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Representations of Women in Dogville: Making Progress on Mulvey’s Model of the Passive 

Female in Narrative Film 

Laura Mulvey outlines the ways in which narrative cinema objectifies women in her 

essay, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” She describes a phallocentric dominant social 

order in which women symbolize a threat of castration and represent the masculine Other by 

their lack of a phallus. She points out the representation of woman as a passive spectacle in 

narrative film; the object of “the gaze,” or the object of “fetishistic scopophilia.” Lars von Trier’s 

2003 film, Dogville, seems to be structured along the boundaries Mulvey has set for women in 

cinema, all the while working, as Mulvey wishes, toward breaking down those boundaries by 

turning the expectations of spectators (socialized in a patriarchal, phallocentric world to come to 

expect the sort of representations of women Mulvey describes) inside out.  I intend to explore the 

film’s self-aware adherence and subsequent betrayal to those cinematic norms regarding the 

representation of women as outlined in Mulvey’s aforementioned essay. I will use Mulvey’s 

theses as a basis for exploring the cultural work performed by von Trier’s film. By looking at the 

ways Dogville does and does not conform to her theses, we can see the progressive work being 

performed by the film and further illuminate the gender terrain Mulvey is concerned with. I will 

analyze Dogville as a work in very self-aware accordance with Mulvey’s gender models that can, 

through its self-awareness, serve to illustrate and criticize the treatment of the male Other 

(woman) as the passive object of the scopophilic “gaze.” 



Notably, I am primarily concerned with Mulvey’s model of woman as being passive and 

objectified, and her description of “the spectator fascinated with … gaining control and 

possession of the woman.” (Mulvey 118) Her notions of woman representing the threat of 

castration, in particular, become important here and will be brought up later. Because she readily 

notes that she has not explored in her article films with female protagonists (“There are films 

with a woman as main protagonist, of course. To analyse this phenomenon seriously here would 

take me too far afield” [Mulvey 118]), much of her writing on women as having a lack of control 

in furthering the narrative becomes less important for my purposes here. 

For clarification, let me lay out the points of Mulvey’s article that I will seek out in my 

application of her ideas to Dogville:  First, the female figure posing a threat of castration (and 

therein a threat of losing power) by her lack of a penis; second, woman representing the male 

Other; third, Freud’s association between scopophilia and “taking people as object, subjecting 

them to a controlling and curious gaze”; fourth, the ego libido and the desire to gain “control and 

possession of the woman within the diegesis”; and fifth, the subordination of the “look” of the 

camera and the “look” of the audience to “that of the characters at each other within the screen 

illusion.” (Mulvey 123) 

Indications that this film is working to first illustrate, then deconstruct the gender terrain 

as it is structured in Mulvey’s model are apparent from the very start of the film. The lack of a 

realistic set and the use instead of mere furniture enclosed within chalk outlines where houses 

should stand does just what Mulvey says the conventions of narrative cinema does not normally 

do; it fails to subordinate the audience’s look to the character’s look. The film plays instead to 

the knowledge that the audience is looking; their look is not “subordinated to the neurotic needs 



of the male ego” in the form of the characters’ looks. (Mulvey 123) When Grace is being raped 

by Chuck there is a long shot of the stage which shows the characters whom inhabit the other 

“houses” going about their business. The spectators can see the rape take place because there are 

no real walls to the set, but the characters can not see through the “walls” of their world and can 

not see Grace being raped. Spectators then become more aware of the fact that they are 

spectators. The ego libido instinct is repressed by the set’s lack of realism and the character’s 

blindness to that fact. Instead we witness a sort of switch, where the citizens of the township of 

Dogville become much like the audience described in Mulvey’s article. They themselves come to 

represent the unconscious of a patriarchal, phallocentric order.  

I must make a distinction here between phallocentrism and a biological 

male-centeredness. More important than the biological quality of maleness is the idea of power 

and the idea of subordinating an Other. While yes, the phallus is traditionally a possession solely 

of men (when viewed only as a penis), Alexandra Juhasz’s association of the phallus primarily 

with power rather than sex in her essay, “the Phallus UnFetished,” seems particularly relevant 

here. “Academic feminism…” she writes, “applaud[s] all acts that unlink genitals from their 

gendered homes, that sever biology from destiny.” (Juhasz 211) Juhasz herself unlinks the penis 

from what it used to represent: “In this… dystopia, having a penis does not insure masculinity or 

even what masculinity used to shore up: power” (Juhasz 215) Power then aligns itself with a 

more intangible phallus rather than a particular sex organ. Still with its roots in the idea that a 

penis equals power, in the phallocentric and patriarchal order, the phallus becomes something 

that can be reached for by either biological sex. Along these lines, Juhasz asks us to “Imagine a 

penis that does not refer back to a phallus. Imagine a penis that does not refer back to a man.” 



This is important in exploring Dogville on Mulvey’s terms, because Mulvey fails to examine the 

relationship between women characters in film. Instead, in their exertion of control over Grace, 

they become sort of pseudo-males, representative of the phallocentric order when interacting 

with Grace just as the men of the community are representative of that order. 

Similarly, Mulvey’s ideas of Others in film becoming the object of “the gaze” can be 

extended to more than just females: they have been extended, for example, to blacks in Ed 

Guerrero’s “The Black Image in Protective Custody: Hollywood’s Biracial Buddy Films of the 

Eighties.” It seems logical that any sort of Other, then, is likely to become candidate for the 

“object of the gaze” and subsequently inspire a desire to control for the dominant population.  In 

this respect, Grace Mulligan’s objectivity is twofold in Dogville, as she is both the male Other, 

not being in possession of a phallus, and the poor rural Other, now separated from her city roots. 

She then finds herself the Other to all of the inhabitants of Dogville. Grace Mulligan as a twofold 

Other heightens her character as the object of the gaze (and threat to the status quo) to such a 

level that the other female inhabitants of Dogville pale in their Otherness by comparison and, as 

suggested earlier, come to play a power-wielding role similar to the men in Dogville. Their abuse 

of Grace parallels the abuse dished out by the men of the township, giving them the same kind of 

power that the men in their town have. The wielding of this power in contrast to Grace’s absolute 

lack of power, her absolute subordinance to the townspeople, makes her representative of the 

quintessential cinematic woman in accordance with Mulvey’s article. In other words, she is the 

ultimate female to the township’s ruthless masculinity and obsession with power. She becomes 

representative of all that Mulvey draws attention to: She is the fragmented, objectified, passive 

spectacle of Dogville. 



The climax of Grace’s role as the objectified male Other comes in chapter eight. “Most 

townspeople of the male sex now visited Grace at night to fulfill their sexual needs,” the narrator 

says, “The harassments in bed did not have to be kept so secret anymore because they couldn’t 

really be compared to a sexual act; they were embarrassing in the way it is when a hillbilly has 

his way with a cow, but no more than that.” This testament to the extent to which Grace has been 

objectified and controlled brings us to the pinnacle of abuse in the film. The objectification of the 

male Other (Grace) by those holding control in the phallocentric order seems to have now 

entirely conquered the threat of castration posed by the woman. Mulvey’s model of gender 

relations in film, however exaggerated here, is now complete within Dogville. What follows is 

such a violent response to Mulvey’s model, it can only serve to illustrate the feminist frustrations 

regarding such representations of women; within the diegesis of the film, the literal 

subordination of a woman (which I have laid out as a narrative representation of Mulvey’s 

model) is met by her taking power (from her father, the patriarch himself) and exerting the final 

act of control. It is, in other words, Grace Margaret Mulligan, the castration-threatening, 

subordinate, passive male Other who wields the final phallus.  

This final chapter of the film, however, deserves attention for the ways in which it 

manages to turn Mulvey’s model on its head. When Grace is reunited with her gangster father in 

the final chapter, he says to her that if she were to come home he “would even begin to share 

[his] power and responsibility” with her. Here we have the father, the patriarch, even, offering 

the power of the phallus to the Other. The offer itself is not in accordance with Mulvey’s model, 

in which the male unconscious is fearful of castration, fearful of losing the phallus and the power 

associated with it. Immediately, in straying from those norms laid out by Mulvey, the scene 



becomes a reaction against those cinematic norms regarding representations of gender. The 

narrator then reflects on the actions of the people of Dogville: “No, what they had done was not 

good enough and if one had the power to put it to right, it was one’s duty to do so for the sake of 

other towns, for the sake of humanity and not least, for the sake of the human being that was 

Grace herself.” It is determined then that the people of Dogville who have so embodied 

Mulvey’s model of gender representations must be “put right.” When Grace’s father tells her that 

he will give her the power he is talking about “now,” she says, “So that would mean that I would 

be part of the problem-solving. The problem of Dogville.” Here she asserts her ability to solve 

the “problem of Dogville;” for our purposes, the problem of representing women merely as 

spectacle, as something to be looked at and objectified in response to a fear of castration, a fear 

of losing power. And she does just that. She becomes the precise opposite of the Grace Mulligan 

who has allowed herself to be subordinated and controlled up until this point in the film. She 

uses that newly-acquired power to burn the township of Dogville to the ground and kill every 

human within it. The dog who is confined to a pen at the front of the township, however, can 

live. At the beginning of the film, Grace takes the dog’s bone in hopes of finding some meat to 

eat. Now she tells the gangster who points his gun at the dog to “Just let him be… He’s just 

angry because I once took his bone.” As she says this, the camera tilts from the chalk-drawn dog 

on the floor, up Grace’s shapely, stockinged legs, past her skirt until it reaches her face. The 

image of her femininity complimenting these words suggest again the castration motif—she, the 

woman and male Other, has come into this phallocentric community and has taken its bone, it’s 

phallus; taken power into her own hands. As the gangsters shoot up the town, she says the 

curtains on the car should be open so that she can see through the car’s windows. “I think we 



should open them,” she says when one of the men ask if she’d like the curtains opened, “I think 

it’s appropriate.” Grace is no longer the object of the gaze. It is now Grace who is doing the 

looking.  

The film’s calculated representation of Grace Mulligan first along the lines Mulvey has 

set down and then as the power-wielding contradiction to Mulvey’s stated norms allow it to work 

in opposition to the representations of women in narrative film that Mulvey illustrates in her 

article. The film makes progress on these standard gender roles by structuring its final scene 

around the redemption of the objectified male Other, it is in Grace’s ability to wield the final 

phallus that Dogville works as a reaction against those traditional cinematic norms which confine 

women to the position of a passive, subordinate spectacle.  

 
 
 
 

 


