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Abstract

The film Conclave (2024) presents a mysterious and suspenseful portrayal of the papal
election process within the closed and ritualized space of the Catholic Church.
However, its final scenes transcend the scope of a religious drama and transform the
narrative into a philosophical reflection on gender, the body, and sacred authority.
The revelation of the newly elected pope’s transgender identity not only questions
long-standing theological structures but also creates an epistemological rupture
within the ecclesiastical institution—an institution historically built upon the
exclusion of female and non-masculine bodies. This article analyzes the film’s final
sequence by integrating perspectives from gender theology, ethical existentialism,
power theory, and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of embodiment, aiming to
reexamine the relation between the body, mystery, and religious legitimacy. The
silence and astonishment of the cardinals in the face of the "Other" body mark a tragic
moment that reveals the rupture between faith and institution. The critique of the
Church’s patriarchal hierarchy serves as a historical backdrop for this crisis. This
study employs an interpretive analysis of the film, focusing on its final scene, and
gathers data through library research and theoretical texts. The findings suggest that
the transgender body, as the future pope, becomes a critical intersection of faith,
politics, and gender—where the sacred is embodied through difference.
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Introduction

The film Conclave (2024), directed by Edward Berger, portrays the papal election
process in the Vatican as a ritualized and enclosed event. While it begins as a
suspenseful religious drama, the film transcends its surface narrative in the final
scenes, revealing the newly elected pope’s transgender identity. This dramatic
revelation destabilizes the traditional theological and political frameworks of the
Catholic Church, introducing questions about gender, embodiment, authority, and
legitimacy. The final disclosure reframes the narrative from one of political
maneuvering and institutional power to a philosophical and theological meditation on
the body, mystery, and sacred authority. The silence of the cardinals in the face of this
revelation marks not only a cinematic climax but also a symbolic rupture between
faith and institution. This article takes the final sequence of Conclave as its focal point
and interprets it through a multi-disciplinary lens. The study integrates perspectives
from feminist and gender theology, existential ethics, theories of power, and
phenomenology of embodiment, with the aim of analyzing how the film dramatizes
the crisis of legitimacy within the Catholic Church. By situating the film in
conversation with broader discourses on body, difference, and sacred authority, the
article extends its scope beyond cinematic critique and into the realm of philosophical

and theological reflection.

Purpose

The purpose of this article is to explore how Conclave articulates a fundamental
tension between the sacred and the institutional through the prism of the
transgender body. The analysis aims to demonstrate that the revelation of the pope’s
identity serves as more than a narrative twist: it becomes an epistemological event
that challenges centuries of patriarchal theological assumptions. The article seeks to
uncover how cinematic language-through silence, framing, ritualized repetition,
and bodily representation-constructs a crisis of legitimacy. Furthermore, the study
aspires to reveal how the film transforms the Catholic Church into a symbolic stage
on which broader philosophical debates unfold. It asks whether a body historically
excluded from ecclesiastical authority can embody the sacred and whether
difference itself can become a site of holiness. In doing so, the article engages with
pressing contemporary debates about gender, power, and faith in both theological

and cultural contexts.
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Methodology

The research employs a qualitative, interpretive, and interdisciplinary methodology.
The film is analyzed not from a technical or purely aesthetic perspective, but through
a hermeneutic approach that privileges meaning, symbolism, and philosophical
resonance. The methodology involves several key steps: first, a close reading of the
film, with special focus on the final sequence and the surrounding narrative
structures, including spatial arrangements, silence, ritual performance, and bodily
gestures; second, the application of interdisciplinary theoretical frameworks such as
feminist theology, existential ethics, phenomenology of embodiment, and theories of
power, each of which illuminates a particular dimension of the film—authority and
legitimacy, bodily presence, ethical confrontation with the Other, and the
performance of ritualized power; third, the integration of these frameworks into a
conceptual synthesis that positions the transgender body at the intersection of faith,
politics, and gender. The methodology is library-based, relying on theoretical texts
and conceptual resources rather than empirical fieldwork, as the study is concerned
with discourse, meaning, and philosophical interpretation rather than sociological

description.

Findings

The analysis yields four major findings. First, the body functions as a site of crisis. In
Conclave, the body is never merely biological; it is a symbolic bearer of mystery and
legitimacy. The transgender body of the newly elected pope disrupts this established
symbolic order by refusing to conform to the binary categories on which ecclesiastical
authority has historically depended. Second, silence emerges as a theological language.
The silence of the cardinals in the climactic scene signifies the failure of institutional
discourse to accommodate difference, exposing the fragility of the Church’s claim to
represent the sacred. Third, cinematic ritual demonstrates the embodiment of power.
The repetition of voting, gestures, and liturgical space illustrates how ecclesiastical
authority is maintained through ritual performance. The disruption occurs not
through loud conflict but through the quiet emergence of a body that does not fit the
ritual logic, thereby destabilizing the symbolic order from within. Fourth, the film
highlights faith beyond institution. Through the figure of Cardinal Lawrence, the
narrative presents an alternative model of faith grounded not in institutional
conformity but in existential openness to the Other. His acceptance of the revelation
without judgment exemplifies an ethical response that prioritizes recognition over
exclusion. Taken together, these findings suggest that Conclave dramatizes the



inability of patriarchal authority to contain difference while opening a new

interpretive horizon in which faith, body, and legitimacy may be reimagined.

Conclusion

The article concludes that Conclave should not be understood merely as a religious or
political drama but as a profound philosophical meditation on authority,
embodiment, and difference. The film exposes the fragility of ecclesiastical structures
built on the exclusion of non-masculine bodies, and it demonstrates how cinematic
representation can reconfigure theological questions. The final revelation situates the
transgender body not as a marginal figure but as the very center of sacred legitimacy.
In doing so, the film articulates a vision of faith that moves beyond institutional
boundaries toward an embrace of difference as holy. The silence of the cardinals
encapsulates the crisis of legitimacy: it is the moment when authority collapses under
the weight of the Other, and faith can either close itself in denial or open itself in
acceptance. Thus, Conclave becomes a cinematic event that challenges not only the
Catholic Church but also broader cultural assumptions about gender, power, and the
sacred. It calls viewers to reconsider whether legitimacy must be tied to conformity or
whether it can instead be grounded in the courage to recognize holiness in unexpected

formes.

Novelty

The article contributes novelty in several key respects. It offers one of the first
sustained analyses of Conclave that brings together philosophical, theological, and
cinematic perspectives in a unified framework. It highlights how the transgender
body, seldom addressed in cinematic theology, functions as both a disruptive and
constructive element within the narrative, reconstituting sacred authority through
difference. It expands feminist theological critiques by demonstrating how film can
serve as a medium in which theological ideas are simultaneously challenged and
reimagined. It contributes to embodiment studies by situating the body as both a
theological and cinematic category, revealing how bodies become sites of crisis and
creativity in religious narratives. Finally, it proposes an innovative understanding of
legitimacy: that it may be reconstituted not through uniformity but through openness
to otherness. In this way, the film Conclave is interpreted as a philosophical parable
for contemporary debates on faith, politics, and gender, offering a fresh perspective
that enriches both academic discourse and cultural reflection.
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