
 

 

 

Master’s Thesis 

Portrayal of Gender in the 

1962 To Kill a Mockingbird 

Film 
An analysis of the representation of gender in the 

1962 filmization of “To Kill a Mockingbird” and 

using film to discuss gender issues in the Swedish 

EFL classroom 

 
 

Author: Julius Sjöstedt 

Supervisor: Anne Holm 

Examiner: Anna Greek 

Date: Spring 2019 

Subject: English 

Level: Advanced 

Course code: 4ENÄ2E 



  
 

i 
 

Abstract 
 

This essay examines the 1962 filmization of Harper Lee’s novel To Kill a Mockingbird 

through gender theory to identify its representation of gender, underlying gendered norms 

and how power is exercised through gender. The analysis concludes that the film’s 

portrayal of men and women follow a pattern of traditional gendered roles and norms in 

terms of their respective gender roles, accepted behavior, dress-code and men’s 

overarching influence in society in accordance with the film’s time and setting. Although 

the film’s main characters question and oppose certain gendered roles and norms, its 

problems are left unsolved and not reflected upon towards the end of the film. The film 

can be used in the Swedish EFL-classroom to identify and analyze gendered norms which 

can then act as the starting point of a discussion on how it stands in contrasts to the 

gendered norms and roles of modern-day United States and Sweden. 
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1 Introduction 

It is generally considered that stereotypical views of how boys and girls should behave 

and what they should be as men and women exist in all areas of life, including schools.  

For instance, certain orientations of upper secondary school programs are often based on 

the students’ gender identities, leading to an influx of girls to child and health care 

education and boys to a build, mechanic and industrial oriented education (Natl. Ag. For 

Ed. “En bild av skolmarknaden” 26). 

By applying gender studies to school, we can get a better understanding of the 

effects the concept gender has on our perception. This entails for example what is 

considered masculine and feminine in society, but also how the perception of traditional 

gender roles can be changed (“Fördjupning skola”). Language teachers can further the 

knowledge and awareness of gender issues by incorporating it into their students’ 

learning. One approach to do so is through the mediums of film and literature, which 

could act as a diorama into a separate time and place of the English-speaking world, but 

with issues that can be related to our living situation today. One example would be To 

Kill a Mockingbird. 

The success of Harper Lee’s very popular novel To Kill a Mockingbird, that was 

first published in 1960 led to the creation of the 1962, multiple Academy Award-winning 

film adaptation with the same name, directed by Robert Mulligan and starring actor 

Gregory Peck. To Kill a Mockingbird takes place in the small fictional town of Maycomb, 

Alabama in the 1930s, a time and setting during which the Jim Crow laws (that enforced 

racial segregation) were in the Southern part of United States. The plot’s pace is picked 

up when Atticus Finch, a lawyer and father of Scout and Jeremy (“Jem”), is tasked with 

defending Tom Robinson, a black man accused of the rape of Mayella Ewell by her father 

Robert (“Bob”) Ewell. Although Atticus provides plenty of evidence towards Tom’s 
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innocence as well as flaws in the plaintiff’s testimony, the jury members ultimately find 

Tom guilty due to the underlying societal issues such as racism. Although the court case 

is settled, grudges towards Atticus are still held by Ewell and parts of the white 

community in Maycomb. 

In previous analyses of the To Kill a Mockingbird film, it has been considered that 

the film directs its explicit focus on the systematic injustices within the United States’ 

legal system and segregation based on racism (Shackelford 102), something that 

consequently causes some of the other societal issues central to the novel to appear more 

implicitly when the film is compared to the novel. One such issue is that of gender 

inequality Although the film occasionally and explicitly spells out gender-based issues, 

such as Scout’s reluctance to conform to a female gender role, this text will argue that the 

film adaptation’s visual elements may also paint an additional layer of implicit gender-

based issues that to some extent are not present in the novel in terms of assumed gender 

roles, power positions and the normative representation and portrayal of men and women. 

One of the reasons for choosing the film is that mediums such as films and video 

are nowadays just as accessible as books are. Through the course of a few decades, film 

has gone through the process from primarily being accessible at cinematic theatres, over 

being seen on home televisions with video cassettes or discs, to today’s situation, where 

video on demand services allow you to watch movies directly through smart devices on 

the go, at no larger inconvenience than carrying a novel. Therefore, it has been argued 

that not educating students with various forms of contemporary media beyond traditional 

literacy and reading comprehension could obstruct and impede the progress towards a 

democratic society (Eriksson 15). For instance, if students were not educated and taught 

how to think critically or identify the building blocks of the media formats that are part 

of their lives, such as film, they would also be less likely to critically reflect on the 
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messages or agendas that are conveyed in all other forms of media, letting them take 

anything at face value and not reflect over the intent of the messages.  

It could also be argued that the visual aspects of film are particularly helpful for a 

setting such as To Kill a Mockingbird, as it conveys a visual image of the living conditions 

of a distant place and time that otherwise would have taken a novel several sentences of 

explanations of the scenery to someone who is not only a foreign speaker of the language, 

but also a foreigner to the time and the place. Although books also serve this purpose, 

film pedagogy and the knowledge available through motion pictures has not yet been able 

to establish itself as a serious medium of media literacy in teaching the same way that 

literacy through books has (Eriksson 15-23). Another reason for analyzing the film over 

the book is therefore to further the cause of showing the usefulness of film as an 

educational tool. 

When it comes to the implementation of the film in the classroom, the film will 

draw its strength on the fact that it gives students insight into other living conditions 

separate from their time and place and that there is a possibility for students to learn how 

to identify issues such as gender normativity (through the help of their teacher and the 

necessary tools). This knowledge may later bring awareness to similar issues outside of 

the film and possibly help students acquire the tools to be critical of how those issues 

could occur in a modern, non-fictional, but similar Swedish setting. This can be done by 

for instance comparing the issues that are prevalent in the film to see if they are like the 

ones in more modern literature or films, or not. What is noteworthy however, are the 

complications of applying a modern perspective such as contemporary gender theory in 

a time and place before it existed, which would apply for both the film’s setting and time 

of production. This problematic aspect could however be handled by the teacher bringing 

up a discussion in the classroom, in order to explore and discover the historical context 
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of how gender and sex roles as well as how the issues surrounding them has been 

perceived and problematized throughout time, in both the present time and in the past. 

Ultimately, the aim of this text is to analyze the film adaptation’s scenes that 

problematize and highlight these issues, such as the film’s representation and depiction 

of women and men, the power relations between them as well how the narrator and main 

characters such as Scout and Atticus adheres to them. Additionally, this text intends to 

showcase the opportunities and usefulness of To Kill a Mockingbird in a pedagogical 

context for upper secondary school, for example, through the discussions that can be held 

in class, surrounding the topic of gender and how it is portrayed in the film.  
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2 Theory of gender, norms and power 

In order to fully grasp the direction, as well as further claims and reasonings that are made 

in the analysis, various terms, and underlying theory, should be defined and accounted 

for. This will primarily take place in this theoretical section of the text, under different 

subsections that explore the different aspects of gender theory that are relevant to this 

text’s analysis of the To Kill a Mockingbird film. In the first subsection, the concept of 

gender will be defined and discussed which entails theory and discourse about how gender 

is established and general background knowledge to issues to do with gender and the 

differences between men and women. The second section includes a theoretical 

background of how norms are set up in society, how certain norms are attributed to a 

certain gender and how gendered norms are and have been presented in films and other 

types of media. This theory will be used to identify what norms To Kill a Mockingbird 

portray and how it is done. The third subsection argues for how power can reveal itself 

within gender-based structures and how power can be exercised and asserted based on 

one’s gender. This background is given to provide insight into how the film displays and 

treats inequality and how characters exercise power.  

 

2.1 Gender and its Construction 

Gender is a contested concept, partly because there are several definitions of it, but also 

because of its novelty and various theories that are associated with its meaning. According 

to Harriet Bradley, the modern academic use of the term is the product of the Women’s 

Studies movement from the 1970s and 1980s (16). Bradley defines the concept of gender 

as: 
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…the varied and complex arrangements between men and women, 

encompassing the organization of reproduction, the sexual divisions of 

labor and cultural definitions of femininity and masculinity. (16) 

Another definition can be found in the influential philosopher Judith Butler’s book 

Gender Trouble, where the concept of “gender” is explained as something that is 

distinguished from the concept of “sex”. Sex is generally seen as a biological indicator of 

whether an individual or animal is male or female. Gender is on the other hand a social 

construct, something that is not considered as fixed as sex (8-9). Both concepts are 

however related in many ways. Historically, the concept of gender was close to 

synonymous and entirely dependent on sex until approximately the time that Bradley 

suggests (15-16). 

Butler argues against the idea of gender being entirely dependent on sex, 

suggesting instead that gender is something that is performed (34-35). This means that 

the style of actions that are performed on a general basis is what makes up an individual’s 

gender. Examples of such performances would be speech, gestures, behavior and dress 

code. However, Butler stresses that gender is not entirely constructed by the individual’s 

performances either. An individual’s gender is often something that has been reinforced 

and taught throughout childhood by surrounding people and norms, whether it is family 

that treats the child individual like a boy or a girl or friends and peers that assign traits 

that characterize a person as being man- or woman-like based on whether they comply 

with a matrix of heteronormative traits or not (Butler 24, 150-152). 

Gender and the difference between men and women have long been problematic 

issues. Simone de Beauvoir claims in The Second Sex that historically, those who are 

identified as men have defined what it is to be free, whilst those who are branded women 
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have lived under gender oppression, being secondary, inferior and considered as “the 

Other” by the male-dominated world. She writes: 

History has shown that men have always held all the concrete powers; 

from patriarchy’s earliest times they have deemed it useful to keep 

woman in a state of dependence; their codes were set up against her; 

she was thus concretely established as the Other. (de Beauvoir 193) 

The quote implies that when women thoughtlessly submit to the role of what a 

woman should be, they also submit to being inferior. De Beauvoir goes on to imply that 

this relationship could have the same dialectical relation as a master has to a slave (99). 

The master (the man), wanting to be distinguished from the slave (the woman), creates 

his own identity based on the difference from the Other, that is the woman. Thus, the man 

makes himself the subject and the woman his object or property (142). 

Although progress in gender equality has been made since de Beauvoir, there is a 

long road ahead to fully realize gender equality. What is noteworthy however is that de 

Beauvoir’s influence came to be expanded upon by people who have furthered the field 

of gender studies, such as Bradley (23) and Butler (1), who in turn have contributed to a 

changed view of gender. It has led the emergence of initiatives that even appear on 

institutional levels such as Swedish schools’ policy to encourage students’ interests 

regardless of what is considered feminine and masculine (Natl. Ag. For Ed. “Curriculum” 

6). 

 

2.2 The Portrayal of Gender and Gendered Norms in Film 

When analyzing gender norms in film, several approaches can be taken. In the case of To 

Kill a Mockingbird, the theoretical background in this section could, on one hand, be 

based on how the medium of film contributes to the reproduction and spreading of norms. 
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On the other hand, the problematic aspects of the film could be used as a tool, where such 

issues and problems are brought to attention and highlighted, with the intention of 

criticism. This section of the text aims to explore and investigate some of the most 

commonly held gender-based norms in order to identify and refer to them in the analysis 

section. Additionally, this section intends to showcase the variety of effects film has, 

depending on its portrayal of gender.  

The way that gender norms are portrayed in film and other forms of media is often 

based on the preconceived notions of what is masculine and feminine or what deviates 

from the two. The traditionally held norm (the heteronormative idea) is to have the gender 

identity of a person comply with the aspects associated with the corresponding sex or face 

the consequences of being branded as deviant (Connell 27), which might give rise to 

discrimination (Butler xiii).  

One such commonly held belief about women is that they are supposed to be more 

emotional and emotionally engaged with others, whilst men, on the other hand, should be 

less emotional unless it is in the form of being violent (Bradley 154-155). Traits like these 

are to some extent grounded in the traditional beliefs about men’s and women’s different 

social roles, where the norm is that women are supposed to be better homemakers and 

men are better suited in the workforce (Eagly and Steffen 735, 749-750). Other common 

norms that support the idea is that mothers should do the “cooking and cleaning while 

their father mows the lawn and puts up the shelves” (Bradley 112). It could therefore be 

argued that even if films or other mediums that intentionally question gender roles portray 

an accurate representation of the roles within a traditional nuclear family, they might also 

inadvertently reinforce restrictive norms, unless they are narratively questioned and 

criticized directly. 

In the case of To Kill a Mockingbird, the film directly addresses and deconstructs 

racism through Atticus as a lawyer. Even though To Kill a Mockingbird incorporates the 
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stereotypical idea of black men as violent and hypersexual “Black Brutes”, Carole Gerster 

claims in Teaching Ethnic Diversity with Film, that the film succeeds with incorporating 

and criticizing the stereotype of the Black Brute. This is achieved by having the stereotype 

is directly addressed and dismantled by Atticus through a careful process (201). 

Besides the mediation of gendered norms in media, children are already from a 

young age exposed to normative gender roles through toys, games, and clothing (Bradley 

112).  Even though awareness has been raised around it in recent years amongst various 

communities in the Western world, parents often fail to reflect upon the underlying 

reasons for the division of what is considered masculine and feminine (Halim et al. 944). 

In Rosa: den farliga färgen (translated to “Pink: The Dangerous Color” in 

English), Ambjörnsson argues in reference to de Beauvoir’s idea of Othering (see Section 

2.1) how concepts such as pink, dresses, and princesses are represented as symbols of the 

otherized and objectified femininity, thereby something inferior to the higher value 

masculine concepts (110-111). The historical concept of the princess is a particularly 

notable example, as it draws on the fantasy trope of a damsel in distress, which is 

commonly found through tales to modern media (Summers and Miller 339). In short, the 

damsel in distress involves a stereotypically beautiful and helpless female (a damsel or 

princess), caught by a villain or monster (such as a dragon) that is rescued by a male hero 

who after the rescue gets the female’s approval (most often her hand in marriage). This 

trope’s narrative complies with de Beauvoir’s subject and object, where the subject is the 

male hero and the female is the objectified prize that the male is rewarded with, which 

illustrates the androcentric narrative that is still found in society and film. 

Regarding the image of women in film, Sharon Smith claims that women also 

have been left out in the film industry for a long time. In the instances where women have 

appeared, they have been sidelined or used as a sexual interest for the male lead role in 

the film. Even in the instances where women are cast as the central character, they have 
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generally been found to be portrayed as helpless, confused, overly sexualized or fit to 

have a passive role (14-15). Smith gives an example from the 1970 film The Forbin 

Project, where she argues that even though the film portrays a woman as a scientist, she 

still falls into the stereotype of being the film’s sexual interest (15). Smith also argues for 

the likelihood that media’s negative and subordinated portrayal of women as influencing 

and reinforcing cultural attitudes and norms of how women should act. By correcting the 

stereotypes shown in film and adding new images of men and women, Smith claims that 

film viewers will be provided with more constructive models of femininity and 

masculinity (14-19).  

Disadvantageous normativity can, however, be found in the concepts of 

masculinity as well. R.W. Connell brings up the concept of hegemonic masculinity in her 

book Masculinities, a practice that sediments men’s powerful position through the 

subjugation of women and other gender identities that are considered more feminine and 

thus lesser than the more valued and dominant hegemonic masculinity (36-39). Connell 

explains how men and women who sense this inferiority could compensate by adopting 

a behavior coined by Alfred Adler as a “masculine protest”, overcompensating on 

masculine traits such as aggression and competitiveness (15-16). The theory states that 

overcompensation is made in order to recover the status that masculinity has (Willer et 

al. 106). 

Connell continues to claim that one of the most common connections that are 

made with masculinity is violence, grounded in statistics such as the fact that “men 

account for roughly ninety per cent of homicides, assaults and prison inmates in countries 

such as the USA and Australia” and that most soldiers, policemen and prison guards (that 

often deal with violent situations) are men (Connell 257-258). Kimmel claims in The 

Gendered Society Reader that male violence derives from “a socially sanctioned and 

legitimated” expression of masculine control and domination, that is also backed up by 
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the criminal records of men being violent (such as men constituting 97 percent of arrests 

for rape in the U.S.) (499-500). 

Although not all men are violent, the idea of masculinity is reproduced through 

both sports and media. Even earlier, in plays such as Robert Bird’s The Gladiator from 

1831, the masculine has been portrayed as the embodiment of physical strength and 

violent fighters with fury like animals (Späth and Tröhler 54), which would also portray 

men as violent in its art form. Still, in a modern setting, men are shown as warrior-like 

good and bad characters in cowboy and Star Wars movies, in superheroes and 

professional wrestling (Messner 20, 122). Concerning fighters and cowboys, another 

culture within hegemonic masculinity is the gun culture. As a mean of violence and power 

in fiction and reality, the “clichéd phallic weapon” is often incorporated in the masculine 

“cultural style” through male models posing with weapons in gun and hunting magazines 

(Connell 212), as well as extensively used by male action heroes in blockbuster movies. 

In short, it could be concluded that both men and women suffer from and are 

affected by the norms that are constructed in society, partially through the means of film. 

Gender-based norms are often attributed to the sex of the individual as the concept of 

innate sex roles has existed at least since the late nineteenth century in science (Connell 

21). If the norms are not followed, it could result in alienation or discrimination of the 

individual. Regarding the analysis section of To Kill a Mockingbird, the portrayal of men 

and women will be based on whether the film falls into traditional or patterned gender 

norms or not. 

 

2.3 Theory of Power 

The concept of power is part of the tradition of critical theory, a branch of social science 

that directs criticism toward how social structures and institutions affect individuals 
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(Haugaard and Cooke 1). By following the suggestion of de Beauvoir in The Second Sex, 

that “one is not born, but rather becomes a woman” (330), it could be concluded that the 

topic of gender relates to the field of critical theory. However, in a different but similar 

quote by de Beauvoir, gender can also be linked to the concept of power: 

If truth be told, one is not born, but becomes, a genius; and the feminine 

condition has, until now, rendered this becoming impossible. (de Beauvoir 

185) 

This quote highlights the asymmetrical power relations between the genders of women 

and men, by showcasing the misogynist and unequal mindset in Western society from the 

mid-twentieth century and earlier. The time of when the quote was written is also 

particularly interesting in relation to To Kill a Mockingbird, as it was published in 1949, 

which is between when the setting of the film and novel takes place in the nineteen-thirties 

and when the film and novel were first published and released (1962 and 1960, 

respectively). It could, therefore, be said that the quote is based on the common consensus 

of unequal opportunity and representation among progressive feminist women at the time 

from which the novel draws its inspiration from. 

Power according to Foucault (“The Subject and Power”) is related to a subject (an 

individual) and knowledge. The meaning of the word subject is that the person who is the 

subject does not have an inherent and constant role or worth in terms of influence and 

power but are instead a subject of the norms and relations of people around him or simply 

his own and others perception of himself (781). Power is not an inherent trait of anyone 

according to Foucault, it is rather something that has to be exercised in relation to others 

and fought over in power struggles on several levels based on identity and belonging, 

which places the subject in different position throughout time (788). For instance, even 

though masculinity may have held higher value over femininity in recent history, the 

concept of masculinity is not inherently better, nor has its definition been consistent 
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throughout time (Connell 185-199). By applying Foucault’s theory, the concept of 

masculinity has remained powerful for as long as it has due to its normativity and its 

highly held view in the eyes of people. The examples of power struggles that Foucault 

provides range from personal to societal struggles, such as struggles between men’s 

power over women and adults’ power oven children (“The Subject of Power” 780). In a 

school context, the power relations could be applied to the relation between the student 

and the teacher. What all the struggles have in common is that the hegemon (the one who 

holds dominance) tends to be privileged to knowledge over the subject, although in 

varying amounts.  

In Power/Knowledge: selected interviews and other writings Foucault claims that 

“it is not possible for power to be exercised without knowledge, it is impossible for 

knowledge not to engender power” (52). In terms of the examples given, the knowledge 

that the teacher has over the student is the control of the knowledge of what you need to 

know to lead a successful life after graduation. The knowledge adults have over children 

is the experience of how the world works through laws and norms and men have power 

over women in terms of a society where patriarchal structures value the masculine traits 

over the feminine, thus also making men and women fit for different purposes. As the 

aforementioned quote by de Beauvoir would imply (185), men would be perceived to 

seem more rational and therefore fit for more privileged purposes and positions to 

maintain power. All these examples will be further discussed in the analytical section of 

this text, where they will be related to scenes in To Kill a Mockingbird with a specific 

focus on how they relate to gender issues. 

It has been argued by the previously mentioned Shackelford (“The Female Voice 

in To Kill a Mockingbird”) that the abandonment of the novel’s first-person narration 

style through the eyes of Scout in the film also abandons many of Scout’s internalized 

lines of contemplation that reveal her problems of gender identification (101-104). In 
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turn, the film’s plot becomes more centered on Scout’s father Atticus and his trial case, 

which more involves issues of racism than any other (Shackelford 102). This would also 

be true from the point of analyzing power structures, where critical race theory becomes 

a more central approach if one would emphasize all focus on all power dynamics that 

could be identified in the film.  

However, by shifting focus from the female voice and instead directing the 

attention toward the trials and tribulations of the men in the story, the asymmetrical power 

relations between men and women could also be interpreted on non-diegetic level, 

meaning that when girls and women are left out of the movie, the norm of women being 

sidelined in film is reinforced for the film viewers implicitly. Also, the power relations 

can be interpreted from the men’s interactions, positions and relations compared to the 

women’s, that the film provides both explicitly and implicitly, instead of interpretations 

made in Scout’s internalized voice.  

Yet another avenue of exercising power that is also directly shown in the film 

adaptation of To Kill a Mockingbird is violence. In the essay “On Violence” Hannah 

Arendt claims that “nothing, as we shall see, is more common than the combination of 

violence and power” (145-146). Although Arendt is talking about power on societal levels 

in terms of governments and revolutions within and between countries, power can as 

previously mentioned appear on levels ranging from personal to societal relations. The 

distinct feature that Arendt stresses with violence, however, is that violence is not 

synonymous with power, stating that “violence [only] appears where power is in 

jeopardy” and that it is just destructive means to destroy opposing power and not a path 

towards creating it (155). Related to a school setting, the upper secondary teachers David 

Jackson and Johnathan Salisbury claim in their book Challenging Macho Values: 

Practical Ways of Working with Adolescent Boys that boys’ use of violence is an 
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intentional way of men and boys “to create and sustain a system of masculine power and 

control that benefits them every minute of the day” (108). 

Since violence is partially rooted in the hegemonic masculine norms that are 

among others mentioned by Connell in Masculinities (257), when analyzing To Kill a 

Mockingbird the act of exercising power through violence will be in relation to the 

subjects’ gender identity, rather than the motives behind it for example whether it is a 

struggle of racial or authoritarian nature. In general, the theory of power will also be used 

to identify the relations between men and women in the film. 

 

2.4 The Relevance of Gender Awareness in School 

The subject of gender awareness is relevant for upper secondary school since it is present 

continuously throughout its curriculum. The curriculum for Swedish upper secondary 

school states that it is based on a set of values which the education shall portray and 

mediate. Among these values are the equality between men and women as well solidarity 

between people (Natl. Ag. For Ed. “Curriculum” 5), a message that is repeated by the 

Swedish school law (SFS 2010:800 §5).  

The topic is also mandatory within areas of the Swedish upper secondary school, 

for example through the exam goals of the social sciences program stating that the 

education within the program shall incorporate it as an issue among other subjects such 

as democracy, ethics and environmental issues (Natl. Ag. For Ed. “Curriculum” 49). 

Additionally, the value and mission statement in upper secondary school’s curriculum 

states that all schools should “actively and deliberately promote women’s and men’s 

equal rights and opportunities” as well as encourage students’ interests “regardless of 

what is considered feminine and masculine” (Natl. Ag. For Ed. “Curriculum” 6). Since 
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Swedish school values this issue to this extent, the usage and teaching possibilities with 

the issue is not only an appropriate subject but one that is considered as needed. 

The need of the subject is also an important question that often must be answered 

by teachers in the case of anything they teach their students. In order to arrive at a 

conclusion regarding the usefulness and need of incorporating the subject and criticism 

of gender and norms in school, further background into school regarding gender must be 

considered. Much of this can, fortunately, be explained and argued for, in part because 

the subject of gender issues and their impact have been considered both within the 

Swedish school system and at a societal level at large. 

One of recent discussions about the problematic aspects of gender identities in the 

Swedish school setting is the so-called “boy-crisis”. It has been shown through research 

and government reports that boys perform worse than girls in school (SOU 2010:53 3). 

In a report from 2010 (SOU 2010:53), professor in sociology, Michael Kimmel draws the 

conclusion that reasons for this could be found in boys’ declining behavior in manners of 

disruptive attention seeking (37), a trait that originates in norms of how a boy is allowed 

to behave and a device to gather power and influence in the classroom setting for boys. 

This consequently causes it to be a classroom problem that affects both girls and boys. 

The suggested step towards a solution is according to Kimmel to challenge the masculine 

norms that are present in school, as well as in society (SOU 2010:53 50-51). 

However, in the modern Swedish school setting and society at large, gender 

awareness also goes beyond what is considered male and female. As previously 

discussed, gender can also be defined as something that is performed rather than inherited 

(Butler 34), which allows the concept of gender to be something that not always have to 

follow the “boxed” taxonomy that sex more often does. According to a series of lectures 

in response to the Me Too movement, arranged by the Swedish Federation for Lesbian, 

Gay, Bisexual and Queer Rights (RFSL) for the Swedish Educational Radio (UR), there 
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is a demand by many transgender and non-binary adolescents to talk and gain knowledge 

about sex and gender beyond the “narrow standards” that “permeate the school's sex 

education”. RFSL suggests that the education in schools often is bound to the normative 

conceptions of bodies and how they are supposed to look. 

Additionally, it is also relevant to address the situation of gender on a level outside 

of school as well. As mentioned in the earlier theoretical sections of this text, there is 

theory that suggests that society is bound by a heteronormative gender order. Because in 

part of a historically patriarchal society, men have been the main subjects of the society, 

whilst women and what is seen feminine has become Othered, which means that they are 

considered as objects or something of lesser worth in terms of status. What all these things 

have in common is that they are topics that can be brought up, discussed and criticized by 

a thoroughly thought-out implementation of the To Kill a Mockingbird film in the 

classroom in the same way that many other films also can.  If this is successfully achieved, 

the Swedish classroom might be headed in the direction that Kimmel urges for in the 

previously mentioned government report, when it comes to progression for equality (SOU 

2010:53 50-51). 

The usage of the To Kill a Mockingbird film can at first glance be criticized for 

many reasons. One point of criticism would be to incorporate a nearly fifty-year-old 

monochromatic film in school in a time where nearly all films are shot in color, which 

could give off an unmodern and irrelevant sense to students. Another point would be that 

the film features a nearly eighty-year-old time and a foreign setting to the class. However, 

when the film along with the novel that it is based on are considered for their influence, 

at least in the U.S., the criticism becomes challenged to the point where the idea of 

excluding such material would be considered inappropriate. Using such material is 

important as it could be considered to contain one of many important subjects about the 

views and values that have shaped the United States, making it a means for students to 
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get an in-depth understanding of a part of the English Speaking World (ESW), which is 

just one of the requirements of the syllabus for English in Swedish upper secondary 

school. 

When examined closely, the use and work with the To Kill a Mockingbird film 

could be given plenty of space in terms of how it relates to the Swedish school syllabus 

for English. For instance, the core content of English 6 should cover: 

• Concrete and abstract subject areas related to students' education and 

societal and working life; current issues; thoughts, opinions, ideas, 

experiences and feelings; ethical and existential issues.  

• Themes, ideas, form and content in film and literature; authors and 

literary periods.  

• Living conditions, attitudes, values, traditions, social issues as well as 

cultural, historical, political and cultural conditions in different contexts 

and parts of the world where English is used. (Natl. Ag. For Ed. 60) 

According to Holmberg, the usage of film can often be seen and planned as a 

directionless and hazy teaching style (36). A film is always interpreted and therefore, to 

avoid the hazy directionless teaching it is up for the teacher to have a carefully thought-

through teaching plan and be clear with her students what purpose watching the film has 

and give background to suggest what they can extract from the film. Additionally, because 

of the risks of using film in the classroom, Holmberg stresses that the planning should be 

strictly in accordance with the syllabus for the course (36-37). 

Yet another thing to keep in mind regarding the interpretation of something, 

whether it be a text or film, is that individuals, depending on their social and cultural 

background and experience interpret differently (Heith 121-122). This is especially 

important and noteworthy for countries like Sweden that put emphasis on the 

multicultural classroom that is made up of a broad spectrum of people with different 



  
 

19 

background and views on gender (Lundahl 90). The important thing here is to give all 

students space to express their views and interpretation, but within the borders of a 

respectful environment. This gives way to an insight of how people outside one’s own 

perspective think, which can contribute to the students being more aware and critically 

reflective of their own stance and cultural bias (Lundahl 95-99). 

Therefore, in order to make sure that the teaching plan is in fact thought through 

as Holmberg’s prerequisites state, the teacher has the responsibility - as suggested at the 

beginning of this section - to treat, process and present students’ analysis and 

interpretations in discussions that allow the students to express the “thoughts, opinions, 

ideas, experiences and feelings” with each other as the syllabus states (Natl. Ag. For Ed. 

60). 

The approach is grounded in the tradition of sociocultural learning. Sociocultural 

learning puts emphasis on how learning and development is a process made in 

socialization and interaction (Säljö 306-309). As previously established, all individuals 

carry a different background and therefore different knowledge which also might lead 

them to interpret things differently (Heith 121-122). Even students that find it hard to find 

and interpret gender issues in the film will learn from the collaborative discussion, as 

adept students will be able to share, help and contribute in discussion with the other 

students. This is another aspect of the sociocultural tradition called “the Zone of Proximal 

Development” or “ZPD”, an aspect of scaffolding theorized by psychologist Lev 

Vygotsky. ZPD is an explanation of how an inexperienced student in a certain subject 

will be able reach her next level of learning as soon as she has had appropriate support 

and guidance by someone of higher competence, a peer for example, that acts as  

figurative scaffolding in the development of the student’s learning (Säljö 305-306). 

The usage of critically analyzing gender in To Kill a Mockingbird could lead to a 

fruitful discussion where gender is not only discussed in how it is represented in the film 
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but also how the film’s norms and gender roles to some extent are similar in modern, real 

life. It could be a stepping stone in the direction of alerting students to how gender norms 

are sedimented and how discrimination is made on those premises, which might lead them 

to be more critically aware of gender-based issues in society or even questioning and 

criticizing their own biased thinking in these matters.  
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3 Analysis of Gender and Gender-based Power 

This section presents an analysis of To Kill a Mockingbird. In order to structure and apply 

the various angles of the theory presented in the previous section, the analysis will be 

divided into three parts, the first of which deals with how gender is represented implicitly 

in the film. This is done by looking at how the characters in the film generally act, appear 

and behave to identify if there are patterns for how women and men behave or should 

behave. The second part analyses the gender norms in the film when they are directly 

addressed, realized or problematized, how they are reinforced and how gender is shown 

to be constructed within the film. More specifically, the analysis will draw attention to 

the characters of Scout and Atticus and how they address the reality and problems of 

gendered roles. The last section treats how power relations between men and women are 

realized in the film. Power relations will be analyzed by examining the influence that men 

and women have in relation to each other and the various ways they exercise this power. 

Since the various scenes sometimes touch on several analytical angles, they may 

be analyzed more than once but from the subsection’s specific angle. Any part from the 

film that is brought up twice will be presented briefly the second time but also provided 

with the necessary background to contextualize the analysis. To fully understand the 

sequence of scenes, a chronological timeline with relevant points of interests can be found 

in Appendix A. 

 

3.1 Representation of Gender 

In this portion of the analysis, To Kill a Mockingbird will be examined and analyzed 

based on how men and women and portrayed in the film. This will be made in order to 

establish how the film adheres or refrains from traditionally gendered norms or not. This 

section will primarily focus on the implicit portrayal of gender, more precisely the 
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instances where the film does not directly address gendered actions, behaviors or 

appearances. 

 

3.1.1 Representation of Men 

As mentioned in the theoretical section, Butler’s interpretation of gender is that it is 

performed, through actions, behaviors and dress codes to name a few (see section 2.1). 

Therefore, these characteristics will be considered in order to identify gendered patterned 

and norms within the film.  

One of the very first lines that are uttered at the start of the film showcases the 

traditionally gendered roles of the people in Maycomb. It is spoken by Scout, who 

explains the supposed roles of men and women: “men’s stiff collars wilted by nine in the 

morning. Ladies bathed before noon after their three o’clock naps” (00:03:17), which 

indicates the nearly self-explanatory nature that the roles have to the corresponding 

genders. 

Shortly after the introductory speech (00:03:38), the camera centers on Mr. 

Cunningham Sr., the first noteworthy character for the analysis. What is learned from this 

initial scene is that Mr. Cunningham is a farmer, which is implicitly shown by his clothing 

and explicitly through dialogue between Atticus and Scout (00:05:17). Besides his being 

poor, the most signifying trait that is given to Mr. Cunningham is his occupation. The 

representation of a man through clothing and occupation is not unique to Mr. 

Cunningham.  

Almost all male lead and supporting characters in To Kill a Mockingbird adhere 

to a normatively masculine dress code, which tends to either be a suit, shirt and suspenders 

or work overalls, often depending on their social class. This can be seen with Mr. Radley, 

as he is dressed in a suit when he is walking down the street (00:08:49) and dressed in an 

overall when he is filling in a tree hole (00:54:35). As with Mr. Cunningham, however, 
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many of the men in the film are also defined by their occupation, where clothing is used 

as a visual element to reflect and reinforce their position to the viewer. This is shown 

when Mr. Cunningham arrives at the jail where Tom Robinson is kept with his convoy of 

other farmers that dress in a similar fashion (01:02:00). Mr. Ewell, who is also a farmer, 

dresses in a similar style on several occasions. It is also shown with the men working 

within the formal areas of law, with people such as Atticus, the judge (00:16:27) and 

sheriff Tate wearing suits. In the courtroom, there are policemen wearing a uniform that 

represents their occupations (01:41:43). Uniforms are still used today, although, 

depictions like these also showcase the traditional gendered roles of men being considered 

to belong in the workforce (see Section 2.2). It also shows the adherence to dressing 

formally, another norm of the time. 

Besides gendered appearance and societal roles as workers, men are 

overwhelmingly portrayed as violent or at least prone to violence in the film as they are, 

unlike the women of the film, the ones who carry and use weapons and firearms. Gun 

culture, as argued by Connell, is normatively associated with hegemonic masculinity (see 

section 2.2). The same could be said for the film’s take on guns, where Jem on more than 

one occasion expresses his want for having a gun (00:06:42) and the unfairness of how 

boys like Walter Cunningham Jr. can have one (00:36:22).  

Jem’s wish for a gun is understandable as many of the men in Maycomb carry and 

use guns. This can be seen in the scene where a convoy of farmers led by Mr. Cunningham 

comes to the jail to confront Tom, the man accused of taking advantage of Mayella Ewell 

(01:02:00). Although the guns are never fired, they are used to intimidate Atticus (who is 

guarding the cell) with their violent capability. Guns are however used on more occasions 

where they also are shot. The first occasion is by Mr. Radley, who shoots at a prowler in 

his backyard (which happens to be Jem) (00:31:20). The second time is when Sheriff Tate 

gives a rifle to Atticus, who uses it to put down a supposedly rabid dog in the street 
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(00:43:00). The final time a gun is fired in the film happens off-screen but is retold by 

Atticus. It details how Tom supposedly tried to escape from the law and ran “like a crazy 

man”, causing the deputy to shoot him dead (01:44:00). 

Men are shown as violent without firearms as well. Towards the end of the film, 

Mr. Ewell attacks Jem and Scout and Jem ends up unconscious (01:55:15). As Scout is 

being wrestled, Boo Radley comes and fights Mr. Ewell. The fight ends with Boo stabbing 

Mr. Ewell to death with a knife. Beside actual violence, Boo is gossiped about, being a 

“dangerous maniac” that has stabbed and tried to kill his father (00:10:12). 

As shown here, there are norms and patterns that relate to the concept of the male 

gender in the film. Men are supposed to dress in a certain way, and they are often defined 

and introduced by their work or occupation. In contrast with women, they are also 

depicted as violent, albeit for various reasons such as control, safety or self-defense. This 

falls in line with many of the commonly held beliefs and traditional norms of being a 

man, discussed in detail in section 2.2 based on the writings of Bradley, Connell, Eagly, 

and Steffen.  

 

3.1.2 Representation of Women 

Norms and gendered patterns are also shown in the actions and behavior of women in the 

film. Just like men have gendered attire in the form of suits and coveralls, the women of 

the film exclusively wear feminine clothing in the form of dresses. The exception is Scout, 

who only wears her dress for school, but does so grudgingly. 

When it comes to gender roles, the women of the film are like the men also 

portrayed in traditional roles. Unlike men, however, they are not as frequently defined by 

their occupation. Instead, they are casted as carers for the household. This is shown 

through Miss Maudie and Mrs. Dubose that are seen working on or are complimented on 

their gardening. Even in the cases where an employed women such as Calpurnia is shown, 
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it is within the boundaries of a household and its chores. For instance, the several 

occasions where she cooks up breakfast for the Finch family (00:05:24) 

Women are also on several occasions depicted as hyperemotional, through 

confusion and helplessness which is yet another gender-based caricature of how women 

behave. The first time this is shown is when Mr. Radley shoots his gun, which causes 

Dill’s aunt Stephanie to run out of her home, emotionally stirred up and demanding to 

know what is going on (00:31:40). When pressured in court, Mayella Ewell starts 

screaming and yelling at the men around her in frustration before she runs away from her 

seat (01:21:12). Lastly, the first time Mrs. Robinson is shown on centered on the screen 

is when she overhears Atticus speaking with Tom’s father, bringing the news of Tom’s 

death. Her dramatically emotional response is to faint on the spot just as she has barged 

out of her home (01:48:40). 

Aside from Mrs. Robinson’s emotional response, there is not much else to her 

character. This is a pattern shared by many of the women in the film as well. As stated by 

Sharon Smith (see page 10), women have historically been sidelined in Hollywood films, 

such as To Kill a Mockingbird. In the cases where women are central in the film, they are 

portrayed as either helpless, confused or sexualized to fit a passive role. In the case of To 

Kill a Mockingbird, the women are passive and fit the role to react to the events and 

actions surrounding men, such as the ones previously described. One instance that has not 

yet been brought to attention is when aunt Stephanie is first introduced (00:10:12). Jem 

is at this time explaining the rumors about the Radley household to Dill, which she 

confirms and elaborates on. Her function in the scene is to also bring more attention to 

the Radley brothers, thus only serving the purpose of providing exposition about some of 

the story’s men to the viewer. 

Mrs. Dubose is also a character that is sidelined in the film in comparison to the 

character in the original novel by Harper Lee, where her character is portrayed as more 
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nuanced with her struggle with morphine addiction (85-94). In the film, she makes only 

one notable appearance, where she criticizes Scout’s bad manners and is complimented 

for her feminine traits; appearance and yard work (00:12:00). 

In short, it can be concluded that women on many occasions in the film are 

depicted in heteronormative and traditional roles of how women should be. This includes 

being dressed in dresses, being emotional and passive. 

There is also one scene in the film that illustrates the significance of gendered 

appearance, identity and belonging of both men and women, which is the trial of Tom 

Robinson. In the early shots of the scene, the camera focuses on the whole courtroom, 

including the spectators (01:09:10). The people are systematically sorted on several 

levels. Besides the segregation based on color, where the people of color are placed on 

the upper level of the courthouse, away from the white people in the lower level, there is 

also segregation between men and women. The people in front, which includes the judge, 

lawyers and the jury consists solely of men, painting the traditional picture of a men 

belonging in the workplace and consequentially implying that women do not belong there 

(Eagly & Steffen 735, 749-750). 

 

3.1.3 Representation of Gender in Central Characters 

What has not been analyzed in depth yet are the central characters of the film. Since the 

main characters of To Kill a Mockingbird have more time on screen than many of the 

supporting characters, they are also depicted as more nuanced, which makes them harder 

to generalize about. The characters that are given most depth in the film would be the 

Finch family. As opposed to most of the men and women in the film, the characters of 

Atticus and Scout question or even oppose many of the gendered norms in the film. 

As previously discussed, most men in the film are depicted as violent or prone to 

it, based on the norms that socially sanction and legitimize this (Kimmel 499-500). 
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Atticus, unlike many other men in the film (with Tom Robinson as an exception), is 

reluctant to use of violence. Although Atticus could be seen as having an ambivalent 

opinion on the use of violence (as he himself shoots a dog in the street [00:42:00] and 

retells the story of how he could kill all the blue jays he wanted as a boy [00:37:08]) he 

also condemns physical violence when he finds out that Scout has been fighting on his 

behalf in school (00:51:42). 

The fact that Scout fights also shows how Scout questions the gendered norms of 

how a girl should act, as aggression is normally seen as a masculine trait (see page 10). 

Besides fighting she is also reluctant to dress according to the norm of how girls should 

dress, which is shown during breakfast on her first day of school when it is repeatedly 

mentioned and implied that she feels uncomfortable in her dress and her saying that she 

does not see the reason why she has “to wear a darn old dress” (00:33:47). 

There are however scenes of the film that also depict Scout in a traditional and 

stereotypical female role. The most notable example is towards the end of the film when 

Jem and Scout are ambushed by Mr. Ewell in the woods (01:55:15). In the scene, Scout 

is wrestled down by Mr. Ewell until she is saved by Boo Radley. The scene draws on the 

trope of Scout as a damsel in distress, a passive agent that functions only to highlight the 

actions of the savior, which in this case is Boo. As discussed previously (see section 2.2), 

the woman who is portrayed as a damsel in distress becomes objectified. In To Kill a 

Mockingbird, the theory of Scout being objectified can be supported symbolically, by the 

fact that she is dressed as a ham, an object that is nothing more than an insentient piece 

of meat. 

The Finch family on its own can be considered unconventional, consisting of only 

a man and his children, when the gendered norms that are shown in the film often rely on 

a nuclear family consisting of a man and woman contributing in different ways to the 

household (see section 2.2). However, the unconventional household is made 
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conventional by characters such as Calpurnia who does the household work in place for 

Atticus’s deceased wife, and to some extent Miss Maudie, who joins the family for 

breakfast in one scene (00:32:50). 

 

3.2 Gender Norms and The Construction of Gender in Maycomb 

This subsection intends to analyze the gender norms that are directly addressed, realized 

or problematized within the film. Although the previous subsection may have treated the 

same scenes (see Section 3.1.3), this section (3.2) intends to direct the focus on the norms 

that are explicitly addressed in the film to showcase how gender is shown as a social 

construction in the film. 

As mentioned in the previous subsection, Scout and Atticus are unique to the film 

in the way that they oppose or question certain gender roles. When she is introduced, it is 

revealed that Scout is especially not prone to acting like a girl or a woman. This is shown 

by how Jem makes note of when Scout actually does act in a manner that is considered 

girly which is that she is scared (further reinforcing the norm that women are supposed 

to be emotional), saying “I swear, Scout, you act more like a girl all the time” (00:24:31). 

Yet another scene that revolves around Scout is the previously mentioned first day 

of school (see Section 3.1.3) when Scout is forced to wear a dress (00:32:47). In similarity 

with the previously mentioned scene, Jem also picks up on the fact that Scout is dressed 

like a girl, as it is normally out of her character, and he points and tells Atticus and Miss 

Maudie to look at her (00:33:30). When Scout questions having to wear her dress, Miss 

Maudie assures her that she will “get used to it” (00:34:10). 

What can be concluded from both scenes is that they support Butler’s theory 

suggesting that gender is performed. As noted explicitly by Jem, Scout is expressing 

femininity by dress-code and behavior which are based in gendered norms (discussed in 
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Section 3.1), which are some of the actions the theory of gender performativity suggests 

make up one’s gender (see Section 2.1). However, in general, the film is portraying a time 

and setting that is supposed to represent Alabama in the nineteen thirties, a period where 

the normative mindset is that an individual’s gender is not differentiated from her sex 

(Bradley 15-16). Thus, performative gender exists, but it is only limited to a binary scale 

of how much individuals agree with their respective sex, which would only brand them 

womanlike and manlike or not, normative or deviant.  

In Scout’s case, since she still is a girl, she is considered to go through a learning 

process of becoming a woman. This can be supported by both Miss Maudie’s and Jem’s 

comments, saying that Scout “will get used to it” and that she is acting “more like a girl 

all the time”. In theoretical terms, it can be supported by de Beauvoir’s quote: “one is not 

born, but rather becomes a woman” (330). In short, it could be said that To Kill a 

Mockingbird showcases an idea where gender identity is constructed in a progression 

towards womanhood or manhood rather than in the inherent expressions and 

performances made by the individual. 

In the case of Atticus, his resistance to racism and violence leads him to have his 

role as a man and father questioned by Mr. Ewell. When it is revealed to Mr. Ewell that 

Atticus intends to take Tom Robinson’s side over his and his daughter Mayella’s in the 

court case, Mr. Ewell asks Atticus: “what kind of man are you”, and suggests that Atticus 

as a father should have the same parental empathy as he does by pointing out that Atticus 

has children of his own (00:23:31). The scene highlights how gender norms can be 

fallaciously imposed through pressure and empathy. Firstly, Mr. Ewell questions 

Atticus’s role as a man for not agreeing with him, which suggests that men like 

themselves (a categorization likely based in racism), should side together. Secondly, he 

uses the normative notion that a father should be protective in order to guilt Atticus into 

taking his side. Although Atticus does not fall for Mr. Ewell’s rhetoric, the scene 
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showcases the power, pressure, and importance gendered roles (such as being a man or a  

father) have in the forming of people and opinions, as Atticus risks sticking out as a bad 

man or father figure, which to some extent alienates him from some people of town. This 

is for instance shown in Atticus’ dialogue between him and Scout where he claims that 

“there’s been some high talk around town to the effect that I shouldn’t do much about 

defending this man” (00:52:15). 

There is yet another scene, including both Scout and Atticus, that addresses the 

supposed and expected roles and customs for men and women. When Scout prepares to 

go to sleep, she asks Atticus to see his watch, which she inspects with admiration 

(00:14:15). As she holds his watch, she points out that Jem has told her that the watch 

will belong to him one day, which she questions (00:14:20). Atticus explains how “it's 

customary for the boy to have his father's watch” (00:14:30), upon which Scout asks what 

she will be given in the fear of being left out. Although Atticus claims he does not have 

much else that is of worth himself, he promises her his wife’s necklace and ring 

(00:14:46). 

The scene showcases how supposed gender roles and certain gendered accessories 

are ingrained through customs and traditions. Although it is shown that Scout is interested 

in Atticus’s watch, she is denied inheriting it, because of her sex, traditions and, gender 

normative accessorizing. 

A central scene that does not revolve around Scout or Atticus is the courtroom, 

when Mayella is called as a witness she tells her story of how Tom Robinson supposedly 

took advantage of her (01:16:11). However, when questioned by Atticus she starts to 

hesitate, which leads her story to fall apart repeatedly. Through this, it is implied that 

Mayella is making parts of the story up until she yells and runs away. What is noteworthy, 

however, is how the contradiction takes a further turn, when it is later suggested by Tom 

that it was instead Mayella who made advances towards Tom by grabbing him “around 
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the legs” (01:27:05). With that said, it is more convincingly suggested to the courtroom 

that the victim in the incident is Tom rather than Mayella. 

Seeing the court case from an angle of gender normativity, Mayella is indirectly 

defended by the norms of what is considered “lady-like”, showcased by the jury’s verdict 

that decrees Tom as guilty (01:41:00). Although the jury’s verdict might be grounded 

partly in racism, it could in part also have to do with the norm and preconceived notion 

that it is more likely for a man to commit sexual assault than it is for a woman, a belief 

that could be supported by crime statistics and the idea of socially sanctioned violence 

(Kimmel 499-500). In these circumstances, men are put in an unfavorable position 

compared to women. 

 

3.3 Power Relations Between Men and Women in To Kill a 

Mockingbird 

This subsection examines the exercising of power by men and women and their power 

relations to each other, both within and outside of the film’s story. As mentioned by 

Foucault, power is not an inherent trait for any subject but something that is exercised 

(“The Subject and Power” 781), which can be made through a variety of levels and 

premises such as social, societal and institutional structures. 

One avenue of exercising and securing power, as mentioned in the theoretical 

section (see Section 2.3), is to use violence. This way of exercising power is especially 

relevant for To Kill a Mockingbird since it features various grades of violence used to 

maintain power. As discussed previously, the film features several scenes where men are 

depicted as violent (see Section 3.1), a depiction of a masculine norm that reinforces, 

legitimizes and socially sanctions men to behave violently (Kimmel 499-500). In this 
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sense, it is more socially acceptable for men to exercise power through violence than it is 

for women. 

Exercising power through violence can be seen in the character of Mr. Ewell when 

he attacks Jem and Scout towards the end of the film (01:55:15). The violence that is 

shown by Mr. Ewell complies with the theory of Arendt, that violence only appears when 

power is in jeopardy (155), as he specifically attacks Atticus’s children, most likely as an 

attempt to come out on top and give revenge for being publicly outargued in court.  

His use of violence is also suggested to affect his daughter Mayella, as Atticus 

suggests in the court scene that Mr. Ewell would beat her when drunk (01:09:10), which 

can be supported by Tom Robinson’s claims saying that Mr. Ewell threatened to kill her 

for trying to seduce Tom (01:28:48). It is also supported by Atticus’s evidence suggesting 

that it was Mr. Ewell who beat Mayella by matching Mr. Ewell’s left-handedness with 

the placement of Mayella’s black eye (01:15:11). As previously established in an earlier 

subsection of this text, Mayella’s story has several shortcomings and contradictions when 

it comes to the reliability of it. Since it is heavily suggested that Mr. Ewell was the one 

who beat Mayella up, it is implied that the alleged crime of Tom Robinson assaulting and 

attempting to rape her would not only have been manufactured by Mayella herself, but 

would also make Mr. Ewell an accomplice in her false statement. If this were the case, 

Mayella would not entirely lie for her own interests, but also serve as a mouthpiece for 

Mr. Ewell’s interests and integrity. 

By applying a gender perspective in terms of power on the case, it could be argued 

that Mr. Ewell uses power and influence through violence towards women to put his 

daughter in a subjugated position and exercises his power over her to make her his 

mouthpiece to further his own self-serving agenda. 

Yet another point to make with the court scene is the fact that all the people 

working in the courtroom are men. This highlights the patriarchal power and influence 
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that men and masculinity had during the time of To Kill a Mockingbird’s setting within 

societal structures such as the juridical system (see Section 2.3). Men’s power position 

reflected by the film is not limited to the juridical system, however. As mentioned in 

Section 3.1.1, men in the film are defined as workers and therefore breadwinners, an idea 

which consequently spawns the attitude of women being ill-fitted for the workforce (see 

section 2.2), thus becoming structurally disadvantaged if they were. Although the film 

never addresses such issues directly, the gendered norms and roles that create such power 

dynamics do appear prominently.  

What can be analyzed from the film, however, is the complex nature of 

intersectional power relations. Although it can be claimed that masculinity possesses 

power over femininity, when other traits such as race and ethnicity are added, the power 

positions move around. This can best be shown in the court scene where Tom confesses 

that he “felt right sorry for her [Mayella]” (01:30:57), to which the prosecutor points out 

the supposed irony in the fact that an African American would feel sorry for a white 

woman (01:31:18). 

Throughout the analytical section, it has been established that the character of 

Scout opposes gendered behaviors and norms. This is true in case of violence and power 

as well, as she also uses violence to maintain power when it is in jeopardy for her. This 

can first be seen in Scout’s first day of school, where she starts fighting Walter 

Cunningham Jr. Her explanation for doing so is that:  

He [Walter Cunningham Jr.] made me start off on the wrong foot! I was 

trying to explain to that darn lady teacher why he didn’t have no money 

for his lunch and she got sore at me. (00:35:23) 

It is suggested by this quote that Scout intended to make good impressions in school and 

therefore values having a good reputation. When she unknowingly touches on a sensitive 

subject, she is told off, which ruins the good reputation that she is trying to establish. She 
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blames the loss of status and good impressions on Walter, whom she therefore assaults. 

Scout’s actions are in the line of Adler’s overcompensation of masculine traits (see 

Section 2.2) and Arendt’s theory of using violence as a tool to maintain and recover 

power (see Section 2.3). 

Lastly, if the film were to be analyzed from a non-diegetic perspective (outside of 

the story), it could be argued that power relations between men and women are present 

as well. The analysis made in Section 3.1.2 shows how women to a certain extent are 

sidelined and portrayed stereotypically within the film, by being shown as 

hyperemotional, helpless and passive. In comparison to the book, it is even suggested by 

Shackelford that the voice of Scout, which conveys her thoughts and perspective, is to a 

certain extent sidelined and replaced by a narrative that shifts more focus towards Atticus 

instead (as mentioned in Section 2.3). The act of sidelining or portraying women passively 

could be connected to de Beauvoir’s concept of Othering (see Section 2.2 and 2.3), where 

men are put as central subjects of importance whilst women are the Other, the passive, 

subordinated and less significant people, which therefore also subordinates women to 

men in terms of power and influence. 

According to Sharon Smith (see Section 2.2), it is likely that this type of portrayal 

and subordination in media influences and reinforces the same values and cultural 

attitudes of how women should act in society and real life (14-19). Although previous 

sections of the analysis establish that the characters of Atticus and Scout address and 

question the problematic aspects of these positions, norms, and behaviors (see Section 

3.1.3), they are ultimately never resolved, changed or improved at the end of the film. 

What Smith deems necessary for more constructive models of femininity and 

masculinity, however, is that new images of men and women are given through media 

(14-19). Although it is something that is done through the film’s more developed central 

characters, this is not done to men and women in general. 
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4 The possibilities of using To Kill a Mockingbird in the 

Swedish EFL classroom 

As the areas of the To Kill a Mockingbird film that concern gender have been established 

and shown in terms of the ways in which they portray gender, identity and power 

relations, it is relevant to argue for and suggest how areas can be applied and used in the 

upper secondary school. 

In reference to the core content of the English syllabus, one important thing to 

notice regarding the incorporation of subject areas related to societal life and social issues 

(Natl. Ag. For Ed. 60), is that they are also accompanied with the content of “thoughts, 

opinions, ideas, experiences and feelings” and “cultural, historical, political and cultural 

conditions in different contexts and parts of the world where English is used” (Natl. Ag. 

For Ed. 60). This is ideal, as it prescriptively suggests how the treatment of the subject 

areas and issues can be carried out in lessons. Therefore, when and if To Kill a 

Mockingbird were to be used in teaching, the incorporation of the subject and societal 

issues surrounding gender could optimally be made through discussion groups where 

students can share their experiences, ideas, feelings, and opinions with each other. A by-

product from this would be that the students not only gain knowledge from analyzing the 

film themselves, but also from other students. 

As mentioned previously on several occasions in this text, Shackelford argues that 

the filmization of To Kill a Mockingbird targets its focus more towards the issues of 

racism when much of Scout’s narration from the novel is cut out, thus leaving out more 

of her criticism regarding gender roles (102). An effect of that is that the subject of racism 

is handled and treated considerably better than the subject of gender, by the careful and 

thorough deconstruction of stereotypes, especially in the court scene (Gerster 102). 

Because of this, if the film were to be used in a classroom setting, the issue of racism 
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would also be an easier and clearer subject to spot. However, instead of seeing the subject 

of racism as an obstacle in the students’ analysis of gender in the film, it could instead be 

considered as a resource for applying criticism. 

If students are informed about the purposes of watching the film in advance, the 

two different subjects can complement each other. Whilst the subject of racism and the 

criticism that goes with it is to some extent explicit, students are given the opportunity to 

independently apply gender criticism and analysis to the more implicit details. The critical 

mindset that Atticus uses to point out the shortcomings in prejudice and stereotypes could 

then act as a guide or source of inspiration for students to apply a similar critical approach 

in their own analysis. Although it could be a challenging task to identify implicit traces 

of gender issue in the film, especially for students that are weak in the English subject, 

suggestions will be provided in this text that address this issue. 

In preparation for watching the film, the teacher should state the purpose of why 

they are watching the film (Holmberg 36-37), which could range between several topics. 

Here, the primary topic would be to identify gender dynamics and issues. In practice 

however, it could also be accompanied with other topics that are not discussed here, such 

as racism (that is also present throughout the film). Most likely, students will not have 

read several pages on historical gender inequality or power relations either, but that does 

not entail that they cannot pick up on it. To ensure that most students will be able to pick 

up on the intended topic, guided tutorial questions could be prepared in order to scaffold 

learners to develop their analytical skills (Säljö 305-306). The intention of those questions 

would not seek a definite answer per se, but rather invoke critical reflections on how the 

students can interpret parts of the movie that bring up the subject of gender. Examples of 

such would be: 

• How do women behave and act in comparison to men in the movie? What is 

different? What could be the reasons behind it? 
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• Scout often rejects the idea of doing things that are girly and lady-like. Where 

in the movie can you pick up on that? Are we freer to be and behave how we 

want today? 

• Are there different rules and views for how boys and girls, men and women 

supposed to behave today? Would you say that people were more allowed to 

be sexist, or are there other reasons behind it? Are there any problems with 

comparing then and now? 

Such questions would not only spark students’ awareness when watching the film, 

but they would also function as outlining questions for discussion groups where the 

students learn from each other’s interpretations and ideas. The last point of questions also 

directly addresses the issue of presentism, which in this case is the application of gender 

theory to a time before it was established. Without the proper contextual insight, it is 

likely that some students might make a negative moral judgement on the people and 

society in the past for their world view and values. In order to counter this potential issue, 

it would be advisable to have the teacher present in the discussion group or the whole 

class. The teacher could then for example follow up such judgements with rhetorical 

questions that brings up a relativistic approach of interpreting values and ideas from other 

times and cultures. Yet another approach could be to incorporate a more modern short 

film or text that also deals with gender issues, that for instance, could point out the issues 

of gender that we still have to deal with today, showing that some issues regarding gender 

are not solved even to this day. 
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5 Conclusion 

This essay’s aim has been to identify the representation of gender, gender norms and 

power relations grounded in gender in the 1962 filmization of To Kill a Mockingbird 

based on the novel with the same name, written by Harper Lee. The analysis is used as a 

basis for the discussion of how watching the film can be used to discuss the subject of 

gender in Swedish upper secondary school. 

The theory is based in gender-theory derived from scholars such as de Beauvoir, 

Butler, Kimmel and Bradley, which consists of ideas and theories suggesting that gender 

is the range of characteristics found in and between the concepts of masculinity and 

femininity. The theoretical discussion suggests that sex is directly related to biological 

taxonomy, whereas gender is considered something that is socially constructed, 

performatively through actions and behaviors. Gender is a relatively new concept in 

comparison to the art form of film, having its origins in the 1970s and 1980s as a product 

of Women’s Studies. Therefore, when the film is analyzed, one must bear in mind that 

the consensus during the time when the film was recorded, and the story takes place, was 

that the binary categories of biological sexes were the only expressions equivalent to 

one’s gender. 

The theoretical section also goes into detail on traditionally gendered norms and 

roles, film tropes and their consequences. It is generally held that people are bound to 

behave and act a certain way, dependent on their gender. For those who consider 

themselves women, it is to act emotionally and passively. For men, the opposite is the 

true expression of masculinity, along with violent behavior and a gender role that suggests 

that men are fitted for working outside the home better than women. The third theoretical 

approach used is based on the principles of Foucauldian power relations. The subsection 

focuses on the structural implications power and gender has, how violence can be used as 
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a tool to maintain power and how power relations between men and women are 

actualized. 

The analysis shows how the film frequently portrays men and women in 

stereotyped and gendered roles based on gendered norms. The women in the film are 

depicted as overdramatically emotional, homemakers and passive to the film’s 

progression of story at large. Men are on several occasions portrayed as violent and often 

defined by their occupation. Main characters such as Atticus and Scout are on several 

occasions questioning, rejecting or opposing many of the gendered norms and socially 

sanctioned behaviors shown in the film. This indicates that even though a stereotypical 

rendition of men and women is ubiquitous in the film, the film succeeds to a certain extent 

in portraying the diversity of men and women through its thoroughly developed 

characters. It is, however, a by-product of the film’s overarching story, as most the issues 

regarding gendered norms and roles are never reflected upon, solved or progressed 

towards the end of the film. 

An analysis of power indicates that it is primarily the white men of Maycomb that 

maintain the overall power in the scenes that are shown. Power is exercised and 

maintained through violence and institutional structures such as the juridical system and 

social structures such as gender roles. 

Although the film does not address the problematic aspects of gender roles and 

inequality directly, the film could be used in a school setting to talk and discuss those 

issues by letting students observe and analyze the film scenes with a gender perspective 

in mind. Afterward, the students’ observations could act as the base for a discussion about 

how gender was represented in the film and how it compares to their interpretation of the 

modern United States and their own situation.  

One final note that is relevant to address concerning this essay is its limitations in 

terms of the scope and how further studies could expand the field that has been brought 
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up in this text. One thing that the To Kill a Mockingbird film and novel have in common 

is the presence of racism. As shown in the analysis of this essay, gender relations are also 

a notable subject. However, this text has not directly treated the sociocultural aspects that 

could also be found in the film and text, such as social class and economy, which could 

lead to yet another angle to the film or novel through cultural studies. If the scope of this 

essay was broader, all three of the aspects could provide a multifaceted analysis of how 

concepts such as racism, gender, and class may intersect within the film. 

The field of gender studies also comes with limitations. What especially 

complicates the analysis in this essay is the fact that the modern and contemporary 

concepts of gender did not exist during the time and setting of the film’s story, nor when 

it was written or filmed. It is, therefore, challenging to anachronistically apply and 

analyze concepts and terms such as “gender roles” when they in their time and place 

would have been considered as “sex roles”. Another form of criticism towards gender 

studies, in general, would be its bias towards Western centrism. In this essay’s defense, it 

could, however, be stated that since the pedagogical implications are directed towards the 

education and discussion of living conditions in a part of the English speaking world (such 

as the United States of America) and Sweden, the central focus on the Western world 

would be legitimate.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A Timeline of points of interests for analysis 
 

In the following part of this appendix, a timeline will be provided for all the points of 

interests regarding the analysis of To Kill a Mockingbird in a chronological order. The 

timeline does not include points that are not time specific, such as the general portrayal 

of men and women to give an example. The intention is to give a sequential order to the 

reader as the parts brought up in the analysis changes in order depending on the angle 

that is presented at the time. 

Timeline 

 
(00:03:05) Scout’s narration starts 

(00:03:17) “Men’s stiff collars wiled by 9:00 in the morning. Ladies bathed before noon 

after their 3 o’clock naps” 

(00:03:38) The first person of interest appears, Mr. Cunningham, who is greeted by 

Scout. He is a farmer, shown by his attire and through dialogue between Atticus and 

Scout. 

(00:05:17) Atticus explain to Scout how Mr. Cunningham is a poor farmer, hit hard by 

the circumstances of The Great Depression. 

(00:05:24) Calpurnia, the Finch’s maid calls the family in for the breakfast she has 

prepared. 

(00:06:13) Miss Maudie greets the Finch children while tending her garden. 

(00:06:42) Jem complains to Miss Maudie of how Atticus won’t let him have a gun and 

play a more aggressive style of football. “He won’t let me have a gun and he’ll only 

play touch football with me, never tackle”. 

(00:07:16) Charles Baker Harris or “Dill” is introduced. 

(00:07:46) Dill says that he is spending time with his aunt who lives in Maycomb. 

Normally he resides in Meridian, Mississippi with his mother. 

(00:08:05) Scout reveals that her and Jem’s mother is dead, then asking Dill about his 

father. 

(00:08:10) Dill say he does not have a father. It is suggested that his father is unknown 

to him. 

(00:08:49) Mr. Radley, the so-called “meanest man that ever took a breath of life” walks 

by the children.  



  
 

II 

 (00:10:12) Dill’s aunt Stephanie comes by. Her role in the film is to spread rumors 

about the Radley household (particularly of how violent Boo is) to Dill and expose them 

to the viewer. She is heard again calling for Dill (00:29:53), but never seen. 

(00:11:27) Dill asks Scout why she addresses her father as Atticus. Scout responds with 

“Because Jem does”. 

(00:12:00) Scout walks by Mrs. Dubose and greets her. Mrs. Dubose yells at Scout for 

her ill manners. 

(00:12:46) Scout returns to Mrs. Dubose with Atticus. Atticus compliments her 

appearance and her garden. 

(00:13:55) Scout asks Atticus to see his watch. (00:14:24) Scout says: “Atticus Jem says 

this watch is going to belong to him someday”. Atticus agrees with the statement. “well, 

customary [sic] for the boy to have his father’s watch”. When Scout asks what she will 

be given, Atticus does not know anything else of value that belongs to him. He does 

however remark that there is a pearl necklace and a ring that once belonged to his wife 

that she will get. 

(00:16:27) The judge come by at night.  

(00:23:31) When it is revealed to Robert Ewell that Atticus is intent on the defense of 

Tom Robinson, Robert questions Atticus’s manhood, saying: “What kind of man are 

you?” 

(00:24:31) On their way to spy on Boo Radley, Scout says that she is scared. Jem 

complains that Scout “act more like a girl all time”, suggesting that she is boyish, but is 

more and more conforming to the norms of being a girl which would be to be emotional 

or less impulsive. 

(00:31:20) A shot is heard while Jem is on his way to recover his breeches that was 

tangled up at the Radley’s household. 

(00:31:40) Aunt Stephanie runs out in an emotional state demanding to know what is 

going on after the loud gun noise. Nathan Radley claims to be the shooter, shooting at a 

prowler (presumably Jem). 

(00:32:47) At breakfast, before Scout’s first day at school, Jem (now in a shirt and tie) 

and Atticus is eating, whilst Calpurnia is tending the kitchen, waiting for Scout. 

(00:33:27) Scout, with her head down enters. She is dressed in a dress, something that 

she is showing to be uncomfortable with. This is reinforced as Jem teases her for it. 

(00:34:05) “I still don’t see why I have to wear a darn old dress”. Miss Maudie who is 

visiting, says that she will get used to it. 

(00:35:05) At recess, Scout hunts down the son of Mr. Cunningham, Walter and fights 

him until Jem pulls her off. It is explained that Scout’s teacher got sore at her for 

suggesting the reason why Walter didn’t have money for school lunch. Scout blames 

Walter for starting her off the wrong foot in school. 
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(00:36:22) During dinner with Walter, Walter tells the Finch family about his family. 

He mentions how his father and him go hunting. It is revealed that Walter has a gun of 

his own, something that intrigues Jem. 

(00:42:00) A supposedly rabid dog is seen in the street. Sheriff Tate and Atticus arrive. 

Atticus is tasked to put it down with a gun. Tate claims that Atticus is the best shot in 

the county. 

(00:51:50) Atticus says to Scout:” I forbid you to fight”. 

(01:02:00) While Atticus is waiting at Tom Robinson’s jail cell. A mob of armed men 

arrive, led by Mr. Cunningham, there to assault or possibly lynch Tom. The children run 

into the argument between Atticus and Cunningham’s men, which after a wrestle and 

talk convinces the mob to leave. 

(01:09:10) The court is in session. The people are systematically sorted on several 

levels. Besides the segregation based on color, where people of color are place on the 

upper level of the courthouse, the people in front, that is the judge, lawyers and the jury 

consist solely of men. Additionally, the people are clothed by their respectively 

gendered attire. 

(01:16:11) When Mayella is called as witness she tells her story of how Tom 

supposedly took advantage of her. However, when questioned by Atticus she hesitates, 

and her story falls apart repeatedly. 

Additionally, it is later suggested by Tom that it instead was Mayella who made 

advances towards Tom by grabbing him “around the legs” (01:27:05). 

Mayella’s wounds are implied to have been made by Mr. Ewell. (01:32:39).  

Seeing the court case from an angle of gender normativity, Mayella is indirectly 

defended by the norms of what is considered “lady-like”, showcased by the jury’s 

verdict (01:41:00). 

(01:44:00) Sheriff Tate comes by the Finch’s house, telling that Tom is dead. Tom “ran 

like a crazy man” and when the deputy allegedly aimed to wound him, he was instead 

killed. 

(01:48:40) When Atticus arrives at the Robinson family and bring the news of Tom’s 

death, Mrs. Robinson barges out only to fall together in an emotional overload caused 

by the news. 

(01:51:26) Around Halloween there is a pageant in school. Scout is dressed as a ham. 

(01:52:30) After the pageant Scout claims that she cannot find her dress or shoes, she 

walks toward home with Jem. 

(01:55:15) Jem and Scout are assaulted by a man later revealed to be Robert Ewell on 

their way home. Scout is struggling getting out of her ham-costume while Robert is 

fighting Jem. Jem eventually falls unconscious to the ground. Robert grabs hold of 

Scout in her costume until an unknown person saves her from Ewell’s grasp. When the 

fighting stops the unknown man runs away with Jem in his arms. 
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(1:58:52) Robert “Bob” is dead with a kitchen knife under his ribs. 

(2:00:12) The savior of the children is revealed to be the rumored Boo Radley, who also 

stabbed Robert Ewell to death. 

(2:04:57) Sheriff Tate suggest that it should be considered that Robert Ewell fell on his 

own knife, clearing Boo of the charges. 

 


