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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 The inspiration as well as the theoretical grounding for my work in this dissertation 

comes from three women: Patricia Pisters, Mary Ann Doane, and Michelle Massé. Patricia 

Pisters’ exploration of popular commercial films through Gilles Deleuze’s conceptualizations 

of cinema in The Matrix of Visual Culture: Working with Deleuze in Film Theory was 

immensely inspiring for me. I had been studying film theory for many years, predominantly 

through a psychoanalytical framework. Although this was very productive and stimulating, at 

times I felt some kind of disappointment, probably caused by a certain pessimism that seemed 

almost inherent to the theory of psychoanalysis. Reading Pisters’ book, in which she asks, 

“What new thoughts become possible? What new emotions can I feel? What new sensations 

and perceptions can be opened in the body?”1 stirred my mind, and there was no turning back. 

I had found a line of flight.  

 I was especially interested in feminist film theory and was looking for new ways of 

approaching feminine subjectivity in cinema. The foundations of this theory were laid down 

through discussions regarding the way women are represented in film and how female 

spectators relate to these images. Many feminist film critics, including Mary Ann Doane, have 

been specifically interested in the woman’s film - classic Hollywood films that featured 

female protagonists and were primarily addressed to female audiences. In her book The 

Desire to Desire: The Woman’s Film of the 1940s Doane studied these films in detail and 

remarked that “[f]emininity is stylized through the work of the woman’s film”.2 Through an 

exploration of these films, Doane identifies and attempts to expose certain “obvious truths of 

femininity”.3 Some of these ‘truths’ are gestures attributed to women and reproduced in the 

films, such as waiting, giving, sacrificing, and mourning; the recurring female characters in 

the films are the unwed mother, the waiting wife, the abandoned mistress, the frightened 

                                                   
1 Pisters, Patricia. The Matrix of Visual Culture: Working with Deleuze in Film Theory. Stanford University Press (2003): p. 9. 
2 Doane, Mary Ann. The Desire to Desire: The Woman’s Film of the 1940s. Indiana University Press (1987): p.180. 
3 Ibid., p. 176. 
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newlywed, or the anguished mother – all versions of the damsel in distress.4 Meanwhile, 

Doane’s observations regarding female spectatorship show that it is “characterized by a 

closeness to, an affinity with, the image”,5 and that “identification on the part of the female 

reader or spectator cannot be, as it is for the male, a mechanism by means of which mastery is 

assured. On the contrary, if identification is even ‘provisionally’ linked with the woman […] 

it can only be seen as reinforcing her submission.”6 Doane’s work was very innovative and I 

was interested in tracing how “obvious truths of femininity” and the process of identification 

may have changed over time. Doane points out that, “although their images inevitably 

infiltrate or perhaps contaminate our cultural memories, they are already a bit defamiliarised, 

somewhat strange. But not strange enough. For these mythemes of femininity trade on their 

very familiarity and recognisability. The scenarios of the woman’s film somehow seem 

immediately accessible in their presentation of the “obvious truths” of femininity with which 

we are all overly acquainted.”7 My contention is that certain contemporary films do try to 

defamiliarise these images and gestures. I believe that new thoughts, sensations, perceptions, 

and emotions can be found in these contemporary films.  

 Doane studied the woman’s film under four subgroups: films of medical discourse, the 

maternal melodrama, the love story, and paranoid Gothic films. In my present work, I mainly 

focus on the last group – contemporary incarnations of the paranoid Gothic films. Besides 

Doane, my other guide in this case is Michelle Massé’s work on the literary Gothic. In her 

book In The Name of Love: Women, Masochism, and the Gothic, Massé studies the Gothic 

heroine in order to understand the cause of her sufferings. Instead of psychoanalysing her, 

however, Massé studies the culture that generates the Gothic nightmare. Massé identifies 

certain stylistic and structural repetitions in the Gothic that imply a repetitive trauma caused 

by gender expectations and the suppression of the heroine’s identity in patriarchal culture. 

This is a never ending nightmare to which the heroine always reawakens to. Massé also 

searches for escape routes that may set the Gothic heroine free from patriarchal oppression, 

concluding that the final step towards freedom is an as yet unrealized “utopian alterity”.8  This 

argument evoked my curiosity. Could this really be the case? I therefore searched for 

instances in contemporary films where the heroines do escape the confines of the Gothic, 

                                                   
4 Ibid., p. 3. 
5 Ibid., p.182. 
6 Ibid., p. 16. 
7 Ibid., p. 3. 
8 Massé, Michelle A. In the Name of Love: Women, Masochism, and the Gothic. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press (1992): p. 240. 
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while also trying to identify the strategies they use in their flight.    
 Although Massé’s focus is on British and American Gothic literature, her arguments 

resonate with Doane’s remarks so reading these two scholars in relation to each other 

promised to be a productive endeavour. Both were pointing at how women’s identification is 

frequently associated with suffering, pain, hysteria, and paranoia. Although the woman’s film 

was supposed to be a genre for women, and the Gothic was typically written by women for 

women, both are full of contradictions regarding female subjectivity: “the woman’s film does 

not provide us with an access to a pure and authentic female subjectivity, much as we might 

like it to do so.”9 Both Doane and Massé argue that a radical change in the entire system – in 

culture, narration, cinematic apparatus – is necessary to create a genre that can delineate a 

female subjectivity and address the female spectator in ways that are not derogatory, 

oppressive, or painful. Again, I wondered whether things may have changed since Doane and 

Massé expressed their concerns, in 1987 and 1992 respectively. Given all the subsequent 

waves of feminism, I assumed (hoped!) that something must have changed in the way female 

protagonists are narrated, in their stories, and in the way these stories address female 

spectators. I was interested in what these changes were and what their cultural implications 

might be. That is how I decided to study the contemporary films that I define as descendants 

of the female Gothic.  

 Doane and Massé also share a critical approach to psychoanalytically informed feminist 

film theory, which resonated with my discomfort regarding psychoanalysis. That is, it seemed 

impossible to theorise a feminine subjectivity and a feminist cinema within its framework. 

Thus, in an attempt to overcome this problem, both scholars broadened their theoretical 

framework. While still staying within the realm of psychoanalysis, Doane incorporated 

Foucault’s theories while Massé shifted her focus from the heroine’s faults towards socio-

cultural factors. Their strategies succeeded in revealing new issues and leading to excitingly 

original arguments – but, unfortunately, only to a certain extent. Thus, my next question was 

whether an even more radical change in theoretical framework could overcome this impasse, 

which is where I came back to Pisters and Deleuze. Many feminists, including Rosi Braidotti, 

Claire Colebrook, Catherine Driscoll, Dorothea Olkowski, and Elizabeth Grosz, have 

explored Deleuze and Guattari’s theories in their efforts to formulate other feminine 

subjectivities, which were very productive and inspiring for me.  

 I embarked on my research with the contention that films are much richer texts than 

                                                   
9 Doane, The Desire to Desire, p. 4. 
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certain conceptual frameworks allow us to notice. Deleuze’s attitude in his Cinema books 

inspired me to approach the films I was working with as philosophical tools that would help 

me find answers to my questions. My aim was not to uncover or decipher the meanings of 

these films but to understand what they do, and how a different approach to analysing these 

films may result in different conceptions of (feminine) subjectivity. My intention was to 

discover feminist strategies for theorising feminine subjectivities that I assumed were already 

present in the films. That is also why I engaged in very close readings of each film. I wanted 

to feel, hear, and see everything they had to offer. Most of the films I chose to study may be 

denounced as products of the hegemonic Hollywood system that reproduces the dominant 

discourse. However, I preferred to take an affirmative approach towards them by following 

Brian Massumi’s lead. As he states, “the modus operandi of nomad thought is affirmation, 

even when its apparent object is negative”.10 I also wished to find out what could have 

happened to cause the Gothic heroines to suffer as they do. I followed Massé strategy of 

searching for answers in socio-cultural and discursive systems that deny feminine subjectivity 

rather than in the heroines’ dispositions.  

 
 
objects, questions, and methods of exploration 
 
 In the 2000s, typical Gothic themes about women who are torn between the suspicion 

that someone is trying to harm them and the fear of going mad, have re-emerged in films such 

as What Lies Beneath (Robert Zemeckis, 2000), The Others (Alejandro Amenabar, 2001), 

Gothica (Mathieu Kassovitz & Thom Oliphant, 2003), The Forgotten (Joseph Ruben, 2004), 

Flightplan (Robert Schwentke, 2005), Proof (John Madden, 2005), The Invasion (Oliver 

Hirschbiegel, James McTeigue, 2007), Changeling (Clint Eastwood, 2008), and Gone (Heitor 

Dhalia, 2012). In this work, I examine some of these contemporary films since certain 

differences in their style of narrative and narration from earlier woman’s films seem 

significant in terms of gender expectations and feminine subjectivity. Specifically, I focus on 

The Forgotten, Flightplan, The Others, What Lies Beneath, and In the Cut because they meet 

certain common criteria and seem to talk to each other in productive ways.  

 Firstly, all five films feature female protagonists who are not professionally involved 

in investigation (they are not detectives, police, lawyers, etc.) but find themselves in a 

                                                   
10 Massumi, Brian. A User’s Guide to Capitalism and Schizophrenia: Deviations from Deleuze and Guattari. Cambridge and London: 
Swerve Editions, The MIT Press (1992): p. 6. 
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situation where they need to solve a crime or mystery. My purpose in insisting on this is to 

investigate the relation between the gathering and creation of knowledge and gender. Does the 

nature of knowledge change when the protagonist is a woman? If so, how? Do the means and 

methods of gathering knowledge change in these cases? If so, how? In cinema, the desire to 

know is usually expressed in specific genres, one of which is film-noir. Recently, films 

mainly following in the tradition of The Silence of the Lambs (Jonathan Demme, 1991), 

including Copycat (Jon Amiel, 1995), The Bone Collector (Phillip Noyce, 1999), Murder by 

Numbers (Barbet Schroeder, 2002), and In the Valley of Elah (Paul Haggis, 2007), feature 

female detectives, police officers, or lawyers investigating crimes (albeit mostly accompanied 

or supervised by a male protagonist).11 However, there seem to be certain limitations attached 

to this new ‘feminist’ trend. In Spectacular Bodies, Yvonne Tasker writes about how action 

films with female heroines “reinscribe, in different ways, the female body in terms of 

masculinity”.12 I believe that crime, noir or Gothic films that feature professional female 

investigators do the same with the female mind – they reinscribe it in terms of masculine 

reason and rationality. Thus, when a woman plays the role of a professional investigator, it is 

often harder to uncover gendered differences since the characters usually follow the rules or 

‘protocol’ determined by male authorities. Although there clearly are exceptions,13 gendered 

stereotyping and expectations become much more evident in cases where, for example, a 

‘typical housewife’ rather than a detective is investigating a murder. Thus, the films I study 

include either housewives, working mothers, or professionals working in other positions than 

investigation. It is only due to certain conditions that they find themselves in a situation where 

they need to investigate a crime or a mystery. 

 The relationship between knowledge and the female protagonists is central in my 

work. According to psychoanalytic film theories, sexual desire is bound up with the desire for 

knowledge, and is thus defined as masculine. Since women are already defined as mysterious, 

the desire to solve riddles is an exclusively male desire.14 This, then, makes it impossible for 

women to ask questions or even to intelligibly express their desire to know since the woman 

herself is the question. Similarly, Doane also points out that, “[e]ven the curious gaze, which 

might seem to be inflected differently than the erotic gaze, is linked to a specific curiosity 

                                                   
11 Television seems much more progressive in this respect. Many TV series, including highly popular early examples such as Charlie’s 
Angels or The X-Files, have featured female detectives or police officers. Recent examples include Happy Valley, Broadchurch, The Fall, 
Top of the Lake, Law & Order, Homeland, True Detective, Alias, Bones, and Without a Trace. 
12 Tasker, Yvonne. Spectacular Bodies: Genre, Gender and the Action Cinema. London: Routledge (1993): p. 3. 
13 I refer to certain TV series that seem very interesting in this regard in my conclusion.  
14 Smelik, Anneke. “Feminist Film Theory.” In: The Cinema Book. Eds. Pam Cook and Mieke Bernink. London: BFI (2007): p. 355. 
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about the female body”.15 Doane adds that “it is in the paranoid Gothic films that the attempt 

to attribute the epistemological gaze to the woman results in the greatest degree of 

violence”.16 Massé’s arguments about scopophilia and epistemophilia are also informed by 

the claim that the gaze is closely related to knowledge, both of which predominantly belong to 

men. The female protagonists of the films I explore break these assumptions by following 

their desire to know through investigating mysterious situations. I study how the gathering of 

knowledge and therefore power and subjectivity are related, and how this relationship 

concerns the female protagonists and, in turn, female spectators. 

 Throughout history, femininity has frequently been associated with pathology and 

irrationality. Thus, I also focus on cases where the knowledges of women – their arguments or 

experiences – are perceived and refuted as unreasonable, irrational, or straight-out delusional. 

The women in the films I study know that something is wrong with the kind of life they are 

expected to lead but their complaints do not make sense to the men around them. “History as 

we have come to know it is the master discourse of the white, masculine, hegemonic, 

property-owning subject, who posits his consciousness as synonymous with a universal 

knowing subject and markets a series of ‘others’ as his ontological props.”17 While this is a 

very typical Gothic theme, the heroines of the contemporary films I work with here differ 

from classical Gothic heroines in one key respect: instead of giving up – reverting to suicide 

or madness as classical Gothic heroines do – they insist on the truth of their experiences and 

knowledges; they insist on being heard and being taken seriously. The contradiction between 

their knowledge and masculine authority does not discourage them even though they are told 

many times that they are “imagining things”.  

 Thus, I also look for other ways of knowing in the following chapters – ways of 

knowing that may be related to a feminine subjectivity that is different from the pathological 

and submissive identity assigned to women by patriarchy; but that is also different from 

masculinity – a different kind of subjectivity. In her detailed analysis of Jane Eyre, Massé 

frequently refers to Jane’s use of reason as a tool that saves her from the Gothic nightmare. 

However, she also points out how Jane’s dreams help her to actually identify her problem.18 

In my study of films, I look for such instances where knowledges that may not necessarily be 

reasonable or rational help each heroine in her struggle against patriarchal authority. I 

                                                   
15 Doane, The Desire to Desire, p. 14. 
16 Ibid., p. 179. 
17 Braidotti, Rosi. “Becoming Woman: or Sexual Difference Revisited.” Theory, Culture and Society, Vol. 20, No. 3 (2003): p. 51. 
18 Massé, In the Name of Love, p. 231. 
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consider the maternal instinct, superstitious beliefs, ghosts, slang, and poetry as other ways of 

knowing that serve as tools to overcome patriarchal oppression and form feminine 

subjectivities.  

 Another criterion in my choice of films concerns their genre. Feminist film scholars 

have explored the relationship between gender and genre. The existence of a separate genre 

called ‘the woman’s film’ is in itself telling. In some of the now classic texts, such as Carol J. 

Clover’s Men, Women, and Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film, or Yvonne 

Tasker’s Spectacular Bodies: Gender, Genre and The Action Cinema, these scholars 

demonstrate how certain genres (re)construct certain images of and ideas about the roles of 

men and women, as well as norms regarding how they should behave, speak, dress, etc. I 

define the films I study here as contemporary examples of the female Gothic and my 

emphasis on this genre is due to Massé’s claim that the trauma of gender expectations 

inflicted on women is most fully presented in the Gothic.19 Similarly, Doane argues that, “[i]n 

the late ‘40s, the paranoia associated with relations between sexes is evinced in the pervasive 

influence of the Gothic form”.20 I argue that, despite being classified under other genres, the 

films I study here are actually descendants of the Gothic so I search for clues of these traumas 

and try to trace how the feminine subject position defined/denied by patriarchal mechanisms, 

including the mechanisms of genre.  

 Although the term woman’s film is not used anymore, certain groups of films still 

target female audiences, some of which are labelled as ‘chick flicks’. Doane points out how 

“[t]he cinema in general, outside of the genre of the woman’s picture, constructs its spectator 

as the generic ‘he’ of language. The masculine norm is purportedly asexual while sexually 

defined seeing is relegated to the woman. Access to the gaze is hence very carefully regulated 

through the specification of generic boundaries.”21 It is therefore interesting that one of the 

characteristics of the woman’s film is generic intertextuality. “The woman’s film is frequently 

combined with other genres – the film noir and the Gothic or horror film, even the musical. 

This strategy tends to expand the boundaries of what is known as the ‘woman’s film’ (which 

is often thought of primarily in relation to its seemingly most exemplary subgroup, the 

maternal melodrama).”22 Such an expansion can also be observed in the contemporary films 

that I discuss, and one of my concerns is to explore the implications of such border crossings 

                                                   
19 Ibid., pp. 15-16. 
20 Doane, The Desire to Desire, p. 178. 
21 Ibid., p. 3. 
22 Ibid., pp. 4-5. 
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or genre blending in terms of gender. Doane claims that the presentation of a female subject 

strains the cinematic apparatus23 while Massé argues that the ultimate path that will clearly 

end the Gothic nightmare (i.e. the denial of subjectivity for women) requires a shift in genre. 

Considering these arguments in relation to each other, my contention is that, in certain 

instances, the presentation of a female subject strains the generic system to such an extent that 

it ruptures, giving way to new forms and new possibilities. Those instances are what I focus 

on and explore here. I am interested in whether and how the subversion of gender roles is 

related to generic conventions and expectations. Or, conversely, if subverting genre 

conventions can create instances where it is possible to delineate feminine subjectivities that 

are not tied to deficiency, inadequacy, or failure. 

 Steve Neale emphasizes that, “[g]enres do not only consist of films: they consist also, 

and equally, of specific systems of expectation and hypothesis that spectators bring with them 

to the cinema and that interact with the films themselves during the course of the viewing 

process”.24 Neale even refers to genres as “systems of expectation”.25 Having roots that go 

back centuries in literature, the Gothic creates numerous expectations that are of primary 

interest in a study regarding women. I argue that the films I study here deliberately frustrate 

such expectations and therefore carry the potential to encourage the spectator to reconsider 

his/her conceptions of gender roles. They show an awareness about the way the spectator is 

positioned to the degree that they play with such conventions. I argue that these films use 

generic expectations to expose underlying mechanisms of patriarchal power relations that 

give form to genres.  

According to Massé, in the Gothic, “narrative sympathy often remains with the 

perpetrator of trauma, not its victim”.26 This is one of the most problematic ‘conventions’ that 

the films I study try to subvert. I argue that these films push the spectator to take an active 

position (in Massé’s terms) – a position that necessitates him/her to identify the actual social-

cultural sources of the heroine’s trauma instead of blaming her. This also means that the films 

offer a position for the female spectator that does not involve taking pleasure from pain. I 

discuss in detail how the films accomplish this, but in short, they first trick the spectator into 

                                                   
23 Ibid., p. 37. 
24 Neale, Steve. “Questions of Genre.” In: Film and Theory: An Anthology. Eds. Robert Stam and Toby Miller. Malden and Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishers (2000): p. 158. Neale also writes (p. 165): “Genres are inherently temporal: hence, their inherent mutability on the one 
hand and their inherent historicity on the other.”  
25 Ibid., p.163. Neale (p. 166) also cites Hans Robert Jauss: “The relationship between the individual text and the series of texts formative of 
a genre presents itself as a process of the continual founding and altering of horizons. The new text evokes for the reader (or listener) the 
horizon of expectations and ‘rules of the game’ familiar to him from earlier texts, which as such can then be varied, extended, corrected, but 
also transformed, crossed out, or simply reproduced.”  
26 Massé, In the Name of Love, p. 23. 
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taking sides with the perpetrators, relying on generic conventions as well as dominant 

discourses on femininity, to do this. Then, they expose this mechanism and force the spectator 

to recognize how s/he has been ‘tricked’ into assuming this position so that s/he has to 

acknowledge her/his own complicity. Reflecting on the relation between film theory and 

subjectivity, Pisters points out that,  

 
In traditional film theory, the cinematographic apparatus (perhaps an “old” form of camera 
consciousness) conceives the image as a representation that can function as a (distorted or 
illusionary) mirror for identity construction and subjectivity. […] Feminism and (post)colonial 
discourses have shown, often with the help of psychoanalysis, the ways in which 
representations can have negative consequences for certain groups in society. It seems clear 
that a different conception of (cinematographic) images and camera consciousness would also 
have consequences for identity and subjectivity.27  

 
In psychoanalytically informed feminist studies, subjectivity in cinema has frequently been 

theorised through the gaze. For instance, Doane’s main purpose is “to analyze the trajectory 

of the female gaze”.28 However, trying to define or construct a feminine subjectivity based on 

the gaze brings with it binary oppositions and hierarchies such as activity/passivity, 

mastery/submission, sadism/masochism, health/affliction, sanity/insanity, etc. Massé notes 

that, “to overcome domination entirely suggests that one can entirely escape the constraints of 

a given culture and upbringing without becoming a dominator in turn”.29 Therefore, I try to 

disentangle subjectivity from the gaze by trying to find instances where subjectivity is formed 

through other sensory modalities instead of searching for ways in which a female protagonist 

may appropriate the gaze. I look for instances where the female protagonist achieves freedom 

and autonomy without turning into a dominator herself, where a change in the entire system 

actually becomes possible. Significantly, although all the heroines of the films I write about 

are initially in the position of the oppressed, they determinedly reject this identity while also 

refusing to turn into oppressors themselves. Claiming that there has to be another reality, they 

set out to find it. 

 Massé writes about how the Gothic heroine is usually blamed for her own suffering: 

“The ground of the Gothic is littered with wounded and dead wives whose husbands assure 

them that their injuries are self-inflicted.”30 The same is true for analyses of the Gothic 

focusing on masochism, which eventually end up claiming that the heroine takes pleasure 

                                                   
27 Pisters, The Matrix of Visual Culture, p. 4. 
28 Doane, The Desire to Desire, p. 178. 
29 Massé, In the Name of Love, p. 5. 
30 Ibid., p. 25. 
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from her plight. Thus, I argue that it is significant that the films I work with try to move away 

from this association between pleasure and pain, and the suggestion that a subject position for 

female protagonists and spectators is only possible by embracing pain. Instead, these films 

seem to offer a spectatorial position for women that neither normalises nor necessitate the 

eroticization of pain. Massé elaborates on how, within the confines of the Gothic, the 

heroine’s only option for constructing an identity lies in embracing her helplessness, willingly 

undergoing ever harsher trials, giving all her property, devotion, attention and deference to 

her male partner, and refusing to revolt against all these conditions.31 I argue that the films 

studied here try to define a femininity that is not based on adapting passively to patriarchal 

conditions but, on the contrary, on revolting against them. In these films, although the female 

protagonists do suffer, they do not do so passively or masochistically – they do not take 

pleasure from it. On the contrary, they act to stop it: they effectively identify and eliminate the 

causes of their suffering. Meanwhile, instead of being positioned as an authority figure that 

judges these female protagonists, the spectator is encouraged to travel alongside them as they 

uncover the social and cultural norms that cause women such pain.  

 Another criterion in choosing which films to study was that they had to be 

contemporary narrative films made for general audiences as opposed to films from the 

classical Hollywood era, experimental films, or products of a counter-cinema. I wish to 

determine whether mainstream commercial cinema can overcome the resistance of woman to 

narrativisation that Doane writes about.32 This is important in the sense that it will also 

provide an answer to whether cinema is essentially misogynistic. In addition, since genres are 

processes,33 studying reincarnations of a certain genre allows one to follow shifts that take 

place over time in cultural practices and norms that are reflected in the generic system, which 

is another aim of this study. I am interested in finding out whether the “utopian alterity” that 

Massé discussed in 1992, claiming that it had not yet been realised, may now have been 

reached. 

 My motivation in studying ‘popular’ cinema is similar to Yvonne Tasker’s in her 

study of action films. In her introduction to Spectacular Bodies, Tasker explains the basic 

premises of her analysis of popular films, arguing that giving an account rather than an 

explanation of these films “might allow an attention to the complex ways in which popular 

cinema affirms gendered identities at the same time as it mobilises identifications and desires 

                                                   
31 Ibid., pp. 22-23, 46. 
32 Doane, The Desire to Desire, p. 5. 
33 Neale, “Questions of Genre,” p. 165. 
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which undermine the stability of such categories”.34 She adds that one of her concerns is to 

“attempt to think about popular form within another framework, one in which these same 

forms might be taken to have something to say”.35 This is where my curiosity also lies: What 

do these more or less popular films have to say about feminine subjectivity? Mainstream 

popular cinema usually attracts academic attention only to the extent that it can be read 

symptomatically – for clues about cultural issues, ideological presumptions, etc. While I 

occasionally do employ such a symptomatic approach, my main intention is different: I try to 

find ways in which these films offer possibilities for becomings. 

 Halberstam’s metaphor of reading the Gothic narrative counterclockwise has been 

very inspiring for me. She argues that paranoia, monstrosity, and the Gothic are infinitely 

more complex and dense than psychoanalytical frameworks allow us to see. Thus, to broaden 

her perspective, Halberstam reads Gothic narratives from queer and feminist approaches, 

while also invoking Foucault’s theories.36 Similarly, Massé proposes that, “we have to shift 

our critical focus from the ‘faults’ of the heroine that are implied by an analytic language of 

masochism and repressed desire. By looking instead at the encapsulating social systems that 

engender repeated trauma, we gain a new understanding of the structure and function of the 

Gothic dream.”37 Following this thread, I also shift my theoretical framework to focus on the 

social systems that create a nightmare world for women. I investigate the systemic forces that 

create hysterical, paranoid or masochistic women – Gothic heroines –  instead of looking for 

the psychological abnormalities in these women that supposedly cause them to become 

hysterical or paranoid. On the contrary, I try to expose the ideological mechanisms that cause 

their behaviour to be judged as pathological. Beyond that, however, I look for clues and 

threads to identify inspiring feminine subjectivities. In the hope of finding stimulating new 

ways of reading the Gothic, I rely on a perspective that is affirmative of the abnormal, the 

irrational, and the mad. I believe a Deleuzean perspective is especially rewarding in this 

respect since, with schizophrenia being the most obvious case, Deleuze and Guattari aim at 

subverting dominant ideological notions of pathology to use them as subversive forces. As 

                                                   
34 Tasker, Spectacular Bodies, p. 5. 
35 Ibid. Similarly, Anna Powell argues that, “Mainstream fantasy films, as popular box-office entertainment, reach a wider audience than the 
art-house. Some popular films can, I argue, challenge us because formulaic characters, conventional narrative patterns and simple moral 
messages actually demand more creative input. Overloaded visuals or lack of narrative complexity invite us to fill out flatness or pare down 
redundancy by thinking in new ways. Science-fiction film frequently draws on literary originals already packed with challenging ideas, such 
as the novels of Phillip K. Dick. But the constraints of budget, box-office and running time demand broad brushstrokes and thematic 
simplification. Hollywood formulas privilege action narratives and spectacular effects. Yet, I argue, it is in these same reductions, 
exaggerations and simplifications that we can discover twisted literalizations of Deleuze and Guattari’s ideas and engage with the questions 
they open up.” Powell, Anna. Deleuze and Horror Film. Edinburgh University Press (2006): p. 116. 
36 Halberstam, Judith. Skin Shows: Gothic Horror and the Technology of Monsters. Duke University Press (1995). 
37 Massé, In the Name of Love, p. 19. 
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Anna Powell points out, “Psychoanalytic film theory pathologizes disturbing images and aims 

to strengthen ego defences. From a Deleuze-Guattarian perspective, however, ‘madness’ may 

be read in a more positive light. Anomalous states expressed by film can be celebrated, both 

for their stylistic innovations and their contagious affect on the audience.”38  

 

 

chapter outline: ghosts, instincts, poetry, and slang 

 

 In the following chapters, various ‘unreasonable’ ways of acquiring knowledge inform 

the structure and investigative path of my dissertation. The respective titles of my chapters – 

ghosts, instincts, poetry, and slang – come from the methods that the heroines of the films use 

to gather knowledge and investigate crimes or mysteries. I chose these as chapter titles 

because they clearly show how unconventional, unqualified, inappropriate, unrespectable, etc. 

the heroines’ methods are. None would qualify as reliable means of collecting information or 

evidence in the conventional (i.e. phallocentric) system of investigation. By claiming these 

methods as chapter titles, I try to show my solidarity with the heroines. Meanwhile, the traps 

that Michel Massé identifies as causes for the Gothic heroines’ suffering – namely silence, 

immobility, and enclosure, which amount to the denial of feminine subject positions in the 

patriarchal system – and the steps she suggests as leading towards freedom for the heroines – 

recognition, insight, action, resistance, and ultimately a change in the whole system –inform 

the main thread of my investigation. In the following chapters, reveal the distinct strategies 

that these films suggest for overcoming Gothic entrapment and for forming feminine 

subjectivities.  

 In the first chapter, before I start working with the films, I review the theories, concepts, 

and genres that have sparked my curiosity or inspired me. I discuss in more detail the impasse 

created by psychoanalytical theory in feminist film studies before explaining my own 

strategies and stating my motivations in studying contemporary Gothic films, my methods of 

investigation, and my arguments that I briefly introduced here, in further detail.  

 In the second chapter, which revolves around ghosts, I begin exploring the films. The 

two films that I study here came out in consecutive years, at the turn of the century: What Lies 

Beneath (Robert Zemeckis, 2000) and The Others (Alejandro Amenábar, 2001). Both films 

follow the tradition of the marital Gothic, but with a twist. These twists, which I discuss in 

                                                   
38 Powell, Deleuze and Horror Film, p. 122. 
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detail, are significant in breaking spectator expectations and genre conventions. I argue that 

the female protagonists of these films – Claire and Grace – escape the repetition of the Gothic 

nightmare by following the lines of flight opened by ghosts. Thus, the films suggest a path 

towards a feminine subjectivity that is revealed through ‘irrational’ means. Claire and Grace 

investigate mysterious situations where ghosts are their main guides in refuting patriarchal 

authority. Significantly, these means are fully vindicated by the films’ outcomes. I also 

discuss how sisterhood (friendship and solidarity among women) and the claiming of space 

(of property – especially the patriarchal mansion) function as important deterritorialising 

forces for the heroines. Additionally, I study the myths surrounding motherhood and how they 

are related to the flow (or blocking) of feminine desire. 

 In the third chapter, I focus on instincts, especially the so-called maternal instinct. Here 

again, I study two films that came out in successive years with interesting characteristics in 

common: The Forgotten (Joseph Ruben, 2004) and Flightplan (Robert Schwentke, 2005). I 

argue that both films deal with the socio-cultural anxieties generated by the rising numbers of 

working and single mothers in western societies. At first, both films appear to be action/sci-fi 

thrillers. However, instead of the usual male hero, they feature female protagonists – Kyle and 

Telly, respectively. I argue that, as much as they seem to be action films, The Forgotten and 

Flightplan are closely affiliated with the paranoid woman’s film. Kyle and Telly each find 

themselves in a situation where they have to prove to everyone around them, as well as to the 

spectator, that they are not mad or paranoid, and that their suspicions are real. Thus, the 

positioning of the spectator is also of interest in this chapter. Although there is no rational 

evidence to prove Kyle or Tellly’s claims, both women know that they are right and demand 

to be heard. The spectator, on the other hand, has to go through various trials before they 

finally understand the heroine. By breaking genre rules on various levels, both films also 

deterritorialise the Gothic genre. I investigate the psychotherapist as an important authority 

figure representing patriarchal reason and rationality. I discuss how the spectator’s 

identification oscillates between this figure and the heroine, encouraging him/her to 

reconsider dominant gender stereotypes. I also question the relationship between visuality and 

knowledge, arguing that both films promote the maternal instinct as a different way of 

knowing and a possible line of flight towards a becoming-woman that can break the Gothic 

repetition. 

 In the fourth chapter, I deal with poetry and slang. This time I study a single film: Jane 

Campion’s In The Cut (2003). The heroine of this film – Frannie – is an English teacher with 

a special interest in slang and poetry. She gets involved in a crime and finds clues about the 
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causes and the perpetrator in snippets of slang and quotes of poetry she reads on various 

surfaces of the city. It is significant that these are not specific to the crimes being investigated 

by the police but rather point to the patriarchal system at large. I argue that, through this film, 

Jane Campion39 inhabits the genres of Gothic and film noir to combine them in critical ways 

that lead to the deterritorialisation of both. She does this by subverting both the film’s 

narrative and narration, which is significant in bringing about a radical change in the genres. 

For my arguments in this chapter, I rely on Laura Marks’ work on haptic visuality, which she 

explores in her book The Skin of The Film40, and Vivian Sobchack’s article on Campion’s 

film Piano (1993).41 While Marks follows a more or less Deleuzean trajectory, Sobchack 

intertwines Marleu-Ponty’s work with film theory. Although Marks’ focus is mainly on 

intercultural cinema,42 her arguments and concepts are also very useful for discussing feminist 

issues in cinema, albeit with some caution: “there is some temptation to understand haptic 

visuality as a feminine kind of visuality; to follow, for example, Irigaray’s assertion that 

‘woman takes pleasure more from touching than from looking’ (1985, 26). Nevertheless, 

rather than embrace the notion of tactility as a feminine form of perception, I prefer to see the 

haptic as a visual strategy that can be used to describe alternative visual traditions, including 

women’s and feminist practices, rather than a feminine quality in particular.”43 Keeping this 

in mind, I argue for a feminist strategy employed by Jane Campion through a visuality that 

addresses other sensory modalities. Meanwhile, In the Cut also subverts ideals about romance 

and sexuality traditionally reproduced by Gothic texts, films noir, and erotic thrillers. I 

investigate the relationship between language (narration), power and knowledge, and how it is 

deterritorialised in this film through the employment of disarticualted knowledges and haptic 

visualities. I argue that, because In the Cut offers tactile knowledges as an alternative to visual 

knowledge, it proposes a (feminine) subjectivity that is anti-hierarchical. Meanwhile, the way 

Frannie is presented offers various lines of flight away from the conventional female figures 

of both genres. 

 In my conclusion, I discuss the implications of my arguments regarding what these 

films have to offer for feminist film studies. What all the films have in common is that they 

                                                   
39 In the Cut is the only film with a female director among the films I explore here.  
40 Marks, Laura U. The Skin of the Film: Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses. Duke University Press (2000). 
41 Sobchack, Vivian. “What My Fingers Knew: The Cinesthetic Subject, or Vision in the Flesh.” Senses of Cinema. Issue 5 (April 2000). 
42 Marks defines intercultural cinema as work that “comes from the new cultural formations of Western metropolitan centers, which in turn 
have resulted from global flows of immigration, exile, and diaspora. Most of the artists whose work is central to this movement are cultural 
minorities living in the West, often recent immigrants from Asia, the Carribean, the Middle East, Latin America, and Africa, as well as First 
Nations makers.” (Marks, The Skin of the Film, p. 1.) 
43 Ibid., p. 170. 
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undeniably validate the suspicions, discourses, and experiences of their female protagonists 

over the claims of male authority figures, such as psychotherapists, detectives, captains, 

husbands, etc. Thus, they offer lines of flight away from masculine ways of knowing (reason 

and rationality), opening paths towards other ways of knowing through unconventional 

means. By affirming their female protagonists’ knowledges, the films also offer the possibility 

for a feminine subjectivity that is not defined by pain, passivity, enclosure, or the docile 

acceptance of patriarchal norms. On the contrary, all the films’ heroines actively refuse to 

suffer or accept the enclosure and pain imposed on them by patriarchal culture. Instead, they 

escape the domestic space and demand to be heard. Most importantly, during their flight they 

take the spectator with them. Claire, Grace, Kyle, Telly, and Frannie are female protagonists 

that encourage spectators to travel along with them on their journeys of becoming-woman.

  


