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Abstract 

This research investigates the role of feminist film theory in examining the representation of women’s desire in Ridley Scott’s 1991 

film Thelma & Louise. Using a feminist lens, the study analyzes how the film challenges traditional patriarchal narratives through 

its depiction of female subjectivity, agency, and desire. In Thelma & Louise, the female protagonists navigate and subvert the 

male-dominated gaze, offering an alternative vision of female empowerment and sexual autonomy. By focusing on the visual 

elements of the film—camera angles, framing, and narrative structure—the study explores how these techniques work together to 

construct a feminist perspective. The analysis is grounded in feminist film theory, drawing primarily from Laura Mulvey’s concept 

of the "male gaze" and its critique by feminist scholars. The film’s reimagining of the road movie genre provides a platform for 

examining the representation of female sexuality as a form of resistance to male objectification. Ultimately, the research argues 

that Thelma & Louise offers a visual and narrative reclamation of women's desire, providing a profound commentary on gender, 

power, and identity in contemporary cinema. 

Keywords: Feminist Film Theory, Female Desire, Thelma & Louise, Male Gaze, Female Gaze, Visual Representation, Sexual 

Autonomy, Feminist Cinema. 
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1. Introduction 
The 1991 film Thelma & Louise, directed by Ridley Scott, has 

emerged as a landmark piece of cinema, often discussed and 

analyzed through the lens of feminist film theory (Aikman 2017). 

The film, which stars Geena Davis as Thelma and Susan Sarandon 

as Louise, is a road trip narrative that dramatically reshapes the 

traditional roles of women in film, challenging long-standing 

representations of female characters within patriarchal frameworks. 

By focusing on the relationship between two women who set out 

on a journey of self-discovery, rebellion, and escape from 

oppressive social structures, Thelma & Louise not only critiques 

the gendered power dynamics ingrained in mainstream cinema but 

also positions women as subjects with their own desires, agency, 

and autonomy. In doing so, the film offers an opportunity to 

explore themes of female sexuality, independence, and emotional 

empowerment within a genre—typically dominated by male 

protagonists—that has historically been defined by patriarchal 

representations of gender and power (Longhurst 2012). 

Feminist film theory, notably pioneered by Laura Mulvey in her 

seminal 1975 essay Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, 

critiques the ways in which traditional Hollywood cinema has 

often reinforced male dominance by presenting women as passive 

objects of male desire (Mulvey 2013). According to Mulvey‘s 

theory of the "male gaze," cinematic techniques—such as camera 

angles, shot composition, and narrative structure—are 

predominantly designed to satisfy the visual pleasure of a male 

viewer. Women in this framework are typically depicted as objects 

to be looked at, often deprived of subjectivity or agency in favor of 

male characters whose desires and actions drive the plot (Davies 

and Practice 1991). Mulvey‘s groundbreaking work has provided a 

powerful tool for understanding how cinematic representation 

functions within a patriarchal society, and it has been instrumental 

in illuminating the ways women have been objectified and 

marginalized in film. Thelma & Louise, however, challenges this 

established order by disrupting the traditional male gaze and 

offering a counter-narrative that prioritizes the perspectives and 

experiences of its female characters (Dunn and Dunn 2007). In 

Thelma & Louise, the women‘s desire and sexual autonomy are 

represented in ways that diverge from the standard Hollywood 

formula. The film‘s protagonists embark on a journey where their 

identities and desires are not shaped by male figures or societal 

expectations, but are instead articulated through their own voices, 

bodies, and decisions. Thelma and Louise begin their journey as 

women trapped by the constraints of their domestic lives, defined 

by the expectations of their husbands and society (Man 1993). 

However, as the narrative progresses, both characters increasingly 

assert control over their own destinies, making choices that reflect 

their own desires—both emotional and sexual—and challenge the 

traditional gender norms that restrict their freedom. At the heart of 

the film is the visual and narrative shift in how women are 

portrayed. The traditional road movie genre, which has often 

centered on male protagonists‘ quests for freedom, adventure, and 

self-discovery, is here re-imagined through the experiences of two 

women who reject traditional roles and instead carve out their own 

identities in defiance of male control (Greenberg, Clover et al. 

1991). The film redefines the road trip narrative, usually associated 

with male characters, to reflect the female experience of liberation 

and empowerment. The female gaze is powerfully evoked in the 

way Thelma and Louise navigate the spaces around them, 

challenging and rejecting the male characters who attempt to 

impose limitations on them (Cooper 2000). Through the use of 

cinematic techniques, such as close-ups, framing, and camera 

angles, Scott allows the audience to see the world from the 

women‘s perspective, foregrounding their emotional and physical 

experiences in ways that empower the characters, as well as the 

audience, to view them as autonomous agents (Putnam 1993). 

In feminist film theory, this challenge to the male gaze is often 

described as a shift towards the female gaze—an approach that 

resists objectification and instead positions women as active 

subjects (Fol 2006). By focusing on the personal journeys of 

Thelma and Louise, the film grants them agency and power in a 

way that contradicts traditional cinematic representations of 

women. Unlike many Hollywood films where female characters‘ 

desires are framed through the lens of male desire, Thelma & 

Louise portrays women whose desires are their own, independent 

from male influence or validation. The film shifts the narrative 

structure to allow the women to take control of their sexual and 

emotional autonomy, offering a critique of the ways in which 

women have been historically confined to roles of passivity and 

subordination in mainstream cinema. This paper aims to analyze 

how Thelma & Louise redefines the representation of women‘s 

desire within the framework of feminist film theory (Kotsopoulos 

and Debate 2003). By closely examining the film‘s visual and 

narrative techniques, including the representation of desire, agency, 

and autonomy, this paper will argue that Thelma & Louise presents 

a direct challenge to the male-dominated visual culture that has 

historically defined cinematic portrayals of women. The analysis 

will consider how Scott‘s use of cinematic techniques such as 

framing, close-ups, and the use of visual space reconfigures the 

way women‘s desires are represented on screen. In doing so, it will 

demonstrate that the film provides a new framework for 

understanding female subjectivity in cinema, offering a vision of 

women who possess both sexual and emotional agency. Through 

Thelma & Louise, the viewer is offered an alternative vision of 

women‘s desires—not as objects to be gazed upon or controlled, 

but as subjects who assert their own will and resist the power 

structures that seek to limit their autonomy (Willis 2012). By 

foregrounding the female gaze, the film not only critiques 

patriarchal representation but also contributes to the ongoing 

conversation about how   cinema can be a site of resistance, 

empowerment, and transformation. In this way, Thelma & Louise 

represents an important moment in feminist cinema, providing a 

powerful challenge to the traditional gendered gaze and paving the 

way for more nuanced, complex representations of women in film 

(Finkel and Hirsch 2015). 

 
Fig 1: Thelma and Louise: Sisters on the road 
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2. Literature Review 
Feminist film theory has long critiqued the ways in which 

traditional cinema constructs and reinforces gendered power 

relations (Smelik 2007). In her landmark 1975 essay Visual 

Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, Laura Mulvey critiques 

mainstream cinema's structural reliance on the ―male gaze (Mulvey 

2013).‖ Mulvey argues that the male gaze, a visual and narrative 

framework, positions women as passive objects of male desire. 

This gaze serves to reinforce patriarchal ideologies, limiting the 

scope for alternative representations of women as active, 

autonomous subjects (Mohajer-Taleghani 2023). According to 

Mulvey, women in film are often presented as ―to-be-looked-at,‖ 

while male characters are typically framed as active subjects whose 

desires and actions drive the narrative (Cirkic, Maj et al. 2020). 

The male gaze objectifies women, reducing their presence to mere 

visual spectacle while excluding their inner lives, desires, and 

agency (Þóroddsdóttir). In this traditional cinematic structure, 

women are often confined to roles where their primary function is 

to be the object of male characters' desires, reinforcing gendered 

power dynamics that have historically marginalized female 

subjectivity. However, feminist film scholars have worked to 

expose the limitations of this framework and to explore alternative 

representations of women‘s desires and subjectivities in cinema 

(De Lauretis 2018). bell hooks, a significant figure in feminist 

theory, critiques the male gaze but also emphasizes the importance 

of subverting traditional representations of race, gender, and class 

in film. In her work, hooks argues that feminist cinema must not 

only critique the male gaze but also center the subjectivity and 

agency of women, offering complex, multifaceted portrayals of 

female identity. Her work suggests that feminist cinema needs to 

confront not only gender but also the intersections of race, class, 

and sexuality, ensuring that women‘s narratives are not reduced to 

stereotypical representations of passivity or victimhood. Hooks 

advocates for cinema that presents women as complex subjects 

with desires, agency, and the power to shape their own lives. Judith 

Butler, another important feminist theorist, has contributed to a 

more nuanced understanding of gender and identity in cinema 

through her theory of performativity. Butler‘s work suggests that 

gender is not a fixed biological or social category but rather a 

series of performances that are enacted through language, behavior, 

and visual representation (YAGHOUBI, NEJADMOHAMMAD et 

al. 2019). This theoretical framework opens up new ways of 

thinking about the fluidity of gender representation in film, 

particularly in relation to the performance of female desire. By 

incorporating Butler‘s theory of performativity into feminist film 

theory, scholars have been able to explore how cinema can 

challenge rigid, binary gender constructs and offer new ways of 

portraying women as active, self-determining individuals (Butler 

2008). This perspective allows for the possibility of a cinema that 

not only critiques traditional gendered power dynamics but also 

reimagines the way that women‘s desires and identities are 

performed on screen. 

Thelma & Louise offers a significant departure from these 

traditional representations of women in film (Cooper 1999). The 

film's portrayal of two female protagonists, Thelma and Louise, 

who embark on a road trip that leads them toward self-discovery 

and rebellion against patriarchal constraints, disrupts the male gaze 

by foregrounding female agency, desire, and autonomy. According 

to feminist film critics, the film subverts the conventional portrayal 

of women as passive objects by giving Thelma and Louise the 

opportunity to express their desires openly and take control of their 

own narratives. In the traditional road movie genre—often 

associated with male protagonists—the protagonists‘ desires are 

typically framed in relation to male characters or societal 

expectations. In contrast, Thelma & Louise places women at the 

center of the action, allowing them to assert their own desires and 

subjectivities. Critics such as Deborah Jermyn and Mary Ann 

Doane have argued that Thelma & Louise redefines the road movie 

genre by subverting its traditional gender roles (Smelik 2007). The 

film presents a unique interpretation of the genre by centering 

women‘s desires and experiences, thus challenging the male-

dominated narratives and structures of power typically associated 

with it. Thelma & Louise is a powerful reimagining of the road 

movie, a genre that typically valorizes male freedom and 

adventure, now reinterpreted through the lens of female friendship, 

emotional liberation, and resistance. The film's protagonists are not 

passive passengers on a male-dominated journey; instead, they 

become active agents in their own destinies, rejecting the roles of 

victimhood or subordination often imposed on female characters in 

male-centric narratives (Samarawickrama 2022). Through this 

transformation, the film explores how women‘s desires can be 

reclaimed and expressed on their own terms, free from the gaze of 

patriarchal control. A key visual and narrative technique employed 

in Thelma & Louise is the use of close-ups and wide shots to 

emphasize the protagonists‘ emotional and physical experiences. 

By focusing on Thelma and Louise‘s faces and bodies, the camera 

highlights their emotional complexity and subjectivity, offering a 

stark contrast to the objectifying gaze often directed at female 

characters in traditional films. Additionally, the absence of overt 

male figures in many key scenes of the film allows the women to 

be seen and experienced through their own perspectives, rather 

than through the eyes of male characters. This shift in focus not 

only challenges the male gaze but also allows for a more authentic 

and empowering representation of female desire and subjectivity 

(Dey 2019). 

In addition to the film‘s narrative structure and visual techniques, 

Thelma & Louise‘s exploration of female friendships further 

challenges heteronormative and patriarchal ideals often depicted in 

mainstream cinema (Nash 1994). The film places central emphasis 

on the bond between the two women, portraying their emotional 

intimacy and mutual support as central to the narrative. The strong, 

independent friendship between Thelma and Louise becomes a 

vehicle for their emotional and sexual liberation, subverting the 

notion that women‘s desires must be framed in relation to male 

characters. Rather than positioning their desires as contingent upon 

male approval or validation, the film allows the women to discover 

and assert their desires independently, through their own eyes and 

voices. This focus on women‘s relationships with one another, 

rather than with male characters, represents a significant departure 

from mainstream films that typically prioritize heterosexual 

romance and male-female power dynamics. Furthermore, Thelma 

& Louise challenges the cultural myth of the ―tragic‖ woman 

whose desires are always thwarted by male-dominated structures 

(Kollin 2023). The film‘s conclusion, in which the women choose 

to drive off a cliff rather than submit to patriarchal authority, 

presents an act of defiance and agency, rejecting the notion that 

women must always be saved or controlled by male figures. This 

final act of resistance reflects a reimagining of female desire, one 

in which women take control of their own fates, even if it means 

defying societal expectations and rejecting the safety of traditional 

gender roles (Ickes 1993). 
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In sum, Thelma & Louise offers a radical and empowering vision 

of female subjectivity, desire, and agency. By shifting the focus 

from male characters to the experiences and desires of women, the 

film disrupts the male gaze and challenges patriarchal 

representations of gender and power. Through its visual style, 

narrative structure, and exploration of female friendships, Thelma 

& Louise presents an alternative model for understanding the 

complexities of female desire and subjectivity in contemporary 

cinema. The film serves as a powerful example of how feminist 

film theory can be used to critique and reimagine cinematic 

representations of gender, power, and identity. 

3. Methodology  
This study utilizes a qualitative, textual analysis methodology, 

which involves examining Thelma & Louise through a feminist 

film theory framework. The primary focus is on the visual and 

narrative elements of the film, specifically the ways in which the 

female characters‘ desires are represented and how these 

representations challenge the traditional male gaze. 

The textual analysis will be structured around three key 

components: 

Camera Techniques and Framing: By closely analyzing the 

camera work, including shot composition, framing, and angle, the 

study will explore how the visual style of the film emphasizes the 

subjectivity of the female characters. The way the camera gazes 

upon Thelma and Louise will be analyzed for its implications for 

female agency and desire. 

Narrative Structure: The film‘s narrative arc is central to 

understanding how it subverts traditional gender roles. This 

research will analyze how the storyline allows for the exploration 

of female autonomy, particularly in moments where Thelma and 

Louise take control of their fate and navigate their desires. 

Character Development and Dialogue: Analyzing the evolution of 

the two central characters—Thelma and Louise—will provide 

insights into the ways their desires are represented and how they 

break free from traditional gender roles. Special attention will be 

given to the dialogues that express the women‘s inner desires and 

their interactions with male characters, examining how these 

moments shift power dynamics. 

The analysis will draw on feminist film theory texts, with 

particular attention to the work of Laura Mulvey and contemporary 

feminist scholars, to contextualize the findings and interpret how 

the film fits into the broader landscape of feminist cinema. 

4. Results and Discussion 
The analysis of Thelma & Louise reveals that the film offers a 

compelling reimagining of the female gaze in cinema, departing 

from the traditional male-centered visual and narrative frameworks 

that have historically dominated Hollywood. One of the key 

elements in this reimagining is the use of visual techniques that 

prioritize the subjectivity of the female protagonists. Throughout 

the film, the camera often lingers on Thelma and Louise‘s faces, 

allowing the audience to closely witness their emotional and 

psychological transformation. This is particularly evident in 

moments where the characters experience personal revelations or 

confront difficult decisions. For instance, when Thelma realizes her 

own potential for independence and when Louise reflects on the 

trauma she carries from her past, the camera focuses on their faces, 

capturing their vulnerability and inner strength. In these moments, 

the women are not objectified but are instead depicted as complex 

subjects, allowing the audience to empathize with their journeys 

and understand their desires, motivations, and fears. 

This visual approach sharply contrasts with the typical treatment of 

female characters in mainstream cinema, where women are often 

framed as passive objects of male desire. In traditional Hollywood 

films, the camera frequently treats women‘s bodies as objects to be 

gazed at, reducing their presence to mere spectacle for the pleasure 

of the male viewer. In Thelma & Louise, however, the visual focus 

is on the internal lives of the women, allowing their desires, 

agency, and subjectivity to take center stage. The film's consistent 

use of close-ups and focused framing on Thelma and Louise not 

only affirms their centrality in the narrative but also challenges the 

traditional dynamics of the male gaze, offering an alternative that 

emphasizes women‘s emotional depth and sexual autonomy. 

Furthermore, the narrative structure of Thelma & Louise plays a 

crucial role in reinforcing the female gaze and the film‘s feminist 

ethos. The protagonists‘ journey is not merely a physical escape 

but also a symbolic one. Thelma and Louise refuse to be defined 

by male authority, societal expectations, or traditional gender roles. 

From the beginning, both women are trapped in oppressive 

situations: Thelma is stuck in an unfulfilling marriage with a 

controlling husband, while Louise is burdened by a past marked by 

sexual violence and disempowerment. The film begins with their 

shared decision to embark on a road trip, which marks the first step 

in their journey toward freedom and self-empowerment. The road 

trip itself, a traditional male-centric genre, becomes the backdrop 

for the exploration of female autonomy and desire. 

Throughout the film, their escape from oppressive circumstances 

symbolizes their resistance to the patriarchal structures that seek to 

define and constrain them. Thelma and Louise are not merely 

reacting to external forces; they actively take control of their lives, 

asserting their agency in a world that typically diminishes or denies 

female subjectivity. As they move further into their journey, both 

emotionally and physically, they confront and reclaim their 

desires—sexual, emotional, and psychological. Their actions 

reflect a broader feminist critique of the ways women‘s desires are 

often repressed or distorted in male-dominated societies. In this 

sense, Thelma & Louise not only challenges the male gaze but also 

redefines what it means to assert one‘s agency and desires in a 

world that often seeks to suppress them. The subversion of the road 

movie genre in Thelma & Louise is also significant. Traditionally, 

the road movie genre is deeply rooted in male narratives, with male 

protagonists who seek freedom, self-discovery, and adventure. The 

genre typically represents male autonomy, power, and the 

conquering of external and internal obstacles. Thelma & Louise, 

however, challenges these conventions by placing two women at 

the center of the narrative. The road trip, which in other films is a 

symbol of male freedom, becomes a space for female characters to 

explore their desires, assert their identities, and form a deeper 

emotional bond. The women‘s journey is not about conquering the 

world or engaging in external adventure, but rather about gaining 

control over their own lives, rejecting patriarchal expectations, and 

finding liberation through self-expression and solidarity. Visually, 

the film emphasizes their emotional and physical liberation through 

sweeping landscapes, wide shots, and open roads. These shots 

often frame Thelma and Louise in expansive, wide-open spaces, 

symbolizing their newfound freedom and the emotional distance 

they have gained from their previous lives. The open road, which 

in traditional road movies is often a male-dominated metaphor for 

adventure and escape, is here repurposed as a space of female self-
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discovery and resistance. The camera‘s frequent focus on the 

vastness of the desert landscape further underscores the sense of 

boundless possibility that the women experience as they reject the 

constraints of society and embrace their autonomy. 

The film‘s conclusion, in which Thelma and Louise choose to 

drive off a cliff rather than surrender to male authority, is a 

powerful statement of resistance. This final act serves as both a 

literal and symbolic rejection of the patriarchal world that has 

sought to control and define their lives. In mainstream cinema, 

female characters are often depicted as needing male characters to 

―save‖ them from their circumstances. By choosing to take control 

of their fate in this dramatic and defiant manner, Thelma and 

Louise refuse the stereotypical ending in which women are either 

rescued or punished for their desires. Instead, their decision to 

drive off the cliff becomes an ultimate act of agency—a refusal to 

submit to the expectations imposed upon them by male authority 

and societal norms. In this sense, the film presents a radical 

reimagining of female agency and autonomy, affirming the 

feminist message that women should be able to determine their 

own destinies, even in the face of overwhelming odds. Thelma & 

Louise offers a reimagining of the road movie genre and a 

powerful critique of the traditional male gaze. Through its visual 

techniques, narrative structure, and exploration of female desire 

and agency, the film challenges dominant representations of 

women in cinema. The journey of Thelma and Louise symbolizes a 

process of self-discovery and liberation, as they assert their 

autonomy and reject the oppressive structures that seek to control 

them. The film‘s feminist message of female agency and resistance 

resonates strongly, offering a powerful vision of women who take 

control of their own narratives, desires, and fates. 

5. Conclusion 
Thelma & Louise offers a significant contribution to feminist 

cinema by subverting traditional portrayals of women‘s desires in 

film. Through its use of feminist film theory, particularly the 

critique of the male gaze, the film challenges the passive, 

objectified roles that women have historically occupied in cinema. 

Instead, Thelma & Louise presents women as active subjects with 

their own desires, autonomy, and agency. The film‘s narrative and 

visual strategies, including the representation of female 

friendships, emotional depth, and sexual autonomy, provide a 

compelling critique of patriarchal structures. By positioning 

women as the central protagonists of a genre traditionally 

dominated by men, the film redefines what it means to be a female 

character in cinema. In conclusion, Thelma & Louise not only 

challenges the traditional gendered power dynamics in Hollywood 

but also opens up a space for the female gaze in mainstream 

cinema. The film serves as a powerful reminder of the potential for 

cinema to reflect and shape societal values, offering a vision of 

female empowerment that resonates with contemporary feminist 

thought. 
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