References of Male and Female Individuals: 1. Civil status (marital status); 2.
Family status (being a mother or father); 3. Employment status (employed or
homemaker); 4. Framework of life and occupation (traditional male and female jobs)
(Michel, 1997: 104).

2.Activities of Male and Female Individuals: 1. Domestic activities (household work);
2. Educational activities with children (in two aspects: quantitative - level of
interaction, and qualitative - manner of interaction); 3. Professional activities

(professional jobs); 4. Political or social activities (political or social roles); 5. Leisure



activities (sports, arts, crafts, exploratory and adventurous activities, children's games)
(Michel, 1997: 107).

3.Social and Emotional Behaviors of Male and Female Individuals: 1. Behaviors
related to positive emotional domains (kindness, compassion, etc.) vs. negative
emotions (callousness, selfishness, etc.); 2. Resistance to social pressure (independent,
resilient, etc.) vs. dependency (submissive, yielding, etc.); 3. Obedience and weakness
of character (fear, dependency, etc.) vs. strength of character (courage, tenacity, etc.)
(Michel, 1997: 113).

Research Methodology

This research was conducted using qualitative content analysis methods (deductive-
inductive). A preliminary checklist was developed to examine and record the
characteristics of the main female character in contrast to the main male character in the
film, based on Andre Michel’s gender stereotypes approach (with modifications to align it
with the current research). Subsequently, 20 films were initially viewed as the research
population, and then propositions that had not been addressed in the baseline scale
(Andre Michel) but were present in the content of the studied films were added to the
dimensions of gender stereotypes, leading to the development of the final checklist. In the
next phase, the 20 films were watched again by the researchers, and a separate checklist
was filled out for each film, thus recording the frequency of the mentioned indicators in
the selected films, which constituted the primary data of this research.

In this research, the unit of analysis for the main female character and the text unit
was the entirety of the films under review. The validity of this research was ensured
through content validity, of the type of face validity, and for the reliability of the scale,
the inter-rater reliability method was used. The analysis method for this research
involved considering each of the indicators of gender stereotypes in the checklist as a
proposition and recording it, and ultimately calculating and reporting the frequency
and relative frequency of each of the mentioned indicators in the relevant tables,
followed by analyzing the obtained stereotypes. The research population of this study
consists of 20 Oscar-winning films for Best Picture from 2002 to 2022, which include:
A Beautiful Mind (2001), Chicago (2002), The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the
King (2003), Million Dollar Baby (2004), Crash (2004), The Departed (2006), No
Country for Old Men (2007), Slumdog Millionaire (2008), The Hurt Locker (2009),
The King’s Speech (2010), The Artist (2011), Argo (2012), 12 Years a Slave (2013),
Birdman (2014), Spotlight (2015), Moonlight (2016), The Shape of Water (2017),
Green Book (2018), Parasite (2019), and Nomadland (2020).
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Table 1: Operational Definition of Gender Stereotypes

Concept Dimension Component Indicator

1- Marital Status 1-Woman being married vs. man being single

2- Family Status ll-l\qloman having children vs. man not having
children

1- Social 2- Playing the role of wife-parent only for
References woman vs. not playing the role of wife-parent

only for man

3- Employment 1-Woman being a housewife vs. man being

Status employed

4- Occupation 1-Woman working in traditional female jobs
vs. man working in traditional male jobs

1- Domestic 1-Woman doing housework, cooking, and

Activities related tasks vs. man not doing these tasks

2- Childcare 1-Woman having contact with children vs.

Activities man not having contact with children
2- Woman providing material and emotional
comfort to children vs. man having
authoritative and credible relationships with
children

3- Professional .l—l\aNoman beli)ng emplo;lfed iél.loLv.er}—lranked

Activities jobs vs. man being employed in higher-
ranked jobs

4- Political or 1-Woman not playing political or social roles

9~ Activiti Social Activities vs. man playing political or social roles
- Activities : —— e =
5- Leisure 1-Woman not engaging in artistic activities
Gender Activities Vs. man engaging in artistic activities
Stereotypes 2- Girl playing “girl-type” games vs. boy

playing “boy-type” games

3- Woman not engaging in exploratory,
inventive, and adventurous activities vs. man
engaging in such activities

4- Woman not participating in sports vs. man
participating in sports

6-Actor's activities

1- The low presence (in terms of time) of the
woman vs. the greater presence of the man in

the film

2- Low narrative role of woman vs. prominent
narrative role of man

3- Social and
Emotional
Behaviors

1- Positive and
Negative Emotions

1-Positive emotions for woman vs. negative
emotions for man

2- Expecting women not to use violence vs.
expecting men to use violence

2- personality traits

1-Weak character of woman vs. strong
character of man

2- Woman being superstitious vs. man not
being superstitious

3-Woman being a sexual object vs. man not
being a sexual object

4-Woman being a victim and being saved by
man vs. man not being a victim and not being
saved by woman

3-Intellectual
Advantages and
Deficits

1-Woman having deficiencies and deficits vs.
man having intellectual advantages.




Research Findings

Data for this research were collected in two descriptive and analytical sections.

A) Descriptive Findings

Table 2: Distribution of Frequency and Relative Frequency of Gender Stereotypes Related to the Main

Female Character in the Studied Films

Indicators First Second Two
Decade Decade Decades
F % F % F %
Woman being married vs. man being single 0 0 0 0 0 0
Woman having children vs. man not having children 1 10 0 0 1 5
Playing the role of wife-parent only for woman vs. not playing
. 3 30 1 10 4 20
the role of wife-parent only for man
Woman being a housewife vs. man being employed 1 10 1 10 2 10
Worp?n workmg in traditional female jobs vs. man working in 1 10 3 30 4 20
traditional male jobs
Woma.n doing housework, cooking, and related tasks vs. man 0 0 ) 20 ) 10
not doing these tasks
Woman having contact with children vs. man not having
. : 0 0 0 0 0 0
contact with children
Woman providing material and emotional comfort to children
vs. man having authoritative and credible relationships with | 0 0 0 0 0 0
children
Woman b.emg. employed in lower-ranked jobs vs. man being 5 20 5 50 . 35
employed in higher-ranked jobs
Woman not playing political or social roles vs. man playing
i . 1 10 0 0 1 5
political or social roles
Woman not engaging in artistic activities vs. man engaging in 1 10 0 0 ) 0
artistic activities
Girl playing “girl-type” games vs. boy playing “boy-type” games 0 0 0 0 0 0
Woman not engaging in exploratory, inventive, and
- o o 3 30 0 0 3 15
adventurous activities vs. man engaging in such activities
Woman not participating in sports vs. man participating in 3 30 ) 20 5 25
sports
The low presence (in terms of time) of the woman vs. the
. ) 1 10 0 0 1 5
greater presence of the man in the film
Low narrative role of woman vs. prominent narrative role of 0 0 1 10 ! s
man
Positive emotions for woman vs. negative emotions for man 0 0 1 10 1 5
Expecting women not to use violence vs. expecting men to use
. 0 0 1 10 1 5
violence
Weak character of woman vs. strong character of man 3 30 0 0 3 15
Woman being superstitious vs. man not being superstitious 1 10 0 0 1 5
Woman being a sexual object vs. man not being a sexual object 1 10 0 0 1 5
Woman being a victim and being saved by man vs. man not
. e . 1 10 0 0 1 5
being a victim and not being saved by woman
Woman having deficiencies and deficits vs. man having 10 ) 0 0 20 )
intellectual advantages
Total Films 100 | 20 100 10 100 10
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B) Analytical Findings

Analyzing the findings from the research indicates that the gender stereotypes
through which the main female character has been represented over these two decades
have undergone significant changes. In the films examined in the first decade of the
study period (2002 to 2012), the main female characters were represented with 14
gender stereotype indicators, while in the second decade (2012 to 2022), they were
represented with 9 gender stereotype indicators. Overall, it can be concluded that the
stereotypical representation of women has shown a decreasing trend over the two
decades.

Among the 20 films, the stereotype that was most frequently observed was that of
Woman being employed in lower-ranked jobs vs. man being employed in higher-
ranked jobs, which was seen in 7 films, including: In Chicago (2002), Roxie works in a
club, but Billy is a lawyer. In Million Dollar Baby (2004), Maggie is a boxer and a
trainee, but Frankie is a boxing coach. In Argo (2012), Cora is an ambassador’s
assistant and typist, but Tony is a secret agent. In Birdman (2014), Sam is an assistant
director and Regan is the director. In Spotlight (2015), Sasha is a journalist and
Robbie is her editor and supervisor. In The Shape of Water (2017), Elisa is a cleaner,
but Richard is a colonel and the head of security at a laboratory. In Nomadland
(2020), Fern and Dave are both engaged in various seasonal jobs, but in all of them,
Fern is an unskilled worker (Amazon worker, stone workshop worker, camp worker,
coffee shop worker, beet farm worker, and also a substitute teacher) while Dave is a
semi-skilled worker (cook and tour guide).

Following that, the stereotype of Woman not participating in sports vs. man
participating in sports was repeated in 5 films, including: In A Beautiful Mind (2001),
John does exercises for his physical fitness; in The Departed (2006), William does
physical training; in No Country for Old Men (2007), Llewellyn hunts; in Spotlight
(2015), Robbie plays golf and talks about his work in the second field; and in
Moonlight (2016), Sharon does exercises for his physical fitness, but none of the main
female characters in these films, respectively Alicia, Madeline, Carla, Sasha, and Paolo,
engage in any sports activities.

Some stereotypes were repeated in 4 films, including the stereotype of Playing the role
of wife-parent only for woman vs. not playing the role of wife-parent only for man,
and the Woman working in traditional female jobs vs. man working in traditional
male jobs. The films containing the first stereotype include: A Beautiful Mind (2001),
The Hurt Locker (2009), The King’s Speech (2010), and Green Book (2018), where the

main female characters Alicia, Connie, Elizabeth, and Dolores are all solely in the



roles of wives and mothers and do not play any other role throughout the film, as if
they have no independent identity. However, the main male characters in these films,
John (the mathematician), William (the army sergeant), George (the king), and Tony
(the driver and bodyguard), all play significant roles beyond just being husbands and
fathers throughout the film. The films containing the second stereotype include: In
No Country for Old Men (2007), Carla works in a hypermarket, but Llewellyn is a
welder. In Argo (2012), Cora is an assistant and typist, but Tony is a secret agent. In
The Shape of Water (2017), Elisa is a cleaner, but Richard is a colonel and the head of
security at a laboratory. In Nomadland (2020), Fern is an unskilled worker, and Dave
is a semi-skilled worker.

Each of the stereotypes of Woman not engaging in artistic activities vs. man engaging
in artistic activities and Weak character of woman vs. strong character of man, were
observed in 3 films. The films containing the first stereotype include: In No Country
for Old Men (2007), Llewellyn is engaging in the adventurous act of stealing (stealing
money and the adventures of his escape); in Slumdog Millionaire (2008), Jamal is
engaged in romantic adventures (examples: his actions to reach Latika); and in The
Hurt Locker (2009), William is engaged in war adventures (examples: his efforts to
find the killer of a boy). However, none of the main female characters in these films,
respectively Carla, Latika, and Connie, Engage in any exploratory, inventive, or
adventurous activities. The films containing the second stereotype include: In Crash
(2004), Jean is timid and dependent, while Graham is independent, responsible, brave,
and calm (examples of Jean: the scene where Jean is scared and grabs her husband’s
arm when she sees two Black men, and the dialogues of those two men regarding this:
“Did you see what that woman did? That woman froze when she saw two Black men
who looked like UCLA students on the sidewalk” and Jean’s dialogue regarding this
incident: “I was scared and said nothing” or Jean’s repeated requests to her husband to
call the locksmith and her refusal to do so). Examples of Graham: for instance, the
scene of the murder and his calmness). In No Country for Old Men (2007), Carla is
helpless, timid, and submissive, while Llewellyn is brave, strong, and independent
(examples of Carla: Llewellyn sends Carla home to avoid trouble after stealing the
money; Carla quickly accepts whatever Llewellyn requests; Carla is afraid of delivering
the stolen money and reports the incident to the police). In Slumdog Millionaire
(2008), Latika is a submissive and docile woman, while Jamal is a strong man who
never submits to circumstances (examples of Latika: she submits to the criminal who
has taken her into service and is subjected to continuous violence, but makes no effort

to escape from this situation until she is ultimately rescued by Jamal and Salim).
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The stereotypes of Woman being a housewife vs. man being employed, Woman doing
housework, cooking, and related tasks vs. man not doing these tasks, and Woman
having deficiencies and deficits vs. man having intellectual advantages were only seen
in 2 films. The films containing the first stereotype include: In Crash (2004), Jean is a
housewife, while Graham (the detective) is employed. In Green Book (2018), Dolores
is a housewife, while Tony (the driver and guard) is employed.

The remaining stereotypes appeared only in one film each, which include: the
stereotype of Woman having children vs. man not having children in Crash (2004),
where Jean has a child, but Graham does not. The stereotype of Woman not playing
political or social roles vs. man playing political or social roles appears in The King’s
Speech (2010), where George is a king and plays various political and social roles,
while Elizabeth, despite being a queen, does not play any political or social role. The
stereotype of Woman not engaging in artistic activities vs. man engaging in artistic
activities appears in The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King (2003), where
Frodo writes a book, but Eowyn does not engage in any artistic activities. The
stereotype of the low presence (in terms of time) of the woman vs. the greater
presence of the man in the film can be observed in The Hurt Locker (2009), where
William is present throughout the film, and Connie is present for less than two
minutes in the entire film. The stereotype of Low narrative role of woman vs.
prominent narrative role of man appears in Argo (2012), where Tony has a key role,
while Cora plays no significant role in advancing the story and is even dispensable.
The stereotype of Positive emotions for woman vs. negative emotions for man appears
in The Shape of Water (2017), where Elisa is a kind woman, but Richard is a cold and
selfish man (examples of Elisa: her kind behavior towards her neighbor, friend, and
colleague, and the aquatic creature. Examples of Richard: his violent behavior towards
the aquatic creature, the doctor, and his sexual harassment of Elisa).

The stereotype of Expecting women not to use violence vs. expecting men to use
violence appears in Parasite (2019), where the family and even Ki Jung expect violence
from the man urinating near their house, while there is no such expectation from Ki
Jung by her family or even herself. The stereotype of Woman being superstitious vs.
man not being superstitious appears in A Beautiful Mind (2001), where Alicia believes
in superstition, but John is a rationalist (example: “Alicia: I believe some things bring
luck. Do you believe in that? John: No, I don’t believe in luck, but I believe in
assigning value to certain things”). The stereotype of Woman being a sexual object vs.
man not being a sexual object is seen in Chicago (2002), where Roxie frequently uses

her sexual appeal to achieve her goals, but this is not observed regarding Billy



(examples of Roxie: establishing a sexual relationship with a man to perform at the
club; offering a sexual relationship to her lawyer instead of paying him with the
dialogue: “Look, Mr. Fillion, I'm not really into this, but maybe we can settle this
another way (referring to a sexual relationship)”; having sexual relations with a doctor
to provide him with false testimony about her being pregnant). The stereotype of
Woman being a victim and being saved by man vs. man not being a victim and not
being saved by woman appears in Slumdog Millionaire (2008), where Latika is a
victim who is subjected to violence by a criminal and ultimately gets rescued by Jamal.
In two films, The Artist (2011) and 12 Years a Slave (2013), no gender stereotypes
were observed.

This approach to gender stereotypes indicates that the level of stereotypical
representation in these films has transitioned from simple to complex, meaning that
the stereotypes of women being married, having contact with children, providing
material and emotional comfort to children, and girls playing "girl-type" games were
not observed in any of the films, while more complex stereotypes such as women
having children, not playing political or social roles, not engaging in artistic activities,
low presence (in terms of time) of women, low narrative role of women, positive
emotions for women, expectation of no violence from women, superstitious women,
women as sexual objects, and women being victims and saved by men were only
observed once in the films. The remaining stereotypes, which had a higher frequency
in the films, were previously detailed and are at a more complex level of stereotyping,

requiring deeper reflection for understanding.

Conclusion

The present research aimed to examine and analyze the manner and extent of the
presence of female gender stereotypes in the portrayal of women in Oscar-winning
Best Picture films and the transformations that occurred between 2002 and 2022,
using qualitative content analysis methods (deductive-inductive). Based on the overall
findings, the primary question of the research regarding “the manner of
representation and the extent of the presence of female gender stereotypes in the
portrayal of women in Oscar-winning Best Picture films and its transformations
between 2002 and 2022” can be answered as follows: The films under review in the
first decade were represented with 14 gender stereotype indicators across three
dimensions—social references, activities, and social and emotional behaviors—while
in the second decade, they were represented with 9 indicators, indicating a generally

downward trend. Additionally, some indicators have changed in type and frequency
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in the second decade, as detailed in the findings section. Furthermore, two films (The
Artist and 12 Years a Slave) among the ten films that won in the second decade
contained none of the common gender stereotypes found in such works, a feature that
was not observed in the films of the first decade. Therefore, this difference or change
can likely be seen as a sign of increased attention and positive progress among global
filmmakers in moving away from stereotypical characterizations of women in recent
periods.

Returning to Stuart Hall’s representation theory, it can be concluded that the images
presented of women in Oscar-winning films contain some indicators of gender
stereotypes. This is due to the existence of prevailing gender schemas within societies
and their cultures, and consequently, the minds of filmmakers belonging to those
cultures. In fact, since the dominant gender group in most societies and cultures is
male, the mentioned gender schemas are also constructed within a patriarchal system,
leading to stereotypes that depict women as subordinate in all areas and men as
dominant in the same fields. In this context, media such as cinema can perpetuate and
normalize negative or limiting stereotypes regarding women by presenting and
representing their positions and identities in an unequal and stereotypical manner,
thereby contributing to the continuation of patriarchal dominance and distancing
from equal human identities within society. This ultimately leads to harmful
consequences such as the creation of negative prejudices, the enactment of gender
discrimination, and the emergence of deep inequalities for women in society.
However, in August 2023, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences
published a statement on its official website outlining representation and inclusion
standards aimed at qualifying for the Oscar for Best Picture, designed to encourage
fair representation both on-screen and off-screen to better reflect the diverse global
population. These standards include rules for equitable representation and
employment of racial, ethnic, and gender minorities, as well as LGBTQ+ individuals
and people with disabilities. It is hoped that such media policy-making can ultimately
stand against any stereotypical representations of various social groups, including

women, and showcase a more authentic image of them.
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