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This thesis is composed of two parts: 
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exploring case studies and discussing my creative process. 
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Abstract 

This study identifies a new subcategory of film noir, the femme noir. 

Traditional film noir films use gendered binaries, male gaze and scopophilic 

treatment of the female characters to limit and fragment women characters. This 

dynamic is most obvious in the binary between the ‘looking’ male protagonist 

and the ‘looked at’ femme fatale. This binary traps female characters in positions 

that have limited agency and scope within film narrative. Gendered binaries are a 

phallic pleasurable expectation and a way in which film noir recreates 

patriarchy.  

The film noir film narrative is traditionally the enactment and expulsion of 

male sexual anxiety on screen. The femme fatale character typically personifies 

this male sexual anxiety. The film noir film story tends to follow the male 

protagonist and his journey to uncover a mystery surrounding the femme fatale. 

By the end of the film, the femme fatale is revealed, punished or rehabilitated 

according the will of the male protagonist. By the end of the film noir film, 

patriarchal status quo has returned.. However, I propose that when the 

protagonist in a film noir film is a woman, the traditional gendered binary of film 

noir films is undermined.  

In the subsection of film noir films I identify as femme noir, a ‘looking’ female 

protagonist meets the gaze of the femme fatale. She recognises not a binary 

opposite, but a dark sister, an abject version of herself. This study proposes that 

the dynamic between a woman protagonist and a femme fatale is that of a 

reflection. By the end of a femme noir narrative, the femme fatale is not 

uncovered and expelled, instead her essence is absorbed by the female 

protagonist.  

I propose that the femme noir narrative is about the female protagonist’s 

journey to accept and absorb the essence of her abject reflection. The two 

woman characters together create a type of wholeness that resists the 

limitations and fragmentations of traditional film noir women. This study will 
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suggest that in femme noir films, feminist meaning can still be created within a 

traditionally sexist genre using it’s familiar tropes and signs. 
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