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GENDER GAZE REPRESENTATION IN AMERICAN AND 
SOUTH KOREAN CINEMA

(A ROLAND BARTHES SEMIOTIC ANALYSIS)

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.
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Introduction
In contemporary cinema, the concept 

of the gender gaze refers to the represen-
tation of gendered perspectives and power 

relations in film, as constructed through 
the viewpoints of characters, filmmak-
ers, and implied spectators, which often 
serves as a reflection of recurring social 
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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 (Veselinović, 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 

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 (Veselinović, 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 

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-

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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Figure 1. Roland Barthes Semiotic Model

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.

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

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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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 

more awkward situation.

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

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.

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 

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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