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The research “Normativity and Freedom. Identity Politics in Cinema from the First Quarter of
the 21%t Century” was conducted between January 1, 2021 (the date of enrollment) and January
1, 2024, during studies in a full-time doctoral program in “Cinema Studies, Cinema Art and
Television”, in the Screen Arts Department of the Institute of Art Studies (BAS), under the
scientific guidance of Prof. DCs Alexander Donev. During the course of the studies, results of
the research were presented in scientific articles and conference papers, and subsequently in
the finished thesis.

General Characteristics of the Thesis

Since 2010, the term wokeness (and the pejorative wokeism) has gained particular
prominence in Western democracies, referring to a liberal-progressive ideology and policies
that express heightened sensitivity toward social issues such as racism and inequality. This
cultural “awakening” emerged as a result of social movements that have evolved since the mid-
20" century, advocating for the rights of various marginalized groups. Its influence has also
extended to the practices of major film festivals and academies that determine the annual film
awards in different categories.

Cinema helps us make sense of the reality that surrounds us and the images it constructs
often lead to shifts in our perceptions or even in reality itself. This is why it is essential to
examine current political trends as they manifest in film and to explore their impact not only
on society, but also on the development of cinema and its language. The central hypothesis
of the present study is that identity politics contribute to the formation of a new aesthetic
normativity on screen, and that thinking through the lens of group identity influences the very
nature of spectatorship.

The object of this study is a selection of films that engage with issues of inequality and
marginalized groups, as well as the critical recognition these films have received through major
film festivals and academies in Europe and the United States. Among them are Promising
Young Woman (2020), Nomadland (2020), Borat Subsequent Moviefilm (2020), Berlin
Alexanderplatz (2020), Parasite (2019), Portrait of a Lady on Fire (2019), Joker (2019), Green
Book (2018), The Shape of Water (2017), Moonlight (2016), The Danish Girl (2015), 12 Years
a Slave (2013), among others. In the same context, the analysis also includes award-winning
Bulgarian films such as Liuben (2023), Blaga’s Lessons (2023), Women Do Cry (2020), Fear
(2020), Cat in the Wall (2019), Irina (2018), Godless (2016), The Lesson (2014), Pride (2013),
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and others. While the study primarily focuses on films from the last decade, it also traces the
roots of certain cinematic and ideological tendencies that emerged after the end of World War
I and flourished during the 1960s and 1970s.

The subject of the study is identity politics, understood as a struggle for the recognition
of the dignity of disadvantaged social groups, and the establishment of a new set of cinematic
norms shaped by these claims. The analysis also addresses the tensions that arise between such
normative frameworks and artistic freedom—in terms of both interpretation and audience
reception—on a global scale as well as within the Bulgarian public sphere. The research
focuses specifically on cinematic transformations influenced by liberal ideology.

The aim of this thesis is to examine the norms that identity politics impose on cinema
through the mechanisms of the most prominent and influential international film festivals and
awarding academies; to explore the identities represented in award-winning films and the ways
in which they are artistically interpreted; to assess the extent to which political messaging may
limit creative freedom of expression; to analyze how issues of feminism, homosexuality,
gender, ethnic minorities, and socially marginalized groups are addressed; to investigate the
reception of such films in both global media and in Bulgaria; and to consider the reactions to
this global trend within the Bulgarian context. In order to align with international expectations,
Bulgarian cinema has, to a significant extent, engaged in a process of self-marginalization—a
tendency whose symptoms have once again become visible over the past decade.

To achieve the research goals, the study adopted an interdisciplinary approach. This
includes a contextual analysis supported by a historical and film studies overview of emerging
trends in festival regulations; a theoretical review of key concepts related to politics and
cinema; an aesthetic and meta-analysis of selected films through the lens of feminist,
postcolonial, and queer theoretical frameworks; and an examination of the global and Bulgarian
media landscape regarding the critical reception of these films.

In Bulgarian film studies, there is a lack of in-depth and synthesized research on identity
politics, feminism, homosexuality, and minority groups. While these topics have long been
addressed in Western democracies, recent developments have given them new significance and
raised new challenges. Their reflection in contemporary cinema remains an emerging area of

inquiry.



Main Content of the Thesis

The introduction establishes the relevance of the topic by outlining the object and
subject of the study, the existing academic field in which it is situated, as well as its aims and
methodology.

Chapter One sets the contextual framework of the phenomenon. It first addresses the
issue of ideology and cinema in totalitarian and democratic societies, along with the impact of
norms on aesthetic experience.

Secondly, it traces the emergence of identity politics and the related film studies—
feminist film criticism, liberal and postcolonial discourse, and LGBTQ studies—that have
influenced contemporary thought.

Thirdly, the thesis examines the significance of film festivals and the new regulations
shaping film production.

Fourthly, it discusses the reception of politically correct films in both global and
Bulgarian public spheres, including the challenges they face.

The second chapter constitutes the analytical section, which closely examines films
within the context of the theories presented. It traces chronologically the trends related to
marginalized groups from the origins of cinema to the present day. Chapter Two explores
Western women’s cinema, the representation of homosexuality, and social and ethnic
minorities in film, along with liberal cinema trends in Bulgaria. It also draws corresponding
conclusions about the emerging normativity.

The conclusion summarizes the results and contributions of the thesis.

Chapter One. Context and Normative Framework

1.1. Ideology and Cinema

The subchapter presents the concept of idea as a fundamental ontological category of
existence, as well as the original neutral definition of ideology introduced by Antoine Destutt
de Tracy, who described it as a system of political, legal, moral, religious, philosophical,
aesthetic, and other views and ideas belonging to a class, social order, national movement, and
so forth. Ideology is a science of ideas that explains and changes the world. It underpins every

organization and is a result of living conditions and specific social interests. Later Hegel and



Marx introduced the narrower pejorative meaning of ideology, referring to the so-called “false
consciousness”—the set of beliefs by which people are deceived.

The subchapter establishes the essential connection between cinema and ideas, and its
first part presents a brief history of their dynamic relationship through the theories of
researchers from the early 20" century to the 1960s. It traces the attempts of Vachel Lindsay,
Hugo Minsterberg, Béla Balazs, and Rudolf Arnheim to define the essence of films as works
of art that do not merely reproduce visible reality but create its image through the author’s
perspective and through the specifics of the camera. The subchapter also covers Sergei
Eisenstein’s and Vsevolod Pudovkin’s views on cinema’s function as a tool for deliberate
ideological influence. Further, it discusses ideas by theorists such as André Bazin and Siegfried
Kracauer, who saw cinema as a reproduction of reality and sought objective meaning in images
beyond artificial suggestions, including Kracauer’s discovery of the unconscious embedding
of certain class tastes in national cinema. It also examines the formation of the auteur theory
by the French New Wave, emphasizing the director’s vision as central. Most importantly, the
subchapter outlines the development of revolutionary film theories that regard cinema as a
system of social and symbolic meanings, thus possessing a specific political and ideological
sensitivity.

Jean-Louis Baudry’s apparatus theory, drawing on the ideas of philosopher Louis
Althusser, adopts the Marxist conception of ideology (capitalism) as an imaginary filter
through which reality is interpreted, and seeks new cinematic forms capable of revealing the
truth. Similarly, the screen theory of Colin MacCabe and Stephen Heath advances the argument
that cinema cannot represent reality, since reality consists of elements that are not
representable. MacCabe proposes a classification of four types of realist films: classic (offering
a single, omnipresent point of view), progressive (similar to classic ones but exposing social
injustices), subversive (presenting multiple, equally valid subjective perspectives), and
revolutionary (demanding a different construction of the subject—one that has yet to be
achieved).

Through film theory, we arrive at the understanding of the inevitable ideological nature
of cinema—its inherent normativity—meaning its connection to certain norms, standards, and
rules within a specific historical period and cultural context. The thesis outlines two types of
cinematic normativity: direct, when films are subject to legal regulations and censorship; and
indirect, when they reflect the values and tastes of their creators, shaped by prevailing social
norms. The key difference between the two lies in the filmmaker’s freedom of choice, which

allows for greater potential authenticity.



The second and third parts of the subchapter examine forms of direct ideological
normativity. The second part traces its principles in totalitarian societies, using the example
of Bulgarian socialist cinema. It draws on the research of Deyan Statulov (Recommended
Films: Propaganda Practices in Bulgarian Feature Cinema, 2023), Ingeborg Bratoeva-
Darakchieva (Bulgarian Feature Film from Kalin the Eagle to Mission London, 2013), and
Neda Stanimirova (The Film Process—“Temporarily Frozen”, 2012). The mechanisms of
direct political interference in cinema are presented through a vertically integrated film system,
a clear legal framework that subordinated artistic expression entirely to socialist ideology, and
the imposition of strict stylistic rules—namely, the so-called “socialist realism”—enforced by
a hierarchical system of institutions. The section outlines the mass consequences of such
political normativity: the substitution of reality (with mythic, pathos-laden narratives of the
triumph of bright communism over bourgeois decadence), the loss of authenticity, uniformity,
rigid thesis-driven content, lifelessness, creative limitation, and the suppression of high-quality
artistic ideas.

The third part focuses on the moral normativity in Hollywood cinema from the 1930s
to 1968, enforced through the Motion Picture Production Code, also known as the Hays Code,
named after its initiator, William Hays. The Code served as a set of self-regulatory guidelines
adopted by most major film studios. It consisted of two main parts: the first outlined mandatory
moral principles, while the second listed specific subjects and depictions that were strictly
prohibited. Popular psychology, theology, and political conservatism shaped The Code, and its
primary aim was to promote traditional values and ensure that films were suitable for a broad
“mass” audience in a society still strongly influenced by religious and Victorian moral
attitudes. An independent body—the Production Code Administration—oversaw its
enforcement, headed by Irish Catholic Joseph Breen, who played a central role in forming the
aesthetic and moral tone of classical American cinema. This era of filmmaking was marked by
optimism, moral instruction, and themes that resonated with the emerging middle class,
offering both identification and entertainment. However, the puritanism of the narratives, the
contentment of bourgeois characters, and the consistent triumph of good and institutional
authority resulted in a limited portrayal of reality and the marginalization of social groups that
did not fit the ideals of traditional society—an imbalance for which post-Code and especially

contemporary cinema would later seek compensation.



1.2. Identity Politics and Film Theory

This subchapter presents the cultural and historical roots of identity politics, explaining
the emergence and nature of liberal democracy—its strengths as well as the shortcomings that
have drawn criticism from both the left and the right of the political spectrum. The analysis
builds on the ideas of political scientist Francis Fukuyama, who views liberal democracy as a
system for peacefully managing diversity in pluralistic societies. According to him, it emerged
in Europe, during the 17" and 18™ centuries, as a response to the religious wars between
Christian sects following the Reformation. Liberal democracy is based on tolerance and the
rule of law, aiming to protect the rights of each individual while deliberately refraining from
offering any higher metaphysical purpose for human existence. However, the overwhelming
freedom, the disregard for the innate human need for group belonging, and the lack of actual
equality—caused by persistent prejudice and the economic redistribution resulting from the
deregulated free market—have contributed to the emergence of group-based thinking and
political movements organized around shared ethnic, racial, religious, social, gender, or class
identities. The left-leaning groups, which are the focus of this study—such as minorities and
women—fight against discrimination and marginalization. In contrast, right-leaning groups—
those with traditional, religious, or nationalist views—often accuse the left of usurping what
they perceive as their rightful privileges.

The following section presents left-wing identity politics and their relationship with
cinema. The first part of the subchapter focuses on feminism and feminist film theory. It traces
the historical development of the four main waves of feminism, along with their goals and
struggles—starting in the late 19" century, continuing through the 1960s and 1990s (when the
concept of postfeminism emerged), and into the post-2012 period, which has centered largely
on issues of violence against women and rape culture—one that blames victims and trivializes
aggression. The feminist ideal, as articulated by Simone de Beauvoir in her foundational work
The Second Sex, is also discussed in parallel. These ideas form the theoretical basis for the
analysis of the selected films in the thesis and they played a key role in the emergence of
feminist film studies and the so-called “women’s cinema”—films made by women or centered
on female experiences—in contrast to the “women’s film”—typically directed by men and
marked by stereotypical portrayals of women.

The subchapter introduces the reflection theory developed in the 1970s by American
scholars Marjorie Rosen and Molly Haskell, who argue that films reflect social reality and that

the representation of women in cinema reveals the treatment of women in society. This theory

9



addresses stereotypes, myths, and cultural barriers for women; while it often reduces analysis
to binary readings—"“positive” versus “negative” representations—it nevertheless offers
important foundational insights and leads to a demand for greater diversity in female character
types. The subchapter also outlines the semiotic theory advanced by British scholars such as
Claire Johnston, who approached film as a language and woman as a symbolic sign, thereby
decoding the ideological functions of classical Hollywood cinema. Additionally, it presents
psychoanalytic film theory, introduced by Laura Mulvey, who formulated groundbreaking
ideas about viewer identification, visual pleasure, and the dominant “male gaze” (the active
masculinity) that objectifies woman (the passive femininity). These theoretical frameworks and
methodologies have had a profound impact on later feminist film studies and provide valuable
sociological insight. At the same time, their strong emphasis on gender, along with generalized
conclusions drawn from individual experiences and fictional narratives, may risk reinforcing
social fragmentation along the lines of collective identity politics.

The second part of the subchapter focuses on anti-racism and postcolonial film theory,
which emerged in the 1980s. It introduces the historical framework of racism—from
colonialism and slavery to its contemporary symbolic forms. It also discusses Walter
Lippmann’s idea of inherited cultural stereotypes: stereotypes determine what social
information we consider important, and we reinforce them by ignoring information that
contradicts them. It explores the origins and principles of postcolonial theory and “cinema of
the other” as well as their connections to feminist, apparatus, and screen theory—particularly
through the shared aim of rejecting dominant Eurocentric cinematic paradigms. According to
scholar Richard Dyer, within these dominant frameworks, the European white race is
positioned as the human norm and bearer of light. Postcolonial theory instead seeks to
foreground intra-group perspectives. The risks associated with anti-colonial cinema—similar
to those in feminist film—are also addressed: namely, the simplistic replacement of negative
portrayals with positive ones, which can still result in reductive representations and unbalanced
narratives, despite offering greater diversity.

The third section focuses on LGBTQ and queer film theory. It outlines the historical
trajectory of homosexuality—from its criminalization and decriminalization, dating back to
antiquity, to contemporary times—along with the rise of activism and the consolidation of
various forms of marginalized sexualities under a shared conceptual framework. It presents the
queer film theory, which emerged in the 1990s, its exploration of power relations in regard of
sexuality and its connection to the spread of HIV—the virus that defines the nontraditional

narrative structure of the queer cinema, as analyzed by B. Ruby Rich, José Arroyo, and Monica

10



Pearl—while also exposing the risk of its assimilation into mainstream cinema through external
stereotyping. The section also highlights the ideas of Vito Russo, who denounced Hollywood
cinema for stigmatizing and ignoring LGBTQ individuals and went on to found GLAAD—a
media monitoring organization that evaluates LGBTQ representation in film based on three
criteria: (1) the presence of an LGBTQ character, (2) whether the character is defined by more
than just their sexual orientation, and (3) whether the character plays a significant role in the
narrative. These criteria laid the foundation for politically correct cinema.

The theoretical frameworks outlined here offer tools for challenging androcentric,
Eurocentric, and heterocentric discourse, and they provide a context for examining power

dynamics in contemporary cinema.

1.3. International Film Festivals and Film Awards—Significance and

Contemporary Trends. Diversity, Equity and Inclusion

This subchapter presents the history and cultural significance of international film
festivals, describing the emergence of the “big three”—WVenice (1932), Cannes (1939, 1946),
and Berlin (1951). Drawing upon the research of Gergana Doncheva (The Thessaloniki Film
Festival: History, Challenges, and Metamorphoses), Cindy Hin-Yuk Wong (Film Festivals:
Culture, People, and Power on the Global Screen), and Marijke de Valck (Film Festivals:
From European Geopolitics to Global Cinephilia), the thesis examines three developmental
phases of film forums: the promotion of national cinematographies between 1932 and 1968;
their transformation into professionally critical spaces for elite films from 1968 through the
1990s, which involved the gradual expansion of the festival network and the emergence of
distinct LGBTQ-themed film forums; and the contemporary global stage characterized by
market orientation, where festivals play a key role within the film industry.

The subsection highlights the festivals’ significance and influence through their core
functions:

e Discovering and promoting new authors, cinematographies, and phenomena—
an activity which, due to the historical and spatial conditioning of the big three
festivals, leads to Eurocentrism according to researchers—\Western cinema and
Western audiences are priorities, while other cinemas are featured as something

novel, exotic, yet still aligned with Western expectations.
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Adding cultural value and prestige through competitions, awards, and the media
communication of films and creative teams, that makes festivals attractive
centers for previously marginalized creators. Festivals, in turn, seek scandal and
exoticism to capture attention.

Creating and redefining the global film canon. Festival directors, juries, critics,
and scholars bear responsibility for building long-term auteur reputations and
establishing sustainable hierarchies for the future. Due to jury heterogeneity and
the subjectivity of this process—as noted by Chris Matthieu and Marianne
Bertelsen in their article “Evaluation in film festival prize juries” (highlighting
varied emotional experiences, fatigue, biases, and preselected juries)—this
leads to a diverse and relative film canon.

Providing a public sphere for debate on global political issues since the 1960s,
which inevitably includes raising questions related to identity politics.
Participating in the production and distribution of films. Since the 1960s,
festival markets (such as the Marché du Film in Cannes and the European Film
Market in Berlin) and film funding bodies (e.g., the Hubert Bals Fund in
Rotterdam, Eurimages of the Council of Europe, the MEDIA program, and the
World Cinema Fund in Berlin) have been established to support and encourage
new content from directors in the developing world—including the Middle East,
Africa, Latin America, Central and South Asia—as well as from the weaker
southern European countries like the Balkans, Spain, and Ireland. Researchers
warn that this financial dependence on the West risks perpetuating a new form
of Orientalism, whereby certain cultural texts speak for the Other on their
behalf. Often, supported films also receive festival awards, increasing their

visibility.

Of particular importance is the recent trend where funding bodies driven by
globalization, multiculturalism, and digitalization increasingly require diversity, equity, and
inclusion standards to cover marginalized groups in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, sexual
orientation, socio-economic status, language, religion, physical abilities/disabilities, or values.
The thesis reviews example standards and strategies introduced by the British Film Institute
and the influential American Film Academy (both based on mathematical formulas), as well as
by Eurimages and the European Film Academy, noting their encouragement-based approach

rather than prohibition. The conclusion is that these measures aim artificially to balance
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visibility among numerous identities worldwide, which we come to know through film
screenings. However, maintaining this balance proves difficult, and the shock caused by
positional shifts and the introduction of exclusionary criteria provokes dissatisfaction and
directly or indirectly affects creators’ freedom of choice. The rejection of liberal normativity
leads to economic hardship and invisibility, though less severely than under totalitarian regimes
or during the era of the Hays Code.

e Building practical knowledge and skills among creators themselves. European
forums have developed practical training modules for young talents worldwide,
increasing their competitiveness and chances of success.

e Cultivating, educating, and maintaining cinephile audiences. Festival films
contribute to the development of critical thinking and aesthetic taste as opposed to
passive consumption, though audience perception is addressed in detail in the

following subchapter.

1.4. Politically Correct Films—Reception and Challenges

The fourth subchapter introduces the concept of political correctness understood as
language, policies, or measures intended to avoid offending certain social groups. It discusses
the reasons for its emergence within liberal democracies, linked to the recognition of personal
dignity—identity based on a balance between inner potential and social norms on one hand,
and timos—the desire for recognition, on the other. According to social psychologist Marilyn
Brewer’s theory of optimal distinctiveness, human beings face two mutually exclusive needs:
uniqueness and belonging. As a result, people tend to form collective identities, often national
or religious. Since the 1960s, this trend has extended to fragmenting liberal groups previously
marginalized or stigmatized by mainstream culture. Political correctness is seen as part of the
effort to challenge prejudiced thinking and negative attitudes toward these groups (sometimes
even taken to extremes) using cinema as one of the channels.

The thesis categorizes politically correct films into two types:

- Formally politically correct films, in which symbolic representation of identity
IS priority; they typically use “color-blind” or “color-conscious” casting. Such
films risk symbolic discrimination and inauthentic representation.

- Substantively politically correct films, which aim to correct social policy by

authentically portraying the lived experiences of minority groups. However,
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these too risk becoming formulaic (e.g., marginalized hero who suffers, fights,
and either triumphs or dies) or paternalistic/condescending—especially when a
white European protagonist helps the oppressed.

The discussion then shifts to reception, exploring the different ways audiences engage
with politically correct films: as mirror or window. Viewers who see films as mirrors seek to
recognize themselves. Since lived experience (a concept introduced by Simone de Beauvoir)
and identities become more fragmented, so do the on-screen representations. Discrepancies
between on-screen identity and personal experience evoke negative emotions, while
identification with characters can have a socially therapeutic effect. For instance, when films
depicting ethnic minorities match their own perceptions, these audiences feel validated,
whereas groups of European white and traditional Christian background often respond with
resistance or fear. In contrast, viewers who see films as windows are open to unfamiliar
experiences and are more willing to empathize.

An alternative way of perceiving films is through the lens of political reception among
dominant social groups. Liberals tend to view political correctness as a respectful gesture
toward oppressed groups and approach such films with curiosity and understanding. By
contrast, mainstream cinema often communicates oppressive or offensive messages about
minorities. Conservatives, however, perceive political correctness as a limitation on free speech
and view non-traditional characters and critiques of the patriarchy as threats to their security
and values. The thesis builds on social psychologist Elliot Aronson’s assertion that viewers can
perceive any educational course as either educational or propagandistic depending on their
values.

Regardless of viewers’ ideological positions, however, politically correct films
essentially function as propaganda in the sense that they aim to influence. The text draws
parallels between contemporary politically correct cinema and Soviet cinema (as analyzed by
Ingeborg Bratoeva-Darakchieva), highlighting the risks of propaganda—oversimplification,
reverse stereotyping, schematic storytelling, and detachment from reality. It also notes a key
distinction: politically correct films can originate from real social problems. The resolution to
this dilemma is sought in allowing directors the freedom to pursue their individual artistic
approaches.

The subchapter also examines public criticism and its challenges, citing various film
critics’ responses to Barry Jenkins’s 2017 Oscar-winning film Moonlight. From this, it outlines
key evaluative criteria: humanism, authenticity of experience, originality, and acting

performance. However, a focus on identity also introduces new tensions, illustrated
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hypothetically through 12 Angry Men (Sidney Lumet, 1957) and its 1997 reinterpretation by
William Friedkin.

Finally, the thesis discusses the reception of politically correct films in Bulgaria, where
the societal context remains predominantly patriarchal-conservative, and socially analytical
Bulgarian films are still marginal in global cinema. The text highlights an almost inevitable
trend of self-exoticization in Eastern European countries’ cinema, which, according to
Andronika Martonova, seek to project unique artistic voices and visions while avoiding
populist nationalism. These films resonate with Western perceptions of Bulgaria as a poor and
corrupt post-socialist reality, but they also emerge from lived local experience. The subchapter
concludes by emphasizing the challenge of balancing political correctness in film with creative
expressiveness and strong cinematographic quality with straightforward emotional impact.

Chapter Two. New Cinematic Normativity and Artistic Freedom up Close

The second chapter aims to demonstrate the emergence of a new normativity as a result
of socio-cultural transformations—including social movements, liberal policies, the growing
participation of women in the workforce, and the globalized market—by analyzing both
international and Bulgarian films that engage with nontraditional, and at times intersecting,
identities.

2.1. Western Women’s Cinema (20"-21%t Centuries)

This subchapter offers a brief overview of female representation in cinema from its
inception to 2025—tracing the evolution from the puritanical model to the emancipated woman
(before and after the 1920s); from stereotypical portrayals tied to domestic life, family,
motherhood, self-sacrifice, and romance to depictions of the struggles of identifying with
femininity, expressions of female sexuality, the idea of sisterhood, and critiques of oppression
and marginalization; and from portrayals of weak, passive, narcissistic, sexualized girls,
housewives, mothers, and secretaries to more complex, fully developed characters beyond the
male gaze in films emerging after the 1960s, and particularly in the 1970s. The gradual
development of women’s cinema and its strengthening in the new century are also outlined.

Analyses are conducted within the context of feminist film studies, focusing on a small,
non-exhaustive yet representative selection of recent films such as On the Basis of Sex (2018)

by Mimi Leder, Portrait of a Lady on Fire (2019) by Céline Sciamma, Promising Young
15



Woman (2019) by Emerald Fennell, Nomadland (2019) by Chloé Zhao, Little Women (2019)
by Greta Gerwig, Borat Subsequent Moviefilm (2020) by Jason Woliner, Poor Things (2023)
by Yorgos Lanthimos, and Barbie (2023) by Greta Gerwig—all of which feature strong female
leads who confront the existing oppressive social system and fight for survival and the right to
self-determination. Some of these works turn to the past, revealing historical injustices and the
retrospective limitations imposed on women; others employ fantastical narratives as a
springboard for psychological exploration or as frameworks to schematize gender relations.
While ideology is present throughout, the artistic expression varies, producing distinct
emotional experiences and differing levels of success.

The subchapter also examines the theme of violence against women, which has gained
increased visibility and empathetic understanding in recent years, particularly due to the
influence of the fourth wave of feminism in the 2010s. This shift is reflected in the growing

frequency of its representation in contemporary cinema.

2.2. Homosexuality and Queer Identity in Cinema (20"-215t Centuries)

This subchapter offers an overview of queer cinema from the birth of film through to
2025. It traces the sporadic early depictions of homosexuality in cinema, the coded
representations during the Hays Code era, the more open and diverse portrayals after the 1970s,
and the rise of LGBTQ narratives from the 1980s and 1990s—both in independent cinema (by
directors such as Gus Van Sant, Todd Haynes, Gregg Araki, and John Waters) and gradually
within mainstream productions. In the 21% century, LGBTQ characters and stories have
become increasingly visible and popular, which has also raised the risk of cliché, often centered
on two key aspects of the gay experience: (1) the inner drama of self-realization and acceptance,
and (2) the outward declaration of identity, frequently accompanied by discrimination.

The analysis focuses on internationally recognized films from the past two decades,
including Blue Is the Warmest Color (2013) by Abdellatif Kechiche, The Way He Looks (2014)
by Daniel Ribeiro, The Danish Girl (2015) by Tom Hooper, A Fantastic Woman (2017) by
Sebastian Lelio, Call Me by Your Name (2017) by Luca Guadagnino, The Shape of Water
(2017) by Guillermo del Toro, Love, Simon (2018) by Greg Berlanti, Ammonite (2020) by
Francis Lee, Kaymak (2022) by Milcho Manchevski, and Saltburn (2023) by Emerald Fennell.
These films reflect a broader acceptance of queer experiences through a range of narratives and
varying degrees of artistic success. Some present more organically developed atmospheres and

conflicts that are not exclusively focused on sexuality, while others foreground political
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messaging or seek sensationalism, even when aesthetically compelling. The characters evoke
strong viewer empathy, indicating a shift in democratic attitudes toward gender and sexuality.
Characters placed in contemporary, often elite and liberal environments, tend to experience
smoother self-acceptance, while those situated in historical contexts face internalized
conservatism and fear. Still, the act of revealing one’s identity remains a traumatic challenge

even today—especially for transgender individuals.

2.3. Racism and Discrimination. Ethnic and Social Minorities on Screen
(20t—215t Centuries)

This subsection offers a brief overview of the cinema of otherness, focusing primarily
on films produced in the United States, where, for historical reasons, the engagement with
diverse communities is most extensive. It traces the limited on-screen representation of ethnic
minorities up until the 1960s and 1970s, noting their negative stereotyping, the absence of films
reflecting their lived experiences and perspectives, as well as the frequent casting of white
actors in such roles. Gradually, the representation becomes more frequent, with the emergence
of blaxploitation cinema in the 1970s and a broader, more diverse portrayal after the 1990s.
The growing presence of poverty-centered cinema is also highlighted.

Against this backdrop, the thesis examines the growing narrative of resistance by
marginalized characters, which becomes increasingly prominent in the final decades of the 21
century. The subchapter discusses films such as To Kill a Mockingbird (1962) by Robert
Mulligan, The Color Purple (1985) by Steven Spielberg, Do the Right Thing (1989) by Spike
Lee, Malcolm X (1992) by Spike Lee, The Help (2011) by Tate Taylor, 12 Years a Slave (2013)
by Steve McQueen, Moonlight (2016) by Barry Jenkins, Green Book (2018) by Peter Farrelly,
The Hate U Give (2018) by George Tillman Jr., Shoplifters (2018) by Hirokazu Kore-eda,
Parasite (2019) by Bong Joon-ho, Joker (2019) by Todd Phillips, Berlin Alexanderplatz (2020)
by Burhan Qurbani, The White Tiger (2021) by Ramin Bahrani, Killers of the Flower Moon
(2023) by Martin Scorsese, among others.

This small but representative and illustrative sample of films demonstrates a growing
interest in stories that engage with the struggles of marginalized communities—both ethnic and
socioeconomic. We can observe a trend toward self-empowered protagonists who resist
humiliation and systemic injustice and fight for survival, often achieving either a hopeful
outcome (more typical of American cinema) or a more ambiguous success. Some productions

aim to reinterpret historical injustices and their lasting consequences (e.g., the intergenerational
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transmission of racism), while others reflect pressing contemporary realities (such as modern
forms of slavery).

In recent decades, underprivileged groups have gained increased visibility at major
Western film festivals. While African American identity is frequently foregrounded, Asian
identity—often associated with poverty in the Western imaginary—has also emerged more
prominently. Social marginalization and poverty appear not only among non-Western
communities but also within European contexts. Thus, despite the particularities of minority
issues and cultural dynamics across different regions, the tendencies of a globalized democratic

world can be identified across borders.

2.4. Liberal Cinematic Themes in Bulgaria

2.4.1. The Representation of Women in Bulgarian Cinema

In this subchapter, the thesis enters a field largely unexplored by Bulgarian film studies,
tracing the development of female representations from the early days of cinema to the present.
It provides grounds to speak of the existence of a significant body of women’s cinema in
Bulgaria, both during the socialist period and in the post-2000 era. The chapter outlines the
feminist context in Bulgaria, referencing women’s partial suffrage in 1938 and their full
political and civil rights after the advent of socialism in 1944. However, it also addresses the
“double burden” of women, emphasized by Rositsa Rangelova in her study “Changes in the
Economic and Social Status of Women in Bulgaria (1938-1958)”, as well as the real-life
inequalities and abuses described by the journalist Georgi Markov in his essay “The Image of
the Woman”.

Against this social backdrop, the subchapter examines the evolution of female
characters in Bulgarian cinema. The analysis focuses on a number of key films: Adam’s Rib
(1956) by Anton Marinovich, Monday Morning (1966, censored until 1988) by Irina Aktasheva
and Hristo Piskov, The Last Word (1973) by Binka Zhelyazkova, The Goat Horn (1972) by
Metodi Andonov, The Guilt (1976) by Veselina Gerinska, Matriarchy (1977) by Lyudmil
Kirkov, The Swimming Pool (1977) by Binka Zhelyazkova, Everything Is Love (1979) by
Borislav Sharaliev, A Woman at 33 (1982) by Hristo Hristov, and The Neighbor (1987) by
Adela Peeva.

Adam’s Rib depicts the communist ideal of an emancipated woman who has broken

free from both Islamic tradition and patriarchal constraints. Films from the 1960s introduce
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heroines as anti-conformist symbols, embodying unfulfilled ideals—bold, dignified, and
rebellious against both political systems and gender stereotypes. During the 1970s and 1980s,
this spirit of resistance shifts into a more rational and resigned discourse. While female
characters remain associated with nonconformity, their symbolic weight transitions toward a
more existential understanding of feminine sensitivity and social condition. These films
critique patriarchal oppression, portray female solidarity and friendship, and explore the
challenges faced by women as they strive to assert their identities or reconcile the roles of wife,
mother, homemaker, and worker within a changing sociocultural context. This body of work
gives grounds to speak of a distinct “women’s cinema” in the socialist Bulgarian context, albeit
existing at the margins of socialist normativity. The films directed by women stand out for their
deeper insight into the female perspective. The Guilt—an unjustly overlooked film in Bulgarian
film studies—offers an original view on rape culture in the local context, while A Woman at
33 by Hristo Hristov integrates a woman’s life trajectory with broader social dynamics, setting
the tone for contemporary women’s cinema in Bulgaria.

The second part of the subchapter analyzes films from the 21% century: Mila from Mars
(2004) by Zornitsa Sophia, Seamstresses (2007) by Lyudmil Todorov, Viktoria (2014) by Maya
Vitkova-Kosev, The Lesson (2014) by Kristina Grozeva and Petar VValchanov, Voevoda (2017)
by Zornitsa Sophia, Irina (2018) by Nadezhda Koseva, Sister (2019) by Svetla Tsotsorkova,
the non-festival film Wild and Happy (2019) by Martin Makariev, Women Do Cry (2020) by
Mina Mileva and Vesela Kazakova, Mother (2022) by Zornitsa Sophia, The Art of Falling
(2022) by Orlin Milchev, the commercial release Trust Game (2023) by Martin Makariev, and
Blaga’s Lessons (2023) by Stephan Komandarev. All of these works reflect—consciously or
not—the influence of feminism in a shifting social reality.

In the early 2000s, the challenges faced by women are only subtly addressed and still
filtered through patriarchal notions of the “moral woman”. However, following the fourth wave
of feminism after 2012, an increasing number of films began to articulate the female
perspective—moving beyond the male stereotyping gaze and/or sharply exposing systemic
injustices faced by “the second sex” with a growing focus on motherhood and sisterhood. A
recurring motif emerges—a female protagonist fighting for autonomy and selfhood in a harsh
patriarchal environment. Since the rise of the MeToo movement in 2017, themes of gender-
based violence and rape culture have become more prevalent in Bulgarian cinema, indicating
a broader social awareness of these issues. These heroines endure humiliation, abuse, and
assault, which unequivocally exposes the problematic treatment of women, even in today’s so-

called “postfeminist” reality.
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2.4.2. Homosexuality in Bulgarian Cinema

This subchapter briefly outlines the historical trajectory of homosexuality in Bulgaria,
including periods of criminalization and conditional legalization from the establishment of the
Ottoman Empire to the present day. The prevailing conservative attitudes and widespread
societal rejection have rendered the topic a taboo in Bulgarian cinema. However, after 2013—
and especially post-2017—a number of short films emerged that began to address this theme,
such as Pride (2013) by Pavel Vesnakov, Brak® (2018) by Slava Doycheva, among others.
Homosexuality also appears as a microtheme in three feature-length films: Lilly the Fish (2017)
by Yassen Grigorov (which rather explores queer identity), Women Do Cry (2020) by Mina
Mileva and Vesela Kazakova, and Humble (2019) by Svetoslav Draganov. In 2023, the first
Bulgarian feature film to focus entirely on a homosexual protagonist—Liuben by Ventsi
Kostov—uwas released. This phenomenon can be partially explained by the film’s international
co-production with Spain. The thesis highlights the ongoing lack of broader public
understanding of the topic in Bulgaria, as well as the absence of representative statistics
regarding the number of homosexual individuals—data that could potentially define an

audience for a Bulgarian queer cinema.

2.4.3. Bulgarian Cinema and Ethno-Social Minorities

This subchapter traces the presence of minorities in Bulgarian cinema from the early
20" century to the present, based primarily on Alexander Donev’s 2023 lecture “From ‘Goat’s
Horn’ to “The Humble’: minority in contemporary Bulgarian cinema”. The focus is on their
predominant representation as “the Other” from the perspective of the Bulgarian majority.
There is still a lack of productions specifically engaged with minority issues from an insider
perspective, with the tentative exception of Radiogramophone (2017) by Ruziye Hasanova,
which constructs a universal image of the free-spirited individual in the context of socialism.
Of particular importance is the film Liuben (2023), which demonstrates a deeper understanding
of the Roma reality. Nonetheless, there are productions seeking empathy and criticizing
widespread hostility, such as Monkeys in Winter (2006) by Milena Andonova, Stolen Eyes
(2004) by Radoslav Spasov, films about people with disabilities (Ship in a Room (2017) by

1 In Bulgarian, the word ,,6pax* carries a double meaning — of “marriage” and “waste”.
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Lyubomir Mladenov, Knockout or Everything She Wrote (2018) by Niki lliev, Before | Forget
(2024) by Stanislav Donchev), Fear (2020) by Ivaylo Hristov, among others.

Bulgarian cinema itself exhibits a natural tendency towards self-exoticization,
assuming the role of a marginal community for Western festival audiences, who—exhausted
by so-called First and Second Cinema—show, according to Eva Mazierska, an interest in
marginality, intimate narratives, and local cultures. Bulgarian films increasingly seek to make
sense of contemporary Bulgarian reality—the social problems, the dysfunctional system, and
the loss of orientation—which generate economic and moral difficulties and fit the Western
European perception of underdeveloped post-totalitarian countries.

The films The Lesson (2014) and Glory (2016) by Kristina Grozeva and Petar
Valchanov, Godless (2016) by Ralitsa Petrova, Hristo (2016) by Grigor Lefterov and Todor
Matsanov, Directions (2017) by Stefan Komandarev, and The Pig (2019) by Dragomir Sholev
are analyzed, revealing a common pattern of protagonists placed in survival situations on the
edge. All risk one-sidedness and self-absorption in negativity with a similar dark aesthetic, yet
each chooses a different human story and achieves varying degrees of success. Some find a
balance (The Lesson, Glory), others falter with heavy or poorly integrated dramaturgy (Hristo,
The Pig), some disperse with underdeveloped characters (Directions), and others close into

naturalistic pessimism (Godless).

2.5. Inferences

Life in liberal democracies, which place the rule of law above all individuals and have
enabled historically marginalized groups—particularly since the 1960s—to express their
perspectives through cinema, alongside the influence of 21%-century social media movements
(especially after 2014 and 2017), has led to increased cinematic representation of these groups.
Democracy allows for self-critique, provides tools for self-regulation, and creates space for
narratives that expose its own injustices. Festival policies further emphasize stories of
minorities, yet the presence of similar themes outside the festival circuit suggests a broader
cultural shift.

The films analyzed in this thesis indicate the emergence of a new, indirect global
normativity on screen. In the first quarter of the 215 century, we observe a growing number of
leading female characters who challenge the symbolic authority of the father figure—
associated with aggression and dominance; LGBTQ characters who contest the singular model

of heterosexual normativity; and ethnic and social minorities who resist systemic
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marginalization. These protagonists fight against patriarchal injustice, violence, and for their
right to survive and pursue happiness. The films reflect progressive realism, as defined by Colin
MacCabe—politically engaged and unmasking. Ideology is woven throughout: sometimes
delicately embedded in the narrative, other times overtly declared through familiar cinematic
techniques. Yet within this context, filmmakers retain creative freedom and vary in artistic and
emotional impact. This diversity includes radicalism, ambivalence, or subtlety of message;
clichéd or authentically fresh characters; traditional illustrative narrative or original structures
and aesthetics; provocation for its own sake or strategically used visual excess; internal or
external perspective; and choices of genre.

Through the use of feminist methodologies, the thesis outlines newly constructed screen
identities. Strong, active, psychologically complex female protagonists who lead the narrative,
exercise various professions, and consciously defend their dignity and personal choices—even
when facing humiliation—replace sexist stereotypes of the obedient wife, mother, sexual
object, or subordinate worker. LGBTQ characters are portrayed as fully realized or self-
realizing individuals with diverse occupations, often misunderstood by conservative figures
but increasingly accepted in liberal circles. Ethnic and social minorities are depicted with more
empathy and nuance. Black characters often possess integrity and diverse professional
identities, though they are still frequently represented either as rebellious slaves (in historical
narratives) or as drug dealers—victims of their environment—struggling to break free. Asian
characters and Bulgarians, in turn, are usually portrayed on the edge of poverty—an image that
aligns both with Western-centric festival stereotypes and with social realities that many
continue to face.

At the same time, negative characters emerge as well. In some cases, these represent
the decaying patriarchal neoliberal system, whose invisible power lingers beneath every
conflict; in others, it materializes in the form of abusive men, tyrants, authority figures, or
conservative white women who act as pimps. The group-based framing of identity can lead to
a kind of guilt projection onto the European white male or those with traditional worldviews,
who may reject the identification implied by the films” messages.

Substantively politically correct films reflect a genuine search for humanity, but when
they lose their balance—through overexposure to poverty or a sense of retaliatory justice—
they risk overwhelming viewers with hopelessness and moralizing. Formally politically correct
or hybrid films, in turn, may alienate audiences through schematic ideological messaging. Still,
each of these productions finds its audience and earns recognition from international juries,

reinforcing the idea of cinema as a subjective emotional experience. ldentity politics may
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fragment audience reception, yet democracy and digital platforms allow people to prioritize

films that reflect their own experiences and values.

Conclusion

The present study confirms the scientific hypothesis that identity politics contribute to
the construction of a new artistic normativity in 21%-century cinema and alter the ways viewers
perceive films.

Within two chapters, the defining factors and their impact on the art of cinema have
been outlined. The first chapter demonstrates the historical conditioning of contemporary
politically correct films. It presents:

e ideas (as components of ideologies) as an indispensable filter through which reality is
interpreted, thus deriving the persistent direct or indirect cinematic normativity and the
risks of the direct one by analogy with Bulgarian socialist cinema;

e the Production Code of William Hays as a cause for compensatory processes in the
representation of previously marginalized social groups today;

e the genealogy, nature, and consequences of identity politics through film theory,
marking the shifts in cultural thinking and cinematic processes;

e the influence of film festivals and their evolving practices in the last decade,
contributing to the development of cinematic themes related to marginalized
communities;

e the reception of politically correct films in both international and Bulgarian contexts,
which remains contradictory and subjective along the lines of fragmented group
identities and liberal-conservative political thinking, as well as the risks of
dissatisfaction such reception entails.

The second chapter draws methodologies from feminist, postcolonial, and queer film
theory and analyzes contemporary politically correct films, revealing their indirect normativity
of the suffering and struggling marginal protagonist within an unjust patriarchal neoliberal
system, as well as the creative freedom manifested in varying norms and diverse artistic

expression.
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Contributions:

1). This study is the first in Bulgarian film scholarship to focus on cinema’s function in
constructing identities and depicting the dynamics of relationships between them, extracting
socio-demographic information about the reality we live in. It can be valuable not only to
specialists in the field of cinema but also to a broader range of humanities professionals and
film enthusiasts.

2). The research is the first in Bulgaria to outline and summarize the connection
between cinema and identity politics, highlighting new trends in film art channeled through
major international film festivals and prestigious film awards via their practices and

regulations.

3). The significance of this study lies in the practical application of well-known feminist
film methodologies such as “reflection theory” and the semiotic approach for studying specific
issues and deconstructing new political ideologies. By the same principle, forthcoming

cinematic identities and power relations could be analyzed.

4). The thesis examines the risks and challenges facing politically correct cinema by
introducing two new conditional types of films—formally politically correct and substantively
politically correct—and accounting for changes in audience reception. It may serve as a guide
for film criticism by summarizing key aesthetic criteria: humanism, authenticity of experience,

originality, and acting performance.

5). A notable contribution of this thesis is the applied use, for the first time in Bulgarian
cinema studies, of feminist and queer research, enriching the understanding of symbolic power
relations in Bulgarian reality both during the socialist period and in the recent decades of
democracy. The study demonstrates the existence of significant women’s cinema in Bulgaria

situated within the context of global processes and trends.
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