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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 

 

Pro gradu -tutkielma tarkastelee George Millerin vuonna 2015 ohjaamaa post-apokalyptistä elokuvaa Mad 

Max: Fury Road ekofeministisestä näkökulmasta. Tutkielman tavoitteena on analysoida, kuinka elokuva 

kuvaa ympäristön ja vähemmistöjen alistamisen yhteyksiä sekä tekijöitä, jotka ovat johtaneet elokuvan 

maailman ydinsotaan. Lisäksi tutkielma tarkastelee sukupuolten suhteita elokuvassa. 

 

Tutkielma sijoittuu ekokriittisen feministisen eli ekofeministisen kirjallisuudentutkimuksen kenttään. Työn 

teoriaosuudessa tarkastellaan ensin post-apokalyptisen tarinan keskeisiä piirteitä ekokritiikin näkökulmasta. 

Tämän jälkeen esitellään ekofeminismin historiaa ja keskeisiä ajatuksia. Myös ekofeminismin saamaa 

kritiikkiä ja ekofeminismin soveltuvuutta kirjallisuuden tutkimukseen käydään läpi. 

 

Työssä tutkitaan, kuinka elokuva kuvaa ydinsodan jälkeistä maailma ja sodan aiheuttaneita tekijöitä sekä 

luonnon kaltoinkohtelua. Tämän jälkeen eritellään tarkemmin elokuvan naishahmojen alistusta ja 

mekanismeja, joille alistus rakentuu. Tutkielma analysoi myös elokuvan antagonisteja ja heidän edustamiaan  

alistavia voimarakenteita. Lisäksi tutkielma tarkastelee sitä, kuinka elokuvan yhteiskunta ei ole kestävä. 

Analyysin viimeisessä osassa eritellään elokuvan kuvaamia ratkaisuja maailmanlopun estämiseksi. Tässä 

osiossa teoriataustana hyödynnetään myös maskuliinisuuden tutkimusta, jonka avulla analysoidaan 

elokuvasta positiivista ja feminiinistä maskuliinisuutta sekä feminiinisyyttä itsessään.  

 

Tutkielma osoittaa, että elokuvan ratkaisu maailmanlopun estämiseksi on maskuliinisten ja feminiinisten 

piirteiden yhdistäminen ja korostaminen tuhoisan maskuliinisuuden sijaan. 
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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 

 

This thesis analyzes George Miller's film Mad Max: Fury Road, released in 2015, from an ecofeminist 

perspective. The main goals are to study the presentation of the world after an apocalyptic event and how the 

film identifies and portrays its causes. Additionally, this thesis also focuses on the domination and 

subjugation of both non-human nature and human minorities. The purpose of this study is to argue that the 

film presents solutions for preventing an apocalyptic event by emphasizing and combining positive 

masculinity and femininity. 

 

The theoretical section of this thesis identifies post-apocalyptic fiction using ecocriticism. After this, the 

theory section defines feminist ecocriticism, or ecofeminism, and its history and central features. The theory 

section will also discuss the application of ecofeminism to literary studies and the criticism it has faced from 

both critics outside of ecofeminism and from within it. 

 

The analysis section focuses on how the film portrays the aftermath of the apocalypse and the causes of this 

event as a result of the domination of nature and the subjugation of people. It also examines the subjugation 

of women and other people in the film in detail and identifies the oppressive mechanism that are used to 

justify this oppression. These mechanisms are represented in the antagonists of the film, and this thesis also 

suggets that their society is ultimately an unsustainable one. 

 

In addition to analyzing subjugation and domination, this thesis also discusses how the film portrays solutions 

to preventing the apocalypse. This section utilizes masculinity studies in order to analyze both positive and 

feminine masculinity and femininity in the film. The conclusion of this thesis is that as a solution for 

preventing an apocalyptic event, the film presents combining positive masculinity with femininity instead of 

emphasizing destructive masculinity. 
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1. Introduction 

The Mad Max film series has become one of the most known series of post-apocalyptic 

fiction films. Directed by Australian director George Miller and consisting of four movies 

so far, the movies follow the eponymous "Mad" Max Rockatansky.  The first film, released 

in 1979, titled Mad Max, portrays Australia on the brink of social collapse during the 

events of a global nuclear war. The first film was followed by Mad Max 2, also known as 

The Road Warrior (1981), Mad Max beyond Thunderdome (1985) and Mad Max: Fury 

Road (2015). The series is known for its portrayal of a post-apocalyptic world ravaged by a 

nuclear war caused by overpopulation and resource scarcity, leaving the world a 

radioactive wasteland where the remnants of humanity struggle for survival. Particular 

running themes in the series are the struggle for diminishing resources and the loss of 

human rights and values as a result of the collapse of society. The latest film, Mad Max: 

Fury Road, continues the series tradition of contrasting a bleak and hopeless wasteland 

with the hope and potential for a change with humanity. However, in comparison to its 

predecessors, Mad Max: Fury Road also focuses extensively on gender issues and power 

relations in terms of the treatment of nature and minorities. My study seeks to show how 

Mad Max: Fury Road explores patriarchal domination of both nature and people and offers 

solutions to overcome this oppression.  

 The methodology used in the study is based on ecocriticism and feminist 

ecocriticism in particular. First, this thesis will review the theoretical framework, 

explaining ecocriticism and its relation to environmental views and philosophies. The 

focus will be on themes that define the post-apocalyptic genre that Mad Max: Fury Road is 

a part of, such as pollution, overpopulation, nuclear war and radiation and their relation to 

apocalyptic storytelling. Following this, the theory of ecocriticism will be used to explain 

post-apocalyptic stories and storytelling, specifically post-nuclear stories.  
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 After the discussion of ecocriticism, the theory section delves into feminist 

ecocriticism, its history and methodology. The focus after this discussion will be on the 

relationship between women and nature, and their domination and oppression by 

patriarchal culture. Themes such as the association of men with culture and women with 

nature, the reproductive rights of women and the relationship between women, nature and 

place will be explained. Additionally, the discussion will also address essentialism in 

ecofeminism and its criticism.  

 After the theoretical framework has been established, the thesis will move onto 

discussing the materials. The empirical section will first identify the post-apocalyptic genre 

in Mad Max: Fury Road by analyzing the portrayal of the apocalypse in the film. The 

focus will be on how the apocalypse was caused by the domination of the environment and 

subjugation of people. The analysis will first focus on the omnipresence of contamination 

and death in the film's portrayal of the environment. Following this, the discussion focuses 

on how the causes of the apocalypse are represented in the film, focusing specifically on 

the subjugation of people, especially women. Afterwards, the unsustainable society ruled 

by the antagonist of the film will be discussed. This part explores the elements of 

destruction, war, domination, oppression, patriarchal power and sacrifice as presented in 

the film, and how these ultimately form an unsustainable society.  

Following this, the discussion moves to study, in more detail, the liberation of 

women and femininity in the film, and how this can be achieved through cooperation with 

positive masculinity. First, it identifies positive masculinity and contrast it with the 

destructive masculinity represented by the antagonists. Following this, the study will 

address the methods through which women can find liberation in the film, and how 

positive masculinity plays a part in it. Finally, the study examines how the film presents a 

solution to preventing the apocalypse by blending femininity and positive masculinity.  



3 
 

 

1.1. Mad Max: Fury Road  

Mad Max: Fury Road centers around Max Rockatansky, an aimless male wanderer, and 

Furiosa, a rogue female high-ranking soldier in the army of antagonist, Immortan Joe. The 

story focuses on Furiosa and her attempts to help the brides of Immortan Joe, women who 

have been forced into sexual slavery for the purpose of bearing a perfect male heir to him, 

to escape from their oppression. In so doing they are first joined by Max under unlikely 

circumstances which force them to work together. Later on they are also joined by Nux, a 

fanatical War Boy of Immortan Joe, who fails to fulfill the destiny he believes himself to 

hold, and through a crisis of faith embraces a new set of values.  

 A central theme within the story is escape and liberation; Max is haunted by 

memories of people whom he failed to save, a trauma that he is attempts to flee. Nux, in 

turn, tries to escape the shame caused by failing to sacrifice himself thrice, which 

ultimately leads him to adopt a new purpose in life. However, the most important and 

central theme of liberation to the story is Furiosa and the brides' escape from Immortan Joe 

to the "Green Place", a fabled matriarchal utopia that promises the presence of nature in its 

name. The escape of Furiosa and the brides is not only an attempt to achieve freedom from 

male subjugation, but to also flee a world that represents the failures of the old world that 

has led to the destruction of the environment. In this way, the world ruled by Immortan Joe 

serves the double purpose of not only representing the decline of humanity following the 

collapse of society, but also to represent the causes of the apocalypse. Furiosa, the brides 

and the Green Place in turn represent an alternative for a better world free of this 

destruction. Finally, Max embodies the positive sides of masculinity in contrast to 

Immortan Joe who represents the destructive, while Nux explores the possibility of 

overcoming destructive masculinity. 
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1.2.  Previous Research on Mad Max and Apocalyptic stories 

Previous research on the Mad Max film series has largely focused on the second film, Mad 

Max 2, or The Road Warrior as it was originally released as in the United States. A likely 

reason behind this is that the second film is probably the most well-known out of the three 

films before Mad Max: Fury Road. Previous research into the series includes "Mad Max: 

The Car and Australian Governance" (2003) by Kieran Tranter, an article in which he 

analyzes the role of cars in Australian governance and how it is represented in Mad Max 2. 

"'We Don't Need to Know the Way Home': The Disappearance of the Road in the Mad 

Max Trilogy" by Delia Falconer in turn explores how the film series has moved away from 

the road as "a particular and complex (re)negotiation of Australia's spatial history" (249). 

 While research into the previous films has focused extensively on the portrayal 

of the road and the apocalyptic world, Mad Max: Fury Road has inspired discussion over 

its supposedly strong feminist themes. These themes have been discussed and debated over 

the internet following the release of the film, with the most extreme topics accusing the 

film of being "feminist propaganda". Although this discussion occurred mainly online, 

academic research has also dealt with Mad Max: Fury Road and its portrayal of both the 

apocalypse and female characters. Taylor Boulware has analyzed the portrayal of toxic 

masculinity and feminist revolt in the film in her work "'Who Killed the World?': Building 

a Feminist Utopia from the Ashes of Toxic Masculinity in Mad Max: Fury Road" (2016). 

In her analysis, Boulware explores how the film portrays the dangers of toxic masculine 

capitalism, and how the protagonists of the film manage to overcome them by embracing 

female values and new kinds of masculinity. Kathryn Hampshire has presented a similar 

view in her analysis of monstrous masculinity and its defiance in the film in "'Who Killed 

the World?' Monstrous Masculinity and Mad Max" (2017). 
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George Faithful has also used Imperator Furiosa from the film as an example 

of a new type of woman as a hero in late Cold War Apocalyptic science fiction in his 

article "Survivor, Warrior, Mother, Savior: The Evolution of the Female Hero in 

Apocalyptic Science Fiction Film of the Late Cold War" (2016). Faithful argues that a new 

paradigm in apocalyptic science fiction has changed female characters from "helpless, 

villainous, and overly sexualized" into "practical, courageous women who saved humanity 

through their actions" (347). Much like Boulware and Hampshire, Faithful's research also 

analyzes gender and its portrayal in the film. 

The presence of feminist themes and focus on female characters and their 

subjugation gives ample opportunities to analyze Mad Max: Fury Road with a feminist 

ecocritical approach. Feminist ecrociticism has been used in the study of other apocalyptic 

works, for example Sigridur Gudmarsdottir's "Rapes of Earth and Grapes of Wrath: 

Steinbeck, Ecofeminism and the Metaphor of Rape" (2010). In her study, Gudmarsdottir 

analyzes the "usefulness of depicting the environmental crisis in metaphors of earth-rapes 

and ravishes" (207), using the work Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck. She suggests that 

Earthmothers, the concept of linking women with the Earth and seeing the planet as a 

female body, could be looked into again in ecotheological discussion (220). However, she 

further argues that if the rape metaphor, describing the destruction of the environment as 

rape, is to be used in modern ecofeminism, then it needs to "go hand in hand with rape 

theories that construct women not as absent referents, but rather as figures of power, 

resilient survivors and transgressors of dualistic dichotomies no less than victims of abuse" 

(220). 

Another example of feminist ecocritical reading of apocalyptic fiction is 

Christa Grewe-Volpp's "Keep Moving: Place and Gender in Post-Apocalyptic 

Environment". This study explores how the notion of place changes after an apocalyptic 
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event using Octavia Butler's Parable of the Sower (1993) and Cormac McCarthy's The 

Road (2006). Grewe-Volpp analyzes how the works differ in their "visions of place as 

gendered" and "development of a possible alternative to destructive ways of living in the 

world" (223). She concludes her analysis that crossing the boundaries of static and 

gendered notions of place makes the creation of "new social relations based on reciprocity 

and democratic principles" possible (232). However, adhering these notions upholds the 

static gendered relations in which women are "reduced to the role of care-givers and 

nurturers" (232). Grewe-Volpp uses Butler's novel as an example of overcoming these 

notions, while she also claims that McCarthy's The Road does little to challenge them 

(232). 

Following the analyses by Hampshire and Boulware, this thesis also explores 

gender, its representation and hierarchies in the film. As part of this analysis, in a manner 

similar to Faithful's work, Imperator Furiosa and the female character she represents will 

also be studied. However, the method used will be feminist literary ecocriticism and the 

focus on the relationship between the domination of both nature and women. In addition, 

the research of Grewe-Volpp will also be used in the analysis. 
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2. Ecocriticism and Feminist Ecocriticism 

The theoretical framework used in this study consists of ecocriticism and more specifically 

of feminist ecocriticism. This section will begin with introducing both ecocriticism and 

feminist ecocriticism, after which it will look into both in more detail. First ecocriticism 

and the tradition of apocalyptic narrative will be explored, after which the discussion will 

move onto feminist ecocriticism, the domination of non-human nature and women, and 

finally to the discussion of essentialism within ecofeminism. 

 Ecocriticism is the study of the environment and its representation in literature, 

focusing on how literature treats the subject of nature. This topic can be approached from 

many different perspectives, for example studying what themes and issues animals and 

nature represent in stories. Another possible approach is to study the relationship between 

humanity and nature as well as the ways in which nature affects humanity and in turn how 

the actions of humanity affect nature. Feminist ecocriticism, closely tied to and sometimes 

used interchangeably with ecofeminism, is a branch of ecocriticism and feminism that 

extends the analysis of the relationship between humans and nature further by focusing on 

parallels between the treatment and domination of non-human nature and women and 

minorities.  

 Just as environmental studies and ecocriticism arose as a result of increasing 

concern over the environment, the feminist movement emerged due to concern over gender 

and social inequality. Not only social and political problems began to be analyzed through 

feminist perspectives and ideologies, but literature too began to be studied with a new 

approach, feminist literary criticism. However, the meaning and essence of feminist 

literary criticism can be difficult to define. "Feminist literary criticism" can be used to refer 

to literary criticism written by women, but it can also refer to something written from a 

female perspective (Vakoch, 1). This leads to the debate on whether or not feminist 



8 
 

criticism is something exclusive to female writers. More inclusive views, however, have 

accepted criticism written by men as feminist criticism (Vakoch, 1). Additionally, as a 

method feminist literary criticism does not have a clear definition. Instead, it is a "plurality 

of approaches" (Vakoch, 1). Some have criticized this lack of uniformity, while others 

have argued that this in fact means that "feminists can continue to search even more deeply 

for patterns of oppression as well as connection" (Vakoch, 1)  

 Much like feminist literary theory, ecocriticism also resists a single definite 

approach, but instead takes on multiple manifestations. Douglas Vakoch insists that this 

openness in both ecocriticism and feminist literary theory to multiple, sometimes otherwise 

incompatible perspectives, has made possible the formation of feminist ecocriticism as a 

new approach (1). Feminist ecocriticism combines the analysis of environmental themes in 

literature with a feminist perspective, focusing on such themes as, for example, the relation 

between nature and femininity or the place of women in nature. As a result, it is a 

constantly changing approach that has the opportunity to mold and adapt itself to the ever-

changing social hierarchies, gender roles and environmental issues in order to maintain 

relevance in the current political and social climate. Due to the overlapping nature of 

feminist ecocriticism and ecofeminism as theories and terms, this thesis uses the terms 

interchangeably if no reason to differentiate between them is otherwise given. 

Ecofeminism and the domination of nature and women will be explored in more detail later 

in this section.  

 Owing to a rising concern for the environment and the effects of human 

pollution and resource usage in the 20
th 

and 21
st
 centuries, the destruction of the 

environment by humanity has become an important theme in ecocritical and ecofeminist 

studies. The harm caused by humanity can be tied to apocalyptic elements and themes, 

with humanity destroying the environment due to pollution or warfare. Although the 
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apocalypse has been a theme in literature for thousands of years, the possibility of 

manmade apocalypse due to harming the environment is a more modern and contemporary 

one (Garrard, 85). Because of its fundamental relation to nature, ecocriticism is related to 

and often makes use of environmental sciences and philosophy. According to Greg 

Garrard, modern environmentalism, a philosophy that emphasizes the benefit of nature and 

the environment, in literature is generally considered to have begun with "A Fable for 

Tomorrow" in Rachel Carson's Silent Spring published in 1962 (1). The story begins by 

narrating idyllic images of natural beauty and harmony, using descriptions such as 

"prosperous farms", "green field" and "foxes barking in the hills" (1). However, these 

elements of harmonious changelessness are torn apart by different agents of change, 

narrating "strange blight", "evil spell" and "malady" that bring ruin to the idyll (Carson, 1). 

The short story initially suggests that these eco-catastrophes are due to a mythical magical 

power, but the real culprit is revealed to be an organic pesticide (Garrard, 2). This is an 

example of the portrayal of pollution in literature. Pollution due to industry, pesticide or 

other human causes, is a much discussed topic in environmental debates, which literature 

and cinema can use to discuss apocalyptic topics. 

A form of pollution is radiation from nuclear power and weaponry, and 

especially during the Cold War the fear of nuclear holocaust was a constant dread in 

everyday life. As a result, exploring nuclear death and destruction became more common 

in literature and cinema. This created a new area of apocalyptic fiction, focusing either on 

the threat of the nuclear war itself, or the survival of humanity in a world decimated by 

nuclear warfare. Examples of this type of literature are A Boy and His Dog (1969) by 

Harlan Ellison and The Road (2006) by Cormac McCarthy. Mad Max and its sequels are in 

turn examples of this post-apocalyptic fiction in cinema. 
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2.1. Apocalyptic Narrative 

Lawrence Buell has argued that the "[a]pocalypse is the single most powerful master 

metaphor that the contemporary environmental imagination has at its disposal" (285). 

Apocalyptic storytelling has existed for at least 3,000 years, with the Iranian prophet 

Zoroaster, or Zarathustra, being the likely origin of the distinctive apocalyptic narrative of 

the urgency about the demise of the world in 1,200 bc (Garrard, 85). Many different 

apocalyptic beliefs have existed throughout history to the point where some of them may 

seem bizarre to the modern reader. However, Garrard argues that "even the most lurid 

anticipations of the fulfillment of scriptural prophecy are based upon interpretations that 

possess their own argumentative logic" (86). As new issues arise in society, these in turn 

birth new apocalyptic predictions. 

 With development in science, the concern of human overpopulation and the 

effects of humanity on nature due to rising standards of living and overconsumption have 

become a further cause of worry. This in turn has inspired new apocalyptic narratives to 

discuss these topics. However, the concern of overpopulation has already been presented as 

early as 1798 by Thomas Malthus, an influential forerunner to modern enviromentalism, in 

Essay on the Principle of Population. Malthus set out to argue against the utopian 

predictions of endless material and moral progress made by philosopher William Godwin 

(1756-1836) (Garrard, 93). Malthus argued that "the power of population is so superior to 

the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man, that premature death must in some 

shape or other visit the human race" (44). The reason for this is the ability of a generation 

to give birth to an even larger generation after it, while increases in agricultural production 

by the cultivation of new land can only be achieved incrementally (Garrard, 94). Malthus's 

ideas live on today as the growing population not only creates concern for providing 
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sustenance, but more importantly, it causes unease over the sustainability of the high 

standard of living in developed countries. 

 Garrard claims that "population will always increase to the point where 'misery 

and vice' halt it" (94). Similarly, Malthus spoke of misery and vice in relation to 

overpopulation when he wrote that "it must be acknowledged, I think, that the commission 

of war is vice, and the effect of it misery, and none can doubt the misery of want of food" 

(16). Both claims stress that population growth will eventually lead into overpopulation, 

which causes scarcity of resources that leads into conflicts. These conflicts in turn result in 

famine, pestilence and war (Garrard, 96). Modern apocalyptic stories often portray the 

destruction of the environment and society as a result of these conflicts. In the resulting 

chaos humanity ravages what remains of the environment and eventually destroys itself. 

Especially the Cold War era and the fear of nuclear war have inspired authors to write 

stories of humanity being under threat by, or even eradicated due to nuclear warfare, an 

early example of which is Alas, Babylon (1959) by Pat Frank. This resulted in a nuclear 

bomb becoming a key symbol of human extinction in literature and cinema. In the words 

of Garrard: "the unimaginable threat of nuclear weapons, like rocketing population, is an 

ample stimulus to apocalyptic thinking" (Garrard, 102). 

 However, and somewhat ironically, the apocalypse does not have to be the end 

of existence. A particular form of the apocalyptic story is the post-apocalyptic story, which 

focuses on the possibility of life after the end. Such stories can treat the apocalypse as a 

new beginning for humanity, as Claire Curtis describes the allure of this type of 

apocalyptic story in the following way: "These novels focus on the very idea and 

possibility of starting over, with all of the potential hope and utopian imaginings that 

starting over implies" (7). Post-apocalyptic stories are a form of dystopian storytelling that 
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usually focuses on a future where society has collapsed, often challenging the norms 

people hold. Christopher Palmer describes the purpose of such fiction as follows: 

 contemporary post-apocalyptic fiction interrogates the nature of the 

"ordinary" in a situation in which the ordinary is itself in question and 

ordinary decency often turns out to be itself anomalous. What is everyday, 

what is ordinary or normal, is thrown into doubt after the apocalypse, when 

social forms all have to be reestablished or reimagined. (159) 

  Especially the Cold War era with its fear of nuclear warfare inspired 

apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic fiction that had a sense of hope for a change, as Gerry 

Canavan describes: "agency is retained always in the spirit of an urgent but still-timely 

warning; living in the present, rather than the scorched and radioactive future, we can 

choose not to build the last bomb, and choose not to push the button that launches it" (4). 

Such mentality believed that we have the potential to prevent the apocalypse before it is 

too late. However, when moving from modernity to post-modernity this mentality has 

changed into expecting an inevitable end as damage done to the climate and environment 

by human action began to create fear over a new form of apocalypse (Canavan, 4). 

Timothy Morton argues that in comparison to nuclear holocaust, "global warming is like a 

very slow nuclear explosion that nobody even notices is happening" (qtd in Canavan, 4). 

Compared to nuclear warfare and the hope that we do not build the bomb or launch it, 

global warming is a much more complex issue deeply ingrained in our modern society.  

 However, inevitability does not necessarily mean surrender. Slavoj Žižek has 

written that:  

We have to accept that, at the level of possibilities, our future is doomed, that 

the catastrophe will take place, that it is our destiny—and then, against the 

background of this acceptance, mobilize ourselves to perform the act which 
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will change destiny itself and thereby insert a new possibility into the past. 

Paradoxically, the only way to prevent the disaster is to accept it as 

inevitable. (151) 

 In the context of post-apocalyptic fiction, this thought can be understood to suggest that by 

portraying an inevitable catastrophic future and identifying its causes we can invent ways 

to prevent it. In this way post-apocalyptic fiction becomes a way of exploring the causes of 

a cataclysm for the purpose of averting it.  

 

2.2. Feminist Ecocriticism as an Approach 

Feminist ecocriticism introduces new approaches into the analysis of post-apocalyptic 

fiction, focusing on how the domination of non-human nature is connected to the 

subjugation of women and other minorities during and after the apocalypse. This approach 

has its origins in women's environmental writing, second-wave feminist literary criticism 

and eco-cultural critique (Gaard et al. 3). It emerged into its own approach from North 

American literary studies of classical Euro-American male nature writers and, as 

mentioned before, from feminist literary criticism (Gaard et al. 3). One of the most 

prominent examples of early feminist ecocriticism is the works of Annette Kolodny, a 

prominent feminist of the 1970s, and her analysis of environmental literature from a 

feminist perspective (Gaard et al. 3). Her studies The Lay of the Land (1975) and The Land 

Before Her (1984) exposed how "the dominant perspective in environmental narratives had 

been that of the white, heterosexual male, who regularly feminized the land and used 

feminization as a rationale for subordinating nature" (Gaard et al. 4), with her works 

challenging previously unexamined terms such as "virgin forest" as examples of this 

association. Colonization of new lands, exploitation of natural resources and harming of 
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animals by European pioneers were also authorized through the "social construction of 

'wilderness' as 'empty'" (Gaard et al. 4). 

 In addition to feminist literary criticism and ecocriticism, feminist ecocriticism 

has taken elements from and intersected with environmental science, politics and 

philosophy, literary and cultural studies, postcolonial theory, globalization theories and 

queer theory. As feminist ecocriticism continues to develop, it becomes capable of 

analyzing an increasing number of issues. From historical and poststructuralist approaches 

and western and global understandings, feminist ecocriticism has "acknowledged the 

complex interplay of environment and culture, and feminist perspectives have provided a 

guide for doing so" (Vakoch, 10). In International Perspectives in Feminist Ecocriticism, 

Greta Gaard, Simon C. Estok and Serpil Opperman describe the aims and purposes of 

feminist ecocriticism as follows: 

We seek to bring ecocriticism into an even closer alliance with environmental 

feminist studies. Drawing upon the resources of ecofeminist theories and 

criticism, but going beyond their methodologies, we offer a new practice of 

feminist ecocriticism: here, ecocriticism speaks in multiple feminist voices 

that draw attention to such issues as sexual and environmental justice; 

women's active roles in environmental, social, and interspecies justice issues; 

as well as questions around gendered bodies, postcolonial ecofeminist 

concerns, feminist re-working of affect theory, posthumanist analysis of 

power, gender, and ecology, and green queer theories. (1) 

 Due to intersecting and combining many different approaches and perspectives, 

feminist ecocriticism resists a single consistent definition, as Eric C. Otto has described 

ecofeminists as following: "ecofeminist theorists propose and contest contrary positions. 

As such, ecofeminism cannot be said to have linked feminism to environmentalism in any 
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consistent or universal way" (13-14). However, rather than harming its productivity, the 

lack of consistency in feminist ecocriticism can be seen as one of the advantages it has as 

an approach. A central part of ecofeminist are dualistic pairs, for example male–female or 

culture–nature. Whether focusing on an allegedly natural affinity between women and 

nature or exploring how race, social class, ethnicity and gender construct our relationship 

with non-human nature, Otto claims that "we will still end up validating the conceptual 

dualisms and hierarchies that we are critiquing" (14). However, focus on an essential link 

between women and nature and the duality between dominant (white) male culture and 

subjugated female and non-white nature has received its share of criticism. For example, 

Karla Armbruster has argued that "an unbalanced emphasis on differences in gender, race, 

species, or other aspects of identity can deny the complexity of human and natural 

identities and lead to the hierarchical ranking of oppressions on the basis of importance or 

causality" (98).  

 

2.3. Domination of Non-Human Nature and Women 

Due to the opposition of oppression and domination in both environmentalism and 

feminism, ecofeminists have argued that they must unite together to understand the 

connection between social inequality and the exploitation of nonhuman nature. In the 

words of Greta Gaard, "no attempt to liberate women (or any other oppressed group) will 

be successful without an equal attempt to liberate nature" ("Living" 1). Philosopher Karen 

J. Warren has also made similar claims, suggesting that "there are important connections 

between the unjustified dominations of women, people of color, children, and the poor and 

the unjustified domination of nature" (1). Warren refers to the dominated groups as 

"Others", further splitting them into "human Others", referring to dominated people, and 

"earth Others", referring to nature and non-human animals (1). These form the duality 
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between the dominant male culture and the dominated Others.  Warren further explains 

that the domination of Others requires a conceptual framework, a "set of basic beliefs, 

values, attitudes, and assumptions which shape and reflect how one views oneself and 

one's world" (46).  

 This shows how an oppressive conceptual framework has worked to justify the 

unjustified domination of Others. According to Warren, this justification relies on five 

characteristics, the first of which is hierarchical "Up Down" value thinking, which 

"attributes greater value to that which is higher, or Up, than to that which is lower, or 

Down" (46). This is followed by the second characteristic, which is oppositional value 

dualism where opposing disjunctive pairs are formed in which the pairs are seen as 

exclusive and oppositional. Higher value is placed on one term over the other, for example 

male over female or culture over nature (46).  

 Thirdly, oppressive conceptual frameworks rely on "power-over" view of 

power, in which power is "conceived and exercised as power of Ups over Downs" (46). 

However, she makes a distinction between justified and unjustified power of "Ups" and 

"Downs". Warren argues that "contrary to what many feminists and ecofeminists have 

claimed, there maybe nothing inherently problematic about hierarchical thinking" (47). She 

elaborates that "value dualisms, and conceptions of and relations of power and privilege, 

which advantage the Ups", can be justified when they are not oppressive, in other words 

used to justify keeping Downs down (47). For example, parents exert power as Up over 

their children who are considered Down, but, this power can be justified when it is for the 

benefit of the child. Warren elaborates that "when power-over power served to reinforce 

the power of Ups as Ups in ways that keep Downs unjustifiably subordinate (which not all 

cases of power-over do), such conceptions and practices of power are unjustified" (47). In 

the case of the parent and child, unjustified power-over power becomes child abuse.  
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 The fourth characteristic of an oppressive conceptual framework is that it 

"creates, maintains, or perpetuates a conception and practice of privilege as belonging to 

Ups and not to Downs", giving the Ups a higher hierarchical value than Downs, forming a 

dominant-subordinate duality (47). This provides the Ups with unfair privileges over the 

Downs, even if a Down would be considered qualified for what the privilege entails, for 

example "attending a college of one's choice" (Warren, 47). Sometimes, Downs may be 

granted small privileges in order to prevent them from challenging the power of the Ups. 

However, if the privileges of the Ups systematically give them advantage over the Downs, 

then the privileges become a part of an oppressive conceptual framework (Warren, 47).  

 Finally, the fifth characteristic of an oppressive conceptual framework in 

Warren's view is a "logic of domination" that justifies domination and subordination. This 

logic assumes that "superiority justifies subordination", giving moral justification for 

subordination and "keeping Downs down" (47). Warren explains that in terms of Up-Down 

thinking, the logic of domination "may put men Up, women Down, whites Up and people 

of color Down, culture Up nature Down, minds Up and bodies Down" (46). She continues 

that the logic assumes that "the Up has some characteristic [...] that the Down lacks and by 

virtue of which the subordination of the Down by the Up is justified" (47). In connecting 

male with culture and higher value and female with nature and lower value, this logic 

grants males the superiority to subjugate females socially, politically and economically.  

 Ecofeminists have argued that feminism and environmentalism must "notice 

the similarities between this androcentric logic and the cultural logic that constructs a 

culture/nature opposition" (Otto, 13), which gives culture a higher value than nature and as 

a result justifies the human domination over nonhuman nature. Warren emphasizes that she 

considers conceptual frameworks to be learned rather than "genetically programmed" (56). 

She argues that with experiential learning individuals can reexamine their "basic beliefs, 
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values, attitudes, and assumptions – one's conceptual framework" (56). In overcoming 

oppression and domination, Warren claims that emphasis should be on learning rather than 

emphasizing the essential link between women and nature (56).  

The connection between femininity and nature and their oppression has also 

been brought up by anthropologist Sherry B. Ortner who argues that "in every known 

culture, women are considered in some degree inferior to men" (69). Investigating the 

universality of the domination of women throughout human history and cultures, Ortner 

claims that "the search for a genuinely egalitarian, let alone matriarchal, culture has proved 

fruitless", finally asserting that "I think that the onus is no longer upon us to demonstrate 

that female subordination is a cultural universal; it is up to those who would argue against 

the point to bring forth counterexamples" (70-71).  

In searching for the causes of the oppression of women and nature, Ortner is 

unwilling to settle on biological determinism, this is, to justify that the domination of 

women is due to men being perceived as the dominant sex. Instead, she searches for other 

universals that could be the reason, stating that "my thesis is that woman is being identified 

with – or, if you will, seems to be a symbol of – something that every culture devalues" 

(72). She comes to the conclusion that this something is "nature" which "culture" attempts 

to transcend by "generating and sustaining systems of meaningful forms (symbols, 

artifacts, etc.)" (72), which assert control over nature and the natural existence of 

humanity.  

Basing her work on Simone de Beauvoir's thinking, Ortner argues that female 

biological features and functions such as breasts, uterus, menstruation and pregnancy 

associate women closer to nature than men due to the reproductive function of the 

previously mentioned features rather than their immediate benefit for the health or stability 

of the individual (74). A woman could very well lead a normal and healthy life without 
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breasts, while menstruation can lead to physical and mental pain and anguish for the 

individual. Additionally, during pregnancy, the female body nourishes the fetus by 

depleting the resources and energy of the mother leading to a painful and dangerous 

childbirth. All these features together result in the views that associate women as being 

closer to nature than men, as Simone de Beauvoir argues that the female is "is more 

enslaved to the species than the male, her animality is more manifest" (qtd. in Ortner, 74). 

Ortner argues that this association "dooms" women to "mere reproduction of life", while 

men are left to assert their creativity externally "through the medium of technology and 

symbols" due to their lack of "natural creative functions" (75). She further argues that "In 

so doing, he creates relatively lasting, eternal, transcendent objects, while the woman 

creates only perishables – human beings" (75).  

Ortner continues that "male activities involving the destruction of life 

(hunting and warfare) are often given more prestige than the female's ability to give birth, 

to create life", due to "the transcendental (social, cultural) nature of these activities, as 

opposed to the naturalness of the process of birth" (75). Women carry children during 

pregnancy, give birth to them during childbirth and nourish them with milk created by their 

bodies while children are infants. Infants themselves are incapable of speech or walking, 

resembling animals more than cultured humans. Even young children have trouble 

understanding cultural norms and expectations. As a result, the "less than human" children 

are left for women to care until they can "transcend" into fully fledged cultural humans by 

fulfilling an "initiation rite", often exclusive to males (Ortner, 77-78). Before this, cultural 

relegates them alongside women to the domestic sphere.  

 Consequently, patriarchy emerges as a form of cultural defense against the 

reminder that full transcendence from nature can never be achieved, isolating women to the 

home where they fulfill their "natural" roles of raising children.  However, Ortner stresses 
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that the views of women and nature are ultimately cultural and not a "fact of nature" (87). 

In actuality, according to her, women are no closer to nature than men are. Rather, the 

connection between women and nature is a result of the views and beliefs that have been 

associated to women due to their situation and role as mothers. As a result, Ortner argues 

that the liberation of women is achieved through changing of cultural views and roles of 

women, concluding that "Ultimately, both men and women can and must be equally 

involved in projects of creativity and transcendence. Only then will women be seen as 

aligned with culture, in culture's ongoing dialectic with nature" (87) 

However, Ortner's argument has been criticized by various authors and 

theorists. Eric C. Otto names anthropologist Melissa Leach as one such critic of Ortner's 

claim of the universality of the subjugation of women, and her studies of the Mende-

speaking people of Western Africa give one example of a culture "whose relationships 

with nonhuman nature disturb any simplified conception of culture as dependent upon 

oppressing women and nature" (Otto, 16). Jane C. Goodale has also argued that Ortner's 

proposed hierarchical order of culture over nature is "familiar to all who share Judaeo-

Christian concepts and beliefs" (120). However, mounting empirical evidence demonstrate 

that this view is not universally valid. Goodale uses the Kaulong and their concepts of 

gender as one that Ortner's view fails to explain. Additionally, L.J. Jordanova has criticized 

Ortner's argument of the secondary status of women as assuming a "model of society 

where there are unambiguous, rigid hierarchies, and so clear criteria for assigning their 

rank to any individual" (65). Jordanova adds that in reality, women "may be subordinate in 

some areas of life (e.g. legal rights) and superordinate in others (e.g. control of the house)" 

(66). As such, Ortner fails to acknowledge the complexity of cultural hierarchies and value 

systems placed on men and women, culture and nature.  



21 
 

Additionally, Carol P. MacCormack has accused Ortner's claim that men 

create transcending objects while women create perishable beings of ethnocentricity, 

pointing out that "a vast number of societies, and particularly the totemic societies Lévi-

Strauss has used for analysis, have lineage system which exist, by definition, in perpetuity" 

(16). In these lineages each person is "born into a great social chain of being, ensuring the 

immortality of both self and group" (MacCormack, 16). MacCormack adds that buildings, 

villages and empires built by men can rot and fall, but "the great faith is that the lineage, 

including the ‘real' company of ancestors, will endure forever" (16). In this belief, women 

serve a central role in the creation of lasting and transcendental "objects". Women bear 

children and in doing so, ensure the continuation of the lineage. 

However, despite its criticism, Ortner's study of the oppression of women and 

its mechanisms remains useful, as Otto points out that "by highlighting a perceived 

connection between women and nature, Ortner raises important questions about whether 

that connection should be welcomed as valuable for social and ecopolitical transformation 

or challenged as falsely construed and in the end hazardous for feminist and 

environmentalist projects" (16). Henrietta L. Moore has also defended Ortner, claiming 

that despite the criticism, nature/culture-female/male opposition provides a "useful starting 

point for discussing the cultural construction of gender, and for examining how the 

symbolical associations given to the categories 'man' and 'woman' can be understood as the 

result of cultural ideologies, rather than of inherent qualities or physiology" (16). 

  Ortner's analysis of the cultural subjugation of women focuses on the physical 

body of women. Just like femininity can be studied as a physical and biological body, 

nature too can be understood as a physical environment. As a result, femininity too can be 

linked to the concept of a physical space, in other words both nature and the domestic 

sphere that women have been subjugated to, as pointed out by Ortner. This thought of 
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connection between femininity and place can be found in Christa Grewe-Volpp's essay 

"Place and Gender in Post-Apocalyptic Environment", where she argues that "whereas 

time is coded masculine in Western culture, aligned with history, progress, civilization, 

politics and transcendence, place is regarded as feminine and associated with passivity, 

stasis and depoliticization" (221). In other words, place can be understood as a social 

construct linked to femininity.  

According to Grewe-Volpp, place is coded feminine as part of power relations 

in order to "stress the need for the security of boundaries, designed for dominance" (221).  

As a result, "place" becomes associated with such terms as "local, specific, concrete, 

descriptive" (221), which are in opposition to terms such as "general, universal, 

theoretical/abstract/conceptual" (221). Grewe-Volpp describes the consequences of this 

dichotomy on gender relations as "it has culturally relegated women to the 'home' and 

denied access to the public space and mobility" (221). As mentioned earlier, Sherry B. 

Ortner has argued that patriarchal rule aims to hide femininity and feminine attributes 

away from the public. Grewe-Volpp continues this idea with the thought that such 

subjugation emerges out of the need for security and a place that men can return to for 

"solace and recuperation", keeping women "fixed in a stable identity or role designed for 

male dominance" (222).  

 Using the work of David Harvey and Doreen Massey, Grewe-Volpp argues 

that any territorially bounded community can become "a closed terrain of social control", 

which can lead into political resistance, exclusion, violence and oppression (221). 

According to Grewe-Volpp, Massey has also argued that "adherence to a specific local 

place does not necessarily provide stability and a source of unproblematic identity, but is 

often a romanticized escape from the real business of the world" (221). Assuming that 

places have single identities based on historical origins leads to a reactionary environment 
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which in turn leads to fixed boundaries and a distinction between "us" and "them" (222). A 

more progressive sense of place where the focus is on a mixture of wider and more local 

social relations "disrupts reactionary notions of place as less important than the global or 

the universal because the local is always already part of the global in intricate networks of 

social, economic, cultural, and material relations" (222). 

 Grewe-Volpp also uses American culture as an example of the association of 

place as feminine. She notes that "in American culture, place as feminine has been 

particularly prominent in the myth of the West. In the national imagery, it is the West 

where men go for healing and nurturing, against the emasculating processes of Eastern 

urbanization and modernization" (222). The West is a "retreat for the male citizen" 

(Grewe-Volpp, 222), representing freedom, adventure and escape from the civilized world 

they live in. Grewe-Volpp describes the portrayal of nature as "images of pristine nature 

point to a locatedness of local places, which is associated with 'implicit femininity, 

boundedness, ahistoricity, inability to move [...], its ability to signal timeless 'home'" (222). 

In contrast, public space is a male space that is too dangerous and inaccessible to women 

(Grewe-Volpp, 222). As a result, the open spaces of the West become a place for a life of 

adventure for the male American hero who bravely dares the dangerous and uncertain open 

wilderness and "conquers empty space to give it significance and meaning" (Grewe-Volpp, 

222).  

 Grewe-Volpp also uses American highway narrative as an example of a story 

that use nature as a retreat for men. These stories, which originated in America, narrate the 

adventure or travel of the protagonist on the road using an automobile. Kris Lackey has 

pointed out that a common theme in the highway narrative is the "belief that America 

remains a virgin land for the intellect" (31; emphasis original), to which Grewe-Volpp adds 

"that the land can be reinvented, and that concomitant yearning for power and superiority 
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is undiminished" (Grewe-Volpp, 222). She further argues that in turn, women writers have 

challenged this cultural notion of space and by transforming public spaces have made them 

"more conductive to female subjectivity and political visions" (Grewe-Volpp, 222). In her 

own research, Grewe-Volpp has looked at how the meaning of space changes after an 

apocalyptic event or environmental catastrophe and how people find "identity and meaning 

in their specific relationship to place" (222) after the world as we know it has been 

destroyed "economically, socially, politically and ecologically" (222). 

 In addition to limiting the cultural and social power and freedom of women, 

some ecofeminists such as Barbara T. Gates have argued that patriarchal societies also aim 

to assert dominance over the reproductive right of women. Gates argues that, "throughout 

most of recorded time, men have consistently desired power over women's reproductive 

functions", and she names "male theologians and legislators", as examples of patriarchal 

figures that have "prevented women from controlling births of their own freedom" (17). 

Gates has also accused male scholars of colluding in the hindrance of women's 

reproductive freedom, arguing that "they have, for example, paid little attention to the 

conjuring rites of ancient women evolved to stop conception and birth but have 

overemphasized ancient fertility rites" (17). According to Gates, urbanized societies that 

have reduced fertility rates and overbreeding (both male-driven) have contributed to 

overpopulation which in turn has been detrimental to the environment (17). She argues for 

the abandonment of such male-dominated thinking, and urges women to "act to save 

themselves and the earth simultaneously. The two needs are intimately linked" (17), 

suggesting much like Gaard that the subjugation of women cannot be overcome without 

ending the domination of nature as well. 

 Vandana Shiva has also claimed that patriarchy asserts control over the 

reproductive rights of women by reducing them into "raw material" for the purpose of 
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birthing children. Shiva states that modern science that resulted from the "scientific 

revolution" of western patriarchy is reductionist, as "1) it reduced the capacity of humans 

to know nature both by excluding other knowers and other ways of knowing; and 2) by 

manipulating it as inert and fragmented matter, nature's capacity for creative regeneration 

and renewal was reduced" (23). This reductionism views nature as mechanical and reduces 

"complex ecosystems to a single component, and a single component to a single function" 

(Shiva, 24). This in turn allows the "manipulation of the ecosystem in a way that 

maximizes the single-function, single-component exploitation" (Shiva 24-25). Shiva uses 

lumber industry as an example of this, which reduces wood into "cellulose fibre for the 

pulp and paper industry" (Shiva, 25). Wood becomes raw material, but the damage to the 

ecosystem and diversity of life are not taken into consideration.  

 Shiva further argues that this reductionist view extends even to women's 

reproductive rights and childbirth. According to her, "the medicalization of childbirth has 

been linked to the mechanization of the female body into a set of fragmented, fetishized 

and replaceable parts, to be managed by professional experts" (26). Pregnant women 

become "'raw material' from which the 'product' – the baby – is extracted" (Shiva, 26). The 

focus of childbirth in turn centers on the "foetal outcome", reducing women's wombs into 

"inert containers" (Shiva 27). This denies women their role in giving birth to new life and 

instead reduces them into inert producers of a product, the baby. 

 To summarize, the domination of both women and nature relies on an 

oppressive conceptual framework that attributes greater value to culture over nature. This 

thinking associates men with culture, while women are seen as closer to nature. Men and 

culture are seen as Up while women and nature are Down, being of lesser status and 

importance than Up. As a result, women are denied their social, political, economic and 
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reproductive freedom and power as both women and nature are seen as something that has 

to be controlled or reduced into components to serve a function. 

 

2.4. Essentialism in Ecofeminism 

While connecting nature and women is a central part of feminist ecocriticism, the actual 

existence of this connection and its emphasis in ecofeminist approaches has caused debate 

amongst ecofeminists. Additionally, scholars both within and outside ecofeminism, for 

example Janet Biehl and her work Rethinking Ecofeminist Politics (1991) have accused the 

approach of essentialism due to the assumption that women and nature have a connection 

through which political, sociological and environmental issues should be approached. This 

criticism has led to the formation of multiple branches and sub-approaches of 

ecofeminism. Additionally, new terminologies have been created in order to attempt to 

differentiate between the different approaches. Warren introduces two examples of new 

terminology for new ecofeminist approaches, the first being Victoria Davios who makes a 

distinction between "ecofeminine" and "ecofeminist", arguing that "views which 

uncritically embrace unified or one-stance views of feminine sides of gender dichotomies 

are not feminist; they are better understood as ecofeminine than ecofeminist. They are, in 

fact, dangerous views from a genuinely feminist perspective" (qtd. in Warren, 53). The 

second terminology that Warren uses is a similar distinction from Chris Cuomo. Agreeing 

with Davios, Cuomo further introduces a division between "ecofeminism" and "ecological 

feminism". This distinction aims to "distance ecological feminist philosophy from spiritual 

approaches to ecofeminism ('which zoom in on women') and from ecofeminist approaches 

that appeal to problematic notions of the female and femininity", which construe women as 

"naturally or essentially linked to nature", or as "radically separate from culture" (Warren, 

53). 
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 In his literary analysis, Eric C. Otto identifies ecofeminist approaches that 

emphasize embracing the innate link between woman and non-human nature in order to 

deal with social and environmental issues as cultural ecofeminism. In cultural 

ecofeminism, the cause of oppression is seen as an inherent part of patriarchal culture that 

aims to suppress female characteristics. Eric C. Otto argues that "cultural ecofeminism 

dismantles patriarchy by prioritizing 'feminine' values" (16). These values include "caring, 

nurturing, interdependence" and rejecting "the individualist, rationalist, and destructive 

values typically associated with men" (Qtd. in Otto, 16). However, the realization of the 

inherent link to nature of women is not a problem for cultural ecofeminist, but rather when 

"culture devalues its feminine categories and thus devalues the virtues necessary for a more 

viable human relationship with nature" (Otto, 17). Although cultural ecofeminism still 

manifests hierarchical thinking, it argues for "privileging care and empathy for all human 

and nonhuman life, instead of privileging self-interest and the production of marketable 

goods, are reversals necessary for an ecocentric, life-affirming culture to emerge" (Otto, 

17). 

 Elizabeth Carlassare has identified similar division and terminology within 

ecofeminism. Carlassare differentiates between constructionist "social and socialist 

ecofeminists", and cultural ecofeminists, explaining that "social and socialist ecofeminists 

employ materialist methods to analyze class and capitalist economic systems, whereas 

cultural ecofeminists often employ spiritual or associative, poetic modes to explore 

oppression on a personal as well as on a larger social level" (221). She also makes a further 

distinction between social and socialist ecofeminism. While both advocate for the 

restructuring of social norms and revolutionary action against capitalist patriarchal control, 

socialist ecofeminism also "advocates new forms of socialism (rather than state socialism 

or a social ecological form of anarchy) as potentially ecologically sustainable economic 
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and political frameworks" (Carlassare, 222). Carlassare adds that "[i]n socialist 

ecofeminism, changes in the spheres of social reproduction, biological reproduction, and 

production are required to restructure gender relationships and human-nature interactions 

in order to achieve an egalitarian and ecological transformation of society" (222).  

 While socialist ecofeminism goes further than social ecofeminism in its 

purpose in confronting capitalist patriarchy, Carlassare nonetheless considers both to be at 

odds with cultural ecofeminism and its "use of essentialism" (222). She adds that, 

Although both cultural and social/ist ecofeminists resist patriarchy, social/ist 

ecofeminists in general believe that changes in social, political, and economic 

systems are required for the liberation of both women and nature. Cultural 

ecofeminists, and spirituality are inseparable from the changes in institutions 

that are required for the liberation of women and nature. (Carlassare, 227) 

Carlassare stresses that although a link between women and nature has been "socially 

inscribed on women", social/ist ecofeminists argue that there is no actual innate essence or 

essential link (222). Instead, the link has been inscribed in order to legitimize the 

domination of women by men in western culture. This thought is close to what Sherry B. 

Ortner has also argued, as mentioned earlier, that although women and nature can be 

linked, this connection is not innate or biological but rather constructed through cultural 

and social norms.  

 However, despite ecofeminists such as Carlassare pointing out alternative 

approaches to cultural ecofeminism within ecofeminism, criticism of the approach 

nonetheless focuses extensively on its seemingly innate essentialism. Greta Gaard 

generalizes the criticism towards ecofeminists as considering them to be "essentialist, 

ethnocentric, anti-intellectual goddess-worshippers who mistakenly portray the Earth as 

female or issue totalizing and ahistorical mandates for worldwide veganism" 
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("Ecofeminism" 32). This criticism is deeply rooted in the view of ecofeminism as an 

essentialist approach that can sometimes include spiritual beliefs. Gaard highlights that 

although "ecofeminism in the 1980s was indeed a broad umbrella for a variety of diversely 

inflected approaches, some of which were rooted in essentialist (cultural) feminisms", 

other approaches also grew out of "liberal, social, Marxist, anarchist, and socialist 

feminisms" (32). Carlassare has also pointed out that the essentialism in ecofeminist texts 

that critics have criticized can be a "conscious oppositional strategy", rather than being 

merely "unconsciously regressive" (225). She draws attention to the fact that "all essences 

are contextual, arising out of specific historical, cultural, and social situations", and argues 

that "Many of the critics of cultural ecofeminism could be called guilty of resorting to an 

essentialist notion of essentialism – dismissing it as unconditionally 'bad' without 

examining the specific ways in which it is used in specific situations" (225-226). 

However, the influence of cultural (eco)feminism in ecofeminism seems to 

have tainted the approach in the eyes of critics, and as a result, as Gaard points out, 

scholars began to distance themselves from it out of "fear of contamination" 

("Ecofeminism" 27). Some critics, such as Janet Biehl, have gone so far as to not only 

blame (cultural) ecofeminism of essentialism, but also to label it as "irrational" (Carlassare, 

227). This criticism is partly aimed at the more spiritual approaches within cultural 

ecofeminism which promote beliefs such as Mother Earth and finding a deeper spiritual 

connection with nature and the planet itself. However, Carlassare has argued that the 

criticism of essentialism seems to "privilege social/ist ecofeminism and its materialist ways 

of knowing", while at the same time it marginalizes "cultural ecofeminism and its spiritual 

and intuitive ways of knowing, and their respective voices" (227). Additionally, this view 

fails to take into consideration the plurality of approaches within ecofeminism, and 

moreover denies ecofeminists who resist a single definite approach for ecofeminism 
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(Carlassare 227). As mentioned in this section, ecofeminism as a method resists a single 

definition or approach. However, privileging of social/ist ecofeminist methods seems to be 

a way in which ecofeminists distance themselves from cultural ecofeminism in order to not 

be affiliated with it (Carlassare, 228).  

 Susan Griffin has also argued against the criticism of essentialism. She claims 

that "In the last decade, a problem has threatened feminist theory. The crisis is in language. 

Questions have been raised about the word woman. On close examination, the word begins 

to dissolve. What is she? Who are we? And which we are we?" (Griffin, 213). This crisis 

opens its own problem with the use of the word "woman", and Griffin continues that "How 

can a feminist movement exist without the words, especially the word woman?" (213). 

Griffin argues that accusations of "essentialism" are in fact a result of attempts to solve this 

issue. A division is created in which some feminists are accused of essentialism, "using the 

word woman, as pure idea or pure matter without the more sophisticated knowledge that 

woman is a fiction of the social construction of gender" (213). However, she argues that 

this solution has created its own problem, as no feminist has identified themselves as an 

essentialist, "nor does essentialism accurately describe any major trend in feminist thought. 

It is instead a kind of bête, a creature of dreams who contains the fearsome thoughts and 

feelings which belong to the accuser" (213). Much like Greta Gaard who has pointed out a 

fear of contamination by association, Griffin contends that charges of essentialism in 

ecofeminism and feminist theory reflect the fears and uncertainties of the critic rather than 

the approach itself. 

 However, despite the criticism cultural ecofeminism has received, Otto C. Eric 

nonetheless argues that it also has its merits. In terms of women's history, cultural 

ecofeminism has done a lot of work involving "revaluing matriarchal principles historically 

documented in archeological studies" (Otto, 17). He explains the purpose of cultural 
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ecofeminism in its spiritual forms as promoting "the reemergence of ancient matriarchal 

belief systems that coincide in Minoan Crete and Old Europe, for example, with peace and 

respect for all life" (Otto, 17). Cultural ecofeminists have called for societies to adopt some 

of the values of the spiritual beliefs found in ancient goddess-worshipping cultures. At the 

heart of this thought is the goddess and Gaia worship, in other words, worship of nature 

and the earth as a matriarchal and motherly figure (Otto, 18).  

 Although cultural ecofeminism has faced criticism, it is still a useful approach 

in literary studies. Comparing and contrasting how cultural ecofeminism and other 

ecofeminist approaches liberate women and nature and finding examples of them in 

literature is an example of its usage in literary criticism. In "Ecofeminist Theories of 

Liberation in the Science Fiction of Sally Miller Gearhart, Ursula K. Le Guin, and Joan 

Slonczewski", Eric C. Otto analyzes both cultural ecofeminist and "rational feminist" 

approaches to the liberation of women and nature in Sally Miller Gearhart's The 

Wandergound (1979), Ursula K. Le Guin Always Coming Home (1985) and Joan 

Slonczewski's A Door into the Ocean (1986).  He writes that  

these books narrate affinity, or as I will continue to call it, cultural 

ecofeminist possibility, all portraying women— and societies —who define 

themselves in ways encouraged by that branch of ecofeminism: against the 

dominant logic of patriarchy and through their own personal and local 

experiences, through collective histories, and/or through Earth-based spiritual 

traditions. (14) 

However, he adds that these works do not just follow cultural ecofeminism, but also 

"balance and at times struggle with their cultural ecofeminist ideas and other ecofeminist 

positions" (14-15). Otto concludes that although all of these works embrace cultural 

ecofeminism, each of them also uses theories and ideas from other approaches to 
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ecofeminism. In its separation of men from women and non-human nature, Wanderground 

provides "transformative potential" and posits an "intellectual compass for moving toward 

a new ground" (36). Always Coming Home in turn emphasizes the malleability of social 

structures and gender roles rather than embracing biological determinism, while A Door 

into the Ocean expands the critique of patriarchy to a "broader social critique of hierarchy 

as it also underscores gendered behavior as specific to the atmospheres constructing such 

behavior, regardless of sex" (Otto, 36).  

 Just as Carlassare has suggested, essentialism can be used as a conscious 

strategy of opposition rather than as an unconscious and unavoidable part of ecofeminism. 

In literary study, themes of ecofeminist essentialism and its clashing and struggling with 

opposing and alternating views can be studied in literary works, just as Otto has done. As a 

result, feminist literary ecocriticism can explore how the ways of liberating women and 

non-human nature are presented in literary works.  

 To summarize the theory section of this thesis, ecocriticism analyses the 

portrayal of nature in literature. Apocalyptic stories, especially those about human caused 

end of the world, can be approached from an ecocritical point of view by focusing on the 

environmental destruction caused by people. Feminist ecocriticism, or ecofeminism, in 

turn is a combination of ecocriticism and feminist theory with influences from other 

approaches such as queer theory.  This approach looks into the relationship between non-

human nature and women. It aims to show a connection between the domination of non-

human nation and the subjugation of women and minorities. Due to its focus on women 

and nature, it has been criticized of essentialism. However, despite its criticism, 

ecofeminism nonetheless provides a useful approach for analyzing the portrayal of women 

and nature in Mad Max: Fury Road.  
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3. Discussion  

This section analyzes the relationship between humanity and nature in Mad Max: Fury 

Road from the perspective of feminist literary ecocriticism. The focus is on the ways in 

which the film portrays the causes and effects of an apocalypse caused by human 

domination over nature and the subjugation of people. In addition, the effects of the 

destruction of the environment on humanity will also be explored. In portraying the causes 

and effects, the movie, as I argue, presents its viewer with possible ways of preventing 

such a disaster. The analysis will first look into the ways in which the movie portrays the 

apocalypse as a result of human disregard for the environment and its aftermath. After this, 

the female characters of the film and their subjugation in connection to the domination of 

nature will be analyzed in depth. Next, the discussion will move onto identifying the 

oppressive framework which the antagonists' tyranny is based on, after which its 

unsustainability will be investigated in detail. Themes such as war, religion, industry, 

resource scarcity, slavery, mobility and control will be explored. Finally, the discussion 

shows how the film presents ways in which the catastrophe shown in the film can be 

prevented by first examining the portrayal of masculinity in the film, and then analyzing 

the liberation of women as presented in the work. After this, the thesis argues that the 

apocalypse can be averted by embracing a new set of values and norms based on 

combining both masculinity and femininity and discarding the destructive elements in 

both.  

 

3.1. Domination of Nature 

The desolation of the environment, the slow death of the world and the subsequent chaos is 

a constant theme throughout the film. The brutal and hopeless setting for the film is 
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established in the opening narration by Max in which he introduces both himself and the 

world he lives in: "My name is Max, my world is fire and blood" (0:00:20). Max's 

narration is followed by extracts from fictional television broadcasts and radio 

transmissions that describe the decline of the world and identify the main cause of the 

nuclear war: exploitation of the environment for resources which results in conflict. These 

conflicts, in turn, escalate to apocalyptic warfare. The first transmissions heard in the 

opening scene exemplify the beginning of a conflict for oil with an argument between two 

unseen people:  

"Why are you hurting these people?"  

"It's the oil stupid." (00:00:26) 

The line spoken by the second speaker is an allusion of "it's the economy, stupid", a phrase 

coined for Bill Clinton's 1992 presidential campaign (Anderson, Jackson, 1).  

This exchange already demonstrates Karen J Warren's oppressive conceptual 

framework within the film, as human life as such loses its value in the context of 

diminishing resources. Forcibly acquiring resources is seen as of higher value than the 

security of the people who possess them, justifying the harming of other people in order to 

secure resources. This is shown in the tone of the second speaker, as he delivers his line 

with an attitude that assumes that it is beyond obvious that they are harming people for 

their resources, which is further emphasized by him insulting the first speaker's intelligence 

by referring to him as "stupid". The exchange is followed with a news extract that narrate 

the beginning of armed conflicts over oil:  

 "Oil wars." 

 "We are killing for gasoline." (0:00:30) 

Together these extracts show the devaluing of human life as humanity devolves into killing 

each other for diminishing resources. 
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 The film uses, as a tool, the real concern over the depletion of oil in order to 

criticize a view that reduces nature to a mere resource for exploitation, rather than seeing it 

as a complex whole whose continued existence is crucial to our own. Ecocritics have 

argued that such reductionism gained increased prominence with the rise of capitalism. For 

instance, Val Plumwood has suggested that "[i]t is no coincidence that this view of nature 

took hold most strongly with the rise of capitalism, which needed to turn nature into a 

market commodity and resource without significant moral or social constraint on 

availability" (111). As oil is an important commodity and resource to industry, on the basis 

of Plumwood, it can be suggested that capitalism justifies the harming of the environment 

by harvesting oil for industrial usage, which turns nature into a market commodity by 

prioritizing resources over sustaining the environment. In other words, the opening of the 

film identifies such a reductionist view as a cause that will lead into the depletion of 

natural resources, which in turn results in conflict and war.  

 The opening closes with extracts that can be assumed to be from news 

broadcasts or talk shows which describe the loss of clean water: "The world is actually 

running out of water" (0:00:32). Just as the depletion of oil, the loss of water also leads into 

conflicts, as stated in the following extract: "Now there is the water wars" (0:00:35). These 

examples show how the continued disregard for the environment has not only led to the 

scarcity of oil, but also that of drinkable water. While oil is an important resource for 

modern industry, clean water is a necessity for all life on the planet. Its exhaustion has 

consequences to the environment that are far worse than the depletion of oil. However, 

despite the toll the oil wars have had on humankind and the environment, humanity fails to 

change and descends deeper into conflict over clean water.  
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The increasing scarcity of oil and water and the consequent attempts to hoard 

what remains of them through forced means finally lead into a nuclear skirmish, as shown 

in the final news extracts in the opening:  

"To the terminal freak-out point."  

"Mankind has gone rogue, terrorizing itself." 

"Thermonuclear skirmish." 

"The earth is sour." 

"Our bones are poisoned."  

"We have become half life." (0:00:43) 

Any semblance of order collapses as humanity turns on itself. The resulting conflict not 

only destroys society, but also contaminates the environment as the earth turns "sour". 

Humanity is not spared either, as the statement "our bones are poisoned" suggests major 

contagion of human bodies by pollution, turning people into "half lives". The usage of 

"half life", a term used in nuclear physics to describe the time required for half of an 

original radioactive nuclide to decay ("Decay"), further reinforces the notion of humanity 

being poisoned by nuclear radiation. 

All of these lines in the opening sections of the film identify the main cause 

of the apocalypse: reducing nature into raw material and exploiting it for resources. The 

exploitation of the environment and overpopulation lead into resource scarcity, which in 

turn leads into the devaluation of human life as wars are started for the remaining 

resources. Finally, Max describes the decline of humanity as a result of nuclear warfare: 

"As the world fell, each of us, in our own way, was broken. It was hard to know who was 

more crazy: me, or everyone else" (0:00:56). This expresses a fundamental connection 

between humanity and nature, as society fails to maintain itself after the environment is 
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destroyed. Both established societies and the environment collapse simultaneously, 

creating a chaotic and desolate world for the remnants of humanity. 

To further address the domination of nature through radiation and 

contamination, the opening scene is followed by an image of a two-headed lizard, a large 

view of an empty, desolate desert wasteland and a shot of the protagonist, Max, standing in 

the center of the screen next to his car. This image shows the aftermath of the nuclear war 

and its effects on both flora and fauna. Just as the landscape has turned into a lifeless desert 

void of any vegetation apart from dried grass, animals too have been contaminated, as the 

second head of the lizard strongly suggests mutation caused by radiation. The desolation of 

the world is shown by the endless sand and rock that Max is staring into and which extends 

far beyond the horizon (0:01:05). However, the large emptiness does not only display the 

destruction of nature, but also the destruction of human society, as the lack of any 

settlements or manmade constructions indicates that humanity itself is likewise on the 

brink of disappearance.  

 The desolation of the environment and the death of the vegetation is a theme 

that can be found in many post-apocalyptic films. For example, Terence McSweeney has 

analyzed the portrayal of the apocalyptic world in the film adaptation of Cormac 

McCarthy's The Road (2006). McSweeney describes the state of the world following a 

cataclysmic event as follows: "the planet's fragile eco-system has been devastated; ash 

blocks out the sun, resulting in increasingly cold weather; all plant life is dead and unable 

to grow again; all animals quickly die out with no sources of food" (45). Although Mad 

Max: Fury Road portrays an unbearably hot climate in contrast to the increasingly cold 

weather in The Road, both films nonetheless focus extensively on the deadness of their 

respective worlds. 
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In so doing, both films use the colour palette and landscapes in order to 

emphasize the desolation of their worlds. McSweeney points out that the lack of colours in 

The Road is vital to its visuals, as he argues that "the overall effect of the bleached palette 

is one of decay" (46). In addition to the particular palette, the film also portrays abandoned 

skyscrapers, ruined cities and decayed roads in order to convey an image that McSweeney 

describes as follows: "the postapocalyptic landscapes are quite remarkable: the barren 

environments are nightmarish yet at times hauntingly beautiful" (46). Mad Max: Fury 

Road uses similar strategies in its depiction of the world as it portrays the weather as 

unbearably hot by showing the constant presence of the sun and using strong and warm 

colours such as orange and yellow. Human society predating the war in turn is shown to 

have disappeared to the point that not even ruins exist anymore.  

The image of excruciating heat and desolation is also reinforced by the 

environments shown throughout the film, as the landscapes range from the endless dry 

grass, sand and rock of the opening scene to empty deserts, rocky mesas, toxic quagmire 

and endless salt flats. These lifeless sceneries emphasize the fundamental devastation that 

humanity has wrought on nature. The only forms of living vegetation shown are the private 

gardens of Immortan Joe and the small seedlings that the Keeper of the Seeds, an elder 

warrior of the all-female group Vuvalini, has planted in the skull of a small animal. While 

this conveys an image of life from death as the small plants sprout from the dead skull 

bears the promise of rebirth, the wild vegetation in the film is nonetheless lifeless. 

The omnipresence of death is further explored through dialogue that suggest 

that the environment has been poisoned to the point that it rejects life. This is evident when 

the Vuvalini describe the destruction of their home, the all-female utopia Green Place, in 

the following way:  

 "the soil. We had no water." 



39 
 

 "The water was filth." 

 "It was poisoned. It was sour." (01:21:03) 

In addition, when the Keeper of the Seeds presents her bag full of seeds to The Dag, one of 

the Brides of Immortan Joe, she tells her that "I plant one every chance I get. […] So far 

nothing's took, Earth's too sour" (1:23:36). Her explanation to The Dag, the description of 

the fall of the Green Place and calling the earth poisoned and sour all strongly emphasize 

that the soil has been contaminated to the point that it no longer supports life, but rather 

actively kills it. 

 This emphasizes the severity of the war and nuclear pollution, as despite the 

lack of visible civilization, the thorough effect that humanity has had on the environment is 

portrayed through the desolation. Greg Garrard has argued that "the idea of wilderness, 

signifying nature in a state uncontaminated by civilization, is the most potent construction 

of nature available to New World environmentalism" (59). This construction attempts to 

"protect particular habitats and species", and sees wilderness as an almost holy place "for 

the invigoration of those tired of the moral and material pollution of the city" (59). 

However, within the film wilderness has been fundamentally contaminated by humanity 

and turned into a lifeless wasteland by the actions of humanity. As the destruction of the 

environment leads to the collapse of civilization, humanity is denied the security of 

society. In addition to this, wilderness no longer exists as an uncontaminated haven from 

civilization either, but instead in its place is a deadly wasteland. 

 However, vegetation is not the only entity that has been affected by nuclear 

war. Animals as well as humans are strongly suggested to be on the brink of extinction as 

they gain little representation in the film. The only animals shown are the mutated lizard in 

the opening and some crows in a later scene. The choice to feature crows is an intentional 

strategy, as they are another image of death. As John M. Marzluff and Tony Angell 
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explain, the association between crows and death gained prominence with the rise of 

civilization and increase in conflict and disease as "[t]he birds feasted on the corpses that 

littered medieval battlegrounds. People, however, interpreted this predictable biological 

response as a supernatural sign and came to view crows and ravens as omens of bad luck 

and harbingers of death" (6). Marzluff and Angell use Alfred Hitchcock's The Birds (1952) 

as an example of the usage of crows as a sign of bad omen and death in cinema (6). 

Similarly, Mad Max: Fury Road shows crows inhabiting a toxic quagmire to emphasize the 

dying state of the world. 

While the crows are a symbol of death, the two-headed lizard in the opening 

scene represents the poisoning and mutation of life by radiation. Just as the flora, the fauna 

are not spared from contamination by human action either, which can be seen in the 

mutated lizard. Humanity is not any less untouched, as mentioned in the opening narration 

that describes people as "half-lives", which suggests that radiation poisoning has shortened 

the life expectancy of people, effectively making them "half-lives".  

 The impact of environmental contamination on humanity is explored in the 

War Boys of Immortan Joe and the people beneath the Citadel. The surviving people who 

have gathered in the valley under the citadel of Immortan Joe are portrayed as starving, 

deformed and mutilated (00:08:46). The War Boys, in turn, are implied to be dying of 

radiation poisoning, as Immortan Joe refers to them as his "half-life War Boys" (0:08:18), 

and later one of the brides describes Nux as a "just a kid at the end of his half-life" 

(00:45:53). The sickness of the War Boys is explored in the tertiary protagonist Nux, who 

in his introductory scene is established to be sickly and weak, having trouble standing up 

(00:15:03). He himself touches upon his sickness later in the film as he describes his 

approaching death with the line: "Larry and Barry. If they don't get me the night fevers 
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will" (1:03:34). Larry and Barry are the names Nux has given to the two cancerous tumors 

on his throat that affect his breathing.  

 The domination of nature by humanity has led to the destruction of the 

ecosystem to the point where remaining life is actively struggling to survive. This struggle 

is explored in the film ever since the opening scene with Max. The endless and lifeless 

wasteland continues as far as the eye can see, while Max seems to be simply staring at it 

rather than scouting for anything particular or attempting to observe a point of interest. As 

Max is staring at the view, the two-headed lizard begins to move towards him. When the 

lizard is close enough Max swiftly stomps on it, picks it up and begins to devour the lizard 

raw (0:01:35). Max's lack of hesitation in eating the reptile alive shows his willingness to 

survive, as he is prepared to consume a mutated animal without hesitation in order to stay 

alive.  

 Whenever the world of Mad Max: Fury Road is portrayed it is shown as a 

desolate and lifeless world fundamentally contaminated by pollution. It is a place where 

living has become a constant struggle for survival. What life remains has been 

contaminated by radiation. This omnipresence of death and contamination emphasizes the 

consequences of an apocalyptic event brought on by unjustified domination of nature.  

 

3.2. Subjugation 

Just as nature has been dominated by humanity, people too have become subjugated by 

patriarchal power in Mad Max: Fury Road. Immortan Joe's rule maintains a strict hierarchy 

that takes Karen J. Warren's oppressive conceptual framework to its extreme. The society 

is built entirely around Immortan Joe and his cult of personality, making him the ultimate 

and singular Up. Everyone else is Down below him and reduced into the functions that 

they serve in his social order. Young and beautiful women are enslaved and forcibly 
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married to Immortan Joe. Mothers that are not beautiful enough to be brides are in turn 

dehumanized and fattened like cattle and then hooked to contraptions that harvest their 

milk. Young men who are healthy enough to fight are indoctrinated into Immortan Joe's 

army and turned into fanatical cultists that worship him as a god. Outsiders that are 

considered to be "feral" (0:16:08) are put to use as "blood bags", literal living blood bags 

that are hanged upside down and connected to sickly War Boys to provide them with 

healthier blood. Those who are unfit to fight are made to operate Immortan Joe's 

machinery, for example the elevator used to access his Citadel. This elevator is powered by 

numerous people who are forced to walk on an enormous treadmill in order to operate it 

(0:08:23). Finally, at the bottom of Immortan Joe's hierarchy are the people who serve no 

immediate function. These are the people living under the Citadel, who exist simply as a 

source from which Immortan Joe captures his wives and recruits soldiers. He keeps them 

under control by limiting their access to clean water, leaving them dehydrated and starved 

and completely reliant on him to stay alive. This dominance over people exists in order for 

Immortan Joe to create his narcissistic dream of a male-led dynasty.  

 The first female character we are introduced to is imperator Furiosa, an officer 

in Immortan Joe's army. Being not only the only female soldier, but also a high-ranking 

officer, gives the impression that Furiosa holds a special status within her society. Using 

Karen J. Warren's hierarchical Up-Down thinking, this can be considered an example of 

the Up granting special privileges to the Down. In other words, Furiosa has been given a 

position that would not normally be accessible to her due to her gender.  

However, despite her apparent high status, her initial introduction nonetheless 

focuses on the mark of Immortan Joe branded on the back of her neck (0:06:00).  The 

brand parallels real life branding of slaves, for example, the marking of runaway slaves in 

America. Theodore Dwight Weld points out in American Slavery as It Is: Testimony of a 
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Thousand Witnesses (2011) that "the newspapers in the slaveholding states, teem with 

advertisements for runaway slaves, in which the masters and mistresses describe their men 

and women, as having been 'branded with a hot iron'" (378). In similar fashion, Furiosa's 

brand marks her as property of Immortan Joe. The brand itself is established as a mark of 

enslavement in an earlier scene where the War Boys attempt to brand it on the neck of the 

captured Max (0:03:52). The brand is again identified as a mark of slavery in a later scene 

where the brides declare to Nux that "that's why we have his logo seared on our backs, 

'breeding stock', 'battle fodder'" (0:46:22), emphasizing both their sexual slavery and the 

role of the War Boys as expendable soldiers.  

Jennifer Putzi has argued on the physical scarring and branding of slaves in 

America as following:  

slaves marked with scars could be seen as victims in need of assistance but 

rarely as people capable of agency themselves. Because scars or brands evoked 

pity but were rarely seen as marks of power, they could be seen in the 

postemancipation era as representing the “degradation” of slavery and as being 

somehow shameful. (130) 

In similar fashion, Furiosa, despite her high status, is nonetheless branded with the same 

mark as other slaves such as Max, who is made into a blood bag for Nux. Both of them are 

forced to bear a constant mark of disempowerment and shame. The mark is used to convey 

Furiosa's enslavement to the viewer, as it is the first feature we see of her in her 

introduction. Another parallel with real world slavery is the dehumanization of the branded 

slaves. Despite being portrayed as wild and violent, the War Boys deem Max to be a lesser 

human compared to them, as Slit calls Max a "raging feral" (0:16:08). This line implicates 

that the War Boys feel a sense of cultural superiority towards outsiders.  



44 
 

 However, the brand is not the only mark of subjugation on Furiosa. Similar to 

the ravaging of nature, Furiosa too shows permanent damage both on her body and in her 

character. Taylor Boulware notes that "Furiosa's appearance functions precisely to convey 

both her gender transgression and her history of victimization" (11). She points out that 

"while not hairless like War Boys, her hair is shorn almost to the scalp" (10). In contrast, 

the majority of other female characters in the film all have long or styled hair. Furiosa's 

attire is utilitarian with a short-sleeved shirt, combat boots, jeans and an imposing symbol 

of Immortan Joe as a belt buckle or codpiece. Her clothing also contrasts with that of the 

brides, who are dressed in revealing white linen. However, her tattered linen shirt 

resembles the Brides' clean dresses, suggesting a similar history of sexual enslavement as 

them. Her left hand has been amputated and replaced with a robotic prosthesis. Overall, her 

lack of overly feminine markers compared to the brides combined with her slight 

differences in appearance to the War Boys cause her to exist in a space between 

masculinity and femininity. Just as the domination of the environment is conveyed through 

its lifelessness, Furiosa expresses the subjugation she has endured in her appearance.  

 The reduction of women into objects and property is further explored when the 

brides of Immortan Joe are introduced. Although the brides are not initially shown, their 

status as property is revealed in an early scene that sets the film in motion. As the convoy 

led by Furiosa delivering gasoline and a produce referred to as "mother's milk" to a nearby 

settlement departs from its intended route, Immortan Joe is quickly alarmed. He rushes to a 

giant vault door, behind which is revealed to be living quarters. On the walls and floor of 

these quarters are written messages of opposition towards Immortan Joe such as "our 

babies will not be warlords" (0:14:11) and "we are not things" (0:14:20).  

 These quarters are revealed to be the prison of women whom Immortan Joe has 

taken as his "prized breeders", as they are referred to as by a War Boy (0:15:19). These 
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young, clean and beautiful women, contrasted with the scarred, deformed and dirty people 

of the valley, are held by Immortan Joe as prized possessions and potential mothers to 

continue his lineage. The large vault they are confided to is in turn a nightmarish 

incarnation of the domestic sphere. As discussed in the theory section, ecofeminism argues 

of the association of women with place in order to hide them from public space and place 

of security to which men can return to for "solace and recuperation" (Grewe-Volpp, 222). 

The prison of the brides secludes them completely from public space, denying them any 

mobility. Their imprisonment serves as a place where Immortan Joe can isolate himself to 

enjoy and use the brides as objects and sexual slaves. 

The status of the women as property is expressed by Immortan Joe when the 

heavily pregnant Splendid Angharad shields Furiosa from Immortan Joe. Seeing the 

pregnant Angharad causes Immortan Joe to quickly lower his firearm and shout: 

"Splendid! That's my child. My property" (0:56:21). By referring to the child as his 

property, Immortan Joe outright states the brides' purpose as one that provides him with a 

successor to continue his rule. Similar to Vandana Shiva's argument that patriarchy reduces 

women into raw material for the purpose of birthing children (26), mentioned in the theory 

section, Immortan Joe has reduced the brides into objects of physical beauty and wombs to 

bear him a perfect male heir. 

 Immortan Joe's obsession with a genetically perfect male heir parallels real 

world eugenics theories. Laura Doyle describes the eugenic theory related to class division 

in Great Britain as following: "the unproductive classes were perceived, above all, as a 

threat to the Anglo-Saxon 'race' as a whole" (11). A central belief in eugenics was that 

"mental and moral characteristics are hereditary just as physical characteristics are 

inherited" (Doyle, 11). This meant that unwanted elements of society, such as "paupers, 

alcoholics, and moral degenerates" (Doyle, 11), were seen as result of their genetic 
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background and thought to "weaken Britain's racial competitiveness" (Doyle, 11). This led 

to eugenicists such as Karl Pearson claiming that "the imperative importance of humans 

doing for themselves what they do for cattle, if they wish to raise the mediocrity of the 

race" (qtd. in Doyle, 11). According to Doyle, Pearson also urged that "all sympathy and 

charity shall be organised and guided into paths where they will promote racial efficiency, 

and not lead us straight towards national shipwreck" (11). This burdened women of the 

"higher races" with the responsibility of continuing the purity of the race (Doyle, 11). In 

similar fashion to this ideology, Immortan Joe seems to believe that the beautiful young 

brides can bear him a genetically perfect heir.  

 His obsessive possessiveness of the wives is also expanded in the 

representation of their caretaker, the elderly and heavily tattooed woman Miss Giddy. 

While never outright stated, her presence with the brides strongly implies that Immortan 

Joe is the only male that is allowed to see them. Contrasting the aged and heavily tattooed 

appearance of the caretaker with the youthful beauty of the brides, it can be assumed that 

unlike them, she is not a sexual slave of Immortan Joe. Instead, her role is to care for the 

brides and teach them, as her tattoos appear to be text, images and other pieces of 

information that cover her entire body. Finally, the fact that she is female is important. She 

is the only person apart from Immortan Joe who is shown to interact with the brides within 

their prison. Despite the prized nature of the brides to Immortan Joe, no guards are shown 

posted near their quarters nor are any males shown anywhere near them. From this it can 

be deduced that Immortan Joe views other men as a threat towards his control over the 

reproductive freedom of the brides.  

 Immortan Joe's sexual obsession and possession of the brides is further 

explored with the chastity belts the brides are wearing when they escape. The first action of 

the bride after they are free is to remove the imposing and ornamental belts (0:33:05). 
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Removing them requires the usage of bolt cutters which enforces the thought that they are 

wearing them against their will. This in turn further emphasizes how they have been 

deprived of their sexual freedom by Immortan Joe, who has assumed total control over 

their sexuality and locked it away.  

In addition to depriving the brides of their sexual freedom, the belts also serve 

as a warning to men with their appearance. The belts feature imposing fang-like large 

spikes that resemble a mouth with sharp teeth. This appearance of the chastity belts 

parallels the vagina dentata myth, which Camille Paglia explains as "a gruesomely direct 

transcription of female power and male fear. Metaphorically, every vagina has secret teeth, 

for the male exits as less than when he entered" (13).  She further argues that "Physical and 

spiritual castration is the danger every man runs in intercourse with a woman" (13). 

Immortan Joe uses this fear in the appearance of the belts as a warning to all other men by 

threatening castration to any man that would attempt to be intimate with the brides. This 

further reinforces Immortan Joe's possessiveness over the brides, as in addition to 

imprisoning the wives behind a reinforced vault door, he also forces them to wear devices 

that deprive them of their sexual freedom and warn any who would attempt to approach 

them.   

 The brides are not just sexual slave of Immortan Joe, but he also considers 

them to be precious items. This objectification of the brides is explored in a scene where 

Nux volunteers to assassinate Furiosa, to which Immortan Joe orders him as follows: 

"return my treasures to me" (00:56:53). By referring to them as his "treasures", Immortan 

Joe strongly implies that they are luxury items that he possesses. The brides also 

acknowledged themselves as property and breeding stock of Immortan Joe, as seen when 

Angharad exclaims in defiance to Nux: "we have his logo seared on our backs. Breeding 

stock" (00:46:22). This logo refers to the same brand that both Max and Furiosa have, 
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marking both Furiosa and the Brides as Immortan Joe's property despite their different 

social status.  

 Much like water and gasoline, Immortan Joe hoards beautiful women as if they 

are a rare resource. As resource scarcity leads into hoarding, the collapse of society and 

diminishing value of human life lead to the objectification of people, which in turn results 

in the favoring of certain traits and features. In the case of Immortan Joe, he becomes 

obsessed with gathering beautiful and fertile women as luxury items. In comparison to the 

deformed people under the Citadel, the brides are exceptionally beautiful which in turn 

makes them rare articles.  

 Immortan Joe's fixation on the beauty of his brides may not be simple vanity, 

but also belief that healthy beautiful brides will bear him the perfect heir. This is another 

parallel with eugenics, resembling such projects as the Lebensborn eingetragener Verein 

society of Nazi Germany which promoted the purity of the Aryan race through "marriage 

with 'healthy Aryan women' to increase the birth of 'Lebensborn children,' who would lead 

the future German people and the entire world" (Wegenstein, 48). Possibly following this 

line of thinking that equates physical beauty with health and genetic purity, Immortan Joe 

too is convinced that beautiful brides will yield a genetically perfect child to continue his 

legacy. 

 Wombs and sexual slaves are not the only roles women are forced into by 

Immortan Joe however. In addition to the brides and Furiosa, one other group of women 

that is shown to reside in the Citadel are the mothers who are harvested for their milk. The 

first instance in which this "mother's milk" is mentioned in the film is when Furiosa's war 

rig is being prepared for its delivery. One of the War Boys, Ace, chants the objective of the 

convoy as following: "today we're heading to Gas Town! Today we're hauling Aqua Cola. 
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Today we're hauling produce! And today we're hauling mother's milk" (0:06:43). This 

identifies the mother's milk as a product produced in the Citadel.  

 Later on, the viewer is introduced to the source of mother's milk, the milk 

mothers. The scene begins with a close up of one mother's breasts hooked into milking 

devices while she is cradling a baby doll in her hands (0:12:45). The camera then zooms 

away from her, revealing multiple obese women sitting in sofa chairs, dressed in white 

linen and hooked into similar contraptions as her. Finally, the camera focuses on Immortan 

Joe who is inspecting a bottle of milk in his hand. He hands the bottle to his son Rictus 

Erectus, who tastes the milk and imitates a cow by saying "moo" (0:13:02). With this, the 

film draws clear parallels between the milk mothers and dairy livestock. As Greta Gaard 

argues in "Reproductive Technology, or Reproductive Justice? An Ecofeminist, 

Environmental Justice Perspective on the Rhetoric of Choice", "reproductive injustice 

exploiting nonhuman females is practiced for the economic profit of an elite group—first-

world humans" (121). In similar fashion, Immortan Joe is exploiting the milk mothers. 

They are fattened and hooked to milking machines similar to dairy livestock in order to 

provide their masters with as much produce as possible. 

 In addition to her breasts, the scene also focuses on a baby doll that the milk 

mother caresses in her arms. This is another similarity with the dairy industry, as Gaard 

writes about the strong maternal instincts of dairy cows when they are separated from their 

calves, and that "the milk that would have fed the cows' offspring is taken for human 

consumption" ("Reproductive" 121). The milk mothers evoke similar images, as the dolls 

some of the mothers are shown to caress like babies strongly implies that they have been 

forcibly separated from their children. These children are a topic that is not discussed in the 

film explicitly, but it could be assumed that they are either recruited into the War Boys, 

made to serve some other role in society, or abandoned among the people beneath the 
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Citadel. Regardless of the fate of these children, the scene corresponds Gaard's thoughts as 

the mothers are denied caring for their children and instead their milk is harvested as a 

product for human consumption.  

 Furiosa, the brides and the milk mothers all show different ways in which 

Immortan Joe has subjugated people and reduced them into mere functions to fulfill roles 

in his society. They are stripped of their rights as human beings and instead divided into 

fulfilling different roles depending on their traits and attributes. However, at the very 

bottom of Immortan Joe's hierarchy are the deformed people below the Citadel, who are 

completely reliant on Immortan Joe for water. Their role in society is best explored in the 

deleted scene "I Am a Milker", where a mother offers her baby as a recruit to the soldiers 

operating the elevator up to the Citadel. The soldier examines the baby and then rejects it, 

claiming that "it's got lumps, wouldn't last a year" ("I Am" 0:00:12). After having her baby 

rejected, the mother instead bares her breast to offer herself and says "then take me, I'm a 

milker" ("I Am" 0:00:19). The soldier replies "yes you are little mother, come on" ("I Am" 

0:00:22), and lifts her up to the platform. Although this scene has been removed from the 

final film, it nonetheless establishes the role of the people below the Citadel as a source of 

War Boys, milk mothers and brides for Immortan Joe. Moreover, it establishes that the 

people are desperately trying to get elevated up to the Citadel, as the mother is willing to 

abandon her own son in the hopes of becoming a milk mother. Those who are unfit to 

fulfill any of these roles are left to slowly perish in squalor.  

 Immortan Joe's society is one which thrives off of the subjugation of people. 

He divides people into different roles to serve his narcissistic fantasy of a patriarchal 

dynasty. As Boulware argues, "all of the subjects the Immortan controls, are abjected 

bodies who are exploited in order to maintain his extreme imperialism, wealth 

accumulation, and sexual domination" (7). Beautiful women are forced to be his brides 
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while mothers are separated from their children and harvested for their milk. Healthy 

young men are recruited and indoctrinated into becoming fanatical soldiers. Even 

exceptional individuals such as Furiosa are nonetheless branded as slaves of Immortan Joe. 

Those who fail to fulfill any role are left to slowly perish beneath the Citadel. On the basis 

of Karen J Warren's arguments on domination, the rampart exploitation of people by 

Immortan Joe shows that his society is an extreme form of an oppressive society where 

Immortan Joe is the ultimate hierarchical Up, while everyone else are considered to be 

below him as the Down. Their subjugation is justified by the perception that they lack the 

supposed divinity of Immortan Joe. Next, the mechanics of this oppressive rule will be 

analyzed in detail.  

 

3.3. Immortan Joe and Destructive Oppression 

However, the film does not settle for simply showing the aftermath of the apocalypse, but 

instead explores the patriarchal and capitalistic mechanics through which humanity has 

destroyed the world. As Taylor Boulware argues,  

The film unambiguously denounces capitalism as well as patriarchy, for the fall 

of civilization and the wretchedness that follows; it exposes the inextricable 

links between patriarchal masculinity and capitalist exploitation, revealing how 

these ideologies are co-constitutive and function to objectify, commodify, 

regulate, and render subjects abject: half-life War Boys, Breeders, Treadmill 

Rats, Milking Mothers, and Bloodbags. (2)  

The major causes of the apocalypse can be considered to be overpopulation, resource 

scarcity, polluting industry, war and destructive masculinity. These are represented in the 

antagonists of the film and the corresponding settlements that each of them rules, i.e., the 

industrial complex Gas Town managed by the People Eater, the weapon manufacturing 
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plant Bullet Farm run by the Bullet Farmer and the patriarchal society of the Citadel ruled 

by Immortan Joe. 

 The first causes of the war, destructive industry and rampart capitalism, are 

portrayed in Gas Town and its leader the People Eater. As the names already suggest, Gas 

Town is a gasoline production plant that fuels the army of Immortan Joe. Although the 

opening scene of the film identifies the scarcity of oil as the key factor for the war, 

Immortan Joe is shown to continue relying on gasoline in order to fuel his army. Rather 

than adapting to a new form of living after resource scarcity, he continues the practices that 

caused the destruction of the world. The destructivity of this reliance is first explored in the 

brief portrayal of Gas Town, which is shown as a large industrial complex with multiple 

dark chimneys constantly spewing fire and thick, black smoke into the sky above, 

obscuring the blue sky above it (0:12:11).  

 The image of rows of chimneys spewing black smoke to the skies is a fairly 

classical image of industry dating back to the Industrial Revolution. As Jill Gatlin points 

out, "For industrial advocates, smoke symbolized manufacturing might and economic 

triumph" (202). Although concern over the rising amount of smoke of soot in cities arose, 

Jill Gatlin points out that contemporary supporters of industry maintained that "coal and its 

smoke improved the well-being of the citizenry", and although anti-smoke laws were 

adopted in Pittsburgh in the 1810s, she further says that "mid-nineteenth-century courts 

often ruled that the economic hazards of smoke abatement outweighed the health hazards 

of coal burning" (203). However, the spreading industrialization was nonetheless 

criticized, and even contemporary literature tackled the issue. Gatlin raises Rebecca 

Harding Davis's "Life in the Iron Mills" (1861) as an example of a text where the author 

"portrays pollution not as a source of awe or a sign of wealth, nor as simply a nuisance or 

an annoyance, but rather as a lethal hazard to laborers" (203-204). Awareness of the health 
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and environmental hazards of industrial pollution has since increased, and both writers and 

ecocritics have approached the topic from multiple perspectives. Mad Max: Fury Road 

takes part in this discussion by evoking the image of heavy industry with the brief glimpse 

of Gas Town in order to emphasize the environmental dangers of rampart industrialization. 

 While Gas Town conjures images of polluting industry, its leader, the People 

Eater, is portrayed as a repulsive figure. His name implies cannibalistic tendencies and he 

is shown as a morbidly obese aging man with hideously swollen legs to the point that he 

has trouble walking and requires the assistance of War Boys to enter his vehicle. He is clad 

in an otherwise well-kept business suit except for his shirt, which exposes his nipples that 

have been pierced with metal rings that carry a large lock on an iron chain. In addition, he 

wears a decorated metal nose cap, which strongly suggests that he has lost his nose. This 

deformed and perverse appearance resembles a warped caricature of a well-dressed 

businessman. 

  His business-oriented personality is further shown in his interaction with 

Immortan Joe after they become stuck in a quagmire during their pursuit of the escaped 

brides. While Immortan Joe looks on in concern over his runaway property, the People 

Eater begins reading out the costs of their pursuit thus far: "We are down 30,000 units of 

guzzoline, 19 canisters of nitro, 12 assault bikes, seven pursuit vehicles", and then 

chastises Immortan Joe further, saying that, "the deficit mounts, and now sir, you have us 

stuck in a quagmire" (1:05:59). He is uninterested in the fleeing brides unlike Immortan 

Joe, but instead focuses only on the financial losses that they have suffered during the 

chase. 

 With his gluttonous appearance and name combined with his business-oriented 

personality, the People Eater and his Gas Town become a representation of the destructive 

industry and capitalism that have destroyed the world within the film. Ecological advances 
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and attempts to protect the environment are issues that always have an economical aspect 

to them. According to ecofeminists such as Karen J. Warren, capitalism plays a role in the 

domination of nature due to its failure to see nature as profitable. Using the work of 

Vandana Shiva, Warren argues that  

"maldevelopment" is a paradigm that sees all work that does not produce 

profits and capital as non- or unproductive work. The neglect of nature's 

work in "renewing herself" and of women's work in producing sustenance in 

the form of basic, vital needs, is an essential part of the paradigm of 

maldevelopment fostered by industrial capitalism. (26) 

As the opening of the film has already established that the world was destroyed in part due 

to overconsumption of resources, it can be assumed that such overconsumption was partly 

caused by failure to preserve said resources due to economic concerns. This destructive 

industry is explored with the image of Gas Town, and its leader the, People Eater, in turn, 

serves to represent the capitalist interest that powers industry. By associating these with 

Gas Town and the People Eater, the film criticizes the domination of nature caused by 

industry and capitalism as destructive forces that can lead to a cataclysmic disaster if not 

prevented. 

 Another form of destructive industry is weapon manufacturing. The opening of 

the film identifies resource wars as a cause for the destruction of the world. Wars require 

weaponry and the gun industry exists to meet this demand. In the film, this is represented 

by the Bullet Farmer who leads the Bullet Farm, the manufacturing plant that arms 

Immortan Joe's army. Similar to Immortan Joe and the People Eater, the Bullet Farmer is 

an aged man. Additionally, just like the People Eater, whose appearance resembles a 

businessman, the Bullet Farmer's outfit is closely tied to weapon manufacturing and war. 

He is completely covered in bullet belts and bandoliers, and on his head he wears 



55 
 

bandoliers that resemble the wig of a British court judge. His obsessions with firearms 

extends beyond his clothing, as he has even replaced some of his rotten teeth with bullets. 

 While the dangers of capitalism are explored in the business-minded People 

Eater, the Bullet Farmer represents the violence and carnage of war. When the convoy is 

stuck in the middle of a quagmire, the Bullet Farmer approaches Immortan Joe and 

declares his disappointment by shouting that "come on! I have been called to the torture" 

(1:06:45). He decides to pursue the escaped brides alone, but not before being reminded by 

the People Eater to not harm the brides.  Although the Bullet Farmer vows to follow the 

orders and kill only Furiosa, he is later shown shooting blindly into the night when chasing 

the brides. When reminded by one of his men that he could accidentally hit one of the 

brides, the Bullet Farmer uncaringly answers: "just probing" (1:08:28). Later, when 

Furiosa retaliates and blinds the Bullet Farmer, he begins to fire wildly into the night in a 

blinded rage while calling himself "the scales of justice. The conductor of the choir of 

death" (1:10:31). This blind rage and destruction caused by Bullet Farmer serves to show 

the destruction caused by war. Considering the Bullet Farmers refers to himself as the 

"scales of justice" combined with his headwear that resembles the wig of a court judge, 

there is a small irony in him being blinded. Instead of blind justice, he becomes an agent of 

senseless violence. The safety of the women is of no concern to him, instead he only cares 

for causing devastation and acquiring revenge for his damaged eyes.  

 The final causes of the war depicted in the film to be discussed in this section 

are overpopulation and resource scarcity. As mentioned before, the opening scene of the 

film strongly emphasizes that humanity has consumed resources such as gasoline and clean 

water to the point of scarcity. However, consumption may not be the only cause for the 

scarcity of water, but other factors could also be pollution and changes to the climate due 

to the mistreatment of the environment. Owing to the scarcity of drinkable water, the 
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remains of humanity are struggling to locate any remaining sources of water still available. 

Immortan Joe is revealed to hold control over a large supply of water early in the film, 

when he gives a speech to the malnourished and sickly people beneath his Citadel. Beneath 

his balcony on the top of the Citadel are three large pipes, which begin to pour water to the 

people below the Citadel after Immortan Joe's speech. In his speech, Immortan Joe claims 

to the people that "I am your redeemer. It is by my hand you will rise from the ashes of this 

world" (0:08:27). The starving and dehydrated people in the valley quickly crowd under 

the falling water, holding up buckets, baskets and other containers to gather as much water 

as they can.  

 However, Immortan Joe quickly stops the flow of water, stating to his people 

that: "Do not, my friends, become addicted to water. It will take hold of you and you will 

resent its absence" (0:09:49). Joe's speech implies that there is a scarcity for water and a 

need for him to ration it, yet he is shown to have lush green fields of agriculture on top of 

his citadel as well as other manners of luxury, while the people beneath him live in an arid 

wasteland with no visible sources of nutrition. Although managing resources is important 

for a sustained future, the vast differences in standards of living between Immortan Joe and 

the people beneath the Citadel strongly implies that he is purposefully hoarding the 

remaining resources for himself. He advices the people not to get addicted to water out of 

fear of it running out, yet the lush green farms atop his citadel hint at an abundance of it. A 

part of the motivation behind Immortan Joe's control over the resources is to prevent 

scarcity, and the cause of his concern is more than likely to be the oil crisis that led into the 

nuclear war that ravaged the world. However, this does not mean that he is not also 

motivated by a more tyrannical incentive in limiting access to the water as a means of 

maintaining control over the people in order to ensure that their dependency on him. 
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 The people are completely reliant on Immortan Joe for their water. Compared 

to the athletic and muscular War Boys serving Immortan Joe, the starving and emaciated 

people in the valley do not seem to pose any threat of a violent revolution. As Boulware 

argues, "Immortan Joe embodies capitalist violence and patriarchy, and he controls not 

only material resources (food, bullets, precious water, and the even more precious, oil) but 

people, bodies, and humanity itself" (5). To further show that Immortan Joe is using 

artificial scarcity as a means of control, the abundance of water in the Citadel is revealed in 

the final scene of the film in which the brides and Furiosa have taken over the Citadel and 

open the water pipes for the people. The overjoyed people quickly flock under the water in 

celebration. The celebration of the people, combined with the triumphant music that plays 

during the scene, gives a strong implication that there is plentiful water in the Citadel that 

would have been readily available for everyone (1:52:00).  

 

3.3.1. War and Cult of Death 

The rule of Immortan Joe is heavily reliant on his military force, the fanatical War Boys 

who view Immortan Joe as a god. They are recruited at a very young age, as shown by a 

scene early in the film where several child War Boys, referred to as War Pups, are shown 

observing the convoy in the beginning scene (0:07:23). Additionally, the deleted scene "I 

Am a Milker", mentioned in section 3.2, shows that they are recruited from as early as 

infancy. Furthermore, the soldier rejecting the baby due to its poor health in the deleted 

scene demonstrates selectiveness in the recruitment of the War Boys that parallels real 

world eugenics. Male children capable of going to war are taken from their mothers and 

raised to be loyal and fanatical soldiers in Immortan Joe's army. 
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Portrayed as violent and hyperactive young men, the War Boys are almost 

animalistic and childlike in their behavior and speech. Kathryn Hampshire describes them 

as follows:  

War Boys look less than human with their pallid complexions and emaciated 

features, and their behavior at times also seems more akin to that of animals 

than of men: the first time we see them in action is when Max attempts to 

break free, and they swarm en masse after him into a sewer, clawing at him, 

climbing over each other, attacking more like a homogenous herd than an 

army of individual warriors. (5) 

This wild behavior extends throughout the film as the War Boys are shown reveling in 

displays of violence and death. Their childishness is also displayed in their vocabulary, for 

example when Nux confronts his partner Slit over being left behind while others gather for 

war, Slit answers: "if you can't stand up you can't do war" (0:15:54). The choice of words 

"do war" instead of, for example, "go to war", give the impression that war is a form of 

entertainment or a game for the War Boys. Additionally, the phrase gives a notion of 

childish glorification for war. 

Themes of immaturity can also be found in the "mother's milk" produced in 

the Citadel and its implied use as produce. Only Immortan Joe's son Rictus Erectus is 

shown to drink mother's milk in the film, and the guarded nature of the mothers and their 

close proximity to Immortan Joe suggest that it is a prized commodity. This could suggest 

that the War Boys do not have access to it. Clean milk for infants has been a theme in 

eugenics in the Victorian era, which Donald J. Childs has analyzed in Virginia Woolf's To 

the Lighthouse (1927). Quoting Megumi Kato, Childs explains that "in late Victorian 

Britain, the redistribution of the population to cities created a demand for milk far removed 

from its source" (34). This led to contamination of the milk supply, which in turn resulted 
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in infectious diseases. Childs points out that this issue is raised by Mrs. Ramsay, a self-

styled advocate of London's poor, who describes, in the novel, the milk delivered to the 

poor as "positively brown with dirt. It should be made illegal" (qtd. in Childs, 34). 

According to Childs, "Kato points out that by 1904 this issue had been appropriated by 

eugenists", as the essay "Milk and National Degeneration" (1904) "asserts that lack of milk 

is 'an essential and primary cause of degeneration': 'healthy babies are impossible without 

clean and wholesome cow's milk'" (Childs, 34). 

Using this same argument, it could be assumed that lack of access to mother's 

milk is a factor in the War Boys' poor health and immaturity. Moreover, the dolls that the 

milk mothers hold and the mother in "I Am a Milker" both strongly suggest that the War 

Boys are separated from their mothers, meaning that they are denied both physical 

nutrition, social guiding and maternal love from their mothers. Instead, they are raised by a 

tyrannical father figure who purposefully prevents them from maturing into healthy adults. 

They are kept in a perpetual state of immaturity, serving as both literal child soldiers as the 

youngest of them are children, and as figurative child soldiers as even as young adults they 

still have childish demeanor. 

Sarah Maya Rosen and David M. Rosen argue that "[t]he child soldier has 

become the ubiquitous icon of modern warfare—the symbol of nearly everything that is 

wrong with war" (305). They further elaborate that child soldiers are "seen as the victims 

of adult abuse and criminality, who have been transformed into combatants in violation of 

their essential qualities as children" (305). In similar fashion, the War Boys have been 

indoctrinated into becoming fanatical soldiers by being separated from their mothers and 

having their childlike qualities warped by a tyrannical father figure, Immortan Joe. 

Essential qualities of children such as games and companionship have been twisted and 
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associated with war. Their childish vocabulary and almost innocent enthusiasm with war 

and self-sacrifice both suggest an abusive history of brainwashing.  

These qualities make the War Boys almost empathetic characters compared 

to the psychopathic Acolytes of Toecutter in Mad Max and the sadistic Marauders of Lord 

Humungus in Mad Max 2: The Road Warrior. These previous antagonistic henchmen are 

largely portrayed as villainous characters who reveled in causing pain and preying on the 

weak. The War Boys in contrast give the impression of being victims of an abusive power 

that has persuaded them into believing that their only worth in life comes from self-

sacrifice.  

 In addition to their keenness for war and sustained immaturity, the War Boys 

are fanatically suicidal, as they are searching for a worthy death in combat instead of 

slowly dying due to radiation. Faced with inevitable death, dying becomes a possibility of 

new life for the War Boys, as their mantra "I live, I die, I live again" (0:45:56) indicates. 

As a result, their purpose in life has become to die spectacularly in the service of Immortan 

Joe in order to reach "Valhalla", their imagined afterlife named aptly after the warrior 

afterlife of Norse mythology.  

 Much like the Vikings who believed that dying in combat granted passage into 

Valhalla, the War Boys believe that dying in the service of Immortan Joe allows them to 

enter Valhalla where they will "ride eternal, shiny and chrome" (0:57:04) and be "walking 

with the Immorta [sic], McFeasting with the heroes of all time" (1:03:07). This is directly 

inspired by Norse mythology, as Peter Andreas Munch writes: "men generally thought of 

Valhalla as the resort of the fallen Heroes; there they passed their days in mirth and 

gladness" (48). This suggests Immortan Joe purposefully using now-forgotten symbols and 

mythology as a basis for his own death-cult. Additionally, the word "McFeasting" 

combined with "Aqua Cola" (0:06:43), which is used to refer to water, further reinforce the 
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idea of Immortan Joe reusing lost symbols, as both are based on global brand names, 

McDonalds and Coca-Cola. As Boulware argues, the use of these "recognizable brand 

names of capitalistic global domination" is deliberate, as "[t]he essential resources he 

controls and around which he invents his sycophantic religion bear names that are 

synonymous with expansive market capitalism" (5). 

Their ritual suicide is portrayed with the death of the War Boy Morsov, who 

after being wounded, chooses to sacrifice himself by jumping onto a pursuing vehicle 

while holding explosives. Before his suicide, Morsov sprays his mouth with chrome paint 

and yells to his peers: "witness me" (0:22:23), an act that the other War Boys look at in 

awe, and after his sacrifice they acknowledge him by shouting "witnessed" (0:22:25). This 

elaborate ritualistic suicide is repeated throughout the film, with War Boys spraying 

themselves with a war paint using chrome paint and telling their peers to "witness them".  

This obsession with death and the worship of Immortan Joe is best shown 

when Immortan Joe orders Nux to murder Furiosa, stating that: "put a bullet in her skull 

[...] and I myself will carry you to the gates of Valhalla", to which Nux replies: "Am I 

awaited?" (0:56:50). The expression of being "awaited" in the afterlife is uttered by the 

War Boys on other occasions in the film, emphasizing further their obsession with death 

and the expectation that in sacrificing themselves they reach a better life. Finally, the blind 

faith of the War Boys is shown by Nux when Immortan Joe tells him that "you will ride 

eternal, all shiny and chrome" (0:57:03). In response to hearing this and being awaited, 

Nux sheds a tear in happiness as Immortan Joe paints his mouth with chrome paint, 

signifying his coming sacrificial death.  

Boulware argues that "Joe's tyranny, particularly in his exploitation of the 

War Boys, enacts political theorist Achille Mbembe's notion of necropolitics" (7). 

According to Mbembe, "the ultimate expression of sovereignty resides, to a large degree, 
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in the power and the capacity to dictate who may live and who must die", adding that "[t]o 

exercise sovereignty is to exercise control over mortality" (11). Boulware argues that the 

portrayal of the War Boys expresses this necropolitics, as victims of environmental 

pollution, all that remains for them in their diseased half-lives is to "achieve the most 

spectacular death of self-sacrifice" (8). Immortan Joe assumes total sovereignty over their 

half-lives by having created a cult which dictates that the War Boys exist only to die in his 

name.     

 Despite being male, the War Boys are also victims of subjugation similar to the 

women under Immortan Joe. Instead being reduced to wombs or dairy cattle, they have 

been indoctrinated from a young age to believe that Immortan Joe is a god who delivers 

them to the afterlife as shown in the "War Pups", boys too young to go to war. However, 

the War Boys are not condemned to being pawns for Immortan Joe. Nux's primary 

development in the story is overcoming his fanaticism. His faith is first challenged when 

his assassination attempt on Furiosa is stopped by the brides. Nux praises Immortan Joe by 

saying: "he is the one who grabbed the sun", to which the brides answer: "look how slick 

he has fooled you boy. He is a lying old man" (0:46:17). Nux continues to praise Immortan 

Joe while the brides rebuff him by calling him "an old man's battle fodder. Killing 

everyone and everything" (0:46:28). Nux, however, avoids responsibility by claiming that 

"we are not to blame", to which Angharad answers: "then who killed the world?" 

(00:46:33). What Angharad says strengthens the interpretation of Immortan Joe as a 

representation of the causes of the war while it also challenges Nux on his beliefs.  

 Nux fails again to reach Valhalla when he fails to assassinate Furiosa, causing 

him to succumb into depression and shame. In his grief he is comforted by Capable, one of 

the brides, who upon hearing that Nux has failed to reach Valhalla, tells him that "I'd say it 

was your manifest destiny not to" (1:03:14). The interaction with the brides and separation 
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from the other War Boys eventually causes Nux to abandon his beliefs and defy Immortan 

Joe. Finally, Nux sacrifices his life in order to ensure the protagonists' triumph (1:46:06). 

As a result, Nux demonstrates that any War Boy can overcome their indoctrination, and his 

interaction with Capable also appears as one of the ways in which the film portrays 

positive interaction between genders.  

 

3.3.2. Unsustainability of Immortan Joe's World 

Nux's development from a fanatic soldier of Immortan Joe into a heroic martyr who saves 

the protagonists in the end, is a way in which the film explores the unsustainability of 

Immortan Joe's world. His society is built entirely around him and secures its control 

through his death-worshipping warriors. The War Boys are slowly dying of radiation 

poisoning, signifying the slow and eventual end of Immortan Joe's rule. The people 

beneath the Citadel are in turn slowly perishing from starvation. In other words, the society 

ruled by Immortan Joe is one of death, where the fate of everyone is eventual demise. His 

society has lost its connection to nature, as displayed when Nux reveals his unfamiliarity 

with trees, referring to one as "that thing" (01:08:55). His patriarchal society has become 

so severed from nature that the young boys of his army, such as Nux, are unaware of what 

trees are, despite them being essential parts of the ecosystem. Just like human life, nature 

has lost its meaning and value under Immortan Joe 

However, despite the War Boys' fanatical loyalty to Immortan Joe, Nux's 

development shows that they can abandon their destructive beliefs and adopt new ones. In 

addition to Nux's character arc, this is also shown when the protagonists return to the 

Citadel and present Immortan Joe's body to the guards in order to enter it (1:50:23). By 

unveiling his mangled body, Max proves Immortan Joe's mortality to the War Boys and to 

the people beneath the Citadel. After throwing Immortan Joe's corpse off the vehicle, the 



64 
 

people run up to scavenge the body and chant Furiosa's name as she comes out of the 

vehicle (1:50:28). Soon after this, the people also start chanting for the guards to let 

Furiosa up into the Citadel. While the guards are stunned by Immortan Joe's death, one of 

the young War Pups is heard saying "let's do it" as a response to the chant of the crowd 

(1:51:17). They take control of the elevator of the Citadel and lower it for Furiosa and the 

brides to enter, demonstrating that much like Nux, they have not been irreversibly 

indoctrinated. 

 Elements of decay and unsustainability can also be found in the character of 

Immortan Joe. First of these is his appearance and age. Despite being worshipped as a 

mighty warrior-god, he is actually an aging sickly old man. His introductory scene reveals 

his skin to be covered with blisters and boils as the War Pups cover him with powder 

before dressing him in armour that gives him the false appearance of a muscular warrior 

(0:06:24). During the scene he is shown to have trouble breathing and gives a sickly cough 

as the War Pups blow powder on him. After donning his armor, Immortan Joe puts on an 

intimidating mask adorned with horse teeth that doubles as a breathing apparatus. His mask 

and armor together give him a forged appearance of an intimidating god, while in reality he 

relies on the mask to breathe while the armor hides his overweight and aged body.  

 Elements of a non-existent future can also be found in Immortan Joe's sons. 

Immortan Joe has enslaved beautiful young women for the purpose of producing a perfect 

male heir, but both of his adult children are shown to be flawed. Corpus Colossus, while 

intelligent, is also weak in body as his growth is stunted and he is moved around the 

Citadel in a crane supported chair. His brother Rictus Erectus on the other hand is a 

colossal figure, played by the 211 cm tall ex-strongman Nathan Jones. However, while 

Corpus Colossus is physically lacking, Rictus Erectus is mentally limited. In multiple 

scenes he displays childlike behavior and speech, for example saying "moo", while 
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sampling mother's milk (0:13:03). Later in the scene when Corpus observes that Furiosa 

has taken the convoy off its intended route and informs Immortan Joe, Rictus asks "why 

would she do that dad", in a childish voice (0:13:26). As Immortan Joe storms off to check 

on the brides, Rictus insists on watching through Corpus's telescope and again speaks in a 

childish manner: "let me see let me see" (0:13:29). With their reflected flaws, the sons of 

Immortan Joe demonstrate the uncertainty of a sustained future for Immortan Joe's world. 

Although he dreams of a perfect male heir gifted both physically and mentally, he seems to 

be capable of producing imperfect results only.   

 Immortan Joe's incapability of producing the perfect son that he seeks despite 

the youth and health of the brides strongly suggests a lack of fertility. This combined with 

the arid wasteland he rules makes him resemble the Fisher King of Arthurian legends. 

Dennis H. Barbour has described the Fisher King figure as following: "Although there are 

many variations of the legend, most indicate that the 'Maimed King,' another name for the 

Fisher King, is physically impotent, a malady that has brought a curse of sterility on his 

kingdom" (34). Stefan Ekman has further argued that "the wounded king, linked to a land 

that has somehow been laid waste—a common motif in fantasy fiction and, in many ways, 

a typical way of presenting the direct link between ruler and realm" (186). In similar 

fashion, Immortan Joe rules over a dry wasteland, withholding access to water from his 

subjects. As a result, his incapability to produce a suitable heir can almost be seen as 

karmic justice for his mistreatment of his people; as he subjugates people and denies his 

populace water, he becomes nothing more than an infertile ruler of an empty desert, unable 

to continue his lineage. 

 The only hope for Immortan Joe's envisioned future is in the child that 

Angharad bears. However, while the convoy is being chased by Immortan Joe, Angharad 

accidentally falls off the truck and lands in front of his vehicle. Immortan Joe hastily 
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attempts to dodge Angharad, flipping his vehicle over. He is then shown holding 

Angharad's body and grieving over her as the health of his son is now uncertain (0:59:40). 

Later, Immortan Joe's doctor Organic Mechanic performs an emergency caesarean section 

on Angharad in order to save the baby. Organic declares that "another month, could've 

been a viable human" (1:07:17). Immortan Joe then asks "was it a male", to which Organic 

answers that "A one alpha prime. Hey Rictus! You lost a baby brother, perfect in every 

way" (1:07:20). In his pursuit of the escaped brides, Immortan Joe ends up causing the 

death of his dreamed heir.  

Immortan Joe's character shares traits that Leonard Moss has analyzed in 

male characters in Ancient Greek tragedy. He explains that political and military issues of 

the Athenian empire in the fifth century b.c. inhibited democracy, which encouraged "a 

nostalgic yearning for the stereotypical strongman, immune to weakness, impervious to 

corruption, competent to meet every danger to the state" (9). While Moss points out that 

"we may never know exactly how far politics motivated Aeschylus, Sophocles, and 

Euripides", he nonetheless argues that their works were skeptical towards the doctrine that 

"places every hope in one brilliant commander" (9). The stereotype of manhood evaluated 

by these playwrights presented a man belonging to an "elite male superclass", superior to 

all others around them and answering only to a higher authority, gods or no one (Moss, 9). 

They were of superior lineage and upbringing, and aspired to "combine physical strength, 

skill and endurance with an ability to think coolly, speak commandingly, and act 

consistently under stress" (Moss, 9-10).  These male characters sough recognition for their 

prowess, as Moss argues: "these glory-hunting nobles, although they were thoroughgoing 

egoists publicizing self-confidence as their prime attribute, revealed a compulsive, 

sometimes pathetic craving for favorable peer appraisal – high reputation – preferring to 

die for a good name if forced to live without it" (10). 
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Much like the male characters of Greek tragedy, Immortan Joe also exhibits a 

compulsive need for displaying a combination of physical and mental perfection, receiving 

the approval of his peers and continuing his lineage. As already pointed out, his armor 

gives him the false appearance of a muscular warrior, concealing his aged and fattened 

form. He has created a cult which raises young boys into worshipping him as a god. He is 

obsessed with producing a perfect male heir, but his two imperfect sons are unsuitable to 

continue his lineage.  

Finally, Immortan Joe's relationship with his peers is explored in a scene 

where his pursuit war band gets halted by a collapsed canyon passage. While the War Boys 

clear the rubble, the Bullet Farmer is shown interacting with the People Eater. The Bullet 

Farmer expresses disapproval of Immortan Joe's obsessed pursuit of the brides by saying: 

"all this for a family squabble. Healthy babies" (0:52:51). Later on when the warband find 

themselves stuck in a quagmire, the People Eater first chastises Immortan Joe over the 

costs of the pursuit, after which the Bullet Farmer tries to hurry Immortan Joe to continue 

after the brides. However, Immortan Joe is preoccupied worrying over the dying Angharad 

and the child in her womb, which causes the Bullet Farmer to declare: "you stay here with 

your grief daddy, I'll fetch them for ya" (1:06:50). The People Eater tells the Bullet Farmer 

to "be careful, protect the assets", referring to the brides (1:05:53). The Bullet Farmer 

guarantees not to harm the brides, stating that "just one angry shot, for Furiosa" (1:06:58). 

Yet despite his vow, the Bullet Farmer begins shooting blindly into the night while chasing 

the brides, which could potentially harm or even kill them.  

The People Eater's chastisement of Immortan Joe and the Bullet Farmer's 

breach of his promise both show that despite commanding fanatical loyalty from the War 

Boys, Immortan Joe does not enjoy similar loyalty from his peers. They are both shown to 

be more concerned with their own interests rather than supporting Immortan Joe. The 
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People Eater cares more about costs while the Bullet Farmer is more interested in 

destruction and mayhem than in securing Immortan Joe's future. While he sees the pursuit 

as vital to saving his lineage, his peers view chasing the brides as a waste of resources and 

time.  

Immortan Joe's obsessive pursuit of the brides ultimately turns into his 

undoing. After choosing between riding into endless uncharted desert or turning back and 

overtaking the Citadel, the brides, the Vuvalini, Nux, Furiosa and Max decide to take their 

chances and attempt to ride through Immortan Joe's warband and trap them in a canyon 

passage between them and the Citadel. This would force the war band to take a longer path 

around the canyons, allowing the protagonists to conquer the Citadel as it is mainly 

guarded by the young War Pups. Turning their escape into an attack, the protagonists not 

only manage to liberate the Citadel, but Furiosa also has her revenge by killing Immortan 

Joe along the way. Mimicking tragedy, Immortan Joe's obsessive pursuit in securing the 

future of his lineage and rule culminates in its end.   

As discussed in the previous sections, the film portrays the severity of the 

destruction of the environment in order to emphasize the responsibility people have over 

nature. The film identifies the causes of this devastation in its antagonists, and through 

portraying the society of Immortan Joe as unsustainable, the film criticizes the oppressive 

patriarchal power structures that disregard nature and devalue human life. The movie 

demonstrates to the viewer how a man-made apocalypse can occur if we do not change our 

current patriarchal power structures and attitude towards nature. As a result, in a way, the 

movie blames the audience for the possible apocalypse. As Žižek has suggested, 

apocalyptic stories aim to "mobilize ourselves to perform the act which will change destiny 

itself and thereby insert a new possibility into the past" (151). In the case of Mad Max: 

Fury Road, if we follow Žižek, it could be argued that the movie aims to mobilize the 
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viewer into accepting the inevitability of the apocalypse with its hopeless portrayal. In 

doing so, it attempts to prevent this future from happening. By forcing the viewer to 

identify the causes of the apocalypse in our current society and attitudes, the film mobilizes 

the viewers to change them in order to prevent the apocalypse from happening. Next, this 

thesis will focus on the solutions that the film offers. 

 

3.4. Towards a Better Future  

Although the film portrays the problems related to destructive patriarchal power and 

destruction it can cause, it does not settle for simply pointing out faults. Instead, the film 

also offers solutions to the issues presented by patriarchal oppression. While Immortan Joe 

and his society embodies the causes of the end of the world and an unsustainable future, 

means of a change for better and sustainable alternatives are found in the protagonists and 

the Vuvalini. Max represents a healthier masculinity in contrast to the destructive 

masculinity represented by Immortan Joe. Moreover, Nux abandons the norms he has 

learned from Immortan Joe and adopts new beliefs. Finally, although the brides of 

Immortan Joe have been enslaved and denied freedom of mobility, the Vuvalini, who are 

introduced halfway in the film, represent an alternative existence to slavery for women. In 

contrast to the women under the rule of Immortan Joe, the Vuvalini are portrayed as an 

independent matriarchal society of warrior-women who are capable of governing and 

defending themselves. However, their society is not a perfect alternative to Immortan Joe's, 

but instead the ultimate solution is found in the cooperation of positive masculinity and 

femininity. This section will explore how the film presents solutions to the causes of the 

apocalypse.  
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3.4.1 Destructive and Positive Masculinity  

The theory used in this study, ecofeminism, is deeply rooted in feminism, which can 

sometimes be understood as a method that focuses on studying women and their 

representation. However, it can also cooperate with masculinity studies in order to help 

"break free from theoretical impasses", and oppose "superficial celebrations of the mobility 

of gender" (Gardiner, 1). Although "early feminist studies located the source of women's 

oppression in the male body", poststructuralist theorists emphasize the "indeterminacy of 

meaning", creating a fragmented and changing categorization for sex and gender roles 

(Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 5). As Chris Haywood and Mairtin Mac an Ghaill argue, 

"Sex/gender practices can be seen as being shaped by and shaping the processes of 

colonization, of racism, of class hegemony, of male domination, of heterosexism, of 

homophobia and other forms of oppression" (5). For this section, I aim to combine 

masculinity studies with ecofeminist theory in order to analyze both destructive and 

positive masculinity within Mad Max: Fury Road. This section will identify the negative 

traits of masculinity that played a part in the destruction of the world as destructive, while 

the traits the film associates with ensuring a lasting and sustained future will be recognized 

as positive. 

 Stefan Horlacher states that "[a]lthough archaic and obsolete images of men 

linking masculinity to risk-taking and dare-devil behavior have been called into question 

for decades, the old stereotypes, lurking everywhere, prove to be almost insurmountable" 

(3). He continues that "current research has shown that in post-modern societies the 

construction of a monolithic or singular male gender identity has become problematic and 

increasingly impossible" (3). Literature plays a role in establishing assumptions of 

masculinity and its norms, however it also offers the possibility to explore masculine 

concepts and to discuss alternative images of masculinity (Horlacher, 4). Horlacher further 
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argues that "[e]specially when discussing a potential crisis of masculinity, literary 

discourses become a privileged site for registering patriarchy's 'loss of legitimacy' and how 

'different groups of men are now negotiating this loss in very different ways'" (4). Mad 

Max: Fury Road has sparked a discussion similar to Horlacher's argument: Alexis de 

Coning points out that the film caused a particular kind of discussion over a crisis of 

masculinity, "provoked not so much by the film itself but, rather, by men's rights activists' 

(mra) responses to it" (174). These opinions were in part fueled by the notion that the film 

was seen to attack masculinity by having the patriarchal tyrant Immortan Joe as its 

antagonist. The film was also accused of emasculating Max by empowering its female 

characters and focusing extensively on Furiosa rather than the titular character. However, 

this study aims to argue that the film is not an attack on masculinity, but rather 

demonstrates its destructive features in the War Boys and the antagonists, but also shows 

its positive aspects in Max, Nux and Furiosa. 

 Destructive masculinity is portrayed as rampart throughout the film. The War 

Boys exemplify an extreme adaptation of the stereotypical masculine "risk-taking and 

dare-devil behavior" (3), mentioned by Horlacher, in their reckless quest for a spectacular 

death in high-octane vehicular combat. The depiction of destructive masculinity continues 

in the antagonists of the film, with Immortan Joe embodying it the most. As Hampshire 

argues, utilizing monster theory, "[i]f we read, then, the bodies of these monstrous men as 

texts that both demonstrate and warn, we can see the devastating effects of violence, 

unfettered masculinity, and out-of-control consumption" (6).  As discussed in the previous 

sections, Immortan Joe's society represents the causes that led to the apocalypse. He 

himself is at a crisis of masculinity as he is obsessed with maintaining the image of a hyper 

masculine warrior-god. Around this image he has formed a cult-society that revolves 

around destruction and death, upheld by oppressing everyone he views to be beneath 
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himself. He has remorselessly reduced women into sexual slaves and wombs for birthing 

him a perfect male heir. With these portrayals the film identifies destructive masculinity as 

one of the main causes of the end of the world.  

 However, Immortan Joe is not the only representation of masculinity in the 

film. Max embodies many classical masculine features, representing the positive features 

of masculinity in contrast to Immortan Joe who personifies destructive masculinity. Alexis 

De Coning describes Max's masculinity as "rarely played up in the film, and is hardly in 

crisis. He exhibits traditional masculinity insofar as he is strong and determined, but so too 

does Furiosa" (175). Max recognizes his strengths but is also willing to admit his faults, for 

example when he acknowledges Furiosa as a better shot and gives her his rifle rather than 

attempting to risk their final bullet (1:09:34). 

One theme of masculinity that the film explores is fatherhood. For Immortan 

Joe family means the continuation of his lineage, even at the cost of enslaving others. His 

two sons who have failed to meet his definition of perfect heirs are subservient to him, 

with Immortan Joe not showing much fatherly engagement with them. In contrast, 

fatherhood is manifested in Max as a need to protect, as Taylor Boulware describes him as 

follows: "Max is the conventional father and husband, charged with protecting his family 

and becoming increasingly insane and desperate as he fails, time and again" (9). The first 

film, Mad Max establishes Max as a dedicated and emotional father, as a Dennis H. 

Barbour argues, using Glen Lewis's work, that Max's own father had "made  the mistake of 

never showing his feelings to him" (qtd. in Barbour, 31). This already marks Max as an 

opposition to the "rigid distinctions that circulate through notions of an active mothering 

and a passive fathering" (Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 44). Max wishes to be a part of his 

son's life and connect emotionally with him. In turn, his stoicism and determination in the 

Mad Max: Fury Road is not a result of his inherent masculinity, but rather the symptom of 
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his deep emotional trauma from his failure to protect his family. As a result, much of 

Immortan Joe's and Max's personal crises also arise from their inability to fulfill their role 

as fathers. Immortan Joe's inability to create a perfect male heir motivates him to 

obsessively chase after the brides, while the loss of his family has caused Max to become a 

recluse. Immortan Joe is ultimately undone by his fixation, while Max overcomes his self-

imposed isolation and learns to interact with others through cooperation with Furiosa.   

 As a result of their role as opposites, another aspect of masculinity that can be 

studied in the cases of Max and Immortan Joe is their use of violence. While neither are 

pacifists, Immortan Joe takes the role of an aggressor as he has founded his society upon 

violence. He has forcibly enslaved women and indoctrinated young men into death 

obsessed cultists. When the brides escape, his reaction is to muster the full military might 

of his army and chase after them. In contrast, Max is a survivalist and a protector as he 

only uses violence as a necessity in order to survive and never indulges in it. Kathryn 

Hampshire describes Max's use of violence as follows: "although Max participates in the 

film's most violent scenes, he takes no pleasure in it, only doing what is necessary to get 

them through this situation alive; he even apologizes to Furiosa for the pain he has to 

inflict on her to save her life" (7). Additionally, once Max joins Furiosa and the brides, all 

of his acts of violence have been conducted in order to protect himself and their small 

group. 

Max's refusal to indulge in violence is illustrated in his first encounter with 

Furiosa. When Max emerges from the wreckage of Nux's vehicle, he at first attempts to 

free himself from being chained to the unconscious War Boy by shooting his arm off with 

a sawed-off shotgun (0:31:58). However, the weapon misfires and Max instead prepares to 

gnaw off Nux's arm, but noise caused by the nearby Furiosa catches his attention and he 

decides to lift the unconscious Nux onto his shoulders and carry him. Max sneaks upon 
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Furiosa and the brides and threatens them with the shotgun in order to get water and the 

war rig from them. However, Furiosa manages to tackle Max and in the ensuing fight 

attempts to use deadly force against Max multiple times, first by trying to beat him with a 

wrench and then by attempting to shoot him. Max, however, seems to make no attempt to 

kill Furiosa and instead only tries to defend himself throughout the scene. Finally, upon 

intercepting the pistol from Furiosa and wrestling her to the ground, he shoots warning 

shots next to her head, although he could have just as easily killed her (0:37:24). This 

demonstrates that Max is willing to use violence as a means to survive but does not 

practice it to an excess.  

Max's non-indulgence in violence is, again, shown in his confrontation with the 

Bullet Farmer. As the blinded and enraged Bullet Farmer is chasing after the brides, Max 

decides to go face him alone. He instructs Furiosa and the Brides to go wait for him at a 

distance, and if he fails to rendezvous with them, they "keep moving" (1:12:41). He then 

arms himself and sets off to face the Bullet Farmer. Rather than as a fully blown action 

scene or an impressive battle, the film portrays the confrontation with a brief explosion in 

the distance, followed by a bloodied Max returning back to Furiosa and the brides with 

weapons looted from the Bullet Farmer. The conscious choice to leave this supposed 

heroic confrontation off-screen further emphasizes that Max views violence as a necessity 

rather than an indulgence. Just like the simple off-screen explosion of the scene, he is brief 

and effective. Hampshire argues that "Fury Road highlights Max's recognition that 

masculinity's violent domination is the problem, not the solution" (7). Unlike the War Boys 

who revel in violence and Immortan Joe who uses it as a means of control, Max engages in 

violence only out of necessity. 

While Max represents the positive aspects of masculinity to the destruction 

represented in Immortan Joe, Nux explores overcoming destructive masculinity. At first 
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Nux is introduced as a fanatical supporter of Immortan Joe, as Kathryn Hampshire 

describes Nux as following "as one of Immortan Joe's War Boys, Nux belongs to a lower 

class. He is young and has been brainwashed into dedication to a regime that has 

exterminated his individual identity and instilled in him a blind willingness to sacrifice his 

life for Joe" (7). He expresses desire to "die historic on the Fury Road" (0:16:21), and later 

cries with joy as his god, Immortan Joe, entrusts him with the task of assassinating Furiosa 

(0:57:05). Finally, when he fails in this task, he is deemed "mediocre" (0:57:28) by the 

disappointed Immortan Joe. This causes a crisis in both his faith and masculinity. As a War 

Boy, his whole identity is built around the belief of self-sacrifice for its own sake; 

achieving a glorious death in service of Immortan Joe. However, his inability of attaining 

this goal, combined with being shunned by his god and father figure, causes him to fall into 

deep depression.  

Nux is eventually lifted from his despair by Capable when she discovers Nux 

hiding in the war rig and comforts the saddened War Boy, who grieves that "three times 

the gates were open to me. [...] I was awaited in Valhalla. They were calling my name. I 

should be walking with the immorta, mcfeasting with the heroes of all time" (1:02:58). In 

response Capable tells Nux that "I'd say it was your manifest destiny not to" (1:03:14). 

Capable offers Nux a new alternative in her empathy: rather than dying for Immortan Joe, 

perhaps he is meant for another purpose entirely. Connecting with the bride, they find unity 

in their histories of subjugation. This marks the beginning of Nux's change and 

overcoming his indoctrination by Immortan Joe. 

Nux stays hidden from Max and Furiosa until their truck gets stuck in the 

quagmire and reveals himself to offer help with the vehicle. Although Furiosa doubts the 

War Boy, Capable defends him as reliable. Nux then aids the protagonists as a mechanic 

and a driver with Capable always shown by his side. He begins to change in the company 
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of the protagonists, as Hampshire explains: "after Furiosa and the wives show him 

sympathy and care, his allegiance quickly shifts and he develops agency to make his own 

decisions" (7). His demeanor becomes calmer compared to the screaming suicidal fanatic 

that he was at the beginning of the film. This change is shown when Max proposes a plan 

to take over the Citadel. Upon hearing the plan Nux says that "Yeah. Feels like hope", 

marking his final change from a brainwashed death worshipping soldier into an optimistic 

and hopeful individual (1:28:15). Nux's overcoming of his indoctrination mirrors Karen J. 

Warren's argument of overcoming oppressive concept through experience and learning 

(56). Through his interaction with Capable, Nux finds the capacity to discard his 

destructive masculinity and adopt a new, positive identity.    

Nux ultimately sacrifices himself by crashing the war rig in order to trap the 

army of Immortan Joe. This act establishes the completion of Nux's change and agency, as 

Hampshire explains that "[i]n his final, self-sacrificing moment, Nux proves himself when 

he gives his life for them willingly, an inversion of his previous blind desire to die in battle 

for Joe in order to gain eternal glory" (7). Nux abandons his frantic search for worthy death 

for its own sake, but instead sacrifices his own life for the sake of others. In his final 

moments, Nux gazes at Capable and whispers "witness me" silently instead of savagely 

shouting like he had earlier in the film (1:46:08). Capable, in turn, performs the hand 

gesture the Vuvalini use to honour the dead, as she raises her arm towards Nux, 

acknowledging Nux's sacrifice. Rather than forfeiting his life with other War Boys as his 

witness, Nux leaves a lasting impression by helping the protagonists succeed and having 

Capable witness his sacrifice and remember his deed.   

In addition to Max and Nux, aspects of masculinity can be found in Furiosa as 

well. Taylor Boulware describes her as follows: "Furiosa is not only a fully-realized, 

complex female character with physical and fighting prowess, but also one who disrupts 
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gender norms by rejecting both traditional femininity and toxic masculinity" (10). Furiosa 

displays female masculinity, which Boulware, borrowing the term from J. Jack 

Halberstram, defines as women performing traditionally masculine gender behavior in a 

way that "can successfully challenge hegemonic models of gender conformity" (qtd. in 

Boulware, 11). She challenges the gender norms of Immortan Joe's society by being a 

respected soldier amongst the all-male War Boys. 

Despite being female, Furiosa is a high-ranking officer in Immortan Joe's 

army. She contrasts with the somewhat naive brides, as when she asks Angharad about her 

wounded leg Angharad answers "it hurts", to which Furiosa chastises her by saying "out 

here everything hurts" (0:38:50). While the brides are victims of sexual slavery, Furiosa 

has also experienced a history of existing in an oppressive masculine environment as a 

female. Compared to Max and his usage of violence out of necessity, Furiosa is sometimes 

shown to indulge in violence. This can be first seen when she confronts Max for the first 

time, doing everything in her power to kill him while Max attempts to defend himself. 

Furiosa, again, uses extreme violence when she confronts Immortan Joe and gruesomely 

kills him by hooking his breathing apparatus to the wheel of his vehicle, tearing the 

apparatus alongside his jaw off his face (1:44:27). These scenes show features of 

destructive masculinity similar to what Immortan Joe represents. However, Furiosa's 

adoption of masculinity is partly a form of survival strategy. 

As discussed earlier in section 3.2., Furiosa's appearance and status both defy 

gender norms and expectations. Her role as an officer makes her complicit in the violence 

perpetuated by Immortan Joe. However, she is also a victim of this violence as she reveals 

that she had been kidnapped from the Green Place as a child (1:15:44). Further borrowing 

Halberstram, Boulware argues that this "strategic act of survival" (11) is a form of social 

rebellion where Furiosa assumes "a fully articulated female masculinity" in relation to a 
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"seemingly fortified male masculinity" (qtd. in Boulware, 11). Furiosa defies the norms of 

Immortan Joe's society by achieving a status and identity that would not normally be 

accessible to her. 

As discussed in section 3.2., Furiosa's clothing are utilitarian in contrast to 

the white linen garments worn by the brides. However, Boulware suggests that Furiosa's 

shirt, which is made out of white fabrics similar to the white linen of the wives "explicitly 

links her to The Wives and their plight" (11). This similarity in clothing hints that Furiosa 

too might have been subject to sexual slavery. In addition to her clothing, her hair is shorn 

short but not bald like the War Boys, giving her a militant look that is at the same time 

similar to them but also makes her stand out. Together, these features give her an 

androgynous appearance, as Boulware points out that "her physical sex is ambiguous 

according to normative markers" (11). Furiosa transcends gender norms by rejecting sexual 

enslavement and adopting masculine traits as rebellion against Immortan Joe and the 

traditions of his society. As a result of personifying both masculine and feminine traits, 

Furiosa becomes the film's representation of overcoming oppression. She embodies the 

cooperation of masculine and feminine that is needed in order to end the domination of 

nature and people. 

 

3.4.2.  Liberation  

Although at first Mad Max: Fury Road depicts its world as a lost cause in which 

patriarchal domination of nature and minorities has left the environment and people 

permanently devastated, the film offers solutions in both its positive male and female 

characters and their quest for liberation. As already established in previous sections, the 

film centers around Furiosa and the brides who attempt to escape from slavery. They 

believe that the all-female Green Place will be a utopia free of male dominance and the 
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subjugation that they have faced in the Citadel. However, the Green Place turns out to have 

been destroyed, but its denizens, the Vuvalini, nonetheless represent an alternative to the 

destructive patriarchal society ruled by Immortan Joe. Nevertheless, their society is not a 

perfect alternative either, but rather true utopia is achieved through cooperation and unity 

between masculinity and femininity. Through this cooperation, the protagonists finally 

overcome their oppressors and change the course of history. 

 The main motivation of the brides is to escape the patriarchal dystopia of the 

Citadel to the ecofeminist utopia of the Green Place, which promises a safe haven full of 

nature with its name. When Max first attempts to steal the war rig, Angharad chants to 

herself "we're going to the Green Place of Many Mothers" (0:38:27). Later, when the 

brides are grieving the deceased Angharad, Toast the Knowing says "whatever happens, 

we're going to the Green Place" (0:59:32). These mentions of the Green Place being under 

stressful or sorrowful situations both emphasize the thought of the Green Place as a 

sanctuary for the brides. Although Max voices doubts of its existence, they are convinced 

that it does exist. This is enforced by Furiosa, who reveals that she lived there until she was 

kidnapped by Immortan Joe (1:15:35). The name and the hopeful dreams of the brides 

about Green Place both paint the image of a society where the essential qualities of women 

and their connection to nature have created a haven free of patriarchal oppression. 

However, the protagonists eventually discover upon reaching the Green Place 

that it too has become a dead wasteland. The quagmire portrayed earlier into the film, 

populated by Crows, both literal crows and a tribe of people who dress up to look similar 

to crows, turns out to be the remnants of the Green Place. The elder Vuvalini explains that: 

"The soil [...] the water was filth [...] it was sour" (1:21:03), which means that the Green 

Place has also succumbed to the environmental destruction caused by humanity. The 

deadness and toxicity of the Green Place is further emphasized by both the presence of 
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animal crows and the tribe of humans called the Crows. They are dressed in ragged and 

torn clothes and move over the deadly swamp on stilts, slowly and aimlessly shambling 

forward above the dead soil. However, despite the destruction of the Green Place, the 

Vuvalini still portray some hope for restoring the planet, as the Keeper of Seeds is shown 

to have gathered a large amount of seeds and attempted to plant them in different types of 

soils. Although she explains that nothing has grown yet, she remains optimistic (1:23:19). 

This is a fundamental difference between the Vuvalini and Immortan Joe. While Immortan 

Joe revels in violence and death, the Vuvalini attempt to bring life back into the wasteland.    

 Upon reaching the Vuvalini, the film quickly establishes them as an all-female 

matriarchal society. They are shown to have turned sexuality into a weapon, as when the 

protagonists first reach them they find a naked woman on top of a ruined telephone tower 

screaming for help. When Max sees the woman he quickly identifies her as a trap, pointing 

at the woman and saying "that's bait" (1:17:46). Furiosa steps out of their vehicle and 

introduces herself as "I am one of the Vuvalini! Of the Many Mothers! My Initiate Mother 

was K.T. Concannon! I am the daughter of Mary Jabassa. My clan was Swaddle Dog!" 

(1:18:00). Upon hearing this, the naked woman rises and lets out a signal cry to call the 

waiting Vuvalini to come out of hiding, confirming Max's suspicion that the woman was 

acting as a lure for an ambush.  

 The Vuvalini arrive to confirm Furiosa's identity, during which all of them are 

shown to be female. Their status as an all-female society is further enforced when the elder 

Vuvalini Keeper of the Seeds expresses her mistrust towards Max and Nux. Upon seeing 

the men she quickly asks Furiosa worryingly: "the men, who are they", to which Furiosa 

replies: "they are reliable, they helped us get here" (1:02:03). They do not engage with 

Max or Nux, but they quickly take interest in the brides, admiring their beauty and health. 

One of the Vuvalini asks Furiosa "where did you find such creatures" (1:20:20) while the 
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Keeper of Seeds examines one of the brides, the Dag, and points out that "this one has all 

her teeth" (1:20:27). This admiration for their beauty contrasts with Immortan Joe, who 

saw the brides as sexual objects for him to dominate, while the Vuvalini appreciate and 

admire the femininity of the brides. 

The Vuvalini serve the double role of portraying alternative female roles to 

slavery, but also the shortcomings of an overly matriarchal society. In contrast to the 

enslaved women in the Citadel, the Vuvalini are warriors. They are capable of fending for 

themselves in a world where men prey on women. They are portrayed more positively than 

Immortan Joe, but nonetheless their society also has faults. While Immortan Joe's tyranny 

is seemingly absolute, the Green Place of the Vuvalini has succumbed to environmental 

devastation. Compared to the relatively thriving Citadel, at least for Immortan Joe and his 

children, the Vuvalini are forced to survive by setting traps using their most youthful 

member in order to lure travelers into an ambush.  

Another parallel between Immortan Joe and the Vuvalini is the relationship 

between genders. The Citadel is a patriarchal society where women are subjugated, while 

the mistrust the Vuvalini show towards men in addition to their surviving members all 

being women suggest that the Green Place was an all-female matriarchy with no men. If 

the Citadel explores the faults of a patriarchal society, then the disappearance of the Green 

Place illustrates the unsustainability of total matriarchy. With this, the film explores topics 

related to the criticism of essentialism in ecofeminism as discussed in section 2.4. While 

the film emphasizes the liberation of women, the solution to a sustainable future is not 

achieved through solely focusing on innate feminine characteristics. A total female 

leadership is not necessarily the solution to the issues of a patriarchal society, but rather the 

film offers a resolution in combining masculinity and femininity. 
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 Faced with the reality of the Green Place, Furiosa despairs and briefly 

collapses, overcome with desperation and sadness (1:21:18). With the Green Place no 

longer being an option, the protagonists are left with no apparent choice but to continue 

their escape into the dangerous wasteland. Furiosa, the brides and the Vuvalini plan to ride 

into the large empty land which they refer to as "The Salt" (1:24:38), strongly implied to 

be a dried ocean. However, Max catches up to the women and tries to convince them to 

stop attempting to flee. 

 Rather than driving into the unknown and uncertain future across the Salt, Max 

proposes that instead they turn back and attempt to seize control of the Citadel, as 

Immortan Joe has taken his whole army to chase them, leaving his Citadel undefended. 

This changes Furiosa's and the brides' motivation from escape into an attempt to return 

back to the world they were trying to flee and seizing control of it. In other words, escape 

from Immortan Joe is impossible, but they can instead overthrow him and lead the Citadel 

to a better future.  

This can be considered to be the turning point where the film moves from 

portraying the causes and effects of the end of the world to showing a possible way to 

prevent such an event from occurring. For the first time, the possibility of overthrowing 

Immortan Joe is presented, and with it a new order and society could be founded in the 

Citadel. This is also the first situation where Max suggests working together towards a 

common goal to Furiosa. Although Max and Furiosa have been aiding each other 

throughout the film, their cooperation has been out of individual motivation for survival 

rather for a mutual purpose. When Max suggests taking over the Citadel, he suggests that 

"we might be able, together, come across some kind of redemption" (1:28:41). This 

redemption not only refers to Max reconnecting with his humanity and Furiosa finding 

retribution for her past, but also to redeeming the world of the causes that destroyed it. 
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With Max's proposal the film suggests the possibility of overcoming destructive patriarchal 

forces through a mutual cooperation of positive masculinity and femininity. As Belinda Du 

Plooy claims, "[t]he message is clearly about collaboration and cooperation as essential for 

the redemption of a world in which gendered inequities and abuses of power remain deeply 

disconcerting obstacles" (2). 

 The protagonists decide to turn back and take over the Citadel. Max, Furiosa 

and their companions drive through Immortan Joe's war party, resulting in a chaotic road 

battle. In the ensuing chaos Max hijacks the People Eater's vehicle (1:38:55). Immortan Joe 

in turn executes the People Eater without hesitation, but soon after he too dies as Furiosa 

exacts her revenge on him. The deaths of the patriarchs of Gas Town, Bullet Farm and the 

Citadel signify the end of oppressive patriarchal rule and shows that their influence can be 

defeated. This in turn opens up the possibility for change.  

In the end the protagonists triumph in taking over the Citadel, but not without 

Nux's sacrifice. Max unveils the corpse of Immortan Joe at the Citadel in order to display 

that his rule is over (1:50:23). Upon seeing the corpse, the people beneath the Citadel begin 

to chant: "let them up", urging the remaining troops in citadel to lift Furiosa and the brides 

up. The War Pups rush to lift Furiosa and the brides up to the citadel and they encourage 

the crowd beneath the Citadel to join them, finalizing the replacement of the old patriarchal 

leadership with a new egalitarian one. However, this revolution has not been achieved with 

the essential feminine characteristics of the brides, but rather through the cooperation of 

masculine and feminine individuals.  

The uplifting of Furiosa, the brides and the people beneath the Citadel is 

followed by the milk mothers, who were previously livestock, opening the water valves to 

bring water back to the valley beneath the Citadel (1:52:00), not only providing the people 

with water but symbolically bringing life back into the wasteland. Femininity is freed from 
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the domestic space into the open, becoming a representation of life and renewal in contrast 

to the death and destruction represented by Immortan Joe.  

 Although the search for the Vuvalini and Green Place turns out to be false 

hope, the protagonists find a sense salvation by returning to the world they were fleeing 

and reclaiming it. Escape from the world of Immortan Joe turns out to be impossible, but 

instead the protagonists realize that they can save it. As Furiosa and the brides are lifted up 

to the citadel of Immortan Joe, they beckon the people of the valley to join them on the 

elevator. This act of elevating the downtrodden people, combined with the opening of the 

water valves and the seeds the Dag inherited from the Keeper of Seeds, give a promise of 

not only a better future in terms of equality amongst people, but also a future for the 

wasteland and the environment itself. The war, industry and segregation of the world of 

Immortan Joe are replaced with egalitarianism, environmentalism and peace, ending the 

film on a hopeful view on the future of the wasteland. The film ends with Furiosa 

observing Max disappear into to the crowd beneath the Citadel and returning back to the 

wasteland, but not before he gives Furiosa a nod of approval, acknowledging her and the 

brides as capable leaders for a better future (1:52:36).  



85 
 

 

4. Conclusion 

This thesis has aimed to analyze George Miller's Mad Max: Fury Road from an 

ecofeminist perspective. I was in part motivated to choose this approach due to the 

reception of the film during its release and the subsequent discussion over its supposed 

feminist themes. The purpose was to discuss the ecocritical perspectives of the film and its 

female characters, combining the two into an ecofeminist approach that analyzes the 

connection between the domination of nature and the subjugation of people.  

 The thesis began with creating the theoretical framework needed to analyze the 

film. Apocalyptic stories were defined in the context of ecocriticism, with the focus being 

on Cold War era inspired nuclear war apocalyptic stories. Following this, the focus moved 

onto feminist ecocriticism. The main approach used in this thesis, Feminist ecocriticism, or 

ecofeminism, was defined as an approach and narrowed down to the analysis of the 

domination of non-human nature and minorities. The topic of essentialism within 

ecofeminism was also discussed, as it is a form of critique often aimed at ecofeminism. 

Despite this criticism, ecofeminism is nonetheless a suitable approach for studying works 

such as Mad Max: Fury Road, as the film deals extensively with both environmental issues 

and subjugation of humans. Ecofeminism offers an approach that can effectively study 

both topics and investigate the correlations and causal relationships between the 

domination of nature and the subjugation of minorities. The theoretical framework used in 

this thesis could be used to analyze other similar works of post-apocalyptic fiction, as 

environmental devastation and devaluation of human life are common topics in such 

stories. 

 The discussion section of the thesis first analyzed the portrayal of the 

environment in the film. This analysis focused on the lifelessness and omnipresence of 
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death as a result of pollution and warfare portrayed throughout the film. This thesis argued 

that the film portrayed a constant presence of death and contamination by nuclear radiation 

in order to emphasize the destruction that humanity has caused on the environment. This 

presence was depicted with lifeless landscapes such as deserts and quagmires, mutated 

animals and sickly half-life people poisoned by radiation. The purpose of this is portrayal 

is to stress to the viewer the consequences of rampart domination of nature by humanity.  

Next, the discussion moved onto the topic of subjugation of people within the 

film. The thesis argued that Immortan Joe's society was an extreme representation of Karen 

J. Warren's oppressive conceptual framework as the whole society was built around 

Immortan Joe, making him the dominant Up and everyone else Down below him. The 

focus was first on the female characters and their different forms of oppression, starting 

with Furiosa. Her high status as an officer of Immortan Joe shows Warren's argument of 

Up granting Down special privileges, but this thesis argued that she was nonetheless a 

victim of subjugation, as illustrated by her appearance and the brand seared on her neck. 

The analysis of the domination of women continued with the brides of Immortan Joe and 

their sexual slavery. These women have been deprived of their sexual freedom and reduced 

into wombs for providing the tyrannical antagonist of the film with heirs. They have been 

stripped of their freedom of mobility and have been locked away by Immortan Joe to be 

objects of his personal pleasure. Furiosa's and the brides' desire for freedom is central to 

the story of the film, but as I argue, the ultimate solution for their problems and for saving 

the world is found in cooperation between positive masculinity and femininity in order to 

overthrow oppressive power structures. 

Another group of subjugated women analyzed in the film were the Milk 

Mothers. Just like dairy cattle, these women have been separated from their children, 

fattened to obese weight and forced into producing milk for consumption. Their possible 
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children, the War Boys, in turn have been indoctrinated into becoming suicidal fanatics in 

the army of Immortan Joe. This thesis argues that as a means of control, Immortan Joe has 

separated them from their mothers in order to deny them maternal love for the purpose of 

keeping them in a perpetual state of immaturity. As such, the War Boys become both 

literal and figurative portrayals of child soldiers, as the youngest of them are children while 

the oldest of them continue to have childish demeanor. Moreover, their selective 

recruitment, denied access to the milk of their mothers and the enslavement of the brides 

based on their physical beauty all parallel real-life eugenics theories. 

Finally, the people beneath the Citadel were also discussed. Although this 

thesis did not go into as much detail analyzing them as the other subjugated groups, their 

role in Immortan Joe's society was explored. Based on a deleted scene, I argue that the 

people beneath the Citadel serve as a source from which Immortan Joe recruits his War 

Boys and enslaves his brides, milk mothers and workers. They are kept complacent by 

limiting their access to resources, leaving them weak and unable to overthrow the 

tyrannical Immortan Joe. The hierarchical structure of Immortan Joe's society, the people 

beneath the Citadel and their elevation to the Citadel at the climax of the film are topics 

that could be used for further research. This could be analyzed from, for example, a 

Marxist perspective that focuses on the uneven distribution of resources and the lifting of 

the downtrodden people up to the Citadel in the end of the film. 

 After identifying the domination of nature and the subjugation of people, the 

discussion continued with analyzing the oppressive framework on which the antagonist of 

the film has founded his society. In parts of this, the thesis also identified how this society 

represented the causes of the apocalypse. These causes were represented in the Gas Town, 

Bullet Farm and the Citadel and their respective patriarchs the People Eater, the Bullet 

Farmer and Immortan Joe. Gas Town and the People Eater serve to represent industry and 
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capitalist interests that disregard the environment, while the Bullet Farm and the Bullet 

Farmer embody weapons industry and the destructivity of war.  

However, the overall focus was on the oppressive patriarchal features of 

Immortan Joe's society. His society is founded on a cult of death that worships him as a 

warrior-god and continues to rely on practices that led to the end of the world, for example 

overexploitation of resources such as oil. Immortan Joe dictates who dies as he exploits 

everyone around him as bodies to fulfill his dream of a patriarchal dynasty. This society is 

ultimately unsustainable, as illustrated in both Immortan Joe himself and the world around 

him. In contrast to his false image of a hypermasculine god, he is actually an overweight 

and sickly old man. As a result, this thesis argued that he resembles the Fisher King of 

Arthurian Legends, as the arid wasteland that he rules combined with his imperfect sons 

both enforce his infertility. Ultimately, his society offers only death and is an unsuitable 

basis for a sustainable future. 

 Once oppressive forces were recognized, the thesis discussed the tools of 

liberation offered by the film. In this part, the thesis first combined ecofeminism with 

masculinity studies in order to analyze positive masculinity in the film in contrast to its 

destructive features. Positive masculinity in the film is represented by Max, who fulfills the 

role of a protective father figure and classical heroic male. While Immortan Joe uses 

violence as a means of control, Max sees it only as a necessity to survive. As a result, Max 

represents positive masculinity in contrast to Immortan Joe who embodies destructive 

masculinity. Furiosa in turn explores both positive and destructive masculinity as she 

becomes an embodiment of feminine masculinity: adopting masculine features as a 

survival strategy and rebellion against a dominant masculine power. Abandoning 

destructive masculinity was in turn explored in the analysis of Nux, who overcomes his 

indoctrination by Immortan Joe and turns from a crazed fanatic into a calm and level-
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headed, ultimately self-sacrificing savior. Finally, this thesis identified the combination of 

feminine and masculine in the character of Furiosa and argued that she is the embodiment 

of the solutions the film offers. While this thesis used masculinity studies as part of its 

ecofeminist approach, additional research of the film could go into further detail on its 

representation of masculinity. 

 The thesis then acknowledged the Vuvalini and the Green Place, arguing that 

they represented the fallibility of a total matriarchy similar to the unsustainability of 

Immortan Joe's total patriarchy. Although their society offers a better place for women, it 

was nonetheless a lost society that was slowly perishing. Just as Immortan Joe subjugates 

women, the Vuvalini have driven away all men from their society. As a result, the solution 

to the oppressive patriarchy was not to be found in an alternative matriarchy. Instead, the 

ultimate solution is to be found in combining the feminine and the masculine, as the 

protagonists cooperate in order to overthrow Immortan Joe and instill an egalitarian 

government in his place.  

 While this thesis touched upon some of the language in the film, such as the 

childish vocabulary of the War Boys and the usage of capitalist symbols such as "Aqua 

Cola" and "McFeast" in the film, it did not focus on these topics. The Mad Max series 

often portrays changes in vocabulary and language as society collapses, and as a result, this 

could be further researched in both Mad Max: Fury Road and the series as a whole. 

Evolution of words such as "gasoline" into "guzzoline" and reinventing capitalist symbols 

into religious vocabulary could be a topic for future discussion of the film. 

In conclusion, Mad Max: Fury Road argues for the cooperation of genders in 

creating a sustainable future by portraying both the causes and the aftermath of a manmade 

apocalypse. It presents the thought of escaping the faults and factors that have led into the 

end of the world, only to ultimately conclude that an escape is uncertain, but instead a 
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better alternative is to attempt to change the existing society. The effects of human actions 

on the environment are shown in the portrayal of the environment with dead landscapes 

and wasteland while the causes of this destruction are portrayed in the antagonist Immortan 

Joe and his allies. In contrast, the protagonists, Max, Furiosa, Nux and the brides represent 

the possibility for change and the actions that must be taken in order to prevent the 

destruction of the world. Ultimately, the nuclear apocalypse can be prevented through the 

cooperation between genders by combining positive masculinity and femininity and 

abandoning destructive views.   
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