
In this eye-opening documentary, celebrated independent filmmaker 

Nina Menkes explores the sexual politics of cinematic shot design. 

Using clips from hundreds of movies we all know and love – 

from Metropolis to Vertigo to Phantom Thread – Menkes convincingly 

makes the argument that shot design is gendered. Brainwashed: 

Sex-Camera-Power illuminates the patriarchal narrative codes that 

hide within supposedly “classic” set-ups and camera angles and 

demonstrates how women are frequently displayed as objects for the 

use, support, and pleasure of male subjects. Building on the essential 

work of Laura Mulvey and other feminist writers, Menkes shows how 

these not-so-subtle embedded messages affect and intersect with the 

twin epidemics of sexual abuse and assault, as well as employment 

discrimination against women, especially in the film industry. The film 

features interviews with an all-star cast of women and non-binary 

industry professionals including Julie Dash, Penelope Spheeris, 

Charlyne Yi, Joey Soloway, Catherine Hardwicke, Eliza Hittman, and 

Rosanna Arquette. The result is an electrifying call-to-action that will 

fundamentally change the way you see, and watch, movies.

If the camera is predatory, then 
the culture is predatory.”  
– Iyabo Kwayana

companyAnVisit brainwashedmovie.com for essential readings, tools, and more.

https://kanopy.com
https://www.brainwashedmovie.com/


POINT OF VIEW (POV)

Male Subject/Female Object

FRAMING 

Fragmented Body Parts

Do the Right Thing, dir. Spike Lee, 1989 Bombshell, dir. Jay Roach, 2019

CAMERA MOVEMENT

Body Pans, tilts; often with  
slow motion

LIGHTING

3D (male) versus 2D or other fantasy 
lighting (female)

  Die Another Day, dir. Lee Tamahori, 2002 

NARRATIVE POSITION

Camera techniques 1-4 often 
undermine the female characters’ 
narrative position

Carrie, dir. Brian de Palma, 1976

This system of shot design 
disempowers women, ties into  
the epidemic of sexual 
harassment and assault as well as 
the employment discrimination 
we face… and I call it the bedrock 
language of rape culture.”  
– Nina Menkes
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The Menkes List
Across decades and genres, male and female film actors are often shot very 

differently. This cinematic visual language constitutes a meta-message which 

can infiltrate and affect consciousness, regardless of context.

 

Check out the list below the next time you’re watching a movie. UK blogger, 

Caz Armstrong, dubbed Nina’s points “The #MenkesList”:

Visit brainwashedmovie.com for essential readings, tools, and more.

Bladerunner 2049, dir. Denis Villeneuve, 2017

https://www.brainwashedmovie.com/


REFRAME Tools to Help Make Productions  
More Equitable

Founded and led by Women In Film and Sundance Institute, 

ReFrameTM is a non-profit organization intended to be additive 

to other diversity initiatives and allies making change. 

Foundational to the program is the core belief that gender parity 

is intersectional with equity for all underrepresented groups 

and ReFrameTM welcomes all organizations and efforts seeking 

inclusive representation in media.

Download the ReFrameTM information package.

Includes useful tools like the ReFrameTM Production Roadmap  

and advice on equitable hiring practices.

Free The Work Platform 

Talent discovery service Free the Work. Launched by film director  

Alma Har’el to provide a database of female creatives to the 

entertainment industry. 

Check out the DATABASE  |  Follow @freethework on Instagram 

Bechdel-Wallace Test 

The Bechdel-Wallace Test is a measure of the representation of 

women in fiction by assessing whether a work portrays at least 

two women who talk to each other about something other than  

a man.  

It names the following three criteria: 

• The film must have at least two women in it 

• who talk to each other, about 

• something besides a man. 

The test was popularized by Alison Bechdel’s comic Dykes to 

Watch Out For in 1985.

Useful Tools 

On top of Nina’s #MenkesList, familiarize yourself with these 

ten resources to further understand gendered shot design, 

perpetuated abuse and assault, and the movie industry’s pay 

inequities. Then arm yourself with them to break the cycle. 

Visit brainwashedmovie.com for essential readings, tools, and more.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1S64XLFOkwDafjCO-SbFdZv5IRhfxtrct/view
https://freethework.com/
https://www.instagram.com/freethework/
https://dykestowatchoutfor.com/
https://www.brainwashedmovie.com/


Intimacy on Screen: On Set Guidelines by Ita O’Brien 

Top Intimacy Coordinator Ita O’Brien has compiled a fifteen-point 

checklist of best practice guidelines when working with intimacy, 

simulated sex scenes, and nudity on set. This is a must-have, highly 

informative tool for filmmakers! Thank you, Ita. 

View Ita’s guidelines

Equitable Screenwriting Software 

Or software that can automatically tell whether a script is equitable for 

men and women. The New York Times wrote a good introductory arti-

cle on how scriptwriting software became more equitable. Choose from 

the offerings below to purchase screenwriting programs that include 

tools to help with gender disparity: 

Highland 2  |  Final Draft 11  |  Writer Duet Tool

Unlock Her Potential 

Sophia Chang, screenwriter author of The Baddest Bitch in the Room, 

has created a ground-breaking mentorship program for women of color 

in the entertainment industry. 

It’s time to equip women of color to ascend to the 
C-suite, run the shows, direct the films, and take over. 
It’s time to break up the boys’ club that has kept the 
gates closed off to us for too long.”  
– Sophia Chang 

Visit Unlock Her Potential

Visit brainwashedmovie.com for essential readings, tools, and more.

Brainwashing Explained

Brainwashing is the attempt to change the 
thoughts and beliefs of another person 
against their will. In psychology, the study of 
brainwashing, often referred to as thought 
reform, falls into the sphere of “social 
influence.” Social influence happens every 
minute of every day. It’s the collection of ways 
in which people can change other people’s 
attitudes, beliefs and behaviors.”
From How Brainwashing Works 

How Stuff Works, 2009, by Julia Layton

https://www.intimacyonset.com/intimacy-on-set-guidelines.html
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1KrHS17VQfHL-MTnjGX9t105p4AHQ2UQR/view
https://quoteunquoteapps.com/highland-2/
https://www.finaldraft.com/
https://www.writerduet.com/stats
https://www.brainwashedmovie.com/
https://science.howstuffworks.com/life/inside-the-mind/human-brain/brainwashing.htm


Bechdel-style Test for Fat Women on Screen 

How to write a script and incorporate a storyline with a plus-sized 

person: Cast fat women in main roles and not have their story lines 

revolve around their weight or desire not to be fat. 

Proposed by Rebecca Bodenheimer on March 24th, 2020 in the  

Los Angeles Times. 

The Power and Control Wheel 

Created by the National Center on Domestic and Sexual Violence, The 

Power & Control diagram is a particularly helpful tool in understanding 

the overall pattern of abusive and violent behaviors, which are used by 

a batterer to establish and maintain control over his partner. Very often, 

one or more violent incidents are accompanied by an array of these 

other types of abuse. They are less easily identified, yet firmly establish 

a pattern of intimidation and control in the relationship. 

View The Power and Control Wheel

The Definition of Rape Culture 

Rape Culture is an environment in which rape is prevalent and in which 

sexual violence against women is normalized and excused in the media 

and popular culture. Rape culture is perpetuated through the use of 

misogynistic language, the objectification of women’s bodies, and 

the glamorization of sexual violence, thereby creating a society that 

disregards women’s rights and safety. 

Check out The Marshall University Women’s Center Checklist on  

Rape Culture.
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To dive deeper, view a detailed time line of 
employment discrimination against women 
on the Brainwashed movie website.

Visit brainwashedmovie.com for essential readings, tools, and more.

https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/tv/story/2020-03-24/this-is-us-shrill-dietland-bechdel-test-female-body-representation
http://www.ncdsv.org/images/PowerControlwheelNOSHADING.pdf
https://www.marshall.edu/wcenter/sexual-assault/rape-culture/
https://kanopy.com
https://www.brainwashedmovie.com/employment-discrimination
https://www.brainwashedmovie.com/
https://www.brainwashedmovie.com/employment-discrimination

