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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Maïwenn’s Pragmatisms: Cinematic 
Re-Symbolizations of the Feminine Negative1

Teresa Bauer and Alessandra Benedicty-Kokken 

University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, Netherlands 

ABSTRACT 
This essay is motivated by a befuddlement as to why Maïwenn’s work has 
not received more critical attention even though she is one of the few female 
directors to successfully maintain a career in a still extremely male-dominated 
profession. While there has been doubt in the public sphere as to whether 
Maïwenn is or is not ‘feminist,’ we demonstrate that her œuvre eruditely, pro
vocatively, even problematically engages the theoretical legacies of Simone 
de Beauvoir, Monique Wittig, and H�el�ene Cixous. Moreover, we argue that 
she engages the feminine negative as a feminist gesture. In so doing, 
Maïwenn’s work resists facile reception of feminist philosophy in film. Instead, 
she displays the contradictions of what it means to consider feminism in our 
contemporary moment, and for generations to come, especially through the 
child, a central figure in her work. In a close reading of her film Pardonnez- 
moi (2006), we focus on how the consumption of food in the family setting 
becomes a means of negotiating both Maïwenn’s childhood trauma and the 
role that cinema has played throughout her life. Our objective is thus two
fold: to “nuance” Maïwenn’s work as one that is attuned to discourses of the 
feminine while also working through a genealogy of gender and feminist 
studies. We conclude with a reflection in conversation with postfeminism, and 
what it means to teach Maïwenn’s early films in our present-day classrooms.

KEYWORDS Postfeminism; Maïwenn; cinema; feminist; French film; gender theory 

Introduction: Maïwenn’s Cam�era-Stylo

In this article, we lend our attention to “controversial” (Jacquier 2024) 
director and actor Maïwenn’s early films and how they probe the ques
tions: Is woman, as a critical category of ontological being, conditionally 
bound to “mutual hostility” with man, as many readings of Simone de 
Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949) suggest?2 Further, in this hostility, or at 
least, this unequal difference, must woman constantly seek out “‘reciprocal 
recognition’” (Bauer citing Hegel, 2001, 132)? And from these somewhat 
well-rehearsed philosophical questions, how does Maïwenn’s work push 
the very concept of (feminine) narcissism? We concentrate primarily on 
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her first feature-length film Pardonnez-moi (2006), arguing that Maïwenn 
articulates Alexandre Astruc’s notion of “Cam�era stylo” [“camera pen”] 
(Astruc 1992, 325; 2014, 603) alongside H�el�ene Cixous’s �ecriture feminine 
[1975] 1976.

To engage these questions, we interrogate how Maïwenn thinks through 
and provokes feminine negativity as theorized from a Beauvoirian- 
informed consideration of a woman’s ontological predicament, that is, as a 
“radical negativity that haunts subjectivity” (Sinnerbrink 2016, 2). We use 
negativity here in its critical legacy to Hegelian thought, which conceives of 
the non-dominant element in the so-called Hegelian dialectic, not as an 
antithesis toward synthesis, but rather as a form of “second nature” 
(Bertram 2019) whereby the object of our so-called conscious thought is 
inextricably linked to our consciousness. Drawing on G.W. Bertram’s work 
on consciousness in Hegel, we note that femininity is never a fixed concept, 
but rather “is developed out of cognitive activities” (Bertram 2019, 68), 
which are constantly reshaped by how this concept performs itself in the 
‘world’ (or at least what we perceive as this ‘real’ ‘world’). More simply 
put, our consciousness of femininity is, drawing on Bertram’s words, 
“prompted by the world” and requires that our consciousness recalibrate 
not only how we reason through a given identity (e.g. feminine), but asks 
that we rethink the concept itself. To read Bertram’s work along femininity 
as a consciousness, in its negative rapport to masculinity, designates reper
cussions that are socially real (e.g. gender-based violence) “within the 
world” (Bertram 2019, 78). Femininity then is conditioned by its marginal
ization and alienation.

In the wake of Hegel, Simone de Beauvoir and Monique Wittig com
pare the fact of being femme to the position of the bondsperson or the 
enslaved person in the master/enslaved narrative (Beauvoir 1949, 29; 
Wittig [1981] 2013, 247–250).3 As Françoise Verg�es notes, the comparison 
of the enslaved to the general category of woman is problematic (2017). 
As such, the discourse that locates negativity, that is, the inescapable fact 
of being othered by the master’s discourse, presents itself clearly in 
Maïwenn’s cinema, in ways attuned to both class and race,4 which dem
onstrate a sensitivity to critiques of how universal feminism imposes itself 
on more subtle discussions of gender. To further clarify the complexity of 
theorizing feminine negativity, we turn to Catherine Malabou’s recent Le 
plaisir effac�e. Clitoris et pens�ee [2020] 2022 in which she proposes that the 
feminine exists in relationship to a masculine “ruling order” (Malabou 
[2020] 2022, 123).5 Malabou emphasizes that despite the subservient role 
that the feminine plays in a masculinist ruling order, the feminine none
theless possesses “memory:”
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That is why it is essential we not amputate feminism from the feminine. 
The feminine is, first and foremost, a reminder; it recalls the multiple 
forms of violence done to women, yesterday and today—every instance of 
mutilation, rape, harassment, femicide. (Malabou [2020] 2022, 123).

Malabou’s words emphasize that even if thinkers such as Beauvoir and 
Maïwenn have been accused of insufficient adherence to the (or a) femin
ist movement,6 their attentiveness to how the feminine fits into this order 
is itself a feminist gesture. In a 2023 interview, Maïwenn explains that 
indeed she is a feminist, “dans la forme et dans le fond,” and notes that 
she wishes that “les nuances [de ce f�eminisme] ne soient plus audibles” 
(Maïwenn as cited by L�ea Cardinale, 2023, online). Maïwenn’s work, as 
we argue further on, proposes that any feminist stance at any given his
torical conjuncture cannot but rigorously consider the very conditions of 
femininity/ womanhood, and the consciousness of the very concept of 
femme/ woman, at that given moment, and from varying standpoints.

Bread & Theater

In Pardonnez-moi, Maïwenn not only directs but also plays the character 
Violette. Violette, an actor, is pregnant with the child of the man with 
whom she lives, Alex. Within the course of the film, Violette purchases a 
film camera to document her pregnancy as a means of resolving many of 
her family’s vexed histories, for herself, but also to pay them forward 
to her child-to-be. Isabelle Vanderschelden refers to Violette’s hand- 
held camera “both as a prop and almost as a bodily appendage” 
(Vanderschelden 2012, 248). For Violette the camera is a protective mask 
which enables her to confront the members of her family. Pardonnez-moi 
is thus a mise-en-ab̂ıme, an autofiction that grapples with the tension 
between the narcissistic gesture toward self, and the generosity of clearing 
a healthier psychic space not just for the generations to come, but also, as 
we note further on, for the child as a being integral to itself. For clarity, 
we refer to the scenes that depict Violette in her various contexts as being 
filmed with an omniscient camera and refer to the scenes filmed by 
Violette and her hand-held camera as subjective.

We focus in on food, its gifting and its modalities of consumption as 
one of the film’s major leitmotifs. Indeed, food serves as the means by 
which Violette’s family meets even though her parents have long ago 
divorced, collective eating re-uniting a family shaped by separation. For 
Dominique, Violette’s father, perhaps bread represents a token of appre
ciation toward his daughter. In what follows, we first analyze the theater 
scenes through the failed intersubjective role bread carries. These ritualis
tic moments around food allow Violette to work through the memories 
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of her childhood, and most sharply the memory of her father’s physical 
and emotional abuse. We also consider the various scenes around the din
ner table as enacting a careful critical history of scholarship on gender 
and femininity, especially in the French context.

In one of the first scenes, the spectator encounters Violette at the the
ater, where she performs a one-person-show in which she depicts a 
reenactment of her past parental emotional and physical abuse. Her father 
(played by Pascal Greggory) and older sister Billy (played by H�el�ene de 
Fougerolles) attend the performance. The camera focuses on Violette’s 
performance and on the audience, featuring close-ups of Violette’s father. 
As spectators of Pardonnez-moi, we watch Violette’s theatrical reenact
ment of the severe physical abuse endured by the protagonist of her 
play—that is Violette-as-actor—at the hands of the protagonist’s father. 
Despite the distance between protagonist and actor, further scenes suggest 
that indeed Violette is scripting and performing her own story. 
Furthermore, the omniscient camera’s movements work from Violette to 
the audience, and the close-ups of her father suggest that Violette is not 
solely performing for an anonymous audience, but specifically for him. In 
the scenes that follow the stage performance, Dominique and Billy join 
Violette in the dressing room, with Billy impressed by her performance, 
and Dominique noting that the show was sold-out. They offer to take 
Violette to dinner, an invitation that, to their dismay, Violette refuses. As 
they leave Dominique gives her a loaf of bread that he has baked for her.

A later scene in the film, a dream scene, depicts the same theater. 
Dominique is shown again, but this time he is the only audience member 
to stand in ovation, clapping enthusiastically, and offering his daughter a 
bouquet of flowers, rather than the bread he himself has baked. Unlike 
what obtains in the “real” scene, in this imagined version, Billy does not 
accompany Dominique, and the camera does not zoom in, but remains at 
a distance, focusing more on Dominique’s enthusiastic body movements 
in adulation of his actor-daughter.

The contrast between the two theater scenes, as well Violette’s later 
conversations with her therapist suggest that Violette understands recog
nition as a form of apology. Most importantly, over the course of the 
film, Violette slowly offers herself recognition, through the layers of cine
matography that take place between actor (Maïwenn playing Violette), 
and director (Maïwenn). Perhaps even, Maïwenn’s omniscient camera 
impresses itself upon her protagonist Violette. At the very least, the spec
tator is exposed to multiple perspectives on what has shaped Violette’s 
life, exposing the spectator to what has fashioned Maïwenn’s lifework. 
That is, beyond apology-as-recognition, Violette longs for self-healing that 
goes beyond mere self-interest and instead enables her to parent her child 
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to come. At some level, the bread, which Dominique offers her so 
insistently throughout the film, suggests a gesture of care from the father 
toward his daughter. And yet, far from representing a source of nurturing 
and recognition, the homemade bread her father insistently offers her 
serves as a trigger whose origin is revealed in the climactic scene with a 
doll, a scene to which we will return.

Filming the Dining Room

Before Violette is ready to deal with what the bread loaves mean to her, 
she must confront her family history. At some level, Maïwenn as director 
choreographs her actors to each represent a different canonical voice (e.g. 
Beauvoir; Wittig) in the genealogy of gender and feminist studies, from 
the French tradition. After her father and sister leave the theater, Violette 
meets Paul (played by Aur�elien Recoing), a “pseudo-journalist” 
(Vanderschelden 2012, 246). It is here that Violette learns, of the family 
secret that will lead the film’s development. (For those readers of this art
icle who have not yet watched Pardonnez-moi, we intentionally do not 
reveal the family secret.) As a response to Paul’s sharing, Violette insists 
on revealing the family secret across various family meals. Violette is put 
in a position of choosing if and how she shall reveal the secret to her 
family, which inevitably also means asking her family to confront her 
parents’ past choices, of which her sisters and she are victims. Violette 
reveals the secret thus antagonizing her family with her memories of 
physical abuse at the hand of her father.

In what follows, we work through the film’s various meal scenes, to 
tease out how food—or its pretext—becomes integral to Violette’s work
ing up to a climactic confrontation with her father. At the first of these 
shared meals, Violette arrives at her mother’s home unexpectedly. As 
spectators, we observe Violette filming her mother, Lola, (played by 
Marie-France Pisier) in her kitchen. Lola attempts to make her dinner. 
However, since she has little to no food in the house, she fails to do 
so. Moreover, despite her suggestion to prepare and share a meal, she 
reveals to have planned to dine with a new love interest. Despite these 
obstacles to sharing a meal, Violette succeeds in filming her mother’s 
admission that Paul’s revelation about the family is indeed true. The fol
lowing scene includes all family members—Dominique, Lola, the two sis
ters, Billy’s partner, as well as Paul, and, later, Alex joins. Still protected 
by her camera, and much to her mother’s surprise, Violette reveals the 
family secret to all present and films their reactions.

The disclosure leads to a verbal dispute, which we argue might be read 
as a debate about varying conversations around the role of the feminine, 
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in a sort of genealogy that leads from Beauvoir to Wittig. The first of 
these is an engagement with Violette’s mother, and a reflection on the lat
ter’s name: Lola. Lola is a woman well into her later mid-life years, who 
overly performs a Nabokovian Lolita. The dissonances between her behav
ior as adolescent ing�enue, and her role as the mother of three adult 
daughters, depicts the tragedy of the older woman, as depicted by 
Beauvoir in both her analysis of Brigitte Bardot as suffering from the 
“Lolita syndrome” (1959) and her novella La femme rompue [1967] 1969.

Progressing through a French-informed history of women and gender 
studies, Maïwenn’s choreography stages Violette and her sister Billy 
engaging in a conversation that mirrors Wittig’s critique of Beauvoir’s 
work. All the while filming her family; her camera in front of her face, 
Violette crassly provokes her sister’s feminist theory as one that might be 
available to her and her partner (played by Camille de Sablet) because 
they are “lesbian.” Violette callously ignores Billy’s own possible suffer
ings, and in the presence of her partner, accuses Billy of not understand
ing the predicament of the heterosexual woman. While Violette’s words 
reflect a knowledge of Wittig’s theoretical consideration that 
“[l]esbians are not women” (Wittig 1992, 32),7 Violette casts Billy’s queer 
experience as a privilege that is not afforded to her and her mother as 
heterosexual. Violette almost seems envious of Billy as embodying a per
sonhood that can seemingly opt out of the bourgeois order. Violette’s 
lack of sensitivity toward her sister’s life experience, to her partner 
provokes Billy, and together the family accuses Violette of narcissism.

And yet, after the verbal arguments, a battle of whipped cream ensues 
with various family members, including Dominique and Paul, all caringly 
applying the cream to each other’s faces: the final part of this dinner 
scene has momentarily transformed the tragedy of Mary Ann Doane’s 
now canonical theorization of the feminine “masquerade” quite literally 
into laughter. For Doane, the affective modality of the “masquerade” can
not but be tragic: whether the death of the independent-woman heroine, 
and its accompanying trope of the femme fatale (Doane 1982, 138–139), 
or the pathetic “female spectator,” who cannot but weep as she witnesses 
the predicament of the feminine on screen (Doane 1988–1989, 44–45). 
Yet, Maïwenn rejects Doane’s ascription of the tragic to the masquerade. 
On the one hand, if for Doane female emancipation is consistently fatal 
(her death or her return to the domestic life), Maïwenn’s Pardonnez-moi 
refuses this tragic ending. On the other hand, while the film indeed con
cludes with the image of Violette secretly gazing from behind a tree upon 
Alex caring for their baby at the playground, Maïwenn stages this peace
ful moment as one that preserves the tensions and violences exposed 
throughout the film. Having just come from her therapist, Violette 
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accepts that her ongoing work as woman, partner, and mother is to nego
tiate “feminism” to the “feminine,” to keep present “every instance of 
mutilation, rape, harassment, femicide” (Malabou [2020] 2022, 123). In 
writing of trans studies, Emmett Harsin Drager, explains:

In trans studies, it seems to me that we are telling a story of our 
victimhood (tragedy) or a story of our resistance (romance). I am much 
more interested in a satire [ … ] As White (2000, 8) argues, histories told as 
satires “gain their effects precisely by frustrating normal expectations about 
the kinds of resolutions provided by stories cast in other modes.” (Chu and 
Drager 2019, 104)8

Following on Chu and Drager, Maïwenn’s cinema neither solves nor 
resolves the predicament of woman, but rather lays bare the panoply of 
affects that are part of a life lived under the conscription of the feminine, 
in its ever-changing iterations.

If performance work often engages the mask as means of suggesting 
that which cannot be said within the norms of a given societal construct, 
Maïwenn’s Pardonnez-moi “expose[s] the silences of her family taboos” 
(McFadden, 2014, 193). Maïwenn uses the mask, both tragically, through 
the doll in the film’s climactic scene through Violette’s hand-held camera 
as a sort of cover, and, jestingly, through the whipped cream in the family 
dinner scene. The back-and-forth between these modalities mirrors the 
family’s pain, but also their commitment to each other. The way in which 
camera, food, and the family meals function together demonstrates how 
Maïwenn pithily yet cleverly engages gender theory. Maïwenn’s juxtapos
ition of these crucial conversations in French theory demonstrates that 
their manifestations in the pragmatic of the everyday are at once excessive 
and contradictory.

Bread, Butter & Gender-Based Violence

The leitmotif that associates bread to the performative culminates in a 
subsequent scene. Violette, by this time further along in her pregnancy, 
returns to her father’s home to confront him about his physical abuse in 
her childhood and exposes herself and her unborn child to potential vio
lence. She is accompanied by her friend (played by Rita Dalle) who is 
meant to keep her safe and bear witness if her father should become 
aggressive. When Violette arrives with her friend, her father, who is 
unaware of the reason for her visit, welcomes them enthusiastically, and 
unsurprisingly by this point in the plot, offers them bread. Both Violette 
and her friend refuse. Violette also carries a large doll, which the two 
women have fashioned to resemble Violette as a little girl. As Diego 
Semerene notes in an article on a “doll without orifices and the sexual 
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logic of (colonial) intercourse” (Semerene 2015, 260), the doll serves “to 
prop up a variety of identificatory and sexual investments from children 
and adult,” revealing the doll’s “potential modularity and resignification” 
(260). What ensues is a staging of Maiwenn’s memory during which she 
enacts the violence of her father upon the daughter-as-doll. The doll’s 
head bursts with stage blood under the impact of her repeated strikes. 
Dominique’s stoic immobility never breaks during the scene. Yet, after 
Violette and her friend leave, Maïwenn’s omniscient camera zooms in to 
a close-up of tears rolling down his cheek, staring down at the doll that 
they have left behind.

In the reenactment of Violette’s earlier theater performance, the specta
tor learns that one of the triggers of her father’s anger was that, when she 
was ten, he had sent her to buy butter for the bread, and that she had 
forgotten to purchase it. The beating left a scar on Violette’s face, and the 
spectator is reminded of the initial shots of Pardonnez-moi’s archival foot
age of the ‘real’ Maïwenn at age ten. In this scene of Maïwenn’s child
hood, the camera zooms in on her face, and a male voice questions her 
from behind his camera, asking her repeatedly about the injury on her 
forehead, while the ten-year old Maïwenn successfully evades his question 
throughout the interview. Faced with the onslaught of male attention, 
Maïwenn’s coping mechanism is cinematographic, both as actor patiently 
and craftily evading complete manipulation, and as director working from 
the camera’s gaze upon her toward an appropriation of this camera into 
her own hands.

The connection between Maïwenn’s story and Violette’s, the full-circle 
from child-actress to adult-director, from the fetishization of the male 
interviewer’s camera closing in on her face, and his unyielding question
ing demonstrates Doane’s proposition that women “must find it extremely 
difficult, if not impossible, to assume the position of fetishist” (Doane 
1982, 80): Although both Maïwenn’s camera and Violette’s camera zoom 
in on Dominique’s reaction to Violette’s reenactment of his abuse of both 
actress and protagonist, their directorial emphasis—between director and 
actor—is to open up his vulnerable side, rather than to further extract 
from it, as the male interviewer had done to Maïwenn-as-child three 
decades earlier.

Maïwenn’s Conjunctural Analysis of the Feminine

We turn to Stuart Hall’s notion of conjuncture to better articulate the 
erudite pragmatism that we note in Maïwenn’s work: Hall acknowledges 
that any ‘new’ conjuncture “contains masses of the old” (Hall as cited 
in John Akomfrah’s documentary, The Stuart Hall Project, 2013). 
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Reading Hall’s notion of conjuncture alongside Maïwenn’s work, we may 
understand this recasting of the old as the feminine’s subservient role to 
the masculine as an ongoing “memory” of the violent and violational. To 
couple Hall’s conceptual framework of the conjuncture with Maïwenn’s 
theoretical consideration of the feminine in her films, and to add to this 
pairing her very success as a woman filmmaker highlights the complexity 
of theorizing the feminine, whereby the feminine certainly remains bound 
to the masculine, not as a defeatist position, but as an inevitable one.

In terms of a genealogy of theories of the feminine, it is Maïwenn’s 
own life experience with violence9 both in explicit references within her 
films’ diegesis and in her statements to journalists that enable us as spec
tators, as witnesses to her work to consider how feminine desire— 
especially as a mythos in French and film theory is constantly a function 
of the male gaze and its violence. Maïwenn presses the spectator to 
acknowledge that women are “conscripts—not volunteers of” such vio
lence (Scott 2004, 19). At some level, Maïwenn’s Cam�era stylo as �ecriture 
f�eminine’s attention to the self overcomes the “false ontology” that freezes 
woman into an unchangeable gendered form (Bauer 2001, 136). Bauer 
suggests that Beauvoir’s reference to Martin Heidegger asks Beauvoir’s 
readers to consider how the social fact of being woman also implies an 
“idea of ‘caring for’” (Bauer 2001, 136). Bauer is however careful to over
determine the implications of Heideggerian thought:

The idea of “caring for,” however, can be misleading: it might seem to 
suggest that Heidegger is arguing that human beings naturally, 
ontologically, have a desire to help other people, to take care of them. 
Here, in fact, we find the source of what I’m claiming is the decidedly 
un-Heideggerian view that Mitsein is in the first instance a broadly ethical 
notion, one that grounds the idea that to be a human being means, 
fundamentally, to reside in a mutually beneficial—caring, helpful— 
community. (Bauer 2001, 136).

For Bauer, although the seeking-out of male recognition conditions 
how a (heterosexual) woman desires, at some point the stability of this 
subservience opens up a type of freedom. That is, in her security that she 
shall always occupy a subordinate role in the power relationship to the 
male, she actually and surprisingly experiences a freedom different from 
that of the male, who must always reassert his power to redetermine an 
always threatened superiority. It is in this feminine security of being- 
in-subordination that Bauer identifies the feminine as free to “experience 
oneself as part of a fellowship about which one is bound to care” (Bauer 
2001, 138–139).

An aspect of Maïwenn’s pragmatism is thus to refute the almost fetish
istic absolutism with which many theories of the negative (and pessimist) 
are read. Hall’s notion of “conjuncture” offers a nomenclature to 
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characterize how Maïwenn’s cinematic œuvre carves out a certain 
self-determination of feminine-informed subjectivity but honors the still 
distant possibility that some sort of autonomy from masculinity is pos
sible or even desirable; her films insistently stage the violence of the mas
culine, as a means to conceptualize it as a veritable “reminder,” an active 
“memory” of the “multiple forms of violence done to women, yesterday 
and today” (Malabou [2020] 2022, 123).

Maïwenn’s cinema is then one that acknowledges that the feminine 
seeks out recognition from a masculine order of things; yet, in exposing 
the processes by which the feminine stages and centers its own predica
ment, re-symbolizes as healing what many around it read as excessively 
“narcissistic” (Vanderschelden 2012, 244). For Maïwenn, then, narcissism 
figures as an excess, a deviation that is given by the masculine demand 
for the reciprocal gaze. In so doing, the very act of seeking out an always 
unfulfilled recognition serves as a transgression, exposing the norm, and 
in some ways interrupts the self-fulfilling prophecy of the modality of the 
tragic. Following on Kaiama L. Glover’s recent work on the disorderly, we 
note that beyond readings of narcissism as a survivalist pragmatism, nar
cissism is also necessary to a healthy communal life (2021). In working 
toward a theoretical consideration of Caribbean writers, mostly women, 
and their understood-as-women protagonists, Glover proposes narcissism 
as a gesture of generosity toward herself and her community. To read 
Maïwenn’s Pardonnez-moi through the lens of narcissism as a potentiality 
for reshaping ethical life, especially for generations to come explains 
Maïwenn’s cinematic interruption of the tragic by the comedic.

The two significant dinner scenes as well as the varying scenes of con
frontation with Violette’s father, each increasingly violent, put into play a 
theorization of feminine negativity in such a way that they lead to healing 
rather than a deliberation on a seemingly hopeless state-of-affairs. While 
Maïwenn’s work never calls for grandiose enjoinments toward immediate 
structural change (e.g. the MeToo movement) her work is without a 
doubt in alignment with justice-oriented feminism.

Excessivities: On Layerings and Interruptions of the Cathartic

Cybelle McFadden identifies Maïwenn’s first two feature films Pardonnez- 
moi (2006) and Le bal des actrices (2009) as “fake-documentaries” 
(McFadden 2014, 195). McFadden further deliberates on Maïwenn’s par
ticular methodology of “faux reflexivity, a technique that underscores the 
fictionalized frame of her work while recognizing the reflexive awareness 
of her craft” (187). Drawing on McFadden, we link the notion of faux in 
Maïwenn’s œuvre to her engagement with the debates around studies of 
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dynamics among the genders not as aloof or mocking, but rather as 
sophisticated provocations, “under the radar” (187). If indeed gender is a 
naturalized falsity, then Maïwenn recognizes that the effects in social real
ity are ‘real’ (e.g. violence, abuse), but that both directing and acting serve 
as performative acts that open up the possibility of healing, especially for 
children, as members of a next generation. The very names that Maïwenn 
chooses for her characters clearly point to a provocative stance toward 
the great names of twentieth-century conversations around the feminine: 
“Lola” evokes Nabokov’s canonical, celebrated text on the provocateur 
role of the child-woman-adolescent while “Violette” is a quasi-homonym 
of violence (“violer” in French means “rape”). Moreover, following on 
Achille Mbembe’s consideration of violence, Maïwenn’s cinematography 
recognizes that any healing cannot but take place when a given signifier 
is re-symbolized as distinguishing itself from previous meanings ascribed 
to it (2019).

Maïwenn’s Pardonnez-moi layers moments of catharsis so as to open 
up the text beyond the linearity of Aristotelian-inspired plot structure 
into a multiplicity of climaxes, a sort of Cixous-informed staging of “these 
waves, these floods, these outbursts” as a means of “resist[ing] death” by 
“feeling a funny desire stirring inside her [woman, the feminine] (to sing, 
to write, to dare to speak; in short to bring out something new” (Cixous, 
Cohen and Cohen 1976, 876). The Freytag pyramid is the more common
place explication of how Aristotelian catharsis formally takes place 
through a rising action, a climax, and a final d�enouement or resolution 
(Aristotle [335 BS] 2018). Yet, almost forty years after Cixous’s now 
canonical Rire de la M�eduse ([1975] 1976), Maïwenn pens her cinema 
without staging the passage through “shame,” and while she adheres to 
Cixous’s call to “write woman: woman must write woman”, her work 
refuses Cixous’s assertion that only man can write man (Cixous [1975] 
1976, 877). Maïwenn cinematographically writes masculinity for men, as 
much as she writes the feminine for the feminine (e.g. the deployment of 
the close-up to observe the men in her film). Her work imposes both a 
“reminder” and an analysis of the violence Malabou invokes. Maïwenn’s 
camera (not Violette’s) quite literally engages the close-up to objectify the 
men in her film, not to shame them, but to better study how they react 
to learning about how they enact misogynist violence. Her close-ups of 
their faces make it possible for spectators to observe the men’s facial 
expressions as they react to cinematic confrontations. The men’s quiet, 
yet hyper-engaged stoicism (in the case of Dominique) and seductive 
mockery (in the case of Paul) emphasize that Maïwenn’s cinema is at 
some level pedagogical: simultaneously legitimizes a feminine memory, 
asserting that, indeed, the violence that Violette purports did in fact take 
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place in her youth while uncovering for a masculine sensibility the effects 
of its violence.

In her recent book Dominique Carlini Versini writes that “[�a] partir 
des ann�ees 1990 et au cours des ann�ees 2000, une tendance �a l’exc�es a �et�e 
observ�e dans la fiction française” (Carlini Versini 2023, 1). Carlini 
Versini’s work focuses on how:

[ … ] les formes de l’exc�es du corps dans un nombre de textes et de films 
produits entre 1994 et 2017 [ … ] peut être compris �a la fois comme 
“d�epassement de la mesure” par la fr�equence de la repr�esentation du corps 
dans leurs œuvres, mais �egalement par la mani�ere de repr�esenter le corps 
souvent f�eminin, soit dans le fait “d’aller au-del�a de ce qui est permis, 
convenable dans le cadre d’une r�eglementation ou au regard de normes de 
la morale, de l’esth�etique ou des convenances sociales.” (Carlini Versini 
2023, 1)10

Carlini Versini’s scholarship on “new extremism” in and from French 
cinema hones in on a double association: first, that the mise-en-sc�ene of 
such taboo corporeality cannot but be associated with the feminine; 
second, that taboo, rather than remain subliminal, demands to be 
decoded by the spectator when presented on screen in such normative 
ways. For Carlini Versini the feminine is feminine precisely because it is 
in excess to the norm that is its intendant other, the masculine. As such, 
the female body “d�etiendrait donc une v�eritable force subversive �a travers 
sa capacit�e �a procurer une exp�erience sensorielle bouleversante et �a 
red�efinir notre mode de perception” (Carlini Versini 2023, 7). It is in this 
gesture that Maïwenn’s cinema of psychological excess operates a flatten
ing of “la loi du p�ere” rendering it ever less relevant to Violette’s life.

Conclusion: On Childhood, Postfeminism, and the 
Contemporary Classroom

We turn now to a set of speculations as to why Maïwenn’s work has not 
been studied more, beginning with a reflection situated in a postfeminist 
context. For the scope of this article, we conceptualize postfeminism as a 
signifier that has varying contradictory meanings, and identify three over
arching motifs: first, a certain comfort level within feminism with what 
Rita Felski refers to as “women’s differing positions vis-�a-vis class and 
race hierarchies, bureaucratic institutions, and processes of techno” 
(Felski 1989, 54). Second, for Rosalinda Gill, “in post-feminist media cul
ture irony has become a way of ‘having it both ways’” (Gill 2007, 159). 
For Gill, an explicit resistance to masculinity (159), such as First Wave 
Feminism or the MeToo movement, is shunned by postfeminism because 
the women associating with this ‘movement’ have more to gain by a luke
warm commitment to feminism. Finally, postfeminism refers to the 
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discrepancy between deep engagements with theories of the feminine, on 
the one hand, and a flattening of these complexities in their dissemination 
on social media and in the larger public sphere, in ways that spur on calls 
for justice. Janice Loreck explains that social media cultivates a desire on 
the part of its readership to possess “stable meaning” (Perkins et al. 2023, 
233). The result is that subtleties of theories of the feminine are flattened. 
Since the online public sphere offers an infrastructure that encourages 
and enhances consistent and even one-dimensional meaning systems, stu
dents come into classrooms with a tendency to resist the ambivalence of 
theory’s more complex genealogies.

In other words, the digital public sphere operates on a normative level, 
which is itself conditioned by the distribution of content through algorith
mic—and thus flattening—processes, even as it poses as complex. The 
classroom space is thus increasingly exposed to this leveling. To encounter 
Maïwenn’s films in their complexity, means that as teachers we must pre
pare students to reinvest their leveled receptions of theories of the feminine 
through a more complex topographical sensitivity to postfeminist theory. 
Yet, the stakes of this troubling situation are high because a dominant layer 
of social media offers this theory as an aspirational perspective, that hetero
normative ‘women can have it all.’ Maïwenn’s films, especially her more 
recent films, are received within a context in which postfeminist internet 
culture is guided by a narrow conception of the feminine centered on “self- 
surveillance, self-monitoring and self-discipline” (Gill 2007, 14). 
Nevertheless, her work takes on a long and vexed history of theories of the 
feminine and challenges the contemporary online and offline horizon.

To this mismatch between a deep inter-generational pedagogy of theo
ries on the feminine, on the one hand, and its cursory deployments in 
streamable series and social media, on the other, several factors seem to 
play into the laudatory, but meager attention paid to Maïwenn’s films. An 
additional factor is an increasing tendency to rely on ‘safe spaces’ and a 
fear among teachers of upsetting students. Maïwenn’s films trigger, and 
there is no way around this triggering, except perhaps preparing students 
amply before screening her films by working through with them the deep 
history of feminine negativity. One more factor is perhaps to be found in 
our own biases as professors: Maïwenn asserts both femininity and a cer
tain heteronormative order-of-things, through her depiction of her own 
choices to become mother, and to engage with masculinity even as she 
plays, provokes and critiques these strictures.

Moreover, throughout her oeuvre Maïwenn engages the figure of the 
child. The careful ways in which she brings children into her work 
“reminds” the spectator of how intense violence genders into the femin
ine, as per Malabou’s articulation referred to earlier. Maïwenn’s 
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attentiveness to gendered-based violence as related to childhood further 
accentuates its often-traumatic phases. Rather than explicitly call for pro
tection from the varied types of violence to which a child is prey, 
Maïwenn positively re-symbolizes the many transformations a child 
undergoes, especially one who has been a victim of gender-based violence. 
If normative society-building continues to pathologize a child’s transform
ation into adulthood as a discomfort regarding their becoming sexualized 
beings, at some level, then, Maïwenn’s staging of her own femininity, 
moves into a deep theorization of a certain gesture toward transfeminin
ity, in a way that acknowledges that she (still) belongs (more) to a hetero
normative order.

To dismiss Maïwenn’s work as non-feminist, as unworthy of deep the
oretical engagements with gender theory would be simply a flattening of a 
much-needed complexity in our contemporary moment. As authors of 
this present article, one of us a mid-career professor and the other a first- 
year MA student, our aspiration is to have offered an accessible account 
of theories of feminine negativity, through an engagement with 
Maïwenn’s gesture of the cinematographic as pragmatically healing.
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Notes 

01. This article is dedicated to Marija Cetini�c, Diego Semerene, and Dominique 
Carlini Versini for their theoretical inspirations. They are three beings 
whose femininities have inspired this work. Their rigor, provocations, and 
care are without compare. In particular, Cetini�c’s Netherlands Institute for 
Cultural Analysis (NICA) and Amsterdam School for Cultural Analysis 
(ASCA) series “We Have Never Had Sex,” Semerene’s event “The Queerness 
of Babies: A Queer Theory of Drives?,” also an ASCA/NICA endeavor, and 
Carlini Versini’s work on the excessive have made this article possible. The 
article emerged from the course Contesting Literary Worlds at the 
University of Amsterdam’s undergraduate program in Literary and Cultural 
Analysis, as well as the BA and MA students at CUNY Division of 
Interdisciplinary Studies at the Center for Worker Education, who have so 
courageously welcomed and provoked Maïwenn’s work. Special thanks to 
Professor Alex Thinius, whose reading selections and organized talks 
continue to be an inspiration, and to Niall Martin and Roger C�elestin for 
their rigorously incisive editing suggestions.

02. Bauer (2001).
03. An entire discourse of theorizing femininity and gender has emerged 

from the legacy of Beauvoir’s Hegelian informed The Second Sex, and 
notably the legacy of Jean Hyppolite and Alexandre Koj�eve’s translation of 
the Herr/ Knecht binary into “mâıtre/ esclave” in French, rather than 
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Lordsman/ Bondsman (Aching 2012; Hegel 1939). Susan Buck-Morss’s work 
argues that the Haitian Revolution was necessarily and undoubtedly present 
in Hegel’s own in-German deliberations (Buck-Morss 2009).

04. It is important to note that we refer to Africana and Caribbean thought, 
notably to Hortense Spillers’s and Sylvia Wynter’s now-canonical essays on 
black womanhood, as well as Kaiama L. Glover’s more recent book, which 
clearly places womanhood in a racialized context. While Maïwenn does not 
explicitly name critical race theory in Pardonnez-moi, her later films, such as 
Polisse (2011) or ADN (2020) invite re-readings of Maïwenn’s auto-theoretical 
voice in Pardonnez-moi. While it may seem incongruent, even disrespectful to 
mobilize Spillers’s, Wynter’s, and Glover’s theorizations of Africana-informed 
womanhood in conversation with Maïwenn’s cinema, it is not unfounded. In 
fact, the very violence that Violette in Pardonnez-moi attributes to her father’s 
treatment of her as different from how he treats her sisters, may be read as her 
own questioning of her father’s relationship to her as a racialized woman. Of 
course, this reading then suggests that in the film she as well as her father 
Dominique both question her dubitative biological filiation to him. For her 
part, Maïwenn is Algerian, Breton, French, Kabyle, and Vietnamese: her birth 
name is Maïwenn Aur�elia Nedjma Le Besco.

05. For work on considering the ‘white woman’ as executing an oppressive 
“ruling order,” see Alessandra Benedicty-Kokken (2024).

06. For Beauvoir’s supposed lack of commitment to feminism, see Iris van der 
Tuin (2017). For comparable accusations of Maïwenn’s alleged silence on 
issues related to MeToo, see L�ea Cardinale (2023). As is often noted, 
Beauvoir understood herself as a scholar of the “conversations des sexes” 
(Garcia 2021) and not as a feminist (van der Tuin 2017). Furthermore, 
Beauvoir’s later writing, notably the novella La femme rompue (1967) 1969
suggests the degeneration of the novella’s first-person narrator as a once- 
woman, who due to her aging is rendered irrelevant to the dynamic of the 
‘two’ sexes (Powrie 1992, 322).

07. Wittig, writing after Beauvoir, clears space to think of woman as a critical 
category of analysis that is self-reflectively aware of her conscription into 
capitalist logics (Adjarian 2018; Preciado 2013; Wittig 1978). In 1981, two 
years after the 1978 MLA conference, Wittig explains: 

To destroy “woman” does not mean that we aim, short of physical 
destruction, to destroy lesbianism simultaneously with the categories of 
sex, because lesbianism provides for the moment the only social form 
in which we can live freely. Lesbian is the only concept I know of 
which is beyond the categories of sex (woman and man), because the 
designated subject (lesbian) is not a woman, either economically, or 
politically, or ideologically. (Wittig [1981] 2013, 250)

08. Chu and Drager (2019) cite Hayden V. White (2000, 8).
09. Maïwenn’s feminist practice as filmmaker might be read in relationship to 

her marriage to filmmaker Luc Besson. In 1991, Maïwenn met Besson at 
Cannes when she was 15 and Besson was 32. In 1993, Maïwenn birthed 
their child, a daughter Shanna Besson. And, in 1994, Besson directed L�eon: 
The Professional, a film recognized by critics as presenting pedophiliac 
tendencies (Katyayani 2017). McFadden writes, “Besson’s L�eon: The 
Professional (1994), starring Natalie Portman, was inspired by their 
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relationship: a twelve-year-old girl and a thirty-year-old man fall in love” 
(McFadden 2014, 189–190). Moreover, Maïwenn theorizes the film in her 
directorial debut of the behind-the-scenes of L�eon, in which she recognizes 
her influence on the film’s plot (Wikipedia n.d.). That is, Maïwenn rather 
than facilely calling out a long-standing tradition of the relationship between 
older men with directorial power over younger female actors, probes it, 
acknowledging that this was the proverbial nature des choses. With few 
choices, she works out of this conscription, through her background, to 
negotiate a means to make her own films, refusing from the get-go the role 
of female actor as subject to the male director’s whims, both enacting and 
theorizing her as agential to the production of his films. Through these 
initial official credits that she acquired through L�eon, Maïwenn builds up 
her credentials as a director in her own right, becoming one of the most 
successful women directors of both arthouse and mainstream cinema.

10. Dominique Carlini Versini cites the definition of “Exc�es” by the Centre 
national des ressources textuelles et lexicales 2017.
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