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ABSTRACT 

For this study, quantitative data were gathered from a 

content analysis of the 20 top grossing movies representing 

the 1970s and 1980s. Results were compared over time. 

A guiding question was whether women have been shown as 

ineffective or incompetent even though surface change, such 

as more occupations for women, may have occurred. Another 

concern was an imbalance in the numbers of male and female 

characters. Data were compiled for each movie by 

principals, non-principals, and all characters, split by 

gender. All data were compiled by years, then by five year 

periods for comparison. Major findings include: 

1. Males make up nearly three quarters of all 

characters. 

2. Marital status is revealed for 60% of men, 83% of 

women. 

3. Characters hav ing occupations are 87% of men and 56% 

of women. As to the number of d i fferent occupations, those 

for males are more than three times those shown for women. 

4. Seventy-four percent of females, 87% of males are 

portrayed as strong, confident, competent characters. 

Conversely, 27% of females, 12% of males are portrayed as 

weak, confused, emotional or irrational. 

5. In regard to problem solving, 45% of females, 86% of 

males respond to the problem by taking action. 

6. Effectiveness of action is 70% for females, 73% for 

males. Eighty percent of all rescues are effected by males. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Numerous researchers have expressed concern that 

negative portrayals in movies are detrimental to the self 

image, the public image and the economic and social 

prospects of certain minorities such as blacks (Bogle, 

1989), native Americans, the elderly (Stoddard, 1983), and 

members of specific nationalities (Siegel, 1972). The same 

is true for limitations within characterization and roles of 

women (Monaco, 1981; Butler and Paisley, 1980). 

Arguments exist as to whether film, as well as other 

mass media, influences or reflects society. Monaco (1981) 

comments on the dilemma: 

Historians argue whether the movies simply reflected 

the national culture that already existed or whether 

they produced a fantasy of their own that eventually 

came to be accepted as real .... Because Hollywood movies 

were mass produced, they tended to reflect the 

surrounding culture--or more accurately, the 

established myths of the culture .... (p.219) 

Of course, media influence involves more than just the 

movies. stereotypes may invade our worlds more through 

television (the more negative example being commercials), 

but movies are a living legacy. The more popular movies 

become a part of our culture because they are seen and known 

by so many. The more popular the movie, the greater is its 

general effect. Movies make their way to the television 



screen as well and repeat themselves as home video 

entertainment. This repetition makes the content--the 

messages--that much more important to us. 

2 

This study is based on the premise that film has a 

strong potential for influence on society. Researchers 

believe this influence operates most powerfully on the young 

(Dale, 1935; Butler and Paisley, 1980). They also believe 

that the full influence of media, especially concerning 

film, television, and popular song lyrics has yet to be 

measured (Klapper, 1960). Roberts (1972) suggested, "Indeed 

there is a good deal of evidence that children (and adults) 

learn behavior norms, attitudes, and so forth, from film and 

television mediated presentations" (p. 384). 

The idea of people being affected by what they view is 

an assumption generally accepted by those in control of the 

media. Siegel (1972) notes, "The television industry exists 

and reaps its profits from the conviction that television 

viewing does affect behavior--buying behavior" (p. 635). 

Acceptance of this effect is sufficient reason to believe in 

general effects from all mass media. Concern over negative 

portrayals is voiced at times by members of races or 

nationalities protesting negative portrayals (Leab, 1975). 

stereotyping in the movies began with the hero/heroine, 

villain/villainess types. Good and evil and other specific 

traits came to be associated with certain groups, classes, 

races, or genders as generalizations. Characters were good 



3 

if they lived up to the society's standard or evil if they 

did not. They were paragons of virtue or evil (Haskell, 

1974). There is some evidence that women are likely to be 

assigned to a more limited number of stereotyped roles than 

men (Butler and Paisley, 1980). 

Film was a new and radical innovation in communication 

and concerns about its power to influence were expressed 

from the beginning. Concerns became more critical as the 

medium became more pervasive. A preliminary concern is that 

individual members of society are shown images matching the 

society's standards of physical beauty and virtue, presented 

as the proper way to appear and act. Most people are 

automatically inferior to this image. Nevertheless, the 

masses may aspire to reaching those standards. The 

exceptions are with regard to race, gender, and other 

physical conditions over which one has no control. The 

stereotype, in this case, becomes an unfair 

misrepresentation of whole groups of people and influences 

society's view of these groups (Dale, 1935). 

Concerning women, inequities are shown in romantic 

pairings. Higher standards of physical attractiveness, 

sexuality, and youth are applied to females. Traditionally, 

males may be romantically linked with females who are much 

younger than they are, while the reverse is seldom true and 

is often considered a joke or a perversion (Haskell, 1974). 

Stoddard (1983) wrote about a double standard of aging 
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and argues that generally in our society, being male 

dominated with a male dominated media, there is the tendency 

to "reinforce and extend the power and prestige already held 

by the dominant group" (p. 5). Haskell (1974) ascribed 

these conditions to our "egomaniacal" society playing out 

the dominant group's fantasies. 

In the movies the roles of women have gone through 

trends of stereotyping according to the times, events, and 

temperament of the society; needs of the audience; and 

strength of response from viewers. Other factors 

influencing the portrayals of women may be the whims or 

underlying philosophies of the producers, writers, and 

especially directors, all functions which are, for the most 

part, controlled and performed by males (Monaco, 1981; 

Butler and Paisley 1980). 

There are, however, many reasons for movies being the 

way they are. Possibly the foremost reason is the profit 

motive. Moviemaking is a business (Fadiman, 1968). Without 

profits, the moviemaker cannot present, except in very 

limited terms, any idea at all. The profit motive 

(translating to what appeals to audiences), artistic 

expression, and chance have produced the characterization of 

men and women in movies, with only slight influence from 

other sources (including actors and actresses), outside of 

producers and directors, and, to some extent, writers 

(Mayersberg, 1968). 
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Of the rather large body of research on the image or 

portrayal of women in the movies, only a small percentage is 

quantitative. Most of those quantitative data were gathered 

in the early years of film. Changes in the portrayal of 

women are difficult to determine. Quantitative research, in 

this case content analysis, is the only means to gauge 

accurately what is actually happening on the screen. 

Research on recent movie production is needed. This study 

is an effort to gather quantitative data to show the status 

of the female as portrayed in a sampling of movies 

representing recent production. 

Some problems researchers cite with women's portrayal 

in film are stereotyping, including new stereotypes, such as 

the workaholic woman and the nee-chaste woman (Denby, 1988), 

omission (Butler and Paisley, 1980), marginalization, 

disparagement, trivialization (Tuchman, 1978). This study 

is an effort to address these charges by gathering data to 

see whether they are still relevant. The movies examined 

are the 20 top grossing films of all time. Five year 

periods into which the movies fall are compared to show 

change over time. Categories for data collected include 

gender of characters, marital status, violence against 

characters, psychological characteristics, character action, 

and effectiveness. These are elements which can be measured 

objectively. 

This study addresses three problems: 
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1. Little quantitative data have been produced except 

for the periods of 1929-30, 1945-46, and 1968-74. Other 

studies are selective, subjective, and impressionistic. 

2. During the '70s and '80s there were changes in the 

portrayal of women, but the question is whether those 

changes were surface changes or substantive changes. 

3. This research looks quantitatively at one paradigm 

scenario (Carroll, 1990) concerning problem solving and how 

movies portray the effectiveness of male and female attempts 

to solve problems. 



Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Media Effects and Women 

There is some research that points toward persons, most 

especially children, being affected by what they view on 

film. In some instances this perception is taken seriously 

regardless of proof. Siegel (1972) commented on concerns: 

For many years, black citizens have objected 

to the stereotyped representations of Negroes in 

the mass media. They have resented the fact that 

blacks were almost always portrayed in subordinate 

and menial roles, such as shoeshine boys, fieldhands, 

and ne'er-do-wells. They have felt that these 

condescending and two-dimensional portrayals would 

influence the way Americans felt about black people, 

even the way black Americans would feel about 

themselves. (p. 619) 

Siegel noted this argument rests on the assumption that 

people accept and believe the fictional representations in 

the media. She argued that the depth of the objections by 

blacks lends seriousness to this assumption and adds 

that: 

It has not been sufficient to reply, 'But it's 

only a story' or 'that's only fantasy.' Even the 

media men themselves have finally accepted the validity 

of this argument, and serious efforts are now being 

made to portray blacks in dignified and admirable 
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roles, to represent in the media the true variety of 

the human condition among black as well as white 

Americans. (p. 619) 

These concerns are most cruc i al in regard to children's 

viewing, and what inf l uence i t may have on their mental or 

emotional health and prospects f or a f ull l i fe. The effects 

on adults are sus pect a nd children a r e eve n more 

impress i onable . Effects produced by mass media a r e arguable 

and extremely d ifficult to de termi ne precisely , but s tudies 

show some o f the poss i ble effects . 

Alber t Ba ndura and his colleagues at Stanford 

Un i versity have conducted studies over the years which have 

demonstrated that children le rn aggressive behavior from 

film or television vie ing . To v ring degrees, children 

act out specific aggressive beh viors and respond with more 

non-imitative aggress iveness af er viewing films showing 

adu l t s acting out aggressive behavior than do the comparison 

group of children not sho n the fil and placed under the 

s ame circumstances . Resu lts fro a study by Bandura (1963) 

suggest that, of three experi ental conditions, "exposur e to 

humans on film portraying aggression was the most 

influentia l i n e l i citing and shaping aggres sive behavior" 

(Bandura , Ross, and Ross , 1963, p . 607) . 

Siegel (1958) used s imulated r adio broadcasts to shape 

children's perceptions about taxi drivers. Siegel's 

experiment was intended to test t he i nfluence of violence in 



the mass media on children's role expectations. She 

hypothesized the role behavior exhibited by various 

characters in dramatic presentation may be incorporated in 

the child's role expectations for actual persons occupying 

the statuses represented by the characters. 

9 

Siegel chose taxi drivers because that is a role not 

widely stereotyped in our society. Children listened to 

newspaper stories about taxi drivers and completed the 

stories with their own words. Half of the children who had 

heard violent endings to the radio dramas gave responses 

attributing high aggression levels to the taxi drivers. 

Only one third attributed no aggression. Two thirds of the 

children who had heard non-violent versions of the radio 

series attributed no aggression to the taxi drivers. 

Other studies show the effects of television viewing on 

adults. Gross (1974) conducted a study on perceptions of 

adults in four metropolitan areas. Gross asked respondents 

to estimate the population proportions of professionals, 

athletes, entertainers and law enforcement personnel, all of 

whom are over-represented in TV shows. Heavy television 

viewers (four or more hours a day) estimated higher 

proportions of those occupations than light television 

viewers (two hours or less a day), who gave realistic 

proportions. 

A comprehensive work on all aspects of women in media 

is women and the Mass Media by Matilda Butler and William 



Paisley (1980). They quote from Marshall McLuhan: 

The advertising agencies and Hollywood, in their 

different ways, are always trying to get inside the 

public mind in order to impose their collective 

dreams on that inner stage ... one dream opens into 

another until reality and fantasy are made 

interchangeable. (p. 341) 

Butler and Paisley (1980) build on this idea of media 

influence, quoting Arthur Asa Berger, who said: 

10 

These collective daydreams contain hidden ideologies--a 

hidden curriculum--affecting our feelings and 

behavior .... Most people are blind to the power and 

effects of television programs. (p. 341) 

This applies to movies as well. The need for this 

study is based on the acceptance of two premises expressed 

by Butler and Paisley (1980): 

Proposition 18:1 The media affect our perceptions of 

the real world. 

Proposition 18:2 Mediated knowledge affects our 

behavior. (p. 306) 

In support of these propositions they cite evidence from 

studies discussed earlier in this chapter plus other studies 

involving the print media. 

Monaco (1981) argued that even if material is not 

consciously distorted toward political ends, the fact that 

movies "amplified certain aspects of our culture while 
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attenuating others had a profound effect" (p. 223). 

Speaking of material transferred to the screen, he says: 

To a large extent, at least in nations in which film 

is dominant, the cinema helps to define what is 

permissible culturally: it is the shared experience 

of the society. Because its role models are so 

psychologically powerful, those roles for which it 

provides no models are difficult for individual 

members of society even to conceive, ~uch less act 

out. (Monaco, p. 223) 

Being left out is one of the problems women face iri the 

movies. Two more propositions that Butler and Paisley 

(1980) give us help to define the scope of the problem: 

Proposition 9:1 From the early days of films until the 

present, the number and significance of roles played by 

women have declined. 

Proposition 9:2 Films have mirrored and, because of 

their popularity, also reinforced stereotypes of women 

held in each decade. (p. 147) 

Tuchman (1978) defines these two areas as the 

"reflection hypothesis" and "symbolic annihilation," which 

may include "condemnation, trivialization, or absence" (p. 

8) • 

As previously noted, not all stereotyping has been 

inflicted upon female characters. There are also male 

stereotypes, but men are never so limited, as a group, as 



12 

women are. There is a balance of well-rounded characters, 

and male viewers know they have a choice of role models, as 

well as unlimited choice of aspirations (Butler and Paisley, 

1980). What male stereotyping lacks as a major influence on 

society is repetition and limitation. 

Part of the problem may be the dearth of women involved 

in the major production areas. Six women directors in the 

Directors Guild of America received permission to go through 

30 years of DGA hiring memos to develop employment 

statistics. In June 1980, after a year of intense research, 

the Women's Committee made its results public. Of the 7,332 

feature films released from 1949 to 1979, only 14 were 

directed by women (Walt, 1984). 

Butler and Paisley suggested, 

It is unlikely that media products can become 

less sexist than the media organizations where they 

are produced. If women lack respect and authority 

in the newsroom and studio, media products cannot 

confer that respect and authority on them elsewhere. 

(p. 341) 

If qualified women are not assimilated into the 

production structure, women cannot expect much progress in 

their portrayal. 

According to Butler and Paisley (1980), motion pictures 

are the most male-dominated of the media. June 1974 

membership figures for the Motion Picture Academy of Arts 



and Science show that men were at that time: , 

* 89% of the actors and actresses 

* 100% of the cinematographers 

* 99% of the directors 

* 98% percent of the executives 

* 99% percent of the producers 

* 92% of the writers 

* 89% of the editors 

* 90% of the art directors 

* 94% of all members. (p. 205) 

There are some views in conflict with the idea that 

more women's involvement is the answer . Mordden (1983) 

wrote that: 

Those who are looking f or woman pr oducers, 

directors, writers, or actors to redeem the 

current scene as woman's character in general helped 

redeem the Great Depression (as fighters and 

screwballs) are bewildered. The feminist 1970s were 

supposed to open the culture somewhat, instruct the 

mythology. There are many woman producers and 

directors and writers. Yet, except in a very few 

films women have not been able to assert themselves. , 

Most of their projects fail to find financing; some 

that are made cannot secure a major release. So 

Hollywood's women stars go on playing whores . ... 

(p. 283) 

13 
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Some people believe things have changed. Butler and 

Paisley (1980) posed the question: "For how many years in 

the future will we see more symbols of change than substance 

of change ... ?" (p. 276). To carefully and accurately detect 

changes, we need new quantitative analyses and information. 

Image of Women in Film 

For the early years, 1910s and 1920s, critics have 

characterized the movies through references to individuals 

and the rise of the star system. Sarah Bernhardt, Lillian 

Gish and Mae Marsh, Mary Pickford, Constance Talmadge, 

Beverly Bayne, Theda Bara, Fannie Ward, Louise Lovely, Mary 

Astor, Claire Windsor, and Pauline Frederick were some of 

the actresses whose names were well known to the public. 

They were better known than the leading men until westerns 

and gangster films began to replace the diversity of earlier 

films of the '20s and '30s (Butler and Paisley, 1980). 

In 1929 film studies were undertaken through an 

enterprise called the Payne Fund Studies. In 1928 William 

H. Short, executive director of the Motion Pictures Research 

Council, invited a group of university psychologists, 

sociologists, and educators to meet with the members of the 

council. The purpose of this meeting was to discuss the 

possibility of discovering the effects of movie viewing on 

children. From this meeting, a program of study was 

proposed and an appeal made to the Payne Fund for a grant to 

support the research (Dale, 1935) • 
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A committee was formed including five men from the 

University of Chicago, four from the University of Iowa, two 

from Yale University, two from New York University, one from 

Pennsylvania State College, one from Columbia University, 

and three from Ohio State University. The research extended 

over four years: 1929-1932. From the copyright page of a 

landmark work which came out of these studies, The Content 

of Motion Pictures by Edgar Dale, came this statement: 

"The studies were designed to secure authoritative and 

impersonal data which would make possible a more complete 

evaluation of motion pictures and their social 

potentialities" (Dale, 1935). Thus began the first 

quantitative research concerning motion pictures. 

Of the books based on these studies, Edgar Dale's 

(1935) work is of most interest here. The new tool of 

content analysis was used in Dale's research. A random 

sample of 115 films were viewed. Of the 115 films, 40 were 

analyzed in detail. As to major theme, analysis was done on 

500 films for the years 1920, 1925, and 1930 with a total of 

1,500 films. 

The 115 second-level-analysis films were viewed at the 

theatre. observers read a review before attendance and 

recorded "pertinent comments" at the theatre, then wrote a 

complete report immediately after viewing the film (Dale, 

1935, p. 10). 

A third level of analysis consisted of researching and 
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viewing 40 of the 115 films used for second level analysis. 

A dialogue script was studied before the observer attended 

the showing. While viewing the film, the observer took 

notes on points not covered by the script and wrote up the 

results in the form of a running narrative (Dale, 1935). 

The analysis covered diverse areas of concern. One of the 

points of interest here concerned the age of leading 

characters, in the categories of hero, heroine, villain, 

villainess, other men, and other women. The age categories 

were called "logical age groupings, rather than equal 

intervals" (Dale, 1935, p. 47). Occupations and economic 

status and personal and social goals of the leading 

characters were other areas of concern. 

Drawing from Dale's (1935) results of the first 

quantitative content analysis of motion pictures, a random 

sample of 115 films showed that: 

1. sixty-six percent of the leading characters were 

male. 

2. Fifty-one percent of the heroes and heroines were 

male. 

3. seventy percent of the villains and villainesses 

were male. 

4. one percent of the male versus 41% of the female 

characters had no occupation. (Dale, 1935) 

A detailed analysis of 40 of the 115 movies showed 

that: 
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1. Nineteen percent of all men versus 62% of all women 

were under the age of 26. 

2. Twenty-one percent of the heroes versus 92% of the 

heroines were under the age of 26. 

3. None of the villains versus 43% of the villainesses 

were under the age of 26. 

4. Seventeen percent of the men versus none of the 

women did not reveal their marital status. (Dale, 

1935) 

The second major quantitative analysis of motion 

pictures was conducted by Dorothy Jones (1942). Jones 

considered Dale's data questionable because she thought that 

not enough explanation had been devoted to a description of 

his methods. However, her real complaint seems to be that 

Dale made "an attempt to evaluate the film--to say what 

should or should not be included in the motion picture from 

a moralistic standpoint" (p. 412). She claimed this 

determined the content of his schedules (Jones, 1942). 

Of her own study, Jones (1942) said: 

It should perhaps be stressed that in the present 

study we have at no time been concerned with 

devising methods for evaluating whether films are 

"good" or "bad"- or for recommending what films 

should or should not contain. We have been 

interested solely in recording, summarizing, and 

analyzing what is presented on the screen. (Jones, 
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1942, p. 412) 

Although Jones (1942) claimed scientific superiority through 

a neutral moral stance, it seems that her study owes a great 

deal to Dale since her schedule features basically the same 

categories that he used, including age, sex, .marital status, 

nationality, occupation, goals, or values of the characters. 

Jones (1942) analyzed 100 films released in 1941 and 

1942. She found that: 

1. Sixty-seven percent of all leading characters were 

male. 

2. Sixty-four percent of the men versus 79% of the 

women regarded love as a main value. 

3. Eleven percent of the men versus 33% of the women 

viewed love as their only want. (Jones, 1942) 

Wolfenstein and Laites (1950) analyzed 67 Hollywood 

produced movies appearing between September 1945 and 

September 1946. Here are some facts from that study: 

1. Men were shown as professionals and women were shown 

as unemployed. 

2. In contrast with film vamps of the 1920s, women in 

the 1940s were portrayed as good bad girls (seemingly 

dangerous women with pure hearts)• 

3. Eighty percent of films focusing on the love-hate 

problems of a man had a good bad girl as the main 

female character. 

4. In 50% of the films, the good bad girl successfully 
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opposed a bad girl. (Wolfenstein, Laites, 1950) 

Gustafson (1972) analyzed the top ten money making 

movie stars each year from 1932 to 1971. She found that men 

were 51% of the top stars in the 1930s, 76% in the 1940s, 

81% in the 1950s, 72% in the 1960s, and 90% for the first 

two years of the 1970s. Without even considering the 1970s, 

the increase per decade in men among the top stars is 7%. 

Popular feminist studies of film, Popcorn Venus by 

Marjorie Rosen (1973) and From Reverence to Rape by Molly 

Haskell (1974), have chronicled the trends in women's roles 

in the movies. They contain qualitative analyses. Before 

these two well known studies, Joseph Banouch and Betty Chrnaj 

wrote "Film Stereotypes of American Women: An Outline of 

star Roles From the Thirties to the Present," published in 

the book Image, Myth and Beyond (1972). They listed four 

types of star roles played by women from the 1930s to the 

1970s: 

1. The Pillar of Virtue, with four subtypes 

a. the sweet young thing 

b. the perfect wife 

c. the gracious lady 

d. Mother/Mammy/Mom/Ma 

2. The Glamour Girl, with four subtypes 

a. Femme Fatale 

b. the sex Goddess 

c. the Showgirl 
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d. the Cool Beauty 

3. The Emotive Woman, with three subtypes 

a. the Longsuffering Lady 

b. the Vixen 

c. the Sexually Frustrated Neurotic 

4. The Independent Woman, with five subtypes 

a. the Career Woman 

b. the Regular Gal 

c. the Durable Dame 

c. the Brassy Modern 

d. the Liberated Modern 

More categorizing of female roles was done by Mellen 

(1973). Here are some of her conclusions: 

1. In the 1940s, women were shown as independent career 

women striving to achieve their aspirations. 

2. In the 1950s, movies presented women as "simpering, 

dependent hysterics, or as undulating sexual manikins 

epitomized by Marilyn Monroe" (p. 24). 

3. In the 1960s, women were shown as remaining outside 

the safety of marriage and finding "devastating loneliness 

and despair" (p. 29). 

4. In the 1970s, "Film of social conflict reflected 

some awakening of women but co-opted the movement. 

Independent and sexually free women fared worse'' (p. 29). 

The independent woman was still shown as desperate or near 

hysterical and unfulfilled, while established values were 
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still in control. 

Rosen (1973) traced the image of women in motion 

pictures from 1910 to 1970. Here are her insights: 

1. From 1910 to 1919, women were often shown as 

"feisty girl-children and innocent waifs''(p.6). 

2. In the 1920s, movies glorified women who were young, 

beautiful, highly moral, and ready to drop their jobs or 

exciting lives for a good man. After marriage, women were 

expected to stay home and have babies. 

3. In the early 1930s, movies focused on women "living 

by their wits"(p. 7) during the depression. In the late 

1930s, women were shown as "meddlesome and manipulative" (p. 

7). The Mysterious Woman left her mark in the 1930s film 

world. Stars like Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich had 

become "larger than life--and more memorable" (p. 7). 

4. In the early 1940s, "Bitchiness and frivolity on the 

screen gave place to female strength; strength and love and 

support between mother and daughter, woman to woman" (p. 8). 

A Female-Victim genre and Evil Woman genre emerged in the 

1940s. A wholesome sexuality of the wartime musicals gave 

way to an overt sexuality after the men came home from the 

war. 

5. In the 1950s, women were marrying earlier and the 

movies reflected this trend in films about women trapping 

men and preparing for the wedding. "Hollywood descended 

into mammary madness" (p. 9). The emphasis of these movies 
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was catching and keeping a man, appearance, and sex-appeal. 

Also, in the 1950s the movies once again idealized women who 

were "pretty, amusing and childish" (p. 9). 

6. In the 1960s, women found themselves with the unique 

problem of being single and often self supporting. The 

movies reduced women's problem to "will she or won't 

she" (p. 10). A new kind of sex symbol was born in this 

decade, the "amoral nymphet" (p. 10). Helplessness and 

little boy bodies were elevated to ideals, "an almost 

violent reaction against the fetishes of the Monroe period" 

(p. 10). 

7. In the 1970s, some movies divorced sex from romance, 

and " ... as profits sagged and theatre audiences dwindled, 

male moviemakers began to dissect the sex act itself--as men 

fantasize it" (p. 10). Other movies showed women in 

sensationalized lesbian roles, or being gang raped and 

liking it. Many movies had plots that did not need women at 

all. 

According to Haskell (cited in Butler and Paisley, 

1980), the roles in each decade have the following emphasis: 

1. In the 1920s, women expressed their own lust and 

sexuality and had sex without children. 

2. until the Production Code of 1933 to 1934, women had 

'sexual desire without being freaks, villains, or 

even necessarily Europeans.' 
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3. In the 1930s, women expressed love and romance and 

had children without sex, but there was 'the sense 

of equality and mutuality between romantic leads.' 

4. In the 1940s, some women 'left their pedestals and 

became cheap, soulless characters.' Others played the super 

woman role. 

5. In the 1950s, 'br e ast fet i sh i sm' was 'in' and women 

were 'about sex, but wi t hout s ex . 1 

6. In the 19 60s and early 1970s, directors moved f rom 

'covert misogyny ' and ' kindly indifference ' t oward women to 

'violent abuse and brutalization .' (Butler, Paisley, 1980 , 

pp. 143-14 4 ) 

The emphas i s was on shallow surface beauty and youth . 

Haskell (19 74 ) wrote of wome n and film : 

Wome n have figured more promi ne nt ly i n f ilm than 

i n any other art , industry, or pro f ess i on (and film is 

all thre e) dominated by men. Although few have made i t 

to the s eignorial ranks of d i rector and producer , women 

have succeeded i n e very other area where size or 

physical strength was not a factor: as screen 

writers, part i cu l ar ly i n the ' 20s and ' 30s: as editors; 

as production and costume de s i gne r s; as critics; and, 

Of actresses--as t he stars who not only course, as 

invaded our dream lives but began shap i ng the way we 

thought before we knew enough to close the door. 

the roles of love goddesses, mothers, martyrs, 

In 
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spinsters, broads, virgins, vamps, prudes, 

adventuresses, she-devils, and sex kittens, they 

embodied stereotypes and occasionally transcended them. 

(Haskell, 1974, p. 8) 

Dowd (1975) voiced the opinion that the popular books 

on women in film: Popcorn Venus by Marjorie Rosen (1973), 

Women and their Sexuality in the New Film by Joan Mellen 

(1973), and From Reverence to Rape by Molly Haskell (1974) 

all "suffer from selective perceptions of an individual 

person's view" (p. 25). 

Other than the time period covered, 1930-1971, her 

study differs from this study in that hers had a major 

emphasis on psychology, specifically interpersonal behavior. 

Her method of selection of films, Academy Award winners for 

Best Actress, implied a strong role for a woman and would 

eliminate the movies wherein women were trivialized or left 

out. 

Dowd (1975), at first, saw a positive portrayal of 

women: 

In summary of the recurrent patterns, the woman's 

Individual Characteristics show her as the possessor of 

many culturally desirable roles and qualities, such as 

being wife and mother, being attractive, and exhibiting 

sexuality, health and youth. Of all the Stereotypes, 

the one most frequently presented is that of the 

Independent Woman. (p. 246) 
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She wrote that what she found overall was a ''well-integrated 

image of a well-balanced human being" (p. 246). She found 

woman's image a positive one; however, her conclusions 

seemed to differ in the final analysis: "In summary, the 

researcher finds that the immediately apparent image of the 

woman is that of a well-integrated human being. Upon closer 

investigation, however, many subtle flaws appear making the 

strong image emerge ambivalent" (p. 261). 

Dowd (1975) asserted that although the women at first 

appeared to be career oriented as well as wives and mothers, 

their careers were waitresses, actresses, models, and 

businesswomen. She noted the absence of doctors, teachers, 

lawyers, engineers, and other professional occupations. She 

found that nine of 13 women were stereotyped as Independent 

Women, but that they were betrayed by the plot outcome into 

becoming docile, submissive women, or they were severely 

punished for their independent behavior. 

Lee Israel (1975) analyzed almost 200 films made 

between 1968 to 1974. She found that: 

1. Ninety-eight to 99% of the films were written, 

produced, and/or directed by men. 

2. Eighty percent of all roles were male. 

3. Men up to the age of 60 were shown as resourceful 

and powerful. 

4 . Girls up to the age of 19 spoke very little and had 

sex "quite a lot" (p. 51) • 
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S. Women between 20 and 30 had important roles. 

6 · The few women over 30 were shown as flawed (drunken, 

mentally tortured). 

7. Men were often seen with other men, but women were 

seldom seen with other women. 

8. Women functioned most effectively when motivated by 

sexual frustration. 

9. Women spent 10% of their time enjoying orgasms and 

rape. (Israel, 1975) 

Jeanne Betancourt (1975) conc l uded an article, 

"Whatever Happened to Women in Film?" with this summary of 

what she would like to see in film: 

The real point in discussing the i mage of women in 

film is not recrimi nat i on or retr i bution. Nor is it to 

replace violent and sad i st i c male characters with 

violent and sadistic f emale characters . The 

traditional male roles also need to be re-examined and 

less role bound images developed for everyone. {p. 141) 

Betancourt argued that we need to see more movies on 

maturing love and the variances in relationships as lovers 

grow older together, and more films about parents and 

children dealing with the real consequences of divorce. She 

suggested that there are not enough films about the joys and 

loneliness of living and growing old alone, about a single 

man or woman coping with the conflicting demands of career, 

personal needs, and relating to others. In other words, if 
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the film industry is to continue: 

... as the reflection and reinforcement of the social 

milieu, it needs to explore every facet of the human 

experience. And excluding or restricting women from 

that exploration is unfair--not just to the woman, but 

to film as an art form as well. (pp. 141-142) 

Midge Kovacs, reported in Media Report to Women and 

cited by Butler and Paisley (1980), with help from members 

of NOW Image of Women in Films Task Force, analyzed 25 films 

distributed by Paramount Pictures in 1974 and 1975. She 

found that: 

1. Fifty-six percent of the films featured male leads. 

2. Twenty percent of the films featured female leads. 

(Butler and Paisley, 1980, p. 146) 

Mellen (1977) discussed particular directors and 

covered extensively some who are out of the mainstream. She 

treated female sexuality, lesbianism, and sexual politics in 

the movies. In a chapter on women writers and women 

directors, she gave an opinion contrary to the consensus 

view that more women in film production is the answer: 

It is as if women artists no less than men are ruled 

by the governing norms of the time. Their art 

expresses an unconscious assessment of their own sex 

despite their ability to become liberated and 

autonomous in their personal lives. (p. 41) 

Butler and Paisley (1980) summarized these trends: 
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"W . omen were important in the star system from 1910 to the 

1920s. Their sexuality was treated openly and with respect. 

In the 1930s, particularly after the Production Code was 

adopted, women began to be shown in submissive roles" (p. 

146) . 

Butler and Paisley (1980) described two types of 

portrayals for the 1940s. Women were shown as independent 

and self-assured during the war years. After the war, women 

were shown in the home, "often suffering fr_om physical or 

mental disabilities that made them incapable of coping" (p. 

146). In the 1950s, film "reaffirmed women's domesticity 

while showing tantalizing glimpses of women who were not the 

marrying kind" (p. 146). Some films reflected, to some 

extent, the new feminist consciousness of the 1960s but 

"women who chose alternatives to marriage and motherhood 

were shown as lonely and unfulfilled" (p. 146). 

As Butler and Paisley viewed film of the 1970s, the 

trend of brutalization of women culminated and the later 

1970s offered stronger roles for women. They saw this as 

only a promising sign, not evidence of a turnaround (Butler 

and Paisley, 1980, p. 147). 

In an article from Film Library Quarterly. Ellen Hvode, 

editor/producer/director, spoke as a panelist with Sonya 

Friedman (1981) discussing changing roles of women in film. 

She said: 

I just think in terms of the Black Movement and the 
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Women's Movement we have in the last decade or so been 

very glib about the whole business. Social changes are 

very slow processes especially when there is surfacey 

stuff going on which makes everybody feel that they can 

relax and say, 'Oh, well, things are really changing.' 

I don't think they have changed that much at all. 

(p. 24) 

Turner (1981) published results of a study which 

examined 16 films, eight from the 1940s and eight from the 

1960s. In conducting the research, she filled out film 

analysis schedules for each film she viewed. The data were 

collected into three categories: at work, in interpersonal 

relationships, and at home. Results of the study showed 

that: (a) It is unusua l for women to be shown as having high 

positions in business; (b) Although the businesswoman's 

image is mostly feminine, she has many masculine traits; (c) 

The businesswoman is almost always employed in a service 

industry; (d) She is very successful in business but has 

difficulty with interpersonal relationships; (e) She is 

shown as different from other women; and (f) She has weak 

ties to home. 

Stoddard's (1983) concern was that woman's usefulness 

and value were being attributed to her youth, idealized 

attractiveness, and reproductive abilities. There was a 

double standard of aging, she argued, whereby the effect of 

aging hit a woman harder than a man. 
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Stoddard (1983) chose certain movies for a qualitative 

analysis and synopsis of the story. From 1930 to 1945 she 

found the older woman as mother--good, nurturing, self

sacrificing. The "good" older woman was a mother figure. 

The "bad'' older woman was a spinster/witch type (p. 27). In 

the 1950s, the movies seemed to conspire to send women back 

to the home after the war. The 1960s showed women in images 

of decay and self-destruction. Social unrest in the 1970s 

left Hollywood image-makers at a loss. The early 1970s left 

women out. The later 1970s showed some signs of awareness 

of women and their lives. Some of those signs were 1978 

movies, such as Three Women, Looking For Mr. Goodbar, Annie 

Hall, and The Goodbye Girl (Stoddard, 1983). 

Stoddard (1983} mentioned Jane Fonda's own personal 

development, which she said mirrors, to some extent, the 

growth of women's political consciousness during the 1960s 

and 1970s: 

From wide-eyed innocent (Tall Story, 1960); to sultry 

female (Walk on the Wild Side, 1962); to feminist 

· ss (A Doll's House 1973); to political and consciousne !L~~~~=-==-=' 

economic crusader (Coming Home, 1978, The China 

d 1979 and Nine To Five, 1980); and finally to Syn rome, , 

· d h'ld trying to come to terms with her middle-age c i 

t (on Golden Pond 1981): Fonda stands as elderly paren s ~~~=~.=...;~, 

Of What can be done with film images when a 
an example 

. · d to express particular points of woman who is determine 
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view manages to gain . creative and financial control of 
the filmmaking p rocess. (Stoddard, 1983, p. 146) 

Kaplan (1985 ) discussed feminist film theories and 

concepts. She then analyzed certain films considered . 

important to feminist concerns: Cukor's Camille; Von 

Sternberg's Blond Venus; Welles' Lady From Shanghai; Brooks' 

Looking for Mr. Goodbar. She analyzed the independent 

feminist film also. Hers was basically a study in feminism 

and film. It is selective, and not a study of film in 

general. 

White (1984) described patterns in the images of women 

in 40 films for the years 1978-81. Her purpose was to see 

whether the women's movement had brought about change. In 

her study she concluded that the findings demonstrated that 

movies included new role dimensions, but overall a 

patriarchal system and ideas had been maintained. For that 

four year period, she had strong judgment of the film 

production, claiming that, although there were some noted 

exceptions, the overall conclusion of the study was that 

women were symbolically annihilated in films by techniques 

of omission, marginalization, disparagement, trivialization, 

overt mastery and the construction of new stereotypes. 

The latest roles of women include whistleblower (a 

popular theme for men as well) and the workaholic woman, 

called the post-feminist movie heroine by Denby (1988). 

Th . t found in Broadcast News, Suspect, Black is new ype was 
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Widow, and The Big Easy. Denby {1 988 ) sa i d, "Some of the 

stupider male attitudes have been canned, " and also: "Neo

chastity has become so pers i stent a phe nomenon t ha t I th i nk 

something creepy is go i ng on. I th ink women a r e st ill be i ng 

punished for the ir ambi t ions " (p. 2 5) . 

Another art icle "Worki ng Gi r l : Leveraged Sellout 11 by 

Harvey Roy Gree nberg (1 989) a rgued t h t the o ie 

Girl could have been a tr i u ph o r o n u s co ert 

betrayal . Spe ak i ng o th is nd oh 0 is , 

Gr n urg 

asserte d th t " ... th 0 i h li r l 

premises covertly oc s , u co- o h r y 

soci 1 t r ns orm ion 0 h 0 n l 70 0 

t o b irrning " 0) . 

St rb (1 989) con n l o n n · 1 

s tud ies s h vi n 0 0 ic l 

pe r spectiv Sh 0 00 ·1 

l 0 I ( 0 - 5 ) . s "as a cornpl X nd ul 

a sser t ed th t II rt ' s r C on no 0 s l 

but to be aesth t i c 11 50) . 

Ste rba (1 989) s r 8 n z n h 

contemporary fi lmic i ge o th pros e i C n e 

p l ce in soci has beco e ore 
demonstrated t hat wo e n ' s 

visible and more vocal " (p . 5 0) · 
In hers ud, s he found 

that , a lthough the ajor i t 0 fi s ere s ti a bo t en 

and most o f the popu l ar ones in o l ed : 
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... mind1ess action plots, it is a marked improvement to 

have an increasing number of films which deal with 

women as a multi-dimensional subject. While the 

prostitute may represent a fantasy of sexual and 

personal freedom to women still under the pressures 

of a patriarchal society or she may represent a 

hopeless pawn in the game of male capitalist economy, 

she also may represent a culture which recognizes some 

of the hypocrisy inherent in its system. (p. 206) 

Baker {1990) examined the portrayal of gender in 

Raiders of the Lost Ark, Indiana Jones and the Temple of 

Doom, and the Star Wars trilogy. She argued that these 

films reinforce rather than challenge patriarchy. The films 

were chosen, however, in part because of their messages 

regarding patriarchy. The films were evaluated in terms of 

feminist film theory. 

Several articles bear brief mention as being related to 

this study. Judith Mayne (1985) in "Feminist Film Theory 

and criticism" from Signs Journal discussed various films 

and included a section on women's cinema. From a 1986 issue 

of Studies in the Literary Imagination comes "Feminist Film 

Criticism: current Issues and Problems" by E. Ann Kaplan. 

This is a discussion of approaches to feminist film theory. 

A heavy emphasis on "feminist theory" made these articles 

somewhat distant from the interest of this present study; 

however, a recent article seems to bring that "theory'' into 
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focus. That artic l e, by Noel Carr oll (1990), i s titled "The 

Image of Women in Film: A De f ense of a Parad igm ." Her 

stated purpose was to "attempt to defend femini s t film 

stud i es of the image of women in film approach, where t hat 

is understood as having no necessary commitment to 

psychoana lys is. " She rejected and outlined shortcomings of 

psychoana lytic feminis m in fil m stud i es . She c l aimed its 

riva l , the " image approach," c an be supplied with a 

respectable theoretical basis drawn fro the conte porar y 

philosophy o f the emotions . She noted th t "Recent ork on 

the emotions in the philosophy o 

learn to ide nt ify our e otion 

scenarios, wh ich, in turn , lo h 

ind h s proposed that we 

sin tr so p radi 

our o ions " (p . 

3 5 6) . 

Carrol l (1990) quo 0 on l d Sou ho 

exp la ined tha t paradi seen rios r ir r n ro our 

da i ly life as s m 11 children an l r r d the 

stories, art, and culture to h · ch ar )( OS Hes id : 

Paradigm s ee n rios in ol e t o as rs I a 

situation t ype providing the charac eristic object s of 

the specific emotion t 

characteristic or "no 

e , and second, a set of 

al " r esponses t o the s i tuat i on, 

where normality is f i rst a biological at ter and then 

very quickly becomes a cultura l one . (p. 356) 

Carroll (1990) went further in e X"p l a i ni ng t hi s idea: 

t Paradigm scenarios are quite Many of the relevan 
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primitive, like fear, d 

an some are genetically 
preprogrammed, though 

we continue to accumulate 

paradigm scenarios throughout life and the emotions 

that they define become more refined and more 

culturally dependent. Learning to use emotion terms 

is a matter of acquiring paradigm scenarios for 

certain situations; i.e., matching emotion terms to 

situations is guided by fitting paradigm scenarios 

to the situations that confront us. (p. 356) 

Following through with this theory, Carroll (1990) 

explained that: 

Given a situation, an enculturated ind iv idual 

tries, generally intuitively, to fit a paradigm 

scenario from her repertoire to it. Th i s does not mean 

that the individual can full y art i cu l ate the content of 

the scenario but that, in a broad sense, she can 

recognize that it fits the s i tuation be f ore her. This 

recognition enables her to batten on certain features 

of the situation, to explore the situation for further 

correlations to the scenario, and to make the 

inferences and responses the scenario suggests. (p. 

356) 

Carroll (1990) went on to say one has a repertory of, for 

instance, "love scenarios." For example, one might have a 

"West Side story'' scenario to help organize thoughts about 

someone one has just met. More than one scenario may fit a 



certa i n situation. She also stated that, "Whether one 

r eacts to a situation of public recrimination with anger, 

humility or fortitude depends on the choice of the most 

appropriate scenario" (p. 356). 
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Carroll (1990) claimed that these scenarios may 

influence our emotional behavior. She wrote that male 

emotional responses to women, for example, will be shaped by 

the paradigm scenarios that they bring to those relations. 

There are many sources for the scenarios: observation and 

memory, stories told on the caretaker's knee, stories told 

by friends and school teachers, gossip, newspaper articles, 

books, TV shows, novels, plays, movies, etc. She offered a 

discussion of the movie Fatal Attraction and its possible 

influence as a paradigm scenario. Accepting this theory, 

Carroll (1990) presented these thoughts on film portrayals 

of women: 

Recurring, negative images of women in film may warp 

the emotions of those who deploy them as paradigm 

scenarios in several different ways. They may 

distort the way women are attended to emotionally by 

presenting wildly fallacious images such as the "spider 

woman" of film noir. or, the problem may be that the 

range of images of women available is too impoverished: 

i f the repertoire of images of women is limited in 

for 1·nstance to contraries like certain cases, , 

mother or whore, then real women who are not 
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perceived via th 

e mother scenario may find themselves 
abused under the whor . e scenario. (p. 357 ) 

In most of the ·t · wri ings and studi'es , and more so in the 
impressionistic studies, the 

focus has been on the most 

obvious aspects of the movies b ut perhaps the major roles 

and themes are less important than the subconscious givens. 

Greenberg (1989) argued that: 

Film theoreticians like Christian Metz have 

pointed out that the classic Hollywood movie is so 

skillfully crafted as to effectively efface the 

viewer's awareness of the mechanics of its 

production. Instead, one has the odd sense that the 

picture is somehow being created and projected within 

one's own brain. In the process, one is easily 

seduced away from examining the questionable notions 

being pitched. Filmmakers are often quite as 

unconscious of the ideological bias in their work: 

their efforts can be more persuasive than heavy-handed 

propaganda when bad politics, sexism, or economic 

injustice are uncritically accepted as 'givens' of the 

system. (p. 22) 

These are ideas better tested by quantitative research, 

and that is a good reason for a study such as this being 

undertaken. Chapter Three will discuss specific hypotheses 

dealing with the concrete areas of numbers, occupations and 

marital status of men and women and less obvious areas of 
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strength of character and whether characters are active or 

passive. It will also describe methods used to test these 

hypotheses. 



Chapter 3 

Hypotheses and Methodology 

As the basis of this thesis, quantitative data were 

gathered from movies spanning the decades of the 1970s and 

1980s. Results were compared over time. A major concern was 

whether women have been shown as ineffective and incompetent 

although surface elements, such as more occupations for 

women, may have changed. Another concern was the imbalance 

in the numbers of men over women characters. Term 

definitions begin on page 41. 

Hypotheses 

The hypotheses in this study are based on the 

assumption that the portrayal of women in movies has 

improved. The first set of hypotheses suggests improvement 

has occurred over time, within the time period covered by 

this study, concerning obvious inequities: 

1. women will comprise a larger percentage of total 

characters over time . 

2. 

time. 

3. 

. 1 be shown with occupations over More women wil 

The numbers of women shown with professional or 

· ase over time. technical occupations will 1.ncre 

4. Women's marital status will be stated or revealed 

less often over time. 

5. 
victims of violence less often women will become 

over time. 
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The second set of hypotheses suggests there will also 

be improvement over time, withi'n the time period covered by 

this study, in less obvious areas: 

6. Women will be portrayed less often as weak and 

more often as strong over time. 

7. Women will, over time, more often take effective 

action in a crisis. 

8. Women will need to be rescued by men less often 

over time. 

9. Women will rescue men more often over time. 

Even though these hypotheses predict that roles for 

women are becoming more independent and less restrictive, 

equality has not been achieved. This study predicts that 

men are still shown as more competent than women. 

Specifically, it is hypothesized that: 

10. Women will be rescued by men more often than they 

rescue men. 

11. Men will initiate successful action to solve 

problems more often than women will. 

Methodology 

Ideally, the goal of this study would have been 

to compare results of this research to that of Edgar Dale 

(1935). However, society, movies, and technology have all 

undergone changes. viewing of films for a content analysis 

than it was in the 1920s and 1930s. 
is less of a problem 

need to catch a film at the theatre 
There is no pressing 



sine movies are readily · 1 
avai able on videotape for home 

viewing today. Script study bf h . e ore and and written 

impressions immediately after film viewi'ng are no longer 

necessary . The capability and ease of stopping the movie, 

rewi nd ing a nd replaying also make more accurate analysis 

possible. 
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The movie formulas using hero-heroine, villain

villainess were simpler than today's offerings. Although we 

are close to coming full circle and returning to villain 

versus hero or heroine and "good guys" versus "bad guys," 

the trend in between has been to feature complex 

characterizations, partly good, partly bad. For the most 

part, lines are blurred and the old categories no longer 

apply. Therefore, so much of specific information gathered 

in early studies cannot be precisely compared to research on 

more recent films. For this study, areas of concern are 

singled out to test over time, within the study. 

Definition of Terms 

stereotype- something conforming to a fixed or general 

pattern, especially a standardized mental picture held in 

common by members of a group and representing an over

simplified opinion, affective attitude, or uncritical 

e an issue or an event judgment, as of a person, a rac, 

(Webster's seventh New collegiate Dictionary, 1969). 

stereotyped- lacking originality or individuality 

(Webster's seventh New Collegiate Dictionary, 1969 ) · 
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1 sin traditional or stereotypical ways. Failure to 

recognize the diversity of roles played by men and women i n 

everyday life (Becker , 1983). 

Weak- Lacking effectiveness, firmness or force of wil l 

(The American Heritage Dictionary. 1969). An overly 

emotional character was here considered weak. 

Strong- Having force of character, will, morality or 

intelligence. (The American Heritage Dictionary, 1969) The 

emphasis here was more on force of character or will. Being 

confident was counted as being strong. Assertive and 

effective are good descriptions of the strong character. 

Principals or Principal Characters- Characters who are 

important to the plot or action. They are the characters 

about which more information is revealed. They are usually 

in three or more scenes and their names are revealed. 

Non-Principals All other characters. To be counted 

for this study, non-principals must be human; visibly male 

or female; in focus, in profile or facing the camera, not in 

silhouette (dark, without detail), not in a costume totally 

disguising the character or in protective armor covering the 

full figure. For instance, storm troopers in the Star Wars 

movies were not counted. It would have been poor procedure 

to assume they were male because they were soldiers or 

warriors, even given their masculine voices. More males 

· d by the audience than were counted. would be perceive 
Other 
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characters not cou t d 

n e were th0se in rare instances of fast 

panning action of the camera or split second shots of 

crowds. 

Child- Any age before teenage. For recording 

information on the forms, under living arrangement-marital 

categories, child was numbered with "other.'' 

Occupations-includes roles such as high school 

cheerleaders, high school football players, altar boys, as 

well as paid positions. 

Student- Although roles of high school students were 

listed as occupations, student was not listed as an 

occupation for high school students but was counted for 

college age or above. Activities such as football or 

cheerleading were included as occupations because this is a 

chosen role, whereas student, for high school age, is for 

the most part a requirement for both genders. Above high 

school level, student was considered a matter of choice and 

was included as an occupation. 

Traditional Female Occupations- Waitress, prostitute, 

model, actress, secretary, receptionist, hat check, dancer, 

singer, cook (domestic), school teacher (Dowd, 1975). 

other- As a category for female occupations, covered 

those not accounted for in the categories, Technical or 

H 'fe Unskilled or manual Professional Traditional or ousew1 · , 

labor normally fell into this category. This category also 

covered the unusual roles counted as occupations, such as 
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biker or homeless. 

Taking Action- can mean different things. Sometimes 

giving a military order is taking action. Running away may 
also be taking action. An effective action may be 

apparently effective or competent. Whether good judgment 

was used for the long run was not considered here. No 

consideration was made as to whether an action was morally 

good or bad, only effective. Actions not noted as effective 

may have been bungled, misdirected or simply incomplete. 

Rescue- To save, as from danger or imprisonment; an act 

of rescuing; deliverance (The American Heritage Dictionary, 

1969). Here saving a person from the consequences of his or 

her own actions, as well as other dangers, both 

psychological and/or physical was included as a rescue. 

Assault- any violent physical attack. If there was a 

murder, both an assault and a murder were counted. Verbal 

attacks were not counted as assaults. 

Instrument 

Quantitative research was undertaken utilizing content 

analysis methods and scoring 20 movies concerning 

representation of the characters. The method of selection 

f the t op 20 grossing films from the 
of films was the use o 

beginning of film until 1990. 
These represent, to a certain 

S
hown films and thus the greater 

extent, the most widely 

impact on society. 
the 1990 World Almanac and Book 

The list was taken from 
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of Facts (Hoffman, Ed., p. 309 ). Th 

1 ere ease dates ranged 
from 1972 to 1989, thus covering the '70s and •sos and 
giving an adequate time span for comparison of results. 
Forms for counting incidents and recording pertinent 

information were used. Th f · e arms were developed and refined 

in early tests for use. Movies were scored using the 

prepared forms and a video tape player with a pause button 

to play rented copies of the movies. 

When data on all the 20 movies had been gathered, all 

data were compiled for each movie for principals, non

principals, and all characters. Then all data were compiled 

by years, again according to principals, non-principals, and 

all characters. Of course, the data were separated into 

male-female categories. As appropriate, charts have been 

drawn up to simplify presentation of the data. 

Only movies were used in the research. No scripts were 

consulted. Some small details, if incorrect, will match the 

audience's perception, which is more important to this study 

than what is revealed in the script. For example, a 

domestic couple in The Exorcist may have been shown in the 

script as a married couple or simply as two domestics. The 

· d' got was what concerned this study. impression the au ience 

real ev;dence in the movie to prove they 
Since there was no • 

Were not coded as married. There was no 
were married, they 

, perceptions except by relying on 
way to know the audiences 

what was actually revealed on screen. 



on screen. 

Forms used for coding were developed and revised in 

initial coding tests. Th 
ey were tested in a research 

methods class at Austin Peay state u · • 
n1vers1ty. Subjective 

judgment eliminated testing some areas of concern. For 
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example, this researcher believes that movies often pair 

unattractive men with beautiful women, which creates an 

unrealistic picture of life, and may harm both males and 

females. However, that is a theory which can hardly be 

tested because attractiveness is subjective. No researcher 

can, objectively, say that one character is attractive and 

another is not. Age categories were, for the most part, 

avoided for the same reason. Age and attractiveness are 

murky areas for research. 

Concentrated effort was made toward reducing the forms 

as well as the hypotheses to concerns that could be tested 

with "yes or no" coding. There was some question as to 

whether to consider motive in a rescue, especially a 

A rescue has to be counted regardless psychological rescue. 

of the motivation of the rescuer, because to do otherwise 

would require a subjective judgment of a character's intent. 

Also, it should be recorded if a character needs to be 

. the 1·ssue of intent kept the research rescued. Avoiding 

clear-cut and objective. 

l·s intensive, second by second Coding by this method 

work, through many hours of screen time. Any research has 
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errors, but serious effort was made to record every detail 

correctly. Where there was a question, rewind and playback 

were used extensively. Some of the movies were coded more 

than one time and results compared. This researcher believes 

that meticulous effort has led to minimal errors. 

Another reason for confidence in the accuracy of the results 

is that the data follow those of earlier studies with only 

comparative variances. The compiled results are presented 

in Chapter Four. 



Chapter 4 

Results 

In order to analyze trends ov t· . er ime, movies were 

classified by time periods. Of the 20 top grossing films, 

The Godfather (1972), The Exorcist (1973), and Jaws (1975) 

fall into the first time period, 1971-75. For the period 

1976-80 movies researched are Close Encounters of the Third 

Kind (1977), Star Wars (1977), Grease (1978), Superman 

(1978), and The Empire Strikes Back (1980). The period 

1981-85 includes Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981), Tootsie 

(1982), E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial (1982), Return of the 

Jedi (1983), Beverly Hills Cop (1984), Ghostbusters (1984), 

Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom (1984), and Back to the 

Future (1985). The period of 1986-90 includes Three Men and 

a Baby (1987), Batman (1989}, Rain Man, (1989) and Indiana 

Jones and the Last Crusade (1989}. 

Results of the data relating to the first hypothesis, 

that women will comprise a larger percentage of total 

characters over time, show that for movies made within the 

years 1971-75, non-principal female characters comprise 32% 

of total characters; 26% for both the periods 1976-80 and 

1981-85 and 34 % for 1986-90. There is an increase of two , 

percent from the earliest period to the latest, although 

th · d' · the middle years instead of a steady ere is a ip in 

increase. 



Table 1 

Percentage and N b um er of Non-Principal Characters 
by Gender 

49 

Male Female Total 
Characters 

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number 

1971-75 590 68% 273 32% 

1976-80 785 74% 276 26% 

1981-85 1242 74% 446 26% 

1986-90 766 66% 402 34% 

Total 3383 71% 1397 29% 

Table 2 shows that for principal characters, the 

imbalance between males and females is slightly more 

pronounced, except for the second five year period. 

863 

1061 

1688 

1168 

4780 

Results show 22%, 39%, 26% and 27% female characters for the 

four consecutive periods, with a rise of five points from 

the earliest to the most recent period and a peak of 39% for 

the years 1976-80. 
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Table 2 

Percentage and Number of Pr1'nc1'pal 
by Gender 

Characters 

Male Female Total 
Characters 

Number Percentage Number Percentage 

1971-75 29 78% 8 22% 37 

1976-80 31 61% 20 39% 51 

1981-85 45 74% 16 26% 61 

1986-90 22 73% 8 27% 30 

Total 127 71% 52 29% 179 

Combining figures from Tables 1 and 2, Table 3 shows 

female characters are 31% of total characters for 1971-75, 

27% for 1976-80, 26% for 1981-85, 34% for 1986-90. 



1971-75 

1976-80 

1981-85 

1986-90 

Total 

Table 3 

Percentage and Number of all 
By Gender 

Male Female 

Characters 

Number Percentage Number Percentage 

619 69% 281 31% 

816 73% 296 27% 

1287 74% 462 26% 

788 66% 410 34% 

3510 71% 1449 29% 
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Total 
Characters 

Number 

900 

1112 

1749 

1198 

4959 

Overall, the percentage of female characters dipped in 

the late '70s and early '80s and then rose in the late '80s 

giving limited support to the first hypothesis. 

This study's second hypothesis is that more women will 

be shown with occupations over time. Looking at Table 4, 

one can see that, from the first five year period studied to 

the most recent five year period, there is no change in the 

percentage of the total number of female characters with a 

known occupation. For males, there is a six point decrease 

during the same period. Both have higher figures for the 

middle five year periods: 47 and 42% for males and 20% for 

both periods for females. Here there is no change for 

females, earliest to latest, with peak periods in between. 
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Table 4 

Percentage and Nub T t m er of 
. o al Adul t Characters 

Having Demonstrated Occupat i ons 

Male Female Total Adult 
Characters 

percent number percent number 

197 1-75 39% 222 of 574 11% 27 of 249 823 

197 6- 80 47% 380 of 808 20% 57 of 285 1093 

1981- 85 42% 502 of 1203 20% 88 ·of 431 1634 

1986- 90 33% 250 of 769 11% 44 of 404 1173 

Total 40% 1354 of 3354 16% 216 of 1369 4723 

The fi gures change somewhat if "implied" (seems to have 

an occupation which is not identified) numbers are added. 

Comparing Table 4 with Table 5, one sees that for males 

these number s add three, eleven, two, and three points to 

the consecut i ve periods from earliest to most recent. Two 

points for 1976-1980 and one point for 1981-1985 are added 

to the figures for females. The first and last five year 

per i ods stay t he s ame. The results for females, in both 

charts for the fi rst and last five year periods show no 

change , a l though peaks of 22% and 21% are shown between. 

So an increase is shown from first to second five year 

periods , then a decrease f or the next two periods . 
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Table 5 

With 
Total_ Adult Characters 

Occupation Identified or Implied 

Male Female Total Adult 
Characters 

percent number percent number 

1971-75 42% 242 of 574 11% 27 of 249 823 

1976-80 58% 469 of 808 22% 64 of 285 1093 

1981-85 44% 531 of 1203 21% 91 of 431 1634 

1986-90 36% 277 of 769 11% 45 of 404 1173 

Total 45% 1519 of 3354 17% 227 of 1369 4723 

Figures for males, from Tables 4 and 5, show 

percentages ranging from 33% to 58%. Female figures, 

ranging from 11% to 22%, are lower than any of the male 

percentages by an 11 point margin. There are peaks for both 

males and females during the middle years. No change for 

females from the early five year period to the most recent 

remains for the second chart. A 6% decrease for males 

remains as well. 

Going to "principal characters only" shows somewhat of 

a different story. Table 6 shows little variation for 

males, although there is a decrease from early to recent 

f
. For females, the figures are more 
1ve year periods. 

erratic. to last P
eriods there is a fifteen 

From first 

point increase. 
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Table 6 

. Principal Adult Characters 
With Occupations Identified or Implied 

Male Female Total Adult 
Principal 
Characters 

percent number percent number 

1971-75 93% 25 of 27 71% 5 of 7 34 

1976-80 82% 2·3 of 28 53% 10 of 19 47 

1981-85 86% 36 of 42 67% 10 of 15 57 

1986-90 86% 19 of 22 86% 6 of 7 29 

Total 87% 103 of 119 56% 27 of 48 167 

Considering all characters, there is no increase in 

women with occupations over time, so the data did not 

support the hypothesis. If only principal characters are 

considered, there is an increase of women with occupations 

from the earliest to the latest period, as predicted by the 

hypothesis, in spite of a dip in the middle periods. 

The third hypothesis of this study is that the 

percentage of professional or technical occupations for 

women will increase over time. Table 7 shows an increase of 

19 points from the earliest to most recent five year period, 

with a jump to 33% for 1976-80, a slight dip back to 19% for 

1981-85 and a return to a higher percentage of 30 for 1986-

90. 

Table 7 shows professional or technical as opposed to 



traditional female occupations and housewife/homemaker as a 

separate category to avoid confusion and argument as to 

whether housewife/homemaker should be listed as an 

occupation. Appendix B shows the complete listing of 

occupations recorded in this study. One might note that the 
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category of "other" shows a steady increase over the 20 year 

period. In fact, this category, which includes princess, 

criminal, biker, and homeless, is actually the largest 

occupational category for women in the 1986-90 period. 

Table 7 

Occupation Breakdown for Women 

Professional Housewife/ Traditional Other or Technical Homemaker Female 

1971-75 11% 4% 85% 

1976-80 33% 7% 57% 2% 

1981-85 19% 2% 66% 13% 

1986-90 30% 5% 27% 39% 

of this study predicts that The fourth hypothesis 

Status will be stated or women's marital revealed less often 

bl 8 shows that Contrary to the prediction, Ta e over time. 

ters are considered there is when only principal charac 

1 dover the . 'tal relationships revea e 
little change 1n marl A trend of 

. d latest periods. 1 earliest an years, with equa 



56 
increasingly revealing marital relat i onsh i ps is apparent for 

males. 

Table 8 

Pri ncipal Adult Characters 

Marital Status Re vealed 

Ma le Fe 1 Tot 1 

percent number percen nu r 

1971 - 75 37 % 10 o 27 86 6 o 7 3 

1976- 80 71 % 20 o 28 79 15 o 7 

1981-8 5 62% 26 o 2 87 3 o 15 57 

1986 - 90 68 15 o 22 8 0 7 2 

Total 60% 71 o 83 0 o 8 7 

However, cons idering 11 ul ch C 9 

s hows t here is a t o poin ro 0 0 l ' s 

five year period to the OS r ecen , 1 ris 

for 1976-80 for both me n n o en . 
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Table 9 

All Adult Characters 

Marital Status Revealed 

Male Female Total 
percent number percent number 

1971-75 4% 23 of 574 4% 10 of 249 823 

1976-80 20% 164 of 808 49% 140 of 285 1093 

1981-85 2% 28 of 1203 4% 16 of 431 1634 

1986-90 2% 14 of 769 2% 8 of 404 1173 

Total 7% 229 of 3354 13% 174 of 1369 4723 

Figures for males follow those for females fairly 

closely, being equal for the first and most recent time 

periods with a wide discrepancy for the 1976-80 time period. 

The fifth hypothesis of this study predicts that women 

will become victims of violence less often over time. Data 

reported in Table 10 for women assaulted show little change, 

being 2% for all periods except for 1976-80, which is 1%. 

Incidents of being terrorized change from 1% to Oto less 

than 1/2 % and back to 1%. Percentage of female characters 

murdered is less than 1/2% for the two earliest time 

periods, o for 1981-85, then 1% for 1986-90. 
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Table 10 

Characters Victi . . . 
(Includingm1zed in Violent Incidents 

Adults and Children) 

Male 

Assault Terror Murder 

Female 

Assault Terror 
Total 

Number of 

1% 1% 

<1/2% 1% 

Victims 

619 

816 

1971-75 4% 

1976-80 9% 

1981-85 7% <1/2% <1/2% 1287 

1986-90 12% <1/2% 7% 788 

2 % 

1% 

2% 

2% 

1% 

<1/2% 

1% 

Murder 
Total 

Number of 
Victims 

<1/2% 

<1/2% 

1% 

281 

296 

462 

156 

suppor the hypothesis. In this case, the data do not t 

Although the situation for females does not improve, it must 

be taken into account that the percentages of assaulted 

males increases over time except for being terrorized, which 

decreases somewhat. 

Considering hypotheses for less obvious areas, first is 

the prediction that, over time, women will less often be 

portrayed as weak and emotional and more often be portrayed 

as strong, confident, and competent. Here characteristics 

are shown for principals only because such information for 

non-principals is usually not important to the story and not 

revealed. 

The negative portrayals of women decreased from 38% to 

13% from the first to most recent five year period, with a 
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drop and subsequent rise 

over the middle f ' i ve year periods. 
The strong, confident , competent portrayals . increase over 
time as predicted with , one small b k . ac s lide f or the 1981-85 
period. 

Table 11 

Characteri s tics of Principals 

Ma l e Female 

Strong Weak Number Strong Weak Number 

1971-75 79 % 21% 29 63 % 38% 8 

1976-80 94 % 6 % 31 75 % 25% 20 

1981-85 87 % 13% 45 69 % 31 % 16 

1986-90 90 % 10% 21 88% 13 % 8 

I n a greater percentage, males are portrayed with 

positive qual i t i e s f or all time periods and there is 

i mprovement fo r males over time as well, with the last time 

period showing t he most nearly equal representation between 

males and fema l es. 

The second hypothes is f or less obvious areas is that, 

over time, women wil l mor e ofte n take effective action in a 

cr i sis. Tab l e 12 shows an increase for females in action as 

the response to danger or a ser ious problem from the 

earliest to most recent t ime period of 16 percentage points . 

The increase is steady except fo r a high of 5 3% f or the 

second five year period of 1976-80 , 
Effect i veness of female 



action increases three points from the earliest to most 
60 

recent five year period, with high percentages of 80 and 

82% for the two consecut ive middle five year periods . Table 

l2 shows the total number of situations requir i ng responses, 

the total number and percentage of the res onses hi ch ere 

action, and the total nu ber an pre n 

responses which were ef ect i v . 

l 

l 

M 1 

Tot 1 Ac ion 
Responses Nu be 

71- 75 92 8 0 8 7 8 8 5 

76 - 8 0 21 7 199 9 0 8 0 

81 - 8 5 5 8 4 16 76 8 

86 - 90 220 19) 88 0 

Tot 1 10 77 888 8 

Percentages 0 1 C on 

high. However, effecti n 0 

steadily over time to ne r 

62 for males and 60 for 1 

effecti e to females are equally 

males and females. Still , data 

0 c ion 

0 

C 0 

1 )) 1 

1 0 ) ) 80 

0 )1 8 

0 0 

) as 1 

co 

i C 

s . 0 s 

9 76 - 8 0 : so or 

or e OS rece per i od 
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show that male characters chose acti on as a r esponse a lmost 

t wice as often as females characters h h 
c ose tat response . 

The third hypothes i s concerning l ess obvious areas i s 

that, over time, women will need t o be r escued by men l ess 

often. Table 13 shows ma le r escues of females are 28% of 

all rescues for the earliest five year period. The 

percentage goes up to 50 % f or t he second five year period : 

1976-80, down to 35 % for the th i rd fi ve yea r per iod and down 

to 21% f or the most recent f i ve year period : 1986- 90 . The 

t r end here i s erratic wi th h i gh peaks in the middle years 

but end i ng seven percentage po i nts lower than the begi nning 

period. The low end i ng point g ives so e li ited support f or 

the third hypothes is . 

Table 13 

Rescues 

Ma le/Female Female / Male Fe a l e / Fe ale Male/Male 
Total 

Number % Number % Number Nu ber Rescues 

71 - 75 10 56 % 5 28% 2 11 1 6 18 

76-80 10 31 % 16 50% 6 19 0 32 

6 12 0 52 
81 - 85 28 54% 18 35% 

31% 0 29 6 21 % 9 86 -90 14 48% 

18% 1 131 34 % 23 Total 62 47% 45 
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The fourth hypothesis . 

concerning less obvious areas is 
that, over time, women will 

rescue men more often. The data 

support the hypothesis with the figures of 11% for the 

earliest five year period: 1971-7 5 I an increase to 19% for 

the second five year period: 1976-80, back to 12% in 1981-85 

and up to 31 % for the most recent five year period: 1986-90 . 

Although the percentage d i ps for the 19 81 -8 5 period, there 

is a 20 point increase i n female rescues of male s fr om t he 

earliest to most recent t ime period . 

Two other hypothe s e s propose that equality has not been 

achieved. The first is t hat women will be rescued by men 

more often than they will rescue men . Al though the most 

recent time per i od , 1986 - 90, shows female rescues of males 

10 points higher than male rescues of females, overall, 

males are almost t wi c e as likely to rescue females as vice 

versa. The data appear to support the hypothesi s . 

Male rescues of male s made up the largest percentage of 

rescues except fo r the period 1976- 80, when male rescues of 

females show the largest percentage . Female rescues of 

females are almost nonexi s tent. 

The final hypothes i s i s that men will initiate 

ft tha n women will. Combini ng successful action more o en 

t' Table 14 s hows that, data for rescues and successful ac i on , 

although there is slight i mprovement ove r t ime , t he data 

discrepanc i es between 
support this hypothesi s , wi th large 

and act i on or solution 
male action or solution to problems 
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to problems by females. 

Table 14 

Successful Action or 
Solution to Problem 

Male Female Total 

Number Percentage Number Percentage 

1971-75 83 92% 7 8% 90 

1976-80 186 83% 38 17% 224 

1981-85 314 88% 43 12% 357 

1986-90 140 87% 21 13% 161 

Total 723 87% 109 13% 832 

Although males are shown initiating successful action 

or solving the problem in the majority of cases as predicted 

by this study, improvement is shown over time, with a five 

point increase in successful female action or solution to 

the problem from earliest to most recent years studied. 

Chapter Five will discuss the findings in this study as 

they stand for the time period studied and in the context of 

previous studies of women in film. 



Chapters 

Analysis and Conclusions 

It may be beneficial to 
compare results of this study 

to previous studies. 
Edgar Dale's research found that 66% 

of leading characters were male. 
Results from this present 

study show that male principal characters were 78%, 61%, 

74%, and 73% for the four five year · periods from 1971-90, 

for an average of 71%. In only one of the five year periods 

is male percentage less than that shown in data from 1929-

32. There is change over the years covered in this present 

study, but three out of the four periods show less equality 

than appeared 40 years earlier. 

Dorothy Jones' study of 1941-42 movies found that 67% 

of all leading characters were male. Her data showed one 

point higher male representation than Dale's study. Lee 

Israel's study of 200 films made between 1968 and 1974 found 

that 80% of all roles were male. Granting the possibility 

of some difference in interpretation of "principal" and 

"leading" characters, a comparison of figures obtained by 

Dale, Jones, Israel, and this study produces the following 

data: 

Dale 1929-32 Males 66% 

1941-42 Males 67% 
Jones 

1968-74 Males 80% 
Israel 

1971-90 Males 71% 
Current Research 

peaked with films made 
Male overrepresentation seems to have 

l's study in 1968-74. The 71% 
in the time period of Israe 
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average for the period 19 71 - 90 translates to only s light 

improvement from t he 8 0% high o f male representation for 

1968-74, and repr esents a higher percentage tha n the early 

years. There seems to be a slow move ent toward ore equ a l 

repr esentation, as in earlier per i ods . 

Data obtained within th i s study , for the ost part, 

s how on ly slight improvement over tie in o en ' s portraya l 

i n the movies. As t o fe ale percen ge o r · ncipal 

characters, there is a five poi n i ncr s ro 

most recent five year per i ods . F 1 s in h ' 

period, howe ve r, are st ill only u on OU 

characte r s . 

Da l e' s da t a show h l o n 

D 

0 occ 

female cha r ac t e r s h d no occu 

study show ma les as pr i ncip 1 

197 1-75 , 18 % fr om 19 76 - 80 , 1 ro 98 - 85, n 

1986-90 . Female princi ls 0 occ 

the years 19 7 1-75 , 7 r o 19 7 - 80, )) 

14 % f rom 1986 - 90 . Here th r e 5 S 0 C 

of a trend toward equ 1 repres e 

. th i s study, th period covered in 

on . or 

r 

p t ion . For and 44% of females without occu 

r 

r s 0 

0 r c n 

h 0 0 1 

0 h 

0 

98 - 85 n 

r c on 

) 

1 

0 

0 1 s 

there is l i tt l e change r o characters, 
929 - )2 . Hoe e r , 

n 

198 6 - 90 unde rscor es the equal 14% from the years 
progress in 

this area. 

showed tha t 1 7 Da le 's s tudy also 
of a l es and none of 



the females did not reveal their 
marital status. In this 

present study, of principal h 
c aracters in consecutive five 
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year periods studied, 63%, 29 %, 38 % and 32% of males did not 
reveal marital status. Oft 

he females, 14%, 21%, 13% and 14% 
did not reveal marital status. 

The average percentage of 

males not revealing marital status from 1970 to 
1990 

was 

40%; the average for females was 17%. 

Although some of the difference may be accounted for by 

changes in filmmaking styles, in addit ion to cultura l 

changes, considering the number of years between the t wo 

studies, there is a decrease for both genders in revea ling 

marital status from the early study to t hi s study wi th 

numbers averaged. However, there seems to be a slide over 

the years represented in this study in t he opposite 

direction. The fact that, in mos t periods , twice as many 

males as females did not reveal t heir marital status makes 

this an area where a basic change toward more equality did 

not appear. 

The most striking informat i on obt ained in thi s study 

shows the number and variety of ma l e occupations compared to 

those of females. All occupations are lis ted in Append i x B. 

The number of different occupations l isted for men i s more 

For 1971-75 the 
than double the number li5ted for women. 

t female occupat i ons, for 
difference is four to one male 0 

' tis nearly three to one. 
1976-80, 1981-85, and 1986-90 1 

limitation of women in the 
This is strong evidence of the 



movies. In this area there is some 
improvement over time, 
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with the number of mal . 
e occupations going from nearly four 

times the number of female occupations down to nearly three 

. times as many female occupations. 

For all characters, the number of women with 

occupations is the same from the earliest to the most recent 

period {ll%) with the numbers nearly doubled for the two 

middle time periods: 20% and 20% or 22% and 21% with 

"implied" added. There is an increase for principal female 

characters with occupations: 71% beginning and 86% ending 

with 53% and 67% for the two middle periods. Here, the most 

recent period shows equality: 86% for both genders. There 

is difficulty in interpreting these results. The changes 

may be considered superficial since only principal 

characters are involved. On the other hand, the question is 

whether a principal character's situation makes more of an 

impact on the audience or whether the subtle norms are more 

influential. obviously, the question of effect on audience 

is beyond the scope of a content analysis. 

There is change in the depiction of women's 

occupational status over time. More women's occupations 

technical over time: 11% beginning to were professional or 

f ;gures are erratic with 33% and 19% 30% ending, although ~ 

I t is interesting to note there is 
for the middle periods. 

' fe-homemaker. This category 
a slight increase for housewi 

t ges of 4% 7%, 2% and 5%. 
represents, overall, small percen a ' 
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Traditional female occupations fell 

from 85% to 27% with 57% 
and 66% for the middle periods. 

There seems to be a trend 
away from the traditional female 

occupations and toward 
professional and tech · 1 

n1ca professions for women. Another 

positive sign is that th 
e category of "other," showing the 

most variety and least stereotyped portrayal, goes from o to 

2% to 13% and ends at 39%. 

There is some encouraging progress shown in this study 

in that there were no rapes recorded in any of the movies 

studied; however, the percentage of violent incidents 

against females stayed the same. Incidents of being 

terrorized showed no change, and murders of females 

increased 1/2% from the earliest to the ost recent period . 

However this information must be balanced with data that 

show comparable increases in violent incidents against 

males, assaults rising from 4 to 12 and urders fro 1% to 

7%. Assaults against women show 2 for all periods except 

1976-80, which shows 1%. For males, assault increased from 

4% to 12% from the first to the most recent period. There 

seems to be a trend toward more violence involving en, but 

only a small percentage of women characters are subjected to 

such acts. This may be a move away from equality; however, 

the opposite would be unwelcome . A better answer would be 

to lower the violence level altoget her . 

. . psycho l og ical portrayal of 
Improvement is shown in 

fident competent portrayals and 
women with more strong, con ' 



fewer negative portrayals of women as 
weak, confused , 

emotional or irrational. 
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The same is true of male 
portrayals, with only 2% more strong males, but near 
equality is achieved by the latest ti'me 

period studied, 
1986-90. 

More action is attributed to women as opposed to 

passive or helpless responses and th · e action is more often 

effective, with effectiveness h' reac ing very near equality, 

with 2% higher effectiveness for males. Action responses 

for males are high for all periods. However, the 

effectiveness of male action declines. Female action 

responses increase and their effectiveness also increases. 

There seems to be a trend toward accepting male 

ineffectiveness and female effectiveness and representing 

both in the movies, leading to more nearly equal treatment. 

Still, action as response for females is a little more than 

half of that for males . 

Females are shown being rescued by males less often and 

rescuing males more often, although male rescues of females 

still outnumber female rescues of males. A more disturbing 

fact is that females almost never rescue other females. 

There seems to be a trend toward equality dampened somewhat 

Women were portrayed as rivals 
by a holdover from times when 

to be fr 1·ends and supporters of other 
and not allowed 

females. 

least progress for female portrayals 
The area showing 
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is that of successful action and solution to problems, where 

males overwhelmingly outperform females. However, even in 

this area, there is some slight improvement over time. 

still, male success is almost seven times that of females. 

This is an area where cumulative data override the 

occasional exception which might seem to prove otherwise. 

This area shows apparent changes to be only surface changes 

and not the substantive changes women would like to see in 

their portrayal. 

In summary, the major findings of this study are: 

1. In sheer numbers, males characters outnumber 

female, making up nearly three quarters of all characters in 

movies. 

2 • Marital status is important enough to reveal for 

83 % of female characters. 60% of male characters, 

1 characters and 56% of 3. Eighty seven percent of ma e 

are shown to have an occupation. female characters 

4 . number of different occupations is When the 

for male characters are more considered, those portrayed 

shown for female characters. than three times the number 

5. In violent action, 
fur times male characters are o 

or murdered than female more likely to be assaulted 

characters. 

74 % of female 
Under emotional portrayal, 

6. are portrayed as strong, 
of male characters 

characters, 87% 
27

% of female 
conversely, 

confident, competent characters. 



characters, 12% of male 
characters are portrayed as weak 

confused, emotional, or • irrational. 

7. In problem solving, 45% of 

' 

female characters, 86% 

71 

of male characters respond to the 
problem by 

8. Seventy percent off 1 ema e character 

taking action . 

act i on 
responses, 73% of male character act1' on responses are 
effective. 

9. Eighty percent of all rescues are effected by mal e 

characters. Forty seven percent of a ll rescues represent 

male rescue of males, 33 % of a ll rescues represent male 

rescue of females, 18 % of a ll r escues represent female 

rescue of males, 1% of a ll rescues represent female 

rescue of females. 

If one accepts the va lidity of paradigm scenarios 

proposed by Carroll ( 1990), the idea that responses to women 

will be shaped by the paradigm scenarios people bring to 

relations, then movie v i ewers may unconsc iously accept the 

concepts that women are more likely to be weak, confused, 

emotional, or irrationa l and less likely to be strong, 

confident, and competent. They will expect females to be 

less likely to be problem so lvers, action takers and 

rescuers. Particular instances may be internalized to 

produce responses learned from t he movies . 

h h ovie makers can be 
My conclusion is that, alt oug m 

commended for making some progress towa rd a f a i r portraya l 

. for i mprovement and t here are 
of women, there is still room 
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some areas which have slipped by that could stand much 

improvement. Surface changes that would be easy to make, 

such as more occupations for women, have been made. still, 

males are less likely to be shown in a marital situation, 

more likely to be shown as strong, confident and competent, 

and overwhelmingly more likely to respond to problems with 

action and to become the rescuer. 

rt will be interesting to follow the latest film 

releases, which seem to have corrected probl em areas, to see 

if improvement continues. More cumulat i ve data may show a 

different story. 
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List of Movies 

1. E.T. The Extra Terrestrial 

2. Star Wars 

3. Return of the Jedi 

4. Batman 

5. The Empire Strikes Back 

6. Ghostbusters 

7. Jaws 

8. Raiders of the Lost Ark 

9. Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade 

10. Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doo 

11. Beverly Hills Cop 

12. Back to the Future 

13. Grease 

14. Tootsie 

15. The Exorcist 

16. The Godfather 

17. Superman 

18. Rain Man 

19. Close Encounters of the Th i r d Ki nd 

20. Three Men and a Baby 

1982 

1977 

1983 

19 89 

1980 

1984 

1975 

1981 

1989 

1984 

198 

1985 

1978 

1982 

1973 

1972 

1978 

1989 

1977 

1987 

80 



APPENDIX B 



24 

13 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

6 

23 

3 

1 

7 

1 

2 

4 

1 

1 

1 

5 

3 

1 

9 

1 

MALE 

Mafia*7 1 

Mafia Heads*4 2 

Lawyer* 

Police Captain* 

casino Co-Owner* 

Film Producer* 

Popular Si nger* 

Baker 

Photographers 

Musicians 

s ecuri t y Guards 

Bartender 

FBI Agents 

OCCUPATIONS 

1972 

Cafe Owner 

Altar Boys 

Fruit Stand Operator 

Bell Boys 

Priests/Clergy 

Barber 

Masseur 

Wai t er 

Pol ice 

Priva t e Detectives 

Restaurant Ma nager 

Mi litary 

Painter 

l]. 

124 

occ PATIOS 

WITH OCC PA IO S 

! 

l 

FEMALE 

1 SchoolTeacher* 

4 Prostitutes 

1 Maid 

1 urse 

• r nc a s 

occ A O S 

WI H occ p IO S 



1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

30 

4 

13 

1 

2 

1 

2 

6 

1 

2 

5 

9 

2 

19 

OCCuPATIONS 

1973 

MALE 

Priest/Archeologist* 

Priest/Psychiatrist* 

Housekeeper* 

Police Investigator* 

Movie Director 

Archeologist 

Laborers 

Metal Workers 

Priests/Clergy 

Teacher 

security Guar ds 

camera Operator 

Film Product i on Crew 

Actors 

Beggar 

Bartenders 

Doctors 

Psychiatrists 

Service Station Attendants 

OCCUPATIONS 

84 WITH OCCUPATIONS 

•principa l s 

83 

FEMALE 

1 Cook• 

2 Actress* l 

2 Secretar i es* l 

3 Nurs es 

2 Psychiatrists 

2 Waitresses 

2 uns 

_]_ OCCUPATIO S 

ll WITH OCCUPATIONS 



MALE 

2 Deputies *l 

1 Police Chief* 

1 Mayor* 

1 Shark Hunter* 

1 scientist* 

1 store Clerk/Owner 

1 Coroner 

1 Police 

2 Nurses 

1 Priest/Clergy 

2 Fishermen 

_1L OCCUPATIONS 

OCCUPATIONS 

1975 

84 

FEMALE 

1 Housewife/Homemaker* 

1 Secretary 

1 Television Reporter 

3 Nurses 

OCC ATIO S 

.....1.L WITH OCCUPATIONS 

_§_ WITH occUPATIO s 

•principals 



85 
OCCUPATIONS 

1977 (2) 
MALE 

15 Military Officers*J 

l27 Military*! 

1 Smuggler• 

1 Salesman 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

1 

1 

4 

5 

1 

3 

3 

6 

11 

Farmer* 

Electric Worker* 

scientist• 

cartographer/Interpreter• 

Priest/Clergy 

Governor 

Bartender 

Technicians 

Air Traffic Contro llers 

Toll Guard 

Police 

Guides 

Photographers 

Astronauts 

OCCUPATIONS 

WITH OCCUPATIONS 

FEMALE 

3 Housewife/Homemaker•3 

1 Princess• 

3 Military 

2 Astronauts 

_ 4 

_ 9 

*principal 

OCCUPATIO S 

WITH OCCUPATION 



1 

1 

1 

17 

13 

MALE 

Lawyer* 

OCCUPATIONS 

1978 (2) 

Newspaper Publisher• 

Farmer* 

Newspaper Reporters*2 

Crirninals*5 

5 Government Officials 

3 Sports Coaches 

12 High School Football Players 

2 Grounds Keepers 

14 Police 

6 Pilots 

13 Military 

3 Military Officers 

Scient i sts 

Indian Ch ief 

(Male, cont . ) 

10 Teachers 

FEMALE 

1 Secretary* 

1 Schoo l Pr inc i pal * 

86 

1 Housewife/Homemaker* 

9 Newspaper Reporters • 

1 Criminal• 

1 Nurse 

7 Waitresses 

8 Teachers 

1 uto Shop Teacher 

8 D ncers 

6 H S Cheerl d rs 

1 Go ern en 0 icials 

2 

1 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

Technicians 

Painter 

Warden 

3 Blue Collar 

Bus Driver 

Train Engineer 

OCCUPATIONS 

137 WITH OCCUPATIONS 

8 

12 

2 

2 

singers 

Musicians 

Camera Operators 

TV Production ere 

•pr incipals 

_ll OCCUPATIO S 

WITH OCCUPATIONS 



6 

1 

1 

48 

1 

1 

MALE 

Military Officers*3 

Ambassador 

OCCUPATIONS 

1980 

city Administrator* 

Mi l i tary 

Government Officia l 

Emper or 

_6 OCCUPATIONS 

~ WITH occUPATIONS 

FEMALE 

1 Princess/Rebel 

Leader* 

1 Techn i cian 

1 Mili t a r y 

87 

-1 

• principals 

occUPATIO s 

_l WITH OCCUPATIONS 



MALE 

OCCUPATIONS 

1981 

88 

1 College Professor/Archeologist; 1 Bar owner• 
FEMALE 

1 

3 

1 

2 

3 

1 

15 

3 

3 

1 

3 

7 

68 

6 

17 

1 

2 

1 

li 

Treasure Hunter• 

Archeologist*l 

Nazi Agents• 

Seer 

Guides 

servants 

University Administrator 

Jungle Warriors 

students 

Pilots 

Waiter 

Criminals 

Assassins 

Military 

Military Officers 

Laborers 

Technician 

Ship Captains 

.. 1 Government Officia 

OCCUPATIONS 

139 WITH OCCUPATIONS 

9 Students 

1 Housewife/Homemaker 

*principals 

_J OCCUPATIONS 

......ll OCCUPATIONS 



MALE 

OCCUPATIONS 

1982 (2) 

1 Actor/Teacher/Waiter* 

1 Playwright/Waiter* 

1 Farmer* 

1 Talent Agent* 

1 Director* 

4 Actors*l 

4 Police 

5 Waiters 

1 Teacher 

6 Doctors 

1 Film Director 

1 Guard 

1 camera Operator 

a Production Crew 

1 Visual Artist 

1 Film Critic 

3 Musicians 

1 Pantomime ArtiSt 

1 Highway Patrol 

1 Bartender 

1 Construction Worker 

--1_1 OCCUPATIONS 

~ WITH OCCUPATIONS 

89 

FEMALE 

12 Actresses*2 

2 Waitresses 

1 Casting 

2 Receptionists 

1 Hat Check 

1 Costumer 

3 TV Production Crew 

1 Nanny 

3 Doctors 

*principals 

_9 OCCUPATIONS 

WI TH OCCUPATIONS _1.§. 



1 

63 

3 

1 

MALE 

Emperor• 

Military*l 

Military Officers• 

Government Official 

--2. OCCUPATIONS 

~ WITH OCCUPATIONS 

OCCUPATIONS 

1983 

1 

4 

90 

FEMALE 

Princess/Military 

Leader* 

Military 

*principals 

_2 OCCUPATIONS 

_5 WITH OCCUPATIONS 



MALE 

OCCUPATIONS 

1984 (3) 

1 Art Dealer/Criminal* 

1 Police Lieutenant* 

3 Detectives* 

1 Archeologist/Treasure Hunter* 

2 Rulers* 

l Cult High Priest* 

3 college Professors* 

1 Insurance Salesman* 

1 Laborer* 

3 Factory Workers 

16 Criminals 

5 Hotel Employees 

2 Hotel Managers 

74 Police 

3 Museum Employees 

14 Waiters 

2 Delivery Persons 

3 Security Guards 

1 Parking Valet 

2 Police Chiefs 

1 College Dean 

3 Blue Collar 

4 Doormen 

91 

FEMALE 

1 Museum Manager* 

1 Nightclub Singer* 

1 Orchestra Musician* 

1 Secretary* 

2 Nuns 

1 Rescue Worker 

1 Maid 

1 Librarian 

1 Real Estate Agent 

24 Dancers 

2 Waitresses 

1 Singer 

3 Receptionists 

2 Topless Dancers 

(cont. next page) 



3 Newscasters 

1 Talk Show Host 

6 Photographers 

3 TV News Reporters 

2 Historical Wagon Drivers 

1 Electrician 

1 Mayor 

5 Priests/Clergy 

2 Cult Priests 

5 City Officials 

4 Rabbis 

1 Rescue Worker 

15 Military 

2 Camera Operators 

1 EPA Officia l 

2 Pilots 

1 Archbishop 

9 Musicians 

1 Military Offi cer 

3 Guides 

---1.1 OCCUPATIONS 

215 WITH OCCUPATIONS 

_ll 

•principals 

OCCUPATIO S 

92 

__!l. WITH OCCUPATIONS 
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OCCuPATIONS 

1985 

MALE 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

1 

1 

4 

2 

7 

2 

2 

1 

1 

2 

5 

--1.§_ 

Inventer* 

school Principal* 

Fast Food Preparer* 

Bus Boy* 

Office Workers* 

Author* 

Auto Repair Person* 

Service Station Attendants 

Police 

High School Music i ans 

Terrorists 

Teachers 

Waiter 

Ice cream Vendor 

city Workers 

Musicians 

OCCUPATIONS 

-11 WITH OCCUPATIONS 

FEMALE 

1 Housewife/Homemaker* 

1 Teacher 

1 Funds Raiser/Col lector 

1 Waitress 

•principals 

OCCUPATIONS 

WI TH OCCUPATIONS 



MALE 

1 Actor* 

1 Architect• 

1 Detective* 

1 Visual Artist• 

3 Waiters 

1 Guard 

7 Police 

1 Store Employee 

1 Orchestra Musician 

1 Doorman 

1 Telephone Installer 

4 Construction Worker 

OCCuPATIONS 

1987 

4 Movie Production Crew 

1 Cab Driver 

2 Airport Employees 

1 Dry Cleaner 

_l§. OCCUPATIONS 

-11 WITH OCCUPATIONS 

1 

1 

2 

1 

1 

2 

1 

1 

94 

FEMALE 

Lawyer* 

Housewife/Homemaker* 

Actresses*! 

Store Employee 

Waitress 

Construction Workers 

Movie Production Crew 

Airport Employee 

*principals 

OCCUPATIONS 

WITH OCCUPATIONS JQ 



MALE 

1 Police Chief* 

OCCuPATIONS 

1989 (3) 

1 Police Commissioner• 

1 Company Owner* 

10 Criminals*2 

10 Newspaper Reporter*l 

1 Independently Wealthy Heir* 

1 Secret Crime Fighter* 

27 Police*l 

1 Archeologist/Treasure Hunter* 

1 University Professor* 

4 Nazi Agents*! 

1 Leader of Secret Society* 

1 Car Importer/Dealer* 

2 Doctors*l 

3 Rescue Workers 

1 Detective 

7 Security Guards 

9 Mafia 

1 News Director 

2 News Anchors 

4 Waiters 

4 Bikers 

4 Street workers 

FEMALE 

1 Photographer* 

2 Nazi Agents*l 

1 Office Worker* 

4 Bank Employees 

1 Receptionist 

5 Waitresses 

1 Hat Check Person 

1 Nurse 

95 

1 Housewife/Homemaker 

1 Prostitute 

10 Students 

1 Newspaper Reporter 

2 TV News Anchors 

1 Biker 

2 Homeless 

(cont. next page) 



1 scout Master 96 

4 Treasure Hunters 

1 Sheriff 

1 Butler 

1 Store Clerk 

56 Military 

2 Military Of ic r 

4 Airli n loy 

l i ng 

12 H H 0 

l Mi nis 

l 

l 0 

l Ho 1 n 0 

) 

u n 

. lo 

0 

l n 

l l C 

) G l n I 0 

u ci n 

• l Tr in Con 0 
s 

7 occ IO 

TH occ 0 



NUMBERS OF CHARACTERS 
97 

MALE 
FEMALE 

PRINCIPALS NON-PRINCIPALS ALL PRINCIPALS NON- PRINCIPALS ALL 

16 169 

6 177 

7 2 44 

12 36 2 

15 358 

4 6 5 

4 24 0 

1972 

185 

1973 

183 

19 75 

2 51 

1977 ( 2) 

374 

1978 ( 2) 

373 

1980 

69 

1981 

2 44 

2 103 105 

5 49 54 

1 121 122 

6 28 34 

13 2 2 255 

1 6 7 

1 31 32 



NUMBERS OF CHARACTERS (cont. ) 

MALE 

PRINCIPALS NON-PRINCIPALS ALL PRI CIP 

8 18 6 

5 64 

16 61 5 

12 1 37 

158 

18 6 08 

1982 (2) 

19 

198) 

69 

198 ( 3) 

63 

985 

9 

987 

16 

1989 (3) 

626 

F E 

0 - PI CIP LS 

3 

8 

0 

so 

5 

98 

3 

) 

5 



VIOLENT I CID S 

ASSAULTED TERRORIZED Km1:D EFl£10 

Male 

female 

M l 

l 

22 

) 

5 

l 0 

l 0 

l 

l 

l 

0 

7 

l 

0 

) 

0 

0 

0 

7 

1) 

, 

( ) 

< l 

1 

0 

0 

0 

99 

s 

0 

l 

1 



ASSAULTED 

Male 

Female 

Male 

Female 

Male 

Female 

Male 

Female 

Male 

Female 

Male 

Female 

12 

1 

21 

2 

9 

1 

47 

3 

6 

2 

3 

0 

VIOLENT 

TERRORIZED 

2 

0 

0 

0 

1 

0 

INCIDENTS 

MURDERED 

1981 

1982 ( 2 ) 

1983 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

198 4 ( 3) 

2 2 

2 0 

1985 

0 0 

0 0 

1 98 7 

0 0 

0 
0 

100 

TOTAL # CHARACTERS 

2 44 

32 

194 

136 

69 

5 

631 

193 

149 

96 

162 

154 



ASSAULTED 

Male 

Female 

48 

3 

VIOLENT INCIDENTS 

TERRORIZED MURDERED 

2 

2 

1989 (3) 

29 

1 

101 

TOTAL# CHARACTERS 

626 

2 



STRONG/ 

CONFIDENT/ 

COMPETENT 

MALE 

FEMALE 

MALE 

FEMALE 

MALE 

FEMALE 

MALE 

FEMALE 

11 

1 

5 

3 

7 

1 

12 

4 

CHARACTERISTICS OF PRINCIPALS 
102 

EMOTIONAL/ 
WEAK/ 

CONFUS ED 
IRRATIONAL SPECIFIC FLAWS 

3 

0 

0 

1 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1972 

19 73 

1975 

1 977 (2 ) 

2 

1 

l 

1 

0 

0 

0 

2 

co 0 

oor H 

00 

0 

r o 



STRONG/ 

CONFIDENT/ 

COMPETENT 

MALE 

FEMALE 

MALE 

FEMALE 

MALE 

FEMALE 

MALE 

FEMALE 

MALE 

FEMALE 

4 

1 

4 

1 

8 

2 

5 

1 

13 

1 0 

CHARACTERISTICS OF PRINCIPALS 
103 

EMOTIONAL/ 
WEAK/ 

CONFUSED 
IRRATIONAL SPECIFIC FLAWS 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1 

0 

0 

2 

2 

1978 ( 2) 

1980 

198 

198 ( ) 

19 83 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

l 

0 

0 

0 

l 

l lco o le 

C 

0 

0 



STRONG/ 

CONFIDENT 

COMPETENT 

MALE 

FEMALE 

MALE 

FEMALE 

MALE 

FEMALE 

MALE 

FEMALE 

14 

8 

4 

4 

3 

3 

15 

4 

CHARACTERISTICS OF PRINCIPALS 
104 

WEAK/ 

CONFUSED 

1 

0 

4 

2 

0 

1 

1 

0 

EMOTIONAL/ 

IRRATIONAL SPECIFIC FLAWS 

1984 (3) 

1 

1985 

1987 

1989 ( 3) 

1 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1 

0 

1 Possessed 

1 Criminal Tendency 

1 Under Evil Spell 

1 Possessed 

1 Alcoholic 

1 Deranged 

1 Autistic savant 
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