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Abstract: This research is conducted to examine various representations of the gender
gaze in cinema, specifically in American and South Korean cinemas, through the lens
of Roland Barthes’ semiotic theory. The objective of this study is to analyze how both
the male gaze and the female gaze are visualized and communicated through various
cinematographic perspectives, such as visual signs and symbols, narrative structures,
and even the cinematic techniques. Specifically, Barthes’ method of signification is used
to interpret both explicit and implicit meanings constructed in the selected films from
both countries. The results provide findings that American cinema tends to show more
patriarchal visual ideology, which puts women as objects of the gaze, while South Ko-
rean cinema leans more toward women’s incremental transformation toward repre-
sentations that are more balanced. Furthermore, this research concludes that the gen-
der gaze in cinemas is mostly influenced by cultural and social aspects of the signified
countries, as it represents the ideology that has been implemented in the society. In con-
clusion, this research provided complex insights into how cultural and social settings
influence the cinematic gender gaze, therefore enhancing the understanding of gender
representation and cross-cultural visual studies and offering valuable contributions to
contemporary film production and analysis.

Keywords: gender gaze; cinema; semiotics; Roland Barthes; cultural representation

Introduction relations in film, as constructed through
) the viewpoints of characters, filmmak-
In contemporary cinema, the concept ers, and implied spectators, which often

of the gender gaze refers to the represen-  gerves as a reflection of recurring social
tation of gendered perspectives and power
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dynamics. This concept is commonly di-
vided into the male gaze and the female
gaze, which are central to understanding
how gendered perspectives shape visual
narratives and creative processes, as they
are often reflecting and shaping social
dynamics through the viewpoint of di-
rectors, characters, or implied audiences.
According to Mulvey (1975), the male gaze
is a visual model where a female is placed
as the “object” of any heterosexual male’s
desires, whereas a female’s emotions,
thoughts, and agency are frequently over-
shadowed by her beauty and obedience
towards a male’s masculinity. In addition
to that, such representation also speaks to
and reinforces the patriarchal norms that
put women in a “weak” position and as
subordinates to men (Veselinovi¢, 2021;
Dirze, 2013). The male gaze has long been
considered dominating American cin-
ema, where plotlines, cinematography,
and character dynamics are focused on
masculine desire and control. Responding
to that, feminist scholars and creative ac-
tors challenged this paradigm through the
“female gaze,” which provides an alterna-
tive approach that focuses on the female
experience and subjectivity over objecti-
fication. The female gaze shifts the focus
from objectification to female subjectivity,
emphasizing women’s lived experiences,
emotional depth, and narrative agency.
Furthermore, the female gaze often high-
lights how women perceive and see the
world despite the gendered constraints.
For example, the film Magic Mike (2012)
foregrounds male bodily display, repo-
sitioning men as objects of visual desire,
while Maleficent (2014) and Wonder
Woman (2017) emphasize emotional de-
velopment and maternal subjectivity over
traditional masculine power. According
to Mulvey (1975), the male gaze refers to
a way of seeing that positions women as
objects of heterosexual male desire. With-
in this framework, women’s emotions,
thoughts, and agency are often sidelined,
with greater emphasis placed on their
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physical appearance and conformity to
male-defined standards of femininity.
Such representations both reflect and
reinforce patriarchal norms that frame
women as weaker and subordinate to
men (Veselinovi¢, 2021; Dirze, 2013). In
American cinema, the male gaze has long
been dominant, evident in storylines, cin-
ematographic techniques, and character
relationships that center on male desire
and control.

In response, feminist scholars and
creative practitioners have introduced the
concept of the female gaze as an alterna-
tive approach that prioritizes women’s ex-
periences and subjectivity rather than re-
ducing them to objects. This perspective
shifts attention toward women’s lived re-
alities, emotional depth, and active roles
within narratives. It also highlights how
women perceive and interpret the world
within the constraints of gendered expec-
tations. For example, Magic Mike (2012)
presents the male body as an object of vi-
sual desire, while Maleficent (2014) em-
phasizes emotional development and ma-
ternal subjectivity over traditional forms
of masculine power.

Since Mulvey’s initial formulation,
feminist film theory has continued to
evolve, offering more nuanced under-
standings of gender relations in cinema.
Mulvey herself later acknowledged the
possibility of viewing positions that are
not entirely confined to a male-centered
perspective. Building on this, E. Ann Ka-
plan introduced the idea of the female
director’s gaze, emphasizing how women
filmmakers create distinct visual narra-
tives that challenge patriarchal represen-
tations. Meanwhile, Carol Clover argued
that female audiences are not passive
spectators but active interpreters of film.
These developments suggest that the
concept of the “gaze” is fluid and shaped
by social and cultural contexts. There-
fore, this study extends these perspec-
tives by examining how gendered gaze is
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constructed differently in American and
South Korean cinema through a semiotic
approach. These changes of focus contrib-
ute to the narrative representation of how
gender, power, and subjectivity are dis-
played on the screen and heavily centered
on the female subject. In addition to that,
this concept offers critical discourse that
challenges the dominance of masculine
views in cinematography and provides a
space for more complex representations
from a female perspective.

In contrast, South Korean cinema op-
erates within a context of rapid modern-
ization where shifting gender roles and
global culture build a significant cinematic
evolution. The gender gaze used in South
Korean cinema often shows broader social
culture and function. While in the earlier
era, such as, the Cold War era, sometimes
featured intimate displays of the female
body as a form of social control and enter-
tainment (Namhee, 2020), contemporary
South Korean cinema has shown signifi-
cant evolution, such as being increasing-
ly active in exploring and experimenting
with themes of identity and visual rep-
resentation that reflect the sociocultural
shifts. A notable example is Kim Ji-young,
Born 1982 (2019), which explores the
struggles faced by women in South Korea,
including the male gaze, patriarchy, and
social discrimination, through the specific
lens of mental health (Tian, 2024).

This study examines how the male
and female gaze are constructed and rep-
resented in contemporary American and
South Korean cinema through a Barthe-
sian semiotic framework. The male gaze
concept refers to the visual representation
where a woman is being seen as ‘an object’
for a man’s eyes, as described in Visual
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (Mulvey,
1975). Furthermore, Scott MacKenzie also
highlighted that a cinema could be treat-
ed as a resistance through an alternative
representation that introduces the female
gaze, which is a concept where a woman
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is no longer ‘an object’ but an active sub-
ject who has agency to act as an individual
(MacKenzie, 2014). Using Barthes’ semi-
otic approach, both male gaze and female
gaze can be depicted in 3 levels: denota-
tion (gender gaze is shown through vari-
ous visual techniques, such as camera an-
gles), connotation (what the techniques
represent implicitly, such as voyeurism
and male domination), and myth (the
ideology that normalizes patriarchy in fe-
male objectification). In contrast, the fe-
male gaze can also be presented in a sim-
ilar manner, but with more highlights on
the female subjectivity so that the myth is
possible to provide more equivalent nar-
ratives. Using this visual semiotic as the
approach, this research investigates the
methods being used by cinematographic
creators to encode gendered perspectives
and how they communicate certain mean-
ings to the audience. It is also focused
on how these perspectives are embed-
ded within the production process, and
it evaluates their influence on audience
perception and cultural impact. This re-
search generated a few comparative ques-
tions to learn how a woman’s agency is
being visually constructed in such various
cultural contexts, specifically in American
and South Korean cinemas. Focusing on
the visual techniques and narrative differ-
ences in shaping a female representation
and subjectivity, this research looks deep-
er into how these differences influence
the gender ideology in the community.
Therefore, the focus in this research not
only highlights the representation itself
but also the relation between a context
in a film and the socio-cultural influences
surrounding it.

Methodology

This study conducts a descriptive
qualitative research method to investigate
the representation of the male and female
gaze in American and South Korean cine-
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ma. The qualitative research is conducted
to identify and analyze the implicit content
of communication within a film. Further-
more, it has been defined that descriptive
research provides a comprehensive over-
view or description of a phenomenon in its
natural state without any manipulation of
the subject under study (Janitra Dewanta,
2020; Deckert & Wilson, 2023). This ap-
proach is selected because it allows for a
wider depiction of the semiotic analysis
present in both American and South Kore-
an films. Furthermore, the concept of male
gaze itself is presented by Laura Mulvey
(1975), which focuses on female objecti-
fication in cinema, while Scott MacKen-
zie (2014) plays a role in paving the way
of more equivalent female representation
in film and other media. Roland Barthes’
semiotic approach is being used as it is de-
coding the sign system using denotation,
connotation, and myth (1977), more ac-
curately proving and explaining the gen-
der gaze being constructed and told in the
forms of visual and cultural signs.

The objects of this research are the
films Birds of Prey and If We Were a Sea-
son, as they were chosen because of their
contemporary relevance with distinct cul-
tural contexts (Western versus Eastern)
and their explicit engagement with themes
related to the male and female gaze, there-
by offering a rich basis for semiotic anal-
ysis, particularly with regard to the por-
trayal and revolution of female agency. In
addition to that, the focus of study will in-
clude the character expressions (eyebrow
motion, gaze direction, and facial muscle
tension), body language, vocal intona-
tions, and costume designs; this research
extends to cinematographic elements such
as camera movement, color grading (tone
and grading) within specific scenes, and
the selection of settings, including both
physical locations and atmospheric back-
grounds that support the representation
of male and female gaze.

To ensure the criticality and transpar-
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ency of the methodology, the films are
curated based on specific criteria, such
as representing a distinct cultural context
comparison, especially between Western
and Eastern cultures; thus, American
and South Korean films are chosen as
the suitable film origins. The perception
exists because American cinema offers a
loud, clear, globally dominant template
for individualistic, modern Western val-
ues, while South Korean cinema offers a
critically acclaimed, emotionally potent,
and accessible template for collectivist,
trauma-informed, modern Eastern val-
ues. They serve as the two most powerful
and successful national cinematic brands
for their respective cultural spheres in the
global marketplace of ideas. Then, sever-
al American and South Korean films were
selected, as they are considered to have
relevance to the gender representations
and have a strong semiotic influence.
Finally, Birds of Prey and If We Were a
Season are chosen, as they both have a
contrasting female gaze subjectivity and
significant relevance to the gender repre-
sentation influenced by sociocultural con-
text in such different film genres. While
Birds of Prey reflected more of a female
gaze in modern action film, If We Were
a Season showed dynamics in romantic
relationships in a more subtle and emo-
tional way.

The data collection was conducted by
tracing and analyzing documents related
to the selected film, especially through
scene fragments that represent the gen-
der gaze as responses to various conflicts
the character is experiencing. The data
collection process is categorized into two
stages as follows:

1. Primary Data: It includes the
original data collected directly from Birds
of Prey and If We Were a Season. The
authors specifically obtained scenes that
contain semiotic significance that is es-
sential to the research.
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2, Secondary Data: It includes other
data obtained from other sources, such as
academic articles, internet resources, and
books that are relevant to the research
topic.

Using the approach from Roland Bar-
thes, the semiotic analysis is conducted in
three stages: denotation, connotation, and
myth.

Level Level Il
| i

! T 1
Reality Signs Culture

Figure 1. Roland Barthes Semiotic Model

Form

‘Signifier
. L.
\

Content

In the denotative stage, which consti-
tutes the first-order semiotic system, the
structure consists of a chain of the signifi-
er and the signified. According to Barthes,
the language used at this stage shows so-
cial codes where the meaning of a sign is
direct and clearly visible. Conversely, the
connotative stage shows a deeper under-
standing of using implicit meanings be-
hind the codes. Barthes’ semiotic analy-
sis involves denotation (literal meaning),
connotation (associated cultural mean-
ing), and myth (underlying ideology).
While these categories apply broadly, in
images or photographs denotation refers
to what is objectively depicted, whereas
connotation refers to the subjective inter-
pretation of how the image is framed or
captured (Rosita, 2019). Furthermore, the
primary research data is based on docu-
mentation records that are analyzed sys-
tematically. Building upon the descriptive
qualitative method outlined above, the
scenes in Birds of Prey and If We Were
a Season are analyzed using a descriptive
qualitative approach through the follow-
ing procedural steps:

1. Observation and Monitoring: It
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includes a thorough viewing of the scenes,
settings, dialogs, and characters within
the films.

2. Recording and Visual Selec-
tion: It includes collecting screenshots
from the films at specific scenes and pro-
viding descriptive annotations for these
visuals to be analyzed through the select-
ed semiotic approach.

3. Documentation Study: It in-
cludes a comprehensive review of various
literature related to the research topic
and its findings to validate the analysis.

To enhance analytical rigor and ensure
reproducibility, this study provides oper-
ational definitions for key analytical con-
cepts. A “semiotically significant” scene is
defined as one that fulfills at least one of
the following criteria: (1) it represents a
key turning point in the narrative, (2) it
contains camera techniques that suggest
gendered power relations, such as close-
ups, framing, or point-of-view shots, or
(3) it includes prominent visual symbols
related to gender representation.

As previously stated, the focus on this
research will also include a deep observa-
tion of some visual elements in the films
used, such as character expressions and
gestures. ‘Character expression’ refers
to observable facial and emotional in-
dicators, including eyebrow movement,
gaze direction, and facial muscle tension,
which reflect a character’s internal state
and relational positioning. Furthermore,
‘gesture’ is defined as bodily movement,
including posture, spatial positioning,
and physical interaction with other char-
acters, which may indicate dominance,
submission, or emotional proximity.
These operational definitions are applied
consistently across the analysis to reduce
subjectivity and ensure transparency in
the interpretation process.

Findings
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This research discusses a comparative
study of two films, the American film Birds
of Prey and the South Korean film If We
Were a Season, that highlight the gender
gaze. Despite the cultural and background
differences, both films deliver meaningful
narratives about what women are expe-
riencing in their lives. This comparative
study shows how these films address gen-
der issues, pointing out the similarities
and differences built by their specific so-
cial and regional contexts.

1. If We Were A Season (2017)

If We Were a Season (2017) is a South
Korean film that is released as part of the
KBS Drama Special anthology series. The
story centers on the lives of two adoles-
cents, Yoon Hae-rim and Uhm Gi-seok,
who have been childhood friends and have
grown up together ever since. As they ma-
ture, their relationship eventually devel-
ops into feelings that cross the boundar-
ies of their friendship. It is then tested by
the unexpected arrival of a new person,
causing both Hae-Rim and Gi-Seok to
question the nature of their relationship.
This part discusses the semiotic analysis
of the manifestations of the gender gaze,
both female and male, within If We Were
a Season, particularly as they are shaped
by Eastern cultural values.

1.1 Childhood and Teenagerhood

Yoon Hae-rim and Uhm Gi-seok have
been together since birth. They've grown
up together as neighbors as their friend-
ship naturally grew over time. In the
early stage of life, Hae-Rim and Gi-Seok
were frequently involved in activities that
deepened their friendship. However, as
they transitioned into adolescence, their
friendship was slowly turning into some-
thing more complicated as they now have
more restrained interactions and feelings
toward each other, which also caused a
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more awkward situation.

Table 1. Semiotic Analysis on Behavioral Evolution of
Hae-rim & Gi-seok

(1.A) Change of Reaction (A)

Denotation | Young Hze-rim and Gi-seck are seen with
sweet, spuling faces s they laugh and play|

This scene reflects a natursl connection

Connotation formed between two childhood friends.

It is often to find the untaiated and
uvarestrained innocence of childhood
dynamics as it hasn't yet been influenced
by zocial burdens in South Forea;
however, this representation reflects =
romanticized cinematic myth, as
sociological studies demaonstrate that
Myth childhood in East Asizn contexts is
deeply shaped by early socizlization
proceszes, Confician cultural values,
and mshitutionsl pressures, where
children sctively internalize and
reproduce societal norms rather than
existing as socially unburdened
individuals. (Jung & Honig, 2000)

(1.B) Change of Reaction (B)

Hae-rim seems to be vizibly ennoved
and irestated whenever she encounters

Gi-zeck.

Denotation

This seene shows typical chaddlike
Connotaton | emotions, such as ezsily getting sulked
at by someone thev're close to. This
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close-up of a face captures the typical
emotions of children, such az a face that
easily looks downcast when facing
someone close to them. This scene also
shows signs of the transition from
childhood to zdolescence.

It suggests a sign of deep connection
and famibarity, which zlso could be a
defenzive mazk that covers affection
through acts of defiance, mirrormg how
Asian mythologicel structores frame
conflict and rebellion as narrative
mechanizms that both conceal and
revesl underlying relational bonds
within eulturally codified mythae theory.

[Cheng'en, 1977}

) Change of Behavior

Young Hee-rim and Gi-seck are zeen
Denotation | riding bicvcles together during theis
childhood.

Their constant presence in each other’s
Connotation | lives suggests a strong friendship bond,
reaching a state of famabial domesticity.

This shows signs of frendship that 1=
porteayed as sacred, as in we had with
siblkngs that exceeded the complicabions
of romantic love, reflecting how Asian
mrythologicsl narratives encode kinship
bonds as cultorally sanctioned ideals
grounded in early written cosmology
and social ordes. (Yasumaro, 1982)

(1.D) Change of Behavic

Myth
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Gi-seok and Hae-nim meet in the
morning to go to schoel together, but
keeping their distance and talking
politely to ezch other.

Denotation

Ths scene shows the significant change
from unrestramed intimacy into
awlwardness because of socal etiquette
and personal boundaries.

In South Korean social culture, this
transition reflects the internal struggle
between deep farmilianty and the
emerging need for indrmdual space and
romantic hesitation, echoing lanship
tensions codified in Korean
mythological tradition where famulial
bonds and personal destiny are
theorized through histonically recorded
narratives. (Iryeon, 1312)

Connotation

Myth

The shift of behaviors between Hae-
Rim and Gi-Seok represents the decon-
struction of “Inevitable Relationships,”
whereas the boundaryless childhood
friendship is shifting into a restrained
adolescence due to the emerging social
norms. The need of privacy and awkward-
ness from the two characters is not neces-
sarily weakening their bond, but it is evi-
dence of the change they are having due to
maturing and discovering new identities
as young adults. This also confirms that
in a South Korean cultural context, matu-
rity is often marked by the change from
blatant honesty to emotional restraint to
maintain social boundaries.

1.2 From Platonic to Romantic

In the beginning, Hae-Rim and Gi-
Seok’s relationship is constructed by a
stable routine that they do on a daily ba-
sis, as their bond is shaped by the nature
of their childhood. However, this sanctu-
ary is challenged by the emerging feelings
that threaten their platonic relationship.
This shift highlights a critical moment of
emotional awakening, where both Hae-
Rim and Gi-Seok must choose between
their strong friendship or the newly found
and vulnerable romance potential.
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Table 2. Semiotic Analysis on Behavioral Changes of
Hae-rim & Gi-seok

This scene shows Gi-seok, who is being
irritated and speaking in & raised tone
while physically helping Hae-rim climb
2 wall after arriving late to school.

Denotation

Hiz frustration shows that even in close
friendships, requests for help can
become a burden.

Connotation

The display of zanovance in this scene
shows a secure level of comiort that
only exists in close relationships Lke
friendship, rather than a formal one,
resonating with relational dynamics
Myth embedded in Korean mythological
whese informality within close bonds
reflects cultugally theor:zed social
intimacy grounded in early written
tradition. (Trveon, 1512)

{2.B) Change in Tone and Expression (B)

Haze-rim and Gi-seck are seen bemng

Denotation | eagaged in conversation as Gi-seck
beginz to show romantic interest in her.
The shzft of h:s facial expression to 2
\ gentler one and a softer vocal tone
Connotation

suggests 4 transition from 2 platonic

relationship to a romantic mierest.

Gender Gaze Representation in
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It suggests that romantic attraction acts
2= 3 behamoral filter, where individuals
suppress therr harsher traits to present a
kinder end better version of themselres,
reflect:ng moral self-regulation
embedded in Korean mythic
frameworks that interpersonal conduct
is shaped by culturally theorized ideals
grounded in recorded narratrres. (Han,

1970)

The zcene depicts Gi-zeok giving 2

Denotation - . g Lo
scarf to Hae-rim with visible irritation.
The dizplay of aggression acts 25 2 mask
. to cover affection and care. It zlso
Connotation

shows gesture transitions from 2
platonic one to a moze intimate one.

This suggests that nsually in a cloze
friendship, one can feel a strange feckng
as to show care and will tey to cover =t
with some normaley so as to not make
them seem vulnerable by being

Myth oversentimental, reflecting restrained
emotionzl expreszion encoded in East
Asian mythic traditions. (Tryeon, 1312)
Affect is regulated through culturally
theorized relational nosms grounded in

early written nareatives.

Hae-rim zeems to have fallen asleep,
and Gi-seak carefully shields her head
to prevent it from hitting a hard surface.

Denotaton
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This silent action from Gi-Seck shows
that even when he treats his friend

. roughly, iz szncenty 1s geruine encugh
Cennotation to show a selfless desire to give comfost
and security, even when Hae-Fim iz
unaware of it.

Within the romance genre, this act
functions as a “soft revelation™ marking
2 shaft from adolescent ego to
protective love, paralleling mozal and
Myth relational maturation encoded in East
Astan mythie texts. That savs emotionzl
transformation is grounded in cultusally
theorized and historically recorded
nagrateves. (Barrell, 2000)

1.3 Shifts in Relationships and Feelings

The introduction of Oh Dong-Kyeo-
ng shows a significant disruption of
the current domestic order. While Gi-
Seok represents ‘comfort from the past,’
Dong-Kyeong represents ‘spontaneous
possibility for the future.” This dynamic
situation changes Hae-Rim’s state of mind
and behavior where she has to choose be-
tween her childhood safety and comfort or
the possibility of a risky yet exciting new
romantic relationship.

Table 3. Semiotic Analysis on the Introduction of the
New Friend (The Disruptor)

(3.A) Shifting in Relationships (A)

The scene shows 2 heated argument
between Hae-rim and Gi-seok fueled by
confusion over the status of their

Denotation

current relationship.

The argument zeflects the burst of
internal conflict and wnexpressed
feekngs from both parties as they show
frustration from the shift in their
friendship.

Connotation

This scene shows that unexpressed
feelings in a relationship are destructive,
while conflict signifies emaotional
progress toward honesty: however, this
reflacts 2 modern psychological myth
rather than a unrversal truth, showmg
that emotionsl resteaint and indirect
commusication are culturally stroctored
practices where harmony 15 often vahued
over confrontation, meaning that
suppressed expression does not
itntherently equate to relational
dy:fonction. (M.EKim, 2026

in Relationships (

Hae-rim and Gi-zeck are seen to share 2
Denotation | hug after confessing and accepting their

mutual romantic fealings.

The hug marks their physical change in
relationichip az they accept each other’s
feelingz, which are more than friendship,
and move to something more intimate.

Connotation

This suggests that a strong romantic
bond can be built on 2 friendszhip, with
the embrace symbolizing a transition
from friends to lovers; however, this
reflects a culturally mediated myvth,
indicating that romantic relationships in
many Asian sociebes are histoncally
structured through social norms, family
expectations, and gradual emotional
negotiation, rather than emerging solely
from organic friendship-hazed
development. (Deuchler, 1992)

C) The Presence of Someone New
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Hze-rim and Dong-kyeong seem to have

Denotation | , deep conversation after discovenng
something about their parents’ Eves.
The physical closeness between the two

Connotation | ©°f them sepresents a shift from cunosity

to emotional soldarty and muteal
empathy by sharng a secret

In many nareatives across Asian societies,
there iz a myth that shared suffering can
instantly forge emaotional bonds stronger
than those formed through long-term
friendships; although this idea is often
portraved in films az a “deep and
aunthentic” connesction, scientific stodies
Myth shomwr that emotionz] closeness remains
the result of a gradual social process and
is miluenced by cultural norms such as
relational harmony end emotional
regulation. Intimate relationsheps 1n an
Asian context aze shaped through social
construction and cultursl practices, not
solely by the intensity of flesting
experences. (Benson, 2001)

) The Presence of Someone New

Oh Dong-kveong is seen to confess his
feebings to Yoon Hae-rim, but she rejects
him and finally realizes her true feehngs.

Denotation

Diosig-kyveong’s confassion serres as g
Connotation catalyst for Hae-Fam to shake off her
hesitation and take a clear action.

In Asian societies, there 13 a myth that
emotional clanty and self-dentity emerge
prec:zely through moments of crisis or
urgent decizions; this nacrative 13 often
porteaved in flms az a turning pointin a
character’s development, but
academieally, it can be explained through
the concepts of emotional construction
Myth and soecal regulation, in which emotions
do not arze spontaneously but age shaped
by cultural nocms, situations] pressuges,
and practices of self-reflection. Extreme
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decisionz such as rejection zre not merely
“revelations of inner truth,” but the re=ult
of complex interaction: between the
indsridual and the social structures that
shape how a person understands and
expresses their emotions. (Ko, 2023)

2. Birds of Prey (2020)

Birds of Prey is an American film
released in 2020 as a sequel to Suicide
Squad (2016), centering on the journey of
Harley Quinn after her broken relation-
ship with the Joker. This part discusses
the manifestation of the gender gaze with-
in the film using Barthes’ semiotic theory.
By analyzing the semiotic signs, this part
explores how the gender gaze is imple-
mented through the Western culture that
often emphasizes individual rebellion
and physical liberation. In contrast to the
shifts found in Eastern cinema, as men-
tioned before, the Western female gaze in
Birds of Prey appears to be loud, colorful,
and disruptive to patriarchal structures.

2.1 The Impact of Major Life Tran-
sitions

The story begins with a brief overview
of Harley Quinn’s early life, which can
only be described as a disturbing and sad
life. Despite these hardships, she success-
fully granted an academic achievement by
earning a doctorate degree in psychology.
She also works as a professional psychi-
atrist at Arkham Asylum, where she falls
in love with one of her patients, the Jok-
er. Her early times with the Joker reflect
the male gaze, where the female is viewed
as a complementary object. However, she
starts her journey of self-liberation when
their relationship ends and the Joker
leaves her. This marks her transforma-
tion from just a passive object of someone
else’s into an active subject of her own.
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Table 4. Behavioral Analysis of Harley Quinn

(4.A) The Post-Breakup Transition

Denotadon

The scene depicts Harley standing
outside a house, looking through 2
window while crying.

Connotation

This scene suggests emotional and
social zeparation. The physical barrier
of the window symbeolizes her
exclusion from a space to whach she
once belonged. Her visible diztress
reflects a loss of relational status and
emotionzl attachment, indicating a
transition from intimacy to
margnabization.

Myth

This incident exemplifies a larger
patrizrehal mentality where 2 woman's
worth 15 determined by how valushble
she is in 3 romante partnership. The
cultarzl idea that female identity and
social placement depend on male
tecogmtion—a pattern frequently
linked to the logic of the male geze—
can be seen as being reinforced by
Haslev's exclusion (MMukver, 1975).

Denotadon

The scene depicts Harley stabbing a
portrait of the Joker, followed by her
telaxing in a disordered room.

Connotation

This sequence suggests an emotionsl
telezze and a symbolic detachment from
a2 prior relationship. The act of stabbing
the portrait reprezents the rejection of 2
former emotional attachment, while her
relaxed posture within a messy
environment indicates 2 shift away from
impozed expectations of crder, control,
and relational dependency.
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Myth

(4.B) The Shift in Personal Aesthetics

A larger story of female autonomy and
struggle within a patmarchal framework
is reflected in this scene. By focusing on
autonomy end self-definition, Harley's
activities might be seen a3 a rejection of
the cotrrentional view of women as
passore objects in love relationships.
This chatige iz consistent with crticisms
of the male gaze MMulvey, 1973), =
which femazle characters transmtion from
objectification to active subjectivity.

Denotation

The scene depicts Harley Quann cutting
her hair in an ereatic manner while
looking into a mirror, displaving
shifting emotions between erying and
wisible distress.

Connotation

This act suggests a symbolke rptore
with her former identity. The cotting of
hair, often associated with traditionzl
markers of fermininity, indicates a
tejection of previously constructed
toles. Her fluctzating emotional
expression reflects an internal conflict
and a process of detachment from past
relationzl dependencry.

Myth

Cutting her hair represents 2 shift awar
from a previous identity in this
moment, which depicts 2 cultorzlly
identifiable et of personal
regeneration. The act might be
interpreted as signifving emotional
closure and the process of mowving on
rather than merely rejecting normative
femininity. This is consistent with
Judith Butler's theory of gender
petformativity (Butler, 2002), which
helds that identity 15 constantly sebu:lt
through embodied behaviors.
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Harley Quinn is seen visiting an exotic
pet shop to adopt & predatory animal
rather than 2 conventional pet.

Denotation

This signifies a desire to reduce
emotional isolation. Her chodce of a wild
Connotatdon | beast reflects her eccentric identity and
shows that she needs an vatamazble
companion to match her personality.

One's abikty to control their emotions 15
sometimes mmplied by heving = pet, but
when someone picks 3 sign of chaos
instead, they are probably further
separating themzelres from the customs
and traditions of the home.

Myth

The scene shows Harley Quinn
enjoring 2 festive party with some
acquaintances and dankeng & heavy
amount of zleohol

Denotation

This act serves as an escape to
temporarily forget grief and emotional
trauma from the real world

Connotation

Alcohol drinking in this zcene might be
seen @5 an asserbon of agency and 2
claim to personzl freedom rather than
just 25 carelessness. According to
femamst vewpoints on female

Myth

subjectrvity and lived experience, this
act tepresents a negotiation of
autonomy and emotional coping withen
the context of the female gaze Qdulvey,
1973; Kaplan, 1933).

(4.C) Taking Extreme Action

Denotation | The scene shows Hasley Quinn walking
calmly eway from the maszive explosion|
at the zite of her memorable place with

the Joker confidently.

The explosion represents the
destruction of her emotional
dependency, and her composuge in the
middle of the chaos demonstrates a
newfound control end the courage to
leave the past without regret.

Connotation

This seene dllostrates a story of famale
empowerment when self-definstion is
sparked by emotional upheaval. In ine
with criticisms of the mascubine gaze
(Alulvey, 15735) and postfeminist
wiewpomnts on wdentity reconstruction
(Gl 2007; McEobbie, 2009), Harey's
departure from the explosion represents
a rejection of relationship dependency
and the formation of independent
subjectrvaty. At this pomnt, Hadey also
symbolically ends her relationship with
the Joker by giving up the identity of
"the Joker's girlfriend," which had
previously served as evidence of their
relationship. She shows a deliberate act
of letting go by deliberately demolizhing
thiz common area, turning the remains
of that relationship into a place of
perzonszl closuge and redefining.

Myth

2.2 Disparities in Social Perception
and Treatment

Social treatment critically shapes the
perception of female figures who have
experienced a significant loss, such as
a failed relationship and abandonment
by a loved one. In this film, once Harley
Quinn destroys the physical symbols of
her relationship with the Joker, society
views her as vulnerable and stripped of
his protection. Consequently, individuals
who were previously aggrieved by her (or
who held grievances against the Joker)
perceive her as an exposed target, feel-
ing empowered to pursue her and exact
their revenge. This section examines how
society’s perception of the female subject
shifts based on her association with male
power. It also indicates that in a patriar-
chal social structure, a woman’s safety is
often viewed as “borrowed” rather than
inherent.
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Table 5. Semiotic Analysis of Birds of Prey as of the
Disparities in Social Perception and Treatment

Denotation

The scene depicts Harley Quinn
confiding i Black Canary, explaining
that she has lost the "master” figure in
her Life.

Connotation

This reprasents the realization of lost
identity. Harley ackanowladges that she
was previonsly 2 "jester" defined only
by her promimaty to the Joker, It
highlights the disorientation of a
subject moving from a male-defined
ex:ztence to sudden zutonomy.

Myth

A lagger patriarchal structure, in which
female identity is created wia devotion
to male avthonty, 15 reflected m thas
scene. In kne with the :dez of women
az the “Other” [de Beauvoir,
1949,/2011) and feminist viewpoints
on identity formation outside of male-
defined systems, Harley's loss of this
defining relationship reprezents both
bewilderment and a crucizl moment of

teconfiguration.

Harley 15 surrounded by enemies and , -
i i 5 , . . -
Denotation | then shown restramed and captve ina (5.C) The Hunt for Harley Q @
datk, confined =pace.
This signifies the shift from
"antouchable" to "vulnersble” and
Connotation | revezls that her previous safety was nod
her owa but was "borrowed” from the
Joker's reputation.
This scene illustrates 2 patrizrchal
system where 2 woman's security is
crezted by her affikbation with male
authority. In line with the idea of
women as the “Other” (de Besuvoir,
Mvth 1949/2011) and the idez of hegemonic
- masculinaty, where male dominance
structures social power relations, Hadey grieves her hreskup and is later
L e B . T EOey
Hazley's vulnecsbility after losing this Denotation shown being held by a predatory
association remnforces gendered stranger while semi-.cmsc:ious. :
zzsumptions of female dependency
(Connell, 2005).
Hasley is at her "lowest point " Her
lozz of external protection and her
internal gref are wezspon:zed by
Connotati i g ee :
nmatation others. Thas illostrates how a woman’s
lack of egency is often viewed as an
opportunity for exploitation.
This scene illustrates 2 patriarchal
system where women's vulnerability,
Myth especially during tmes of emotional

ugheawral, becomes a condition that
encourages exploitation. Harlev's loss
male affiliation frequently determines
social legitimacy and safety. By
exposing how women's lessenad
2gency is aot merely unprotected but
zctively exploited inzide such
frameworks, this representation
challenges gendered power selations
through the female gaze.
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2.3 Masculine Dimensions of Fe-
male Identity

In discussing the manifestation of
masculinity within the female subjects of
this film, a significant shift in perspective
is observable across various characters,
not limited to Harley Quinn alone. Fur-
thermore, several other instances that
illustrate this transition toward mascu-
line-coded agency are explained in Table
6.

Table 6. Semiotic Analysis of Female Masculinity in
Birds of Prey

(6.A) Courage and Determination

Harley infiltrates 2 police station with
2n exuberant smile, followed by a
close-up of her face against a backdrop
of thick blue and magenta smoke.

Denotaton

This imagery signifies playful
subvrersion of suthority. Her smale
during the destabilization of 2 power
structure reprezents a celebration of
"freedom of zction.” The blue and
magenta smoke serves 33 a visual
marker of her reconstructed identity,
suggesting she has found clarity and
selfhood within chaos.

Connotatdon

It prezents her antizocial behavior 2z an
zct of regaining sutonomy and self-
definition, reflecting a narrative in
which female Eberation is kaked to the
disruption of estzblizhed social
standards.

Myth

(6.B) Canary Saved Harley

Gender Gaze Representation in
American and South Korean Cinema
(A Roland Barthes Semiotic Analysis)

Denotadon | .

Elack Cenary obzerves & semi-conscious
Harley being cornered by male strangess
ir an alley; Canary intervenes, using
phrsicel combat to rezcue her.

Connotation

It represents an acute recognition of 2
"shared emergency,” where danger iz 2
collective reality for women, necessitabing
2 protective and :mmediate response.

Myth

It supports the notion that women wall
put one another's safety fiest in an
emergency, using "masculine-coded”
wiolence to challenge conventional
notions of femnale passivity.

Denotation

Harley Quinn negotiates with her former
adversaries (Black Canary, Huntress, and
Fenee Montoyz) to rescue Cassandra and
confront 4 common enemy.

Connotadon

Personal conflicts are marginalized in
favor of 2 shared objective. It
demonstrates that vnder extreme
preszuge, mutoal reliznce becomes the
only vizble path to survival

Myth

By emphasizing 2 kind of strategic
sobkdarity and arguing that female
strength rezults from the akgnment of
individual agency within & collectivre
dynamic, it undermines the patmarchsl
clché of women as intate rivals.
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The scene depicts Harley and her newly
formed team directly engaging with the
challenges and physical confrontations
indtiated by their enemies.

Denotation

The characters’ expressions of enjorment
Connotation | duning the conflict sigrufy a shift from
rictimhood to actrre egency.

It suggests that, within hostile
environments, physical resistance can
function a5 a means of asserting safety
Myth and autonomy. T'hilslrepresentaﬁ.m‘.l

chellenges the traditional “damszel in
distress™ trope by portraving women as
active agents who derive empowerment
from their capacity to resist.

2.4 The Inherent Feminine Dimen-
sion

Although Harley and her companions
appear predominantly dominant and
masculine in this film, they remain female
characters who possess an inherent “soft
side” or feminine sensibility. This mul-
tidimensionality demonstrates that the
female gaze does not merely seek to rep-
licate masculine traits but rather to pres-
ent a complete emotional spectrum where
strength and vulnerability coexist.

Table 7. Semiotic Analysis of the Inherent Feminine
Dimensions in Birds of Prey

(7.A) The Domestic Act

Harley and Cassandra Cain engageina
Denotation | casual shopping excursion, browsing for
items kke 2 typical guardian and child.

It portrays 2 mundane, nurturing side of
Hacley, signifying that she retains a
Connotation | capacity for caretaking and traditional
social behavioes despite her chaotic
lifestyla.

It suggests that Harley's identity is not
fized or singular but composed of
multiple and chifting roles. Br integrating
Myth maternal 2nd domastic elements into hee
independent life, the scene challenges the
trope of the “lone cutlaw™ and reflects
the fluid construction of gendered
identity (Butler, 2002; McFobbie, 2009).

gns of Affections

Harlev affectionately kisses the cheek of
Denotation | Doc, the eldetdy shopkeeper who
provided her with food and refuge.

It reveals that Harley's aggressive persona
is 4 situational response to a hostile
Connotation | eavironment, rather than a total loss of
her emotional humanity or capacity for
gemune gratitnde.

It suggests that feminine-coded qualities
such as tenderness can coexist with

expressions of strength or violence, rather
Myth than being mutuelly exclusive. This
representation challenges binary
constructions of gender roles and reflects
the fluid and pesformative nature of
identity (Butler, 2000; Connell, 2005).

Harley is munning in distress; she is
. weeping openly with smeared, ruined
Denotation makeup 2nd a facizl expression of deep

SOLEON.

The mined makeup serves as a metaphor
for the downfall of her "tough" persona
and exposes her raw emotional state that
reflects fear and loss.

Connotation
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This scene suggests that a female
character who displays dominance or
tradittonally masculine traits remains a
complex subject with internal confhet.
Myth Within the framework of the female
gaze, emotional expression, such as tears,
13 not positioned as weakness, but as an
articulation of authentic subjectivty and
lived experience.

Discussion

This section discusses the visual se-
miotic findings presented previously, fo-
cusing on the manifestation of the gender
gaze through If We Were a Season and
Birds of Prey.

1. Socio-Cultural Influence and Ide-
ology

In general, feminine women are de-
scribed as graceful and elegant (Khansa,
2022) and often are depicted with specific
attributes, such as poise, unique skill sets,
a sophisticated fashion sense, and an ap-
proachable demeanor. Moreover, these
women are highly associated with self-hy-
giene, diligence, a high sense of empathy,
a distinct aesthetic aura, sharp intuition,
patience, and emotional sensitivity. Be-
yond physical appearance, the modern
visualization of feminine women could be
recognized from several marks, including
having the rejection of restrictive beauty
standards, a high regard for education,
freedom in career choices, gentle emo-
tional control, and a tendency to have a
large circle of female friends.

In If We Were a Season, the female pro-
tagonist is portrayed through the lens of
this traditional femininity. Through Hae-
Rim, the femininity is manifested through
a girl that is elegant, graceful, and polite,
which allows these standards to dominate
the plot. Hae-Rim radiates feminine en-
ergy as the main catalyst for the romantic
connection between the characters. Mean-
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while, Birds of Prey features female char-
acters who are crucial within the realms
of action and adventure. It showcases the
strength, independence, and courage of
women to dismantle existing patriarchal
systems. Through the heroine and her
allies, the film highlights both physical
powers and strong sisterhood.

In comparison, while Birds of Prey
challenges the gender stereotypes through
an overt female gaze that emphasizes
women’s autonomy, If We Were a Season
employs a more subtle female gaze fo-
cused on interpersonal dynamics (as seen
in Tables 1, 2, and 3). The film revolves
around the feelings, vulnerabilities, and
complexities of the female emotional ex-
perience within a more traditional soci-
ety. Moreover, the film also pivots on the
struggles and conflicts in relationships
faced by women, indicating the length
of gender roles in a social environment
that often prioritizes tradition, which still
heavily revolves around masculine patri-
archy.

The differences between the two films
are influenced by regional ideologies dic-
tating the construction of the gaze:

A. Cinematic Ideology in American
Cinema

In Birds of Prey, the “female gaze”
is used as a tool to dismantle the typical
male gaze of the superhero film genre. It
centers on individual control and libera-
tion. Visually, they are encoded through
the use of vibrant colors, female fatale
energy, and even the physical capabilities
of a woman. The heroine and her allies
are the “subjects” of their own action as a
response to reject the role of “passive ob-
jects” of the male gaze.

B. Socio-Cultural Dynamics in South
Korean Cinema

In If We Were a Season, the gender
gaze is deeply represented in a collection
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of traditional values and cultural morals.
The female gaze in this film is not mani-
fested as a direct rebellion but as an explo-
ration of emotional liberty by women. The
traditional moral structure in South Korea
acts as a signifying system that dictates
physical distance and silence over speech,
yet the plot focuses on the female expe-
rience, acknowledging females as people
with minds and will, not as objects of obe-
dience.

2. Deconstructing the Passive Object
and the Evolution of Agency

As has been mentioned before above,
the manifesting of feminine characters
through the gender gaze in cinematogra-
phy is often to position women as passive
objects (Sari, 2022). Mulvey’s concept of
the male gaze supports this claim by pin-
pointing that the female is often seen and
constructed from a masculine perspec-
tive so as to emphasize male dominance
in society (Chen, 2024). Initially, Birds
of Prey demonstrates how Harley Quinn
is framed within conventional gendered
roles, as shown in Table 4 and Table 5,
particularly through her relation to the
Joker. However, the film subverts these
stereotypes and traces her transformation
into an autonomous subject. Such por-
trayals are in line with common gender
stereotypes, where women are assigned
to have conventional roles, such as being
the romantic interest, someone who needs
saving, and merely being the supporting
characters for male heroes in films (Afifah
& Febriana, 2024). Initially, the film starts
with how Harley Quinn is being treated as
someone whose success and existence are
defined only by her relationship with the
Joker, despite her advanced educational
background and excellent combat skills.
According to Wilk (2024), these kinds of
representations often fail to capture the
real diverse living experiences and identi-
ties of women in the real world.
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However, in modern American cine-
ma, the representation and visualization
of female characters are already signifi-
cantly evolving. Nowadays, women are
being depicted as having more power and
freedom compared to their male coun-
terparts (Chen, 2024). Women’s typi-
cal traits as seen in the male gaze, such
as innocence and being submissive, are
now being reconstructed as a strategic
tactic for women to achieve certain goals,
effectively strategically utilizing men’s
masculine arrogance and their tendency
to underestimate women’s capabilities
(Mustafaj, 2023). As can be seen in Ta-
ble 6, this shift in character traits and the
manifestation of female resistance redi-
rect both physical and emotional behav-
ioral changes. This shift is often triggered
by environmental pressure that implies
women are no longer represented in the
traditional femininity, which is being gen-
tler and dependent on men, but rather as
individuals who have problem-solving
abilities and intelligence that often sur-
pass men’s. And as can be seen in Birds
of Prey, this characterization is empha-
sized directly, as the storyline focuses on
character growth, the evolution of female
traits, and the transformative power of fe-
male solidarity.

The difference between Birds of Prey
and If We Were a Season highlights the
cultural changes affected by the female
gaze. In the American context, power is
represented through the display of intel-
ligence, as women strategically leverage
both perceived vulnerability and inher-
ent strength to challenge and dismantle
patriarchal structures in modern society.
Meanwhile, South Korean cinema defines
power as being represented through in-
ternal conflict and subjectivity, where the
female character is constructed by being
able to manage her emotional surge and
struggles with the tradition. Both films
have successfully shifted the perspec-
tive of seeing a woman as ‘an object to
be looked at’ to ‘someone who feels and
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acts,’ as in line with the concept of a mod-
ernized gender gaze. The analysis of visual
semiotics of Birds of Prey and If We Were
a Season show that the female gaze is not
just about the aesthetic, but also a deep-
er understanding of a woman’s mind and
subjectivity. Whether it’s seen through
the rebellion acts, as can be seen in Birds
of Prey, or through the depth of internal
emotional strength, as can be seen in If
We Were a Season, these cinematic ex-
periences have reflected the movement of
true diversity and potential female identi-

ty.

Conclusion

This study proves that the representa-
tion of the gender gaze in modern cinema is
complex and heavily influenced by the ide-
ology from a certain culture. Furthermore,
it is evident that both American and South
Korean cinemas are increasingly engaging
with the gender gaze to be used as satire
and criticism towards the patriarchal nar-
ratives of a society. The findings in this
study also show that American cinema, as
seen in Birds of Prey, highlights the female
gaze, where the freedom and reclamation
of power of a woman are the priority rath-
er than mere objectification. In contrast
to that, the South Korean methods in If
We Were a Season mainly highlight emo-
tional growth rather than the traditional
masculine display of power. And while
the former focuses on the female gaze that
overthrows the male gaze, the latter pivots
to internal experience and interpersonal
intimacy. The semiotic model of Roland
Barthes demonstrates how cinematic
signs are more often than not embedded
with gendered meanings. These research
findings suggest that the “gaze” is a more
complex tool to define or redefine power,
identity, and other representations. By
providing a space for female subjectivity
and highlighting how women perceive the
world, contemporary cinema continues to
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evolve as a medium for critical social re-
flection and narrative reconstruction. The
present study provides a snapshot based
on films released in 2017 and 2020 but
does not address the historical evolution
of gendered visual representation over
time. Although the analysis of two films
is valuable as a case study, it has inherent
limitations in supporting broader gen-
eralizations about trends across the film
industry. Lastly, it is recommended for
future research to examine films from the
1970s onward in order to trace changes
in the gender gaze across time and across
shifting sociocultural contexts and apply
more theoretical frameworks that would
be potentially useful, such as feminist
criticism, psychoanalytic gaze theory, and
others.
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