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Film and Gender: Mrs. Doubtfire as a Masculine and Feminine Subject
Mrs. Doubtfire. Jaws. Reservoir Dogs. Breakfast at Tiffany’s. These and a lot more are just a few of the many Hollywood “gender bender” blockbuster films that have made a killing in the box office today. They are all entertaining to watch because they touch on familiar gender stereotypes in our society. Over the last few decades, gender in modern cinema, drama and theatre has begun to emerge as one of the fastest growing topics discussed in the world of entertainment. Many critical theorists as well as feminist scholars agree that modern cinema, drama and theatre has played a large role in shaping sexual identities and gender movements, particularly the relationship between masculine and feminine individuals. While some people think that men who wear feminine fashions are actively trying to be a woman that is not always the case today. There are many examples of men wearing dresses for comedic purposes. A great example is in the movie Mrs. Doubtfire, where Robin Williams, who plays Daniel Hillard, disguises himself as an English nanny to care for his children during a custody and divorce dispute. His masquerade requires special costuming to make his masculine form appear more feminine. Director Chris Columbus, who also directed the first two Harry Potter films, writes Mrs. Doubtfire to explore the relationship between power and gender in films. Although most men in feminine attire appear in movies for laughs, there are also men who regularly wear women’s clothing to gain personal fulfillment like in the movie Mrs. Doubtfire. While some men in women’s clothing aren’t trying to fool anyone, others are able to live in our society today without being recognized as men. Nevertheless, the film Mrs. Doubtfire use images of power and gender to represent the contrast between masculine and feminine gender identities, ultimately suggesting that individuals who are heterosexual or homosexual character are not restricted to either masculine or feminine roles based on their sex alone. 

So the question arises: what is the relationship between film and gender? As a current Anthropology minor at the University of California Irvine, I strongly believe that gender is a social construct. Social construct is defined as “any phenomenon ‘invented’ or ‘constructed’ by participants in a particular culture or society, existing because people agree to behave as if it exists or follow certain conventional rules” (Webster).  In other words, I believe that gender is a socialized and learned behavior that comes from being born male or female. In the film Mrs. Doubtfire, I believe that masculinity and femininity have their own distinct cultures. The language usage employed by Williams played a large role to the sense of belonging, specifically belonging and staying to the family. In the film, Mrs. Doubtfire displayed both masculine and feminine traits as a divorced father as well as the eponymous housekeeper who cares for his own children.











An example of masculinity and femininity is in the scene where Williams first meets Miranda Hillard and their children Lydia, Natalie and Chris as a female character. Using various medium and full shots, Williams is able to effectively play and introduce the role of Mrs. Doubtfire as a male subject. This scene is one of many great examples in the film that illustrate how men who dresses in feminine clothes in secret are not necessary considered as homosexual. Williams simply dresses in feminine clothing to acquire a personal fulfillment, which ultimately is to be closer to his beloved children’s. In other words, one cannot determine whether an individual is either masculine or feminine based on their sex alone.





Another example is the final scene of the movie where Mrs. Doubtfire has dinner separately with both the Miranda family and Jonathan Lundy at the same restaurant within the same time. Using various close up and chest shots, Williams portray himself as two different subjects: 1) Daniel Hillard as a shipping clerk, and 2) Mrs. Doubtfire as a nanny. While Williams changes his appearance into these two different roles, the audience sees himself acting out as both masculine and feminine in two scenarios. This scene is interesting in that the audience gets to fully understand how gender plays a vital role in predicting life choices, successes, and limitations from both the male perspective and the female perspective. The audience comes to an understanding how men and women talk and think in certain contexts-with each other all of which helps us to act out our own gender roles in our society today. Utilizing the techniques of rack focus, the audience can easily visualize how Williams rehearses his role from Daniel to Mrs. Doubtfire to display how individuals cannot be confined to the roles of masculine or feminine based on their sex alone.









In short, I believe that individuals in films cannot be simply regulated to either masculine or feminine roles based on their sex alone. Moreover, I believe that that gender identity in films completely aligns to culture, race, age, generational values, socio-economic status and education in our society today. Mrs. Doubtfire use images of power and gender to represent the contrast between masculine and feminine of gender identity in order to show that most men in feminine attire appear in movies for laughs as well as to gain personal fulfillment and satisfaction in the long run. Nevertheless, the film Mrs. Doubtfire use images of power and gender to represent the contrast between masculine and feminine of gender identity, ultimately suggesting that individuals who are heterosexual or homosexual character are not restricted to either masculine or feminine roles based on their sex alone.
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