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Abstract 

This thesis focuses on gender discourse in contemporary Hollywood adaptations of 

renowned novels. Adaptations of older texts often attempt to reconcile contemporary 

ideas of gender roles and identities with the ideologies of the past. Such adaptations 

involve themselves in a dialogue with the older narratives and try to address issues 

that were previously silenced or ignored. Through analysis of the novels Little Women 

by Louisa May Alcott and Catch-22 by Joseph Heller and their notable cinematic 

adaptations, this essay seeks to explore how gender politics was changed throughout 

the time since the originating of the entertainment industry and what messages 

regarding gender roles the media sends to the audiences through such adaptations. It 

may be difficult to find texts more dissimilar in their essence than these two novels. 

Published more than 150 years ago as a story for girls, the novel Little Women 

represents women’s world and deals with the themes of domesticity and the coming-

of-age of the four adolescent girls. It also deals with themes of sacrificing one’s 

artistic aspirations for the so called “true womanhood”. The novel was highly 

inspirational for many women around the globe and had a notable impact on many 

female intellectuals, such as writers and filmmakers. In comparison, the satirical novel 

Catch-22 was published in the second half of the 20th century and represents the harsh 

world of war which used to be considered an exclusively male domain. Among the 

themes this novel deals with are courage or lack of thereof, sacrifice, criticism of 

authorities and ideologies. Although the two novels seem to be “unrelated” at a first 

glance, there are some interesting aspects they both have in common. For instance, a 

closer examination of the novels reveals that they both deal with the construction and 

subversion of femininity and masculinity, while at the same time conforming to the 

patriarchal structure of the society. Undoubtedly, screen adaptations of these novels 

address gender issues and portray males and females from the standpoint of their own 

contemporary values, hence it can be argued that gender politics is often used by 

adapters to bring novelty to the adapted texts. Furthermore, each adaptation can also 

be seen as a subject to the technological and ideological changes in the film industry 

itself. Thus, the most recent adaptations released in the wake of the #MeToo 

movement through the representation of gender on and off the screen can both be seen 

as a reflection of the socio-cultural environment in the United States as well as the 
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reflection of the entertainment industry on itself. The framework for this paper draws 

from the various approaches proposed by adaptation theorists such a Robert Stam, 

Deborah Cartmell, Linda Hutcheon, and Simone Murray. As suggested by some of the 

scholars it is important to analyze adaptations from a sociological perspective and at 

the same time placing them in the historical context, as well as valuing them against 

the historical development of adaptation theory itself. Since the focus of the essay is 

on gender ideology it also provides a brief overview of the main development towards 

gender roles and gender expectations since they are important turning points that 

affected the film industry. Thus, adaptations which have been released in various 

periods can be seen as reflections of the changing ideologies in society, and also as 

reflections of the main critical theories in academia. However, as is demonstrated in 

the part of the essay regarding gender representation on and off the screen in the film 

industry itself, general changes in attitudes and behavior do not always get an 

immediate reflection on screen since the industry is pressured by its own conventions, 

ethic codes, and economic pressures.  
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Introduction 

There have been numerous studies dedicated to depictions of femininity and 

masculinity in the media. In particularly notable research on gender representation in 

various communication outlets, Media, Gender and Identity: An Introduction, David 

Gauntlett states that even though men and women in the developed Western countries 

have formally gained equal rights, it is not always the case in reality, and often media 

is to blame for perpetuating gender stereotypes or sending mixed messages about 

gender representation to the audiences (3). Indeed, there has been an improvement in 

female representation in film and television since the Women’s Liberation Movement 

emerged in the 1960s and many films of different genres with female leading roles 

were released in the second half of the 20th century (62). Women in modern film and 

television have opinions, agency, appear as superheroes or financially successful 

entrepreneurs, while men can be more commonly seen as sensitive, emotional and 

caring. However, this has not always been the case and up until recently, women were 

often mis- and under-represented in film and the media.   

Interestingly, both men and women had similar access and representation in 

the beginning of the film industry. This was due to numerous reasons, one of them 

being the fact that films and cinema were considered to be a lower form of art than 

literature, for example, and perhaps not to be taken too seriously. But with growing 

interest from investors and influence from various institutions, such as the Catholic 

Church, the industry took on a different form in the following decades and started to 

represent values that were more like those of the Victorian era, where it was expected 

of women to take care of households and support their husbands, rather than pursue 

education, careers or personal interests of their own. In recent decades, the film 

industry has been affected by various social rights movements, such as civil rights 

movements that emerged in the wake of WWII. One thing that remains clear is that 

the portrayal of gender roles on screen is continuously shaped by current social trends 

and norms. At the same time the representation of men and women behind the screen 

is also affected by the same social and cultural changes. It is therefore interesting to 

research what has changed in the 100 years since the beginning of the film industry 

and why it has changed the way it did. 
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Film adaptations of literary works and especially those of sustained popularity 

comprise a big number of cinematic content produced in Hollywood. Like the film 

industry as a whole, film adaptations are greatly affected by social and political 

changes. For instance, recent cinematic adaptations were heavily influenced by the 

latest equal rights movement, and a new approach to gender, identity and agency was 

presented to the audiences. It is also notable that the ratio between the men and 

women working on those adaptations has been more in correlation with equality and 

the messages they deliver. Arguably, the recent #MeToo movement has played a vital 

role in these recent changes in how gender is represented on and off the screen.  

The focus of this essay is on how various civil rights movements have 

influenced the transformation, and reinforcement, of gender and identity in film and 

television adaptations of works of sustained popularity. The two-way relationship 

between the movements and the produced cinematic content, how they affect each 

other, is explored through the analysis of various adaptations of two novels – the 

classic novel Little Women by Louisa May Alcott and the important satirical novel of 

its time Catch-22 by Joseph Heller. By analyzing these adaptations through the prism 

of gender representation, both on and behind the screen, an attempt is made to explain 

what sense the adaptations of these novels make of gender relations in a historical 

context. What seems to hold true is that recent adaptations of these narratives have in 

a way reinvented gender roles and their proper place in history, and they can even 

provide more realistic insights on historical events than their predecessors and the 

source text itself. In another sense, they can reflect modern society better than the 

historic period they describe. In order to better understand the reasons for this, it is 

necessary to take a closer look at stakeholders in the production processes of these 

adaptations. Furthermore, it is also important to explore who the audiences are and 

what their response has been to such adaptations. 

In the first chapter, the emphasis is on creative and cinematic adaptation. The 

study of creative adaptation, often regarded as an offspring of literary and film 

studies, has been extensive in recent years and various approaches have been 

employed to theorize it. The most common practice in the humanities is to look at 

creative adaptations “as process, as product, and as reception” (Corrigan 1). Some 

prominent scholars in adaptation studies, such as Linda Hutcheon and Julie Sanders, 

when discussing adaptation in terms of process – product – reception, apply the 
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concept of intertextuality1 – a term coined by literary critic and semiotician Julia 

Kristeva (Hutcheon 21 - 22; Sanders 2). In adaptation studies “intertext” means the 

involvement of the adapted and the adapting texts in some form of dialogue. Julie 

Sanders explains that when it comes to narratives of the past and their literary or 

cinematic adaptations, this intertextual dialogue often involves critical commentary of 

the adapting text on its master narrative (Sanders 128- 129). Who gets the voice and 

foreground in such adaptations often depends on the socio-cultural movements of the 

particular era when the adaptation takes place (129). While some adaptation theorists 

apply literary and cultural theories in their adaptation studies, some scholars, such as 

Simone Murray, suggest in addition to textual analysis any adaptation needs to be 

looked at sociologically. Murray argues that it is crucial to look at the “material 

phenomenon” of adaptation since it is “produced by a system of institutional interests 

and actors” (Murray 10).  

The second chapter of the essay examines gender from a sociological 

perspective, while the third chapter focuses on the portrayal of gender roles in media 

and how they developed in the film industry and on television. By drawing upon the 

works of different scholars in the field of adaptation studies, this essay explores how 

various socio-cultural movements (such as the three different waves of the feminist 

movement, for instance) have influenced the construction of gender and identity in 

film and television adaptations of literature. Considering that literature and film can 

be perceived as products that both influence and are influenced by the socio-cultural 

environments of each particular epoch, it is also worth looking at how the producers 

of these culture dependent products shape these environments while simultaneously 

being affected by them Finally, chapter four analyzes in detail the screen adaptations 

of the novels Little Women and Catch-22 in order to exemplify the development of 

gender representation in the film and television industry.  

 
1 Kristeva defined her term intertextuality (intertextualité) as “the process by which any text is ‘a 

permutation of texts’”; in the broad sense this term refers to the ongoing dialogue or relationship 

between texts (Sanders 2). 
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1 Adaptation Studies and Screen Adaptations 

In recent years there has been an increasing interest in adaptation studies in the 

humanities, indicated by a growing body of literature and academic publications that 

revolve around the phenomenon of creative adaptation (Elliott 1). One of the most 

cited monographs in adaptation studies, A Theory of Adaptation, by the highly 

influential scholar in the field Linda Hutcheon, begins: “Adaptations are everywhere 

today: on the television and movie screen, on the musical and dramatic stage, on the 

Internet, in novels and comic books, in your nearest theme park and video arcade” 

(Hutcheon 2). Take, for example, the high-grossing Marvel and DC superhero films 

which are adapted from comics, or the numerous films adapted from video games and 

vice versa, or the incredible variety of TV series on streaming platforms – such as 

Netflix, Hulu, or Disney+ – the majority of which are based on literary sources or 

real-life events. Indeed, to repeat Hutcheon’s words, adaptations are everywhere, and 

their number grows exponentially with every coming year. Film and television 

adaptations, especially of well-known texts, usually attract considerable attention 

from audiences and critics. With descriptions like, “good, bad, true to the spirit, 

addressing zeitgeist, altered beyond recognition, worse/better than the book” – 

adaptations are often judged by their proximity to the adapted texts, at least by the 

audience familiar with the source text. However, regardless of how such reviews 

might help general audiences choose “based on the book” cinematic content to their 

liking, they do not explain the phenomenon of adaptation. Therefore, it can be useful 

to look at how academia discusses and defines adaptation.  

1.1 Definitions 

In general terms “adaptation” is defined as “the process of changing to suit different 

conditions” or a product made “to suit different environment”. 2 In the article 

“Defining Adaptation”, a leading scholar in adaptation studies, Timothy Corrigan, 

highlights that despite the omnipresence of adaptation in a variety of fields, “the most 

prominent and common understandings … today usually refer to film, media, and 

related artistic practices” (6). Corrigan’s claim can easily be demonstrated by an 

alternative dictionary definition that describes adaptation as 

 
2 Cambridge Dictionary 
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“a film or television programme that is based on a book or play”.3 There are at least 

two reasons why this is the case. First, it is clear that cinema has been highly 

influenced by literature and that many films and television series have been inspired 

by popular literary texts. Second, for a long period of time academic publications 

dedicated to adaptation studies were focused solely on cinematic adaptations of 

renowned novels. 

1.1.1. Film and Television Adaptations 

Ever since the early beginnings of the film industry, a significant number of literary 

works has been and continues to be adapted to the screen. There have been various 

motivations for cinematographers to turn to literature when creating a film. For 

example, there might have been a financial interest to adapt a popular work, or the 

desire to bring literature to the masses, a wish to enrich the filmmakers’ cultural 

capital by adapting celebrated classic novels, or, as in times of the Hollywood 

Production Code era, an attempt to avoid problems with censorship by adapting 

ideologically safe texts. However different the reasons that prompt filmmakers to seek 

raw material for their films in literary sources, there is no doubt, that literature has 

become a tremendous source of inspiration for a plentitude of screen adaptations.  

It may also be argued that adaptations occupy a special niche in cinema and on 

television. For instance, a very high proportion of award-winning feature films and 

television series are based on literature (Hutcheon 4; Cartmell, et al. 4). The Academy 

Awards, undoubtedly the most famous awards in the entertainment industry (better 

known as the Oscars), are a good example. The Oscars have a distinct category for the 

Best Adapted Screenplay, thus differentiating between adapted works and other films 

(Cartmell, et al. 4). Many other awards have similar categories dedicated to 

adaptations. For example, The British Academy Film Awards (BAFTA) and the 

Writers Guild of America Awards hold ceremonies annually and accolade outstanding 

works in film, television, and computer games. In a similar manner as the Oscars, 

these awards have their own distinct categories for the best-adapted screenplays. 

Another indication that adaptations form a separate category can be found on the 

world-leading streaming platform – Netflix. On Netflix, films and TV adaptations are 

marked with a tag “based on Books”. Similar tags that are used to simplify the search 

 
3 Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English 

https://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/film
https://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/television
https://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/programme
https://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/base
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can also be found on other streaming platforms such as Hulu and Amazon Prime 

Video. The number of movies and series with such a tag is striking in its volume and 

seems to indicate a steady demand for such material from its viewers.  

1.1.2 Adaptations Studies in Literature and Film Departments 

As described earlier, cinematic adaptations, especially those of classic literature, also 

occupy scholars’ minds and often represent a central point of discussion. This is 

especially evident when looking at a large number of monographs and edited 

collections related to adaptations released in the last few decades. Besides the obvious 

word “adaptation”, titles of such publications usually contain words associated with 

“cinema” and “literature”. Needless to say, many of these works usually circulate in 

adaptation studies and are often cited in publications connected to the discipline. 

Among these texts are the influential work Novels Into Film by George Bluestone; an 

extensive overview of the historical development in adaptations studies Film and 

Literature: An Introduction and Reader by Timothy Corrigan; the introduction of 

structuralist methodology to analyze adaptation by Brian McFarlane in his book Novel 

to Film: An Introduction to the Theory of Adaptation; the examination of the 

boundaries between the two mediums in Classics in Film and Fiction edited by 

Deborah Cartmell et al.; or a new approach to theorize the notion of adaptation in 

Rethinking the Novel/Film Debate by Kamilla Elliott.  

Since many academic works focus entirely on cinematic adaptations of literary 

texts and are preoccupied with the word-to-image transfer, it is not surprising that 

adaptation studies have been viewed as a part of literature and/or film departments for 

a long time (Murray 1; Elliott 576). Having said that, Kamilla Elliott notes however, 

that for a long period of time adaptation studies were marginalized by both of these 

departments (Elliott 21). Elliott explains that long before cinematic adaptations came 

into existence, stage adaptations of literature were more than often deemed bad, and 

the firm belief was formed that a good adaptation of literature cannot exist, merely 

because it violates and always will violate the original source (18). A similar attitude 

was carried over to the newly formed medium of cinema. The proponents of literature 

as a “high art” disdained film adaptations of novels and plays, casting them as 

something secondary, derivative and even “parasitic,” hence not worthy of much 

discussion (Hutcheon 3). As Thomas Leitch accurately notes in his essay “Twelve 

Fallacies in Contemporary Adaptation Theory” such a snobbish attitude to an 
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emerging medium is nothing new in the representational art world, “especially if 

economic power is at stake” (Leitch 155). In academia this attitude can also be 

explained by the fact that until the 1960s the liberal humanist approach to literature 

dominated English departments (Barry 19-22). With close reading of the texts in 

isolation, without regard to any other texts and social, cultural, political or historical 

contexts, such secondary materials as cinematic adaptations were not taken into 

consideration and were often neglected by literary studies. At the same time fledgling 

film studies were preoccupied with finding their own position in academia. Even 

though film departments were established in academia on the grounds of studying 

films “as adaptations of literary works,” the studies were focused on the issues of 

authorial agency and were fighting for the recognition of film as an “independent art 

form” rather than entertainment (Leitch 149; Murray 5; Elliott 21; Corrigan 29). 

Naturally, film scholars eschewed to consider the subject of their study as something 

secondary or inferior, and instead of examining connections between literary and 

cinematic texts and treating cinematic adaptations as adaptations, they often analyzed 

them as independent films. As a result of such attitudes the study of adaptation was 

often pushed to the margins by both schools (Elliott 21).  

1.2 Adaptation Studies: Theorization 

An expanding corpus of literature and academic publications has examined the 

phenomenon of creative adaptation and various approaches to its theorization have 

been proposed. In his article “Defining Adaptation,” Timothy Corrigan provides an 

overview of the main turning points in the development of adaptation studies. He 

explains that definitions of creative adaptation were constantly changing throughout 

the twentieth century and mostly revolved around the notions of fidelity and 

authorship. Thus, a rich vocabulary describing adaptation has been formed – 

“infidelity,” “deformation,” “transformation,” “refraction,” “borrowing,” stealing,” 

“travesty,” “homage,” “variation,” “interpretation,” and the list goes on (Corrigan 8-

12; Sanders 5; Stam 54). 

Most scholars note the role of Novels into Film by George Bluestone, saying 

that this publication set a new course for the development of adaptation studies 

(Corrigan 197; Leitch 149; Murray 5-6; Elliott 18). Published in 1957, this seminal 

work focused on the connection between film and literature, or to be precise, on the 
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differences between ‘modes of consciousness’ that are present in literature and film 

(Corrigan 197). For instance, in Novels into Film, Bluestone looks at temporality and 

spatiality, and how they are represented in novels and cinema. Although Bluestone’s 

work offers specific categorizations and takes into account the social and material side 

of adaptations, it nevertheless calls for a clear division between literary and film 

studies of adaptation, in a way equalizing both mediums’ importance and rejecting the 

idea of fidelity of adaptation to its source text (Murray 5-6; Corrigan 29-30; Elliott 

18-19). The next milestone identified by adaptation researchers is usually associated 

with the introduction of the ideas of structuralism, post-structuralism, and narratology 

into the humanities. For instance, Timothy Corrigan highlights that precisely because 

of these theories adaptations studies were first pushed to the margins between the 

1960s and the 1970s, but later gained more academic attention (Corrigan 30). At the 

same time, Simone Murray argues that under the aegis of structuralism and 

narratology, textual analysis practiced in literary departments has become the main 

approach to studying all adaptations (Murray 6). In later decades new theoretical 

approaches that borrow principles from postcolonialism, feminism, postmodernism, 

cultural studies, and sociology were brought to the field. Thus, in the 1980s, Andrew 

Dudley suggested the approach of examining adaptation sociologically (Elliott 577). 

In the late 1990s, Deborah Cartmell and Imelda Whelehan introduced “left-wing 

politics and popular culture” into adaptation studies (577-578). In their later 

publications, instead of looking at the adaptations in their entirety, Deborah Cartmell 

and Imelda Whelehan take a narrower approach and focus on studying “literature on 

screen”. In their introductory remarks to The Cambridge Companion to Literature on 

Screen, they suggest looking at certain aspects when analyzing cinematic adaptations 

of literary texts (4). For instance, they argue that it is vital to take into consideration 

the cultural and historical context in which adaptations occur, as well as looking at 

adaptations along the lines of the history of adaptation itself (4). Another important 

point in their opinion is the examination of “production values, technological changes, 

commercial considerations – in short, the film and television industries themselves” 

(4). In the 2000s, Linda Hutcheon proposed a new eclectic approach to understanding 

adaptation, from a postmodern perspective. Deriving her ideas from a broad range of 

methodologies, Hutcheon attempts to analyze all the dimensions of adaptation by 
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answering questions about who the adapters are, why they adapt, how audiences react 

to adaptations, in what contexts adaptations appear, and in what forms.  

Analyzing page-to-screen adaptations along the lines of fidelity and 

authorship, scholars in different decades were proposing various distinct categories. 

For instance, in the 1980s Dudley Andrew proposed to study three different modes of 

adaptation, namely “borrowing”, “intersecting”, and “transforming” (Leitch 64; 

Corrigan 30-31). Later in the 1990s, Deborah Cartmell suggested three broad 

categories – “transpositions,” “commentaries,” and “analogues” (Corrigan 30-31; 

Sanders 25). Kamilla Elliott presented a new rationale for adaptation based on six 

concepts, more specifically “the psychic,” “the ventriloquist,” “the genetic,” “the 

de(re)composing,” “the incarnational,” and “the trumping” concepts (Leitch 64). Julie 

Sanders in her book Adaptation and Appropriation offered to make a distinction 

between adaptations and appropriations. Although all these proposed systematizations 

might seem like useful tools for analyzing adapted cinematic works, adaptations often 

do not behave so unambiguously, wandering between all categories and taking on 

different features of one or the other.  

After tracing more than a century of adaptation research, and explaining how 

various aesthetic formal, structuralist, post-structuralist, cultural, sociological, and 

other theories affected the field, Corrigan comes to the conclusion that a sole and 

proper definition of adaptation in academia does not exist: “[B]ecause its activities 

and perspectives continue to evolve rapidly, there cannot be any single or stable 

definition of adaptation” (Corrigan 34). He points out that although scholars have 

different methods in analyzing the phenomenon of adaptation, throughout history, the 

approach was formed to look at it through a “tripartite framework” or in terms of 

“product, process and reception” (23). Perhaps the best description in these terms 

comes from Linda Hutcheon, who defines adaptation as:  

• An acknowledged transposition of a recognizable other work or works 

• A creative and an interpretive act of appropriation/salvaging 

• An extended intertextual engagement with the adapted work. (8) 

Providing such a description of adaptation, Hutcheon argues that adaptations should 

be treated as creative works that exist in their own right, and not in terms of their 

faithfulness to the source (6-9). 
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1.2.1 Proverbial Fidelity and Intertextual Dialogism 

It is worth emphasizing that many scholars in adaptation studies build their arguments 

on the rejection of fidelity criticism (Murray 5). In her article “Materializing 

Adaptation Theory: The Adaptation Industry,” Simone Murray points out that in the 

last few decades the scholars’ wrestle with faithfulness to the source had become the 

most common approach in humanities. Analyzing the vast scope of academic 

publications dating back to the 1950s, Murray observes that although fidelity criticism 

remains the prerogative of film critics and movie-goers, no scholars have really 

advocated for it for a long time (6). She explains that the rejection of fidelity criticism 

was a necessary approach for the pioneers of adaptation studies in order to establish 

this discipline in academia; however, nowadays this battle seems unnecessary, and, as 

she suggests, it “has ossified into habitual gesture, devoid of any real intellectual 

challenge” (5-6). Murray argues that the procedure stemming from the rejection of 

faithfulness to the source ultimately focuses on comparative analysis of the original 

and adapted texts, limits the possibility of innovative approaches to the study of 

adaptation, represents an endpoint in itself, and, therefore, is not productive (4-6). At 

the same time, Murray acknowledges that although many scholars use fidelity as an 

axis in their arguments, new approaches borrowed from various theories such as 

structuralism, poststructuralism, feminism, postmodernism and others were 

introduced into adaptation studies and allowed consideration of not only the textual 

aspects of adaptation but also allowed it to be looked at through the prism of its socio-

cultural context (6).   

Perhaps the most notable example of the argument built on fidelity rejection is 

the work of a prolific film theorist – Robert Stam. According to Timothy Corrigan, 

Stam’s study “Beyond Fidelity: The Dialogics of Adaptation” influenced new 

approaches in analyzing adaptation and situated it “in historical and cultural” 

contexts, as well as it opened a discussion on “intertextual dialogism” (9). Although 

Murray criticizes Stam’s fidelity argument in this case, she nonetheless acknowledges 

his contribution to the field: 

fidelity criticism was deemed not only a woefully blunt instrument with which 

to examine adaptations, but willful infidelity was in fact the very point: 

adaptations interrogated the political and ideological underpinnings of their 

source texts, translating works across cultural, gender, racial, and sexual 
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boundaries to secure cultural space for marginalized discourses. This post-

structuralist reconceptualization of adaptation as critique – which Stam terms 

“intertextual dialogism” and Hutcheon dubs “transculturation” – borrows 

from Bakhtin and Kristeva to posit culture as a vast web of references and 

tropes ripe for appropriating, disassembling, and rearranging. (Murray 6) 

Stam’s work that introduced Bakhtinian dialogism and Kristeva’s intertextuality into 

the discussion of adaptation initiated a major shift in the field.  Interestingly enough, 

as Thomas Leitch notes, most of the scholars in adaptation studies started to use this 

concept, not in a pure Bakhtinian, Kristeva’s, or Genette’s sense (who did not discuss 

adaptation in their research) but exactly through Robert Stam’s reinterpretation 

(Leitch 4). In “Beyond Fidelity”, Stam looks at the Bakhtinian understanding of 

“literature as a cultural phenomenon” and extends this conception to the cinema (Stam 

64). He explains that the idea of intertextual dialogism: 

refers to the infinite and open-ended possibilities generated by all the 

discursive practices of a culture, the entire matrix of communicative utterances 

within which the artistic text is situated, which reach the text not only through 

recognizable influences, but also through a subtle process of dissemination. 

(64) 

Stam also bases his analytical approach to adaptation on the notion of transtextuality 

proposed by Gérard Genette, a key figure in the study of narratology. In Genette’s 

opinion, transtextuality can be described as all the implicit and explicit connections of 

one text to other texts and is a more inclusive term than Kristeva’s notion of 

intertextuality (Stam 65). Analyzing various adaptations in terms of their transtextual 

relationships with other texts, Stam concludes that adaptations, and especially 

cinematic ones, are often involved in “the ongoing whirl of intertextual reference and 

transformation, of texts generating other texts in an endless process of recycling, 

transformation, and transmutation, with no clear point of origin” (66). Thus, by 

bringing the concept of intertextual dialogism, Robert Stam suggests that adaptation 

does not represent a mere revival of an existing text but rather “a turn in an ongoing 

dialogical process” (64). 

Such a shift in the “dialogical process” often manifests in what Julie Sanders 

calls “political acts” (Stam 64; Sanders 123). Sanders elaborates that when 

adaptations represent “political acts” they are often involved not only in the 
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reinterpretation of their sources but in “writing back” or rewriting their precursor texts 

from a contemporary political, social, cultural or ideological perspective (126-129). 

Robert Stam uses the term “revisionist” for this type of adaptations and argues that 

they serve as “ideological barometers” of social and cultural shifts (Stam 247). He 

provides several examples of modern film adaptations based on works of writers such 

as William Shakespeare, Jane Austen, and Gustave Flaubert. Stam explores how these 

cinematic works subvert the meaning of their canonized sources or fill the gaps in 

history by giving voice to previously silenced or marginalized concerns. Furthermore, 

he emphasizes that adaptations, especially of older texts, “inevitably translate the 

competing languages and discourses typical of the past of the source text into 

competing languages and discourses typical of the present of the adaptation” (247). 

As similarly observed by Heidi Kaye and Imelda Whelehan, “[A]daptations of 

classics can reveal as much about the concerns of their own time as they can about 

those of the original text” (Cartmell, et al. 4). Considering these statements, it is 

possible to reach the conclusion that all adaptations of classic literature released in a 

particular period would reflect the same socio-cultural values. However, as Stam 

elaborates on revisionism in the adaptation industry, adaptations do not have 

“predetermined political valence” and can ponder on independence and gender 

equality as well as “reinscribe nostalgia for empire and patriarchy” (Stam 247).  

1.2.2 Criticism of the Theorization 

Since adaptations are “as likely to support political conservatism as left-wing identity 

politics, as prone to valorize high art as low, as resistant to poststructuralist semiotics 

as to medium specificity, as likely to engage fidelity as infidelity to theories,” Kamilla 

Elliott refers to them as “theoretically promiscuous” and in that regard she criticizes 

the humanities’ approaches to theorizing adaptation (Elliott 22). She explains that the 

current problem in the adaptation field is not the impossibility to reconcile conflicting 

theories such as structuralism and postmodernism, for example, but rather that these 

theories have already cluttered the sphere to the extent that they create a real 

obstruction to innovative approaches (Elliott 22; Elliott 588). In the same way as 

Simone Murray, she also finds that the fidelity/infidelity dichotomy, which unites 

most of the scholars of polarized schools yet sets certain limitations in which 

adaptation is examined, present a big obstacle in the studies (588). With every coming 

decade, new theories and methodologies are being applied in attempts to understand 
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creative adaptation. Elliott argues that instead of stockpiling new theories to 

adaptation research, a reconsideration of approaches to theorizing adaptation in 

general and perhaps the creation of “hybrid methodologies” is needed (Elliott 588). In 

her opinion adaptation and theorization are themselves competing notions and 

therefore adaptation is not so easily subjugated by the theory (19). Thomas Leitch 

agrees with Elliott that new approaches are needed in the field; however, instead of 

hybrid methodologies he proposes that scholars need to change their “attitudes toward 

theories” and ask questions that will raise constructive debates about adaptation 

(Leitch 702). It is worth noting that Leitch also raises many interesting questions in 

his writings and invites new ways of looking at the theory.  

One of the most well-known critics of the humanities’ methodology in 

theorizing adaption is Simone Murray. In her works she mostly criticizes the use of 

comparative textual analysis when it comes to adaptation studies and as an alternative, 

she suggests scrutiny of the material side of adaptation. In her earlier publications, 

Murray calls for understanding adaptation “sociologically” (Murray 10). She explores 

how examining the political economy, cultural theory, and history of a book might 

increase our understanding of the phenomenon. It is worth noting that Kamilla Elliott 

in turn criticizes Murray’s approach here, explaining that textual analysis and close 

reading is “intrinsic” to the humanities and cannot be easily replaced by sociological 

or economical approaches (581). In her later publications of the same essay, Murray 

proposes to study adaptations not just sociologically, but “economically and 

institutionally” (Murray 16). She suggests that along with the tripartite framework 

discussed earlier in this paper, these additional approaches can help to create a hybrid 

methodology in adaptation studies (16). She argues that it is important to analyze 

adaptation as a product, yet also important to understand who exactly produces and 

consumes cinematic adaptations since many of them are produced by the industry 

whose main object is not art for the sake of art but for financial profits (Murray 10). 

Thus, it can be helpful to carefully consider who actually produces the narratives, in 

what environment they were put forward and what political and cultural trends were 

the driving factors behind them. 
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1.3 Screening Classic and Popular Literature 

According to Simone Murray, the adaptation industry represents a “system of 

institutional players and actors” (10). In that regard, any film adaptation can be seen 

as a product, filmmakers as those who produce the product, and the audience can be 

seen as consumers. Murray also adds book writers, editors, distributors, and others in 

the publishing industry into this equation (12). Financial concerns are crucial in the 

publishing of new books as well as in the republication of the older texts, thus taking 

this into consideration, it does make sense to consider the business aspects of book 

publishing when analyzing cinematic adaptations. At the same time, as Thomas Leitch 

suggests, both filmic and written texts are always the subjects to contextual pressures 

(Leitch 69). Therefore, it is important for example to understand how cinematic 

adaptations come to be and it is crucial to look at what motivates producers to adapt a 

classic work in the first place. Is the financial incentive perhaps the most important 

motivation? If so, what are the strategies used to sell a product? Who are the 

audiences of these adaptations, and why do they consume this adapted content? 

1.3.1 Financial Incentive 

In their discussion on film as art, Bordwell et al., emphasize that nowadays, “no art 

floats free from economic ties,” and filmmaking is no different in that regard, 

considering that it is always a costly and time-consuming process (4). Bordwell et al., 

explain that most of the films are profit-oriented in one way or another - be that 

financial success at the box office or future job opportunities for those involved in the 

process, for instance actors, cinematographers, directors or other members of the crew 

(4). By taking the economic incentive into account, it is possible to say that classic 

literature is an inexhaustible source of inspiration for filmmakers and also presents an 

infinite source of profit for the entertainment industry.  

Although scholars point to various reasons for classic literature appearing on 

the screen, a lot of them can be tied to the adaptation’s economic dimension. For 

instance, Timothy Corrigan observes that it was less risky for filmmakers to adapt 

“respected literature” during the censorship era in Hollywood, and therefore numerous 

titles of classic literature moved from bookshelves to the silver screen (29). In order to 

receive a certificate of approval from the Motion Picture Association of America and 

to be able to screen the film in theatres, the film directors had to follow certain rules 
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laid out by the Production Code. If the commission of approval had any complaints 

about the script, it was quite costly to make changes to an already finished picture. 

Needless to say, it could be financially disastrous if a certificate of approval was 

denied, and it could deprive a film of the opportunity to be screened in the theatres. 

Linda Hutcheon provides another reason, explaining that the filmmakers often rely on 

economic ‘tried and trusted’ safe bets when basing their films on classics (5). Robert 

Stam notes that many classic works are in the public domain, and there are no legal 

constraints when it comes to copyright issues and, as a result, less money is spent in 

obtaining certain copyrights or paying fines for copyright infringements (241-242). 

Other scholars suggest that adaptations of classics have long been regarded as “high-

prestige enterprises” (Cartmell, et al. 2). Although the latter observation does not have 

an immediate connection to the economic incentive, it can nonetheless help some 

filmmakers to gain status, fame, or future job-related opportunities. Linda Hutcheon 

refers to this incentive as the way for filmmakers to “increase cultural capital” and 

“gain respectability,” because for a long period of time literature has been regarded as 

high art as opposed to cinema which for many decades was defined as entertainment 

(91-92).  

1.3.2 Audiences and Strategies 

Hutcheon observes that adapters are often driven by “the pedagogical impulse” when 

adapting respectable or classical literature (Hutcheon 91-92). In that case, adaptation 

does not only increase their cultural capital but also carries an educational function 

since one of the largest parts of consumers of classic literature on screen is teachers 

and students (92). At the same time, when looking at high-budget film- and television 

adaptations of canonical works that have been released in the last decade, it becomes 

evident that it is not only the academic community which consumes such material. 

For instance, adaptations such as Alice in Wonderland (2010), Anna Karenina (2012), 

The Great Gatsby (2013), In the Heart of the Sea (2015), Anne with an E (2017-

2019), The Call of the Wild (2020), and Emma.(2020) that are produced, written or 

directed by famous filmmakers, and are starring big actors on the rise or in the peak of 

their career, also attract the admirers of these celebrities’ oeuvre (in this sense fans 

can be a part of the academic community, although this is not always the case). 

Hence, the involvement of big names in projects that adapt classics to screen can be 

seen as one of the strategies to sell the material to broader audiences.   
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In her book A Theory of Adaptation in the chapter “How?” Hutcheon explains 

that there are two categories of audiences – known and unknown (Hutcheon 120). 

Arguably teachers and students can be classified in the former category, while fan 

bases of filmmakers and/or actors sometimes consist of both. If the first category, in 

Hutcheon’s opinion, enjoys adaptation through intertextual engagement, the second 

category might encounter the adapted work without being familiar with its source 

(120-121). However, it is worth noting that, when the classic or a popular narrative is 

being adapted it might nevertheless be familiar to the unknown audiences through ‘a 

generally circulated cultural memory’ (Ellis qtd. in Hutcheon 2013).   

When pondering the pleasure of consuming adaptations, Hutcheon suggests 

that for the knowing audiences, it usually is in an intertwinement of the familiar and 

cherished narrative with its novelization (Hutcheon 114). Novelization in that sense 

might not only be the additions or changes in plot twists but can also be seen in the 

input or even in the appearance of an actor portraying a particular character. Consider, 

for instance, Jo March’s character from Little Women in different years portrayed by 

Katharine Hepburn, June Allyson, Winona Ryder, Maya Hawke, or Saoirse Ronan. It 

is not only the acting, but also the unique features, mimics or movements of each 

actress that contribute to the creation of the different/novel version of Jo.  

To sell adaptations to different audiences, various strategies are used in the 

film industry. In many cases, adaptations of classics do not merely replicate their 

source but bring something new to the story to make it more suitable to a new 

environment or more relevant for the present day. Often following current political 

and social trends, adaptations of classics serve as critical commentaries on their 

source texts or, as Robert Stam well described it, become “ideological barometers” of 

socio-cultural transformations (Stam 247). Thus, a reflection of the new social or 

historical context can be seen as one of the strategies to sell older narratives of 

canonical works to modern audiences. Arguably, if the adaptation industry is 

examined throughout the history of cinema and television, one of the most used 

approaches to update material is the portrayal of different trends in the development 

of gender relationships. For instance, in the book, Sex and Sexuality in Modern Screen 

Remakes, Lauren Rosewarne argues that revised attitudes towards sex and sexuality 

can be used as a powerful tool to modernize older content and make it more appealing 

to the newer consumers of the material (Rosewarne 7-8):  
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By focusing on remakes, examples of the same story being told with new 

sexual additions (or, occasionally, sexual subtractions), provides fascinating 

insight into political and cultural change and illustrates how sex – in the 

broadest sense – is frequently used to sell old films to new audiences (7-8).  

Although she examines remakes rather than adaptations, her study is relevant to this 

paper since, by screen remakes, she refers to any cinematic material that has been 

recycled. Rosewarne states that: “The idea of material being made again – and again 

on occasions – provides useful change-over-time information about media production 

and, more specifically, the ever-evolving role of sex both in society and as depicted 

on screen” (8). She focuses on the role of sex in its broadest sense in her research; 

however, the essay aims to explore gender and gender roles’ development in screen 

adaptations; therefore, before proceeding to the discussion of the reinvented gender 

roles and gender representation in film in general and in adaptation, in particular, it is 

worth looking at the sociological perspectives of gender. 

This chapter has given an account of theoretical approaches to adaptation. To 

summarize what has been written above, adaptation is one of the forms that connects 

film and literature. In the present environment, with all the fluidity and the 

contamination of forms, multiple texts are drawn into an intertextual relationship. 

Scholars suggest various approaches to analyzing adaptations, and by adopting some 

of the methods, such as those proposed by Deborah Cartmell, Imelda Whelehan, 

Linda Hutcheon, Robert Stam, and Thomas Leitch, the final chapter of this essay 

mainly focuses on two narratives and their cinematic adaptations released in different 

epochs – Little Women and Catch-22.  

These two texts have been adapted several times, and arguably gender 

representation is one of the major tools used to present these texts differently to the 

audience. It is worth mentioning that the release of film adaptations of these texts 

corresponded with the major social, political, and cultural changes in the country that 

have affected the film and television industry in the United States. Therefore, there is 

a discussion on the historical context in which the adaptations occurred and how the 

cinematic industry has adapted to these changes.  

How has gender developed throughout history, and how has it affected the 

representation of men and women on the screen? As it turns out, gender portrayal can 

be seen as a common denominator in many adaptations that have been released in a 
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particular period. Although adaptations have been described as “theoretically 

promiscuous”, it still holds true that mainstream adaptations frequently follow 

patterns of current trends in the society and are in themselves reflections of it – even 

though the narrative itself originated in a different epoch (Elliott 22).  

Before exploring the novels, Little Women and Catch-22, and multiple 

adaptations that they inspired in more detail, the following chapter looks closer at 

gender development in society and its reflection in media. By doing so, an attempt is 

made to provide layers of historical-cultural context and explore how television and 

films have affected gender, with an emphasis on how it is portrayed and transferred to 

the adaptation industry. 

 



 

 

 22 

 

 

2 Sociological Perspectives on Gender 

Many films and television series portray gender issues in one way or another, even 

those that are not specifically meant to focus on gender. Once human beings become 

the subject of cinematic content, it seems inevitable that some attitudes towards 

gender and gender roles will be reflected in the work. Furthermore, it can be difficult 

to give depth to characters without taking gender into consideration since it is an 

important aspect of the characters’ identity and influences their choices, behavior, and 

interaction with others. In this regard, it is interesting to contemplate what kind of 

messages audiences receive from cinemas, television sets, notebooks, or smartphones. 

The question remains to what extent these messages impact people’s perception and 

understanding of gender, gender roles, and human interactions in societies. 

Nowadays, media, and especially film and television series, are an inalienable 

part of the consumer world, and they are considered important agents of socialization 

that shape our understanding of gender, femininity, masculinity, and gender roles as 

such (Lindsey 501). While the media can serve as a powerful engine of progress in 

societies, it is at the same time often blamed for perpetuating stereotypes in gender 

roles. For instance, in portrayals of working people in film and television series, 

females were for a long time mostly depicted as staying at home or being incompetent 

workers if they had a job, while males were more often portrayed at work and as 

professionals. At the same time the ratio of the leading characters was, and still is, 

uneven between males and females, and thus one part of society was and still 

continues to be underrepresented. 

Undoubtedly the portrayal of men and women on screen has changed 

significantly since the beginning of the film and television industry. This shift in the 

portrayal of gender is most certainly linked to the various social changes that have 

occurred in the last 100 years. For instance, with its strong efforts to fight for equality, 

the Women’s Liberation movement has contributed to the progress. These changes 

become evident to us when tracing the main trends in the depiction of gender 

throughout the history of the film and TV industry in the United States. The 

production of cinematic adaptations has become a significant part of the major 

entertainment industry and can on its own serve as a good indicator of changes when 

the same narrative is recycled and updated in accordance with new norms and values 
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in different decades. However, despite these gradual changes have materialized on 

screen in the last few decades, it could arguably be questioned whether Western 

society has truly achieved gender equality on and behind the screen. There is also 

some indication that gender inequality is still as prevalent in films as it was decades 

ago. To understand the current situation, it is therefore necessary to identify the trends 

in depicting females and males on screen today. This chapter considers sociological 

perspectives on gender and how the adaptation industry represents one of the agents 

of socialization, which both affect and shape our conceptualization of gender.  

2.1 Gender, Sex and Gender Roles 

Sociologists describe both sex and gender as statuses that determine the position of a 

person within society. In her book Gender: Sociological Perspectives, Linda L. 

Lindsey explains that there are many statuses that each person “acquires” throughout 

life; some of these statuses like sex are ascribed to us by birth, while others like 

gender we achieve by learning (Lindsey 4-5). Combined, the acquired statuses form 

“status sets”, which influence the position of a person within larger systems of social 

hierarchies (5). Each status also implies that a person is expected to behave in 

accordance with established social norms in a variety of situations, or in other words, 

to perform a social “role” that is attached to the status, be that gender, sex, social or 

economic class, ethnicity, profession or other statuses (5).  

Lindsey explains that sociologists do not look at roles associated with the 

statuses of sex and gender separately. Instead, “gender roles” are defined in sociology 

as “the expected attitudes and behaviors a society associates with each sex”, which in 

turn “places gender in socio-cultural context” (7). Sex as a status is determined by 

biological traits and distinguishes between females and males, and the status of gender 

is concerned with “social-cultural and psychological” aspects that distinguish between 

femininity and masculinity (7). 

Lindsey states that “the statuses and roles ... allow people to organize their 

lives in consistent, predictable ways,” which is beneficial for unobstructed social 

interaction (5). However, when the social norms that govern our behavior are “too 

rigid and narrowly defined,” it might lead to the formation of “stereotypes – 

oversimplified beliefs that people who occupy given statuses share traits in common” 

(5). Although stereotypes serve as shortcuts of what can be expected of a particular 
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group or a person and can therefore be helpful to human beings in navigating the 

world in any given situation, stereotypes can also lead to prejudiced attitudes and 

discriminatory behaviors: 

The statuses of male and female are routinely stereotyped according to traits 

assumed to be biologically based. Women are stereotyped as erratic and 

unreliable because of uncontrollable raging hormones that fuel emotional 

outbursts. Assigning these negative stereotypes results in sexism, the belief 

that the status of female is inferior to the status of male. Compared to males, 

for example, females occupy statuses associated with less power, less prestige, 

and less pay in the workplace or no pay for work in the home. (Lindsey 5-6) 

It is worth noting that the prejudice manifested in sexism causes discriminatory 

behavior not only towards women who are seen as “inferior” to men but also towards 

men themselves. For instance, this can be seen in the attitude towards men who 

exhibit traits that were considered to be “feminine” in the past or men involved in jobs 

that are or were thought to be “feminine.”   

In this regard, it could be worth considering two important issues. The first one would 

be focusing on what kind of gender behaviors are expected from men and women, and 

why traditional gender roles are the way they are. Secondly, it is crucial to look at the 

concepts of masculinity and femininity and how we actually understand them. A good 

place to start is to examine the so-called “nature versus nurture” debate (Lindsey 39).  

2.2 Nature and/or Nurture Debate 

Sexist views often stem from biological determinism, according to which the behavior 

of men and women and their position in the social hierarchy is predetermined by 

biological sexual differences rather than by the environment or culture. In other 

words, essentialists claim that men and women are different “by nature” and, due to 

their biological distinction, physiology, and anatomy women are “naturally” or 

“inherently” inferior to men. Such views were especially influenced by the Darwinian 

theory of evolution and Freudian contributions to psychology (Lindsey 40 - 49). 

According to the deterministic outlook, the gendered behavior of males and females is 

controlled by natural or innate characteristics, for instance, by the need to procreate, 

by the difference in hormone levels of testosterone and estrogen, or by the size 

difference of their brains. In the view of the proponents of the “nature” side of the 
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argument, males are biologically conditioned to be strong, more assertive, aggressive, 

stoic, and even promiscuous, while females are supposed to be physically weaker, 

more submissive, emotional, irrational, nurturing and passive (Gauntlett 11; Rippon 

25). Hence the assumption goes that traditional gender roles for males and females 

should be associated with the public and private sphere accordingly; an example of 

conventional gender roles would be when a man is seen as a breadwinner who 

participates in the labor force and a woman as a nurturing mother who is occupied 

with house chores.  

Why females are thought to be more suited to be more nurturing parents than 

males is usually explained by the presumptive “maternal instinct” associated with 

hormones which solidify the bond between mother and child (48). Simultaneously, 

males are thought to be better suited for the role of a breadwinner, which is connected 

to the difference in brain development. Gender essentialist assumptions about brain 

differences result in what Lindsey calls “neurosexism” – the “binary view suggests 

that one or the other sex is suited for certain roles, with male-dominated roles 

garnering more prestige and power than female-dominated roles” (Lindsey 44). For 

instance, neurosexist ideas are used to account for the low representation of females in 

the STEM4 fields, because of the biological differences in the brain. Proponents of 

these views attribute such a phenomenon to males having better spatial-visual ability 

than females, which can be seen in the early stages of children’s development (43).  

Opposite to the proponents of the “nature” argument can be found in the 

“nurture” debate that considers gender as a social construct. On this side of the 

argument, the behavior of humans is conditioned by culture, environment, religion, 

and other social aspects rather than biology or heredity. Proponents of this view use 

extensive research that challenges some of the biological explanations for the 

behavior of men and women. Undoubtedly, biological differences cannot be denied; 

however, they are not the sole factor of people’s gendered behavior. For instance, the 

research of the human brain did not provide sufficient evidence of how biology 

conditions gender roles. On the contrary, the research shows more similarities in the 

brain of males and females rather than differences (Lindsey 44). For instance, Gina 

Rippon says in her research that the “gendered brain” starts as early as “baby 
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showers,” when with the choice of toys, clothes, and other things, parents create 

somewhat signposts for the gendered behavior of the child (Rippon 207-209). 

Consider color choice for instance, blue for boys and pink for girls. Rippon argues 

that, for example, when boys and girls are segregated or given gendered toys, it can 

affect the development of the child’s abilities. She also explains that there is no 

difference in visual and spatial abilities between boys and girls if they are evenly 

exposed to video games or constructors for instance (230). As an answer to the 

neurosexist view, she suggests that one of the explanations of why there are fewer 

girls in science is very likely the fact that since childhood, girls play with dolls instead 

of constructors or action figures and learn how to nurse kids and to apply make-up 

instead of learning how to build something or navigate a controlled car (213).  

Similarly, research on hormones does not explain gendered behavior either 

(Lindsey 45). After reviewing several studies on rodents and primates, and other 

empirical studies on the correlation between androgens and levels of aggression, 

Lindsey states that “sex differences in aggression are dependent on the type of 

aggression, the age of the aggressor, and the situation in which it occurs. Cultural 

features of the context are powerful forces in determinants of aggression” (46). 

Additionally, the beliefs about maternal instinct and that the role of every woman is 

fulfilled once she becomes a mother is rather culturally based than biologically (48-

49).  Therefore, Lindsey draws the conclusion on the nature vs./and nurture debate 

that “there is consensus among neuroscientists, biologists, and social and behavioral 

scientists that sex differences in behavior involve a complex mosaic of nature and 

nurture” (49).  

2.3 Media as an Agent of Socialization  

This subchapter considers how people learn what the appropriate behavior is for one 

sex or the other, whether it is based on inherent characteristics and if so how, where 

and from whom we learn gendered behavior.  

As noted before, children learn how to be feminine and masculine from an early 

age. There are important agents of socialization for growing humans that shape their 

understanding of gender. These agents include institutions such as family, education, 

peers, and religion. Besides them, the media also plays a significant role in forming 

attitudes towards gender and gender roles, as well as towards what is to be expected 
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of either sex and what is appropriate behavior for one or another person (Lindsey 

502). 

David Gauntlett argues that what people see on screen, and in popular magazines, 

often teaches them how to behave in certain situations. For instance, he mentions 

situations when people learn how to court, date, or even what to expect from a partner 

in particular circumstances (Gauntlett 2-3). He explains that, perhaps, mainstream 

media, such as Hollywood blockbusters or popular beauty magazines, influence 

people’s ideas regarding gender the most of all these contributing factors. For 

example, it impacts the ideas of attractiveness in people and ideas of what constitutes 

the right behavior of the opposite sex, and by that media affects not only the general 

understanding of gender but also shapes people’s choices in their own behavior, body 

language, language, choices in partners, clothing, diet, as well as overall consumer 

behavior (2-3).  

Children, perhaps to a greater extent than adults, are affected by the messages of 

the media, especially nowadays with a constant supply of new types of media. Aside 

from targeted advertising that from early age cultivates consumer behavior in growing 

humans, children are also exposed to various films and television shows. According to 

the research conducted by the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media, most 

children’s television material, even in the 21st century, still feeds into peoples’ 

understanding of traditional gender roles (Smith and Cook). As the researchers state, 

despite all the Civil Rights movements in the previous century, gender parity on 

screen has not been achieved (20). For instance, they explain that there is definitely a 

positive trend in the representation of gender compared to previous decades, and that 

the majority of the female characters are not portrayed as the regular damsel in 

distress. Yet, there are fewer main female characters than those of males, and females 

are still “hypersexualized,” occupied with romance and valued for their appearance 

(15-18). However, apart from new cinematic content that challenges traditional 

gender norms and aims for more inclusive and gender-balanced narratives with 

positive female characters such as Dora the Explorer, those programs, films and 

cartoons, that were released in the past, are still a part of children’s entertainment, for 

instance on stream on-demand services. Take as an example worldwide known 

cartoons and films by Disney. Most of Disney’s content is, in fact, adaptations of 

popular fairytales and children’s books, and in most of the older fairytales, such as 
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Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Cinderella, The Little Mermaid, and Beauty and 

the Beast, the general representation of the female character is a damsel in distress 

who is waiting for her Prince Charming to come to her rescue, fall in love and live 

with her happily-ever-after. Although the discussion on race and class is not what this 

paper is focused on, it is worth mentioning that for many years the heroines of Disney 

have in fact been white and often blond with blue eyes, which creates a particular 

trend of what it means to be beautiful: i.e., to be blond/ brunette, blue-eyed, with a 

thin waist, and needing help and/or guidance from a man. What kind of messages do 

these cartoons that used to fit into the socio-cultural context of the mid-20th century, 

send to younger female audiences in the 21st century? To be feminine, they ought to 

be slim, patient, submissive, and find a love interest and expect fairytales like 

romance to happen in their future life. In the same way, for boys, it teaches them that 

they are supposed to be the savior and guide the female on her life journey. When it 

comes to representation of masculinity, male characters were often portrayed with a 

chiseled jaw, big biceps, thin waist, and broad shoulders – the truly required 

characteristics of a hero – and at the same time sending the message that in order to be 

a man, one has to fight and win since the “winner gets the girl”. On the other hand, 

there are also messages that if one’s physique is different than described above, be 

that male or a female, then that person’s place is a mere sidekick, helper, supporter, 

but never the story’s protagonist. Certainly, this also holds true of adults that are 

frequently bombarded by messages from the media. As with children, it has to be 

considered likely that the media also affect and shape the everyday lives of adults, for 

example when it comes to depictions of what is masculine and what is feminine.   

David Gauntlett examines the representation of gender in the vast variety of media 

in the past and at the beginning of the 21st century. He explains that media in the past 

tended to adhere to gender stereotypes and heteronormativity. Males were given more 

screen time and were overall more positively portrayed than females. Females were 

often portrayed as housewives, and at the same time femininity and motherhood were 

promoted (60-61). Gauntlett asserts that images of males and females in modern 

media are more positive and complex, despite the percentage of male leading 

characters in mainstream films and television still being higher. But do these images 

match the reality? Gauntlett’s answer is no and argues that gender equality on screen 

and in media still has a long way to go (98). Linda Lindsey explains it by the 
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correlation between stereotyping and profit in media. Even though the media are an 

agenda engine, they also successfully throw themselves into stereotypes when profit 

looms ahead, be it a film, advertisement, or other media content (Lindsey 541). As 

previously noted about adaptations, they can serve as barometers of social change, 

and this is also true of the media as a whole. However, the need for financial security 

and survival often leads in the direction of the feeding hand, hence it can just as well 

gratify patriarchy as it can push the equal rights agenda.  
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3 Gender Representation in Media 

The discussion on gender representation in the media, and specifically in film and on 

television, is most often connected to the depiction of femininity and masculinity on 

screen, as well as the depiction of the main trends in the interaction between men and 

women and the construction of the identities of their characters. Of course, gender is 

not the sole aspect of a character’s identity and when we talk about representation, we 

should think of the intersectionality that includes its sexual orientation, socio-

economic class, ethnicity and other statuses along the status of gender. However, to 

narrow down the research this paper is focused on gender and the depiction of gender 

roles in mainstream Hollywood films and on television, including stream on-demand 

services like Hulu and Netflix, both of which can be seen as a part of the Hollywood 

industry, since both are connected to it in various ways.  

Narratives are an essential part of societies, and they both serve as a reflection 

of reality as well as creating a basis for social changes or creating new trends. But 

when it comes to the film industry it matters who actually produces these narratives 

and provides their outlook on various issues. As it turns out, the representation of 

females and males on screen is often in direct correlation with the representation of 

gender behind the screen. For instance, the research provided by the Center for the 

Study of Women in Television & Film shows that when there are more female 

producers, writers or editors involved in the creation of the content, there are more 

female protagonists or female speaking characters that are featured in TV series and 

films and vice versa (Lauzen). Thus, it is worth looking at what the major trends have 

been in gender representation on and behind the screen since the beginning of the film 

and TV industry in the US, and what factors influenced them. 

3.1. Gender Roles 

Attitudes towards gender roles, regarding what is appropriate for men and women in 

different epochs can be traced as far as the earliest written sources allow. However, 

this paper is focused on cinematic adaptations of classical and popular books; 

therefore, it is worth looking at the attitudes towards gender since the beginning of 

cinematic industry. The main focus is on the development in the Western World and 
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Hollywood in particular, for no other industry is as influential in a global sense and 

frequently inspires new trends that are adopted elsewhere in the world.   

3.1.1. Current Views 

David Gauntlett analyzes gender parity in modern times and contemplates whether the 

Western World has truly achieved it. He explains that although this might be the case 

in private relationships, and that men and women tend to think that they are equals 

with no expectations of one sex or another to conform to traditional gender roles, yet 

in reality, on the “macro” scale that is not the case (Gauntlett 4-5). For instance, 

various surveys show that females’ participation ratio in housework is higher than of 

males (5). At the same time the analysis of the highest positions in business and 

politics also shows gender imbalance (5-6). The wage gap is also still an issue in 

many Western countries including the US. If the US is taken for an example in 

particular, the Equal Rights Amendment which was originally proposed almost a 

hundred years ago has not yet been added to the Constitution. All these tendencies can 

also be seen in the film and television industry in the United States. Statistics provided 

by Martha M. Lauzen shows that in the year 2019 women who were employed in 

higher filmmaking positions, such as directors, writers, producers and others, 

comprise only 21% of all the “employment behind-the-scenes in the 250 top grossing 

films,” and that is a considerable improvement from previous decades (Lauzen 3). 

Portrayals of female characters is slightly better, for instance in 2020 major female 

characters comprised 38% percent of the whole, yet male protagonists and male 

speaking characters still dominated the screen (Lauzen 1). The wage gap is also an 

issue in the film industry, for instance as it was presented in The Guardian’s article in 

2019 “male Hollywood stars earn $1.1 m more per film than their similarly 

experienced female co-stars” (Doward and Fraser). However, that was not always the 

case in Hollywood, especially in its early days when some actresses and female 

filmmakers had higher earnings than their male counterparts (Jones; Mahar 72). 

Although it seems evident that attitudes towards gender roles have mainly 

been developing in the direction of equality, the traditional views on gender still exist 

today in many spheres of human life. In order to better understand the current views 

on gender roles, it is important to explore how and where these traditional views on 

gender originated. 
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3.1.2. Historical Development 

Looking back to the Renaissance period, more females in the Western World started 

to participate in science and writing, compared to the Middle Ages, as well as the 

number of women landowners increased (Lindsey 170). However, that was not 

inclusive for all the women experiences and mostly covered those of the white upper-

class women and widows, who could inherit business or land from their deceased 

husbands (170). At the beginning of the 19th century in the United States, the idea of 

True Womanhood was promoted in various media texts, and values such as “piety, 

purity, submissiveness, and domesticity” were the core of virtues that defined a “real” 

woman (175). The Victorian views on femininity which promoted domestic, timid, 

passive and reticent traits in women were mostly aimed at white middle-class women, 

and these views were dominant up until the beginning of the 20th century. It must be 

noted that the ideas of True Womanhood stemmed from Protestant Christian beliefs 

and, needless to say, Christianity played a significant role in gender hierarchy, where 

women were seen as inferior and subordinate to men for many centuries. The “True” 

woman was expected to be the home and hearth keeper, while her man was the 

breadwinner. Arguably the separation of private and public spheres, as well as rigid 

dichotomy between femininity and masculinity, became stronger than ever in the 

Victorian period. It is also worth noting that not all women were affected by the ideas 

of True Womanhood and did not fall into the category of the so-called hearth keepers, 

ideal wives, mothers, daughters, or sisters. However, this topic needs further analysis 

because other factors must be taken into consideration, such as class, ethnicity, and 

what particular decade of the century is being discussed.  

The general assumption was that Victorian “True” women, i.e., white middle-

class women, were too fragile for hard labor such as farm work, and instead they were 

encouraged to dedicate themselves to homemaking. Furthermore, they were expected 

to develop various talents such as intricate needlework, or artistic skills like drawing 

or playing the piano. However, that was not the case for women from the lower class, 

women from the new wave of immigrants arriving in the US, or women of color (175-

180). At the same time a transition from agricultural to industrial society reshaped the 

traditional ways of production where the family was the main unit of producing 

goods. The development of industrialized society demanded workers and factories and 
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mills opened their doors to workers of both sexes. This development seems to have 

redefined gender roles in certain ways, perhaps this time out of necessity.  

Despite the changes which the Industrial Revolution brought to American 

society throughout the 19th century, it was still not encouraged for upper- and middle-

class women to seek their own careers. In contrast, many women who did not belong 

to those groups started to turn to paid labor, both from financial need and the 

willingness to be employed. As Lindsey points out, many women from various classes 

also deliberately chose to participate in labor outside the home (176). By the 

beginning of the 20th century, a fifth part of all women of working age was employed 

in jobs outside their homes (176). Those who were not from the middle class 

gradually formed the working class in the US and were employed in factories, for 

instance many of them worked in textile mills. Female factory workers were often 

from uneducated backgrounds and were occupied in unskilled labour. Although 

women have become an integral part of the labor pool in the industrial society of the 

New World, the tendencies were that their labor was considered cheap, and they were 

paid less than men, since they were rarely perceived as fulltime employees, since it 

was assumed once a woman gets married and has children she stops working. These 

tendencies towards the wage gap moved to the 20th century and they are, needless to 

say, still alive today. So did the attitudes towards gender-segregated jobs; for instance, 

teaching and clerical work became seen as “feminine” professions, as well as cloth 

making, nursing, laundering, or waitressing, since all of these professions could be 

seen as an extension of homemaking duties. In that regard, it was even possible to put 

prostitution in the same category, since it could be seen as an extension of wife’s 

duties. Gender segregation in labour was limiting not only for women, but for some 

men as well. Men who were occupied in “women’s jobs” in services such as eating 

and drinking establishments or laundering, were considered “effeminate”, and their 

manliness along with their sexuality was questioned. Arguably Asian American men, 

who due to the discriminatory laws of the time5 were pushed to lower-paid jobs in the 

service industry, were affected by and suffered the most from these prejudiced views.  

Despite these strong held Victorian ideas about the role of the real woman, that 

she was supposed to be sexually repressed, fulfil her destiny as a nurturing mother and 

 
5 The Chinese Exclusion Act 1882 
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dedicate herself to be a housewife, they were not embraced by everyone. Many 

middle-class women did not want to lead a life of dependency, not being able to own 

land, pursue education and a career. They were not content with the idea that women 

were in fact the property of men once they got married, having their identity solely 

defined by their marital status, and were generally concerned with having a lower 

position in the social hierarchy than men. At the same time, working-class women 

were not happy with low wages and unbearable labour conditions in the factories. As 

Lindsey explains many women who were an important part of the anti-slavery 

movement soon realised that they did not have the same say on the matter as their 

male counterparts and “became painfully conscious of the fact that slavery had to do 

with gender as well as race” (188). However, it was not until the late 20th century 

when intersectional feminism took other statuses than gender into account when 

striving for equality. A growing discontent with the discriminatory practices led to the 

formation of women’s movements in the 19th century which later transformed into 

what is today referred to as the first wave of feminism in the United States. The 

persistent struggle of women for independence and equal opportunities for several 

decades eventually bore fruits in the early 20th century when in 1920 the Nineteenth 

Amendment to the Constitution of the United States was certified and guaranteed 

women the right to vote. 

3.2. Gender and the Film Industry 

The birth of the film industry at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries coincided with 

the first wave of feminism in the U.S. Arguably, women had more freedom and 

representation both on and behind the screen in the first quarter of the 20th century 

than in the following few decades (Mahar 75-76). This young and fledgling industry 

created multiple new professions and there was a great demand for employees. Since 

the film industry was perceived as entertainment or a hobby rather than a serious 

business it was not gender-segregated at first, hence both men and women had access 

to job opportunities there and became involved in the process of filmmaking.  

However, some of the filmmaking jobs undoubtedly were deemed “man jobs” such as 

camera operators, since the equipment operation required particular skills and learning 

at the same time, as well as it was heavyweight equipment (Mahar 79-80). Yet women 

in filmmaking occupied various positions of power behind the screen be that 
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production, directing, writing, editing or even running their own studios. To name a 

few successful women in the early industry it is worth mentioning Lois Weber, 

Dorothy Parker, Frances Marion and Alice Guy Blaché (Jones; Mahar 72-73). 

Interestingly enough, as Naomi M. Jones notes in her article for The Atlantic, while 

they were both employed by Paramount for screenwriting, Dorothy Parker’s earnings 

were fourfold higher than of her husband, which was contrary to the social norms of a 

period when women’s labor was valued less than of men (Jones). Karen W. Mahar 

points out that some early Hollywood female stars like Mary Pickford and Gloria 

Swan, for instance, also enjoyed enormous earnings that were higher than of some 

their male counterparts (Mahar 72).  

3.2.1. A Progressive Beginning 

The emerging cinematic industry was rather progressive in its views compared to the 

constraining Victorian values transferred from the 19th century. Depictions of 

violence, obscenity, nudity, profanity, and other matters that were in the previous 

decades deemed low standards of behavior for both sexes, and females in particular, 

could be seen on screen at the beginning of the 20th century.  

Karen Mahar argues that the transition from the Victorian era to the 20th 

century was marked by the emergence of “the New Women” – “young women who 

left home for colleges, factories, and offices, who donned smart, mannish shirtwaists, 

rode bicycles, played tennis, and who, when married, became companions rather than 

helpmeets to their husbands” (Mahar 96). This social change in behavior undoubtedly 

had in impact on redefining gender roles in the society, while simultaneously serving 

as an inspiration for creating new “action heroines” in the early films (97). At the 

same time, the representation of the “New Woman” affected the representation of 

women working in the industry when many “actresses ...became filmmakers, thereby 

playing New Women both on and off the screen” (97). 

Female filmmakers of early cinema explored various themes concerning the 

place of women in society in the first quarter of the century, themes such as “sexual 

orientation, cross dressing, birth control, abortion, and even nudity” (Jones). Cross-

dressing appeared in many early action films, be that war narratives or depictions of 

Frontier life. Female protagonists in war films used disguise in order to participate in 

combat, and such depiction was somewhat problematic with its subversive meaning 

for traditional gender roles since for many years military service was officially solely 
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a male domain (Fowler and Deacon 16). The depiction of frontier women was also 

contrary to Victorian ideals and presented the “New Woman” of modern times rather 

than a fragile “home angel,” yet at the same time it fed into ideas of shaping American 

national identity and won the hearts of early moviegoers of various classes and by that 

strengthened the position of the industry in the country (16): 

the cross-dressing woman was able to successfully navigate the hazards 

presented by the harsh western landscape. Through her riding, roping, and 

shooting skills, she embodied the American ideal of physical ability and 

courage, mastering the harsh environment like those who colonized the West. 

(16) 

Fowler and Deacon note that although early action and war films depicted female 

heroines in a positive light, they still failed to depict real women who actually served 

in the military during WWI, despite the thousands of females who were enlisted in 

army in positions other than medical personnel and whose earnings were on par with 

men (15). They state that for instance the portrayals of females in WWI films were 

mostly in traditional feminine roles connected to homemaking and nursing wounded 

soldiers (15). Women characters were often dedicated housewives waiting for their 

males to come back home, and sometimes they were simply love interests or 

mistresses who helped male protagonists overcome the horrors of war (15). At the 

same time, these early war films established depictions of masculinity in action films 

that are still persisting in modern days: “aggressive masculinity as the ideal in war 

heroes, the idea of the ‘team,’ and the fact that the hero always gets the girl” (15). 

Thus, although some portrayals of female characters presented them as independent 

and owning their agency, other films perpetuated traditional views on screen. That 

undoubtedly reflected uneasy attitudes held by some towards women’s growing 

participation in the workforce, and the anxieties of change that threatened to reshape 

traditional segregated gender spheres. 

If the concept of women serving in the military was seen as subversive for 

traditional gender roles, so was the concept of women seeking the right to vote. The 

Women’s s Suffrage Movement was depicted on screen since the beginning of the 

film industry, and depending on the creator and the year, this depiction could either be 

positive or far from flattering. Thus, for instance, early depictions of suffragettes by 

Charlie Chaplin humored women’s desire to get the right to vote as “overly mannish”; 
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therefore, suffragettes were portrayed as not very “feminine,” be that in hairstyle, 

outfit, gestures or body language (Garrett). Some filmmakers portrayed them as men 

haters or neglecting their “natural duty” which was child rearing (Sloan 99). On the 

other hand, suffrage supporters were also involved in filmmaking and moved their 

own agenda portraying suffragettes as assertive, independent, and beautiful women 

whose morality was higher than of men’s (Sloan 120). By recruiting progressive, 

beautiful actresses such as Cleo Madison or Mary Pickford for their films, pro-

suffrage filmmakers were trying to “win attention” of the male audience and convince 

them to support their cause (120-122). However, as Kay Sloan observes, men’s 

depiction in “suffrage movement’s films” was rather uncomplimentary and 

“fluctuated between one of the villainous tyrants and weak-willed insensitive ‘heroes’ 

who needed women to elevate them” (122). Overall, films that depicted the suffrage 

movement were rather contradictory, and as Sloan points out, they were a reflection of 

“a society caught between Victorian mores, Progressive issues, and the impulse 

towards freer sex roles” (122). Nonetheless, closer to the date of ratification of the 

Nineteenth Amendment, an ever-growing number of films portrayed suffragettes in a 

more positive light since the fledgling industry recognized that a big part of the 

female audience supported the movement (Garrett). Needless to say, big part of 

moviegoers, especially in the years of WWI, comprised of women and early 

filmmakers undoubtedly were conscious of that fact.  

Subversive for traditional gender roles was also the sexual freedom some 

female characters enjoyed on screen. One of the most famous examples would be Mae 

West with her controversial performances, revealing clothes, obscene and vulgar 

behavior that undermined not only the traditional place for women in society, but the 

overall moral standards of the conservative part of the population. West became a sex 

symbol of Hollywood in 1920-1930s and one of the highest-paid actresses in the 

country. She was a guaranteed box-office success; however, her controversial 

performance and her attraction of big audiences also drew criticism from various 

religious and civic organizations (Black 173-174). Interestingly enough, as Gregory 

Black observes, it was not only the female sex symbols that caused the disapproval of 

the “moralists,” but also their male counterparts (Black 27). For instance, Rudolph 

Valentino’s on-screen “eroticism” and “passion” that were admired by the female 

audiences, could be seen as subversive for traditional gender ideology where female 
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sexuality was seen in terms of motherhood rather than in the light of pursuing sexual 

desires (27). 

Gregory Black explains that the most popular themes explored in films in the 

first decades were “the ‘flapper,’ the gangster, the speakers, the new woman, liberal 

attitudes toward sex, marriage, and divorce,” or in other words, everything that 

undermined the sanctity of marriage and traditional gender roles, or glorified crime 

(Black 27). Thus, the early film industry was caught up between traditional values that 

were often at odds with Progressive issues as well as with the box-office (27). 

3.2.2. Censorship in Hollywood and the Demise of Female Filmmakers 

At the very beginning of the film industry, cinema was considered low art or 

entertainment rather than fine art or serious business. Thus, it seemed to be a place 

where women and men would participate equally, especially taking into account the 

recent ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment and the general tendency of the 

growing number of women that participated in the workforce. However, that was not 

the case when the film industry was reaching its golden period. Women were pushed 

out from filmmaking positions in the industry shortly after they were granted the right 

to vote and that happened for several reasons, including technological changes and the 

introduction of sound to motion pictures, the reshaping of Hollywood into the 

business industry, the Great Depression when millions of men lost their jobs, as well 

as the implementation of new regulations that attempted to sanitize the developing 

Hollywood.  

Early on there was no particular system of regulation or censorship in the 

United States. From time to time, movies with controversial content that undermined 

traditional or religious values did cause a public outcry and were banned by local 

authorities in several states. Films such as gangster films, where protagonists could 

get away with committing a crime, and not getting punished for it but were instead 

sexually and financially rewarded at the end for example, were seen as problematic 

since they taught the youth the wrong lesson, especially during years of financial 

instability (Black 175). Between 1907 and 1922, several states formed censorship 

boards and were trying to eliminate depictions of deviant behavior such as explicit sex 

scenes, smoking, drinking, crime, or negative portrayals of authorities (Black 169; 

Vaughn 41). At the same time, with its emerging stardom who were not only leading a 

questionable lavish lifestyle but oftentimes were involved in scandals that included 
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various charges, Hollywood became consonant with a hotbed of debauchery (Mahar 

102). For example, the public was shocked to learn about the death of the actress 

Virginia Rappe who allegedly died due to sexual assault by the famous comedian 

Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle at one of the precarious Hollywood parties (Milne). 

Therefore, it was not surprising that the emerging industry seemed like a necessary 

target for censorship. Public demand and the looming threat of federal censorship led 

the producers in the mainstream industry to create film regulations. After the First 

World War, The National Association of the Motion Picture Industry (NAMPI) was 

established. This regulatory body created guidelines on what subjects should be 

avoided in cinema, but the whole enterprise was unsuccessful and was eventually 

replaced by the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America (MPDDA) in 

1922 (Schaefer 294).  

The MPPDA was established as a trade association to protect the interests of 

producers and distributors who already had large investments in the industry in that 

period (Shurlock 140). Under the leadership of a skillful politician, Will H. Hays, the 

MPPDA functioned “as a quasi-governmental body” which tried to present 

Hollywood in the most positive light possible. The Hays Office managed to convince 

the public of the seriousness of the industry’s self-regulation and was able to prevent 

the intervention of the federal government into business regulations, at least until the 

1930s (Vaughn 43). The association adopted two guidelines during that period. 

According to the first one, called the “The Formula” (issued in 1924), the studios had 

to present scripts for revision before the movies were made. The following code, 

“Don’ts and Be Carefuls” was released in 1927 and listed various topics that could 

possibly get censored, such as miscegenation, scenes of childbirth, sex hygiene, 

venereal diseases, ridicule of religion, white slavery, and many others. However, the 

enforcement of the codes was not successful, and they were mostly ignored by 

independent producers, for example those who produced exploitation films. 

Incidentally, in the early 1920s independent filmmaking also happened to be one of 

the niches where female filmmakers represented a very high number (Mahar 103).  It 

is also worth noting that the MPPDA positioned itself as an anti-censorship 

organization, but with its decision to purify American film theatres of sex hygiene 

films, for instance, it actually acted as a censor. The Hays Office, fearing that 

exploitation movies might cause further government supervision that would result in 
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economic interference, tried their best to get rid of films that they considered 

undesirable. Sometimes the MPDDA even demanded that movie theatres stopped 

featuring exploitation pictures, and if they did not comply, they would get major 

distributors to stop supplying the theaters with presentable movies (Schaefer 297).  

3.2.3. The Birth of “The Production Code” 

In the 1930s the film industry was growing, but so was public displeasure with the 

self-regulatory practices of moviemakers. Various religious and civic organizations 

demanded Hollywood to have better control of films, and the government started to 

tighten its control as well. As a response, the MPPDA came up with the creation of a 

new code. Hays asked a representative of the Catholic community for help to 

formulate the new Production Code. Martin Quigley, who was a Catholic layman and 

a writer for a paper that promoted movies, and the Jesuit priest Rev. Daniel A. Lord 

were involved in the development of the new set of rules. Since the representatives of 

clergy were involved in its creation, it is not surprising that The Production Code 

“endorsed Judeo-Christian Values; it sought to protect the sanctity of the family and 

the authority of the state” and was saturated with conservative Catholic influence 

(Vaughn 59). According to Stephen Vaughn, “Hollywood thus bound itself for a time 

to this codified standard of morality that was independent of public taste” (Vaughn 

60). Thus, many topics that female filmmakers were exploring became the subject of 

scrutiny by the Production Code, and so were the liberate behaviors of female 

characters, such as those portrayed by Mae West, with her dialogues and manners on 

screen becoming a subject of censorship in the 1930s. 

At first, the Production Code had very little significance and was not being 

determinedly enforced, but eventually it was adopted for several reasons. New sound 

technologies brought moderate changes to the film industry, motion pictures were 

now harder to censor, and the movie theatres needed renovation to be able to play 

talking motion pictures. The technological changes coincided with the Great 

Depression, and numerous movie companies were on the verge of bankruptcy. In that 

regard, it was not surprising that many of them had to seek financial help from Wall 

Street bankers. The developing motion picture industry was seen as fertile ground by 

many investment banks. However, the bankers wanted security for their investments 

and did not want to finance questionable pictures, which might turn out to be a box-

office disaster or get censored by the state. Therefore, before agreeing on financing a 



 

 

 41 

 

 

project, they would require movie companies to get prior approval from MPPDA 

(Vaughn 57-59). In the year 1934, two new organizations played an important role in 

the adoption of the Code. One of them was the Legion of Decency that encouraged 

millions of Catholics to boycott films with offensive content. The other one was the 

Production Code Administration (PCA), established by MPPDA, which was a new 

regulatory body under the strong leadership of another Catholic figure known for his 

anti-Semitic views - Joseph I. Breen. The Production Code was eventually adopted by 

many movie producers since it was easier to make a movie that had been approved by 

the PCA and would allow for them to run in major movie houses, rather than losing 

profits. The PCA proved to be an effective tool of self-regulation (arguably 

censorship) and many governmental censorship boards were abolished, allowing 

MPPDA to strengthen its control over the movie industry. At this time in particular 

many female filmmakers lost their positions in leading roles behind the screens, 

except perhaps in screenwriting, and as a result Hollywood turned into major male 

dominated industry. Depictions of both females and males became somewhat 

distorted and were more in line with religious values where traditional gender roles 

and emphasis on family was encouraged, while the ratio of divorces and women 

seeking independency in real life happened off screen. This resulted in the dichotomy 

of assertive masculinity versus passive femininity, which eventually eliminated the 

independent liberated female characters from screens.  

3.2.4. Men and Women on and Behind the Screen in Times of the Code and 

WWII 

Lindsey states that unlike female filmmakers, female stars were still dominant in 

Hollywood up until 1948 and their characters on screen were assertive, independent 

and intellectually bright (508-509). However, the place of women on screen up until 

the late 1940s was rather ambiguous since heroines had to balance between the private 

and the public sphere and combine traditional femininity with masculine traits when it 

was needed, as for example in war propaganda films: “Reflected in screen images, 

World War II encouraged women’s independence and initiative. They were portrayed 

as homemakers who transitioned smoothly from the kitchen to the war industry, 

without severely disrupting family life” (Lindsey 509). During the war years women’s 

participation in the workforce was encouraged and more frequent compared to all the 

previous decades. However, once the war was over women were expected to return to 
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their house duties and to give up work positions to men returning from war. Women’s 

participation in WWII and the reflection of it on screen is further discussed in the 

analysis of screen adaptations of the war novel by Joseph Heller Catch-22. 

Female characters on screen in the postwar years started to embrace 

domesticity and they once again, as in Victorian times, became dedicated housewives 

or were shown in the preparation of becoming one. The sanctity of marriage and 

traditional gender roles dominated both television and cinema. Male representation on 

screen also became dominant in the postwar years. David Gauntlett, in his brief 

analysis of the main trends in the portrayal of gender roles on TV and in cinema in the 

period of 1950-1970s, demonstrates that the percentage of female characters was 

“only between 20-35 %” while male characters were in the spotlight in the majority of 

the mainstream films and television programs (Gauntlett 47). Female characters were 

shown mostly as housewives preoccupied with romance and domesticity, as 

incompetent workers, as weak and often victims, while male protagonists were shown 

as professional workers, adventurous types who were not preoccupied with trivial 

things such as romance and were able to make decisions in critical situations (47-48). 

Lindsey also examines these decades and demonstrates that female characters were 

either good or bad, and not as complex as in previous decades. Once the heroine was 

“good” she was an epitome of feminine virtues; for instance, she would sacrifice her 

career in order to dedicate her life to her family, she would behave properly during 

courtship and “her premarital virginity was never questioned” (Lindsey 509). Lindsey 

provides heroines that were portrayed by June Allyson or Doris Day as an example 

(509). The “bad” women were femme fatales who would seduce decent men and ruin 

families (509). This depiction could be seen as an echo of the prevailing views on 

femininity in Victorian times, praising “good” women who are chaste and portraying 

the “bad” as “fallen women” (Kent 19-20). Arguably this did not apply to all films 

and some of the “bad” women were shown as rather complex. Take for instance 

femme fatales in Hitchcock’s films, who are often beautiful blondes who exhibit poise 

and propriety; however, sexuality, passion and deceit are hidden under the perfectly 

proper manners and outfit. The complexity of the female characters was, perhaps also 

a reflection of the societal anxieties of the 1950s during the postwar period, while 

foreshadowing the brewing social discontent and birth of various civil rights 

movements.  Thus, while many happy white middle-class housewives enjoyed 
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homemaking and baking on screens of cinemas and home television sets, in reality 

many women were unhappy with such narrow gender stereotypes (Nelmes 269).  

This can also be seen as a reflection of attitudes towards working females. 

While women were needed in the workforce in the prewar and war years, the 

propaganda films gladly sent messages encouraging women’s patriotism and the duty 

of homemaking was transitioned to the home front. “Rosie the Retriever” was an 

“iconic” character who used to encourage women participation in producing war 

supplies (Lindsey 509).  Interestingly enough, if in the previous decades the majority 

of employed women were single, often of the lower class and predominantly of the 

younger age, the employed women during WWII years comprised various ages, 

classes, and marital statuses. 

3.3 The Postwar Period and Modern Times on Television and in Film 

The post-war period in the United States was a rather turbulent time, and various 

movements for rights and freedoms swept in waves, and the country went through 

major changes in its social, political, and cultural foundations. The most notable 

movements were the Civil Rights movement, The Women’s Liberation Movement, 

and the Sexual Revolution which spanned for almost two decades. The Women’s 

movements of the 1960s-1980s are usually referred to as the second wave of 

feminism. It is worth noting, that although the movement is usually generalized, they 

were in fact various groups with different agendas. However, in this paper the 

connotation of feminism is used as a women’s movement for equality and against 

women’s oppression. As David Gauntlett observes, the social upheavals did not have 

an immediate effect on gender portrayals in film and television (50). Undoubtedly that 

is an oversimplification and only an observation that demonstrates the main trends in 

gender portrayals on screens in mainstream media in the period between 1950s-1980s. 

Gauntlett observes that during these decades, “characters are made more interesting 

by being imperfectly masculine, or slightly-different-to what-you-might-expect 

feminine, and the nuances of these gender characterizations are often worthy of some 

examination” (51). For instance, he points to Indiana Jones’s character, where traits 

that were thought to be slightly feminine, such as those of tenderness and 

vulnerability, can be observed (51). However, clear signs of masculinity seen in the 

glorification of male’s body and assertiveness are also present in the character (51). 
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Although the social movements did not get the immediate representation on 

screen, they were rather important in the emergence of feminist schools of thought as 

in feminist literary and film criticism. Thus, for instance, no discussion about feminist 

film studies can be concluded without mentioning the contribution of Laura Mulvey’s 

essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” in which she coined the term “the male 

gaze” (Dix 238-239). Drawing from Freudian ideas on scopophilia and voyeurism 

Mulvey suggested that the representation of female characters in the mainstream 

Hollywood films of those decades was mostly from the male perspective when the 

camera, protagonist, and the audience take the male point of view on objectifying 

female characters. Mulvey’s explanation is that the main role of females then become 

a gratifying role for men, they are passive and exhibited, serve for the pleasures of the 

spectator, be that the hero, the producer, or the audience of the film (239). 

Undoubtedly that cannot be applied to the entirety of films released in the decades, 

however as Lindsey observes that might be very true of the films by Hitchcock or the 

number of films about James Bond (Lindsey 509-510). Lindsey also observes that if 

in the previous decades female characters were romanticized, in the decades of the 

social movements portrayals of violence against heroines become the major trend:   

Blatant sexuality laced with violence became the staple of the era. The new 

women of this era were loosened from the constraints of family life, but with 

broken bonds, an attitude of “they deserve what they get” arose. Women who 

ventured outside the home were portrayed negatively, suffered, and were 

usually punished as a result (Lindsey 509). 

Echoing Lindsey’s observation feminist film critic Molly Haskell openly accused 

some male directors of the 1960s and 1970s of overt misogyny and “violent abuse” 

and stated that the treatments of the female characters on screen could be seen as clear 

backlash to the women’s rights movements (Haskell 323).  

The abandonment of the Production Code at the end of the 1960s and the later 

implementation of the Rating System, which is mostly focused on restrictions of 

sexual content and explicit language, brought new trends to the mainstream films and 

starting from the 1970s explicit nudity and violence became a norm on the silver 

screen. It then becomes important to explore to what extent this transition has affected 

gender roles. As Lindsey points out: “the typical occupation for women in the last 

four decades of movies has been prostitute or ex-prostitute. Themes of love and 
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adultery are infused with violence, rape, and murder” (510). Starting from the 1970s, 

violence against women such as rape, was often used as a plot device, where the male 

protagonist had to avenge his wife/girlfriend/mother using violence.  

 The 1980s brought new tendencies of portrayals of both masculinity and 

femininity on screen. Thus, for instance, if the Hitchcockian male heroes can be seen 

in the gentleman like suave Jimmy Stewart or in James Bond played by Shean 

Connery, the 1980s brought hyper-masculine characters such as Rambo portrayed by 

Silvester Stallone and Terminator played by Arnold Schwarzenegger. Undoubtedly, 

the war in Vietnam had a notable effect on constructing such dominant, tough, and 

assertive figures whose muscular bodies are glorified and represent spectacles of their 

own. A few strong female leads appeared on screen in the form of characters such as 

Ellen Ripley from Alien (1979) and Aliens (1986) and Sarah Connor from The 

Terminator (1984).  Ripley’s and Connor’s muscular physique, assertiveness, and 

holding the plot were not in the least inferior to their male counterparts (Gauntlett 50). 

From that time on, it has not been unusual to see female-led action films that portray 

females in such a manner.   

Another movement towards equality and redefining gender and the ideas of 

femininity and masculinity can be seen in the 1990s and perhaps it had another 

notable effect on the gender portrayals in film and television. Ever since there have 

been more positive portrayals of both men and women on screen. Females are 

portrayed not only as housewives and helpers of men, but are rather depictions of 

female professionals, female superheroes, or athletes. At the same time, there are 

more portrayals of emotionality in male characters. Not only do males appear as 

invincible superheroes, but as caring fathers, husbands, and supportive boyfriends. 

Yet, there was still gender disparity on the screen and behind it.  

The fourth wave of feminism and currently the most famous movement, 

#MeToo, that emerged on social media platforms. The #MeToo movement originated 

in 2006, and the phrase itself was coined by Tarana Burke (Lindsey 34). The 

movement gained greater publicity in 2017 when the actress Alyssa Milano tweeted it 

again, and the movement gained momentum on social platforms such as Twitter and 

Instagram (Gieseler 2). Although the movement concentrates mainly on the fight 

against misogyny, sexual assault, and other issues; it can be seen as a part of the 

fourth wave of feminism. Arguably this movement alone, especially when it comes to 
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issues regarding sexual violence, brought significant changes to the entertainment 

industry by shifting the power dynamics and creating a safer space for the individuals 

involved in the working process. The movement seems to have had a notable 

influence on the representation of women, both on-screen and behind it, which can be 

seen in the growing number of female directors, producers and screenwriters engaged 

in moviemaking. The movement has also stimulated the reinvention of gender roles 

that had been established in previous decades and this can be seen in the number of 

films and TV shows with strong female leading roles that have been released since 

2017, for example Captain Marvel (2019), Star Wars: The Rise of Skywalker (2019), 

or the Netflix miniseries Unbelievable (2019).   
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4 Gender Development in Screen Adaptations Through 

Analysis of Film and Television Versions of Little Women 

and Catch-22 

After discussing major trends in adaptation theory and providing a brief overview of 

gender development and sociological perspective on it, it is worth explaining what 

approach is used in discussing the adaptations of Little Women and Catch-22, and 

further elaborate on why these particular narratives were chosen for the examination. 

Perhaps it is easier to find differences than to find any similarities between the two 

novels, Little Women and Catch-22, except perhaps the fact that both books are set 

during wartime. Little Women is seen as a feminist and feminine narrative, 

preoccupied with domesticity, romance, marriage, and womanhood. In contrast, the 

world of Catch-22 is predominantly masculine, violent, with depictions of war and the 

preoccupation of the main character to survive. Both books are different in their 

entirety, be it narrative technique, representation of characters, or themes. Even the 

most recent adaptations of those narratives are hard to compare since one is a feature 

film while the other was released as a TV series. Yet these recent adaptations evince 

more similarities between them than their original sources. Gender portrayal and 

attitudes towards gender roles in these two adaptations can be seen as a common 

denominator that reconciles these two different narratives set in different epochs.  

Both recent screen adaptations of Little Women and Catch-22 were released in 

the year 2019 in the wake of the #MeToo movement and followed the scandalous 

allegations against powerful men such as Harvey Weinstein and Kevin Spacey. The 

entertainment industry, and Hollywood in particular, usually reflects on itself and this 

can be seen in the number of films about screenwriting, filmmaking, and about its 

stardom. Take for instance A Star is Born (1937), Birdman (2014), or Once Upon a 

Time ... in Hollywood (2019). Arguably the latest adaptations of the two novels by 

Louisa May Alcott and Joseph Heller can also be seen as a reflection of the industry 

upon itself as well as on recent events through portrayals of gender roles. Both of 

them address the issues of gender stereotyping when showing men and women at 

work, as well as addressing sexual harassment in the workplace.  
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Drawing on the various methodologies proposed by adaptations scholars, the 

examination of these narratives focuses on adaptations in terms of product, process, 

and reception. Thus, analyzing adaptations as the product, it is worth answering what 

is adapted and in what forms. Are there for example any advantages or disadvantages 

of the medium itself? Thus, for instance, it is important to look at the success of 

adaptations in terms of critical reviews, audience responses and box-office success. 

Considering adaptation in terms of process, my analysis adopts Hutcheon’s suggestion 

and answers the questions of why?, who?, when? and where?. There are numerous 

reasons why a particular text is chosen for adaptation, including financial incentives 

and the cultural capital of the filmmakers and actors.  However, as Murray suggests, it 

can also be enlightening to look at the book history, and it is important to note that 

both recent adaptations followed the book’s anniversary and it is interesting how the 

publishing industry has gotten involved in the adaptation industry, for example with 

the latest versions of the books appearing with the same covers as their screen 

adaptations.  

Regarding the many adaptations that have been made of Little Women and 

Catch-22, it is also important to look at who is involved in process, including 

producers, directors, and the cast, and compare it to previous versions. While 

answering questions of when and where, it is crucial to look at the historical-cultural 

context and the industry itself when the adaptation occurs. Most important of all is 

how texts are adapted. What did the filmmakers learn from previous versions? What 

was left out and what was commented on? In this context it is vital to talk about 

intertextuality and transsexuality, how the texts communicate with one another, and 

how they create other texts. In the discussion about intertextual dialogue, Cartmell’s 

suggestions to look at the technological development in the film industry, as well as at 

developments in the theoretical approaches to understanding adaptations, is taken into 

consideration. Lastly, it is important to discuss the reception of the adaptations, and as 

Hutcheon suggests, to make an attempt to separate the audience into the categories of 

known and unknown, and how they would see these pictures, and finally analyze how 

the books are seen by today’s readers and what versions they consume. What are the 

major reviews of the adaptations? 

An argument is made that adaptations of such disparate works can still be 

analyzed within the same framework, specifically when we think of it from a 
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particular angle. It adds to our understanding of the adaptation because we always 

have to be aware of the environment in which the adaptation takes place, which 

becomes crucial in making predictions about how the film industry will reflect on 

itself. Since adaptations usually reflect present-day reality or try to address zeitgeist, it 

is not surprising that in the light of the #MeToo movement, many adaptations of 

historical texts that do not focus on gender, still end up amplifying gender issues. That 

is especially true of the adaptations released after 2019 and particularly following the 

Weinstein case and his prison sentence. All of these factors are taken into 

consideration in the following chapters where adaptations of Little Women and Catch-

22 is examined in more detail.  

4.1 Case of Little Women 

4.1.1 Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women and Its Impact  

The novel Little Women was written by Louisa May Alcott and published in two 

volumes in 1868 and 18696. Set in times of the American Civil War (1861-1865), it 

tells the story of the March family, mainly of four adolescent girls coming of age and 

experiencing the world. Originally written as a “girls’ story” Little Women became a 

big success upon its publication, and its popularity remains high up to the present day 

(Showalter 50; Cartmell and Simons 78). The novel has had a significant impact in 

many different spheres. For example, some scholars have noted that many women 

intellectuals credit Alcott’s novel and its protagonist Jo March, in particular, for 

influencing their choice in career (Showalter 42; Cartmell and Simons 78). 

Elaborating on that Elaine Showalter quotes Alcott’s biographer Madelon Bedell in 

her book on American female writers and describes Little Women as “the American 

female myth” and Jo March as “the most influential figure of the independent and 

creative American woman” (Showalter 42). However, Showalter argues that even 

though this narrative, with its feisty engaging heroine, touched a chord with the 

readers and had an impact on some prominent female writers such as Gertrude Stein 

or Cynthia Ozick, at the same time its influence on the male reading audience and 

male writers was and continues to be rather insignificant (42). She explains this by the 

 
6 As Pat Kirkham and Sarah Warren note, the sequel of Little Women which was released separately did 

originally have a different name “Good Wives”, but in the later publications these “two volumes were 

combined into one” and released under the name Little Women (Kirkham and Warren 96). 
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fact that the novel “stands as a code term for female piety and sentimentality” with its 

themes of sisterhood, domesticity, romance and marriage (42). Thus, for instance 

Deborah Cartmell and Judy Simons describe this novel as “demonstrably a book 

about women existing in a world without men” (Cartmell and Simons 77). Written by 

a female writer and dealing with women’s experiences, it is not surprising that this 

novel caught the attention of feminist theorists and that it has been a subject of 

feminist literary criticism ever since (Showalter 42-43). However, as Elaine Showalter 

and Robyn McCallum stipulate, the ambiguity of the narrative invokes various 

readings of this text; while some critics regard Little Women as a “subversive text,” 

others tend to see it as conformity to Victorian ideas of gender (Showalter 43; 

McCallum 82). On the one hand, Alcott challenges the patriarchal structure of the 

society and questions Victorian notions of what constitutes females’ happiness and 

fulfillment. For instance, the depiction of her main character, Jo March, contrasts the 

traditional feminine and romantic heroines of the Victorian times: Jo is tomboyish and 

ambitious; she does not seek romance in her life but strives for economic 

independence and self-realization. Consider these lines for instance: 

[…] It’s bad enough to be a girl, anyway, when I like boy’s games and work 

and manners! I can’t get over my disappointment in not being a boy. And it’s 

worse than ever now, for I'm dying to go and fight with Papa. (Alcott ch.1) 

[…] I want to do something splendid before I go into my castle, something 

heroic or wonderful that won't be forgotten after I’m dead. I don’t know what, 

but I’m on the watch for it, and mean to astonish you all some day. I think I 

shall write books, and get rich and famous, that would suit me, so that is my 

favorite dream. (Alcott ch.13) 

On the other hand, by sacrificing her rebellious protagonist’s artistic aspirations for 

marriage and domesticity at the end of the novel, Alcott conforms to the same 

challenged patriarchal norms of the era (Showalter 42-43; McCallum 82). Indeed, 

Louisa May Alcott drew from her own experience while writing her most renowned 

novel. However, while Jo March gave up her scribbling for the sake of “true 

womanhood” i.e., becoming a wife and a mother; real-life “Jo” – Louisa May Alcott 

never married and pursued a writing career that eventually brought her fame and 

financial independence. Regardless of what kind of interpretations Alcott’s narrative 

evokes, given the historical and social context in when it was written, Showalter 
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emphasizes Little Women’s importance for feminist criticism as the study of the 

female writer limited by the social and economic constructs and “the tension between 

feminine identity and artistic freedom” (43). 

Little Women has been around for more than 150 years. Apart from being 

republished multiple times, the novel also got an afterlife in other media, such as 

films, television series, plays on stage, musicals, and different variations of the text 

itself (Mackey 154). Additionally, the adaptations are released so frequently, that 

almost every generation has been presented with yet another adaptation of Little 

Women. As Margaret Mackey observes, such a “proliferation” of this narrative can be 

explained not only by the popularity of the novel but by the fact that for many years 

“it has been in the public domain” (154). Mackey explains that as is often the case 

with classic literature, Little Women “has been increasingly mined for saleable 

artifacts” and not only was it reproduced in the various audiovisual formats, but it 

made appearances in forms of shortened versions of the original lengthy text as well 

as in the form of books based on the scripts of the screen adaptations of the novel 

(154). Mackey focuses her study on the transformations the story of Little Women has 

gone through and how these numerous reworkings of the narrative shape “the literary 

experience of its readers” (154). Mackey emphasizes the material side of the 

adaptation industry created around Alcott’s novel in her study. As she observes since 

the very beginning of the writing process, Alcott’s work was dictated by economic 

pressures and specific demands from her readers, as well as her publishers (154).  

Thus, for instance, initially she did not plan to marry her protagonist, but as she was 

pressured by the audience Alcott decided to make a “funny match” in the character of 

Professor Bhaer that would disappoint “enthusiastic young ladies” who were curious 

of whom the “little women” would marry (qtd. in Showalter 1991). Elaine Showalter 

points out that as early as 1880 Little Women was republished and “the rough edges of 

Alcott’s imagination have been smoothed away” (Showalter 56). Arguably at that 

period, the first adaptation of the text took place when the narrative was readapted to 

suit the contemporary norms and literary traditions. Among the main changes the 

original text has undergone, Showalter notes the transformation of the prose to more 

sentimental and “ladylike,” as well as a change in the depiction of some characters, 

for instance, Laurie (55-56).  While in the initial text Alcott describes him “as tall as” 

Jo with a “long nose”, in the 1880 version a taller Laurie with a “handsome nose” 
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substitutes his “androgynous” predecessor since a less effeminate man better fits the 

mold of the “romantic hero” of the Victorian times (56). As Robyn McCallum notes, 

each subsequent cinematic adaptation of Little Women interrogates gender discourse 

in the novel and recreates it through the contemporary lens, while simultaneously 

using the same device as did Alcott, through juxtaposing “Jo’s masculinity” to the 

“femininity of the male characters” (McCallum 81). In the next subchapter, the 

discussion is about what devices are used in the film adaptations of Little Women to 

construct and portray gender. 

4.1.2 Adaptations of Little Women 

From the early days of cinema, filmmakers have been in search of compelling stories 

and they often turn to literary texts in that pursuit. Not surprisingly, such a popular 

narrative as Little Women caught the eyes of early filmmakers and the first silent 

adaptations of it appeared on screen in the first quarter of the 20th century (Kirkham 

and Warren 81). The first “talkie” black and white motion picture adaptation of Little 

Women featuring Katherine Hepburn was released by RKO Pictures in 1933 and was 

a major box-office success. The family duo of screenwriters Sarah Y. Mason and 

Victor Heerman received an Oscar for their work on this adaptation, while its director 

George Cukor was nominated for best director by the Academy Awards Committee. 

Adaptations of respected texts helped to promote the importance of the medium and in 

the days of the Production Code classic literature often served as safe bets for 

screening. Since the Production Code was highly influenced by traditional Catholic  

norms from the previous century, with its emphasis on nostalgia for simpler times and 

high morality, the novel served just right for a transfer to screen. Released in 1933, 

Little Women, with its depiction of coming-of-age girls who prepare for marriage, 

where family values were the central point at that time, could even serve as 

proponents of the Code, being a reproach and proof of the point that purity can also 

create profit and the obscenity and explicit sexuality, such as those portrayed in films 

starring Mae West, were not necessary. Overall, the film was a reflection of its time. 

Released in times of financial instability and showing the March family’s relative 

financial struggle and efforts for food conservation for instance, it fed into an existing 

sentiment in the society during the time of the Great Depression. At the same time, it 

was also an indication of social progress in the development of gender roles, as well 

as the conformity to traditional views on gender. Consider the opening scene of the 
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film, for instance. The film starts by showing soldiers bravely marching on, 

immediately reminding the audience that Alcott’s story takes place during the Civil 

War, and simultaneously it serves as an allusion to the recent WWI; then the camera 

closes up on the signboard of the United States Christian Commission, and the 

audience is presented with the work environment of the organization: while their men 

are at war, women are also paying a debt to their country and work tirelessly by 

helping  those in need (Cukor 1:15 -1:54). In the next scene, Marmee has a 

conversation with a man, who sacrificed his sons for the war, and Marmee is shown 

regretting that she cannot contribute to the cause more than she already is (1:55-3:20). 

In the next sequence, in the dialogue with her colleague, while signing some 

documents, Marmee talks about her daughters and states that “Meg and Jo are 

working” (3:20-3:34). Then the camera moves to show Meg as a nursing governess 

surrounded by children, and then the audience is presented with the main character - 

Jo, who is reading a book to the sleeping Aunt March and trying to sneak away from 

her duties (3:40- 3:50). The film reflects women’s progress and their participation in 

labor. However, the working environment still conforms to the traditional 

understanding of women’s jobs – such as social work helping men, child-rearing, and 

taking care of older relatives. At the same time, a comedic scene portraying Jo trying 

to get out of her duties shows how women’s labor is not taken seriously. Men’s roles 

are also rigidly defined in warfare times; once a man is of a productive age, his 

patriotic duty is valued above anything else; but once a man reaches an older age, his 

manliness and bravery are no longer valued.  

When it comes to gender portrayal, the extensive use of the athletic physique 

of Katrine Hepburn helped to create a tomboyish version of Jo, who jumps, climbs 

stairs, and speaks in a low-timbered voice. This was in a way a reflection of social 

reforms and the new place of women within the social hierarchy; however, it also 

reflected the general attitudes in society towards the problematic place of women. 

After all, they were only expected to work until marriage and not to pursue careers 

and financial independence after that point. Perhaps, even nostalgia for previous times 

can be seen in the middle of the film when Jo asks Meg, “why can’t we stay as we 

are” (Cukor 1:09:35-1:09:40). Arguably this could be seen as both a reference to the 

desire to stay young, as well as the desire not to change the societal norms. As 

McCallum observes: 
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Jo’s tomboy qualities and her initial refusal of marriage and the traditional 

female romance/marriage plot provide the transgression motif, and Alcott’s 

problematic ending in which Jo marries and gives up writing accords with the 

conventional 1930s film ending in which the woman renounces her career and 

independence and “resumes her place within the organic order of marriage, 

home and the family”. (McCallum 83) 

The Technicolor film adaptation of Little Women was released in the postwar years. 

Once again, it was a comfortable narrative to use in the line of ideology promoting 

traditional family values, patriotism, and even consumerism. Directed by Melvin 

LeRoy this adaptation was largely based on the previous script. It performed well at 

the box office and received two Academy Awards for Best Cinematography and Art 

Direction. If in the previous version Jo was skillfully athletic, in the version of 1949, 

she was shown as clumsier, although trying to prove the opposite to herself and 

others. Thus, in the very first scene, Jo is shown as jumping over the fence and failing 

considerably to the amusement of her sisters; she doesn’t give up, however, and tries 

again and angrily throws a snowball into the window afterwards to teach them a 

lesson not to laugh at her failures (LeRoy 02:13-02:54). Incidentally, the film skips 

the scene from the novel where Jo outpours her anger at Amy for burning her 

manuscript, and by that it avoids confrontation and at the same time it arguably 

creates a better dynamic in the relationship between sisters. However, the scene where 

the sisters laugh at her boyish manners does not bring warmth between March’s 

daughters. It can also be seen as a social commentary of women judging other women 

for not conforming to the ideas of femininity. In this version the sisters were 

preoccupied with romance and were preparing for their adult life, where they would 

fulfill their traditional roles of wives and mothers. It is worth noting that both of the 

two first talkie adaptations of Little Women largely ignored Jo’s desire to become a 

writer and happily married her to Professor Bhaer. The 1949 film adaptation focused 

more on the romantic theme of the novel and completely ignored its subversive 

meaning: “The ideological tension present in the novel between social conventions of 

marriage (the romance plot) and personal desires for independence and community… 

is simply removed from these two earlier films” (McCallum 84).  

 The next film adaptation did not see the light until 1994, however a few 

television series were released in the period between 1950 and 1980. As David 
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Gauntlett points out, gender portrayal on television was in line with traditional gender 

roles and once again the narrative about domesticity, romance and marriage was very 

suitable for television adaptations in those times. It is also worth noting that television 

adaptations of long classic novels have an advantage compared to feature films, since 

they can fit more of the narrative in their length. 

  The film adaptation released in 1994, featuring stars such as Winona Ryder, 

Christian Bale, Susan Sarandon, Kirsten Dunst and Clare Danes, was nominated for 

multiple awards and was rather successful at the box office, earning three times more 

than the budget of the film. This version can be seen as extensive commentary on its 

original text. Released in the third wave of feminism this was a rather complicated 

narrative to present to modern audiences. This screen adaptation can undoubtedly be 

called revisionist, where female characters express their views on the inferior status of 

females in the past. For instance, Marmee’s dialogues by Susan Sarandon in 

commenting on corsets and the confinement of females to homes can be seen as a 

criticism of Victorian values, as well as criticism of the previous adaptations of the 

novel (Armstrong 20:00-21:00). Although Winona Ryder’s Jo is less tomboyish in her 

body language in this adaptation, the audience sees her writing in most of the scenes 

and in that regard, she reclaims her agency, portrayed as assertive and embodying 

those traits which were considered masculine in previous decades. Her romantic 

relationship with Professor Bhaer is given more space on the screen, they even kiss 

twice during the film, and their marriage at the end feels more justified than in the 

novel and in previous adaptations. 

As Robyn McCallum observes, all the versions of Little Women, both literary 

and cinematic, shape the gender identity of Jo’s character as a counterpoint to the 

male characters in the novel (McCallum 81). While in the earlier film adaptations 

Laurie is much younger and better looking than the middle-aged Professor Bhaer, the 

1994 adaptation presents new ideas of the ideal man for Jo’s character: “Gabriel 

Byrne’s Frederick is everything a modern woman could desire in a man – he’s 

sensitive, caring, intelligent, good-looking, very sexy, good with children, and he even 

cooks” (88).  

The Jo portrayed by Winona Ryder somewhat merges with Louisa May 

Alcott’s identity. This is a rather interesting trend that can be observed in other films 

inspired by literature where the real authors are merging with their oeuvre and 
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becoming a part of the narrative, for instance, Shakespeare in Love, Finding 

Neverland, Hugo, or In the Heart of the Sea. The same trend of Jo merging with 

Alcott can be seen in the latest adaptation of Little Women, directed by Greta Gerwig 

released in 2019. But before proceeding to the discussion of Gerwig’s work, one more 

adaptation of the novel is worth mentioning, one that commemorated the novel’s 150th 

anniversary – and this is an adaptation that was released in 2018, arguably at the 

height of the fourth wave of the feminist movement, and it covers the most of  the 

March sisters’ adventures by transposing them into modern times. As in the 1994 

version, Jo’s writing career in modern times becomes possible with the help of 

Professor Bhaer. Jo struggles with the idea of accepting the traditional role of 

becoming a wife. However, she surrenders to it, and the portrayal of the marriage is 

that it is solely her choice rather than an obligation imposed by society. Interestingly, 

in this particular period, the development of the romantic relationship between the 

student Jo and her professor Bhaer looks much more problematic than romantic.  

The latest film adaptation of Little Women, directed by Greta Gerwig, was 

released in 2019. Interestingly enough, the same female filmmakers were involved in 

screenwriting and production of this version as in the 1994’s adaptation, namely Amy 

Pascal, Robin Swicord, and Denise Di Novi. This, in a way, repeated the process of 

the first two feature films of 1933 and 1949, when the same screenwriters and 

producers worked on both of the first films. Gerwig’s film adaptation of Little Women 

performed well at the box office and received various accolades, including the 

Academy Awards and BAFTA awards for the Best Costume. Once again, Alcott’s 

characters were portrayed by Hollywood stars such as Saoirse Ronan, Emma Watson, 

Florence Pugh, Laura Dern, Meryl Streep, Timothée Chalamet, and Chris Cooper. In 

explaining why this film adaptation is different from its predecessors, Amy Pascal 

told The Washington Post that Gerwig used “all of the collective memory that people 

have of ‘Little Women,’ whether it comes from seeing whichever film or reading the 

book or thinking [they] read the book … to tell her own story” (qtd. in Hornaday 

2019). In other words, Gerwig’s adaptation engages in intertextual dialogue with the 

previous narratives, which can both be seen as a commentary, revision of the past, and 

an attempt to make sense of gender politics of the past through the discussion of it 

from today’s perspective.  
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Greta Gerwig does not use a linear approach to tell the story. Instead, two 

parallel timelines intertwine and contrast the nostalgic memory of the past of the 

simpler childhood time to the more serious and problematic adulthood. Lighting is the 

device used to create a golden glow of the fairytalelike childhood, which is opposed 

by the greyish tones of maturity. The modern adaptation of Little Women in 2018 also 

used a nonlinear approach, and softer lighting was also used to distinguish between 

the different ages of the March girls. However, due to the numerous factors such as 

budget and starry crew, the 2019 adaptation seems more effective in telling the story 

without confusing the viewer. In a similar way as in 1994, Jo is merged with Louisa 

May Alcott in this narrative and strives to become a writer. In the opening scene, Jo is 

standing in front of the door of her publisher, and her head is bowed. Here, the scene 

invites at least two different interpretations. First, the viewer is presented with the 

19th-century society where the patriarchal structure constrains the female writer. The 

second is that Jo’s pose with her head bowed and fists clenched can be seen as 

readiness to fight for her causes. In the next scene, Jo negotiates terms with the 

publisher, Mr. Dashwood, who tells her that “morals don’t sell nowadays” and that “if 

the main character’s a girl, make sure she’s married by the end. Or dead. Either way” 

(Gerwig 03:14 - 03:57). Thus, from the opening of the film, it is clear that the place of 

a female character and the female writer is problematic in Victorian society.  

From the beginning of the film, Jo is seen having a conversation with the 

young handsome professor Bhaer, who also teaches at the boarding house. By 

introducing Professor Bhaer early on in the film, Gerwig creates more room for 

developing the romantic relationship between those two characters. The ending of the 

film that incorporates the marriage plot in Gerwig’s adaptation is rather ambiguous. It 

can both be seen happening in the film, but at the same time it can be understood in a 

metafictional way when Jo accepts the marriage proposal in the final chapter of her 

own book to please her publisher, yet it remains unclear if that actually happens to Jo 

in her “real life.” It is also worth noting that the scene which was recreated from 

Alcott’s chapter when Bhaer proposes to Jo looks similar in four film adaptations 

released in different years, 1933, 1949, 1994, and 2019. It can be seen as allusions of 

one text to another; however, in the latest adaptation this scene also brings the feeling 

of a satirical depiction since Jo in Gerwig’s adaptation is pressured by the market to 

write this particular scene in an overly sentimental and romantic way.  
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A different approach is taken in this film to create the dynamic between Jo and 

Laurie. Indeed, the appearance of Timothée Chalamet in his portrayal of Laurie has a 

close resemblance to the original Alcott’s depiction. The visual space between Jo and 

Laurie in the important scenes, such as the proposal scene, for instance, sends the 

visual queue that Jo does not really possess romantic feelings for her friend, whereas, 

in the previous adaptations, it is hard not to expect a romance between the two of 

them. At the same time, the relationship between Laurie and Amy is also given more 

space to develop and looks like a more realistic choice for both of them. Perhaps the 

depiction of Amy undergoes the most transformation compared to the previous 

versions. From the vain egoistic evil sister, who often serves as Jo’s antagonist in the 

film versions of Little Women, Amy is shaped into a rational woman who tries to 

survive in the 19th century by complying with the social rules, while making the most 

of it. She sees marriage as an “economic proposition” and marrying well is the only 

reasonable choice to support her family (Gerwig 01:05:45-01:06:16). Arguably this 

depiction of Amy is more faithful to Alcott’s depiction of this character than in 

previous film adaptations. 

Pat Kirkham and Sarah Warren, in their discussion on film adaptations of 

Little Women, quote Anne Hollander, who describes the first three films adaptations 

with the demonstrative names “Little Sufferers (1933), Little Shoppers (1949), and 

Little Feminists (1994)” (qtd. in Kirkham and Warren 1999). These names alone can 

indicate the main approach the adapters took in creating their versions of Alcott’s 

narrative. What nicknames will be given to the adaptations produced in the wake of 

the #MeToo movement remains unknown. Nonetheless, it is worth noting that all the 

adaptations of Little Women are demonstrative of their period. Interestingly, the 

majority of them are created by renowned filmmakers and featuring major stars in the 

industry. Since the 1990s, adaptations of Alcott’s novel took a new approach. Instead 

of recreating the text as close to the original as possible, they incorporated 

postmodernist and feminist approaches to reading of the text and, by that, honoring 

the writer and her accomplishments. However, as some scholars note, the 1994 

adaptation is yet a product of “popular culture,” and even if the filmmakers had the 

best intentions in amplifying feminist achievements, they at the same time 

undermined them in a way (Grasso 182).  
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In the film and the discourse it has engendered, Alcott, Little Women, and 

feminism are stripped of a complex and nuanced history. This has serious 

political consequences, for when an interpretation of feminism that is bereft of 

history and political radicalism is disseminated through popular culture 

mediums, it assists the passage of laws and policies that maintain race and 

gender hierarchies. (182) 

The 2019 adaptation took a more careful approach to the gender politics of the novel. 

Although it interprets the events of the 19th century from the standpoint of today’s 

ideologies, it acknowledges constraints imposed on men and women in Victorian 

society, when each gender reassigned a particular role, and social mobility is rather 

restrictive. This adaptation can also be seen as a reflection of the industry on itself 

when a narrative written by a female writer has been screened anew and now 

represents “a properly transactional female-led project” (Idato). Arguably Alcott’s 

novel is a convenient narrative to adapt to screen in various forms and can serve 

different ideological purposes. It can both recreate nostalgia for simpler times as well 

as can be used as a subversive and inspirational text. Perhaps in the future, Jo will 

merge entirely with Louisa May Alcott, and the next film adaptation of Little Women 

will be about Alcott herself writing her best-known novel while being torn between 

market demands and her own aspirations.  

4.2 Case of Catch-22 

The satirical anti-war novel Catch-22 by Joseph Heller follows the adventures of 

Captain John Yossarian during WWII. Yossarian is an anti-hero who does not want to 

participate in the war any longer and tries to avoid flying more combat missions by 

any means necessary. He often takes refuge from the horrors of war and his 

commanding officers by dwelling in hospital or in the arms of women, be that a nurse, 

a young woman he meets in Rome by accident, or Italian sex workers. Since its 

publication in 1961, the novel was adapted into a feature film in the year 1970 and 

then almost 50 years later into a six-episode miniseries. By utilizing the same 

historical setting – the events of WWII – different approaches were used to tell the 

story of Catch-22. For instance, the first cinematic adaptation of the novel did not 

bring significant changes to the story but left out some of its content. This adaptation 
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can be seen as transposition from page-to-screen, which stays in close proximity to 

the original text.  

In comparison, the TV adaptation made in 2019 differs from the source, 

especially when it comes to the portrayal of female characters and male attitudes 

towards them. In the series, both the male and female characters are revised and, and 

it promotes different attitudes towards masculinity and femininity. Both the original 

text and the first adaptation reflect the misogynistic views of the time and if the 

unchanged story were screened today, it might receive severe criticism from the 

perspective of gender equality. Using the terminology proposed by Cartmell, the 

recent miniseries Catch-22 can either be described as a revisionist adaptation or a 

commentary. The team of directors, including George Clooney, not only altered the 

plot of the story by adding new events, but also presented a revised attitude towards 

its female characters. The question remains whether this was only an attempt to 

appeal to a wider audience in the light of recent feminist and gender equality 

movements such as #MeToo, or to send a genuine message of criticism to the 

tendencies of the past. Either way, this adaptation retells the story from the standpoint 

of current values. 

4.2.1 Heller’s Catch-22 and Its Impact 

Joseph Heller’s novel Catch-22 depicts the folly of military life for an American 

bomber squadron stationed in Italy during WWII. Multiple characters in the story find 

themselves in a loop of absurd situations, where they are being trapped in pointless 

bureaucracy and have to deal with incompetent and egoistic commanders, for whom 

human life does not have much value. The novel received mixed criticism upon its 

publication and while some critics praised it for its brilliant subversive humor and the 

accurate depiction of the absurdity of military life, others simply refused to comment 

on it because of its insignificance (Bloom 13-14). Despite the divergence of the 

critics’ opinions the book touched a chord with proponents of the Vietnam anti-war 

movement and later became one of the most significant novels of the twentieth 

century:  

It has passed from relatively modest initial success with readers and critics – 

many of whom liked the book for just the reasons that caused others to hate it 

– through massive best-sellerdom and early canonization as a youth-cult 
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sacred text to its current status as a monumental artifact of contemporary 

American literature. (Aldridge 3) 

The novel was published in 1961, and it took the author nearly eight years to 

complete his 42-chapters masterpiece. Reflecting on his novel in his later years, 

Joseph Heller explained that while the events portrayed in the book take place during 

the Second World War and were inspired by his own experience as a bombardier 

during WWII, the criticism of authorities, warfare, and bureaucracy, which permeates 

the entire text, reflected the social and political climate of the decade when it was 

written: 

Virtually none of the attitudes in the book – the suspicion and distrust of the 

officials in the government, the feelings of helplessness and victimization, the 

realization that most government agencies would lie – coincided with my 

experiences as a bombardier in World War II. The antiwar and antigovernment 

feelings in the book belong to the period following World War II: the Korean 

War, the cold war of the fifties (Heller). 

Martin Halliwell, in his book on American culture in the 1950s, states that the 

dominant genre of fiction in the postwar period was tragicomedy (Halliwell 60). He 

calls literary works of the period a “fiction of unease” where the protagonists are often 

depicted as anti-heroes undergoing an existential crisis instead of enjoying themselves 

and pursuing the American dream (60).  Heller’s novel undoubtedly falls into the 

category of tragicomedy, where humorous situations and dialogues alternate with 

gruesome depictions of death and the horrors of war. His protagonist, Captain John 

Yossarian, a bombardier of the American Air Force squadron, does not believe in any 

higher cause, he does not want to sacrifice his life in the war, neither for his country 

nor for his superiors. Moreover, Yossarian does not distinguish between his own 

commanders and the enemy; he is certain that they are all against him and are trying 

to kill him. Therefore, Yossarian’s only goal in this war is to survive by any means 

possible: “he had decided to live forever or die in the attempt” (Heller 27). This 

attitude of Yossarian’s is notably different from the common depiction of heroic 

soldiers in Hollywood war films for instance. The reluctance of Yossarian to 

participate in a pointless war was a direct criticism of the American involvement in 

wars, first in the Korean War (1950-1953) and then later in the protracted Vietnam 

War (1955-1975). Therefore, it is not surprising that although Yossarian is portrayed 
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as an anti-hero, he managed to win the hearts of many readers in the 1960s by 

questioning the status quo and by being dissatisfied with the authorities, and by doing 

so he became a symbol for anti-war protesters.  

Halliwell points out that another distinct feature of literature in the 1950s is 

gender bias; most of the main characters created in the postwar period were males and 

that is a direct reflection of “the problematic place of women in the cultural sphere at 

the time” (Halliwell 61). This can undoubtedly be applied to Heller’s Catch-22, where 

not only the protagonist is a man, but men represent the vast majority of characters, 

while a relatively small space is reserved for female characters. The few that Heller 

actually portrays are represented by American medical personnel and Italian civilians, 

most of whom are sex workers. Most of these female characters appear during 

Yossarian’s survival attempts, when he is trying to escape the gruesome reality of war 

by spending his time off duty with women. Yossarian falls desperately in love and 

gets sexually involved with every other woman he encounters, but whom he never 

wants to commit to.   

It is possible to say that the women in Catch-22 are often used to move the 

plot forward and emphasize the absurdity of the male-dominated world of war. 

However, they often lack dimension and agency, sometimes even names. For 

instance, Nately’s whore, although occupying a number of pages in the novel, never 

gets a name and even if she acts on her own those actions are logically dubious. She is 

an object of unrequited love of one of Yossarian’s friends, Nately, to whom she is 

indifferent and simply wants to be left alone for the most part of the novel. At the end 

of the book, however, from a tired prostitute her character turns into a maniacal killer 

whose sole purpose is to revenge Nately’s death and to kill Yossarian. She blames 

him for bringing her the bad news, but most likely she misunderstood him and 

mistook him for Nately’s murderer.  

Female characters in the novel are often overly sexualized and serve as objects 

of lustful fantasies or joy for men, as well as they are often described from the point 

of view of their appearance. Consider 2 examples below: 

[…] General Dreedle’s nurse ... stood with her asinine smile at the side of 

platform and bloomed like a fertile oasis ... she was so beautiful. (Heller 246)  
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[…] Nurse Sue Ann Duckett was a tall, spare, mature, straight-backed woman 

with a prominent, well-rounded ass, small breasts, and angular ascetic New 

England features... (331)  

The lewd and lascivious conduct of men towards women, with the former confusing 

love with lust and the latter accepting it, is a norm for both sexes in the absurd 

malicious world of Catch-22.  That can be demonstrated in the example of the 

previously mentioned nurse named Duckett, who, as the novel evolves, engages in an 

amorous relationship with Yossarian after being groped by him and his friend during 

her duties. From the examples above it can be seen that some parts of the novel, such 

as its sex politics, and treatment of women, did not age well and might be challenging 

for the modern reader. What nowadays would be considered as sexual harassment, 

even sexual assault, which is illegal in the United States, is represented in the book in 

a romanticized way. However, it is important to keep in mind that the sexism 

portrayed in the novel was a reflection of the gender roles and stereotypes of the 

period when it was written and despite its misogynistic views Catch-22 was an 

important “period piece” of the anti-war and protest literature (Bloom 15). 

4.2.2 Adaptations of Catch-22 

Coinciding with the contemporary views of anti-war advocates in the 1960s and being 

sold out in million copies, not surprisingly, the book caught the attention of 

Hollywood producers. However, the complex structure and circular or spiral narrative 

of the novel, as well as its length and a great number of characters, presented a certain 

challenge for the screen adaptation of Catch-22. The first cinematic adaptation of the 

novel was directed by Mike Nichols and was released almost a decade after the 

book’s publication. Starring a great number of big names, such as Alan Arkin, Orson 

Welles, Martin Sheen and Art Garfunkel, to name a few, and having a seventeen-

million-dollar budget, the feature film Catch-22 was a decent attempt to adapt 

Heller’s masterpiece. However, despite its starry crew of actors, directors and 

screenwriters, and extremely beautiful realistic shots of B25 aircrafts, the first film 

adaptation of the novel was not very successful and did not do well at the box-office. 

The extensive use of flashbacks and repetitive shots did in a way repeat the narrative 

style of the novel; however, massive trimming and omissions due to the limited length 

of the feature film most likely created certain confusion for the audience, especially 

for those who were not familiar with the original text. There are a lot of variables in 
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the equation of cinematic success and perhaps the failure of the film version of Catch-

22 happened due to its complicated structure, or perhaps due to the film adaptation 

being overshadowed by another outstanding anti-war satirical comedy, M.A.S.H., 

which was released a few months earlier in the same year (Mikulec). However, it may 

also be argued that the poor and unflattering representation of women in the film 

during the era of the Women’s Liberation Movement played some part in the movie’s 

lack of success.  

As Halliwell observes, fiction in the 1950s reflected the problematic place of 

women in society (61). During the war years the employment of women in the labor 

market and in the military force had risen drastically, but after WWII was over and 

war veterans returned back home, many women were laid off from workplaces to 

create spaces for the returned men. Women’s contribution during the war years was 

somewhat forgotten and in the effort of keeping dissatisfaction at a low level, 

domesticity was promoted by various media – from culinary books to TV 

advertisements.  A growing discontent, however, led to and originated in the 1960s 

Women’s Liberation Movement that questioned the sexual inequality and gender roles 

in patriarchal society, as well as the underrepresentation and stereotyping of women in 

literature and media. The proponents of the movement were arguing that the way 

women were represented in media, for example by embracing domesticity, enjoying 

motherhood, not participating in the political, social and intellectual life of society or 

relying on men in their decision making – all this only supported the previously 

constructed gender roles and promoted patriarchal stereotypes, and encouraged 

“particular expectations of women which are extremely limiting” (Nelmes 269).  

The same period of time witnessed the sexual liberation movement, which lead 

to both sexes starting to enjoy more sexual freedoms and due to the marketing of 

birth-control pills, unwanted pregnancy could be avoided. Sexual liberation had its 

impact on the entertainment industry with fewer restrictions from the Production Code 

and the appearance of more explicit erotic content in mainstream cinema. A 

prominent feminist critic of the period, Molly Haskell, argued that while the women’s 

movement was gaining strength and started bringing recognition to the female half of 

the population, it also provoked a backlash from the male-dominated film industry, 

where “misogyny” became more “overt” than in the previous decades (Haskell 323). 

Both phenomena – the upheaval of feminism and the increased nudity on screen 



 

 

 65 

 

 

intertwined in a pervasive way and instead of getting more positive images in 

Hollywood films in the 1960-1970s, women were portrayed as “whores, quasi-

whores, jilted mistresses, emotional cripples, drunks. Daffy ingenues, Lolitas, kooks, 

sex-starved spinsters, psychotics. Icebergs, zombies and ballbreakers” (327).   

When it comes to war movies of the period, despite their historical 

contribution, women, and especially military women, “have largely been omitted” 

from Hollywood films because they represented a certain inconvenience for the 

established order: 

Hollywood films tend to depict war as a man’s job, unsuitable for women, yet 

women have played a valuable and official role in the military since World 

War I…[T]he military woman has been seen as problematic because she 

“violates traditional norms, exercises autonomy, travels widely, and 

demonstrates great flexibility in her determination to master her environment”. 

(Fowler and Deacon 10) 

Fowler and Deacon also emphasize that although military leaders started to 

acknowledge female participation in WWII in the 1960s, the war movies released 

during the Vietnam War period mostly featured women as military medical personnel 

(9).   

There are few female characters in Mike Nichols’ version of Catch-22. 

Although the servicewomen are represented in the film by nurses and Women’s Army 

Auxiliary Corps, these female characters can hardly be taken seriously as contributing 

to society or violating traditional norms, when their overly tight uniforms reveal every 

curve of their bodies. The nurse Duckett appears in the film for the first time in the 

fantasy of the main character where she is happily taking off her clothes and waving 

to the drowning Yossarian (Nichols 22:30-23:10). The next time she appears is in the 

hospital when she is checking up on a patient with her colleague nurse Cramer. While 

performing their duties the women are exchange culinary recipes, not paying much 

attention to what they are actually doing (26:00-26:40). It is worth noting though that 

the portrayal of these two nurses would allow for the film to pass the so-called 

Bechdel test, since 2 of the female characters have names, they speak to each other, 

and the topic of their conversation does not include men. Yet their conversation is 

about cooking, and it still can be seen as a reference to the fact that they are 

preoccupied with homemaking even though they are at work in foreign military 
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hospital. They both wear heavy make-up, and their uniform hardly covers their 

breasts. As the story evolves the nurse Duckett spends time with Yossarian on the 

beach and resists his sexual advances by kicking him in the groin (38:07-39:13). It is 

worth mentioning that while shooting this particular scene the actress who plays nurse 

Duckett, Paula Prentiss, was actually sexually harassed by the director in order to 

show the desired or “right” reaction (Mikulec).  

In the following sequence the audience sees how a sexually frustrated 

Yossarian expresses lascivious interest towards another military servicewoman, who 

is never named and is treated as General Dreedle’s property (Nichols 39:38 – 44:23). 

Wearing a very tight uniform that accentuates her forms, General Dreedle’s WAC 

serves as a sexualized object and does not seem to be taken seriously or be respected 

by the servicemen in the film. Undoubtedly, this is a comedy and not everything that 

is shown should be taken too seriously; however, the questions remain why the men in 

contrast wear real military uniforms and why there were real warplanes used on the 

film set.  In later scenes Italian civilian women are introduced.  The sex workers 

remain unnamed in the same way as in the original text; they happily enjoy the men’s 

company in the brothel, restaurants and in the streets of Rome. Although playing the 

same role in the film as in the novel, the character referred to as Nately’s whore does 

not occupy many scenes and only appears for a couple of minutes in the entire film. 

Another Italian civilian character that occupies a number of pages in the book and 

significant space in the head of the main character is Luciana. Like the rest of the 

women in the film, she also wears heavy make-up and a very provocative dress. 

During their first date Yossarian gropes her on the dancefloor and later the audience is 

presented with a sex scene and a depiction of a naked Luciana (54:05-56:20; 

01:04:40- 01:06:48). Instead of being a symbol of life outside war and a safe place or 

sanctuary, as in the original text, this young woman is depicted as a villain in the film. 

She works for the greedy capitalist character Milo Minderbinder, and later in the film 

she breaks Yossarian’s heart in a difficult moment of his life.  

By drawing on contemporary views of the period, the first film adaptation of 

Catch-22 stays truthful to the original story. It reflects anti-war sentiments and 

accurately follows the depiction of the craziness of the military life in Heller’s world. 

However, it does not represent women in a positive light and as result the portrayal of 

military women and Luciana are not any different from the depiction of Italian sex 
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workers. That in turn proves the point of Haskell’s observation that women depicted 

in Hollywood films during the Second wave of feminism were often overly sexualized 

and stereotyped and had to struggle with the misogynistic views of the epoch.  It also 

reflects the inability and inflexibility of the entertainment industry to keep up with the 

social changes of the time. Whether such a representation of female characters did 

actually turn away potential female moviegoers in the 1970s is a question that needs 

further examination and research of the demographics of the film audience upon its 

release. When it comes to the portrayal of masculinity, the film, in the same way as 

the novel, both challenges and conforms to the patriarchal structure of society; for 

instance, Yossarian’s masculinity is subverted by his cowardice. As observed by 

Ralph R. Donald, fear is an emotion associated with weakness, and emotionality, in 

general, used to be regarded as a feminine trait; therefore, for conventional war heroes 

in film, emotions should be suppressed (Donald 130-131). At the same time, his 

sexual promiscuity is more in line with the essentialist approaches to sex and gender 

roles.   

The second most notable adaptation of the novel took place almost fifty years 

after the first attempt and a very different approach was taken in presenting the story 

of Catch-22 in the twenty-first century. Not only did the directors face the same 

challenges with the narrative structure of the novel, but they also had to deal with its 

outdated sex politics. Arguably the six episodes TV miniseries, directed by George 

Clooney, Grant Heslov, and Ellen Kuras, had more success in telling the story of 

Catch-22.  By unwinding the circular structure and presenting the story in a more 

chronological way, by not only trimming but adding some new scenes, and by 

changing the attitude towards women, the latest version is perhaps more appealing to 

a wider audience than its feature film predecessor. The miniseries, as well as the 

feature film, can be seen as a product of particular epoch, which reflects contemporary 

cultural and social values. For example, the legacy of the Women’s Liberation and the 

#MeToo trend seem to have had a notable influence on the 2019 series, with more 

respect shown to women and patriarchal norms put into question.   

Lauren Rosewarne argues that positive female images appear more often in 

modern day Hollywood films because the industry is engaged in modernizing older 

material in order to appear more progressive and to address the zeitgeist (Rosewarne 
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44). She explains however, that the decrease of sexist content in modern day screen 

remakes is also determined by a financial purpose: 

the move away from misogyny is less about political progress and more so 

motivated by risk-aversion: that in the twenty-first century (a) a leading man 

can’t afford to be loathed, and (b) a film can’t risk turning away half of its 

possible ticket buyers (64). 

It is worth noting here that she defines remakes in broad terms, referring to them as 

“material that has been made again”, and therefore her work is applicable to the 

adaptation studies used in the current essay (3).   

 Since the Women’s Liberation Movement, the participation of women in the 

public sphere has significantly increased, and after the emergence of feminist literary 

and film critical theories that constantly question the patriarchal order in the media, 

the representation of women is gradually improving. This, in turn, shapes the 

understanding of gender roles in society, and if for the first film crew who adapted 

Catch-22 the treatment of women did not even seem questionable, for the modern 

day’s adapters it looks unacceptable. 

 Screenwriters and directors of the newest adaptation of Catch-22 explained 

that they modernized and revised Heller’s narrative simply because they were not 

happy with the treatment of women in the novel, not because of financial purposes. 

For instance, The Telegraph quoted Luke Davis, the scriptwriter for the series, who 

tried to deny that #MeToo movement had any impact on their decision on how the 

novel was adapted: 

We made it our mission statement to make the portrayal of women more 

interesting,… and not because we think the world has changed, not because we 

think that outside forces tell us that we need to do that, but because the 

portrayal of women in the novel is so goddamn awful that it just gave us the 

heebie-jeebies. (qtd. in Kang 2019) 

At the same time George Clooney acknowledged that the latest feminist movement 

had affected the portrayal of the female characters in the TV series, and they tried to 

make the material more relevant to contemporary audiences: “All the #MeToo stuff 

started coming through and I said to Paramount: ‘It’s all guys – we have to be part of 

the solution’” (qtd. in O’Malley 2019). 
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 The #MeToo movement originated in the beginning of the twenty first century 

and can be seen as another upheaval of feminist movements. Proponents of the 

movement are trying to raise awareness of the sexual harassment and sexual assaults 

of both women and men. The movement became widespread throughout the world 

through extensive means of social media and the Internet. Since many celebrities 

started to use the hashtag and share stories of sexual abuse in the entertainment 

industry, many big influential figures, for instance Harvey Weinstein or Kevin 

Spacey, were accused of rape and sexual misconduct. After scandalous accusations 

Hollywood, as well as many other industries, was forced to reevaluate its policies and 

working environment and some new jobs, such as intimacy coordinator, were 

introduced in the film industry (Feidelson). Arguably, if Mike Nichols would have 

had one in the late 1960s, he would not have harassed his actress on the film set. 

 In order to be a part of the solution, female roles were expanded not only in 

front of but also behind the camera. Although there are still only a few female 

characters in the Hulu TV series, they have more dimensions and are less objectified. 

The nurses and the WACs wear real uniforms in the series and are often depicted at 

work. They are knowledgeable and confident in what they are doing. They stoically 

serve their duties despite the exhaustion and hardships of military life. In that sense 

this adaptation did more justice to female participation in the Second World War. The 

nurse Duckett appears in many scenes in the series, she is in a friendly relationship 

with the main character, but no romance is involved between the two of them. Instead 

of being sexually harassed by Yossarian, she somewhat has an upper hand in their 

humorous and witty conversations. The only character Yossarian is involved with 

romantically is a young Italian woman, whom he meets after suffering injuries during 

combat. His plane crashes and he is wounded, accidentally landing his parachute in 

the Italian village where the young woman is staying. Obviously, Heller’s Luciana 

served as a prototype for this character, and she represents normal life outside the 

crazy world Yossarian lives in. Yossarian attempts to start a relationship with the 

young woman but faces the great displeasure of her father. The father of the young 

woman is not particularly fond of Yossarian’s intentions, and therefore the main 

character has to stop his romantic advances. The representation of manhood in the 

miniseries also takes a different approach. For instance, in the sixth episode, in the 

sequence where Yossarian lies about his sexual virility by saying that his testicles 
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were “blown off,” he accepts that his manliness will be undermined, and he will be 

humiliated by his commanders but is willing to do that to escape the war (Clooney, 

et.al 16:10-16:40). 

Yossarian’s attitude towards women is perhaps the biggest change that was 

made in these series. He shows respect to the female military personnel at the base; at 

the same time, he also questions the offensive conduct towards Italian civilians 

expressed by one of his associates Aarfy. Aarfy’s disturbing monologue about the 

rape of girls during his years in a fraternity perhaps sounded too offensive even in 

1970 and as result it was omitted in the film directed by Mike Nichols. Hulu’s 

adaptation did not make an attempt to overlook it and the monologue turns into a 

dialogue. Thus, in the third episode of the show Aarfy faces opposition from the old 

man in the brothel, who heavily criticizes the young man for his outrageous remarks 

(15:15-16:00). In that way, George Clooney’s team addresses the issues of sexual 

assaults and consensual relationships. The relationship between Nately and the sex 

worker Clara is definitely portrayed as based on consent.  For instance, it can be seen 

in the second episode of the show that Nately is in love with the woman, and she likes 

him as a customer because “he is a nice clean boy” (30:00-31:05). The sex workers in 

the latest version are not referred to with the degrading term “whores.” It can be seen 

as an acknowledgement that despite the fact that these women are engaged in sexual 

activities, these activities are not a form of entertainment but actual work. And 

especially during WWII, many women in occupied territories resorted to such means 

of income not out of curiosity, but in order to survive. 
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Conclusion 

Even though adaptations often do not follow any specific rules, many of them do (just 

as the media as a whole) serve as a reflection of a particular era and provide an insight 

into the socio-cultural context of the time when they occur, regardless of the epoch 

when the original text was written. Furthermore, they depend on where and who 

produces them and for what particular audiences, since those are oftentimes financial 

determinators. As it turns out, gender can be used as a common denominator to see 

trends and development in the attitudes of a given time, and this becomes particularly 

evident when it comes to works of sustained popularity, such as Little Women and 

Catch-22. 

Many things have changed since the novel Catch-22 was originally written. 

From that time society has gone through different social and intellectual movements 

that have altered our perspective and understanding of gender roles. Today, women 

are involved in various fields that were previously considered to be an exclusively 

male domain; for instance, there is an increased number of women in military service, 

politics and science. The two adaptations of the book that have been analyzed in this 

essay can be seen as a good indication of how the attitude towards women and their 

position in American society has developed in the last 50 years. According to the 

feminists of the 1960s, the media was a powerful tool which in the middle of the last 

century served to promote white heteropatriarchal norms where female narratives 

were mostly disregarded.   

The entertainment industry has slowly adjusted to the social changes since the 

Women’s Liberation Movement. In more recent years, following the latest feminist 

movements, the film industry has contributed to the promotion of positive images and 

role models for women that are not as limiting as they were fifty years ago. At the 

same time, male characters and depiction of masculinity have undergone a 

considerable change as well. The same character of Yossarian is depicted differently 

in the film from the 1970s and in the more recent television miniseries. Thus, for 

instance, the creators of the miniseries address the issue of violence towards women 

that had been common on screen for many decades. Although rape is still used as part 

of the narrative in this case, the attitude towards non-consensual sexual relationships 

is questioned through Yossarian’s attitude towards women and his male colleagues, as 
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well as through the voice of the old Italian male and his attitude towards the sex-

workers he is in charge of.  Masculinity in the novel can be seen both as subversive 

and as conventional, and the same applies to the film adaptation. For instance, 

Yossarian lacks the traditional traits for participating in war, he lacks courage and is 

afraid of death, while his sexual prowess stays in line with patriarchal conventions 

and the views that stem from essentialist beliefs that men are sexually promiscuous by 

nature. In contrast, Yossarian is not presented as a womanizer in the miniseries: his 

success (or lack thereof) with women does not measure his masculinity. On the 

contrary, Yossarian has a respectful attitude towards women and is not obsessed with 

his sexual prowess. Also, there is striking difference is in the portrayal of nudity in 

both adaptations. While the film version frequently shows the female characters 

undress in one way or another, the miniseries present male nudity in every episode, 

oftentimes objectifying male bodies and perhaps by doing so is trying to revert the 

male gaze of the past. Thus, this latest adaptation can be seen as the revision of the 

past and a correction and reflection of itself.  

In the case of Little Women, the world has undergone even greater changes in 

the last 150 years since the first publication of the book. As discussed in the chapter 

on Little Women, scholars refer to this narrative as “the female myth,” and arguably 

the idea of Jo March today is a part of the collective memory created through multiple 

adaptations of Alcott’s novel (Showalter 42). All the subsequent film adaptations of 

Little Women are involved in the intertextual relationships between the novel itself 

and one another. As observed by Robyn McCallum, the questions of femininity and 

masculinity the novel deals with are always the juxtaposition of the tomboyish Jo with 

the soft and gentle characters of Laurie and Professor Bhaer (McCallum 81-82). Every 

adaptation deals with gender issues in line with the contemporary views on gender 

and addresses the progress of feminist movements. However, every adaptation is also 

constrained by contemporary conventions of the industry. Thus, although it is 

acknowledged that women became a part of the labor market in the first two films, the 

emphasis is still put on traditional values, and womanhood is defined not by personal 

and artistic growth, but by marital status. As in the novel, Jo sacrifices her writing 

career for marriage. That was convenient for Hollywood films created in the era of the 

Production Code, since this meant the institution of family and the sanctity of 

marriage were not undermined. The adaptations released in 1994, 2018, and 2019 are 
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all produced and directed by females and have a different approach to the depiction of 

Jo and her male counterparts. Although the Jo portrayed by Winona Ryder and 

Saoirse Ronan do not exhibit the same tomboyishness as Kathrine Hepburn, their 

femininity is more in line with recent ideas where femininity is used as performance 

and the female character does not need to express athleticism and muscular physique 

to be acknowledged as an assertive and strong leading character. Assertiveness is 

depicted as the aspiration for financial independence and personal growth. It is also 

interesting to examine which approach every adaptation has towards the portrayal of 

Laurie and Professor Bhaer. It can be argued that every subsequent adaptation was 

trying to improve the professor’s image in different times, creating a more just partner 

for the beloved heroine of the novel. Thus, in the latest adaptations, Professor Bhaer 

does not look like a consolation prize for Jo, but rather a better choice in terms of the 

emotional and intellectual partnership. Needless to say, his apparent asexuality 

presented in the novel is also revisioned and turned into sexual appeal. At the same 

time, Laurie’s depiction, and especially in the 2019 adaptation, is closer to the original 

text of 1868. The audience is also presented with the evolution of Jo’s writing through 

all these film versions. In the latest adaptations, in particular, the character of Jo 

merges with Louisa May Alcott in a metafictional way that can be seen as 

postmodernist ideas’ influence on the reading of the novel as well as postmodernist 

approach to adapt. Interesting enough, while Professor Bhaer serves as the means of 

moving Jo’s writing career in earlier films, the latest adaptations give Jo more liberty 

in her choices, and publishing her book becomes her own achievement in 2019, which 

can be seen as a commemoration of the accomplishments of Alcott herself. 

This essay has examined cinematic adaptations and the multiple tools that are 

used to address gender constructions. It has explored how adaptations of the same 

popular novels have changed throughout time and how they often try to find balance 

between current trends in society and the traditional values of the times when the 

novels were written. The closer to each other the adaptations are in time, and the more 

similar the environment is in which they were created, the more similar they do 

become. One of the most fascinating aspects of screen adaptations of novels, 

especially those written a long time ago, is that they sometimes represent previously 

suppressed groups in a more accurate manner than the original source. Furthermore, 

they serve as an accessible medium for younger audiences to get familiar with 
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narratives of classic literature and can serve as barometer on how gender has 

developed throughout the centuries. These are only a few examples of how 

adaptations often raise important issues, and how they can impact our daily lives. 

What seems to hold true is that the production of cinematic adaptations has become a 

significant part of the major entertainment industry and can serve as a good indicator 

of changes when the same narrative is re-told and refined in accordance with new 

norms and values.  
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