GENDER IN ‘STAND BY ME’ AND ‘BOYZ N’ THE HOOD’
Initial contextualising
Masculinity & femininity in the above     first consider industrial, cultural and creative contexts of both e.g. both USA (we do not view through American eyes, do not have same linguistic resonances, cultural and geographical referencing, global outlook …)   when made? by whom?    sources? actors?     ‘Stand By Me’ is a Stephen King story    big star is Richard Dreyfuss (‘Jaws’) with cameo from John Cusack (‘Con Air’, ‘Grosse Point Blank’) and Donald Sutherland’s son Keifer (‘24’) but could also discuss River Phoenix alongside Heath Ledger as actor/celebrities with early demises   ‘Boyz…’ is made by a black director (John Singleton) with a Hollywood opportunity and all the attendant ‘at least break-even’ pressures if he wanted to maintain his career (other distinguished black director is Spike Lee who does not have the same mainstream profile as Singleton   film made big star out of Cuba Gooding Jr. (‘Jerry McGuire’) but also starred Laurence Fishburne (‘Apocalypse Now’ and ‘The Matrix’) and Angela Bassett (‘Strange Days’)    film very much about black community in tough L.A. suburb whereas ‘Stand By Me’ is set up in north west with an absurd certification denying its younger stars legal cinema viewing (discussion of certification, constructed meanings of ‘childhood’, taboo language…)
Considering themes
Discuss ‘masculinity’ (physical and verbal aggression?) and femininity (caring, showing emotions, tenderness and regard for others)    both films are about boys/men together in groups and gangs with females visually and narratively marginalised if not omitted which could lead to discussion of male gaze theory and gay theory/homo-eroticism (could relate back to Shakespeare’s phallocentricity in tragedies and history plays, cross-dressing in comedies) 
‘Stand By Me’
‘Stand By Me’ is rite of passage, journeying to see death story     also features and foregrounds storytelling through the King/Dreyfuss as Gordie figure   big flashback and further flashbacks within the flashback   real hero/star is Ace    his antics and gang form nice parallel to Phoenix gang with its pecking order (two pairs of boys with Corey Feldman’s Teddy bullying Vern into bottom place with his ‘two for flinching’) (here you could bring in paralleling elsewhere in storytelling as narrative device e.g. relationships in Shakespeare (‘Romeo & Juliet’, ‘Antony & Cleopatra’, Twelfth Night’) and soap opera)    three of the boys have affective problems (Gordie living while his popular brother is dead; Chris’ charity box theft and teacher-disillusion; Teddy’s abuse by his father) which provoke tears or deep regret expressed in front of their peers, indicating the intimacy of their group’s relationships and mutual care   there are many great sequences (tension inside the scrapyard and on the railway bridge, the ‘barforama’, Ace and his gang in their anti-social car exploits, the finding and keeping of the corpse)    two could be used for micro, the train chase on the bridge and the leeches sequence when Gordie faints, which is further unmasculine weakness akin to Jimmy Stewart vertigo-induced fainting in ‘Vertigo’   could debate magnetic compulsion of ‘star of the piece’ villain Ace with his denotative bright hair, the disrupting catalyst figure akin to Iago and Warren Fox
‘Boyz n’ the Hood’
‘Boyz….’ bears signs of influence from Rob Reiner’s film    early on Tre goes to see a dead boy with an added train hoot in the background as a step away from innocence    again there is a strong sense of autobiography    this is a political film especially for its black US audience and is very relevant today with a teenage killing a week on UK streets    it is good for introducing concept of polysemy/multiple readings/reception theory/creative intentionality    essentially film is read very differently by different audiences/members thereof, whose personal readings can be beyond textual control (recall the John Webster character’s response to ‘Romeo & Juliet’ in ‘Shakespeare In Love’)   the film starts with sounds of shooting and then a STOP street sign followed by a ONE WAY sign (could use to lead to discussion of semiotics again taking its relevance back to English and language)     again we see children with violence in school (where there is an inadequate white teacher and lots of revelatory art on the walls – awareness of the varying ways in which films tell their stories and construct meanings?) and violence on the streets in front of them    they encounter a teenage gang but also the parental presence is more evident but offensively pro-male, despite the mother having taken responsibility up to this point after the marital break-up (it takes a man to raise a son!)        the father presence is strong throughout though finally Tre makes his own decision to opt out of the revenge attack after walking out on his father    The film does a time-leap to show how the children have moved on to be teenagers (by now Doughboy, who was being arrested at the end of the first part to ironic diegetic soundtrack ‘Things Are Gonna Get Better’, has ‘done time’ but educated himself)     the film sets up possible life-paths for Tre: one is towards gangs with a bleak prognosis; the other is to leave the suburban killing fields for college     both films depict male loyalty gang codes but ‘Boyz…’ is a tougher representation, that makes it very attractive for many audiences, reading against what Singleton wants the film to stand for (discussion about black culture and its history, hip hop’s sexist, homophobic aggression…?), and of course guaranteeing Singleton good box-office    alongside the violence runs Tre’s sexual initiation which seems to come about despite his catholic girlfriend’s earlier-stated wishes and because he appears in front of her tearfully, emotionally disturbed after a second run-in with an ‘uncle Tom’ cop    (sex and death, characteristic storytelling fare going back to Shakespeare and beyond!)

the murder of Ricky is worth taking some time over for how it is led up to (a second fight with his half-brother), how the killing is filmed and its terrible aftermath complete with traumatised baby!   Similarly the revenge is powerfully but controversially filmed complete with heroising, empowering, possible justifying low angle photography of the final killing    more unmasculine tears and emotion on the porch afterwards before Doughboy is faded out as was Chris Chambers, signifying their deaths

Some final thoughts
plenty there to stimulate macro and micro study with strong enhancing connectivity with a good, amenable group’s English studies, demonstrating the analytical strength and breadth of media/film criticism

in the classroom, with an exercise like this, film is to be studied so should be punctuated with discussion and never watched entirely before discussion   stopping and starting refreshes concentration and creates extra focus   students need to be aware of the complexity of issues and their representation; as with Shakespeare they are adult texts    also any external referencing should be picked up immediately, especially as these are US films    you might do a bit of geography beforehand to show students where on the globe these stories are set, emphasising how remote parts of the US are from each other     you might spend some time looking through the credits, marvelling at the huge enterprise that is film-creation, through pre-production, production and post-production phases (note how Depp and Burton are doing their contractual bit to publicise ‘Sweeney Todd’ – could mention junketing and the amounts spent on publicising mainstream movies, practices damned by those appreciative of world cinema and film’s artistic qualities)
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