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For me, being part of the feminist struggle is to continue, almost blindly and 

each time anew, to indicate the possibility of a different path of resistance, or 

simply being-with – one engaged in the perpetual task of ‘gendering’ and 

‘queering’ dominant forms of thinking and practices, including one’s own. 

(Trinh 2013: 136) 
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ABSTRACT 
	

This practice-led research is committed to exploring the subversive potential 

of the filmic medium and its capacity to challenge dominant cultural codes 

related to gender and sexuality. Blurring distinctions between academic 

research, activism and cultural production, it also proposes a critical and 

grounded engagement with feminism through the lens of praxis. 

 

The study combines scholarly work with innovative use of nonfiction 

filmmaking, choosing a balance of 60% practice and 40% writing. The 

outcome of my creative practice is the film Normal, an unsettling visual 

journey through normative gender roles in contemporary Italy. It is driven by 

the urgency of articulating a feminist response to the alarming growth of 

conservative and reactionary social attitudes towards gender issues in the 

country. The task of my written thesis is to provide theoretical and 

methodological context for the practice, and to produce a critical and reflexive 

analysis of the filmmaking process and of the film itself, locating it within a 

tradition of feminist research committed to challenging heterosexism through 

film practice.  

 

Drawing on Judith Butler’s ideas on gender performativity and on the 

subversive potential of parodic repetition, Normal aspires to denaturalise and 

transform dominant gender models through their own audio-visual 

resignifications. With its unorthodox form merging together creative practice, 

theoretical work and social criticism, it proposes to employ an essayistic 
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approach to nonfiction filmmaking as a strategy to problematise the biases 

that link documentary forms and dominant ‘ways of seeing’. As such, it also 

intends to bring nonfiction filmmaking back into the arena of feminist 

intervention. 

 

Through the exploration of theories and debates in the fields of feminist film 

theory, gender and film studies, as well as through the production of the 

original film Normal, this research aims to offer a response to feminist 

critiques of the documentary mode, while suggesting a new direction for 

feminist film practice.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

I left my country of origin, Italy, in 2009 when the notorious ‘bunga bunga’ tale 

of teenage models, paid escorts, and Moroccan belly dancers cavorting with 

74-year-old Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi1 , was about to begin. Those 

events certainly represented one of the most blatant displays of 

institutionalised sexism in recent Italian history, but Berlusconi’s famous sex 

scandals (to which he shamelessly responded "it's better to be fond of 

beautiful girls than to be gay" [Pupia News 2010]), were actually just the tip of 

the iceberg. It had already been 15 years since the vulgar mix of sexism and 

machismo exemplified by Berlusconi’s words and actions – a sociocultural 

phenomenon that has become known as berlusconismo 2  – dramatically 

imposed itself on Italian contemporary society.  

 

However, if the premier’s chauvinistic and homophobic behaviours and 

attitudes have undoubtedly fortified gender inequality in Italy (Benini 2012)3, 

they should also be understood within the broader framework of Italian 

patriarchal ‘gender norms’, intended as both the social and the symbolic 

norms that regulate the condition for culturally intelligible gendered subjects 

(Butler 2004). As political scientist Gianfranco Pasquino predicted, 

“berlusconismo will outlive its founder and continue to linger in the attitudes 

																																																													
1 Bunga bunga is the term of uncertain origin that Berlusconi gave to his private parties, 
where according to the allegations young showgirls and escorts were paid to have sex with 
him and other guests. 
2 “Berlusconi’s persona, ideology and style, in one word, berlusconismo, are now so deeply 
rooted in Italian society that they might well outlast his departure from the political scene” 
(Abertazzi, Brook et al. 2009: 2). 
3 The flagrant intermingling of the sexual with the political in the era of Berlusconi is brilliantly 
analysed in two documentaries from 2009: Il Corpo Delle Donne (Women’s Bodies) by Lorella 
Zanardo (Italy) and Videocracy by Erik Gandini (Sweden). 
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and behaviours of Italian society. It will survive because millions of Italians 

hold the basic beliefs of berlusconismo” (Pasquino 2011). Indeed, in 2011 

Berlusconi was expelled from Italian Parliament over his tax fraud conviction, 

and in 2013 was eventually convicted of charges for underage sex with 

escorts, but the power imbalance between genders remains deeply ingrained 

in traditional society. In the last few years, Italy has witnessed an impressive 

rise of conservative mobilisations, and the proliferation of social and political 

actors actively opposing gender equality and sexual minority rights. Right-

wing and ultra-Catholic organisations and parties (whose conservative 

agendas openly attack women’s reproductive rights, same-sex marriage, 

sexual and gender education in schools, and so on) are achieving an 

unprecedented increase in popularity, seriously threatening the achievements 

of feminist and LGBTQ+ struggles. As an example of the current exacerbation 

of conservative politics, it is emblematic that the newly elected government4 

has substituted what used to be the Ministry for Equal Opportunities, with the 

Ministry of Family. Its appointed Minister, Lorenzo Fontana, is a fervent 

Catholic and a staunch anti-abortion advocate, who in his very first day in 

office claimed that he only recognises one family, the natural family between a 

man and a woman, and that gay families do not exist (Arachi 2018).  

 

This practice-led research springs from events and reflections such as the 

ones I have outlined above. It is driven by the urgency of articulating a 

feminist critique of dominant discourses on gender and sexuality in 

																																																													
4 The Italian general election in March 2018 resulted in a hung parliament, in which no party 
won an outright majority. After two months of negotiations, a new government was formed 
with a coalition between the right-wing Northern League and the populist Five Star 
Movement. 
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contemporary Italy. Blurring distinctions between academic inquiry, political 

activism and cultural production, this project is grounded in audio-visual 

critical practice, and is committed to investigating the subversive potential of 

the filmic medium and its capacity to generate visions for social change. 

Ultimately, stressing the much-needed relationship of feminist scholarship and 

activism, this research is intended as a visible act of resistance, determined to 

challenge heterosexism through film practice. 

 

This study addresses its field of inquiry by combining scholarly work with 

innovative use of nonfiction filmmaking, choosing a balance of 60% practice 

and 40% writing. The written component provides theoretical and 

methodological context for the practice, and reflects on the formal strategies 

underpinning my film project. It also situates it within a feminist tradition of 

artistic research committed to experimenting with film aesthetics to subvert 

conventional representations of gender. The creative component of the 

research culminated in the realisation of the film Normal, a grotesque and 

unsettling visual journey into normative gender roles and sexual behaviours in 

contemporary Italy. With its kaleidoscopic, non-narrative structure blending 

realist and experimental aesthetics, it constitutes my own attempt to use film 

as a representational technology able to challenge reality, rather than simply 

reproducing it. After years away from Italy, I was intrigued by the prospect of 

delving into a terrain towards which I felt deeply familiar and crucially 

detached at the same time. This double-edged feeling I had since the very 

beginning of this doctoral inquiry turned out to be a key element of the filmic 
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language I eventually developed: distance and proximity, disengagement and 

empathy, actually ended up becoming the leitmotiv of my creative practice.  

 

*** 

 

The fundamental objective of this study, then, is the testing of audio-visual 

strategies able to question and subvert dominant heterosexist discourses. 

Accordingly, it proposes to explore the potential of film as a critical and 

analytical tool, one committed to developing creative responses to crucial 

political issues, and to shift the paradigms through which we understand the 

world we inhabit. Such an endeavour inevitably gives rise to some 

fundamental questions: Is it possible to create nonconforming cinematic 

representations that "envision gender otherwise" (De Lauretis 1987: 17) and 

provide feminist alternatives to mainstream ideologies of gender? If we 

understand cinema as a “technology of gender” (De Lauretis 1987) that soaks 

up dominant ideology (Mulvey 1979) and contributes to reinforce 

heteronormative and patriarchal social structures – as has been extensively 

argued in the context of feminist film studies – how is it possible to generate a 

filmic practice able to dismantle dominant discourses on gender? Can the 

cinematic medium be divested of its ideological implications at all, and be 

used as a liberating technology? 

 

Such questions necessarily require the exploration and analysis of the 

existing critical reflections and audio-visual strategies of resistance developed 

within feminist and queer film cultures. This thesis engages deeply with the 
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practices and discourses elaborated within feminist cinema, taking into 

account the main changes and transformations that have characterised it 

since its inception. In particular, it focuses on the analysis of the ‘feminist 

realist debate’, and on how it determined a widely accepted suspicion, among 

feminist film scholars, towards cinematic ‘realism’. Seen as a representational 

strategy that tends to reproduce – rather than question – the patriarchal 

oppression found in the ‘real world’, realism came to be widely dismissed as 

detrimental for the feminist project.5 Consequently, documentary forms, too, 

were comprehensively rejected as complicit with dominant ideology, to the 

point of being almost completely erased from feminist film scholarship 

(Warren 2008). This research, through its practice and scholarly components, 

proposes to bring nonfiction filmmaking back into the arena of feminist 

intervention. In particular, it identifies in the cinematic essay – with its open 

form not pursuing the accurate depiction of events but the uncertain, 

associative and subjective nature of reasoning – the possibility of generating a 

visual field where reality can be interpreted, problematised and reimagined 

(and not just plainly re-produced).  

 

From these observations, a new set of questions emerges: Can nonfiction 

cinema transcend the aspiration of ‘capturing reality’, and instead be used to 

provoke critical interpretation? How can documentary forms be conscious and 

reflexive of the hegemonic discourses implicated in the production of images, 

and of the strong links that connect realist representations with dominant 

																																																													
5 “Realism, as a style, is unable to change consciousness because it does not depart from the 
forms that embody the old consciousness” (Kaplan, 1983: 131).  
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‘ways of seeing’? Can the cinematic essay – with its inclination toward critical 

analysis and social criticism, and its rejection of aesthetics of objectivity in 

favour of partial and subjective perspectives – suggest a new direction for 

feminist cinema? Ultimately, can nonfiction cinema with essayistic qualities 

produce feminist effects?  

 

This research puts forward possible answers to these questions, specifically 

through the film Normal, an audio-visual meditation on the daily spectacle of 

gender normativity in Italy. Drawing on Judith Butler’s theories on gender 

performativity, the film aims to generate a critique of naturalised conceptions 

of gender. It does so by playing with the filmic medium and with the alterations 

it produces, guided by the idea that a subversive repetition of dominant 

models can challenge and transform them, instead of reinforcing them. The 

film is composed as a collage of scenes shot all over Italy, observing how 

female and male identities are performed in everyday interactions, from birth 

to adulthood. Ordinary, ‘normal’ situations are looked at through an intimate 

and yet destabilising lens, prompting the viewers to problematise what they 

see. Aligning with contemporary approaches that are rethinking 

documentary’s formal and conceptual boundaries, this work experiments with 

nonfiction cinema, upholding it as a site of critical and political potential for 

engaging with reality, and for challenging socio-political power relations and 

patriarchal discourses. Ultimately Normal – with its essayistic and hybrid 

qualities that deliberately deconstruct the biases that link documentary and 

hegemonic ‘truths’ – aims to offer a response to feminist critiques of the 
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documentary mode and to suggest a new direction for feminist audio-visual 

strategies based in nonfictional forms of representation. 

 

*** 

 

The outcomes of the research consist of a 70-minute film and a written thesis 

of about 40,000 words. While the film should allow for a relatively open-ended 

involvement with the research themes, the writing critically engages with the 

filmmaking practice, complementing it and expanding the ideas presented in 

it. 

 

This thesis is presented in three parts. Part One is the film Normal, provided 

in the form of a USB pen drive. It consists of the creative outcome of the 

research and engages with its fundamental inquiries in a personal, 

imaginative, associative, and creative way. I suggest that it should be watched 

before reading the thesis. Part Two (Chapters 1 and 2) contextualises the 

research by providing theoretical and methodological framework. In particular, 

Chapter 1 outlines the theoretical tools and concepts forming the backdrop of 

this research and the starting point of my practical inquiry. Here, I analyse 

some of the key critical reflections produced within feminist film culture, 

looking at the psychoanalytical frameworks of early feminist film theory, and at 

the debates over ‘realism’ that they sparked. It also engages with more recent 

works that are blurring binary genre categories and are suggesting new 

perspectives for the analysis of the documentary form. Chapter 2 is an 

account of the methodological principles employed in this study, as well as an 
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overview of the various stages of the filmmaking process, from development 

to post-production. This section motivates the project’s engagement with 

feminism through the lens of praxis, and provides a rationale for the use of 

filmmaking as a method of inquiry. In particular, it introduces Normal as a 

cinematic essay merging together creative practice, theoretical work and 

social criticism.  

 

Part Three (Chapters 3 and 4) is dedicated to reflecting on the creative 

component of this research in greater detail, exploring how it attempts to 

employ the cinematic medium to question dominant cultural codes related to 

gender and sexuality. Chapter 3 deals mostly with the film’s preparatory 

research and addresses the project’s unique focus on contemporary Italian 

society. It investigates the contemporary socio-political debates around 

gender in Italy and discusses a series of unstructured interviews I conducted 

with consenting participants, looking at how normative standards related to 

gender are internalised and reproduced by individuals. Chapter 4 provides a 

detailed reflexive analysis of the original film I produced as the outcome of this 

research, Normal, taking into account its visual and aural elements as well as 

at its narrative and editing strategies. In particular, it examines how, drawing 

on Butler’s ideas on the subversive and parodic citations of gender, the film 

aims to articulate a critique of gender normativity by using documentary as a 

‘subversive repetition of reality’. Moreover, it describes how Normal – 

combining both realist and abstract sequences, identificatory as well as 

distancing audio-visual strategies – intentionally aims to provoke a tension 

between performance and document, and to stimulate an oscillation in the 
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audience between disengagement and empathy, distance and proximity. This 

conflicting feeling of coalesced familiarity and alienation intends to 

denaturalise what is usually perceived as ‘normal’ and to reveal the fabricated 

nature of gender as a cultural fiction and a performative act. 
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PART ONE – The Film 
 

The film Normal by Adele Tulli is available on the attached USB drive. 

 

Technical specifications: 

- Original Title: Normal 

- Format: Apple Pro Res 4444, 2k DCI scope (2048x858), 25 fps 

- Running Time: 71’ 

- Colour: 709 (video level), 10 bit 

- Sound: stereo 48 khz, 16 bit 

- Original language: Italian 

- Subtitles: in English on screen 
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PART TWO – Theoretical and Methodological Background 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Images do not show reality: they make it. (Steyerl 2017: 1) 
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Chapter 1:   Tools and Concepts 

Overview 

Women have been forced to develop a semiotics of the cinema that would 

include a theory of reference, since our oppression in the social formation 

impinges on us daily. But as our oppression emerges from our 

(mis)representation in signification, how can we avoid dealing with 

representation? Since our voices have never been heard, how can we avoid 

attempting to locate a voice, a discourse, despite the difficulties involved in 

such a search in a patriarchal culture that excludes us? (Kaplan 1983: 87) 

 

Thirty-five years have passed since this sharp and passionate statement by 

feminist film theorist E. Ann Kaplan: exactly the length of my lifetime. 

Inevitably, one question arises: What has changed since then? Are women’s 

social condition, visibility, representation, and participation in processes of 

knowledge production any better? Interestingly, 2018 was marked by what is 

now known as the ‘Weinstein scandal’ and by the #MeToo social media 

campaign that followed it6, which reached unparalleled cultural resonance and 

global influence. Not only were issues of violence, abuse and sexual 

harassment against women brought to the forefront of the public debate, but 

feminist arguments about gendered inequality in film and media industries 

also gained unprecedented visibility, including the links between film practices 

																																																													
6 In October 2017, The New York Times and The New Yorker exposed the decades of sexual 
assaults by Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein against numerous actresses and other 
female employees. The scandal triggered many similar allegations against men in positions of 
power all around the globe, causing not only the suspension of many of them from their 
positions, but unprecedented international attention and public discussion (also fuelled by the 
#MeToo campaign) over sexual harassment and assault and the dynamics of gender and 
power. 
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and the politics of representation. The ‘Weinstein effect’ generated a massive 

impact on film industries and film cultures worldwide, also propagating a 

renewed international attention surrounding questions of gender and 

processes of knowledge production. It is difficult to establish whether the 

Weinstein case and its cultural consequences should be interpreted as a sign 

of change – suggesting that things are now radically different from Kaplan’s 

outcry about women’ social oppression – or as an indication of the opposite. 

Surely, however, it demonstrates that gendered power imbalances and 

oppression are still relevant and timely issues to address, and that feminist 

interventions are inexorably needed. 

 

Not surprisingly, questions of representation and signification have been at 

the core of the feminist project since the early 1970s. The feminist analysis 

and exploration of the filmic medium started as a sphere of action rather than 

an area of study – as Ruby Rich recalls (Rich 1998: 65) – at a time when, in 

the wake of the revolutionary 1960s, women were coming together in 

consciousness-raising groups to discuss and analyse their lives, to investigate 

and understand the causes of their oppression, and to find strategies of 

liberation. From these collective, political and antagonistic contexts, animated 

by “the utopian desire to fuse radical aesthetics with radical politics” (Mulvey 

2015:17), feminists began to articulate the first analyses of the oppressive and 

stereotyped representations of women in mainstream cinema. At the same 

time, they started producing the first avowedly feminist films aimed at 

critiquing hegemonic discourses and at generating new (self)representations 
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of female subjectivity and female desire7. In this chapter, I aim to analyse 

some of the key critical reflections produced within feminist and queer film 

cultures, taking into account the many changes and transformations that have 

characterised them since their inception; changes and transformations that 

were born in response to new critical debates and new developments in film 

production and circulation, as well as, most importantly, in reaction to major 

social and political global shifts. 

 

It was recently the fortieth anniversary of one of the founding texts of feminist 

film theory, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ (Mulvey 1975), whose 

widespread impact made it so influential that it came to be regarded almost as 

a theoretical orthodoxy. The developments, continuities and departures from 

its premises since its publication have been immeasurable, and Laura Mulvey 

herself has never ceased to re-evaluate and revise it (Mulvey 2005 and 2009, 

among others). In a recent volume, Mulvey acknowledges that “changes in 

modes of spectatorship between the 1970s and the late 1990s render the 

premise and argument of ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ archaic” and 

that as “feminist film theory moved forward to engage with and benefit from 

ideas associated with the politics of race and queer theory, 1970s film 

feminism was left looking somewhat white and heterosexual” (Mulvey, 2015: 

18). Nevertheless, she also proceeds by affirming that “any re-appropriation 

																																																													
7 Many of the early feminist films were independent productions, often made collectively or in 
close connection with women’s political collectives and consciousness raising groups. To 
name just a few titles across several countries: Growing Up Female by Julia Reichert and Jim 
Klein (1971, USA); The Woman’s Film by Louise Alaimo, Judy Smith, Ellen Sorren (1971, 
USA); Sois Belle Et Tais-Toi by Delphine Seyrig (1976, France); L’ Aggettivo Donna by 
Annabella Miscuglio and Ronny Daopoulos (1971, Italy); The Amazing Equal Pay Show by 
the London Women's Film Group (1974, UK); Nightcleaners by the Berwick Street Film 
Collective (1975, UK). 
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or re-cycling of feminist theory today should neither be ‘as such’ nor a strange 

survivor lingering and ageing across the chronological decades but rather 

rethought in terms of women’s contemporary oppressions” (Mulvey, 2015: 

20). In line with Mulvey’s proposal of engaging in an enriching dialogue with 

previous generations of feminist filmmakers and theorists, this chapter 

explores the existing discourses and audio-visual strategies of resistance 

developed within feminist and queer film cultures in recent decades. What 

follows is an account of the key critical tools and concepts that provided the 

theoretical framework underpinning my creative practice. 

 

Feminist Cinema: Ideas and Strategies 

Discussing ‘feminist cinema’, sometimes also referred to as ‘women’s 

cinema’, is no easy task, since in itself it is “a term whose definition or field of 

meaning is almost as problematic and contested as the term 'feminism' itself” 

as theorist Teresa De Lauretis (1990: 6) (considered to be one of the pioneers 

of ‘feminist film theory’) unambiguously admits. ‘Women’s cinema’ has been 

described in a wide range of ways: as films made by women, addressing 

women, or dealing with women, or all of these together. Scholar Alison Butler 

formulates an elusive enough definition, which nonetheless manages to 

describe the phenomenon while taking into account its various complexities: 

 

Women’s cinema is a notoriously difficult concept to define … it is neither a 

genre nor a movement in film history, it has no single lineage of its own, no 

national boundaries, no filmic or aesthetic specificity, but traverses and 

negotiates cinematic and cultural traditions and critical and political debates 

… it is a complex critical, theoretical and institutional construction, brought 
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into existence by audiences, film-makers, journalists, curators, and 

academics and maintained only by their continuing interest: a hybrid concept, 

arising from a number of overlapping practices and discourses, and subject to 

a baffling variety of definitions. (Butler 2000: 1) 

 

The emergence of these overlapping practices and discourses can be traced 

within the intellectual, political and creative environment of the 1970s, when 

many feminists around the world started engaging in film productions, 

festivals and distribution networks, as well as in critical debates on cinema as 

a cultural practice, providing impetus for some of the most stimulating 

developments in the newly born field of Film Studies. Theoretical film criticism 

of the time was strongly influenced by psychoanalytic notions such as 

Jacques Lacan's idea of the mirror stage (Lacan 1953), according to which 

the formation of the ego occurs through an imaginary process: that of an 

infant‘s identification with her/his own mirror image. Early psychoanalytic film 

theorists such as Christian Metz (1975) and Jean-Louis Baudry (1970) 

suggested how this idea of interpreting the development of a child’s identity as 

an illusion, a sort of self-deception, strongly resembles the filmic experience. 

They both used this analogy to infer how the film screen can correspond to a 

mirror through which the spectators see themselves visually reflected, 

identifying with the camera eye/I. By stressing the identification of spectators 

with the camera, with the cinematic apparatus itself more than with anything 

specific playing on the screen, psychoanalytic film scholars emphasised the 

crucial role of cinema as a signifying practice of ideology. Insofar as traditional 

narrative hides its mechanics of representation, motion pictures effectively 

produce the illusion of conveying unmediated reality, of capturing the 
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appearance of life and the world around us, unproblematically reproducing 

normative standards and dominant discourses. 

 

The ideological mechanism at work in the cinema seems thus to be 

concentrated in the relationship between the camera and the subject … 

ultimately, the forms of narrative adopted, the ”contents” of the image, are of 

little importance so long as an identification remains possible. What emerges 

here is the specific function fulfilled by the cinema as support and instrument 

of ideology … it is an apparatus destined to obtain a precise ideological 

effect, necessary to the dominant ideology: creating a fantasmatization of the 

subject, it collaborates with a marked efficacy in the maintenance of idealism. 

(Baudry 1970: 46) 

 

The feminist wave of film criticism, strongly rooted in Lacanian 

psychoanalysis, semiotics, and an Althusserian critique of ideology, was 

prompted by the realisation that mainstream cinema is actively implicated in 

the construction and perpetuation of oppressive myths about women and 

femininity, and that “visual images not only orchestrate and reiterate 

patriarchal power relations but bear these relations within their very formal 

structure” (Jones 2010: 4). Before the intervention of feminist critics, 

apparatus theory did not address gender. Laura Mulvey, in her 1975 ground-

breaking work discussed above, pioneered a new interpretation of the 

conflation of cinema, ideology and psychic desire, linking the process of 

spectator identification to sexual difference and placing the ‘gaze’ at the 

centre of her analysis. Famously, Mulvey asserted that the dominant gaze in 

cinema is always male. Spectators, sitting in the dark theatres like Peeping 
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Toms, are encouraged to identify with the gaze of the male hero and treat the 

heroine as a passive erotic object for their voyeuristic pleasure. The cinematic 

male gaze therefore implies the representation of women as a spectacle ‘to-

be-looked-at’, displayed as a sexual object. 

 

In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split 

between active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze 

projects its phantasy on to the female form, which is styled accordingly. In 

their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and 

displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so 

that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness. (Mulvey 1975: 837) 

 

Narrative cinema, then, can be interpreted as being grounded in women’s 

objectification, “but what distinguishes cinema from other forms of female 

sexual display is that it incorporates permutations of the look into its very 

structure, predetermining how the woman is to be looked at, and thus placing 

all spectators in the ‘masculinised’ position of looking at her” (Chaudhuri 2006: 

36). Mulvey’s ideas concerning the male as active agent of the gaze and the 

female as the passive object of spectacle were subsequently interrogated at 

length for their essentialist, universalist, and heteronormative assumptions 

and for their binary understanding of sexual difference, but they still represent 

one of the main paradigms and starting points of feminist theorising on film. 

As Judith Mayne states in her 1985 review of feminist film theory: “It is only a 

slight exaggeration to say that most feminist film theory and criticism of the 

last decade has been a response, implicit or explicit, to the issues raised in 

Laura Mulvey's article: the centrality of the look, cinema as spectacle and 
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narrative, psychoanalysis as a critical tool” (Mayne 1985: 83). Similarly, in a 

recent article written for the thirtieth anniversary of Camera Obscura (the 

renowned journal on feminism, culture, and media studies), experimental 

filmmaker Yvonne Rainer discusses Mulvey’s legacy, claiming:  

 

The ramifications of her painstaking ruminations (in the original essay and her 

subsequent “Afterthoughts”) are still provocative, however assimilated, 

diffused, regurgitated, or dismissed. To invoke Marlon Brando, “Visual 

Pleasure” was to become a durable contender in the feminist firmament, 

launching a thousand courses in cultural and women’s studies in its wake. 

(Rainer 2006a: 167) 

 

The argument that sexism is embedded into the very engines of the cinematic 

apparatus led to the call among many feminist thinkers of the time for a new, 

critical, political cinema, able to disrupt the fabric of conventional film 

language and to subvert its oppressive and pernicious structures 8 . As 

described by Mulvey in her foundational text, this alternative approach 

 

provides a space for the birth of a cinema which is radical in both a political 

and an aesthetic sense and challenges the basic assumptions of the 

mainstream film. This is not to reject the latter moralistically, but to highlight 

the ways in which its formal preoccupations reflect the psychical obsessions 

of the society which produced it and, further, to stress that the alternative 

																																																													
8 Among the many films produced with the explicit intention of subverting conventional film 
language, some became representative of a feminist approach to experimental cinema. For 
example: Riddles of the Sphinx by Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen (1977, UK); Thriller by 
Sally Potter (1979, UK); Film About A Woman Who… by Yvonne Rainer (1974, USA); Je, Tu, 
Il, Elle by Chantal Akerman (1974, France), Cool Hands, Warm Heart by Su Friedrich (1979, 
USA); Dyketactics by Barbara Hammer (1974, USA). 
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cinema must start specifically by reacting against these obsessions and 

assumptions. (Mulvey 1975: 15) 

 

As a move away from mainstream approaches to cinematic representation, 

feminist film theorists turned to experimental, formalist and avant-garde 

aesthetics as the only strategies capable of subverting the fundamentally 

patriarchal codes of dominant commercial cinema. Formally experimental 

works by filmmakers such as Chantal Akerman, Sally Potter and Yvonne 

Rainer, came to be considered the most successful instantiations of 

‘alternative’, ‘counter’, or ‘feminist’ films, precisely for their explicit commitment 

to exploring a whole range of deconstructive devices aimed at reconfiguring 

the production of knowledge and articulating challenging questions about the 

nature and the ideological effects of the cinematic medium itself. In order to 

free women from their sexual objectification in cinema, feminist films were 

expected to shun traditional cinematic techniques (such as coherent narrative, 

continuity editing and realistic cinematography). Moreover, they were 

supposed to stimulate a reflection on the moving image as a coded sign 

capable of producing and reproducing models, norms and ‘truths’ about the 

world we live in. Audio-visual strategies based on the principles of the 

Brechtian Verfremdungseffekt (‘estrangement effect’), such as fragmented 

narrative, self-reflexivity, unusual editing techniques and acoustic elements, 

were adopted as distancing devices to achieve a non-illusionary art that 

demanded an active, conscious and critical viewer. 
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“Does the very act of opposing traditional aesthetics and questioning male-

dominated language generate a new language and carry an aesthetic with it?” 

Mulvey asks in 1979, answering that the “drive to forge an aesthetic that 

attacks language and representation … as soaking up dominant ideology” 

(Mulvey 1979: 4) led feminist film practice to form an alliance with the radical 

left avant-garde: an established filmic tradition “that goes back to Eisenstein 

and Vertov (if not Méliès) and through Brecht reaches its peak of influence in 

Godard, and on the other side of the Atlantic, the tradition of American avant-

garde cinema” (De Lauretis 1987: 129). Deeply grounded in the political 

dimension of aesthetic expression and in the rejection of realism as inexorably 

compromised with bourgeois ideology, this tradition of underground, 

experimental films proliferated on an international scale from the 1960s 

onwards. Bertolt Brecht’s work and theory received a renewed interest in this 

period, particularly fuelled by translations into English of texts such as 

‘Against George Lukacs’ (Brecht 1974) or edited publications such as ‘Brecht 

and a Revolutionary Cinema?’ (Brewster and MacCabe 1974). Brecht 

conceived his Epic Theatre through employing distancing techniques (for 

example non-linear, fractured plots, non-realistic gestures, direct address by 

actors to audience, the breaking of the fourth wall) aimed at preventing the 

audience from passively identifying with the characters in the play. On the 

contrary, they were designed to enhance the spectators’ critical capacity, 

turning them into active observers and agents of political change. Brechtian 

dis-identificatory practices were now being analysed as key strategies for 

outdistancing film viewers from the illusory fictional world displayed in cinema 
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and therefore for disrupting, in Griselda Pollock’s worlds, “the dance of 

ideology”: 

 

Against literary realism, Brecht turned to modernist defiance of the traditional 

forms and encouraged the use of montage, disruption of narrative, refusal of 

identifications with heroes and heroines, the intermingling of modes from high 

and popular culture, the use of different registers such as the comic, tragic as 

well as a confection of songs, images, sounds, film, and so forth. Complex 

seeing and complex multi-layered texts were the project. Distanciation is 

therefore the theoretical and practical result of this critique of realist 

representation and a device for achieving a different form of realist knowledge 

actively involving the spectator in its production and its translation into action. 

(Pollock 1988: 96) 

 

The ‘Real’ Problem in Feminist Cinema 

In line with the strident critique of realism that dominated 1970s Film Studies, 

early feminist film theorists rejected realist aesthetics for their deceptiveness 

and consequent power to reproduce dominant ideologies. Seen as a 

transparent vehicle for perpetuating and sanctioning normative social values, 

cinematic realism came to be widely considered as detrimental for the feminist 

project. Claire Johnston was one of the first theorists to staunchly criticise 

aesthetics of so-called transparency and non-intervention, unconditionally 

declaring: 

  

Any revolutionary strategy must challenge the depiction of reality; it is not 

enough to discuss the oppression of women within the text of the film; the 
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language of the cinema/the depiction of reality must also be interrogated, so 

that a break between ideology and text is effected ... Clearly, if we accept that 

cinema involves the production of signs, the idea of non-intervention is pure 

mystification. The sign is always a product. What the camera in fact grasps is 

the ‘natural’ world of the dominant ideology. Women’s cinema cannot afford 

such idealism; the ‘truth’ of our oppression cannot be ‘captured’ on celluloid 

with the ‘innocence’ of the camera: it has to be constructed/manufactured. 

New meanings have to be created by disrupting the fabric of the male 

bourgeois cinema within the text of the film. (Johnston 1973: 29-30) 

 

By the mid-1980s, feminist film criticism grounded in the critique of realism 

consolidated its position within academia, determining a sort of 

‘institutionalisation’ of the experimental cinematic language as the lingua 

franca of feminist film theory. As a result, not only mainstream fictional cinema 

but also innovative and radical documentaries came to be disregarded as 

complicit with illusionary realism. 

 

“Realism”, in other words, became a “style” of filmmaking in feminist film 

theory in the seventies and eighties—a problematic aesthetic to be countered 

both in theory and in practice. Authorised with sweeping powers of 

signification, “realism” encompassed both fictional and non-fictional texts in 

seventies film theory and became a strange sort of beast: code at once for 

transparency, verisimilitude, and illusionism, linked to ideological complicity 

and political conservatism. (Warren 2008: 7) 
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Many film productions that emerged from the feminist political activism of the 

1970s were documentaries9. Most of them, characterised by an immediate 

urgency of self-expression, focused primarily on women and the 

personal/political issues that concerned them as they were being explored in 

consciousness-raising sessions. Despite their originality in the film landscape 

of the time, feminist film scholarship tended to dismiss them as a singular 

monolithic archive of problematic and naive vérité films, causing their 

marginalisation and almost erasure from the history of feminist cinema. In 

1979, Mulvey maps out the recent developments of feminist film criticism, 

locating the documentaries in a surpassed “first phase of thought” and 

identifying their weakness “in limitations of the cinema vérité tradition” 10 

(Mulvey 1979: 4): 

 

While as documents they can have an immediate political use, their 

aesthetics are bound by a concept of film as a transparent medium – 

reproducing rather than questioning – a project which reduces the camera to 

a magical instrument. (Mulvey 1979:4) 

 

The comprehensive dismissal of a host of different films under the 

uncomplimentary label of ‘vérité’ – a supposedly transparent approach that 

																																																													
9 Several feminist, political documentaries were produced especially in the US, under the 
influence of Direct Cinema’s technological and aesthetic innovations. For Example: Three 
Lives by Kate Millet (1971, USA); Joyce at 34 by Joyce Chopra (1972, USA); Woman to 
Woman by Donna Deitch (1975, USA). The Flashettes by Bonnie Friedman (1975, USA); 
Taking Our Bodies Back: The Women's Health Movement by Margaret Lazarus, Renner 
Wunderlich, Joan Finck (1974, USA); It Happens To Us by Amalie R. Rothschild (1972, USA). 
10 The term vérité, as I will clarify in Chapter 2, was often misused by early Anglophone film 
critics, who tended to assimilate it with the North-American tradition of ‘direct cinema’. While 
both practices shared similar cinematic techniques, they crucially differed in their approach to 
‘reality’. ‘Direct cinema’ filmmakers aimed to capture profilmic events ‘objectively’ by 
concealing their presence. On the contrary, the French vérité tradition was characterised by 
the subjective involvement of the director, who was often in front of the camera participating 
in the filmed action.  
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simply aims to reproduce, rather than challenge, reality – in favour of avant-

garde practices, produced a sort of schism within feminist film culture. A 

schism also known as the ‘feminist realist debate’, which bore some 

resemblance to the left modernism debates of the 1930s: presenting a binary 

discourse in which formalism and realism were interpreted as opposing poles, 

it did not favour a constructive dialogue between the genres. Film theorist 

Teresa De Lauretis was among the first to problematise what she described 

as a split between  

 

two types of film work that seemed to be at odds with each other: one called 

for immediate documentation for purposes of political activism, 

consciousness raising, self-expression, or the search for "positive images" of 

woman; the other insisted on rigorous, formal work on the medium – or, 

better, the cinematic apparatus, understood as a social technology – in order 

to analyse and disengage the ideological codes embedded in representation. 

(De Lauretis 1987: 128)  

 

From the late-1980s, a growing number of feminist thinkers began to question 

the hegemony of pro-avantgardist positions within feminist film studies, 

objecting that, among other things, their overly theoretical approach was 

“dedicated almost solely to the critique of realism and the endorsement of 

formalism ... at the expense of the political work that was coming out of the 

women’s movement” (Juhasz 1994:192). Alexandra Juhasz is at the forefront 

of a more recent wave of publications that revaluate the feminist documentary 

films of the 1970s, suggesting new perspectives for their analysis beyond the 

rigid avant-garde versus realism dialectic (Juhasz 1994; Waldman and Walker 
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1999; Warren 2010). These positions align with the broader shift in critical 

approaches to realism that has taken place in the last three decades, and not 

only within feminist film theory (just to name a few: Bruzzi 2006; Gaines and 

Renov 1999; Lebow 2012; Margulies 2003; Steyerl 2008; Trinh 1990): 

approaches that challenge and blur the rigid divides between artifice and 

authenticity, fact and fiction, experimental and documentary styles.  

 

The shift away from the restrictive binary oppositions of psychoanalytic 

feminist film theory was prompted by the transformations in feminist 

consciousness that characterised the 1980s and 1990s: notably, the 

expansion of voices rising from black and postcolonial feminists, which 

criticised mainstream feminism’s exclusive focus on sexual difference and its 

failure to intersect it with race and class dimensions (Diawara 1993; Gaines 

1988; hooks 1992; Hull et al. 1981; Spivak 1987; Trinh 1989; Wallace 1990; 

Young 1996), as well as the new ideas propagating from queer feminism, 

which called binary epistemology and gender naturalisation into question by 

affirming instead a composite and fluid multiplicity of sexes, genders, and 

sexualities (Butler 1990; Muñoz 1999; Sedgwick 1990; Warner 1999). 

Significantly, in 1990 Teresa De Lauretis poses some crucial questions in 

rethinking women’s cinema: 

 

Women's cinema may succinctly be defined as a cinema by and for women. 

But which women? Do we mean all women, across cultures and countries 

and the many differences that more and more articulate, and render 

increasingly elusive, terms like 'feminist theory' or even 'feminism' itself? Like 

them, if all-inclusive, or if simply inclusive, denotative, the term 'women's 
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cinema' becomes too literal, too liberal, banal and self-defeating. (De Lauretis 

1990:7) 

 

The objections raised by women of colour and postcolonial feminists 

highlighted how white Western mainstream feminism, by articulating its critical 

thought within the epistemological binary framework of sexual difference (that 

is to say a difference of women from men, both universalised), unintentionally 

– or strategically – was complicit in perpetuating hegemonic and essentialist 

regimes of truth (with their heterosexist, imperialist and oppressive histories). 

Consequentially, a feminist film criticism grounded in sexual difference was 

perceived as causing the reproduction of a male/female dichotomy while at 

the same time failing to address other factors such as class, race and 

sexuality.  

 

The male/female opposition, seemingly so fundamental to feminism, may 

actually lock us into modes of analysis which will continually misinterpret the 

position of many women. Thus it is that women of colour, like lesbians, an 

afterthought in feminist analysis, remain unassimilated by this problematic.  

(Gaines 1988: 15) 

 

Jane Gaines, in her pivotal analysis of race and gender in feminist film theory, 

observes how white film critics have rather exclusively illuminated the 

condition of white middle-class women, excluding black women’s 

experiences. Furthermore, she analyses how the paradigm of the male gaze 

possessing the female image is not a universal given but pertains to 

whiteness, since the black male sexual gaze is socially unacceptable. The 
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exclusive focus on sexual difference, and its reproduction of an essentialist 

male/female polarity, was also objected to by queer scholars, who contested 

this perspective’s inability to conceive representation beyond heterosexuality. 

Committed to troubling cultural assumptions about restrictive categories and 

binary models of genders and genres, of identities and their representations, 

queer film critics and practitioners fostered ways of seeing that privilege 

instability and nuance, interpretation and expansiveness. In their articulations, 

identities and desires are intersecting, situational, transient, and flexible rather 

than essential and fixed. In introducing one of the early anthologies of queer 

cinema, the editors Cynthia Fuchs and Chris Holmlund pointedly call attention 

to this new sensibility towards openness and fluidity: 

 

Gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgendered [sic], or queer, identities, 

identifications, and hence politics are inevitably complicated, often 

contradictory. Nevertheless, all fourteen of us would concur with Su Friedrich 

that openness to “the infinite possibilities of how a film can be made” is vital, 

especially since firm distinctions among documentary, fiction and avant-garde 

films and videos are increasingly untenable. (Fuchs and Holmlund 1997: 2) 

 

Such interventions thoroughly questioned the universalising tendencies of the 

early feminist psychoanalytic framework, unveiling its white and heterosexual 

bias, and pointing to the necessity of transgressing and transcending – or at 

the very least problematising – the focus on sexual difference and on binary 

categories of representation. In ‘Rethinking Women’s Cinema’, De Lauretis 

(1987) remarks on the importance of conceiving a new discursive horizon, 

heterogeneous, fluid and beyond orthodox paradigms of feminine aesthetic: 
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To ask whether there is a feminine or female aesthetic, or a specific language 

of women's cinema, is to remain caught in the master's house and there, as 

Audre Lorde's suggestive metaphor warns us, to legitimate the hidden 

agendas of a culture we badly need to change. Cosmetic changes, she is 

telling us, won't be enough for the majority of women – women of color, black 

women, and white women as well; or, in her own words, "assimilation within a 

solely western-european herstory is not acceptable." It is time we listened. 

(De Lauretis 1987: 131) 

 

Blurring Boundaries 

As I claimed at the start of this overview of feminist film culture, the practices 

and discourses that characterised it since its inception have undergone 

tremendous transformations, reflecting the political, intellectual and aesthetic 

developments and global metamorphoses of the last fifty years – 

metamorphoses that have necessarily affected the way we think, make and 

see cinema. In 2004, the journal Signs published a special issue on recent 

approaches to film feminisms, entitled ‘Beyond the Gaze’ (McHugh and 

Sobchack 2004). In their intent to assess the current ‘state of the discipline’ 

and to analyse how it has changed over past decades, the editors asked ten 

major feminist film scholars of the 1970s generation to articulate their 

impressions. It is interesting to glance over their opening lines: “When I was 

asked to contribute to this roundtable my first impulse was to duck … where I 

once felt part of an exciting movement and vibrant intellectual context, I now 

feel weighed down by the burdens of what feels like orthodox feminist position 

taking” (Williams 2004: 1264); “It has been difficult for me to respond to the 
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challenging task that has been set by this special issue of Signs … the 

tradition of utopian aspiration, which marked my involvement with feminist 

theory and practice, foundered during the 1980s” (Mulvey 2004: 1286); “I 

have found it extremely difficult to write this essay … if mummification was a 

potent theme for film feminism then, already fourteen years ago, what about 

today?” (Doane 2004: 1229); “I got into feminist film studies in the first place 

because I was a cinephile and a student of film. I was (and am) also a 

feminist, and there was a period when it seemed politically urgent to bring 

these commitments and enthusiasms together—in one’s work and practice. 

That moment has, I think, passed” (Kuhn 2004: 1222).  

 

This might sound disheartening. However, their responses, diverging in tone 

from reluctant and melancholic to more energetic and impassioned, do not 

intend to suggest that film feminism (or feminism itself!) is a dying/dead praxis 

as such, but that certainly the semiotic and psychoanalytical frameworks of 

early feminist film theory no longer have the explanatory force of interpreting 

the complexity and paradoxes of contemporary visual culture and its plurality 

of perspectives. If the end of the 1980s “marked a watershed, a gap in the 

continuity of history that created a ‘before’ and an ‘after’, a ‘then’ and a ‘now’” 

(Mulvey 2004: 1288), what followed is, I believe, an equally exciting era for 

radical film practices and discourses reframing questions of gender and 

representation in new challenging ways, whose lineages continue to evolve 

today. Such approaches experiment with new languages and mediums, 

reflecting the horizons opened up by new electronic and digital technologies 

(such as camcorders, which allowed independent media to blossom) as well 
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as the development of cultural studies and the emergence of queer politics, 

communities and theories. 

 

Queer Looks (Gever et al. 1993), an important volume bringing together 

artists/critics/activists of the time to explore film and video addressing the 

intersections of sexuality, gender and race, strongly echoes the subversive 

energies of the 1990s and their ruptures with institutionalised canons. “We 

decided to work on a book born of the moment”, the editors write: 

 

we wanted to make public some of the exchanges occurring between an 

ever-shifting network of artists, organisers, and activists that spanned several 

continents. We wanted to witness some of the coalitions and collaborations, 

efforts at a new type of politic, a new sort of image … We were particularly 

influenced by the cross-disciplinary critical debates, both in the academy and 

on the streets, that were contesting and deconstructing representations of 

race and gender, likewise refusing the authority of the tired old tropes that 

constitute official film and video history … Parameters? An openness to wildly 

varied notions of the text and the image. An interest in contradiction. An 

excitement about exploring the edges of borders, the restricted zones of 

boundaries, the shadowy places where certainty isn’t welcome and rules no 

longer apply. (Gever et al. 1993: xiv) 

 

It is clear how the key words of this new wave of irreverent, subversive film 

and video practice are all somehow associated with the ever-expanding 

meaning of the term ‘queer’ and its corollary qualities: a political site of 

resistance, primarily, to normative categories of gender and sexual 
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expression. A fierce and unruly tendency to fight back. A celebration of 

difference, openness, and fluidity, in opposition to conventional codes and 

restrictive rules. An obstinate rejection of binaries, dichotomies, hierarchies 

and boundaries. A home for the marginal, oppressed, subaltern and 

nonconforming identities and bodies. Ultimately, a critical positioning 

embracing multiple, complex and unstable perspectives, heterogeneous and 

hybrid cultural practices, and provisional, relational, and incomplete 

epistemologies. A concept deeply shaped by influential theorists such as 

Judith Butler (1990), Eve Sedgwick (1990), José Esteban Muñoz (1999), Paul 

Preciado (2008) and many more, ‘queer’ has come to signify at the same time 

a cultural trend, a critical intervention and a political strategy. 

 

This tendency to problematise binary categories of representation and to bring 

into being a poetic and personal worldview eschewing essentialist 

assumptions is largely explored in the works of feminist, queer, black, punk 

and postcolonial filmmakers such as Trinh T. Minh-ha, Pratibha Parmar, 

Michelle Citron, Barbara Hammer, Marlon Riggs, Ngozi Onwurah, Rea Tajiri, 

Sadie Benning, Monika Treut, Isaac Julien, Richard Fung and Cheryl Dunye 

among others. Consistent with post-structural interpretations of the text, which 

encouraged long-held preconceptions to be challenged, many of these 

authors came to be associated with a movement in film and video practice 

that was intensely political and aesthetically innovative, which film critic Ruby 

Rich (1992) named New Queer Cinema. 
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Emanating from a (mostly) new generation, the NQC embodied an evolution 

in thinking. It reinterpreted the link between the personal and the political 

envisioned by feminism, restaged the defiant activism pioneered at Stonewall, 

and recoded aesthetics to link the independent feature movement with the 

avant-garde and start afresh. (Rich 2013:1) 

 

Actually, the films which gradually came to be linked with the NQC tag had 

few aesthetic and narrative strategies in common, and were mostly defined as 

such simply for addressing gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender issues. 

Despite that, it is undeniable that during the 1980s and the 1990s a certain 

strand of films weaving together personal, cultural, and political self-

expression proliferated unprecedentedly, unapologetically and playfully 

sabotaging normative discourses on gender and sexuality. 11  Playing 

uncannily with cinematic norms, these works confidently display hybrid forms, 

sitting in the cracks between art, film and performance (or actually 

representing their conjunction).  

 

What these films suggest is the significant degree to which certain avant-

garde and documentary traditions have become blurred into a more singular 

enterprise, affording a perspective from which much of what we have called 

documentary might be reconsidered as experimental and much of what we 

have called experimental and avant-garde might be reconsidered as 

documentary. (Nichols 1994: 103) 

 

																																																													
11 For example: Tongues Untied by Marlon Riggs (1989, USA); Surname Viet Given Name 
Nam by Trinh T. Minh-ha (1989, USA); The Body Beautiful by Ngozi Onwurah (1991, 
England); The Watermelon Woman by Cheryl Dunye (1996, USA); Orientations: Lesbian and 
Gay Asians by Richard Fung (1984, USA); Flat is Beautiful by Sadie Benning (1998, USA). 
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It must also be noted that the hybridisation of avant-garde techniques with 

documentary material as well as the blurring of the fact/fiction divide were 

already common features in many early feminist films, despite their 

canonisation as either ‘experimental’ or ‘realist’ – positions that academic 

criticism tended to portray as antagonistic towards one another (Johnson 

1973; Kaplan 1983; Kuhn 1982; Mulvey 1979, among others). While scholarly 

debates engaged (sometimes blindly) in largely semantic discussions about 

cinematic conventions (with the effect of heightening the boundaries between 

the genres), film practitioners were producing works that would not sit easily 

within the usual distinctions of documentary, fiction and video art. Filmmakers 

and artists such as Yvonne Rainer, Chantal Akerman, Barbara Hammer, Valie 

Export, Su Friedrich, Carolee Schneemann, Agnès Varda and many others, 

experimented with filmic language with the deliberate intention of breaking 

down rigid demarcations between film genres and styles. Committed to 

problematising and reinventing the filmic medium, they blurred the boundaries 

of autobiography, documentary and fantasy. Their works often play reflexively 

with the film text, reclaim the female body as a political space, and alternate 

and enmesh abstract and documentary sequences. Deeply personal, formally 

experimental, and politically challenging, their creative practice seems to 

display a deliberate violation of cinematic codes in the pursuit of a subjective 

language that questions dominant and disciplinary gazes. 

 

Certainly, such works rooted in subjectivity as a frontline strategy, mingling 

poetry and politics, memory and history, bodies and emotions, have deeply 

challenged the limits of what counts as a document, and consequently, of 
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what counts as a documentary. Filmmaker and art theorist Hito Steyerl has 

recently pointed out that “documentary practices have made up one of the 

most significant tendencies within art during the last two decades” (Steyerl 

2008), and that these interventions have radically questioned ideas of 

‘objectivity’ and ‘transparency’, usually associated with the genre. In their 

subverting of documentary jargons of authenticity, these works do not merely 

intend to reproduce – and thereby reinforce – the prevailing social structures 

of our culture, but to expose them to criticism. Realism, in other words, can 

transcend its definition as deliberately invested in capturing reality ‘as-it-is’, 

and instead be used to provoke a critical interpretation about it. Steyerl 

excellently states: “documentary forms do not depict reality as much as first 

producing it … they are supposed to first create the reality that is documented 

in them” (Steyerl 2003:2). Hence, they can describe the complicity with 

dominant discourses just as they can also signify an attempt to subvert and to 

problematise them. As she sharply points out, subversive documentary 

practices have “no intention at all of depicting the authentic truth of the 

political, but rather of changing the "politics of truth" on which its 

representation is based” (Steyerl 2003:2). Steyerl’s analysis of the 

documentary form digs into its inner ambivalent, equivocal, fluctuating nature: 

 

On the one hand, the articulation, production and reception of a document is 

profoundly marked by power relations and based on social conventions. On 

the other hand, though, the power of the document is based on the fact that it 

is also intended to be able to prove what is unpredictable within these power 

relations – it should be able to express what is unimaginable, unspoken, 
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unknown, redeeming or even monstrous – and thus create a possibility for 

change. (Steyerl 2003:2) 

 

Many critical works (Chanan 2007; Fuchs 1997; Gaines/Renov 1999; Lebow 

2012; Renov 2004; Steyerl 2008; Trinh 1997) have explored this ontological 

shift of contemporary documentary language from the putatively objective to 

the subjective, from the predominantly evidential and referential to the 

primarily poetic and evocative, describing a film language that “generates a 

distinct tension between performance and document, between the personal 

and the typical, the embodied and disembodied” (Nichols 1994: 97). Rigid 

binary oppositions here tend to collapse into hybrid approaches that 

consciously play with the forms of resistance and power implicated in the 

production of images and with their connection to ideas of ‘truth’ and ‘reality’. 

Filmmaker and theorist Trinh T. Minh-ha makes it clear: 

 

I've made it quite clear, in the writings and interviews I've published, that 

"experimental" is not a genre and "documentary" does not really exist since 

everything goes through fictional devices in film. Rather than reverting 

endlessly to these established categories, I would prefer to speak about 

different degrees of staged and unstaged material, or about different spaces 

of resistance – such as that of enriching meaning while divesting it of its 

power to order images and sound. I work with the tension these differences 

raise and the way they creatively or critically contaminate each other. (Trinh 

1997: 91) 
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That between avant-garde and documentary genres is a false distinction, 

claims Nichols, “that obscures their necessary proximity” (Nichols 2001b: 

581). Although some formalist films “moved strongly toward abstraction, or 

‘pure cinema,’ a great many works began with images of a recognisable 

reality in order to transform it … The world as it offers itself to us provides the 

starting point for both political and aesthetic acts of transformation” (Nichols 

2001b: 596). 

 

A similar spirit committed to unsettling existing complacencies and to blurring 

binary genre (and gender) categories is the one that has guided the creative 

practice of this research. The issues around realism and formalism (and their 

convergence) discussed in this chapter form the backdrop and starting point 

of my practical inquiry, which culminated in the making of the film Normal. 

Conceived as an unsettling visual journey through gender norms in 

contemporary Italy, it is intended as a socio-political critique that not only aims 

to articulate a filmic language beyond the strict categories of ‘documentary’ 

and ‘avant-garde’, by merging ‘realist’ and ‘experimental’ aesthetics; it also 

aspires to use film as a representational technology able to interrogate and 

challenge reality, rather than simply reproducing it. With its open form and 

fragmented narrative, Normal overtly blurs and bends the text’s boundaries in 

order to reinterpret meanings: not pursuing the factual and accurate depiction 

of facts and events, it is meant to reproduce the uncertain, associative, 

interstitial nature of reasoning, and to reflect a personal, subjective meditation 

on the everyday constraints of gendered reality in Italy. 
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Indeed, Normal can be considered a documentary, since it uses only real-life 

footage. However, it does not follow a linear narrative nor the journey of a 

protagonist, but attempts to articulate, audio-visually and without commentary, 

my own thoughts and ideas, through a very personal use of montage, sound 

and framing. Exceeding traditional film conventions while accommodating 

“indeterminacy, hybridity, openness and playfulness” (Alter 2018: 5), Normal’s 

principles of image construction resemble what Laura Rascaroli describes as 

essay film, for its “dialectical form that thinks not exclusively through verbal 

commentary, but via an audio-visual and narrative disjunctive practice that 

creates textual gaps in which new meanings are allowed to emerge” 

(Rascaroli 2017: 23).  

 

Recently gaining increasing attention from film critics and scholars, the films 

commonly regarded as ‘essays’ refer to audio-visual productions that in the 

past might have been described as either documentary, fiction or art work: 

 

The history of cinema that has become dominant in standard accounts was 

written in the post-war period when historians tended to cast narratives as 

absolute, without breaks, interruptions, discontinuities, or contradictions. In 

this setting the entire field of cinema was neatly split between three major 

genres of feature, documentary and art films … The simultaneous existence 

of the essay film as an in between, hybrid genre that transgresses and 

dissolves generic as much as disciplinary and institutional parameters was 

barely discernible in this context of neat categories and classification. (Alter 

2018: 24) 
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Through the lens of the essayistic mode, previously rigid categories and 

conventions now become increasingly malleable, allowing for radical, hybrid, 

and unconventional works to emerge in all their heterogeneity. The ‘feminist’ 

and ‘queer’ films of many of the authors mentioned in these pages (such as 

Akerman, Rainer, Varda, Mulvey as well as Riggs, Benning, Friedrich, Trinh 

and Citron), when read in their essayistic dimensions, suggest an aesthetic 

consistency and continuity, superannuating the rigid and conflicting analytic 

frameworks of the feminist realist debate. Because of its transgressive and 

unorthodox form, the essay film can be elected as the site where “critical 

nonfiction produced by oppositional, postcolonial, accented, exiled, feminist, 

and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer subjects, among others” 

can converge and communicate, “precisely because it is the most direct 

embodiment of the dream of a cinema of personal and critical expression” 

(Rascaroli 2017: 5). 

 

It is within the fluid boundaries of the essayistic approach that I also situate 

my creative connection to previous generations of artists and filmmakers 

engaged in testing and devising formal strategies aimed at reconfiguring the 

production of knowledge and at providing subversive alternatives to 

mainstream ideologies of gender. The next chapters of this dissertation further 

theorise my creative practice, looking at how it grapples with the challenges of 

creating nonconforming cinematic representations that "envision gender 

otherwise" (De Lauretis 1987: 17), and at how it aims to suggest a new 

direction for feminist cinema, beyond the fact/fiction dualism that has 

characterised much feminist film scholarship. 
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Chapter 2:   Methodological Framework 

Overview 

In this research I have used my filmmaking practice to explore and test 

alternative film aesthetics, and their effectiveness in questioning dominant 

cultural codes related to gender and sexuality. The outcome of my creative 

practice is the film Normal, an unsettling journey through the social 

representations of femininity and masculinity as well as the configurations of 

heteronormativity in contemporary Italy. The film conveys research findings in 

a creative, open and experiential way, providing the viewer with an original 

insight into the culture and politics of gender in Italy, while at the same time 

testing strategies to subvert and challenge conventional representations. The 

task of my written thesis is to provide theoretical and methodological context 

for the practice, and to produce a critical and reflexive analysis of the 

filmmaking process and of the film itself, locating it within a tradition of artistic 

research committed to experimenting with film aesthetics to develop creative 

responses to critical political issues. Throughout my doctoral experience, I 

also engaged in the critical investigation of relevant literature and film so that 

theory and practice reciprocally fed into my work. Hence, this research 

dialogically addresses several levels of inquiry, explored both through the 

production of a film and through a written thesis. What follows is an account of 

the methodological frameworks employed in this study, as well as an overview 

of the filmmaking process from the initial research to the film post-production. 
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Practice-based Research as Feminist Praxis 

This project aligns itself with a legacy in queer and gender studies, as well as 

in feminist film studies, where research is strongly anchored in political 

activism and cultural production. Developed by feminist thinkers/activists – 

such as bell hooks’ (1994) urging feminists to root their scholarship in 

transformative politics and practice – the idea of a feminist praxis stresses the 

inevitable relationship of feminist scholarship and activism, implying that 

feminist research is inextricably connected to feminist struggles. Subverting 

the rigid dichotomy separating theory from practice, it promotes the practical 

application of knowledge to challenge oppressive systems and to generate 

visions for social change. Women's/gender studies originated in the women's 

liberation movement of the 1960s/1970s, and despite their growing influence 

within the academic community has also raised crucial contradictions – for 

example in the assumptions that link their institutionalisation to the 

deradicalisation of the movement – they generally propose a critical and 

grounded engagement with feminism through the lens of praxis: an approach 

that blurs distinctions between research, activism and cultural production. In 

this vein, feminist/transnational/queer scholars across disciplines and 

generations, have stressed the profound “connection between critical theory, 

critical practice, and personal life” (Wood 1976: 390): from Jacqueline Bobo 

(“it is as a participant, not a detached observer, that the work of the critic 

becomes vitally important within the interpretive community” [Bobo 1995: 51]) 

to Jack Halberstam (“we need to rethink the relation between theorist and 

subcultural participant, recognising that for many queers, the boundary 

between theorist and cultural producer might be slight or at least permeable” 
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[Halberstam 2005:161]), theorists have emphasised the importance of 

rethinking boundaries between theory and practice, paying attention to the 

researcher’s own subjectivity, positionality and embodiment. Conducting 

practice-based research, a relatively new approach in the arts and 

humanities, seems to me to be particularly beneficial for feminist research and 

its commitment to praxis. In Chapter 3, I will discuss in further detail the 

experiential and subjective approach I followed throughout my filmmaking 

process, while here I intend to concentrate on how, in grounding my research 

in audio-visual critical practice, I was committed to investigating the 

subversive potential of the filmic medium and its capacity to challenge the 

politics of knowledge production.  

 

Cinema is a predominantly visual medium, and therefore necessarily 

entangled in the very process of knowing and of knowledge production. In 

fact, vision, of all the modes of perception, is the one that has historically been 

analysed as dominant and hegemonic, at least within modern western culture 

– and its vision-centred, deterministic approach to ‘knowledge’, ‘truth’ and 

‘reality’. The eyes, supposedly able to perceive reality without preconceived 

notions or filters, have been considered the privileged organ to directly discern 

irrefutable truths about the world we inhabit. This ocularcentrism, interpreted 

by Michel Foucault as the “unimpeded empire of the gaze” (Foucault 1973: 

39), presupposes that the practice of looking is the uncontested way of 

accessing ‘objective knowledge’. Accordingly, the normative gaze, 

characterised by a disembodied and rational eye, defines, objectifies and 

universalises the reality it observes, mirroring dominant ways of seeing. This 
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implies that technologies of visualisation, such as cinema, carry the intrinsic 

risk of reproducing the objectifying power of the normative gaze. It was 

precisely this risk, as I described in Chapter 1, that led early feminist film 

theorists to reject the supposed transparency of realist representation in 

favour of anti-illusionist cinematic techniques. Yet, for me, more than the 

rejection of realist aesthetics – or the rejection of visual pleasure – it is the 

very idea of unmediated objectivity that needs to be interrogated in the first 

place. Therefore, I concur with theories on film and subjective embodiment 

(Marks 2000, Renov 2004; Russel 1999), as their approach does not dismiss 

the potential of visual representation, but rather challenges “the very 

ideological presumption that cinema can represent reality” (Marks 2000: 1). 

 

In her famous article ‘Situated Knowledges’ (1988), Donna Haraway insists on 

the “particularity and embodiment of all vision” (Haraway 1988: 582), 

presenting it as a feminist strategy to reclaim a sensory system – that of 

seeing – associated with the patriarchal, militarist, colonialist, capitalist 

practice of objectivity (or the “perverse capacity to distance the knowing 

subject from everybody and everything in the interest of unfettered power” 

[Haraway 1988: 581]). In her fascinating call for a feminist, partial and situated 

vision, consequent upon a critical positioning, she claims:  

 

I am arguing for politics and epistemologies of location, positioning and 

situating, where partiality and not universality is the condition of being heard 

to make knowledge claims … I am arguing for the view from a body, always a 

complex, contradictory, structuring and structured body, versus the view from 

above, from nowhere, from simplicity. (Haraway 1988: 589) 
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This idea of a vision that is always particular and embodied, one that is only 

able to project partial perspectives, and that unapologetically reflects the 

fallibility, complexity and contradictory nature of the looking self has been key 

in informing my method, and I interpret it as the feminist answer to the act of 

looking encoded in hegemonic norms – such as the white, male, colonial and 

disciplinary gaze extensively analysed in studies about visuality and power. 

Therefore, if methodology entails a perspective or framework, mine is feminist 

in its acknowledging the partial and subjective involvement of the researcher 

and in its countering of ideological doctrines of disembodied objectivity. 

Eschewing the position of a detached, neutral, objective observer, I decided to 

focus my film on heterosexist norms in contemporary Italy not just to observe 

them, but to question and problematise them. Through a non-linear and multi-

layered mosaic of everyday-life scenes, the film proposes a personal 

reflection on the cultural construction of gender differences, exposing the 

fabricated nature of gender as a social, performative act. In doing so, Normal 

does not simply represent reality but interrogates it, delving into its inner 

mechanisms. Avoiding didactic and pedagogical explanations, it plays 

creatively with images and sounds in order to produce critical thought. It 

employs processes of disjunction and reassemblage to articulate its thinking 

and to demand that viewers participate in the elaboration of its signification. It 

also avoids clear and single narrative logics to produce open-ended 

meanings. Committed to contesting the logics of normativity, and to 

challenging the politics of knowledge production, my creative practice is 

therefore motivated by the personal and political urgency of generating a 
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critical, complex and subjective perspective on dominant gender models, 

thereby regarding the production of knowledge as a visible act of resistance 

and an embodied and political activity.  

 

Filmmaking Practice as a Tool of Enquiry 

As I have described so far, the interconnections between reality, power, 

knowledge production and strategies of representation are central in feminist 

film theory and practice, and certainly they also represent key implications for 

this research and for my own filmmaking practice. As a feminist filmmaker, I 

have grounded my creative work in documentary film, focusing my previous 

productions on counter-cultural movements addressing matters of current 

affairs and sensitive political debate. In particular, I have produced politically 

engaged, independent nonfiction films investigating gender and LGBTQ+ 

issues in order to re-frame perceptions of our everyday reality. 365 without 

377 (2011), shot in Bombay during the first anniversary of the historic 

judgement that decriminalised homosexuality in India, delves into the personal 

stories and struggles of three members of Mumbai's LGBTQ+ community. 

Rebel Menopause (2014), an intimate portrait of eighty-five year old, militant 

feminist, Thérèse Clerc, explores issues of pleasure, sexuality, political 

involvement, housing and economic independence in older women’s lives. 

Both films, animated by the necessity of articulating images and meanings 

that challenge stereotypical representations of gender and sexuality, deploy 

quite conventional documentary strategies. However, without reclaiming 

aesthetics of so-called transparency and non-intervention, these films remain 

aware of their own artifice and confidently play with it in their framing and 
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editing choices or in their narrative construction. Despite this, none of them is 

deeply invested in challenging the cinematic medium itself, and its mechanics 

of representation. As ‘technologies of vision’ dealing with unstaged 

nonfictional material, documentaries remain strongly implicated in politics of 

representation: hence it should be useful to further contextualise my current 

work in this respect.  

 

As film scholar Olivieri sharply claims, “documentary film, being engaged with 

the representation of reality, is always in dialogue with the hegemonic 

processes of knowledge production – to challenge or reproduce them – and, 

therefore, with the specifically gendered power relations at play in the act of 

seeing and representing” (Olivieri 2012: 48). This for me is a key concern in 

this research, in which my aim was precisely to experiment with an audio-

visual critical practice committed to dismantling the act of looking from its 

embedded heteronormative ideologies and to provoke a ‘new seeing’: one 

that, while remaining grounded in nonfictional representation, could still have 

the ability to play a critical role and to provide alternative and non-hegemonic 

forms of knowledge production, hence opening new perspectives for a 

feminist practice of nonfiction film. This is particularly relevant given that, as 

already illustrated above, the anti-realist stance of feminist film academics has 

provoked a generalised dismissal of documentary films, determining that the 

documentary form has been predominantly absent from the arena of feminist 

scholarship.  
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I will therefore proceed by examining my filmmaking practice through an 

interdisciplinary analytical framework, traversing feminist, documentary and 

essay film studies. With no desire to provide any final definition of the 

cinematic form characterising Normal – as the violation of film conventions is 

one of its characteristics – I intend to elaborate on some of the approaches 

and methods that have guided its making. 

 

There is no such a thing as documentary – whether the term designates a 

category of material, a genre, an approach or a set of techniques. This 

assertion – as old and as fundamental as the antagonism between names 

and reality – needs incessantly to be restated despite the very visible 

existence of a documentary tradition. (Trinh 1990: 76)  

 

‘Documentary’ is a complex and contradictory term, a “fuzzy concept” (Nichols 

2001a: 21), one that is often defined as a genre with its own canon and 

history, while at the same time being haunted by the intrinsic paradox of 

claiming access to reality when instead “film is about something, whereas 

reality is not” (Vaughan 1974: 80). With the ‘real’ as its basic referent, 

documentary has been amply tangled up in the pursuit of an aesthetic of 

objectivity, and its corollary strategies designed to meet expectations of 

truthfulness and transparency. It would be beyond the scope of this research 

to delve into the many – often ambiguous and discordant – definitions 

attributed to the term ‘documentary’, or to attempt to synthesise its long 

tradition within film studies (as old as cinema itself, since canons usually 

describe the Lumière brothers as the initial explorers of documentary realism). 

Instead, I am only interested in exploring some of the debates around 
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authenticity and transparency permeating documentary studies, because it is 

precisely this impossible promise of photographing reality ‘as-it-is’ that has 

caused feminist scholars to dismiss this cinematic approach as necessarily 

complicit with hegemonic ‘regimes of truth’ (Foucault 1977: 13) 12 , ergo 

complicit with dominant ways of seeing. 

 

Feminist critiques of documentary realism were developed in the 1970s and 

1980s as part of the already discussed ‘feminist realist debate,’ and its 

general suspicion towards realistic cinematic strategies. However, before it 

came under fire as a transparent vehicle for dominant ideology, the 

documentary tradition also known as ‘cinema of truth’ was very popular in the 

1960s, when it emerged as a form of revolutionary cinematic practice, 

alternative to the dominant commercial and post-war propaganda cinema. 

Thanks to the new ground-breaking technologies being developed at the end 

of the 1950s – such as portable lighting and camera equipment and 

synchronous sound recording – film production became for the first time agile, 

accessible and affordable. Independent filmmakers of the time, asserting their 

autonomy from the studio and the star system – and inspired by Dziga 

Vertov’s theories about what he called the kino pravda (film truth) (Michelson 

1984) – began making films about common, unrepresented people, 

discussing real issues, often inspired by social and political preoccupations. 

																																																													
12 Foucault’s use of the term stresses the connection between the notion of ‘truth’ and the 
explicitly political notion of ‘regime', suggesting that “truth isn’t outside power”. On the 
contrary, “truth is of the world: it is produced by virtue of multiple constraints. And it induces 
the regular effects of power. Each society has its regime of truth, its 'general politics' of truth; 
that is, the types of discourse it harbours and causes to function as true; the mechanisms and 
instances which enable one to distinguish true from false statements, the way in which is 
sanctioned; the techniques and procedures which are valorised for obtaining truth; the status 
of those who are charged with saying what counts as true” (Foucault, 1977: 13). 



 59 

The resulting film movements (such as Cinéma Vérité in France, Direct 

Cinema in North America, Free Cinema in England)13, while presenting not 

just geographical divergences, shared a common commitment to truth, 

authenticity, and reality, aiming at creating films where “the result was a 

strong feeling of immediacy and involvement that transmitted to an audience a 

keen sense of participation” (Jacobs 1979, 376).  

 

In particular, the ideal of observing spontaneous situations and eschewing 

filmmakers’ intervention emerged as an absolute imperative within the 

American Direct Cinema tradition. Filmmakers such as Robert Drew, Richard 

Leacock, Albert and David Maysles and D.A. Pennebaker (also known as the 

Drew Associates as they often worked together) promised their audience a 

transparent and unobtrusive position, committed to producing authentic 

‘observational’ films in which the author would disappear like ‘a fly on the 

wall’ 14 . Following principles of objectivist ethnographic practice, Leacock 

devised a strict set of rules to apparently ‘capture real life’ without intruding on 

the pro-filmic events: “Never ask a question; never ask anyone to do anything; 

																																																													
13 While departing from the same inspirational theories, these schools developed their own 
stylistic strategies and conventions often in contrast with each other. The terms Cinéma 
Vérité and Direct Cinema are often confused (Winston 1995: 26) and their definitions are 
nonetheless ambiguous, since different filmmakers interpreted and applied filmic strategies in 
different ways. It is beyond the purpose of this research to dig into the historical and 
terminological analysis of these styles. However, it is important to mention that while the 
Direct Cinema tradition – further discussed in the main body of the text – argued for a non-
intrusive approach promising a direct access to reality, the French school of Cinéma Vérité, 
led by Jean Rouch, was inspired by the very power of the camera to provoke and instigate 
situations otherwise unachievable. Accordingly, Rouch believed it was impossible for the 
filmmaker to be non-intrusive and objective, since the presence of the camera alters reality in 
the first place.  
14 See for example: Salesman by Albert and David Maysles (1969, USA); Primary by Drew 
and Associates (1960, USA); The Chair by Drew and Associates (1963, USA); Crisis: Behind 
a Presidential Commitment (Drew and Associates, 1963). 
 
 



 60 

never ask anyone to repeat an act or a phrase that you missed; never pay 

anyone” (Leacock 1975: 148).  

 

This movement’s ideas about the documentary’s direct access to truth and 

reality represented a key turning point in the history of the genre and also had 

enormous consequences for the direction of feminist film theory and the 

marginalisation of documentary within it: much of the 1970s feminist antirealist 

critiques were in fact “not polemic against documentary per se”, but 

particularly against “the specific practice of American cinema vérité or direct 

cinema” (Waldman and Walker 1999: 8). The concerns of early feminist 

theorists (such as McGarry, Johnston, Kaplan, Mulvey, among others) 

addressed explicitly this tradition’s relentless pursuit of authenticity and 

naturalism, and its claim to reveal the truth of events ‘as-they-are’. 

 

Even if filmmakers attempt not to control or encode the pro-filmic event, 

certain decisions about reality are made: the choice of subject and the 

location of shooting (not to mention the preconceptions, no matter how 

minimal, of the film workers), the presence of the film workers and their 

equipment (no matter how unobtrusive), all participate in, control and encode 

the pro-filmic event within the context of the technology of cinema and the 

dominant ideology. (McGarry 1975: 50)  

 

In problematising ideas of objectivity and transparency as the purposes of 

nonfictional films, feminist thinkers actually anticipated much later 

documentary theorising. Interestingly, feminist film theory “might have gone in 

the direction of work on strategies for the feminist documentary that avoided 
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the noninterventionist, positivist stance of the direct cinema movement” 

(Waldman and Walker 1999: 9). However, an outspoken alliance between the 

feminist project and a documentary aware of its own artifice that self-

consciously questions aesthetics of objectivity, did not happen. As I have 

already discussed in Chapter 1, feminist film theory adopted experimental 

avant-garde for its project of developing revolutionary strategies able to 

“disrupt the fabric of the male bourgeois cinema within the text of the film” 

(Johnston 1973: 30). Nonetheless, it is in the blurring of boundaries between 

fact and fiction, in the transgressing and transcending of cinematic genres, 

and in the refusal of aesthetics of objectivity and non-intervention in favour of 

partial, subjective and embodied knowledges, that a feminist contribution to 

documentary exists. In opening his book Blurred Boundaries, prominent 

documentary scholar Bill Nichols notes: 

 

Traditionally, the word documentary has suggested fullness and completion, 

knowledge and fact, explanations of the social world and its motivating 

mechanisms. More recently, though, documentary has come to suggest 

incompleteness and uncertainty, recollection and impression, images of 

personal worlds and their subjective construction. A shift of epistemological 

proportions has occurred. What counts as knowledge is not what it used to 

be. (Nichols 1994: 1) 

 

Furthermore, he also has no hesitation in identifying “feminism (along with 

poststructuralism) as one of the major forces that has prompted a revaluation 

of nineteenth century realism” (Nichols 1994: 71). Feminist critiques of realism 

have had the effect of a sea change in challenging conceptions of knowledge, 
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the knowing subject, and practices and methods of inquiry. Inevitably, this 

epistemological revolution also had a tremendous impact on approaches to 

cinematic language. 

 

Reality is more fabulous, more maddening, more strangely manipulative than 

fiction. To understand this is to recognise the naivety of a development of 

cinematic technology that promotes increasing unmediated 'access' to reality. 

(Trinh 1990: 88) 

 

Following Trinh’s intuitions, film scholar Olivieri proposes a feminist approach 

to documentary, one that  

 

can make possible the ability to uncover and address the risks inherent to the 

fact/fiction dualistic view. It can also help casting some light on the fictional 

elements that are always intrinsic to every documentary, especially the 

construction of a narrative and assemblage of images and sounds, thus 

problematising and overcoming the biases which link documentary, facts, 

reality and truth. In sum, this approach entails deconstructing the “aesthetic of 

objectivity” (Trinh 1993, 94) and pointing the attention to “documentary as a 

technology of truth” (Trinh 2007, 121). (Olivieri 2012: 33) 

 

My filmmaking strategy for Normal is deeply indebted to an approach to 

documentary that intentionally defies realism and authenticity and that does 

not simply aim to reproduce reality ‘as-it-is’, but aspires to interrogate and 

destabilise it. A documentary that, aware of its own artifice, self-consciously 

plays with it, thus mobilising notions of reality, fiction, politics and aesthetics. 



 63 

The fundamental idea behind Normal is that a subversive repetition of the 

dominant models can destabilise them, rather than reinforce them. By playing 

with normative representations of binary views of gender and presenting them 

as the rehearsed repetition of a set of internalised norms, the film presents a 

hallucinatory and disorienting portrait of accepted ideas of ‘normality’, as 

viewed through a distorting mirror. This sense of discomfort in looking at 

‘ordinary’, ‘normal’ situations is deliberately induced to prompt the viewer to 

problematise reality and to be a conscious critical observer. The intention is to 

turn images into discursive elements rather than depictions of facts, and – 

through this denaturalisation of reality – to challenge dominant ways of seeing 

and understanding the world. As Gaines suggests: 

 

The degree to which the social world determines the cinematic image of it is 

the degree to which it can be transformative of that same world. The source 

of the awesome magic, its political pathos, is a realism beyond realism, no 

longer just realism. (Gaines 2007: 19) 

 

It is this approach to ‘realism beyond realism’ that guided the making of 

Normal: part documentary, part fabrication, the film blurs traditional 

disciplinary boundaries and employs nonfiction filmmaking to produce critical 

thought. Without following a linear narrative, the film alternates a series of 

everyday life sequences filmed across Italy. Like fully rounded short visual 

poems, these sequences outline the public contexts in which social norms 

related to gender are performed by individuals in their daily, ordinary 

interactions. The gym, the beach, the disco, the church, the beauty parlour, 

are just some of the places explored in the film, where people’s bodies, 
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gestures and behaviours become cultural signs, collective choreographies 

that reflect a coded idea of gender. Here, nonfictional representation is not 

employed in an illustrative manner but in a range of poetic, allegoric, 

sometimes grotesque ways, “in an attempt to make the ‘invisible’ world of 

thoughts and ideas visible on screen”, and to test “the possibility of theory 

building through visual means” (Biemann 2003: 9). Normal experiments with 

an approach to nonfiction cinema that focuses on intellectual inquiry rather 

than on storytelling, and that concentrates on the exploration of ideas more 

than on the development of a linear narrative. As such, this work departs from 

my previous films which were characterised by a more conventional 

documentary approach, to align with those hybrid and open audio-visual 

compositions “that lend form to intellectual substance” (Richter 1940: 90) – 

compositions that avant-garde filmmaker Hans Richter, as early as in 1940, 

called essay films, anticipating most contemporary literature on the genre: 

 

As diverse as all these works are, they all have the same aim: to visualise 

thoughts on screen. The essay film, in its attempt to make the invisible world 

of imagination, thoughts, and ideas visible, can draw from an incomparably 

larger reservoir of expressive means than can the pure documentary film. 

Since in the essay film the filmmaker is not bound by the depiction of external 

phenomena and the constraints of chronological sequences, but, on the 

contrary, has to enlist material from everywhere, the filmmaker can bounce 

around freely in space and time. (Richter 1940: 91) 

 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the essayistic approach has long been present in 

cinema history, but has only recently started to gather the growing attention of 
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film historians and theoreticians (Alter 2018). Being a very open, hybrid, 

heterogeneous and contradictory form, it tends to eschew rigid disciplinary 

definitions, while it generally denotes an inclination toward critical analysis. 

Like its literary counterpart, described by Theodor Adorno as “the critical form 

par excellence” (Adorno 1984: 166), the essay film is largely considered as 

the “primary vehicle through which critique is developed in audio-visual 

practice” (Alter 2018: 12).  

 

Actually, the testing of audio-visual strategies able to articulate a critique of 

dominant gender norms is one of the fundamental objectives of this research. 

As I have tried to describe in this chapter, Normal attempts to achieve this by 

employing an essayistic approach to nonfiction filmmaking in which creative 

practice, theoretical work, and social criticism could converge and 

communicate. Having at its core not the development of an organised 

narrative but “the act itself of reasoning” (Rascaroli 2008: 26), the essayistic 

mode allows for a great degree of experimentation and generates open-ended 

meanings, making it a privileged method for an academic enquiry based in 

creative practice. So far, I have attempted to provide a rationale and 

contextualisation for the methodological principles implied in this research, 

addressing in particular the use of film as a tool of enquiry as well as one able 

to solicit a ‘new feminist seeing’. What follows is an overview of the different 

stages of the filmmaking process, from development to post-production. 
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An Overview of the Filmmaking Process  

To work on the production of an independent film is a challenging task in 

itself, yet making a film within the context of a doctoral research has turned 

out to be an even greater challenge. This is not only due to the fact that 

screen production practice as a form of academic research is still an emerging 

field, addressed by a limited quantity of specialised literature or relevant 

methodologies; but because the film production process is technically, 

financially and logistically complex and, above all, inherently collaborative. 

Therefore, it often proves hard to combine it with the more solitary and 

cerebral acts of thinking and writing. Moreover, a film production entails the 

constant negotiation of multiple and often competing priorities (ranging from 

creative to practical), which become even more challenging when faced with 

the pressure of time, resource constraints, and the research requirements of 

the doctoral process. Nonetheless, it has been an incredibly rewarding 

experience to have had the chance to experiment with and to critically reflect 

on my film practice within the framework of academic research. I have 

undergone a long, thoughtful and reflexive process that determined a deeper 

awareness of my identity as a filmmaker, as well as a new understanding of 

the trajectory of my creative and professional practice, particularly within the 

rich strain of theoretical and historical writing about film.  

 

The film production was developed during three separate fieldwork trips to 

Italy, between March and September 2015, between January and June 2016, 

and between March and November 2017. While the key stages in getting a 

film made from an initial idea through to completion are canonically described 



 67 

as neatly partitioned and chronological (moving systematically from 

development, to pre-production, production and post-production), it is 

important to mention that in most independent documentary low-budget 

productions these stages overlap, extend and often run simultaneously; this is 

due to a variety of reasons, mostly the unstaged and often unpredictable 

nature of documentary filmmaking. In this research, too, these stages often 

intertwined. However, this is not only due to the financial constraints and the 

organisational complexities of running such a project as an independent 

researcher (which nonetheless represents a substantial factor, given that I 

covered on my own almost all production roles, from directing to editing, 

location scouting and budgeting, production scheduling and fundraising etc., 

hence inevitably often doing things simultaneously); in this case, the 

overlapping of production stages is also justified by the experimental nature of 

the research itself, based on the tentative testing of audio-visual strategies 

committed to subvert conventional representations of gender and sexuality. I 

will further expand in the next chapters of the thesis on how the 

methodological specificities of each production phase (and their intermingling) 

affected the film process practically, creatively, and conceptually; here, I will 

proceed by describing the progress of the film production throughout the three 

field trips conducted in Italy. 

 

Year one: Film Development  

- Preliminary Research 

This consisted in mapping out and engaging informally with groups and 

communities that work on issues related to gender, sex and sexuality, such as 
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queer and feminist collectives on the one hand and Catholic or Conservative 

organisations on the other15. The informal engagement with and participation 

in meetings, public discussions and events has helped me to identify the main 

issues of concern for different groups, enhancing my critical understanding 

about the dominant public discourse on gender in contemporary Italian 

society. 

 

- Filmed In-Depth Interviews with Random Participants 

In order to further investigate how normative standards related to gender, sex 

and sexuality are internalised and reproduced by individuals, I conducted 

filmed research, interviewing people about their attitudes and opinions on 

gender and sexuality issues. To get access to random participants, in a vox 

populi approach, I used the car-sharing service Blablacar, an online platform 

that connects drivers with people who want a ride. When booking a trip, I 

would ask the driver if he/she consented to be interviewed on video while 

driving. In every case, the people filmed were informed about the aim of my 

research and were asked to sign a consent form (in Italian) where they 

consent to contribute to the project and give permission for being recorded on 

film. Crossing Italy by car from North to South, I interviewed 14 people in total, 

both men and women, belonging to different social groups, age groups and 

regions. The interviews consisted of informal conversations lasting between 2 

and 5 hours, and were guided by a set of open-ended questions, covering 

many aspects related to gender and sexuality, ranging from specific issues 

such as prostitution, pornography, abortion, rape, homosexuality and 
																																																													

15 See Chapter 3 for a more detailed analysis of the debates around gender in contemporary 
Italy. 
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transsexuality, to broader themes like gender and sexual norms, conceptions 

of femininity and masculinity, moral standards and transgressive behaviours. 

Appendix A includes further information on how the Blablacar platform works 

and on how participants were selected and data gathered. It also provides 

specific demographic data about the participants, a sample of the questions 

asked, and a table of the main themes discussed during the conversations. 

Chapter 3 elaborates extensively on how this element of the research has 

contributed to the project. 

 

- Film Treatment Writing 

Inspired by the findings and the reflections that arose during the first phase of 

the research, I drafted the treatment of the film project Normal, structured as a 

kaleidoscopic mosaic of everyday-life scenes to be filmed across Italy, such 

as: a kid’s ballet class, a child getting her ears pierced, an 18th birthday party, 

a wedding etiquette class for brides-to-be, a hen party in a club, an Intense 

Pulsed Light session, among many others. The treatment, which is enclosed 

here as appendix B, includes a long synopsis exploring the full scope of the 

project, a background note contextualising the framework of the film, a 

director’s statement describing my personal motivations and a rough scene-

by-scene breakdown, to provide an overall idea of the narrative arc of the film. 

The treatment was intentionally written for a general audience, avoiding 

academic jargon, so that it could also be used for grant applications and 

pitches. Since it was drafted before I began the shooting, it does not fully 

correspond to the finished film. 
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Year two: Pre-production and Film Production 

- Pre-Production 

This phase involved a number of different organisational tasks ranging from 

making a budget, writing applications to secure funding, dealing with legal and 

administrative paperwork, scouting locations, hiring equipment and much 

more. Because in this project the filming did not happen over a short and 

defined time-period, most of the pre-production activities continued throughout 

the whole research progress. Most of these tasks are practical and time 

consuming, but not very relevant for the doctoral investigation; therefore I will 

just briefly mention the main ones: 

 

• Looking for Funding Opportunities  

I applied to the following funding bodies/pitching sessions: Brit/Doc Fund, 

doc/it Women Award, Vision du Reel Festival Pitch, FIDMarseille, IDFA 

Summer School, Milano Film Network, Raindance Festival Pitch, SIAE 

Sillumina Fund for Visual Arts, Eurimages Lab Project Award, MiBACT 

production fund. Some of the applications were successful (such as the 

Milano Film Network, where I won the post-production prize, the SIAE Fund 

for Visual Arts that provided a €20,000 grant, and the Eurimages Lab Project 

Award, where I won a €50,000 prize). What is interesting here is that, while 

most applications were directed to documentary-related festivals and 

organisations, I received the biggest financial support from grants funding 

visual arts and new forms of cinematographic expression. As a hybrid 

nonfiction film with essayistic qualities, Normal seems to be able to transgress 

disciplinary boundaries and to move freely from cinema viewing to gallery 
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exhibition. This is a recurring and well-explored characteristic of the essay 

film, which has proliferated in the art exhibition circuit in the last 20 years and 

contributed to shaking up previously rigid conventions (Alter 2018). 

 

• Putting Together the Video Production Equipment  

This may seem a simply technical aspect, not relevant for the research, but it 

has some significant implications. I chose a specific camera (Sony A7Sii) 

which combines great portability with very high cinematic quality, shooting 4k 

full frame images, and allowing a flat recording that can be colour-graded 

during post-production. Moreover, I hired several pieces of equipment for 

different scenes, such as a mini-crane for wide shots in open and vast 

locations, underwater camera for shooting in swimming pools, camera car 

mounts for filming inside moving vehicles, sliders for smooth tracking shots, 

various camera lenses and filters according to the scene location and 

temperature, etc. The main reason for putting together this particular set of 

equipment is that the film intentionally aspires to play creatively with the 

artificiality of the medium and to contrast aesthetics of objectivity and 

invisibility. Even if scenes are filmed in real locations, without actors or 

artificial lights and are all unrehearsed, the idea is to avoid documentary 

strategies that convey a naturalistic look. Hence, the use of such equipment, 

quite unusual for documentary shooting, had the precise intention of making 

cinematic manipulation more explicit. 
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• Putting Together the Film Crew  

I built a team of four people: Clarissa Cappellani and Francesca Zonars, both 

experienced DOPs, with whom I shared long conversations about the vision, 

the look and the style I intended to achieve in the film. Despite having filmed 

some of my previous works myself, I decided to work with a DOP this time 

because of the nature of the project. As discussed above, this film has a 

distinctive style, more controlled than a conventional documentary and with a 

considerable level of intervention, hence in this case it would have been 

technically impossible to work on my own. It is significant for me that the 

DOPs I chose to work with are both close friends and queer women, therefore 

I felt able to share with them my project aesthetic and conceptual intentions. 

Davide Pesola, a professional sound recordist, recorded live sound in some of 

the scenes. I needed very high quality sound recordings because I intended to 

use sound (both asynchronous and synchronous) creatively in the edit. 

Finally, Alessia Petitto is an assistant producer who worked with me on all the 

organisational, legal, and technical aspects of production – from hiring 

equipment to organising shooting trips, booking hotels, updating the budget, 

sorting out papers and release forms, and other set logistics. 

 

• Casting and Location Scouting  

The research of the subjects and contexts to be included in the film was one 

of the key aspects and most challenging tasks of this project. While about 

thirty different contexts were finally selected and filmed, the research involved 

a much higher number of potential locations, subjects, and situations. 

Because of the film’s structure as a mosaic of self-contained scenes, the 
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research for each context to be filmed had to take into account several 

aspects such as participants’ age, class, regional, and gender differences (to 

attain an overall balance of situations), as well as other factors specific to the 

type of action (static or dynamic), the type of location (indoor or outdoor) and 

the type of content (several angles suggesting gender normativity). Therefore, 

the research involved travelling across the country to visit and meet people 

and explore situations, as well as extensive web-based research and 

telephone-based communication.  

 

• Negotiating Access and Permits  

This research was conducted according to the University Ethics Guidelines 

and was approved by the Ethics Committee. Participants were always filmed 

in public or in commercial organisations and premises. When taking place in 

commercial organisations and premises, the access to the location and the 

permit to film were formally authorised by the official institutions entitled to 

give such permission. Participants were always told when they were being 

filmed and were asked to sign a consent form for being recorded on film. A 

sample of the consent form is included as Appendix C. 

 

- Film Production  

The film production began during the second field trip to Italy and continued 

throughout the third. Because of the heterogeneous structure of the project, 

consisting of scenes filmed in very different contexts and locations, the 

production was not shot continuously. This meant that there were regular 

opportunities for me to reflect, discuss and adjust plans as I went along. I also 
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began to ingest, review and assemble the footage so that trial edits could be 

undertaken from an early stage. This also helped to think through ideas and to 

test audio-visual strategies while I was still researching locations and filming. 

At this point, the overlapping of stages (development, production and post-

production) progressed simultaneously throughout the research process, 

contributing to test, assess and define the outcomes of my creative practice.   

 

Year Three: Post-Production and Distribution 

The editing of the film also did not follow a conventional route. While, as 

mentioned, I edited on my own most of the scenes as I went along with the 

filming, during the third period of fieldwork, I was joined by a production 

company (AAMOD/FilmAffair), which helped me to obtain further funds for the 

film, thus expanding the post-production resources and team. I was then able 

to fully finalise a short version of the film (a thirty minute cut, called Normal – 

Track 01), with a professional editor (Ilaria Fraioli), a sound designer 

(Riccardo Spagnol), a composer (Andrea Koch) and a colourist (Mauro 

Vicentini). This acted as a pilot version of the longer format, and was publicly 

screened in Rome (as part of the Visioni Fuori Raccordo Festival, in 

November 2017), in Milan (as part of the Milano Film Network, in December 

2017) and in the UK (as part of the ‘Future Orbits’ conference at the University 

of Winchester, in March 2018). These public screenings proved to be very 

beneficial for the further development of the film because they provided the 

chance to test it with a wide and mixed audience. I did not distribute 

questionnaires but I collected feedback informally through extensive 

conversations with members of the audience (the festival/conference contexts 
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helped this process because in all the screenings, enough time to engage in 

post-screening discussions was provided). The pilot version was also useful 

to seek further funding, which we managed to obtain, hence securing the 

resources for the last stages of the post-production of the film.  

 

Lastly, throughout the research process I have engaged in close textual and 

film analysis, as well as in keeping a research journal as a reflective tool. All 

this helped me to further delineate the research questions, to consolidate the 

theoretical background of the project and to test and develop the form, style 

and aesthetic codes of the film. The next chapters are dedicated to reflecting 

on and further theorising many of the themes explored so far, while critically 

analysing the making of my film Normal. 
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PART THREE – Critical Analysis of Film Practice 
 

Overview 

Part Three of this thesis is dedicated to reflecting on my practice in greater 

detail. It is not my intention here to provide an exhaustive explanation of all 

the different tasks that characterised my entire filmmaking experience. 

Instead, the aim of this part is to further articulate some of the theoretical 

legacies and the formal strategies underpinning my film project, in order to 

enhance the reader’s engagement with the film and to connect it with the 

broader investigation that this is part of. When I first began this doctoral 

research, nearly four years ago, my intention was not only to analyse how 

normative standards related to gender and sexuality are produced, sustained 

and propagated in contemporary Italian society; as an Italian filmmaker 

engaged in feminist and queer politics, I also intended to explore some of the 

subversive representational strategies developed within feminist and queer 

film cultures, in order to use my filmmaking practice to actively challenge the 

politics of knowledge production embedded in the cinematic medium, and to 

articulate my own critique of dominant representations of gender and 

sexuality. Moreover, considering the general neglect that documentary forms 

face within feminist film scholarship, my work also aspired toward opening 

new perspectives for a feminist practice of nonfiction cinema, aligning it with 

contemporary approaches that are rethinking documentary’s formal and 

conceptual boundaries (Austin and De Jong 2008, Olivieri 2012, Renov 2004, 

Steyerl 2003, Waldman and Walker 1999). Therefore, this part of my thesis 

elaborates on how, in applying a distinctly feminist and queer artistic practice 
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within the context of contemporary Italy, this research not only provides an 

original perspective on Italian society and its complex gender politics; It also 

makes a substantive contribution to a tradition of feminist and queer research 

committed to experimenting with film aesthetics to develop creative responses 

to critical political issues. In particular, I intend to reflexively evaluate the 

original feature-length film I produced as the outcome of this research, 

highlighting how – with its essayistic and hybrid qualities that avowedly 

deconstruct aesthetics of objectivity and thus problematise the biases that link 

documentary and hegemonic ‘truths’ – it offers a response to feminist critiques 

of the documentary mode and suggests a new direction for feminist audio-

visual strategies based in nonfictional forms of representation. 

 

Given that – as already mentioned – the film development, production, and 

post-production were not distinct stages following one another in a linear 

progression, I have divided the third part of the thesis according to the 

chronological progress of my three field trips to Italy, which roughly 

correspond to aspects of my experiences before, during and after filming. The 

following chapters illustrate how the production of the film Normal has served 

as the basis for investigating this project’s research questions. In particular, 

Chapter 3 addresses this project’s unique focus on contemporary Italian 

society and investigates how normative standards related to gender, sex and 

sexuality are produced and enforced by cultural, social and political 

institutions and how they are internalised and reproduced by individuals and 

communities. This served as the backdrop for developing the idea of Normal, 

which focuses on the construction of femininity and masculinity as well as the 
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configurations of heteronormative sexual orientation in Italy. Chapter 4 

critically reflects on the making of Normal (from film production to editing 

processes), looking at how – while engaging with some of the formal 

innovations and representational strategies developed by feminist and queer 

filmmakers – I have experimented with a filmic approach of my own, that aims 

to be beyond – or in between – realism and formalism. 
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Chapter 3:   Gender Normativity, Italian style 

Habemus Gender! 

When I started fieldwork in March 2015 with the aim of identifying the 

dominant social and cultural attitudes towards gender and sexuality in Italy, I 

could not imagine that the very notion of ‘gender’ (used in the Italian public 

discourse with the original English word) would rapidly become one of the 

most controversial and contested issues within the national public debate. 

News headlines reported an overwhelming number of bizarre stories about a 

so-called ‘ideologia del gender’ (‘ideology of gender’), that according to 

Catholic and conservative groups was supposed to be held responsible for 

destroying ‘traditional family values’ and for ‘promoting homosexuality’.16 Calls 

for action against this phantom ideology multiplied rapidly, resulting in 

meetings, prayers vigils, public conferences, workshops in parishes and 

sermons in churches, and culminating in a massive ‘Family Day Parade’, held 

in Rome in June 2015, with hundreds of thousands of participants from all 

over Italy. I participated in the march too, to get a better understanding of this 

social phenomenon that seemed to connect the word ‘gender’ to a social 

																																																													
16 Some of the well-known spokespeople behind the campaigns against gender are members 
of conservative, right-wing and ultra-Catholic organisations, and are also known for their 
participation in the anti-abortion movement. For example: Massimo Gandolfini, leader of the 
Difendiamo I Nostri Figli (Let’s Defend Our Children) committee, which according to its 
manifesto fights to oppose the proliferation of the ‘ideology of gender’ in contemporary 
society. Mario Adinolfi, author of the book I Want Mum (2014), against homoparental families, 
and founder of the political party Popolo della Famiglia (People for Family), whose main 
slogan is ‘no to gender in schools’. Filippo Savarese, leader of Generazione Famiglia 
(Generation Family) and of CitizenGo, lobby groups that organise national campaigns against 
abortion, euthanasia, and ‘gender indoctrination’ in schools. These associations, among 
many others, perpetuate moral panics against the false narrative of ‘gender ideology’, to 
promote their socially conservative agenda and to deny the rights of women and LGBTQ+ 
people. 
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threat, capable of demolishing the ‘foundations of society’.17 Placards used 

slogans such as: ‘No to gender in schools’, ‘male and female He created 

them’, ‘down with the homosexualist lobbies’. And religious and political 

leaders from the stage vehemently ignited the crowd against the ideologia del 

gender (or its equivalent: teoria del gender), which was presented as a 

dangerous foreign anti-Christian ideology, championed by international 

‘homosexualist lobbies’, whose ultimate aim is to eradicate the ‘natural familial 

order’ and to spread homosexuality and ‘sexual neutrality’. The use of the 

word ‘gender’ to cover such blatant sexism and homophobia erodes all the 

common meanings associated with this term, which is usually intended to 

emphasise the social and cultural, as opposed to the biological, distinctions 

between the sexes. Hence, to understand the mobilisation that emerged in 

Italy around this term, and how it has imposed itself in the Italian 

contemporary political debate, it is necessary to first of all attempt a definition 

of what is meant by ideologia del gender: however, as with any floating 

signifier, this task is not as simple as it may seem. Having nothing to do with 

the field of interdisciplinary academic research known as ‘gender studies’ (a 

field that is intrinsically open and diversified, generating critical knowledge and 

not a prescriptive ideology), this term serves as a distorting syntagm to 

																																																													
17 The extent to which the ideologia del gender is depicted as a dangerous social threat is 
epitomised by a grotesque video realised by ProVita Onlus (one of the organisations that 
proclaim to fight ‘gender’ in order to defend the traditional family and the natural order of 
society). The video shows a mother coming home from school with her son in a state of 
shock. The father who is sitting on the sofa asks her what happened and she explains, very 
concerned, that the kid has had a class on ‘gender’ at school and he was told that it is normal 
to change sex, to choose sexual preferences, that there is no difference between a man and 
a woman and that children can also have sex. These statements are intercut with a fast and 
hallucinatory montage of people wearing colorful dresses, or walking almost naked in the 
street, dildos, a young guy wearing piercings, and other decontextualised images, 
presumably to be interpreted as perverse and immoral. At the end of this sequence, a voice 
asks: “Do you want all this for your children?”, followed by a close-up of the father answering: 
“No!”. At the end, a text is shown: “Say no to gender theory in the schools!”. Available at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P5izdCKx0KM (accessed on 03/05/16). 
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negatively and obscurely address any critical intervention questioning the 

biological determinism of human gender roles and compulsory 

heterosexuality. One of the most convincing interpretations of this usage of 

‘gender’ has been suggested by academic and activist Lorenzo Bernini, who 

in the past few years has restlessly been one of the leading voices in 

responding to the reactionary arguments of the anti-gender campaigners. He 

claims that the ideologia del gender represents “the main rhetorical tool by 

means of which Catholic and conservative leaders mobilise public opinion 

against the advancements of lesbian, gay, transgender, bisexual and intersex 

people's rights, the claims of queer movements, and the achievements of 

feminism” (Bernini 2016: 5). Likewise, he makes clear how the goal of such a 

usage is “to instil fear and confusion. The usage of a foreign word provokes 

uncertainty and evokes imperialistic cultural ghosts, as if a dangerous ‘teoria 

del gender’ from the US is about to erase Christian traditions engraved in the 

European past. Needless to say, this is not true” (Bernini 2016: 11). 

 

Accordingly, the ideologia del gender can be understood as a sort of 

polemical invention, devised by the Vatican authorities with the specific 

function of distorting, delegitimising, and attacking the demands and the 

achievements of feminist and LGBTQ+ struggles as well as the knowledge 

produced within gender and feminist studies. As many recent studies maintain 

(Bernini 2016, Garbagnoli 2014 and 2018, Köttig et al. 2017, Bracke and 

Paternotte 2016, Robcis 2015), this rhetorical apparatus seems to have been 
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conceived specifically to counter the feminist and queer scholarship18 that 

over the years has contested a deterministic approach to sexual and gender 

norms; such an approach affirms that only two distinct and opposite biological 

sexes exist (male and female) and these should be aligned to their 

respectively appropriate gender roles (masculine and feminine) and to 

heterosexual behaviour. This strictly binary system – or heterosexual matrix 

(Butler 1990) – tends to produce and reproduce heteronormative and 

patriarchal social structures, and corresponds with the perennial teaching of 

the Catholic Church and its conservative politics. 

 

Indeed, the circulation of the expression ideologia del gender began within 

Vatican publications in the early 2000s. Some of its first appearances date 

back to 2003, when it was used in a large volume on family ethics edited by 

the Pontifical Council for the Family entitled Lexicon: Ambiguous and 

Debatable Terms regarding Family Life and Ethical Questions. The 

publication argued how ‘gender feminists’ were responsible for having 

produced an ideology that, by advocating the social and constructed nature of 

sexual roles, aims to abolish human nature (Garbagnoli 2014: 254). According 

to psychologist Monsignor Tony Anatrella (one of the authors of the Lexicon) 

the ideologia del gender, behind its egalitarian façade, hides a very 

oppressive and dangerous agenda (more dangerous than Marxism!): it 

maintains that professional choices are not connected to biological sex, that 

love does not depend on the attraction between a man and a woman and that 

																																																													
18 Examples include Butler 1990; Fausto-Sterling 2000; Haraway 1991; Lorde 1984; Preciado 
2008, Rich 1980; Scott 1989, among many others. 
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male psychology can be confused with female psychology, whereas in fact 

these are not the same psychic structures (Anatrella 2011).   

 

Initially limited to the Catholic press, the Church’s discourse on gender began 

to become more public when in 2008 Pope Ratzinger in his Christmas speech 

argued that the Church has a responsibility towards the whole world and 

should uphold it in public, and that it should protect man from the destruction 

of himself. “A sort of ecology of man is needed”, he said, adding: "the tropical 

forests do deserve our protection; but man, as a creature, does not deserve 

any less". He went on to explain how the Church viewed the distinction 

between men and women as central to human nature, and “that this order, set 

down by creation, should be respected". He also explicitly expressed his 

concerns about the word ‘gender’, which, he claimed, has informed a new 

metaphysics “against Truth, against the Creator”, one that denies the natural 

order of the family: an order based on the natural difference and 

complementarity of male and female, whose sacred union (marriage) is seen 

as rooted in the divine plan of creation (Libreria Editrice Vaticana 2008). But it 

is during Bergoglio’s pontificate that the explicit and vicious use of the 

expression ideologia del gender came to the fore. Among the many examples 

used in his speeches, it would be enough to mention the moment when, in 

2015, while the Italian parliament was discussing a bill about anti-

discriminatory educational projects in schools, he compared the “ideological 

colonisation of teoria del gender” to the fascist and Nazi doctrines imposed on 

young people during the genocidal dictatorships of the twentieth century 

(Raffaele Marmo 2015). The term ideologia del gender also appears in the 
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final report of the much publicised Synod of Bishops on the family, which 

ended in October 2015. The report clearly states that: 

 

today, a very important cultural challenge is posed by “gender” ideology 

which denies the difference and reciprocity in nature of a man and a woman 

and envisages a society without gender differences, thereby removing the 

anthropological foundation of the family. This ideology leads to educational 

programmes and legislative guidelines which promote a personal identity and 

emotional intimacy radically separated from the biological difference between 

male and female. (Synod of Bishops 2015: Ch. 1, 8)  

 

What troubles the Church, in short, is the “critical edge” (Scott 2008) of 

theories that denaturalise the relationship between sex, gender and sexuality, 

particularly developed within the expanding field of queer scholarship. It is not 

a coincidence, in fact, if Judith Butler (considered one of the most influential 

scholars within queer studies for her theories on gender performativity) is the 

feminist philosopher who received the harshest attacks by ‘anti-gender’ 

campaigners all over the world. (In November 2017, during a conference at 

SESC in São Paulo, her effigies were burnt while people screamed abuse at 

her, calling her the witch who promotes the destruction of people's gender 

identities [Jaschik 2017]). 

 

Given these observations, it is crucial to ask how the phrase ideologia del 

gender, as used in Vatican publications and discourses, has made it into the 

public domain, and how it became a political slogan used as a powerful 

mobilising tool by conservative organisations all over the world. In Italy, the 
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expression began to be used as a “reactionary rhetoric dispositive” 

(Garbagnoli 2014: 257) by right-wing groups, Catholic associations, and 

conservative media during their campaigns targeting some recently-proposed 

laws aiming to regulate homophobic hate crimes, instigate anti-discriminatory 

educational programmes in schools and grant civil partnerships for same-sex 

couples (who until very recently did not enjoy any legal protection in Italy).  

 

Such reactionary shifts in response to progressive demands are not surprising 

in the context of Italian cultural politics, where since the late 1960s a strong 

and wide feminist movement – while battling fascist codes on ‘family law’ – 

has had incessantly to face down the steady and harsh resistance of a 

structurally-grounded male patriarchal power. The two big achievements of 

the feminist struggles of the time, those around divorce and abortion 

(legalised in 1974 and 1981 respectively), were not attained without years of 

ruthless socio-political conflicts with conservative, right-wing and Catholic 

social actors (Maud 2017). Even in recent years, statistics reveal Italy as one 

of the most sexist countries in Europe, as the alarming records in almost 

every indicator of gender equality and sexual minorities rights demonstrate 

(Global Gender Gap Report 2017, WEF). Within such a context, it comes as 

no surprise to read the comment of author Marini-Maio in a recent publication 

about ‘gender domination in Italy’: 

 

the semantics of “gender” are particularly problematic in Italian society. Even 

timid innovation is perceived as destabilising change. Transformations in 

gender roles, unconventional performances of femininity and masculinity, and 

dissident gender identities are claiming new positions in cultural, social, and 
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political territories, fuelling aggressive responses from social actors. (Marini-

Maio 2015: 1) 

 

In the last few years, a growing number of different conservative groups 

(ranging from Catholic organisations to parents’ associations, neo-fascist and 

right-wing parties, anti-abortion groups etc.)19 have come together to fight 

against various progressive issues such as gender mainstreaming, sexual 

and gender education, same-sex marriage, insemination by donor, and 

women’s reproductive rights. Under the label of ideologia del gender, gender 

studies and queer theories have been blatantly mystified, and transformed 

into a conservative propaganda tool used to mobilise thousands of militants in 

defence of ‘traditional values’. Worryingly, these campaigns have been 

strikingly effective, both on the local and on the national political levels, 

illustrating “how deeply problematic and oppressive public discourse on 

gender domination (and submission) is in Italy” (Marini-Maio 2015: 8). To list 

just a few examples among the many episodes that occurred during my 

fieldwork in Italy: the anti-homophobia and anti-transphobia bill (new 

legislation proposed in 2013 that was supposed to oppose homophobic hate-

crimes) never became law, after thousands of people self-nominated 

sentinelle in piedi (standing sentinels) organised silent rallies all over the 

																																																													
19 To name just a few: Provita, is an NGO that states in its mission to “defend children, life – 
from conception to natural death – and the natural family based on marriage between a man 
and a woman”. Forza Nuova is a neo-fascist, nationalist political party constantly promoting 
political campaigns against abortion rights, same-sex marriage, sexual education in schools 
and similar progressive issues. Generazione Famiglia is a Catholic organisation that among 
its aims has “the promotion and protection of family and the rights of children to have a father 
and a mother”. CitizenGo claims to be a foundation in defence of human rights (among which 
it lists: the right to live, from conception to natural death, the right to marriage intended as the 
union of a man and a woman and the right to educate one’s own children). Sentinelle in Piedi 
is a movement born in 2013 to oppose the anti-homophobia bill proposed in parliament.  
There are many more such groups and organisations across Italy. 
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country, claiming that a law punishing homophobia would restrict people’s 

freedom of expression (Sentinelle In Piedi 2014). Their protests were backed 

up by several right-wing politicians who strongly opposed the bill, determining 

its collapse in the Senate. When in March 2015 the government proposed a 

bill for same-sex civil unions recognition (which even in the first draft was 

never compared to marriage), Catholics and conservative organisations 

erected a wall against it, fuelling incessant waves of protests and determining 

months of contested political negotiations. Finally, in May 2016, the 

parliament approved a law that carefully specifies that same-sex couples are 

not families but ‘specific social formations’, with no legal adoption rights 

whatsoever, which was one of the main requests made by the anti-gender 

campaigners. The result is the least progressive law on same-sex unions in 

Europe, and even Monica Cirinnà, the Democratic Party senator who first put 

forward the bill, called it a hollow victory. 

 

Furthermore, the national parents’ association (Moige), supported by Catholic 

organisations and media, has vigorously protested against the approval of the 

education reform in 2015, because paragraph 16 of the bill states that schools 

should promote principles of “equality between the sexes, prevention of 

gender violence and all forms of discrimination”. This sentence was 

interpreted as a subtle strategy to introduce the ideologia del gender in 

schools. An overwhelming amount of fake news began circulating on social 

media as well as on right-wing and conservative news media, stating that the 

reform would introduce dubious educational programmes aimed at blurring 

the sexual and gender identity of children by forcing them to cross-dress and 
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experiment with masturbation (Sasso 2015). In response to the extreme social 

panic caused by the reform, the minister of education Stefania Giannini 

released an official statement clarifying that the reform will not introduce the 

teoria del gender in Italian schools, de facto legitimising this contentious 

expression. One of the most inflamed debates over the supposed ‘gender 

indoctrination’ of children took place in March 2015, when a school in Trieste 

introduced an educational game called ‘the game of respect’, aimed at 

challenging gender stereotypes. This is a card game, presenting the figures of 

male and female in several identical working roles: housekeepers, plumbers, 

nurses and pilots, with the figures represented in exactly the same way to 

show that males and females are completely interchangeable in terms of the 

things they can do in life. This children’s game addressing stereotyped gender 

roles caused a political storm, which led to the mayor of Trieste removing it 

from schools, and to Pope Francis himself stating a few days later that the 

family is under attack, and the teoria del gender, this ideological colonisation 

coming from overseas, is an error of the human mind, which nowadays is very 

confused (Giuseppe Catalano 2015). 

 

The ideologia del gender controversy illustrates how the public discourse on 

gender in Italy is still profoundly governed by deep-rooted and enduring 

norms, strongly influenced by Christian morality. The dominant mythologies of 

gender and sexuality portray an immutable and unquestionable ‘natural order 

of things’, which polarises society into males and females and expects them 

to be attracted to one another and to embody a set of separate and distinct 

yet complementary characteristics matching their biological sexes. Any 
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deviance from this reassuring binary and deterministic model represents a 

radical threat to the very existence and validity of the model itself, hence 

becoming unconceivable for both the institutions that perpetuate it and the 

communities that conform to it. Interestingly, among the people mobilising in 

defence of ‘traditional values’ there are not only fervent Catholics who believe 

in marriage and the complementarity of man and woman as instituted by God. 

Many of them present arguments that are not the result of religious 

indoctrination, but derive from simple and seemingly undeniable ideas of 

‘good’ and ‘bad’ social behaviours; ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ ways of being. 

Anything falling outside the strictly defined expectations in relation to gender 

and sexuality is dismissed as wrong, unnatural, unacceptable, deviant. 

Foucault's notion of ‘biopower’ offers an illuminating conceptual framework to 

analyse how normative ideas related to gender and sexuality are internalised 

and perpetuated by individuals in the micro-levels of everyday life. According 

to Foucault (1978), ‘biopower’ explains the dominant system of social control 

in modern Western society, where coercive, repressive forces of control made 

way for a more subtle form of power: one that manifests itself in the form of 

daily practices and routines dispersed throughout society, inherent in social 

relationships, embedded in institutions. This is a form of power that is not 

inflicted from above by a dominant group, but rather comes from below, from 

the collective representations of acceptable group conduct. 

  

Power would be a fragile thing if its only function were to repress, if it worked 

only through the mode of censorship, exclusion, blockage and repression, in 

the manner of a great Superego, exercising itself only in a negative way. If, 

on the contrary, power is strong this is because, as we are beginning to 
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realise, it produces effects at the level of desire – and also at the level of 

knowledge. Far from preventing knowledge, power produces it. (Foucault 

1980: 59) 

 

Power thus operates through both the production of knowledge and the 

creation of a desire to conform to the norms that this knowledge establishes. 

Therefore, social norms – these implicit and unquestioned customary rules 

that regulate individuals’ behaviours – become the key element in the 

safeguarding of social control. According to Foucault, the desire to conform 

leads people to sustain their own oppression voluntarily through self-discipline 

and self-surveillance. In this way, conformity is not achieved through coercion 

or force, but rather through desire: a desire not to fall outside the norm and be 

marked as deviant, the legitimate desire to be considered ‘normal’. 

Conforming is, then, a self-disciplinary practice, which results in social 

recognition and approval, ultimately consolidating the dominant models. 

 

The anti-gender movement therefore reveals thought-provoking insights about 

traditional gender roles and normative sexual behaviours in today’s Italy. Their 

blatantly homophobic and sexist positions, in defence of a strict hetero-

patriarchal family structure, while voicing out an extremely conservative 

perspective, closely reflects the dominant standards embedded in the micro-

levels of everyday life. After all, these outrageous positions do not exist in a 

social vacuum, but are the radical and unsubtle manifestations of culturally 

sanctioned prejudices. The waves of hateful protests and mass hysteria that 

were reserved to the timid attempts to introduce principles of equality in 

relation to gender and sexuality issues also demonstrate the urgency of a 
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feminist intervention in the country. Interestingly, in recent years Italy has not 

only witnessed the alarming growth of conservative movements against the 

advancements of women and LGBTQ+ people’s rights – as illustrated so far – 

but has also seen the emergence of a new consistent wave of feminist 

politics. It would be beyond the scope of this research to engage in an 

exhaustive analysis of Italian feminisms and their role in reshaping the cultural 

attitudes towards gender and sexuality in the country. Nonetheless, while 

outlining this overview of the dominant gender models in contemporary Italian 

society, it is important to point out the significant presence of a new 

independent feminist movement that is making itself felt within the national 

public debate. On 25th November 2016 – the International Day for the 

Elimination of Violence Against Women – a network of feminist groups, 

collectives, organisations20 and people from all over Italy gathered for a vast 

self-organised demonstration in Rome, under the slogan #NonUnaDiMeno 

(not one less), “to recall directly the Argentinian demonstrations 

#NiUnaMenos, and to stand in solidarity with all women in the world who are 

fighting everyday against discrimination, violence, and for their self-

determination, from Poland to Turkey, from Ireland to Chile” (Non Una di 

Meno: 2016). Around 200,000 women marched in Rome to “address the 

problem of gender-based violence, in all its forms: oppression, exploitation, 

sexism, racism, homophobia and transphobia” (Non Una di Meno: 2016). 

Energised by the incredible turnout, this transnational, intersectional and 

																																																													
20 The main promoters were: UDI (‘Union of Women in Italy’, formed in 1944 to struggle for 
women’s emancipation after years of Fascism), Donne in Rete Contro la Violenza (‘Women’s 
Network against Violence’, a network of 77 women’s crisis centres) and Io Decido (‘I Decide’, 
composed by several feminist groups in the city of Rome). The participants who came 
together to form the Non Una Di Meno network comprise more than 100 organisations all 
over the country. 
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queer feminist movement multiplied its initiatives, organising massive protests 

and demonstrations,21 as well as national roundtables on themes such as “law 

and justice; labour and welfare; education as a tool against violence; migrant 

feminism; sexism in social movements; sexual and reproductive rights; 

narration and media; routes against violence” (Non Una di Meno: 2016). The 

outcome of these collective workshops was the publication, in November 

2017, of the ‘Feminist Plan Against Male and Gender Violence’ (Non Una di 

Meno: 2017a), a “political and feminist document that considers male and 

gender violence a systemic and structural phenomenon that cannot be faced 

by increasing penalties and sentences or with an emergency-based approach, 

but by starting from the experience of the anti-violence centres and from the 

feminist movement” (Non Una di Meno: 2017b).  Interventions such as the 

one propelled by the network #NonUnaDiMeno, of which I am also part, 

demonstrate the presence in Italy of a feminist political practice committed to 

fight back against the violence of everyday sexisms, heterocentrism and 

lesbo-homophobia. This represents the site of a critical resistance to the 

dominant and oppressive binary understanding of sexual difference, where 

“heterosexual norms can be subverted and displaced by means of the 

proliferation of alternative gender roles, which contribute to complicating the 

male-female binary and make new sexual, affective, familial and social 

relationships possible” (Bernini 2016: 14). It is within the context of a feminist 

political practice resisting dominant cultural codes related to gender and 

sexuality that I situate my research and its purpose to employ film language to 

develop creative responses that aim to "envision gender otherwise" (De 

																																																													
21 For example, the strikes on 8th March 2017 and 2018 as well as a second big 
demonstration on 25th November 2017. 
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Lauretis 1987: 17). Therefore, as claimed above, my approach is committed 

to feminist praxis, and blurs distinctions between research, activism and 

cultural production.  

 

The preliminary research carried out during my first field trip had the overall 

goal of understanding more about the dominant public discourse on gender in 

contemporary Italian society. Investigating the ideologia del gender 

controversy and the socio-political debates it raised (through media content 

analysis, informal participation in relevant meetings and public gatherings, as 

well as close textual research) served to enhance my critical understanding of 

how normative standards related to gender, sex and sexuality are produced 

and enforced by cultural, social and political institutions. In this initial phase, I 

had not yet identified how to approach these themes audio-visually. While 

focusing the scope of my research, I decided that my next step was going to 

be taking a closer look at how normative and dominant standards are 

internalised and reproduced by individuals in the micro-levels of everyday life. 

Driven by Foucauldian notions of biopower, which highlight the self-regulatory 

practices individuals adopt to conform to cultural norms, I began interviewing 

people across Italy about their ideas, habits and attitudes on gender and 

sexuality issues.  

 

Gender in Everyday Life 

We are all the vehicles of power because it is embedded in discourses and 

norms that are part of the minute practices, habits, and interactions of our 

everyday lives. (Pylypa 1998: 23) 
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In July 2015, I began a journey across Italy engaging in informal 

conversations with randomly selected consensual participants, discussing 

topics related to gender and sexuality. Committed to sharing views about the 

unquestioned and naturalised norms dispersed in the habitual daily practices 

and routines of our everyday lives, and to establish ‘contemporary attitudes’ 

toward the themes of my project, I embarked upon this on-video investigation 

as a way of conducting underpinning research for the film, and also as to 

ensure that my own assumptions were not the only ones driving it. From the 

start, while preparing for this journey, I had a fundamental and inevitable 

reference in mind: Pier Paolo Pasolini’s pioneering cinema-vérité experiment 

Comizi d’Amore22 (1963, Italy). 

 

Microphone in hand, and fascinated by recent vérité films23 made possible by 

the revolutionary advances in cinema equipment such as portable cameras 

and synchronous sound recording, Pasolini in 1963 crossed Italy asking 

passers-by uncomfortable questions about sex, pleasure, married life, men 

and women’s role in society, as well as adultery, prostitution, divorce and 

homosexuality. His investigation of Italians’ sexual life was meant to be a 

research for the development of a script, but given the rich and illuminating 

material he collected during his journey, it ended up turning into a memorable 

documentary, Love Meetings. The film is divided into four main sections, plus 

a prologue and a conclusion. In the prologue, Pasolini begins by asking a 

group of children how babies are born, getting giggly responses (such as “the 
																																																													

22 Love Meetings in English.  
23 Chronique D'un Été (1960, France) by Jean Rouch and Edgar Morin was Pasolini’s main 
inspiration (Viano 1993). 
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stork brings them”, “under the cabbage leaves”, “by Jesus or God” as well as 

“under the blankets”) that reveal a mix of naiveté and taboo, and set the tone 

for the film, which – intercepting people’s conformism, shame, and hypocrisy 

– ultimately investigates the social stigmas and the prevailing norms around 

sex, sexuality and gender roles in 1960s Italy. The main four sections (Fritto 

Misto All'italiana, Schifo o Pietà, La Vera Italia? and Dal Basso e Dal 

Profondo, respectively: Italian-style Mixed Fry, Disgust or Pity, True Italy? and 

From Below and the Depths) consist of Pasolini himself – always on screen – 

asking random people questions on sex and sexuality. From the more general 

topics covered in the first section (such as how important sexuality is in 

people’s lives, how often sex-related topics are discussed publicly, how 

important it is for men to be considered as Don Juans, are younger people 

more sexually liberated than older generations, do women need to enjoy the 

same rights and freedom of men?), Pasolini gradually moves his investigation 

towards specific themes, covering homosexuality in the ‘Disgust or Pity’ 

section, marriage, divorce and women’s rights in the ‘True Italy?’ section and 

prostitution in the last one. The prominent sense from the interviews is that 

people are scandalised by anything that upsets their worldview. Hence 

homosexuality and female independence get generally described as awful, 

unsuitable and threatening, while ‘honour killing’ is interpreted as an 

acceptable reaction to women’s adultery. In his panoramic portrait of Italians’ 

attitudes on sex and gender issues – approaching a broad spectrum of 

people, from farmers in the rural South to factory workers in the industrialised 

North and from bourgeois students in Bologna University to head-covered 

Sicilian women too shy to come close to the camera – Pasolini presents a 
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society deeply crippled by sexual conformism. Indeed, the notion of 

conformism is widely explored in the film, until some conclusions about it are 

drawn in a filmed conversation between the director and the intellectual and 

writer Alberto Moravia 24 . Pasolini expresses his frustration of having 

encountered a “world of scandalised people” during his journey, and Moravia 

replies that the scandalised person is the one who encounters something or 

someone other than themselves, and feels deeply threatened by it. Therefore, 

the encounter with difference is perceived as a threat, not only a physical 

threat, but a threat to the whole idea that the person has of him or herself. The 

scandal, ultimately, is the ancestral fear of losing one’s own sense of identity, 

and it is the origin of conformism.25 

 

This exchange, like a few others in the film where Pasolini discusses his 

findings with intellectuals such as the psychoanalyst Cesare Musatti, the poet 

Giuseppe Ungaretti and the journalist Oriana Fallaci, is also interesting in its 

reflection of Pasolini’s approach to vérité cinema: similarly to Rouch and 

Morin in Chronicle of a Summer, Pasolini does not hide his presence and his 

thoughts, attesting “the impossibility of a truth that falls outside the 

perspective of a subject” (Annovi 2017: 295). In Love Meetings, the director 

certainly does not limit himself to observing reality, but rather participates in it, 

making his opinions explicit, both in his conversations with fellow intellectuals 

																																																													
24 It is not a coincidence that Pasolini interrogates Moravia on this topic. As early as in 1929 
Moravia writes the memorable novel The Age of Indifference, about the emptiness of 
bourgeois life, and in 1951 he published the equally famous The Conformist, in which he 
explores the struggles of a government official to conform to the normative standards during 
Italy's fascist regime. Both works address the moral corruption, egoism, sterility and hypocrisy 
of bourgeoisie living, describing characters that constantly adapt and conform to rules they 
don’t even believe in. 
25 Love Meetings [00:47:54] 
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and in his interactions with the interviewees (where he often comments about 

responses that please or displease him). This is no surprise, as he often 

clarified his ideas on cinematic realism in his writings: “Subjectivity” he states, 

“is the maximum conceivable limit of any audio-visual technique. It is 

impossible to perceive reality as it happens if not from a single point of view, 

and this point of view is always that of a perceiving subject” (Pasolini 1980: 3). 

However, in the portion of the film dedicated to questions about 

homosexuality, Pasolini changes approach. He no longer actively engages 

with his interviewees (by insisting on certain questions, reformulating 

responses, making comments on people’s answers revealing his own 

opinions, and so on); In this section, Pasolini “disassociates his authorial body 

from his desiring body” (Annovi 2017: 299). The director’s troubled 

relationship with his own sexuality is well known and many have blamed him 

for displaying forms of internalised homophobia on various occasions.26 It 

should also be remembered that when he began this inquiry, the LGBT 

movement did not yet exist and homosexuality was considered a sociopathic 

disorder within the scientific community. In addressing this topic in Love 

Meetings, Pasolini, while receiving the most insulting comments from his 

interviewees, no longer comments their responses. While in other parts of the 

film he strongly declares his viewpoints, particularly in support of women’s 

																																																													
26 The passages in his writing in which he discussed – often reluctantly - his own 
homosexuality do not conceal a painful and tormented relationship with it: “I too have in me a 
moment … in which I have a pang of racist aversion toward homosexuality. I have the 
impression, at least for a fraction of a second, that homosexuality designates in another a 
character of human and civil inferiority” (Pasolini, in Siti and De Laude 1999: 510). “I’ve 
suffered the sufferable, I’ve never accepted my sin, I have never come to terms with my 
nature, and I’m not even used to it. I was born to be calm, balanced, and natural: my 
homosexuality was extra, it was outside, it had nothing to do with me. I always saw it beside 
me like an enemy; I never felt it inside me” (Pasolini, in Naldini 1986: 391). 
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rights,27  in discussing homosexuality he pretends to share the harsh and 

negative views that people voice. Even in phrasing his questions he does not 

use the word ‘homosexuality’, but instead favours abusive terms such as 

‘inverts’, ‘sexual abnormalities’, ‘anomalies’, ‘perversions’… (“Have you ever 

heard of those terrible things that are sexual abnormalities?”28). Most of the 

responses he gets from interviewees express repulsion, disgust, pity, 

repugnance, and horror, and he often comments as to agree with them, 

clearly silencing his own opinions or his true self. This “rhetoric of silence” 

(Annovi 2017: 300) has been interpreted by some “not as a performance of 

internalised homophobia but as a subtle and subversive queer intervention” 

(Annovi 2017: 300); a strategic and calculated silence aimed at encouraging 

his interviewees to freely express their abusive judgements on the ‘abnormal’. 

By stimulating people’s most extreme reactions while neutralising his own 

presence, Pasolini here indirectly articulates a critique of conformist and 

heteronormative standards, revealing, “unfiltered, the homophobic violence of 

1960s Italian society” (Annovi 2017: 300).  

 

As mentioned above, some of Pasolini’s strategies in Love Meetings were 

quite revealing and inspiring for the development of my own method of 

inquiry: from some of the questions I used to the subjective, participative, on-

screen approach to vérité investigation, I draw considerable inspiration from 

Pasolini’s work. At the same time, I have also departed from some of his 

																																																													
27 For example when, surrounded by a crowd of adults who all express very misogynistic 
ideas, a little girl tells him that she agrees with the right to divorce, he replies: "You know, 
Miss Braids, the pleasant surprise in this inquiry comes from little girls like you. In the context 
of such widespread conformism, only you girls have clear and daring ideas". Love Meetings 
[01:00:50] 
28 Love Meetings [00:39:45] 
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choices, generating my own personal strategies to gather people’s ideas, 

habits and attitudes on gender and sexuality issues across Italy. In Pasolini’s 

work, interviewees are approached in public locations such as squares, 

beaches, ballrooms, factories and fields, in one of the earliest vox populi 

approaches of Italian cinema. His inquiry, like a street symposium, 

intentionally brings ‘private matters’ into the open, turning the public square 

into a venue for a frank and unconstrained sexual discourse. But those were 

times when our lives were not yet incessantly made public and shared 

through social media and reality TV. In today’s endemic culture of mediated 

voyeurism, saturated with an excess of televised self-disclosure, I felt troubled 

by the idea of addressing random participants in the streets and collecting a 

miscellany of fast, short and consumable opinions. On the contrary, I felt the 

need for a space of closeness and proximity, for a suspended time snatched 

from the routine, where I could encounter strangers and actually engage in 

deep and informal dialogues. I found an opportunity for doing so in the car-

sharing service blablacar, an online platform that connects drivers with 

passengers who need a ride. Participant selection occurred randomly, purely 

on the basis of their consent to be interviewed on video while driving. In this 

way, I managed to share long journeys with a wide range of people, during 

which I filmed our extensive and intimate conversations covering topics 

related to gender and sexuality. Interviews were guided by a set of open-

ended questions, ranging from general topics such as the roles of men and 

women in society, ideas on family, marriage and couple life, monogamy and 

polyamory, sexual life and sexual pleasure, conventions about femininity and 

masculinity, moral standards and transgressive behaviours etc., to more 
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specific issues like abortion, rape, pornography, sex-work, homosexuality and 

transsexuality. Most of the time, however, the conversations developed 

spontaneously, with no need to refer to the list of questions.29 

 

Given the intimate topics discussed and the close proximity shared for the 

entire duration of the trip, the interviews resulted in very personal, confession-

like dialogues. Feeling safe in the private dimension of their own car, a 

familiar and hence unthreatening space, participants disclosed their stories, 

experiences and opinions, offering a kaleidoscopic perspective on the central 

role that gender plays in our social lives. They expressed a wide variety of 

ideas, beliefs, moral standards, certainties and anxieties regarding gender 

and sexuality issues, but above all, what most of their narratives ultimately 

communicated – not without apprehensions and contradictions – was the 

pervasiveness of gender norms within individual thoughts and actions. 

Possibly the most relevant difference between Pasolini’s approach and mine 

is the very starting point of the enquiry, its fundamental intention. In the first 

few minutes of the film, Pasolini discusses what he is after with Musatti and 

Moravia and claims that his survey intends to be a “sort of crusade against 

ignorance and fear”,30 hence his intervention is explicitly conceived as an 

intellectual provocation. I, instead, was moved by the genuine curiosity of 

sharing perspectives on gender and sexuality issues with random people to 

dig deeper into and to better understand what are the habitual self-regulatory 

practices and discourses that somehow respond to the desire to conform to 

																																																													
29 As mentioned above, Appendix A contains a sample of the interview questions as well as 
further information on the participants and the themes discussed. 
30 Love Meetings [00:05:40] 
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the norms. Through these conversations, my intention was not to push the 

interviewees to reveal their most hateful and controversial thoughts in order to 

expose the sexist and homophobic violence of Italian society. My aim was to 

engage with them in a relational, horizontal dialogue where we could 

intimately and mutually share experiences of our own lives in an attempt to 

analyse them. This approach does not involve either stating one’s own 

opinion as the conclusive one (as in Pasolini with ‘Miss Braids’) or resorting to 

a strategic silence. For example: while travelling with Stefano, a young guy in 

his 20s from a small town in the South of Italy, I began by asking him some 

general questions about men and women roles in a relationship, and his 

answers were very short, dry, abrupt, confused, while generally asserting very 

stereotypical ideas. The conversation was not getting fluid in any way. I could 

sense he was shy, even tense, there was something that was making him 

uncomfortable, but I could not understand what. At some point I asked him if 

he had already thought about starting a family, despite being so young. He 

turned to me looking me straight in the eyes. His expression became serious 

and worried, and he told me, slightly smiling with embarrassment: “I don’t 

know if I can say this on camera, but I am gay. And despite the fact that I love 

children I know I can’t have my own”. “Why?”, I asked, and he responded 

concisely: “Cause I don’t think gay people can have children”. “Why?”, I asked 

again, and him: “Cause it’s not right. Children should have a father and a 

mother”. After a pause, he continued: “As I am aware of this, even if I really 

love children, I know I can be a good uncle but not a good father”. From this 

moment on, we engaged in a long, intense and very personal conversation 

that lasted few hours, in which we shared some of the feelings, experiences 
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and difficulties we lived as gay people. This conversation affected me deeply 

in many ways, but I think there are two main aspects that are particularly 

interesting. First of all, when I shared with Stefano that I am also gay, his 

entire attitude, gestures, even his body language, drastically changed. From 

looking very tense and uneasy, he was suddenly more relaxed, even excited 

at times, laughing a lot and cracking jokes. Secondly, as the conversation 

unfolded, and we discussed at length our coming out experiences, the 

internalised oppression in daily life, and the frustrations of being perceived as 

deviant from the norm, his own ideas began to change as well, until towards 

the end of the journey he told me, smiling with excitement: “actually, you 

know, I have never spoken about this in so much detail before. I have never 

questioned my ideas. But after all, why can’t gay people have children as 

well? If one provides all the care and love, what is the difference? … before I 

thought that only men and women can have children, it’s how nature works, I 

can’t do anything about it. That’s what I thought and never questioned it. But 

after this long conversation I changed my mind”. This experience with Stefano 

epitomises the most significant divergence between Pasolini’s inquiry and 

mine: particularly, the possibility of exploring and exposing, through dialogue, 

the deep-rooted and systemic connections between personal experiences and 

larger social and political structures. What interested me were not the 

straightforward answers exhibiting monolithic clichés and stereotypes, but the 

hesitations, the doubts, the moments when certainties crack and questioning 

spaces open. When Viano (1993) discusses Love Meetings in his book on 

Pasolini, he claims that the film succeeds “in documenting the mask. The 

value of Comizi d’Amore is to be found in the documentary representation of 
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men and women, young and old, wearing masks” (Viano 1993: 123). His point 

is that most of the interviewees in the film “pretend to be telling the truth, and 

lie with an awareness of lying”, revealing “the obedience to codes of self-

representation, the codes of the mask” (Viano 1993: 124). On the contrary, 

my feeling with Stefano was that, throughout the journey, he began to 

question his own mask: he began to challenge and transform the self-imposed 

idea of himself that he put on to align with society’s expectations. Unlike 

Pasolini’s deliberate and calculated silence, which – as discussed above – 

intentionally emphasised people’s normative ideals, my approach was based 

on an open and strategic dialogue that could eventually lead to transformative 

and revelatory processes. Similar to consciousness-raising methods, mine 

was a feminist intervention since it consisted of creating a safe and informal 

space where the participants and I were allowed mutually to share our 

personal experiences, feelings, frustrations or desires linked to gender and 

sexuality issues. On some occasions, this process enabled a deep and 

shared reflection on how normalising practices, through which – as Foucault 

(1977) suggests – we discipline our own bodies and behaviours according to 

societal norms, are dispersed into countless social habits and cultural rituals 

permeating our everyday lives. Patrizio, a man in his mid-30s with whom I 

also shared long hours of driving, explained this feeling in all honesty when he 

told me: “Eventually we live under such social pressure, that even if I tried to 

scrutinise and dismantle it, is still inside me, I can’t help it”. And he continued: 

“I know that free and open sexual behaviour in men is almost compulsory, 

while women are considered ‘sluts’ if they display it. I don’t agree with this 

stereotype. I think it’s stupid. But I admit that I would still find it difficult to date 
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a woman with this reputation”. Many of these conversations actually 

generated quite profound considerations on daily practices of internalised 

oppression and on conformist behaviours induced by social norms. 

Interestingly, often people expressed contradictory feelings about socially 

accepted standards, manifesting both the frustration about the social pressure 

of having to adapt to normative conducts, as well as the – conscious or 

unquestioned – compliance to various forms of disciplinary behaviours and 

attitudes. Therefore, more than a blind and unequivocal conformism (which 

seemed to be the outcome of Love Meetings’ interviews), the dialogues I had 

the chance to have with consensual participants tended to unfold a more 

complex tension between outward conformity and inward questioning. For 

example, Sandra, another participant, after telling me how she changed her 

mind about homosexual people (“In the past I did not know any gay people 

and homosexuality utterly scandalised me, but when I learned more about the 

phenomenon I realised how narrow-minded I was”), continued: “However, I 

am reticent regarding the possibility of gay people having children, because, 

unfortunately, children are conformists”. After a pause of silence, I asked her: 

“So, do you think that the solution to conformism is to conform?”, to which she 

quickly responded: “Absolutely not!”, and after some hesitation: “The solution 

to conformism is not to give a fuck!”. And again, after some more hesitation, 

with a resigned tone: “However… Pirandello docet”. 31  One of the most 

important and influential names in Italian literature, Luigi Pirandello (1867-

1936) is primarily known for his innovative plays, which revolutionised modern 

drama. Most of his works revolve around dialectical disquisitions on essence 

																																																													
31 “Pirandello teaches”, in the sense that he is showing us the way. From the Latin docere: to 
teach. 
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and appearance, identity and self, illusion and reality. The theatrical device 

par excellence, the mask, is one of the recurring components of Pirandello’s 

poetic, which is used in his work as the symbol of individuals’ social identities: 

either self-imposed or, as in most cases, enforced by society, the mask 

makes social life possible. When, willingly or forcibly, this mask gets torn off, 

man is no longer able to function in a society based on collective normative 

beliefs and behaviours. Accordingly, Sandra continued, with bright lucidity: 

“Ultimately, we are all wearing a mask, as Pirandello said. If I suddenly decide 

to tear it off, I would be seen as crazy, as far as society is concerned. We all 

behave according to the role society expects us to perform, so to escape 

conformism we would have to tear off our masks and start anew, but let’s be 

realistic: this isn’t easy”. The Pirandellian metaphor, according to which life is 

like an on-stage fictional performance where everyone is playing a part in 

conforming to society’s rules, delineates a sort of awareness about collective 

processes of self-discipline and self-surveillance. It describes the collective 

and synergic mise-en-scène of a social script that provides the framework for 

people’s actions and interactions: one that defines the appropriate bodies, 

feelings and behaviours that need to be performed in order to fit into society’s 

expectations and be considered ‘normal’. This interpretation, which 

constitutes the fundamental theme explored in Normal, strongly echoes Judith 

Butler’s work on gender identity as a performative accomplishment. As the 

philosopher that first attributed to the notion of gender its ‘theatrical’ 

dimension, Butler in her notorious analysis of gender performativity (Butler 

1988 and 1990) states that gender is in no way a stable identity, but rather is 

a social performance: resulting from a “stylized repetition of acts”, it “must be 
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understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and 

enactments of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered 

self” (Butler 1990: 191). In Butler’s text, the performativity of gender does not 

simply consist in the constant and repeated effort to imitate its own 

idealisations and models, but in the very process whereby sexed and 

gendered subjects come into existence at all. She states: 

 

As a public action and performative act, gender is not a radical choice or 

project that reflects a merely individual choice, but neither is it imposed or 

inscribed upon the individual, as some post-structuralist displacements of the 

subject would contend. The body is not passively scripted with cultural codes, 

as if it were a lifeless recipient of wholly pre-given cultural relations. But 

neither do embodied selves pre-exist the cultural conventions which 

essentially signify bodies. Actors are always already on the stage, within the 

terms of the performance. Just as a script may be enacted in various ways, 

and just as the play requires both text and interpretation, so the gendered 

body acts its part in a culturally restricted corporeal space and enacts 

interpretations within the confines of already existing directives. (Butler 1988: 

526) 

 

The words, experiences, hesitations and emotions that were shared during 

the long car journeys actually provided me with illuminating insights about the 

processes of constant negotiation of one’s own subjectivity and identity in a 

world dominated by gender and sexual norms. Further questions about the 

mundane and public enactments of gendered identities gradually emerged as 

the core interest of my research: how do we all engage with a system of habit 
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which is often so deeply ingrained within us as to be experienced as the 

'natural order of things'? How are we involved in the stylised repetition of 

normative acts that constitute our gendered selves and what are the 

strategies that can interrupt or subvert this repetition, if any? And, finally but 

crucially, can filmmaking practice play a role in “undoing or redoing the norm 

in unexpected ways, thus opening up the possibility of a remaking of 

gendered reality along new lines” (Butler 2009: 1)? 

 

The preliminary research conducted so far only partially answered these 

questions: engaging with the Italian contemporary public debate around 

‘gender’ (with its conservative propaganda in defence of ‘traditional values’) 

was illuminating for comprehending the way in which cultural conventions on 

gender, sex and sexuality are produced and enforced by social and political 

institutions. At the same time, sharing a space of closeness and proximity with 

random strangers (filming the intimate discussions that emerged around the 

central role that gender plays in our social lives) provided an enlightening 

excursion through the pervasiveness of gender norms within individual acts 

and practices. As described above, the interviews eschewed any pretence of 

objectivity, unobtrusiveness and transparency, typical of a certain approach to 

vérité cinema. On the contrary, following Pasolini’s ideas on subjectivity as 

“the maximum conceivable limit of any audio-visual technique” (Pasolini 1980: 

3), they reflect the partial, complex and contradictory nature of the looking 

self. Even more than in Pasolini’s investigation, they were based on intimate 

and horizontal dialogues that enabled deep and shared reflections on the 

conformist and heteronormative standards permeating our social realities. 
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Overall, this process was crucial for reflecting on the ways cultural codes 

related to gender and sexuality are constructed through specific corporeal 

acts in everyday life, and formed the core underpinning research that led to 

the making of Normal. The audio-visual material collected during the car 

journeys was not used in the final film I made, but decisively contributed to the 

critical and theoretical background of the broader project. The work I 

eventually produced as the creative component of this research aims to 

articulate a critique of gender normativity not by simply discussing it on video, 

but by radically reimagining and questioning it within the text of the film: 

Normal, in fact, by experimenting with a filmic language committed to 

“lend[ing] form to intellectual substance” (Richter 1940: 90), looks at the 

collective everyday mise-en-scène of heteronormativity with the aspiration to 

interrogate and destabilise it. What follows is a detailed analysis of the making 

of Normal, which – as I will try to further theorise – constitutes my own attempt 

to use film as a representational technology able to challenge reality, rather 

than simply reproducing it. 
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Chapter 4:   The making of Normal 

Re-presenting ‘Normality’ 

Somehow it all begins with the title, Normal. During my field work in Italy, this 

word was omnipresent: and not only, as one can easily assume, among the 

Catholic and conservative groups animating the protests against the ideologia 

del gender, whose slogans constantly heralded ‘normal’, ‘natural’, and 

‘traditional’ ideals of gender roles and sexual behaviours, thus demarcating 

strict distinctions between the respectable and the degenerate, the socially 

acceptable and the deviant. The expression ‘normal’ was also very much part 

of mainstream LGBT discourse, advocating the legal recognition of same-sex 

relationships. In 2015 and 2016, while the Parliament was discussing the bill 

for same-sex civil unions – and the no-gender campaigners were ferociously 

attacking it – Arcigay32 launched the national advocacy campaign #lostessosì 

(the same ‘yes’), advertised using a red heart with an equal sign (=) in the 

middle. In line with the global movement demanding gay marriage equality, 

the campaign was characterised by a normalising narrative, stressing how 

same-sex couples are ‘just like’ heterosexual couples, just as normal and 

morally respectable, and hence worthy of being granted public recognition 

and legitimacy by the state. These “politics of normalization” (Richardson, 

2005: 515) advanced by transnational LGBT rights advocacy groups have 

been amply criticised by queer theorists (Alderson 2016; Duggan 2002; Lewis 

2016; Warner 1999), who stress how such policies, rather than being radically 

transformative – as the original struggles of the gay liberation movement were 

																																																													
32 Arcigay is the main LGBT organisation in Italy, the largest in terms of number of volunteers 
and activists, campaigning for LGBT rights since 1985. The main goal of the organisation, as 
stated in their mission, is to obtain equal and full rights for LGBT people, including equal 
marriage rights and the recognition of LGBT parenting rights. 
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– are instead conformist, heteronormative and even homonationalistic (Puar 

2007, Dhawan 2016). Yuvraj Joshi suggests that “the newfound public 

recognition of gay people and relationships is contingent upon their acquiring 

a respectable social identity that is actually constituted by public 

performances of respectability” (Joshi 2012: 416). This framework, which he 

calls “respectable queerness” (Joshi 2012: 416), implies that queer 

subjectivities and practices are disciplined and normalised, and that only the 

gay and lesbian identities who replicate the heteronormative prescription for 

relationships and families are assimilated into what counts as ‘normal’. But 

Warner warns that “the image of the Good Gay is never invoked without its 

shadow in mind — the Bad Queer, the kind who has sex, who talks about it, 

and who builds with other queers a way of life that ordinary folk do not 

understand or control” (Warner 1999: 114). Therefore, he suggests, 

mainstream LGBT discourses are implicated in producing new hierarchies of 

abjection. If queer politics are grounded in the refusal of “any attempt to make 

the norms of straight culture the standards by which queer life should be 

measured” (Warner 1999: 123), LGBT prevailing narratives seem to foment 

the opposite: they celebrate marriage as the ultimate catalyst to achieve a 

fully ‘normal’ – and hence respectable – social identity. Foucault’s 

interpretation of normalisation processes provides an illuminating analytical 

framework in this context: 

 

Like surveillance and with it, normalization becomes one of the great 

instruments of power at the end of the classical age. For the marks that once 

indicated status, privilege and affiliation were increasingly replaced – or at 

least supplemented – by a whole range of degrees of normality indicating 
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membership of a homogeneous social body but also playing a part in 

classification, hierarchization and the distribution of rank. In a sense, the 

power of normalization imposes homogeneity … It is easy to understand how 

the power of the norm functions within a system of formal equality, since 

within a homogeneity that is the rule, the norm introduces, as a useful 

imperative and as a result of measurement, all the shading of individual 

differences. (Foucault 1977: 184)  

 

“Is it normal to want to be normal?” asks Warner (1999: 119) provocatively. 

Philosopher Judith Butler, following Foucault and his work on disciplinary 

procedures (according to which it is precisely the desire to be an accepted 

member of a homogenous social body that leads people to adhere to and to 

reproduce normative standards), offers some insightful reflections to 

speculate on this question. Pointing at the interconnections between desire, 

power, subjectivity and identity, Butler illustrates how social norms are 

incorporated by subjects as the essential condition for inhabiting a coherent 

identity. 

 

If, following Foucault, we understand power as forming the subject as well as 

providing the very condition of its existence and the trajectory of its desire, 

then power is not simply what we oppose but also, in a strong sense, what we 

depend on for our existence and what we harbour and preserve in the beings 

that we are ... Subjection consists precisely in this fundamental dependency 

on a discourse we never chose but that, paradoxically, initiates and sustains 

our agency. (Butler 1997: 2)  
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In simple words, one could say that yes, it is normal to want to be normal, 

because our cultural intelligibility, and hence, ultimately, our social existence, 

depend on our performing congruently with the normative practices and 

routines that establish what is the acceptable group conduct. Consequently, 

Butler explains how gender itself is the result of a stylised repetition of 

normative behaviours performed by individuals in their daily interactions. This 

repetition, she claims, “is at once a re-enactment and re-experiencing of a set 

of meanings already socially established; and it is the mundane and ritualised 

form of their legitimation” (Butler 1990: 191). Butler’s theory of gender 

performativity introduces a radical critique to certain forms of feminism based 

on sexual difference, proposing a new vocabulary beyond the sex/gender 

binary distinctions, and questioning the very ontological integrity of the 

categories of ‘women’ and ‘men’. “Performativity”, she states, “is not a 

singular act, but a repetition and a ritual, which achieves its effects through its 

naturalisation in the context of a body” (Butler 1990: xv, emphasis mine). 

What I find particularly interesting in Butler’s argument is not only the 

fundamental idea that “the action of gender requires a performance that is 

repeated” (Butler 1990: 140), but that she also identifies possible strategies to 

intervene into this ritualistic repetition in order “to displace the very gender 

norms that enable the repetition itself” (Butler 1990: 203): 

 

If the ground of gender identity is the stylized repetition of acts through time, 

and not a seemingly seamless identity, then the possibilities of gender 

transformation are to be found in the arbitrary relation between such acts, in 

the possibility of a different sort of repeating, in the breaking or subversive 

repetition of that style. (Butler 1988: 520) 
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Hence, Butler crucially tells us that the “critical task for feminism is … to locate 

strategies of subversive repetition” (Butler 1990: 201), since it is “only within 

the practices of repetitive signifying that a subversion of identity becomes 

possible”, and new gender possibilities that “contest the rigid codes of 

hierarchical binarisms” (Butler 1990: 199) can emerge. Butler’s ideas on 

‘subversive repetition’ draw from Jacques Derrida’s formulation of 

‘iterability’33, which delineates a repetition that does not reproduce a clone of 

the original: rather, every iteration is an alteration, or a modification of the 

same. Following Derrida, Butler envisages in the subversive and parodic 

citations of gender the possibility for destabilising normative categories of 

identity and sexuality. In the 1999 preface of her foundational text Gender 

Trouble, Butler unravels her main arguments: 

 

As a strategy to denaturalize and resignify bodily categories, I describe and 

propose a set of parodic practices based in a performative theory of gender 

acts that disrupt the categories of the body, sex, gender, and sexuality and 

occasion their subversive resignification and proliferation beyond the binary 

frame. (Butler 1990: xxxiv) 

 

I find Butler’s ideas on gender performativity and subversive repetition 

particularly illuminating in the context of feminist cinema, as film itself has the 

																																																													
33 “Every sign, linguistic or nonlinguistic, spoken or written (in the usual sense of this 
opposition), as a small or large unity, can be cited, put between quotation marks; thereby it 
can break with every given context, and engender infinitely new contexts in an absolutely 
nonsaturable fashion. This does not suppose that the mark is valid outside its context, but on 
the contrary that there are only contexts without any center of absolute anchoring. This 
citationality, duplication, or duplicity, this iterability of the mark is not an accident or 
anomaly…” (Derrida 1982: 320). 
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potential to be used as a medium to effect subversive resignifications. 34 

Certainly, experimenting with audio-visual strategies of repetitive signifying 

has been the key conceptual framework for the development of my project 

Normal: the fundamental idea behind the film, in fact, is that norms are open 

to destabilisation and change and that repeating – or re-iterating – the 

dominant models can subvert them, rather than reinforce them. Therefore, 

Normal attempts to articulate a critique of gender normativity precisely 

through the subversive repetition/parodic citation of society’s dominant 

ideologies of gender. Through a kaleidoscopic mosaic of everyday life scenes, 

the film explores how social norms related to gender and sexuality are 

internalised and performed by individuals throughout their life. Without 

focusing on a specific character or place, and not following a conventional 

narrative arc, the collage of scenes highlights the habitual and spontaneous 

performances of gender in everyday interactions. Normal then emerges as a 

visual journey through the theatrical repetition of normative gender acts that 

take place in Italy from childhood to adulthood, where bodies become cultural 

signs, prone to conforming to a coded, collective idea of gender. 

 

When Butler discusses examples of parodic citations she often refers to the 

cultural practices of drag, considered as subversive performances able to 

challenge the perceived authenticity of gender normativity. She states: “In 

imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender 

itself—as well as its contingency” (Butler 1990: 187). This is one controversial 
																																																													

34 Butler (1993: 121) herself discusses processes of subversive reiterations in the 
documentary Paris is Burning by Jennie Livingston (1991, USA), the notorious portrait of New 
York’s drag balls. However, she restricts her analysis to the film’s content (looking at the 
potential of drag as a subversive parody of dominant gender norms) without exploring in 
detail its formal strategies. 
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feature of Butler’s work that has provoked a number of sharp criticisms from 

her colleagues (see, for example, bell hooks 1992). What these criticisms 

contest is the very subversive potential of drag: more than a strategy to 

subvert dominant gender norms, many see it instead as the site of 

reproduction of a stereotypical and sexualised rendering of feminine identity, 

actually reflecting misogynist and patriarchal categories of desire and 

desirability. However, Butler seems to be quite aware that drag, like any other 

parodic citation, as much as it can be used as a transgressive strategy, can 

also fail to transcend oppressive norms. She makes it clear when she writes:  

 

Parody by itself is not subversive, and there must be a way to understand 

what makes certain kinds of parodic repetitions effectively disruptive, truly 

troubling, and which repetitions become domesticated and recirculated as 

instruments of cultural hegemony. (Butler 1990: 189) 

 

 What I find crucial in the idea of gender parody formulated by Butler is that it 

“does not assume that there is an original which such parodic identities 

imitate. Indeed, the parody is of the very notion of an original” (Butler 1990: 

188). So the imitation, the parody, the subversive repetition do not have an 

original, natural, and true gender identity to mock; rather, “laughter emerges in 

the realization that all along the original was derived” (Butler 1990: 189). The 

original is already a copy. This is precisely the principle in which Normal is 

grounded: through replicating what is conceived as ‘normal’ and presenting it 

as a performative repetition of internalised and unquestioned norms, the film 

aims to formulate an audio-visual critique of naturalised conceptions of gender 

and to bring to light its artificial, derived nature. Gender is therefore revealed 
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as a corporeal and performative practice, a social ceremony, by means of 

which the subject acquires social intelligibility and recognition. In light of this, 

the main challenge of this project lies precisely in its intentions: if gender 

normative identities are produced by the discourses that describe them, how 

is it possible to subvert these discourses while 

representing/reproducing/repeating gender normativity? Butler, again, offers 

an encouraging and stimulating answer to this dilemma: 

 

Although the gender meanings taken up in these parodic styles are clearly 

part of hegemonic, misogynist culture, they are nevertheless denaturalized 

and mobilized through their parodic recontextualisation. As imitations which 

effectively displace the meaning of the original, they imitate the myth of 

originality itself. (Butler 1990: 188) 

 

Ultimately, my project’s ambition is not to simply observe and reproduce (and 

therefore reconsolidate) ‘normality’ and its governing norms, but rather to 

generate a filmic practice able to question, denaturalise and oppose dominant 

discourses on gender. Through the iteration and mimicry of normative models, 

the film recounts the depicted events while simultaneously meditating on their 

significance: the ‘very normal’ spectacle of everyday life, observed through a 

destabilising lens, eventually turns the familiar into something unfamiliar, 

uncanny, and makes ‘normality’ feel alien. The hyperbolic exhibitions and 

parodic citations of the ‘normal’ in this case do not occur through a drag show, 

but through using documentary as an imitation – or iteration – of reality: as an 

audio-visual practice of subversive repetition. Aware of its own artifice, and of 

the alterations it produces, film can become the site where the original, the 
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authentic, the ‘real’, get problematised, and re-signified in ways that expose 

their fundamentally phantasmatic status; the site where the théâtre du 

quotidien is recontextualised, re-presented, generating critical responses to 

heteronormative narratives. This approach aligns with recent developments in 

documentary filmmaking that transcend the dualistic fact/fiction divide, and 

abstain from any pretence of photographing reality ‘as-it-is’. Documentary 

scholar Stella Bruzzi states: 

 

What has emerged in recent documentary practice is a new definition of 

authenticity, one that eschews the traditional adherence to observation or to a 

Bazinian notion of the transparency of film and replaces this with a multi-

layered, performative exchange between subjects, film-makers/apparatus and 

spectators. (Bruzzi 2006: 10) 

 

This new documentary is a “performative act” (Bruzzi 2006: 11) between the 

text and the ‘reality’ it is supposed to represent. Not pursuing authenticity and 

naturalism, but instead partial, subjective and embodied knowledges, my 

approach to nonfiction film does not intend to “depict reality as much as first 

producing it” (Steyerl 2003: 2). Documentary, in other words, can transcend 

the aspiration of capturing ‘reality’, and instead be used to provoke a critical 

interpretation of it. Ultimately, this is the intention of my project Normal: by 

using film as a representational technology that can both produce and 

deconstruct meaning, it strives – through their subversive repetition – to 

denaturalise and transform oppressive notions of gender found in the so-

called ‘real world’. 
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On Artificiality and Realism (and the Space in Between) 

As I have made clear thus far, I consider the construction and artificiality of 

the filmic process (that invariably characterise fiction as much as documentary 

forms) not as the ontological death of documentary, but rather as the very 

precondition for its achieving critical efficacy. As discussed in previous 

chapters, the traditional assumption regarding documentaries as faithful 

representations of reality has been vastly challenged by recent documentary 

scholarship and practice, allowing the proliferation of works refusing 

aesthetics of objectivity and non-intervention in favour of personal, subjective 

and poetic languages. This position is epitomised in the often-quoted lapidary 

statement by filmmaker Errol Morris: “There is no reason why documentaries 

can’t be as personal as fiction filmmaking and bear the imprint of those who 

made them. Truth isn’t guaranteed by style or expression. It isn’t guaranteed 

by anything” (Morris 1989: 16). Vérité strategies aimed at accessing 

unmediated ‘truth’ were overthrown by approaches to documentary where the 

filmmaker emerges as “an active fabricator of meaning, a producer of 

cinematic discourse rather than a neutral and all-knowing reporter of the way 

things truly are” (Nichols 1983: 18). In particular, self-reflexivity gained wide 

popularity among filmmakers and critics, as the deconstructive device capable 

of challenging the illusionism of the cinematic medium and its pretence of 

objectivity and transparency. Echoing the Brechtian principles of 

Verfremdungseffekt (estrangement effect), self-reflexive, dis-identificatory 

practices were central strategies also in early feminist cinema, committed as it 

was to questioning the production of knowledge and the ideological effects of 

the cinematic medium.  
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In line with Johnston’s famous statement claiming that “any revolutionary 

strategy must challenge the depiction of reality … so that a break between 

ideology and text is effected” (Johnston 1973: 29), many feminist filmmakers 

began to employ self-reflexive elements in their films, acknowledging and 

accentuating – instead of masking – the means of production and the 

mechanics of representation. American dancer and choreographer Yvonne 

Rainer turned to filmmaking in the 1970s, also thanks to the strong influence 

of pivotal texts such as Mulvey’s ‘Visual Pleasure’ (1975), as she herself 

acknowledged recently: “some of us who were affected by that essay in the 

mid-seventies have never really gotten over it…” (Rainer 2006a: 167). Most of 

her filmic work, characterised by a fluid combination of fictionalised narrative, 

documentary material, dance, and re-enactments, presents a range of 

distancing devices35 that expose the artifice of cinema and interrogate the act 

of image-making itself. Answering feminist Audre Lorde's famous statement 

claiming that you can't dismantle the master's house using the master's tools 

(Lorde 1984), Rainer actually said: "you can, if you expose the tools" (Rainer 

2006b: 446) – hence making self-reflexivity her first and foremost strategy of 

feminist resistance.  

 

Similarly, African American feminist filmmaker Cheryl Dunye plays with self-

reflexive, meta-cinematic strategies in her memorable The Watermelon 

Woman (1996, USA): the film sees the director performing a fictionalised 

																																																													
35 Such as: film-on-film statements; mixing of archival footage, interviews, and scripted 
segments with professional actors; text on screen; elliptical fusion of past and present; 
appearance/disappearance of people in the same sequence; participants/actors gazing in the 
camera marking the awareness of the filmmaking process. 
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version of herself, while making a documentary about Fae Richard, a 

forgotten black actress from the 1930s known as the Watermelon Woman. 

Only at the end of the film does Dunye reveal to the audience that Fae is a 

fictional character, printing this text on the credits: "Sometimes you have to 

create your own history. The Watermelon Woman is fiction”. Mixing talking 

heads interviews, metanarrative, and a combination of real and scripted 

events, the film cleverly blurs the boundaries between fact and fiction in order 

to meditate not only on black women’s cinematic representation, but also on 

modes of production and on the relationship of a black queer woman 

filmmaker to representational systems. Dunye’s clever use of self-reflexivity is 

epitomised in one of the early scenes of the film, where she introduces herself 

and her film project, by filming herself directly addressing the audience and 

also by playing – and watching – a videotape of the Watermelon Woman 

(which we will later understand to be a mocked-up piece of archive). In this 

short sequence, Dunye occupies the positions of speaking subject and filmed 

object, as well as those of spectator and filmmaker all at the same time, thus 

reclaiming and readdressing all levels of representation.  

 

Among the many examples of filmmakers using self-reflexivity as a direct 

response to the ideological illusions of commercial cinema, I cannot avoid 

mentioning the work of Agnès Varda, whose personal films masterfully and 

unapologetically combine experimental and documentary aesthetics, often 

presenting a very dense combination of images, texts and sounds. In her 

recent autobiographical work, The Beaches of Agnès (2008, France), she 

returns to the beaches of her youth to reminisce about the key memories and 
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experiences of her life. In the opening sequence, we see Varda and her 

collaborators placing an assortment of mirrors and frames on a beach. With a 

series of carefully composed – and sometime deceptive – framed and 

reflected images (of Varda herself, of the beach and of the film crew and 

equipment), Varda not only draws attention to ways of seeing but also 

highlights the limits of vision – the boundaries set by the filmmaker 

(suggesting that what the spectator sees on screen is always mediated, 

demarcated). Framing the picture through frames and mirrors delineates the 

field of vision and disorientates the spectator at the same time. The point of 

this complexity is to reveal the process of representation at work and to 

demand that viewers look carefully, and eventually doubt what they see. 

Deliberately playing with representation, illusion and vision, Varda ultimately 

draws attention to the representational quality of her work, which in fact, 

instead of creating illusions, aims to unmask the illusory quality of the 

cinematic image. 

 

These works, like the radical film practices of many other artists and 

filmmakers (such as Marlon Riggs, Barbara Hammer, Trinh T. Minh-ha, 

Richard Fung, Su Friedrich, Michelle Citron, but also more recently Shu Lea 

Cheang, G. B. Jones, Jules Rosskam, Ursula Biemann, Hito Steyerl, to 

mention just a few) foster feminist and/or queer perspectives, not only through 

their content but also through their questioning of the filmic medium itself and 

its entanglements with power and knowledge production. Addressing the 

logics of representation through self-reflexive elements, they tend to freely mix 

documentary material with narrative storytelling, performance, and more 
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abstract evocative sequences, playing uncannily with cinematic norms and 

with the artificiality of the medium.  

 

According to Olivieri, “the awareness of its construction is one of the crucial 

elements that contributes to making a documentary film accountable, hence 

with critical and political potential, from a feminist perspective” (Olivieri 2012: 

62). However, if drawing the audience's attention to cinematic conventions is 

often used as a mode of resistance to dominant cinematic practice and its 

ideological effects, it is important to make clear that reflexivity is not 

essentially radical and has not always been used as a method for questioning 

social norms. On the contrary, I agree with Catherine Zimmer when she 

claims that:  

 

reflexive practice has largely been the domain of white male filmmakers such 

as Jean-Luc Godard and Federico Fellini because reflexivity is itself a 

discourse that implies the narcissism of self-criticism and the luxury of 

undoing a structure in which one has lived quite comfortably. The very 

process of exposing, critiquing, and deconstructing film production has 

assumed that one has at least had the opportunity to occupy the position of 

filmmaking privilege that is now undergoing critique. (Zimmer 2008:  44) 

 

In short, being antithetical to the classical Hollywood model does not imply the 

guaranteed subversion of dominant ideologies. Trinh T. Min-ha, who with her 

experimental, self-reflexive work has revolutionised ethnographic 

documentary filmmaking, warns against both the condemning of self-

reflexivity as “pure formalism” as well as “its widespread appropriation as a 
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progressive, formalistic device in cinema, since both work to reduce its 

function to a harmlessly decorative one” (Trinh 1990: 90). For her, reflexivity 

proves critically insignificant when used as an empty formula. In a beautiful 

phrasing, she claims:  

 

A documentary aware of its own artifice is one that remains sensitive to the 

flow between fact and fiction. It does not work to conceal or exclude what is 

normalized as “nonfactual” for it understands the mutual dependence of 

realism and “artificiality” in the process of filmmaking. It recognizes the 

necessity of composing (on) life in living it or making it. (Trinh 1990: 89) 

 

Embracing the idea of the mutual dependence of artificiality and realism, 

Normal actually aspires to stand in that subtle space in between them, where 

they can converge. Blurring rigid demarcations between film genres, as well 

as between the fact and fiction divide, the film eschews both ‘pure formalism’ 

and jargons of authenticity, and intentionally provokes a tension between 

performance and document. It plays with “different degrees of staged and 

unstaged material” (Trinh 1997: 91), with the ambition to articulate a filmic 

vocabulary beyond both ‘the limits of realism’ and the ‘orthodoxy of formalism’ 

(as framed in the antagonistic positions of the feminist realist debate). 

Constructed as a collage of scenes alternating naturalistic and surrealist 

representations, realist and experimental aesthetics, Normal aims to generate 

an oscillation in the audience between identification and disengagement, 

proximity and distance. The key idea behind the formal strategies employed, 

in fact, is that of conveying – audio-visually – the main reflections that arose 

during the preliminary research in the field described in Chapter 3: namely, 
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that we tend to perceive ‘normality’ with a contradictory feeling comprising 

both anxiety and desire, one simultaneously attracted by its seductive power 

and disturbed by its disciplinary boundaries. Therefore, in conceiving Normal, 

I aimed at generating a perspective that induces empathy and alienation at 

the same time: playing with the merging and converging of artificiality and 

realism, the film intends to meditate on the everyday constraints of gendered 

reality, evoking in the audience something similar to what critic Jan Verwoert 

named ‘double viewing’: “the simultaneity of informed distance and 

involvement-identification in the reception of visual media” (Verwoert 2003: 

27). To achieve this contradictory yet powerful approach, he considers it 

essential that fascination and scepticism, engagement and detachment are 

equally stimulated, ensuring that “moments in which illusion is generated and 

those that create distance remain related at all times – that neither illusion nor 

distance is sustained alone. lnstead, a continuous alternating shift must take 

place between illusion and distance” (Verwoert 2003: 29). 

 

Indeed, it is by combining two apparently conflicting filmic strategies, one 

detached and evocative and the other intimate and realistic, that the film aims 

to present a disorienting portrait of accepted ideas of normality. Ordinary 

situations, daily practices and routines corresponding to conventional 

normative standards are looked at through a slightly distorting and yet 

believable lens, highlighting the often unnoticed disciplinary behaviours and 

attitudes that populate our existences. The kaleidoscopic mosaic of vignettes 

portraying the ‘very normal’ spectacle of everyday interactions – at the beach 

or in the club, at the gym or in the church – aims to reveal the complex 
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tension between an internalised, norm-abiding social conduct and the fear of 

being treated as social outsiders if failing to stay within the boundaries of the 

dominant models. Everyday reality is exposed in the film as a collective mise-

en-scène, a fictional performance where individuals are playing a part in 

conforming to society’s rules, and where conformity is not achieved through 

coercion or force, as Foucault suggests, but rather through desire: the 

legitimate – yet bounding – desire to be considered normal.  

 

Director Georges Franju, foregrounding the artificiality and constructedness of 

documentary form, once beautifully stated: 

 

You must re-create reality because reality runs away; reality denies reality. 

You must first interpret it, or re-create it …  When I make a documentary, I try 

to give the realism an artificial aspect … I find that the aesthetic of a 

document comes from the artificial aspect of the document … it has to be 

more beautiful than realism ... and therefore it has to be composed … to give 

it another sense. (Franju, quoted in Trinh 1990: 88) 

 

Giving realism an artificial aspect is a process I consider quite similar to the 

one I employed in my film: actually in Normal, the artificiality of the filmmaking 

process is used to reveal the constructed – indeed, performative – nature of 

the world around us. Hence, the short visual poems portraying ordinary 

situations are characterised by an artificial look, intentionally defying an 

aesthetic of objectivity. Even though the scenes are taken from everyday life 

and shot in real locations, they look stylised and staged: frames are carefully 

composed, looking for unnatural symmetries, and camera angles are often 



 126 

frontal and static, focusing on repeated and contrived gestures: the 

coordinated ballet of pregnant women’s headless bodies floating in a 

swimming pool during an aqua fitness class; the robotic smiles of adolescent 

girls while getting a picture with their celebrity idol, one after another as if on 

an assembly line; the repetition of identical movements and postures 

performed by Miss World contestants in front of the jury panel; the 

heteronormative choreography of the bodies of the bride and the groom, 

striking poses while the wedding photographer is taking their pictures; many 

of the contexts and situations portrayed in the film act as parodic repetitions of 

normative gendered performances publicly displayed by social actors. One 

after another, these everyday-life scenes disclose an almost dystopic world 

where bodily gestures, movements, and behaviours, all conform to a coded 

idea of gender and no exceptions to the norm seem to exist. Realist 

representation is here suspended, dispersed, interrupted and greater 

emphasis is given to the performative dimension of representation. ‘Real’ life 

is constellated through exceptions to the rules, through ‘others’ who do not fit 

in with idealised standards and with the expected behaviours prescribed by 

society. However, the film is less concerned with ‘representing reality’ than 

with ‘repeating normality’ as it is internalised, experienced, and felt. The 

situations and contexts explored in the film therefore deliberately omit the 

exceptions, the nonconforming other, the abject. Excluded from the frame, 

exceptions disappear. What we are left with is the parodic repetition, the 

hyperbolic exaggeration, of normative categories of gender and sexuality.  
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This performative approach accentuates the evocative and hybrid quality of 

the filmic language employed: far from aiming to ‘represent reality’ from a 

position of objectivity and transparency, this work deliberately looks for 

cinematic material ‘in the real’, in order to construct meaning. Accentuating 

the automated and contrived performances of gender found in everyday 

interactions, the film explores the possibility of “a different sort of repeating” 

(Butler 1988: 520) of normative models, with the aim of producing a 

disquieting and challenging effect: it exposes and exaggerates the dominant 

social norms until they become repetitive, predictable, ultimately artificial. In 

doing so, Normal eschews the differentiation between what is considered real 

and what is considered artificial, by playing with the idea that this binary 

opposition is not only inapplicable to cinema but to life itself: since we are not 

the sovereign ground of our actions, but the result of a complex convergence 

of social norms that “precede us and exceed us”, and eventually “act upon us” 

(Butler 2009: xi). This is a level of engagement with the ‘real’ that serves to 

‘make sense’ of the world rather than to provide an unmediated and objective 

relationship with it. But mostly, it is a subversive strategy that is supposed to 

denaturalise what is usually perceived as ‘normal’, and to reveal the 

performative, constructed and commodified nature of dominant gender 

models. Following Butler’s claim that it is “only within the practices of 

repetitive signifying that a subversion of identity becomes possible” (Butler 

1990: 199), Normal uses film as an iteration of reality, “to repeat and, through 

a radical proliferation of gender, to displace the very gender norms that 

enable the repetition itself” (Butler 1990: 203). 
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Filmic Language and Strategies Of Representation  

As I have stated throughout this thesis, experimenting with audio-visual 

strategies of repetitive signifying has been the key conceptual framework 

guiding my creative practice. Conceived as a non-narrative documentary 

essay, Normal does not simply aim to observe and reproduce the ‘natural’ 

world around us, but rather to confront the audience with what remains 

unforeseeable about it – its governing norms, its inner mechanisms. What 

follows is meant to deepen the understanding of how the film was made, 

taking a closer look at its visual and aural elements as well as at its editing 

strategies.  

 

Images and Sounds 

The preliminary research in the field described in Chapter 3 had the overall 

goal of discerning the dominant public discourse on gender in contemporary 

Italian society and served as the backdrop for developing the central concept 

of Normal. Investigating the ideologia del gender controversy revealed 

significant insights on how normative standards related to gender and 

sexuality are propagated in Italy by cultural, social and political institutions and 

how they are strongly influenced by Christian morality. At the same time, 

engaging in intimate conversations with random participants provided an 

enlightening excursion through the seemingly unquestioned and internalised 

norms dispersed in habitual practices and discourses. Overall, this process 

was crucial to examining the dominant cultural codes regulating gendered 

expressions and their pervasiveness at the micro-levels 

of everyday experiences. Hence, Normal was conceived with the intention of 



 129 

presenting a grotesque and disturbing portrait of culturally sanctioned 

prejudices regarding gender roles and sexual behaviours in Italy: in selecting 

the contexts to be filmed, I was driven both by the reflections raised 

throughout the fieldwork as well as by the models and standards I grew up 

with, the stereotypes, values and customs that have surrounded me since 

childhood. Digging into my personal background, my own experience and 

memory, as well as into the vast inspiration provided both by the conservative 

propaganda of the no-gender campaigners, and by the personal experiences 

of the people I interviewed, I began to write a treatment imagining the 

contexts where gender norms manifest themselves in the form of daily 

practices and routines dispersed throughout society. I intended to put together 

a kaleidoscopic mosaic of situations highlighting normative ideals of 

masculinity and femininity, while taking into account a series of specific 

aspects, such as: 

- Scenes describing different stages of life, from childhood to adulthood, 

acknowledging how the internalisation and repetition of “stylized bodily 

gestures, movements, and enactments of various kinds that constitute abiding 

gendered selves” (Butler 1990: passim) occur from a very early age 

throughout the course of life. 

- Scenes evidencing how “compulsory heterosexuality” (Rich 1980) is a 

political institution based on the traditional hetero-nuclear family system, 

which considers heterosexual relationships as the norm and implies the 

polarisation of the sexes. 

- Scenes focusing on bodily gestures, postures, attitudes and gendered 

paraphernalia, meant to underline the repetitive, collective and mundane 
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mise-en-scène of heteronormativity, the daily spectacle of unquestioned and 

internalised norms that constitutes ‘gender performativity’. 

- Scenes reflecting different class backgrounds and Italian regions, in order to 

highlight the heterogeneous dimension of sexism and heteronormativity that, 

intersecting with other social inequalities, produce complex forms of multiple 

oppressions. 

- Scenes in which an authoritative figure (i.e. a trainer, a priest, an instructor) 

delivers normative discourses or prescriptions, symbolising Foucault's notion 

of biopolitics: namely, the technologies of power deployed to govern and 

control the masses not through coercion or force but rather through the 

production of disciplinary knowledge. 

 

The development of the film treatment stemmed from a subjective, partial and 

situated ‘vision’, consequent upon a critical positioning. After having absorbed 

and digested together literature, theory, personal memories, public debates, 

participants’ stories, deep transformative conversations, media messages, 

propaganda material, embodied knowledges and experiences, I began to 

work on the development of my own visual interpretation and rendering of 

hegemonic gender norms. Most of the scenes I wrote were actually 

envisioned through an emotional rather than an intellectual process: 

eschewing the position of a detached observer, my creative practice was 

guided by an essayistic method, addressing the production of knowledge as a 

subjective, embodied and political activity. Grounded in experience and in free 

associations, the essayistic approach is sceptical of definitions and of 

indisputable certainties, and is not afraid of embracing error and complexity, 
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discontinuity and contradiction. As Adorno wrote: “The essay comes to no 

final conclusions and makes explicit its inability to do so by parodying its own 

a priori … it negates anything systematic and satisfies itself all the better the 

more strictly it excludes the systematic” (Adorno 1984: 165). 

 

Hence an intuitive, open-ended and subjective approach characterised the 

writing of the scene outline, without any pretence of exemplifying universal 

and objective categories; An approach that aimed to interpret and not to 

categorise, to problematise and not to describe, to merge reality and 

imagination, and not to separate the factual from the fictional. Indeed, the 

writing of the treatment resembled more the process of fiction screenwriting 

than that of a conventional documentary script. Or, better, it represents a 

hybrid between the two. Often with documentaries, the script cannot fully be 

written (particularly with regards to dialogues) until after the footage has been 

shot, precisely because there is a limit to what one can plan when dealing 

with real people and real events. This was also true in my case, but compared 

to conventional nonfiction productions, I had a very specific and planned idea 

about the compositions of the frames – and the actions within – for most of 

the scenes in the film, even before finding the actual locations where the 

scenes would be filmed. As I have already discussed, the point of the film is to 

play creatively with the artificiality of the medium in order to expose the 

artificiality of ‘gender performativity’ itself. Ergo, the scenes were conceived 

on paper as very composed cinematic snapshots of everyday life. They were 

meant to look staged and manufactured, therefore the location scouting and 

casting actually happened on the basis of that idea, following the unusual 
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logic of finding ‘in the real’ the actual context that would match what was 

previously imagined/scripted. A similar approach was followed during the 

shooting. Usually in documentaries, the context, the dialogues, the actual 

actions that unfold unplanned in front of the camera need to be ‘followed’ as 

they happen, leaving little room for elaborate cinematic compositions. 

Moreover, the traditional preference in nonfiction films for naturalistic and 

authentic looks (to mask cinematic manipulation in favour of aesthetics of 

transparency and non-intervention) often privilege hand-held camera 

movements, natural lights, no retakes, as well as diegetic sound and minimal 

editing to avoid any ‘distortion’ of the real. In Normal, on the contrary, I 

deliberately intended to achieve a very unnatural, constructed look, 

intentionally ‘distorting’ reality – and ‘normality’ – into something unfamiliar, 

contrived, ultimately almost alien. Sometimes the scenes were actually 

staged, or else they were as composed as possible, even when shot in the 

flow of unrehearsed, spontaneous situations. For example, the scene filmed 

at the beauty salon was almost entirely staged, completely blurring what is 

usually understood as documentary or fictional modes. I had in mind very 

specific camera angles and actions I intended to film, and I visited several 

salons in Rome, before finding the one that matched the characteristics I 

needed. After explaining the project and the specific scene to the owner, I got 

her permission to film in her premises, using her machines (tanning bed and 

shower, intense pulsing light and cellulite reduction machines). On the day of 

the shooting, I brought artificial lights and some specific rigs and equipment 

(such as an extending pole that I fixed on the ceiling to hang the camera right 

on top of the face of the person undergoing the pulsed light treatment, to 
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achieve an unusual bird’s eye camera angle [Fig.1]). At the same time, I did 

not bring microphones because I knew I was not going to use diegetic sound 

in the scene. I also brought with me a couple of friends who acted as some of 

the clients doing the treatments. The filming was very controlled, all shot on 

tripod and with the time to plan every take (including re-takes) and to carefully 

compose every frame. On the other hand, many of the women filmed were 

actual clients or workers of the salon who wanted to be in the film. So the 

treatments portrayed in the scene were ‘real’ ones, and no one was a 

professional actor. The place was a ‘real’ salon with ‘real’ clients and ‘real’ 

machines but within that reality, everyone was consciously performing for the 

camera. Despite this, the scene itself – once edited – does not stand out as 

an explicit, self-reflexive comment on the artifice of cinema. Instead, the act of 

image-making is interrogated subtly, through giving realism an artificial – at 

times surreal – aspect: the woman undergoing the pulsing light treatment, for 

example, is portrayed only through a static and very unnatural36 close up of 

her face, with her eyes blinded by some weird eye-protection goggles. The 

image is perfectly symmetrical and she hardly moves, depicting her more like 

an extra-terrestrial statue than a human being. Hands enter the frame carrying 

out a series of cosmetic procedures on her face, such as the spreading of a 

transparent gel all over her face and, with a laser machine, the projection of a 

yellow light onto it. Moreover, throughout the whole process there is no 

dialogue whatsoever, just some robotic sounds possibly generated by the 

machines. As a result, this scene – far from aiming to achieve a naturalistic 

representation of reality – clearly plays with “the magic, poetic and irrational 
																																																													

36 The bird’s eye camera angle is very unusual in conventional cinema and even more so in 
documentaries, as it provides a very artificial and displacing spatial perspective. 
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qualities specific to the film medium” (Trinh 1990: 85) to create a disquieting 

and uncanny portrait of an average beauty salon, and to generate a sense of 

surreal displacement and confusion. 

Fig. 1: Bird’s eye shot from the beauty salon sequence in Normal 

 

Fig. 2: Underwater shot from the water aerobics sequence in Normal 

 

Similarly, other scenes in the film present a staged and unnatural look, turning 

regular and mundane situations into something unexpected and unfamiliar: a 

water aerobics class for pregnant women, for example, was shot only 

underwater (Fig. 2), framing the women’s bodies from the neck down, and 
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focussing on their synchronised gestures. The headless floating figures, with 

their weightless, languorous movements emphasised by a subtle slow-motion, 

appear like aquatic organisms undulating in unison. Diegetic sound is 

substituted with an underwater soundscape mixed with a church choir, giving 

the scene a disorienting, sacred and amniotic atmosphere. Again, realistic 

representation here is suspended and distorted, bringing the viewer into an 

uncertain space between reality and imagination, someplace where everyday 

reality can be questioned and meditated upon.  

 

The complete absence of diegetic sound, replaced with non-naturalistic, 

disorienting aural atmospheres, is a recurring characteristic in the film, 37 

which intentionally challenges so-called objective representational strategies, 

questioning the limits of what counts as a factual document. Similarly, 

distorted live sound is also employed to produce a subtle abstraction from 

reality: the scene showing a stroller-based fitness program designed for 

mothers with their little ones (Fig. 3), for instance, is constituted by just one 

long take of about two minutes. Here, the camera’s extreme wide angle 

sarcastically plays with the ethnographic cinema tradition, which considered 

wide frames as ‘truer’ (as if wider framing is less a framing than close-ups). 

Favoured for their ability to supposedly reduce manipulation, larger frames 

were seen as ‘less partial’, hence ‘more objective’. In this scene, however, 

despite the wide angle and the long take without cutting, the artificiality of the 

medium is highlighted by the subtle distortion of the sound and the image, as 

well as by the unnatural camera movement. The image is shot with a tilt-and-
																																																													

37 For example, it is also employed in the ‘hen party’ scene, the fun fair scene, the toy factory 
scene, as well as in the scene at the beach where young people play games and dance, and 
in the one where young girls get dressed up as princesses. 
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shift lens, which slightly rotates and moves the lens plane relative to the 

image plane, achieving an unusual perspective that also minimises the region 

of sharp focus, creating a strange blurriness all around the frame. The 

diegetic sound is also moderately altered by adding an echo effect to the 

voice of the trainer shouting instructions. This subtle delay gives her voice a 

central position in the scene, and becomes especially puzzling when she goes 

out of frame and her voice’s intensity increases instead of reducing. This 

anomalous distortion provides a ‘voice-of-god’ effect, giving her obsessively 

repeated instructions an exaggerated, authoritative and commanding tone. 

Moreover, using the camera on a moving crane allowed me an uncommon 

point of view, almost looking from the top of a tree, which again displaces the 

viewer’s perspective.  

 

Some less explicit estranging effects are also achieved when the live sound 

includes dialogue and does not get modified at all. For example, the wedding 

etiquette class for brides-to-be is shot using a very conventional documentary 

aesthetic: unaltered diegetic sound, a regular eye-level wide frame intercut 

with a series of close-ups – inserted as reaction shots as in any standard 

narrative flow. Here, however, my intervention was made at the level of 

photographic composition. When I arrived at the atelier where we filmed the 

training, I set up the positions of the trainer and her trainees in an ultra-

symmetrical, quite unnatural, composition, with them perfectly lined up at the 

centre, surrounded by still and identical mannequins wearing wedding 

dresses (expressing the alienation of humans into commodities). 
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Fig. 3: Wide shot from the stroller-based fitness class sequence in Normal 

Fig. 4: symmetrical shot from the wedding etiquette class sequence in Normal 

 

In this image (Fig. 4), the mannequins dressed as brides next to the women 

who are being instructed on how to become perfect wives stand as grotesque 

and uncanny simulacra, as parodic puppets mimicking another mask; In line 

with Butler’s ideas on parodic repetitions, they represent an imitation without 

the original, a copy of a copy, presupposing that the discomfort “emerges in 

the realization that all along the original was derived” (Butler 1990: 189). The 

result is somewhat disturbing, suggesting what Trinh T. Minh-ha has called 
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“the repetitive, artificial resurrection of the real, an operation whose 

overpowering success in substituting the visual and verbal signs of the real for 

the real itself ultimately helps to challenge the real, thereby intensifying the 

uncertainties engendered by any clear-cut division between the two” (Trinh 

1990: 84).  

 

The deliberate mix of manipulation and reality illustrated so far was employed 

to provoke a tension in the film between performance and document, between 

naturalistic and artificial representations, and to generate an oscillation in the 

audience between identification and disengagement, proximity and distance. 

Interestingly, when Brecht himself described in an article how his film Kuhle 

Wampe (1932, Germany) was received by the censor who intended to object 

its release, he makes explicit his esteem for his acute comments, saying: “he 

had penetrated far deeper into the substance of our artistic aims than our 

most well-wishing critics” (Brecht as quoted in Brewster and MacCabe 1974: 

47). Quoting the clever censor’s words, he writes:  

 

I object on the grounds that your portrayal does not seem to me human 

enough. You have not depicted a human being, but rather, let us admit it, a 

type. Your unemployed worker is not a real individual, not a man of flesh and 

blood, different from all other men, with particular worries, particular 

pleasures, ultimately with a particular fate. He is very superficially portrayed, 

as artists pardon me this strong expression for the fact that we learn too little 

about him, but the consequences are of a political nature, and this forces me 

to protest against the release of your film. (Brecht, quoted in Brewster and 

MacCabe 1974: 46) 
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This description, through the censor’s words, of the Brechtian 

Verfremdungseffekt (estrangement effect), particularly resonates with my 

intentions in Normal: the people portrayed in the film are not conventional 

documentary characters, as they are not represented as real individuals (with 

particular worries, particular pleasures, ultimately with a particular fate…), 

despite being filmed ‘in the real’: they are intentionally superficially portrayed, 

never recurring in more than one scene of the film, and never explored in their 

intimate, specific – different from all other men – aspects of their lives. On the 

contrary, they stand as symbolic recipients/performers of social norms and 

they are depicted as ‘types’: emblematically impersonating all of us, they pose 

as activating agents for the viewers, who – as if looking into a mirror – should 

feel directly addressed and challenged while watching them. The idea, as I 

have claimed throughout the thesis, is that Normal intends to convey the 

contradictory feeling of perceiving ‘normality’ with both anxiety and desire, 

reflecting both the pressure and the pleasure that arise from aligning to 

society’s expectations. 

 

However, to allow the audience to experience this “double viewing” (Verwoert 

2003: 27), one in which distance-estrangement and involvement-identification 

happen simultaneously, I soon realised that I needed to alternate distancing 

strategies with sequences where, instead, a more emphatic connection and 

fascination with the scenes could be stimulated. So, beside the uncanny 

portraits underlining the unquestioned and mechanical repetition of gender 

norms in everyday life, I aspired to reveal also the ‘more human’ moments of 
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hesitation, doubt, frustration and complex tension that disciplinary behaviours 

produce: the cracks of the mask, the glitches in the system. Instants in which 

the patterns reproducing the consolidated and naturalised routines of 

dominant standards momentarily interrupt, suggesting the latent disruptive 

potential of gender performativity, which – as Butler suggests – intertwines 

both complicity and subversion. This intention is discernible for example in the 

scene of the little girl getting her ears pierced (Fig. 5). I knew I wanted to film 

the action within one take and one frame, showing only a still close up of the 

girl’s face, while hinting at the presence of the adults (the mother and the 

jeweller) just through their voices and their hands entering the frame. 

Resembling the scene at the beauty salon where a young woman is 

undergoing a pulsing light treatment, here, again, anonymous hands are in 

charge of making interventions on a female body, which experiences them 

with both determination and acquiescence. I had no idea how the girl would 

react to the piercing of her ears. Surely, however, I did not expect that long, 

terrified and at the same time fierce and determined gaze, looking straight into 

the lens of the camera. I did not expect that silence, and the almost complete 

absence of movement. And I was amazed by the intensity of the imperceptible 

expressions on her face, suggesting together fear and liberation, constraint 

and choice, pressure and pleasure, pain and satisfaction, anxiety and desire. 

For me, with hardly any movement or dialogue, this scene contains all the 

deep contradictions and complexities that conforming to social norms entails 

and produces, the incongruous and conflicting feelings of both gain and loss 

that being in the norm provokes. Foucault affirms that the desire to conform 

and to acquire a respectable social identity leads people to sustain their own 
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oppression voluntarily, through self-discipline. As extensively discussed 

during many of the intimate dialogues I conducted with random participants 

during the fieldwork phase of my project, this process does not happen 

without its painful compromises. The girl having her ears pierced represents, 

both literally and symbolically, one such compromising moment, in which pain 

is exchanged for social legitimation. The scene flows almost unaltered, to 

stimulate empathy and identification. The only explicit intervention via the 

cinematic apparatus is the punctuation of the narrative with few seconds of 

black. This is used to emphasise, with a hint of sarcasm, the basic steps of 

this rite of passage, turning it into a sort of instruction booklet, an audio-visual 

guide to how to get transformed into a woman. The instants of black create 

brief, silent pauses that divide the action into short separate chapters. The girl 

goes through terror, pain, audacity and gratification in the span of a few key 

moments, until her mother – placing a mirror in front of her – contentedly tells 

her: “now you are a girl with earrings, like mum”. The social ceremony is 

almost complete: the last step is the girl being told by the jeweller to smile for 

a photograph. Here, she is fully transformed into the object of his gaze, posing 

motionless, with a synthetic smile, and a perplexed expression in her eyes. 

 

 

 

 

 



 142 

 

 

 

Fig. 5: Close-up from the sequence of the girl getting her ears pierced in Normal 

 

Subtle reflexive elements (such as filming people getting photographed or 

taking selfies) recur throughout the film, not only to meditate on the 

mechanics of representation, but to disclose the artificial and performative 

nature of the world around us. The YouTuber fans stand smiling for a group 

selfie while waiting to meet their idol, and – once they meet him – they pose 

one after another for a quick photograph with him; young women and men 

take a selfie while dancing and posturing at a party; a group of women in a 

limousine, celebrating a friend’s upcoming wedding, use a selfie stick to snap 

photos while screaming and laughing; the newlyweds strike ‘romantic’ poses 

following the photographer’s instructions; Miss World contestants are 

photographed and filmed while parading in front of the jury, and so on. All 

these images, capturing people while posing for a camera, with their smiles 

contrived and their bodies still in stereotypical gendered postures, emphasise 
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the stylised repetition of normative bodily gestures that constitute the daily 

spectacle of gender performativity. Through the parodic citation of ‘normal’ 

attitudes, behaviours, and interactions, the film aims to “displace the meaning 

of the original” and to question “the myth of originality itself” (Butler 1990: 

188). Probably, the scene that most successfully displays the parodic 

recontextualisation of hegemonic norms is the one showing a newly married 

couple getting their pictures taken for their photo album by an expert wedding 

photographer (Fig. 6). Guiding them through the shoot, the photographer 

actually composes – through the couple’s bodies – iconic visual 

representations of idealised gender norms. Like lay figures, the bride and the 

groom get moulded and shaped by his instructions into living effigies 

embodying dominant heteronormative standards. “Stroke his beard! Pull her! 

Look at him! Lift her! Kiss him! Smile! Throw her down! Keep kissing her!”: as 

he shouts directions at them, their bodies react performing exactly what is 

expected from them, standing still in either romantic and delicate poses (her), 

or strong and protective ones (him).  

Fig.6: Excerpt from the wedding photoshoot sequence in Normal 
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The automatism of their gestures – so internalised and normalised as to 

appear natural and at the same time so contrived and prescribed as to feel 

artificial – leaves the viewer wondering what is performance and what is 

authenticity. This hyperbolic exhibition of a very conventional, everyday reality 

acts as a subversive repetition of what is commonly considered ‘normal’ and 

‘real’: a repetition that – as I have tried to illustrate throughout the thesis – is 

committed to problematising and recontextualising the image it portrays, and 

not to simply documenting it. Hence Normal, using nonfiction filmmaking as 

an audio-visual practice of subversive repetition, does not simply represent 

reality but interrogates it, generating critical and open-ended perspectives to 

counter heteronormative narratives. 

 

Editing and Narrative 

Alone to gather information and facts is hardly of interest, for the essay 

doesn’t believe in the representability of truth; the essayist intention lies much 

rather in the reflection about the world and the social order, and it does that 

by arranging the material into a particular field of connections. In other words, 

the essayist approach is not about documenting realities but about organising 

complexities. (Biemann 2003: 83) 

 

Artist and writer Ursula Biemann considers the essay film as a videographic 

space where – through a field of connections and associations – images can 

extend their meanings beyond their documentable reality (Biemann 2003: 85). 

Essay scholar Nora Alter, discussing essayistic narrative strategies, expands 

this idea further, claiming that cinematic essays are usually characterised by a 

wondering, rebus-like structure, which does not seek to advance truth claims, 
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but instead recalls “the operation of memory and dreamwork” (Alter 2003: 12). 

Normal, with its non-linear and fragmentary narrative trajectory, and its 

disjointed assemblage of visual associations, where images transgress their 

immediate signifié to stimulate unexpected connections, presents many 

characteristics of what has been defined as essay film, despite – as many 

scholars point out – there being “no serenity of precision to the term” (Gorin 

2007: 269). As a “video practice that is at the same time artistic, theoretical 

and political” (Biemann 2003: 8), the cinematic essay is generally praised for 

its ambivalent position between documentary and video art, and its hybrid and 

open form, not crystallisable into an exclusive formula. Engaged in the activity 

of representation itself, involved in theoretical concerns, and interested “in 

what is behind the curtain, behind official and public accounts” (Huber 

2003:94), essayistic approaches employ nonfiction filmmaking not to merely 

depict visible realities, but “to understand how things emerge and how people 

work and think” (Huber 2003:94). The purpose of the essay, says filmmaker 

and curator Thomas Tode, “is not to impose a definitive meaning to the 

images, but to create an opening” (Tode 1997: 41). Similarly, my film, more 

than documenting reality is invested in generating a visual field where reality 

can be interpreted, problematised and reimagined; A visual field that, through 

the “undoing or redoing the norm in unexpected ways”, aspires to open up 

“the possibility of a remaking of gendered reality along new lines” (Butler 

2009:1).  

 

Merging together creative practice, theoretical endeavour, and social criticism, 

my work focuses on the exploration of ideas more than on the journey of a 
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protagonist. Conceived as an open and contemplative audio-visual 

experience, Normal presents a mosaic structure of about twenty different 

scenes taken from everyday reality, through which it explores the 

mechanisms of production and assimilation of gender norms in contemporary 

Italian society. Without following a main character or a linear narrative, the 

montage establishes evocative connections between images and ideas, 

eschewing the traditional adherence to a linear and organised description of 

connected events. In doing so, it draws some inspiration from surrealist 

collage techniques, following the principle that when familiar but unrelated 

objects are placed side by side, both start to shimmer with resonance and 

strangeness alike. Hence, with a kaleidoscopic constellation of scenes 

iterating normative ideals of masculinity and femininity, Normal meditates on 

the repetitive, collective and mundane mise-en-scène of ‘gender 

performativity’. The non-linear movement of the film roughly follows the ideal 

journey of an individual’s life, from childhood to adulthood, without however 

sticking to either spatial or temporal continuities. Each scene in the film is self-

contained, differing from all the others in terms of space, time and social 

actors involved in it. The juxtaposition of the scenes is therefore 

unambiguously subjective and arbitrary, and does not follow a narrative logic, 

but rather the development of my own thoughts: it does not aim to develop a 

rational argument, but to reproduce the uncertain, rhizomatic nature of 

reasoning. André Bazin, in a 1958 article describing the editing strategies in 

Chris Marker’s Letter from Siberia (1957, France), considered that “a given 

image doesn’t refer to the one that preceded it or the one that will follow it, but 

rather it refers laterally, in some way, to what is said” (Bazin 2003: 44). This 
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approach, typical of the essayistic mode, strongly resonates with the 

fragmentary editing structure of Normal: here, too, the scenes alternate 

according to a free, fluid, and personal web of connections. The film begins 

under water, in an amniotic, preverbal imaginary atmosphere associated with 

birth – also suggested by the floating bodies of pregnant women, whose 

synchronised and controlled movements already insinuate the rigid and 

disciplinary codes of society’s dominant gender norms. Few minutes later, a 

new scene in sharp contrast with this one presents a wide, loud and open 

space where an aerobics instructor is shouting directions at an ‘army’ of 

mothers with their kids on strollers. What is laterally suggested here is that the 

pregnant women seen in the opening scene have now given birth, and the 

viewers – just like the newborns on screen – abruptly land into the world, with 

its (loudly-shouted) sanctioned structures. The contrast between the two 

scenes is not only spatial and aural, but also chromatic, as the first one is 

dominated by blue tones, while the second is predominantly pink. This 

opposition establishes the chromatic palette for the film, obviously evoking the 

normative and binary notions of femininity and masculinity associated with 

those colours.  

 

With each scene lasting between two to four minutes each, the film unfolds its 

mosaic structure, interweaving a mix of situations and contexts describing 

society’s dominant ideologies of gender, passing through childhood, 

adolescence, and adulthood. Audio-visual elements are juxtaposed and 

assembled together following criteria that attempt to find a harmonic balance 

between silence and noise, music and dialogue, empty and congested 
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spaces, indoor and outdoor places, individual and collective actions, as well 

as, of course, masculine and feminine stereotypical behaviours over different 

generations. The editing is therefore characterised by a disjunctive approach, 

focusing on contrasts, symbolic associations and cross-connections, 

deliberately intending to produce an uncanny and disorienting portrait of 

society’s dominant heteronormative standards. At times, the repetition of 

certain movements, gestures or features – or their recurring in more than one 

scene – is intentionally accentuated in the edit, to enhance their symbolic 

meaning. For example, early in the film we see a series of small girls being 

dressed as princesses in front of a mirror (Fig. 7). One after another, with a 

very mechanical sequence of movements, they get their hair decorated with 

pink hair-spray and a series of other pink objects, such as a plastic crown, a 

bow and so on. Here, the repetition of identical movements and expressions, 

evoking an automated factory of dolls, provokes a sense of estrangement and 

disquiet. When, later in the film, we see recurring elements of this scene in 

other contexts (such as among a crowd of women attending a hen party [Fig. 

8], wearing ‘hot’ pink objects, such as phallic bridal crowns, penis straws, and 

so on), the sense of uneasiness is even stronger, evidently intensified by the 

parodic citation of similar signifiers.  
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Fig. 7: excerpt from girls’ party sequence in Normal 

Fig. 8: excerpt from hen party sequence in Normal 

 

This is the effect of the subversive repetition suggested by Butler, according 

to which the “practices of repetition that permeate and shape culture and 

dictate social norms, can be turned back on themselves … and contest the 

very norms that such practices establish” (Smith 2008: 210). A similar use of 

explicit repetitions and cross-references is also employed at the level of 

sound. For example, the scene showing a toy factory, where very heavily 

gendered toys are being assembled, is accompanied by a rich soundscape 
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evoking rhythms based on conveyor belts, industrial machines and other 

factory sounds. A similar aural environment is then used – very subtly – in the 

scene of the girls dressing up as princesses, thus emphasising their 

automated, almost robotic, routine of actions and gestures. 

 

Normal, as I have extensively discussed so far, plays freely with the artificiality 

of the filmic medium to produce a subtle distortion of reality, aiming to 

resignify – through parodic repetition – the stylised “bodily gestures, 

movements, and enactments of various kinds constituting the illusion of an 

abiding gendered self” (Butler 1988: 519). After traversing many of the 

dominant cultural codes regulating gendered expressions throughout life, the 

film’s journey ends at a wedding ceremony. As the ultimate state-sanctioned 

institution regulating the traditional hetero-nuclear family system, marriage 

represents the final accomplishment of the heteronormative project in front of 

the mundane social audience (and possibly the beginning of a new cycle of 

social indoctrination). However, in the film, it is a gay union that is being 

celebrated. After a long sequence of scenes iterating only heteronormative 

standards, the wedding ceremony of a gay couple may emerge as abrupt or 

surprising: however, this seemingly unexpected twist has the precise intention 

of provoking a further sense of displacement, and of adding another layer to 

address the multifaceted complexity of assimilation processes around norms. 

As I discussed above, during my fieldwork in Italy, I had the chance to 

concentrate on both the conservative propaganda endorsed by the no-gender 

campaigners as well as the normalising narrative produced by mainstream 

LGBT organisations. With the Italian Parliament engaged in the regulation of 
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same-sex civil unions for the first time, both sides got involved in an intense 

and heated debate, either defending or attacking the proposed bill. But the 

vehement conflict – apparently between completely antagonistic actors – 

ultimately seemed to be revolving around one simple and yet crucial question: 

Who has the right to be normal? Or even more openly: Who has the right to 

be assimilated into the existing cultural norms and institutions? 

 

Therefore, by ending the film with a gay wedding scene, my intention was to 

expand the discourse on social conformism beyond mainstream heterosexual 

culture, reflecting the recent split of the LGBTQ+ movement between radical 

queers and gay assimilationists, which writer Jonathan Kemp summarises as 

follows: 

 

The assimilationists want gay marriage, inclusion in the military, the right to 

adopt children – i.e., equal status within the status quo. Queers, on the other 

hand, want nothing to do with the status quo, instead regarding the most 

vibrant and radical aspect of homosexuality as being precisely its opposition 

to normative sexuality and society. (Kemp 2009: 8) 

 

For queers, fighting for the right to marry equates to fighting for the right to 

conform and assimilate, believing that this kind of politics does not contest 

“dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions, but upholds and 

sustains them, while promising the possibility of a demobilised gay 

constituency and a privatised, depoliticised gay culture anchored in 

domesticity and consumption" (Duggan 2002: 179). By contrast, mainstream 

LGBT campaigners sustain that gay marriage does not necessarily reinforce 
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heteronormative power structures, but can instead transform them, claiming 

that “abolishing the traditional gender requirements of marriage – can be one 

of the means, perhaps the principal one, through which the institution divests 

itself of the sexist trappings of the past” (Stoddard 1997: 757). Accordingly, 

the closing sequence in Normal aims to convey this double-edged 

perspective; On the one hand, it implies that we are in the grip of norms even 

as we struggle against them, but on the other, it also suggests that norms are 

open to destabilisation and change, and that replicating them in unexpected 

ways can subvert them, rather than reinforce them. Ultimately, Normal 

attempts to produce a similar effect: it experiments with a filmic language 

committed to questioning, contesting and possibly subverting hegemonic 

discourses on gender, and it does so by playing with the iterability of 

normative models. However, every act of repetition and mimicry risks going 

awry or adrift, or producing effects that are not fully foreseeable: its 

subversive potential is not guaranteed because, ultimately, the effect of 

performance is unpredictable. Despite this, for me, working with image-based 

media means exploring ways to use film as a tool to solicit a ‘feminist seeing’: 

one that – “almost blindly and each time anew” – engages “in the perpetual 

task of ‘gendering’ and ‘queering’ dominant forms of thinking and practices, 

including one’s own” (Trinh 2013: 136). 
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CONCLUSIONS 
	

At its core, this research project has been concerned with exploring the forms 

of resistance and power implicated in the use of cinema as a “technology of 

gender” (De Lauretis 1987), one that can both reinforce heteronormative and 

patriarchal social structures as much as it can challenge and transform them. 

My objective was to investigate, by weaving together filmmaking and film 

theory, whether it is possible to create cinematic representations that 

"envision gender otherwise" (De Lauretis 1987: 17) and provide perspectives 

able to counter mainstream ideologies of gender. Moreover, my aim was to 

propose, through my creative practice, a new direction for feminist cinema, 

beyond the fact/fiction binarism that has characterised much feminist film 

scholarship. Accordingly, of foremost importance in this research was the 

reinterpretation of the notion of documentary, suggesting that it is in the 

refusal of aesthetics of objectivity and non-intervention in favour of critical, 

subjective and embodied visions that a feminist contribution to nonfiction 

cinema exists. Hence, through the exploration of theories and debates in the 

fields of feminist film theory, gender and film studies, as well as through the 

production of the original film Normal, I have argued that an essayistic 

approach to nonfiction filmmaking not only offers a response to feminist 

critiques of the documentary mode, but also suggests a new direction for 

feminist film practice.  

 

To sum up, in this study I proposed to make a substantive contribution to a 

tradition of feminist research committed to challenging heterosexism through 

film practice. Such an endeavour necessarily brought me to engage with the 
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existing critical reflections and audio-visual strategies of resistance already 

explored within feminist film culture. In Chapter 1, I provided an overview of 

the main debates traversing feminist film studies in recent decades, looking at 

the several practices and discourses developed to address questions of 

gender and representation. In particular, I focused on the analysis of the so-

called ‘realist debate’ (Kaplan 1983), characterised by a generalised 

suspicion, among feminist academics, towards ‘realist’ cinematic strategies, 

which determined the interruption of a consistent engagement of feminist film 

scholarship with documentary forms. Early feminist film theory – strongly 

shaped by famous claims such as Johnston’s: “any revolutionary strategy 

must challenge the depiction of reality” (1973: 29) – adopted experimental 

avant-garde as the only cinematic expression able to disrupt “the ‘natural’ 

world of the dominant ideology” (Johnston 1973: 29). Realism, instead, was 

seen as intrinsically complicit with patriarchy, for its masking of the production 

of meaning and its reproducing, unproblematically, the power inequalities 

experienced by women in their everyday lives. As a result, not only 

mainstream fictional cinema, but also documentaries – even when holding 

political value – came to be disregarded as complicit with illusionary realism. 

Feminist film scholars’ radical positions towards realism have been 

extensively criticised (see Juhasz 1994 and 2006, Waldman and Walker 

1999, among many others) for ruling out documentary as a potentially radical 

form of feminist expression. Nonetheless, I consider their work of foremost 

importance, and not only – in general – for having inaugurated a tradition of 

academics and filmmakers committed to exploring the filmic medium through 

a feminist lens. But, specifically, for having sparked a fruitful discussion on the 
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complexities and contradictions peculiar to the documentary, actually 

anticipating most contemporary literature on the genre. In fact, as I analysed 

throughout Chapter 2 of this thesis, early feminist theorists explicitly contested 

the pursuit of objectivity and transparency claimed by a certain documentary 

tradition, and its presumption to reveal the truth of events ‘as-they-are’; 

Eventually, in problematising the biases that link documentary and hegemonic 

ways of seeing, feminist critiques of realism had a decisive impact on the later 

development of the genre.  

 

Furthermore, I discussed how the assumptions regarding documentaries as 

faithful representations of reality have been vastly challenged by recent 

documentary scholarship and practice, allowing the proliferation of works that 

refuse a disembodied and objectifying gaze in favour of personal, subjective 

and poetic languages. Such approaches, blurring the boundaries between 

artifice and authenticity, fact and fiction, experimental and documentary 

styles, have “no intention at all of depicting the authentic truth of the political, 

but rather of changing the "politics of truth" on which its representation is 

based” (Steyerl 2003: 2). Hence, I investigated the critical potential of those 

documentary practices that, questioning the authoritative and disengaged 

viewpoint usually associated with the genre, do not merely intend to 

reproduce – and thereby reinforce – the prevailing social structures found in 

everyday reality, but to expose them to criticism. In particular, I looked at the 

cinematic essay as a deeply personal, formally experimental, and politically 

engaged creative practice that, with its tendency to question dominant and 

disciplinary gazes, opens new perspectives for a feminist practice of 
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nonfiction film. Rooted in subjectivity as a frontline strategy, film essays 

necessarily reflect partial and embodied perspectives, hence echoing the 

fallibility, complexity and contradictory nature of the looking self. As such, they 

counter ideological doctrines of disembodied objectivity and represent a 

feminist answer to the act of looking encoded in hegemonic norms.  

 

While in the first part of the thesis I have explored some of the theoretical and 

methodological frameworks underpinning this study – with a view to drawing 

some intersections between documentary, essay, and feminist film studies – 

Part Three focused on the critical analysis of my creative process, which 

culminated in the making of Normal. In Chapter 3, I described the context of 

the research by providing an original perspective on contemporary Italian 

society and on the complex gender politics that dominate it, while also 

examining the experiential and subjective approach I followed throughout my 

filmmaking process. I illustrated the conservative forces animating the 

protests against the so-called ideologia del gender, showing how they reveal 

thought-provoking insights about traditional gender roles and normative 

sexual behaviours in contemporary Italy. In discussing the hate-filled clamour 

sparked by the ideologia del gender controversy, I also highlighted the 

urgency of a feminist intervention in the country, and I situated my research 

(and its outcome, Normal) within the context of a feminist political practice, 

committed to resisting dominant cultural codes related to gender and 

sexuality. Moreover, I also discussed in detail the research carried out during 

my first field trip to Italy, and the filmed interviews I conducted there with 

random participants. In particular, I analysed how they enabled a deep and 
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shared reflection on the habitual gendered behaviours that need to be 

performed in order to fit into society’s expectations, and provided the 

backdrop for developing the central concept of Normal. The conversations 

actually offered illuminating insights about the mundane ways in which gender 

norms are incorporated by subjects as the essential condition for inhabiting a 

coherent social identity. The reflections that arose during this preliminary 

research strongly echoed Judith Butler’s ideas on gender performativity, and 

inspired the idea for my film, whose aim was precisely to focus on the 

automated and stylised exhibitions of gendered behaviours permeating 

people’s everyday experiences. 

 

In Chapter 4, I presented a detailed analysis of the making of Normal – from 

development to post-production – looking at how it attempts to articulate a 

critique of society’s dominant ideologies of gender. Not pursuing the factual 

and accurate depiction of facts and events, but instead playing freely with the 

artificiality of the medium, the film is meant to reproduce the associative 

nature of reasoning, and to reflect a personal meditation on the everyday 

constraints of gendered reality in Italy. It follows Butler’s invitation “to locate 

strategies of subversive repetition” (Butler 1990: 201) of gender norms, and 

proposes to use documentary as an imitation – rather than a faithful 

representation – of reality: an audio-visual practice of subversive repetition. 

Grounded in the idea that replicating norms in unexpected ways can subvert 

them, and not necessarily reinforce them, Normal aims to denaturalise and 

transform oppressive notions of gender through their own parodic 

resignification. Blending realist and experimental aesthetics, it looks at the 



 158 

daily spectacle of gender normativity through a slightly distorting and yet 

intimate lens, eventually turning the familiar into something unfamiliar and 

disquieting. Ultimately, throughout this study I examined my attempt to use 

filmmaking as a representational technology that does not simply reproduce 

reality but interrogates it, committed to challenging heterosexism through film 

practice. 

 

What remains problematic about this, however, is whether change can be 

effected and whether dominant models can be subverted, since it is very 

difficult to disentangle subversive strategies from the power structures that 

they aim to oppose. Butler herself, while theorising that norms are not stable 

and may be cited in ways that undermine heterosexual hegemony, recognises 

that ‘citationality’ in itself is not a subversive practice, but just that it has a 

subversive potential (Butler 1990: 189). Hence, how do we determine and 

distinguish between interventions that consolidate the heterosexual norm and 

those that work to reveal its contingency, instability and artificiality? With its 

kaleidoscopic mosaic of everyday-life scenes meditating on the ritualised 

performance of femininity and masculinity in ordinary interactions, what are 

the effects produced by Normal? Does it manage to generate critical 

perspectives on the performative nature of our social identities – as it wishes 

to – or does it simply reinforce the normative structures it portrays? Ultimately, 

in Butler’s own words: “Does the denaturalisation of the norm succeed in 

subverting it, or is this denaturalisation in the service of a perpetual re-

idealisation” of the norm? (Butler 1993: 129). These are not easy questions, 
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and probably do not even require a straightforward answer. On the contrary, 

they pose a crucial dilemma with no real solution. In fact, as Butler maintains:  

 

When we act, and act politically, it is already within a set of norms that are 

acting upon us, and in ways that we cannot always know about. When and if 

subversion or resistance becomes possible, it does so not because I am a 

sovereign subject, but because a certain historical convergence of norms at 

the site of my embodied personhood opens up possibilities for action. And 

even though we sometimes plan actions, deliberate on what course to take, 

and resolve upon intentions, it is not finally possible to think of pursuing 

subversive strategies exclusively as a fully deliberate and intentional set of 

acts. Certainly, we can and do try and discern various strategies that might 

contest dominant gender norms, and those strategies are essential to any 

radical gender and sexual politics. (Butler 2009: xi) 

 

With this research, I did not purport to offer any easy solution to this dilemma. 

Instead, my intention was to put the dilemma into a new context and offer 

another way of experiencing it. When Butler discusses examples of 

subversive repetitions of ‘gender norms’ she usually refers to the practices of 

‘drag’. Through the theatrical mimicry of normative gender roles, drag artists 

aim to denaturalise gender, and to reveal its artificial and performative nature. 

My project’s intention was to explore new strategies to contest dominant 

gender norms. In particular, it aimed to test the subversive potential of the 

filmic medium. Accordingly, throughout this research I proposed that a 

documentary aware of its own artifice, one that abstains from any pretence of 

photographing reality ‘as-it-is’, but that consciously plays with the alterations it 



 160 

produces, can become the site where the original, the authentic, the ‘real’, get 

interrogated, problematised, and resignified. As such, it can become the site 

where dominant ideologies of gender found in everyday reality can – through 

their parodic recontextualisation – be questioned and eventually subverted. 

 

In spite of the fact that it is not finally possible to determine whether Normal 

can effect ‘change’ (be it a cultural change, a social one, a change in the 

public imaginary, or in the geo-political arena), I believe that it still produces 

something of political relevance: it acts as a practice of critique. Drawing from 

recent ideas on the essay film as “the most direct embodiment of the dream of 

a cinema of personal and critical expression” (Rascaroli 2017: 5), I employed 

my creative practice as a method to challenge the politics of knowledge 

production, and to generate a critical and personal perspective on society’s 

structural heterosexism. Despite there being no strict formal conventions 

connected to the essay (as it is mostly seen as “an open field of 

experimentation, sited at the crossroads of fiction, nonfiction, and 

experimental film” [Rascaroli 2008: 43]), one of its defining characteristics is 

the inclination toward critical analysis. Scholars tend to agree in identifying it 

as the site where images can extend their meanings beyond their 

documentable reality, and where they can aspire to be transformative of the 

world that they seek to represent (Biemann 2003: 85). Similarly, Normal, 

conceived as an open and contemplative audio-visual journey through the 

daily spectacle of gender performativity in contemporary Italy, aims to 

question and denaturalise oppressive stereotypes on gender and sexuality, 

rather than to merely depict them. The verb ‘to essay’ means to attempt, to 
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endeavour, to try, and it is in this speculative mode that Normal puts forth its 

ideas and images: it explores its subject avoiding objective representation and 

closed conclusions in favour of personal and idiosyncratic connections, 

metaphors, associations and contrasts. It aspires to raise questions and to 

invite the audience “to respond by actively participating in the construction of 

meaning” (Rascaroli 2017: 16). As such, I see it as a very personal and 

subjective mode of expression, though not autobiographical in any direct 

sense. With its tentative and disjointed voice, Normal closely parallels what 

Rascaroli writes about the essay film:  

 

Rather than copying its object and offering a closed argument about it, the 

essay operates on its object’s scattered parts … it is through a disjunctive 

practice, I argue, that the essay film articulates its thinking, and in particular, 

its nonverbal thinking. (Rascaroli 2017: 7) 

 

Audio-visual essays, however, often resort to textual or verbal commentary to 

articulate their thinking, while Normal delivers its ideas without opting for a 

voiced personal expression. Moreover, essay film scholarship tends to 

foreground the filmmaker’s explicit voice as an essential sign of the cinematic 

essay grounded in subjectivity. This raises the question of whether Normal 

can actually claim to convey a subjective perspective and a situated, 

embodied positionality of the author, even without the presence of a 

vococentric first-person approach.  
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While there is of course an enormous literature discussing subjectivity in 

cinema 38 , my position about this is that an understanding of subjective 

positionality only in vococentric terms reduces – if not depreciates – the 

system of signification specific to the filmic medium. Therefore, I believe that 

subjectivity, and with it, the traces of authorial presence, can transpire even 

without an explicit voice, an enunciator or a spoken or written commentary, 

but solely through the personal assemblage of visual and aural elements. As 

essay scholar Timothy Corrigan puts it: 

 

When lacking a clearly visible subjective voice or personal organizing 

presence, this act of enunciation can also be signalled in various formal and 

technical ways, including editing and other representational manipulations of 

the image. (Corrigan 2011: 30) 

 

Accordingly, Normal attempts to demonstrate that a personal and critical 

exploration of ideas does not necessarily need to resort to dialogue or 

verbalised argumentation, but can occur through the very mechanics of 

representation. Blending together creative practice, theoretical investigation, 

and social criticism – while aiming to convey a subjective and embodied 

perspective – Normal is committed to experimenting with the filmic medium in 

order to challenge and subvert dominant ways of seeing and representing the 

world. 

 

																																																													
38 It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to provide an exhaustive account of the complex 
and articulated discussion on subjectivity and how it relates to filmic expression. Among many 
others, see for example the work of Lebow 2012, Rascaroli 2009, Renov 2004, Russel 1999, 
Winston 2013. 
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Overall, this thesis was dedicated to exploring and analysing how film 

aesthetics can be used to contest oppressive heterosexist discourses. With 

the intention of superannuating the rigid and conflicting analytic frameworks of 

the feminist realist debate – which marginalised documentaries in favour of 

experimental practices, while heightening the boundaries between the genres 

– I looked at creative practices that displayed a deliberate violation of 

cinematic codes in the pursuit of a personal and political filmic language. 

Hence, I identified in such hybrid compositions – increasingly described by 

film scholars as essay films – the potential to employ nonfiction filmmaking not 

to merely depict visible realities, but to generate a visual field where reality 

can be interpreted, problematised and reimagined. Eventually, through the 

making of my film Normal, I intended to offer a response to feminist critiques 

of the documentary mode, bringing nonfiction filmmaking back into the arena 

of feminist intervention. In this way, I also suggested a new direction for 

feminist film practice, at a time when – as I discussed in the early sections of 

this thesis – we are witnessing renewed international attention toward 

questions of gender and processes of knowledge production. As such, this 

research represents a timely response to the increasing political urgency of 

articulating feminist visions for social change. Besides that, it also foregrounds 

the critical and transformative promise that resides in the encounters between 

feminism and nonfiction cinema.  
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APPENDIX A – Preliminary Fieldwork 
 

The preliminary research carried out during my first field trip to Italy had the 

overall goal of discerning the dominant public discourse on gender in 

contemporary Italian society. In order to investigate how normative standards 

related to gender, sex and sexuality are internalised and reproduced by 

individuals and communities, I conducted filmed research, interviewing 

randomly selected people about their ideas, habits and opinions on gender 

and sexuality issues. Committed to engage in deep and informal dialogues 

with several members of the public, and to share views about the 

unquestioned and naturalised norms dispersed in the daily practices of our 

everyday lives, I felt it was important to conduct the interviews in a quiet and 

intimate environment, to make the interviewees feel open and relaxed. This is 

why I decided to use the blablacar online platform, a carpooling service that 

connects car drivers with empty seats to passengers looking for a ride. This 

allowed me to encounter strangers in the private dimension of their own car, a 

familiar hence unthreatening space, and to share with them long journeys 

across Italy, while discussing the pervasiveness of gender norms within our 

social lives. What follows is an account of this experience.  

 

Participant Selection 

Blablacar is an international ride-sharing platform that helps connect drivers 

with passengers who need a ride. Its members are ID-verified and rated by 

other users like in most sharing economy services, so the risk of negative 

incidents is kept low by both the peer-to-peer ratings and reviews system and 
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by the website profile and content moderation. To book a ride, I would simply 

enter my departure and arrival points into the online system and check the 

available drivers for that journey. Since I wanted to interview people from a 

wide range of regional backgrounds, and I intended to spend at least 3 hours 

on each ride, I booked journeys that would cover long distances, from the 

North to the South of Italy. I travelled about 1,300 miles in total, crossing 10 

out of the 20 Italian regions, passing by big cities, small towns and rural 

areas. When booking a trip, the website gave me access to the drivers’ 

profiles, which included information about their gender, age, and a short 

description of themselves and of their cars. The only criteria I had for selecting 

the drivers were: 

• gender balance (which was not easy since there were more men 

drivers available to choose from) 

• age (I wanted to have access to a broad range of ages, but 

obviously I could not reach minors as they cannot drive. It was also 

difficult to gain access to older people, since the platform is mostly 

used by younger people) 

• consent to participate  

 

The consent was negotiated before the journey. When booking online, the 

blablacar website provided me with the car owners’ phone number to arrange 

the ride’s details. Therefore, I would call them and explain my project, the 

interview I intended to conduct with them and asked for their consent to 

participate and to be recorded on video. Not everyone I called agreed to 

participate but overall I encountered a great response. 
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Participant Demographic Data39 

In total, I conducted 14 unstructured in-depth interviews of about 3 hours 

each, collecting a vast material of qualitative data among a broad spectrum of 

people. In terms of ethnicity, it was my intention to just focus on white Italians, 

as they represent the country’s dominant point of view. Of the 14 participants, 

8 were men and 6 were women, and their ages range between early twenties 

to late sixties. This table provides the specific demographic data of all the 

participants I interviewed: 

 

Fig. 9: Participant Demographic Data 

 

 

																																																													
39 The names of the participants have not been anonymised since they all signed a consent 
form allowing to be recorded on video and to have their names listed in the film credits.  
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Sample of the interview questions 

Interviews were guided by a set of open-ended questions, ranging from 

general topics such as the roles of men and women in society, ideas on 

family, marriage and couple life, monogamy and infidelity, sexual life and 

sexual pleasure, conventions about femininity and masculinity, moral 

standards and transgressive behaviours etc., to more specific issues like 

abortion, rape, pornography, sex-work, homosexuality and transsexuality. 

Below is a sample of the questionnaire. Most of the time, however, the 

conversations developed spontaneously, with no need to refer to the list of 

questions. 

 

- On masculinity and femininity: 

• In what do men and women differ? 

• What is for you the essence of masculinity? 

• What is for you the essence of femininity? 

• What do you think about the complementarity of men and women? 

• Is your physical appearance important for you?  

• Do you dedicate time to take care of your physical 

appearance/body/look? 

• Can you think of things that as a man/woman you could not do or in 

which you might face difficulties? 

• Can you think of things that as a man/woman are or have been easier 

for you to do/achieve? 
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- On feminism 

• What do you think about feminism? 

• How do you think women’s empowerment has changed society? 

• What things should still change? What things should not have 

changed? 

 

- On relationships 

• Have you ever been in love? 

• What do you feel when you are in love? 

• What do you think of relationships? (positive and negative aspects) 

• How important is monogamy/faithfulness for you? 

• Are you jealous? 

• Have you been involved with anyone who is jealous?  

• How does jealousy manifest itself?  

• What does it mean for you to be ‘betrayed’? 

• What do you think about polyamory? 

 

- On family 

• if I say the word ‘family’, what scene comes to your mind drawing from 

your personal experience? 

• Would you like to have a family in the future and why?  

• Why do you think people get married? 

• What does family life represent for you? 

• Are children a possibility or something indispensable to your life? 
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• What are the characteristics you associate with the mother role and the 

father role? 

• Do you think virginity before marriage is still a value today? 

• What do you think of the influence of the Catholic church on the sexual 

life of Italian people? 

 

- On sex 

• Do you feel embarrassed, ashamed, shy in talking about sex? 

• Have you had sex in your life? 

• Do you remember your first time? How was it? 

• Have you ever talked about sex with your family while growing up? 

• What information/ideas did you receive about sex from your family and 

school? 

• Do you think Italians get scandalised when discussing sex? 

• Often women are called ‘respectable’ or ‘easy’, what does it refer to? 

• Why do you think sexually active women are often seen as not 

respectable? 

• Which is for you a ‘normal’ sex life? 

• Can you recognise your partner’s orgasm? How? 

• Have you ever faked an orgasm? Why? 

• What is performance anxiety? 

 

- On conformism and perversion 

• Can you describe an episode in your life in which you felt different, 

othered, isolated? 
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• What is your definition of conformism? 

• What is your definition of perversion? 

• What is your definition of transgression? 

• What is your definition of unnatural? 

 

- On prostitution and pornography 

• What do you think about getting paid for having sex? 

• What do you think about the people who pay to get sex? 

• Would you date someone who works as a sex worker? 

• The church is against masturbation, what do you think about this? 

• What do you think about online pornography? 

• Why do you think people watch it? 

• Would it be ok if your son/daughter worked in the porn industry? 

 

- On homosexuality/transsexuality 

• What is homosexuality? 

• What is heterosexuality? 

• What do you feel about homosexual people? 

• How would you feel if your son/daughter told you they were gay? 

• What do you think about gay marriage? 

• What do you think about gay couples having children? 

• Why do you think the church is against homosexual relationships? 

• Do you believe homosexuality can be cured/treated? 

• What do you think homophobia is? 

• What do you think about transsexuality? 
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• Do you think transsexuals face difficulties in finding jobs? 

• Why do you think it is rare to see transsexuals in public-facing roles? 

 

- On taboos 

• What do you think is still a taboo in Italy? 

• What do you think is society’s attitude towards menstruation? 

• What do people think about the menopause? 

 

Main themes discussed during the conversations 

The intimate discussions I had with the participants enabled a deep and 

shared reflection on the way in which cultural conventions on gender, sex and 

sexuality permeate our social as well as private realities. Many of these 

conversations actually generated quite profound considerations on daily 

practices of internalised oppression and on conformist behaviours induced by 

social norms. Interestingly, people often expressed contradictory feelings 

about socially accepted standards, manifesting both the frustration about the 

social pressure of having to adapt to normative conducts, as well as – 

conscious or unquestioned – compliance to various forms of disciplinary 

behaviours and attitudes. Below is a short summary of the main topics 

discussed during some of these conversations. 

 

- Domenico 

Very open and self-confident, Domenico was very participative and discussed 

with me all his ideas without filters. Somehow split between what he thought 

to be society’s dominant values and standards and his owns, he often 
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contradicted himself, displaying an interesting entanglement of both 

conformist and nonconformist behaviour. For example, he began a discussion 

on the differences between men and women by claiming that men usually do 

not do as many household tasks as women, especially if they go from living 

with their mothers to living with their wives, without ever living on their own 

and learning for themselves. Because of this, he continues, he always 

suggests that his female friends should not marry a man who has not lived for 

some time on his own. And he carries on explaining: “you know how it is, men 

after all want a mother by day… and a slut by night. And keep in mind that 

wanting a mother is different from wanting a slave. Men want the person that 

brings you a blanket when you are sick, and takes care of you, etc.”. So I 

asked him the difference between the mum and the slave and he explained 

with no hesitation: “the mum, everything she does is out of love. While the 

slave does it because she has to. So men want someone who effectively 

behaves like a slave but that does everything moved by real love. Because 

you can actually feel the difference”. Like in many other occasions during our 

conversation, he seemed at once complicit and uncomfortable, desiring and 

disapproving of the ideas he was expressing. 

 

- Fabio 

A man in his forties, quiet and initially shy, Fabio throughout the journey 

gradually shared with me many stories about his life. He recounted how he 

was raised by a very conservative family in a small town in the south of Italy, 

where his life choices were never approved. He discussed how he always felt 

different and how he struggled to emancipate himself from family values and 
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become who he is now. He remembers as a trauma the moment in which he 

discovered that his mum was not allowed to finish her studies, because her 

parents just wanted her to be a good housewife, while his uncle (the mother’s 

brother) was seen as the backbone of the family and always received 

privileged treatment and consideration: “he could go out and about and my 

mum couldn’t; he could do whatever he pleased, my mum could not; my mum 

had to work, wash, iron, cook and clean, just cause she was a woman… 

things weren’t quite adding up for me, but this is a mind-set you know… like 

chains that are very difficult to break”. And he continued recounting how his 

father treated his mum in the same way and wanted him and his brother to do 

the same: “Even if I wanted to help her in the house, my father wouldn’t allow 

me. He kept saying ‘she has to do it’. And my brother is like my father and 

does the same with his wife now. And when I tell him that he should search 

inside himself to get to know himself more deeply… he just tells me I am not 

normal”. Fabio coped with the pressure to conform to his family’s standards 

by finding comfort and pride in identifying as a social outcast. Throughout the 

conversation, he repeated on several occasions, and with a certain 

satisfaction, how the world around him often considers him a “freak”, and how 

he found strength in it, seeing it as a sign of personal autonomy and 

relevance. 

 

- Silvia 

A young woman from Rimini, Silvia discussed extensively her views on men 

and women’s roles in today’s society, analysing how things have changed 

compared to her parents’ generation, but also how fundamental gender roles 
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remain the same. She described her ex-husband as the “average Italian man, 

emotionally tied to his mother. Surely he was not the North-European type, 

independent, like a German dad going to the park with his three children while 

the wife is at work”. She described with bright lucidity how she lived a “fairy-

tale love” since she was very young, which culminated in a dream wedding, 

perfectly matching her family’s expectations: “despite the fact that, to be fair, I 

could have already imagined the epilogue of this story, I did not want to listen 

deeply inside myself. I was young, with romantic dreams, and I was living the 

life that others expect from you, that has always been projected on you…”. 

She continued her story telling how, gradually, she began to realise that she 

was ending up in a very stereotyped housewife role with a very jealous, 

possessive husband. She described how difficult it was to decide to get 

divorced, not only because of the emotional impact of breakups, but mostly 

because of the hardship of facing the judgement of family and society. In her 

words: “at 30 people expect you to be a realised woman, with a job, a house, 

a husband, and to have children… the idea of telling my mum that this was all 

over and that next year I’m taking a year off from work to go abroad on my 

own… it struck her like a thunderbolt. My family belongs to a certain typical 

Italian mind-set that needs reassurance. They always considered the 

dynamic, adventurous traits of my personality as signs of restlessness, but 

now I understand that they are wrong, they are signs of curiosity and will to 

knowledge”. I found talking to Silvia very interesting, for her capacity to 

recognise and analyse the countless forms of disciplinary behaviours induced 

by social norms that populate our existences. 
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- Sandra 

With Sandra, a middle-aged woman with a quite successful career who 

nonetheless faced lots of social pressure for not having a stable partner nor a 

family, I shared a very long and extremely interesting conversation. She 

candidly shared her views, opinions and experiences, without refraining from 

disclosing her inner doubts, contradictions and uncertainties. Her fierce and 

strong appearance hid an inner frailty, as well as some uncertain regrets. For 

example, while discussing the direct and subtle societal pressure to have 

children that women face, she manifested the profound complexities that 

conforming to social norms entails and produces, as well as the conflicting 

feelings of frustration and loss that not being in the norm provokes. In her 

words: “despite not being a good example, I still think that family is the most 

important value that a person should have. But at the same time, I think that 

most people start families because they have to do it, because they are too 

scared to be left out of society if they do not have one”. And again: “I read that 

psychologists claim that women who have children are fully satisfied and feel 

complete. I think that it is natural to desire a child. In my case, however, I 

actually chose not to have one. Nowadays, I think that wanting children is a 

form of egoism. I don’t know. I think the idea of children is beautiful, and 

probably natural. But actually many people get married not because they are 

in love, but because they feel the pressure of starting a family and use each 

other to achieve their aims. I never wanted this, so I never started a family 

after all”. Without censoring the stream of thoughts and feelings that crossed 

her mind, Sandra openly discussed society’s dominant cultural codes and 
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governing norms, at times conforming to and at times questioning them, while 

being at ease in the contradictions. 

 

- Stefania  

In her early thirties, Stefania is a young woman who was born and raised in a 

very small village in the South of Italy, and like many others of her generation, 

left the family home at eighteen to go to study in a big city, on her own. Today, 

she is struggling to affirm herself as an architect, facing on the one hand the 

difficulties of dealing on her own with a male-dominated work environment, 

and on the other, the discouragement of feeling disapproved from most of her 

relatives and friends from her hometown. She discussed at length how most 

of her friends of her age “are only looking for someone to marry and start a 

family. It is their one and only preoccupation. None of them seems interested 

in working and building a career or a project for themselves. They are all 

concerned with the obligatory steps of finding a partner, getting married, 

having children, staying at home, stopping going out, taking care of the in-

laws, and that’s it. Where I come from, nothing has changed. They look at me 

with suspicion, they probably think I am an easy woman lacking morals just 

because I live on my own and have a life”. As much as it was clear from her 

words that she felt resentful about the gendered constraints she faced, she 

also hesitated to consider herself a feminist (“I don’t like hating men, I think 

feminists exaggerate in blaming men for everything”) or to recognise other 

forms of gendered oppression (“I think everyone can do what they want, but 

gays are sometimes ridiculous. Not all of them, but those effeminate ones 

who exhibit their sexuality, who dress up ridiculously at Pride. It seems as if 
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they like to be considered freaks”). Again, what most of these conversations 

ultimately communicated – not without contradictions – is the pervasiveness 

of gender norms within individual thoughts and actions, as well as within the 

countless social habits and cultural rituals permeating our everyday lives. 
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APPENDIX B – Film Treatment 
 

Available as a .pdf file on the attached USB drive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 179 

APPENDIX C – Consent Form 
 

The research for this project was submitted for ethics consideration under the 

reference MCL 15/ 019 in the Department of Media, Culture & Language and 

was approved under the procedures of the University of Roehampton’s Ethics 

Committee on 05.05.15. A sample Consent Form is included below.  

 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM  

Title of Research Project: Visible Resistance: Challenging Heterosexism 

through Film Practice 

 

Brief Description of Research Project, and What Participation Involves:  

The project “Visible Resistance” is a practice-based PhD research conducted 

by researcher/filmmaker Adele Tulli. The project consists of both creative and 

scholarly work, and the outcomes of the research will be a written thesis and a 

feature length documentary film. The documentary will portray Italian society’s 

attitudes towards gender and sexuality. It will investigate how social standards 

related to gender and sexuality are produced and disseminated in today’s Italy 

and how they are internalised, or rejected, by individuals. The written thesis 

will evaluate the formal strategies used in the film, as the film will experiment 

formally with the ‘essay documentary’ genre. 

 

Participants will be either directly interviewed by the filmmaker or simply 

filmed in their locations. They will always be told when they are being filmed 

and made aware of the presence of the camera.  The filmmakers may use or 
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refrain from using the filmed material during the edit of the film, hence 

participants should know that their participation may or may not result in the 

inclusion in the film. Participants may request to look at the final cut of the 

interview footage before the mix and to have removed or changed any part of 

the interview that feels grossly misrepresentative and/or factually inaccurate. 

 

Number of participants: it may vary according to production plans, no fewer 

than 20 people will be filmed. 

Duration of project: the film should be completed by January 2018. 

Risk/benefits of the project: we hope that the film will have impact outside 

of traditional academic modes of distribution (through film festivals, television 

broadcast, web delivery, etc…) and that will stimulate discussion around the 

topics addressed in the film. In the unlikely event of emotional distress of the 

participants during the interviews, the team will provide details of support 

groups that can offer professional advice.  

 

Investigator Contact Details: 

Name: Adele Tulli 

Department: Media, Culture & Language 

University Address: Southlands College 

80 Roehampton Lane 

London 

Postcode: SW15 5SL 

Email: tullia@roehampton.ac.uk 

Telephone: +44 (0)7552676523 
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Consent Statement: 

 

I hereby confirm and agree that I have consented to contribute to the Project 

and that I am aware that my contribution will be recorded on video for the 

purpose of inclusion in whole or in part. 

 

I hereby agree that you may use (or refrain from using) and edit in any 

manner you may think fit the recording of my contribution.  

 

I warrant that nothing said or implied by me (or in any documents or 

photographs disclosed to you by me) shall infringe the copyright or any other 

rights of any third party or be defamatory or infringe the right of privacy of any 

third party and I agree to indemnify you and your licensees or assignees 

against any costs, claims, demands or expenses arising out of any breach or 

claimed breach of this warranty. 

 

I shall not be entitled to any payment from any source arising out of or by 

reason of any use to which the contribution or any recording thereof may be 

put. 

 

I agree that you may use my contribution throughout the world, including by 

using it in whole or in part in any publication, television broadcast, web 

platforms, and for any advertising and publicity of the Project or any other 

form of dissemination now known or hereafter to become known.     
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I am aware that I can request to look at the final cut of the interview footage 

before the mix and to have removed or changed any part of the interview that 

feels grossly misrepresentative and/or factually inaccurate. 

 

I understand that data will be collected and processed in accordance with the 

Data Protection Act 1998 and with the University’s Data Protection Policy. 

 

Name …………………………………. 

 

Signature ……………………………… 

 

Date …………………………………… 

 

Please note: if you have a concern about any aspect of your participation or 

any other queries please raise this with the investigator (or if the researcher is 

a student you can also contact the Director of Studies).  

 

Director of Studies Contact Details:   

Name: Prof. Caroline Bainbridge       

University Address: 

Southlands College 

80 Roehampton Lane 

SW15 5SL London  

Email: c.bainbridge@roehampton.ac.uk  
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