
A Level Film Studies ‘Selma’  
(DuVernay, 2014)   

Component 1: Varieties of film and filmmaking 

Section B: American film since 2005  
Written examination: 2.5 hours 

35% of qualification  

 

AO1 Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of elements of film  

AO2 Apply knowledge and understanding of elements of film to:  

analyse and compare films, including through the use of critical approaches  

evaluate the significance of critical approaches  

analyse and evaluate own work in relation to other professionally produced work  

CONTEXTS 

Production | Social and Political | Critical 

Debate 

Selma is rooted in the realities of the civil rights movement of the 1950’s and 

1960’s in the United States of America. Although slavery had been abolished in 

1865 in the USA, African-Americans did not have equality. Segregation was still 

rife, miscegenation (inter-racial sexual relations) was socially taboo and the Ku 

Klux Klan and other groups still lynched black people. The civil rights movement 

was the battle to change conditions for African-Americans. There were three 

particularly famous approaches to the movement, the first and most successful 

was led by Martin Luther King, a Baptist minister from Atlanta, who believed in 

peaceful protest.  

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

SYNOPSIS 

Selma is the story of a movement. The film 
chronicles the tumultuous three-month 
period in 1965, when Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Jr. led a dangerous campaign to secure 
equal voting rights in the face of violent 
opposition. The epic march from Selma to 
Montgomery culminated in President 
Johnson (Tom Wilkinson) signing the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965, one of the most 
significant victories for the civil rights 
movement. Director Ava DuVernay’s Selma 
tells the real story of how the revered leader 
and visionary Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
(David Oyelowo) and his brothers and sisters 
in the movement prompted change that 
forever altered history.  
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AUTEUR 

Ava Marie DuVernay, the director of Selma, has only made a small 

number of films, most of which are documentaries, so it might seem 

difficult to class her as an auteur. DuVernay’s work seems deeply rooted 

in her own cultural identity as an African-American.  

 

Her first film This is the Life explores the hip-hop culture enabled by LA’s 

Good Life Café’s art movement. DuVernay then moved into developing 

fiction films, again mostly centred on black characters, culture and/or 

specific historical events or issues relating to race relations in the US. 

 

The film’s recreation of real events is consistent with the director’s 

strong interest in the history of civil rights for Afro-Americans, themes of 

human rights and the American constitution and legal injustices for Afro-

Americans. For example Ava Duvernay’s documentary film 13th (2016) 

about the high number of Afro-American in USA prisons. 

 

DuVernay advocates social purpose to films, rejects stereotypes of Afro-

Americans in media and advocates their empowerment and 

representation- Selma consistent with this. 

 

DuVernay founded African-American Film Festival Releasing Movement 

(AFFRM) to have distribution of films representing African-American 

experiences.  

 

 

  



LANGUAGE AND MISE EN SCENE 

The film adopts a hyper-realism that is stylistically 
conventional in contemporary Hollywood. The images 
are often shot in deep focus with a substantial depth of 
field, and each shot is relatively long in terms of its 
duration. These techniques encourage us to scan the 
image like we would our lived-world horizon thus 
encourage us to accept these conventions of realism as 
if we are looking through a window on the world. 
Nevertheless, the film juxtaposes more traditionally 
realist sequences with techniques that pertain to 
subjectivity rather than the illusion of an objective view 
of the world. 

  
  
  
  

PAST PAPER QUESTIONS 
 

a) How far do your chosen films demonstrate a constant 

shift between passive and active spectatorship? Refer in 

detail to at least one sequence from each film.  

 

(b) How far do your chosen films demonstrate the 

importance of visual and soundtrack cues in influencing 

spectator response? Refer in  Detail to at least one 

sequence from each film. 

KEY SEQUENCES 

 

Martin Luther King’s speech about 

the right to vote 

First attempt to march across the 

Edmund Pettus Bridge 

Courthouse demonstration 

Shooting of Jimmie Lee Jackson 

Bloody Sunday 

 

SPECTATORSHIP 
 
Selma is a film that draws attention to the tensions 
between narrative and affective audience pleasure or 
experience (we might question how much ‘pleasure’ we 
get out of its violent sequences). Richard Maltby and Ian 
Craven identifies the negotiation between narrative and 
spectator as fundamental to the pleasure of watching 
Classical Hollywood films and this is still relevant to 
today’s cinema (1995: 324). Selma is a film full of 
sequences that we might discuss as foregrounding 
spectacle or affect over narrative. 

IDEOLOGY AND THEMES 
 
DuVernay’s film offers a reconstruction of historical events 

around the Civil Rights Movement, representing the 

ideologies - attitudes, views and behaviours of individuals and 

groups opposing the movement’s goals; these racist and 

white supremacists included authority figures such as the head 

of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), Edgar Hoover.  

 

Selma shows individuals and groups opposing these racist 

ideologies, the clergy from various religious denominations, 

white liberals, journalists and the media.  

 

Martin Luther King’s ideology was to protest peacefully, a 

philosophy which was adopted by the Indian independence 

leader, Mahatma Gandhi - he advocated non-violent means of 

demonstration and protest as a means of achieving rights.  

 

Martin Luther King’s ideology was also influenced by his 

Christian outlook, he was a doctor of religion, and this 

approach contrasted distinctly with Malcolm X and his 

followers who advocated ‘by any means necessary’, in other 

words a belief in using violence for the purpose of their 

protest for civil rights.  

 

Martin Luther King’s and Malcolm X’s ideologies offer 

differing views of the place of Afro-Americans in US society 

and become a source of tension and conflict.  

 

Framing and shot composition contribute to ways in which 

spectators may align themselves with civil rights protestors, 

for example as they march peacefully and unarmed; we 

sympathise with their predicament in the face of the hostility 

and violence carried out against them by armed troopers with 

masks and tear gas - they are vulnerable and defenceless. 

NARRATIVE | GENRE 
In Selma, realism is suggested not only through the 
aesthetics discussed in the key sequence analysis 
above, but also through its linear narrative structure. 
This presents the story in a way familiar to us from 
historical writing as it suggests a clear progression of 
cause and effect culminating in a significant 
development (we can call this a teleological narrative).  

Within the narrative, there are references to other 
events in the civil rights struggle which took place 
during the 1950s, such as segregation in restaurants 
and schools, with the 1955 bus boycott in Montgomery, 
Alabama by Rosa Parks. These are mentioned in Martin 
Luther King’s speech in an early sequence. 


