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      Introduction

      
      
      What is popular culture? Is it culture left over from higher forms of art? Is it culture
         that most people understand and enjoy? Is it a space to interact and create shared
         meanings as we conduct our everyday lives? Or is popular culture a gravitational center
         that pulls, drags, and attracts people to interact with it, and perhaps, also to create
         it? In this book, we consider heroines in popular culture as the portrayals/representations
         of heroic women as influential in how we think about, interact with, and even conduct
         our lives. What are our boundaries and limitations? What can we achieve? And at the
         most basic level of identity, who are we?
      

      
      By conceptualizing it as a gravitational force, and by interacting with popular culture
         as a constellation of meaning, we have opportunities to navigate and “change our stars,”
         so to speak, it in order to challenge and resist representations. Instead of relying
         on traditional forms of media production, and by using emergent technology, we have
         unprecedented access to interact with, read, and interpret these representations and
         then help others to re/imagine possibilities for social betterment. The stories we
         see, hear, feel, and interact with in popular culture oftentimes show us existing
         norms and values in our society. They can also mark shifting values and norms as our
         societies experience economic, social, and other changes. In that sense exploring
         heroines in popular culture allows understandings of women in traditional and resistant
         roles.
      

      
      Heroines are becoming more prevalent with more varied representations/portrayals in
         films, television shows, and video games. Heroines are sometimes simultaneously worshipped
         as goddesses, reviled as villainesses, raped and beaten as victims, lusted after as
         sex objects, placed on pedestals as positive role models, and of course rescued as
         damsels. Some fight with brute strength and weapons, while others seduce, love, lead,
         and resist domination. As women were excluded from the hero’s journey, their roles
         and embodied meanings are, at times, traditional, ambiguous, contested, and even controversial.
         Thus, in this book, we offer spaces for contributors to highlight, critically interrogate,
         and share re/imagined heroines.
      

      
      We arranged the chapters in four thematic, but also overlapping, sections. We start
         with heroines on television, move on to heroines on film, discuss diversity concerns,
         and then conclude with heroines that cross media boundaries. We start our exploration
         of heroines with female heroes on television. Suzy D’Enbeau and Patrice M. Buzzanell
         consider Joan Harris as an erotic heroine in Mad Men. Katie Snyder offers Nancy Botwin as a symbol to fight against domination in her
         reading of Weeds. Jennifer K. Stuller describes a lineage of heroines that is not derived from male
         heroes in her reading of Lost Girl. From the small screen, we move on to heroines on film.
      

      
      Jeffrey A. Brown challenges the ideological linkages between femininity and being
         a powerless victim in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. Maura Grady analyzes the Bride and two volumes of Kill Bill to understand a heroine’s claim to masculine power. Ryan Castillo and Katie Gibson
         offer a subversive rereading of Sin City to allow for spaces of female audience empowerment. Pedro Ponce reviews 27 Dresses and reads Jane Nichols as a Paranoid Heroine. Cassandra Bausman challenges understandings
         of the Sorsha in Willow. She argues that the warrior princess serves as a significant keystone in the quest
         for alternative heroic models. Cynthia J. Miller closes out the section with her analysis
         of Cowboys and Aliens and offers a new transcendent heroine to Western lore. Next, we consider diversity
         issues.
      

      
      Catherine Bailey Kyle articulates criteria for a more inclusive feminist hero/ine’s
         journey with her reading of Final Fantasy X and Revolutionary Girl Utena. Rekha Sharma and Carol A. Savery explore Bollywood to offer insight into how readings
         of heroines may serve to transcend social boundaries. Robin R. Means Coleman offers
         us a lone black heroine fighting against Jim Crow domination in her reading of Chloe, Love Is Calling You. Lien Fan Shen rounds out this section with her reading of Japanese cuteness in Puella Magi Madoka Magica. Lastly, we conclude with heroines that span media boundaries.
      

      
      A. Bowdoin Van Riper reaches back to review the emergence of female captains in the
         1990s to offer an exploration of transcendent feminine authority. Norma Jones reads
         Harry Potter not as a hero, but as a heroine who is loving and sacrificial. Then Carolyn
         Cocca analyzes the tensions of constraint/resistance of Wonder Woman and Buffy the Vampire Slayer.
      

      
      Our goal is that these chapters influence the conversations around identity and the
         role of female heroes in popular culture, specifically in films, television shows,
         and video games. We also hope that these readings of heroines and their heroic narratives
         allow for spaces of imagination and might influence future scholarship on gender,
         hero/ines, and popular culture.
      

      
      
   
      Part I

      Heroines on Television

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      
Chapter 1

      The Erotic Heroine and the Politics of Gender at Work

      
         
         
         
         Suzy D’Enbeau and Patrice M. Buzzanell

         
         A Feminist Reading of Mad Men’s Joan Harris
         

         
         
      

      
      How female characters are portrayed in popular culture has fascinated communication,
         gender, and media scholars because media has the power to both perpetuate and challenge
         dominant gender norms and expectations.[1]  Indeed, many of the key assumptions that scholars and workers hold about gender,
         sexuality, power, and workplace relations are socially constructed within lived and
         mediated contexts.[2]  In movies, viewers watch a single mother who works her way up in a law firm and
         reveals a pollution cover-up by a national energy company (Erin Brockovich); an ill-treated maid in the segregated South who becomes a civil rights activist,
         mobilizing her community and changing her life (The Help); a young woman with a penchant for Goth who tracks down and punishes men who abuse
         women (The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo); and a teenage girl who sacrifices herself for her sister and prepares to fight
         to the death (The Hunger Games). Each of these powerful female popular-culture heroines displays resilience and
         perseverance and works to transform her own life and the lives of those around her.
         Through popular culture, audiences learn that there is much to discover about gender,
         sexuality, and power in work and career contexts.[3] 
      

      
      Feminist popular-cultural analyses have focused on how gender norms and power are
         (re)produced, normalized, and resisted in a variety of contexts, including the workplace.[4]  Scholars have also explored the emancipatory potential of workplace representations
         in popular culture, inviting viewers to consider how asymmetrical gender relations
         can be transformed.[5]  We take this research as our starting point to explore popular-cultural heroines
         because heroines have the capacity to both reinforce and resist asymmetrical gender
         workplace relations. Referred to as the “paragon of paradoxes,” heroines are unlike
         other women in their agentic characteristics but are also “quintessentially feminine.”[6]  In other words, part of the appeal of heroines in popular culture may result from
         their ability to navigate the tensions between unique and familiar, individual and
         collective, erotic and chaste, masculine and feminine, work and family, and public
         and private. They do what “ordinary” women perceive that they cannot do easily or
         at all. The specific tactics and strategies that heroines employ to navigate these
         tensions can inform intersections of gender, sexuality, and power in the workplace
         and the extent to which gendered inequities are sustained or transformed.
      

      
      In this chapter, we critically analyze one popular-cultural heroine, Mad Men’s Joan (Holloway) Harris. Currently in its sixth season, Mad Men follows the lives of the men (and women) working in the Madison Avenue advertising
         agencies in 1960s New York. The series revolves around Don Draper, the most successful
         creative director in advertising, and his colleagues at Sterling Cooper Draper and
         Pryce (SCDP). Joan begins her nearly ten-year tenure with SCDP as the office manager,
         responsible for the secretarial pool, taking care of the agency executives, and coordinating
         work events. She also attends partner meetings, taking notes and ensuring that the
         meetings stay on track, and gently reminds the male partners of their roles and responsibilities.
         By season 5, she is the agency’s first female partner. Mad Men viewers see how and where work takes place, from SCDP boardroom and offices to after-work
         cocktails and late nights in the office. Viewers also get a glimpse of what it was
         like for women to work in this context, including the juxtaposition of individual
         career dreams and aspirations with the everyday realities and constraints of occupational
         and gendered norms.
      

      
      Mad Men offers a compelling case to explore the emergence of Joan as an unlikely heroine and
         how she navigates the tensions of workplace power and sexuality. First, Mad Men has received critical acclaim for its historical depiction of gender and workplace
         processes, garnering numerous awards and recognition. Second, show commentary and
         critique suggest that Mad Men offers an accurate picture of women’s roles in the advertising industry during this
         time.[7]  Third, Mad Men entices viewers with nostalgic appeals for life during presumably simpler times. The
         word nostalgia comes from the Greek words for home and pain and can be described as an emotional longing for a better place and time.[8]  Indeed, “feelings of joy, pleasure, and security can be elicited by images that
         relate to historic events or times that are socially or collectively held to be of
         value.”[9]  However, by peeling back the guise of 1960s traditional family values, the show
         ironically critiques this nostalgia by tracing and exposing systematic instances and
         structures of sexism that permeated 1960s culture.[10]  Fourth, Mad Men provides a telling exemplar of popular-cultural portrayals of meaningful work, work–life
         intersections, and how characters navigate attendant moral dilemmas.[11]  Last, Joan Harris has become somewhat of a cultural icon as demonstrated by references
         to her characteristics, her appearance, her voluptuous body, and her relationships
         in news reports, magazine features, websites, and blogs.[12] 
      

      
      Our feminist reading of Joan Harris proposes that she is an erotic heroine who merges
         gender, sexuality, and power to advance within a patriarchal system that is premised
         upon asymmetrical gender relations. As an erotic heroine, Joan provides a counterexample
         to conventional heroine stories premised either on romantic love or on single-minded
         devotion to career or “calling.” As such, she presents possibilities for audience
         members to envision different gender and workplace dynamics than they have viewed
         or experienced prior to Mad Men and/or provides a space in which they can come into contact vicariously with portrayed
         interactions and their outcomes; much as television viewers can learn how to resist
         and subvert workplace injustice through characters on other programs.[13]  In the following sections, we theorize the heroine and elaborate on popular-cultural
         representations of gendered workplace processes that offer sites of continuity and
         change.
      

      
      Theorizing the Heroine

      
      In popular culture, heroism is arguably a masculine affair, underscoring gender archetypes
         that emphasize a man’s linear, rational-logical trajectory toward a noble goal and
         self-fulfillment.[14]  In other words, most popular-cultural portrayals of heroism highlight a lone man’s
         journey to stop injustices and develop a deeper understanding of himself in the process.
         For example, Peter Parker is the orphaned adolescent who is obsessed with loneliness,
         rejection, and inadequacy but transforms into the powerful hero Spider-Man, learning
         that with power and fame comes responsibility. In these tales of heroism, women are
         often overlooked, silent, victimized, passive, or rescued. In this way, hero archetypes
         presumably reveal what is quintessentially inherent in men and women.[15]  Masculine ideals hinged on competitiveness, cause-and-effect thinking, and the individual
         are privileged, whereas feminine ideals that highlight community, integrative thinking,
         and connection are devalued.[16]  As a result, feminist scholars contend that many archetypal heroic myths have been
         manipulated in a way to solidify gender inequities and patriarchal power.[17] 
      

      
      Furthermore, two cultural myths encapsulate the heroine. The first myth highlights
         our culture’s emphasis on romantic love, including the tension of interdependence
         and antagonism between the sexes.[18]  This myth is the basis for many romantic comedies in which the heroine eventually
         falls in love with the man whom she originally found unappealing or problematic (e.g.,
         The Ugly Truth and Knocked Up). In these stories, the heroine realizes that her initial inclinations about her
         eventual love were wrong and that the two were intended to be together all along.
         The second myth is based on the quest form of romance “which puts at its center the
         development of a single, individual hero, and which rests on strongly end-oriented,
         rationally ordered, monolinear chains of cause and effect, and provides the conceptual
         form in which history is thought to happen.”[19]  This framing of romance as a quest is a linear, masculine orientation that, in popular
         culture, usually ends in marriage. For example, Kelley’s critique of Pretty Woman articulates how this highly successful movie reproduces a Prince Charming story line
         in which the heroine is rescued by her hero after he confronts and comes to terms
         with her stigmatized occupation as a hooker.[20]  Taken together, these myths construct and add intrigue and suspense (entertainment
         value) to the heroine’s journey as a reflection of the hero’s journey.
      

      
       However, some stories privilege a feminist understanding of the heroine. From this
         perspective, heroines are paradoxical, their goals move beyond self-fulfillment, and
         their trajectory is not linear. Indeed, “to want to be a heroine is to want to be
         something special, something else, to want to change, to be changed, and also to want
         to stay the same.”[21]  Accordingly, heroines are also unlike other women but feminine so as to be representative
         of women.[22]  Heroines are embedded within their community, connected to others, and confronted
         by the constraints of “the gender that delimits her life.”[23]  Like heroes, heroines have a similar goal of self-fulfillment and a realized identity.
         However, contemporary heroines are no longer exclusively focused on love and marriage
         but instead struggle to gain access to power, recognition as unique individuals, success
         in a man’s world, and an improved life within the dominant social structure coupled
         with the desire to change that social structure.[24]  Goal attainment is embedded within familial and community contexts in which connection,
         relationships, and the collective are privileged over the individual. Thus, where
         the hero’s development is treated as unified, singular, and linear, explication of
         how a heroine develops reveals the complex, multiple, and contradictory ways in which
         feminine characters progress and toward what ends, much as men’s and women’s career
         stories occur in the workplace.[25] 
      

      
      Consequently, alternative readings of mythic archetypes that reclaim and privilege
         the feminine can illuminate our understanding of contemporary heroines. Indeed, Rushing
         links the mythic aspects of popular-culture artifacts to ordinary gender relations
         under the banner of the erotic.[26]  Myths of gods and goddesses such as the Mistress, the Siren, and the Amazon offer
         insight into the processes whereby individuals respond to, reinforce, and problematize
         gendered relationships. These myths often serve as templates that shape and guide
         behaviors and interactions but also offer opportunities for transformation. That is,
         Rushing argues that “myths should help us, then, not only as ways into our individual
         and collective dilemmas . . . but in lighting pathways out of them.”[27] 
      

      
      Popular-Culture Representations of Gender 
in the Workplace
      

      
      Gender norms shape expectations for appropriate behaviors in communicative interactions
         and expectations for how the work gets done.[28]  In the workplace, gender expectations implicate cultural norms around, for instance,
         superior–subordinate relationships, cross-sex mentoring, after-work interactions,
         sexual appearance, and so on. Women are expected to be passive, cooperative, emotional,
         and caring. Men are rewarded for their initiative, competitive spirit, and rational-logical
         decision making.[29]  The feminine attributes are devalued while masculine characteristics are privileged.[30]  Accordingly, gendered contradictions emerge when women attempt to assert organizational
         power because qualities associated with leading and managing are not stereotypically
         feminine.[31]  Popular-culture representations can reinforce these problematic constructions. For
         example, Höpfl critiques G. I. Jane, which starred Demi Moore as a female solider in the hypermasculine military, for
         claiming that women could not succeed in the military if they maintained their femininity.[32]  In another example, Buzzanell and D’Enbeau explain how female mentees on Mad Men are the recipients of paradoxical gender communication in which they believe they
         are being groomed for leadership but then are repeatedly undermined by organizational
         structures that perpetuate gender inequities.[33]  These critiques suggest how popular-cultural representations can privilege a “fix-the-woman”
         approach in which the woman is to blame for her inability to think, behave, and communicate
         like a man.[34] 
      

      
      Sexuality also is insinuated in gendered occupational expectations. Indeed, Gherardi
         contends that the employment contract implicitly “grants command over a body, which
         is utilized according to the times and in the manner stipulated; and bodies are sexually
         differentiated.”[35]  That is, gender norms influence what the work should look like, and these expectations
         vary according to sex. Even if a man and woman hold the same position, gender norms
         command that they do the work differently, and sexuality is often incorporated into
         a woman’s organizational role.[36]  For instance, work that is typically delegated to women may require or at least
         benefit from an attractive appearance. In other cases, there is the expectation that
         women must (at least pretend to) be sexy when interacting with the public.[37]  For example, Phillips and Knowles consider how the novel Chocolat conflates female entrepreneurial success with sexuality.[38]  In this way, sexuality becomes a commodity that “colours the service that the organization
         delivers to its clientele.”[39] 
      

      
      However, there are also popular-cultural representations of gender that suggest possibilities
         for change. Pullens and Rhodes consider the malleability of gender and the use of
         parody to critique dominant constructions of gender through an examination of the
         television show Futurama.[40]  In her reading of HBO’s Cathouse, Dunn explicates how the show offers a counterdiscourse to typical constructions
         of prostitution by representing the women as sex workers who are independent and empowered
         by their work.[41]  Zayer et al. examine how the women on Sex and the City vacillate between restrictive and contemporary gender norms around sexuality, domesticity,
         and authenticity, employing consumption to push gender boundaries.[42]  Non-Western cultures are not immune to sexuality, idealized femininity, and consumption
         tensions produced, promoted, and usurped by popular culture. For instance, Luo portrays
         how consumerism and subordination is promoted and inscribed on contemporary Chinese
         women through widely circulated bridal magazines.[43]  However, Chinese women resist Westernized gendered depictions by integrating Western
         with traditional Chinese values, artifacts, and practices to create culturally unique
         women’s roles and ceremonies. These examples problematize gender inequities, explore
         the transformative potential of popular-culture representations of gender, and provide
         a starting point to consider how a popular-culture heroine can navigate the tension
         between the gendered status quo and change. We turn to Mad Men to elucidate our reading of Joan Harris as an erotic heroine.
      

      
      Joan as the Siren, the Mistress, and the Amazon

      
      Our reading of Joan suggests that she is an erotic heroine who embodies Rushing’s
         archetypal Mistress and Siren, and then evolves into the Amazon. These different archetypal
         combinations are what make Joan so interesting. Our reading illustrates how she is
         a complex, paradoxical, nuanced character who transcends but also fulfills each of
         these archetypes and the conundrums they pose for everyday life. In displaying these
         different archetypal roles, we offer a complex reading of Joan that emphasizes transformative
         possibilities for gender change in popular culture.
      

      
      Joan as the Siren

      
      The first way to consider Joan is as the Siren. According to Rushing, “the Siren possesses
         her own body, which she freely employs to gain power over a man.”[44]  That is, the Siren utilizes her own corporeality for personal gain. At around five
         feet six inches and 150 pounds, Joan’s body is full of voluminous curves. She has
         bright red hair, full lips, and large breasts. Her beauty and sensuality are showcased
         on the series. For example, during the second season when the agency was working on
         the Playtex account, the creative team came up with an advertisement that suggested
         every woman was either a Marilyn Monroe or a Jackie Kennedy. The campaign was premised
         on the possibility of categorizing women as exclusively one of two types. When the
         men label each secretary in the office as a Marilyn or a Jackie, a copywriter explains
         that Marilyn is really a Joan and not the other way around. There are at least two
         ways to read this scene. First, this commentary suggests that Joan is more sensual
         and has more sex appeal than Marilyn Monroe, one of the most famous sex symbols of
         all time. Second, the foundation of this advertising campaign, which Playtex eventually
         turned down in favor of a more conservative angle, is based on a problematic and patriarchal
         approach that forces women into opposing archetypal roles as either a sex symbol or
         a mother figure. Joan is categorized as a sex symbol, as a Siren.
      

      
      The Siren is also “a manifestation of men’s worst fears about women . . . just as
         surely to bring about their demise by drowning them in a sea of sensuality.”[45]  For example, Joan led a focus group for women to try on different shades of lipstick.
         During the group, Joan knowingly put her body on display for the creative team whose
         members were covertly observing this focus group through the double-sided mirror.
         As such, it may be that the embodiment of the Siren persona prevented Joan from being
         appreciated for her workplace and professional skills. That is, because many of the
         men in power at SCDP were so transfixed by Joan’s body—an archetypal male fear of
         being consumed by feminine allure—they often failed to recognize or sufficiently value
         the professional and occupational contributions that she made to the agency. For instance,
         Joan designed office space insofar as she directed the placement of new technologies
         (e.g., a Xerox photocopier and IBM Selectric typewriters), secretarial rotations,
         and focus group participants. She organized meetings and agendas. She directed others
         in emergencies, calling ambulances and applying tourniquets when a man’s foot was
         run over by a John Deere tractor during the British headquarters’ inspection of the
         agency. Joan took care of the office and its members, even to the point that she was
         the only one who knew where records were kept and how to run the agency. She is the
         soul of SCDP.
      

      
      Just as Joan received attention from the men in the office because of her appearance,
         it was her appearance that distracted many of them from giving her the tangible rewards
         that her good work for the agency deserved. To be sure, some partners who knew her
         also as a hugely competent individual fought for her inclusion in business practices
         and took her advice to heart. In these cases, she is able to collaboratively circumvent
         disadvantageous archetypes and associated double binds of attractiveness-competence
         to be sponsored for organizational positions.[46]  In brief, the Siren is faced with a paradox of attraction and revulsion.[47]  Exposing this mythic archetype reveals that Joan has use value as a Siren. Even
         when she is promoted at the end of season 4, she is reminded of her place. Although
         she was named a director, her job responsibilities remained the same, and there was
         no celebration of her promotion. Joan may know everything in the office and have great
         networks, but she cannot truly be promoted in anything but name because of gender
         inequity regimes within which she fulfills these archetypal functions.[48] 
      

      
      Joan as the Mistress

      
      Although in some ways Joan embodies the Siren who has more control over her own sexuality,
         in other instances, Joan is the Mistress who is used by men because of her sexuality.
         Rushing explains that “a woman becomes Mistress when her utility to the man shifts
         from soul to spirit to body.”[49]  Moreover, regardless of whether a woman is a willing partner or not, she is likely
         to suffer a loss in her own self-worth and to experience despair as the Mistress.[50] 
      

      
      Take, for example, the longtime affair between Joan and Roger Sterling. Roger is a
         senior partner at SCDP. In terms of mythic archetypes, Roger Sterling takes on the
         role of the Trickster.[51]  Roger maintained his childishness, petulance, lack of foresight, arrogance, and
         self-centeredness despite heart attacks, feedback from others, and unfulfilled opportunities
         to assist the agency. These qualities extended to his relationship with Joan. Roger
         embodied a Trickster who disobeyed normal rules. He refused to take blame for his
         misdeeds, and he also took no responsibility for the SCDP agency’s financial woes.
         His cleverness was most evident in his constant verbal quips. Joan recognized these
         characteristics and traits in Roger and often attempted to provide guidance and support.
         Although their relationship included an extramarital affair, Joan received developmental
         benefits in terms of her workplace role and eventual promotion as a result of her
         relationship with Roger. At first, it appeared that Joan was in a relationship with
         Roger for these material gifts. But she was careful not to devote herself only to
         this particular relationship but to also nurture friendships, so she turned Roger
         down for long weekends and marriage. When he had a heart attack, it became obvious
         that she cared deeply for him and expressed these feelings. True to the Trickster,
         Roger’s expression of gratitude to her upon his second heart attack and wait for the
         ambulance let her know that he viewed her mainly as a means for sex, as his mistress.
      

      
      A second example concerns Joan’s relationship with Dr. Greg Harris. Following Joan’s
         affair with Roger, she becomes engaged to Greg. Joan never tells Greg about her affair
         with Roger. However, upon a visit to the office, Greg becomes suspicious of Roger
         because he seems to know a lot about Joan’s likes and dislikes. As Joan locks up another
         executive’s office, Greg follows her, forces her to the floor, and rapes her. Rushing
         argues that “men get tired of their Mistresses” once they become “used goods.”[52]  In this case, Greg was jealous of Roger and viewed Joan as his property. He exerted
         his power over his Mistress through sexual violence. Perhaps seeing no other way of
         achieving her goal of being married to a man in a prominent role (doctor), Joan moved
         forward with wedding plans despite tears in her eyes.
      

      
      A final example is from an episode titled “The Other Woman.” During contract discussions
         with Jaguar, the member of the Jaguar selection committee, Herb Rennet, indicates
         that SCDP might improve their competitiveness if they arrange an evening for Herb
         with Joan. When this idea is presented at a partners’ meeting, Don Draper leaves in
         disgust, but the rest of the partners remain and decide to propose the idea to Joan
         for $50,000. Following some advice from another partner, Joan makes a counteroffer,
         demanding a 5 percent partnership for her night with Herb. Don learns that the proposal
         negotiations have progressed and rushes to Joan’s apartment. Viewers see Joan taking
         off her necklace and putting on her bathrobe as she greets Don at the door. He attempts
         to dissuade Joan from going through with the meeting with Herb and believes that he
         has succeeded. The next day, Don presents what he feels is a very strong creative
         idea to Jaguar and believes that he has secured the account. However, he is surprised
         when Joan turns up at the next SCDP partners’ meeting. At that time, he realizes that
         Joan had sex with Herb to secure the account and that it was not his own “magical”
         creative touch.[53]  As the Mistress, Joan’s utility for SCDP was her sexuality and her body.
      

      
      However, Rushing warns that “if a woman is valuable for her sexuality, what becomes
         of her when she is ‘used’?”[54]  Indeed, men have a difficult time relating to women who attempt to move beyond the
         Mistress role.[55]  For example, during season 6, Harry Crane, the head of the media department, becomes
         upset with Joan because she fired Harry’s secretary for lying about her time sheet.
         Harry sees Joan in a partners’ meeting and storms in to brag about landing Dow Chemical
         as a sponsor for an upcoming television special. Harry adamantly declares, “I’m sorry
         my accomplishments happened in broad daylight. The next time this group is called
         to order, I expect to be sitting at this table.” Harry’s aggressive lines work to
         undermine Joan’s position at the table and reinforce the perception that she is the
         Mistress of the agency, valued for her body and her sexuality instead of her professional
         accomplishments. Indeed, despite her qualifications, work tenure, competence, and
         dedication, she still had to use her body to advance within SCDP. Harry was arguing
         that the system is not fair, but he failed to see that he has the advantage within
         the current system (as a legitimate member by being male and by being situated within
         the profit or line hierarchy) and that Joan has the disadvantage.
      

      
      Joan as the Amazon

      
      The final way in which we can view Joan is as an Amazon. The Amazon is an archetype
         that, unlike the Siren or the Mistress, stands apart from men and embodies strength,
         independence, and courage.[56]  As Rushing explains, “When they do wield intellectual power, often in service of
         a cause, they are ‘skilled in battle’ and thus forces to be reckoned with.”[57]  Moreover, original conceptualizations of the Amazon focused on collaboration, connectedness,
         and the pursuit of social change.
      

      
       Our reading of Joan highlights these pursuits. During season 4 while her husband
         Greg was in Vietnam, Joan and Roger go out for a friendly dinner but are mugged on
         the way home. The event prompts them to have a one-night stand, a momentary departure
         from their nonsexual relationship, which leaves Joan pregnant. She decides to keep
         the baby and leads Greg to believe that he is the father. Then, over the course of
         season 5, Joan seems to be becoming the Amazon mother who would do anything to fiercely
         protect her young, and who must balance independence–connectedness tensions, for instance,
         when she must rely on her mother for help in caring for her son, Kevin. Joan also
         struggles with her desire for independence and her desire to have fulfilling relationships
         with men. This complexity comes out in full force in season 5 when she rejects Greg
         during his furlough from Vietnam because he lied to her about his voluntary reenlistment.
         He insists that he is a good man, but Joan counters that he has never been a good
         man, alluding to the rape. At this point, it is clear that Joan would rather maintain
         her independence than be connected to a man like Greg, and eventually the two divorce.
         Indeed, she would rather be potentially stigmatized as a divorcee than maintain a
         marriage that outwardly seems respectable.
      

      
      Our reading of Joan as the Amazon also highlights her courage as she first refuses
         then accepts a way to secure her own partnership and her child’s future through the
         use of her body. She strategically made the decision to sleep with Herb from Jaguar
         to enhance her financial and occupational stability over the long run. Although the
         partners at SCDP framed Joan as their Mistress when they came to her with this proposal,
         from Joan’s perspective, her decision to go through with it may be more in line with
         the Amazon archetype. Indeed, agency men are preoccupied with power, sex, and the
         individual. But it seems as if Joan would prefer to separate herself from that world
         so that she can focus on her connections in other life aspects, like to her child.
         Thus she engages in highly rational-logical decision making processes to ensure that
         autonomy.
      

      
      As the Amazon, Joan knows who she (and others) is (are); she is straightforward in
         what she says, and she is intensely loyal to those who deserve such loyalty. For instance,
         her baby deserves her loyalty and sacrifice of self, whereas Greg has broken the trust
         bond one too many times to deserve such loyalty. Joan makes the most of the positions
         in which she finds, or creates for, herself. She sees life as it is and doesn’t waver
         in life’s pursuits. Indeed, our reading suggests that Joan embodies resilience and
         the notions that women can advance through their brains, feminine bodies, and communal
         (and competitive) natures.
      

      
      Theorizing the Erotic Heroine

      
      In this chapter, we considered Mad Men’s Joan Harris as an erotic heroine through the mythic archetypes of the Siren, the
         Mistress, and the Amazon. In this section, we pull together several theoretical contributions
         to the construction of an erotic heroine. First, we elucidate archetypal functions
         and behaviors of a heroine and highlight points of connection between sexuality, history,
         and language. That is, our reading indicates how mythic stories are (re)produced over
         time and shows how popular culture can both collude in and contest gendered norms,
         constraints, and prescriptions by drawing upon these archetypes.
      

      
      Second, our multifaceted reading articulates how Joan asserts her own agency throughout
         Mad Men. Constructing Joan as the Siren, the Mistress, and the Amazon offers a complex rendering
         of a very complex character. Examining Joan through a singular archetype ignores this
         complexity and perpetuates a patriarchal tendency to force women into restrictive
         categories. In contrast, our reading explores how Joan takes advantage of the contexts
         in which she is embedded, how she forges her own path, and how she strategically pursues
         a life that will offer her the most transformative possibilities. Her actions problematize
         the dominant gender perspectives within SCDP. In doing so, our reading offers a counternarrative
         to dominant understandings of gender relations in popular culture in which viewers
         are potentially seduced into a limited interpretation of the narrator that is based
         upon internalized gendered codes and ideologies that appear natural and taken for
         granted.[58]  In other words, looking at Joan through these different mythic lenses highlights
         the ways in which motives shift over time and context, and that attitudes, behaviors,
         and assumptions regarding gender are not always what they appear to be on the surface.
      

      
      Third, our reading of Joan as an erotic heroine problematizes dominant heroine myths
         that privilege a romantic, linear quest with an end goal of marriage. Indeed, instead
         of seeking totality and a realized identity like the hero, the erotic heroine seeks
         “connection between the fragments into which a rationalist social order has divided
         the organic network of lived experience.”[59]  Joan’s development is not linear, and her goals are not only rooted in a better
         understanding of her own self-identity. Rather, her goal is to forge a new path that
         will secure her future and that of her family. Her choices may seem problematic to
         some, but that is because her goals are in contradiction to the primary interests
         of patriarchy. In short, Joan is a heroine because she is a threat to patriarchy,
         because she is unpredictable, and because she transcends polarities. With our reading,
         we do not seek to resolve the contradictions that surface, such as that between independence
         and connection, but instead our goal is to offer an entry point for the perspective
         of the heroine to be displayed. We all too often critique women’s actions through
         the eyes of men, but our reading indicates how Joan’s actions make sense given the
         structural gendered constraints in which her decision making must happen.
      

      
      In terms of future research, as women like Joan move up the hierarchy and out of the
         secretarial pool, African American women are entering the lowest-level jobs. Indeed,
         season 6 begins to explore the perspectives of African American women. This transition
         is ripe for an analysis of how gender, race, and power intersect and the heroines
         that emerge in this evolving context.
      

      
      In closing, there is much to learn from popular culture about how gender and sexuality
         are constructed, enacted, controlled, and resisted in workplace contexts. How heroines
         are portrayed offers a fruitful opportunity to explore the transformative possibilities
         of gender change through popular culture.
      

      
      Notes
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Chapter 2

      Burn One Down

      
         
         
         
         Katie Snyder

         
         Nancy Botwin as (Post)Feminist (Anti)Heroine

         
         
      

      
      In the Weeds

      
      Showtime’s Weeds emerged to critical acclaim in 2005 as a dark comedy offering a not-so-subtle critique
         of upper-middle-class suburbia. Over eight seasons, viewers followed the exploits
         of recently widowed housewife and marijuana dealer Nancy Botwin (Mary-Louise Parker).
         Despite its irreverent approach, Weeds received multiple awards and high viewer ratings, particularly through its first
         four seasons.[1]   Some reviewers have suggested that Weeds ushered in a new type of programming—“high television”—featuring story lines and
         characters that were desirably gritty and subversive.[2]   Critical analyses of Weeds have pointed to its “libertarian escapism,”[3]   its treatment of drug culture,[4]   beauty,[5]   and race.[6]   Questions about motherhood, sexuality, and identity are at the forefront of most
         episodes, along with concerns about how to balance work and play with the obligations
         of family life. These topics are approached with a kind of sardonic humor that is
         both disarming and alarming. In more than one episode, for example, parents admit
         they wish they had aborted their children, rather than face the mire and sacrifice
         of parenthood. Other episodes show Nancy being raped, or seeking out and engaging
         in very violent sex. The show doesn’t valorize rape or abortion as much as it complicates
         our understandings of these issues. In many ways, its bitter humor is representative
         of postfeminist assertions that we have moved beyond the era of male domination.[7]   At the same time, female characters regularly question the idea that feminism’s
         work is done. At one point Nancy asks an Arab American drug dealer, “Why do you do
         that—that whole sexist thing—that whole oppression thing—why do you do that?” He replies,
         “You guys scare the shit out of us.”[8]  
      

      
      Strong female characters are the norm in Weeds, but these women struggle dramatically in the face of patriarchal constraints and
         social norms, and they often willingly participate in their own exploitation in order
         to get ahead (or just get by). This assertion is most true for Nancy, who dresses
         provocatively, occasionally adopts a submissive persona during her interactions with
         men, and regularly engages in sex as part of her business strategy. Weeds episodes play out like comic book narratives to the extent that the impossible happens
         on a regular basis, and Nancy usually makes it so. There is no denying that her power
         is derived from her sexuality. Of course, this power has limits, given that patriarchy
         is still the dominant structure for her field of play. The thread that runs through
         Weeds, however, is the problematization of Nancy’s identity. Not unlike Diana Prince or
         Selina Kyle, the question of identity becomes complex for those with “great power.”
         Certainly Weeds plays up the power and danger of Nancy’s secret identity—Nancy’s power is grounded,
         and often imploded, by the secrecy of her alter ego. The difficulty, for Nancy, is
         how to reconcile her many conflicting selves—the conflict between public and private
         self, but also between oppositional social roles such as mother and drug dealer or
         loving wife and femme fatale. Nancy must create a conception of self that has few,
         if any, role models to emulate. In this way, her struggle is similar to current feminist
         efforts to understand and redefine feminine identities. Questions of motherhood and
         sexuality, for example, have long been near the top of feminist agendas. In feminism’s
         Second Wave, Adrienne Rich wrote about motherhood, drawing on extensive research and
         personal experience to illustrate its dichotomous “anger and tenderness.”[9]   While some feminists argue that women should avoid pregnancy and/or motherhood
         in order to build an equitable society,[10]   others, like Rich, argue that we need not relinquish motherhood, but we do need
         to rethink it. The feminist debate about sexuality is similar in that some activists
         argue for a sex-positive feminism that advocates use of pornographic material and
         prostitution as valid sexual practices,[11]   while others argue that sex is oppression of women and violence against women,
         and there is no way to conceive of prostitution as a liberating profession.[12]   These debates, including subsequent efforts to critique and reimagine feminine
         identities, are evident in Nancy’s life and in the characters she confronts. Thus,
         I argue that Weeds provides a forum to reconsider feminine identities, particularly in the context of
         sexuality, motherhood, and the interplay between them. Further, I argue that Nancy’s
         struggle provides a clear example of why we still need feminism today.
      

      
      Mommy Dealer in the Burbs

      
      Nancy’s saga begins in Agrestic, a fictional suburb of Los Angeles where she decides
         to support her sons by selling marijuana to upstanding community members—as the theme
         song suggests, she sells to “doctors and lawyers and business executives.”[13]   During the first season she carries a beeper and responds to calls from customers
         between PTA meetings (where she’s head of the “healthy kids committee”) and at soccer
         games. Nancy gets into the business because she has no marketable skills but feels
         she can capitalize on the heavy flow of marijuana through her community. Initially,
         Nancy is quite successful at dealing, though she rejects the idea that she is a “dealer.”
         In terms of personal identity, she understands herself to be a mom, though she openly
         questions modern motherhood as embodied in her fellow PTA members and their obsession
         with controlling every aspect of their children’s education and life experiences.
         Nancy rationalizes her drug dealing as necessary to care for her sons, to maintain
         their lifestyle and return some sense of security after her husband’s tragic heart
         attack while he was out running with ten-year-old Shane (Alexander Gould). Very quickly,
         however, Nancy realizes that she enjoys dealing, taking pleasure in its quick financial
         rewards, along with its inherent risk and danger.
      

      
      Admittedly, Nancy is both savior and persecutor of the men in her life. As her business
         success peaks and plummets, Nancy’s character develops along an uncomfortable arc
         where she flies ever further from “the cool mom,”[14]   willing to talk with her son’s girlfriend about sex, to the neglectful mom who
         abdicates the everydayness of parenting to brother-in-law Andy Botwin (Justin Kirk),
         to family friend and tagalong Doug Wilson (Kevin Nealon), and to her oldest son, Silas
         (Hunter Parrish). Despite much rebellion and frustration, Nancy’s boys continue to
         look to her for approval and direction. Further, Shane feels that his mother is in
         need of his protection after his father Judah’s (Jeffery Dean Morgan) death. Nancy repeatedly
         asserts to Shane that she is the protector of the family and that he should worry
         about “kid things.” But Shane sees her protection as reckless and speculates that
         her success is born mostly of luck. The boys suffer for her recklessness, as Silas
         is beaten by a competing drug dealer[15]   and Shane takes a bullet in the arm.[16]   Both boys also agree to morally questionable and emotionally disruptive behavior
         for the sake of the family business.
      

      
      Is She a Hero?

      
      If we define a heroine as a central female character who acts courageously for the
         sake of others,[17]   Nancy fits the bill—she faces guns and gangsters to save her sons on a regular
         basis. If we include the addendum that she must exhibit “noble qualities,”[18]   then it may be easier to locate Nancy in the realm of antiheroine—one who acts
         courageously but lacks nobility.[19]   In the blogosphere, there has been much debate about Nancy’s moral character, particularly
         after she burns down her house, pursues a violent affair with a leader of the Mexican
         mafia, and travels ever deeper into the world of the illegal drug trade. Online reviewers
         have voiced their disapproval, calling her selfish, with a penchant for danger, and
         unwilling to rectify her sons’ burgeoning criminal behavior (Silas grows and distributes
         his own marijuana strain, Shane deals marijuana at school).[20]   But to call Nancy an antiheroine ignores the subtlety and depth of her love in
         action. She is not a typical mother, but there is no fifth act of Medea here. Nancy burns down her house because she wants to start over; she wants to protect
         her children and herself from a lifestyle that had gotten out of hand. Her pursuit
         of drug kingpin Esteban Reyes (Demian Bichir) is largely selfish, but her drug dealing
         is simply “the family business.” Certainly Nancy is unorthodox, and her life is an
         exaggeration of reality. But her exploits raise real questions about the difference
         between a heroine and an antiheroine—and how and why we distinguish between the two,
         particularly in the context of feminist analyses which suggest that traditional heroic
         qualities are not always transferrable to women’s lives and circumstances. For example,
         one analysis of “(super)heroism” suggests that a heroine’s agency is often limited
         and she frequently must defer to authority. A hero, in contrast, is typically self-determined
         and lauded for his agential courage.[21]   Nancy is heroic in this latter masculine sense, as she defers to no one and takes
         charge of difficult situations where others (mostly men) fail to act.
      

      
      Tapping into Her Higher Power

      
      If Nancy were a superhero, her superpower would be sex. Early in the series, in fact,
         when Nancy is still mourning the loss of her husband, she has a dream that is sexually
         arousing. She tries to “get herself off” but is unable. She alludes to this problem
         in conversation with Andy when he tells her to “tap into her higher power” to find
         a solution to a separate problem she is facing. Nancy replies, “If I could tap into
         my higher power, my fingers wouldn’t be numb.”[22]   Nancy finds her power later in season 1 when she goes after competing dealer Alejandro
         (Vincent Laresca), who throws pennies at Nancy’s car and stakes out her house. Nancy
         follows him into an abandoned alley where the confrontation is heated and quickly
         escalates into sex. Nancy is clearly the aggressor and finishes the encounter by pointing
         Shane’s BB gun at Alejandro’s jeans and saying, “This dick does nice work. I’d hate
         to see it full of holes. It’s nothing personal. This was unexpected, but it’s never
         going to happen again. Okay, Menudo? Stay away from my family. You stay away from
         my house, and you quit with the fuckin’ pennies. Okay?”[23]   This encounter is the first of many where Nancy uses sex, both for her own pleasure
         and as a power play to secure her business. She acts as a stereotypical male predator
         in that she does not want a relationship with her sexual partner and she does not
         know or even care what his name is—in fact, calling him “Menudo” can be read as a
         racial slur meant to further humiliate him. In line with Foucauldian analysis, Nancy’s
         sexuality proves “an especially dense transfer point for relations of power.”[24]   In this case, theorist Michel Foucault argues that sex is not all powerful, but
         it is an extremely useful “maneuver” in power relations. Further, he suggests that
         no version of sexuality or sexual practice is natural or unnatural—rather, sexuality
         is socially constructed according to structures of power (including taboo) and the
         lines along which that power is transferred.[25]   Nancy is, from a feminist standpoint, outside of many power lines. Still she has
         a sexual appetite that always works to her advantage because she does not easily become
         emotionally attached to her partners. Instead, she has a long history of sleeping
         with men who become obsessed with her, while she repeatedly finds reasons to move
         on. Alejandro, for example, sends her lingerie and shows up at her bakery to ask her
         out. There are few people in her life, in fact, who are not obsessed with her, including
         her two sons who make their own way through the Oedipal complex in season 4.[26]  
      

      
      Indeed, there is much about Nancy’s sexuality that defies easy categorization—just
         as her drug business takes her back and forth across borders, Nancy plays across the
         line that separates masculine from feminine. Feminist theorist Catharine MacKinnon
         expands on Foucault’s analysis above, arguing that sexuality is “a social construct
         of male power: defined by men, forced on women, and constitutive in the meaning of
         gender.”[27]   It is true that Nancy works within a patriarchal field of play, but she usually
         defines her terms of engagement. Notably, her terms are not exclusively heterosexual.
         In season 1, Nancy tells friend Celia Hodes (Elizabeth Perkins) that she slept with
         a woman in college,[28]   and in season 7 we learn that Nancy took a lover, Zoya (Olga Sosnovska), during
         her three years in prison. The fluidity of Nancy’s sexuality works counter to traditional
         sex/gender constructs. It calls into question what is appropriate sexual behavior
         for women, particularly for a middle-aged mother of three sons. Not surprisingly,
         Nancy is regularly teased and ridiculed by Andy and her sons for behaving and dressing
         like a “whore.” Early in the first season, as Nancy heads out to a club with Celia,
         Andy comments that it looks like she is not just dealing drugs, but also “turnin’
         tricks.” Nancy responds to Andy’s characterization of her attire by turning attention
         to the fact that he has no job, that she is providing a place for him to live and
         supporting him financially.[29]   Importantly, Nancy does not reject the term whore, nor does she openly engage with it. Rather, she characterizes her dress and sexual
         exploits as necessary to earn a living. In this way, she represents a facet of Third
         Wave feminist thought that seeks to embrace and/or rehabilitate “whoring.” This group
         seeks to affirm careers that make use of sex for pleasure and profit.[30]   They also advocate for more discussion of women’s sexual fantasies and preferences,
         even if those fantasies are violent and exploitative. In fact, MacKinnon argues that
         the majority of women do not enjoy sex because sex is violence against women.[31]  
      

      
      As mentioned above, many of Nancy’s sexual encounters are violent. A dramatic example
         appears in season 5 where Esteban rapes Nancy after learning that she has put their
         unborn child in danger. Quite literally, he tells her that she no longer dictates
         the terms of their relationship, and he uses violent penetration to make his point.
         This scene is extremely disturbing, but it is not without some sense of ambiguity
         given that Nancy is shown to have a history of enjoying violent sex, and in this particular
         scene it is not clear whether she is enjoying herself or whether she feels she is
         being violated. In at least two other scenes, in seasons 3[32]   and 6,[33]   Nancy takes pleasure in provoking men into having angry, violent sex with her.
         She laughs at their anger and takes pleasure in their inability to control their emotions.
         In addition, the rape event nearly backfires against Esteban as, shortly after the
         incident, Nancy starts to bleed and must make an emergency doctor visit. As it turns
         out, the baby’s health was not in jeopardy, but Nancy jokes bitterly to the doctor
         (who is a Mexican doctor under Esteban’s thumb) that it must be “all that rough sex”
         she has been having that caused the bleeding.
      

      
      Mommy Dearest

      
      Given that we understand mothers to be “pure” and “nurturing,”[34]   Nancy continually fails to meet this standard. One recent analysis of television
         moms suggests that Nancy’s nonconformity pokes much-needed holes in the “shroud of
         motherhood,” under which most women are still heavily encumbered.[35]   Indeed, Nancy is a mother who cannot abide by the scripts and tenets of patriarchal
         motherhood. But, as Adrienne Rich argued decades ago, there is a significant difference
         between motherhood and mothering. Motherhood is a patriarchal institution that limits women’s power and assigns them
         a particular role that is as maligned as it is revered. Mothering is a practice wherein
         one loves and protects her children within the bounds of her own values, abilities,
         and weaknesses.[36]   Nancy’s mothering is no different—passionate, impulsive, and sometimes deeply flawed.
         Her love for her sons is profound but also difficult for her to express. An example
         of her struggle comes when she tries to compose a birthday card for Silas. When Silas
         turns eighteen, Nancy has to drive to meet Esteban in Tijuana. Nancy orders a gift
         basket for Silas while on the road, and after composing several rambling apologies
         and excuses for her absence, she finally decides on a note that says simply, “Silas,
         You are loved. Me. Mom.”[37]  
      

      
      Nancy asks just about everyone in her line of work how to balance family and dealing.
         Heylia James (Tonye Patano) provides the most advice, advocating family dinners, spanking,
         and fear. Conrad (Romany Malco) advises Nancy to keep her product as far from her
         family as possible. Esteban and local big shot Tusk (Keith Diamond) move their children
         overseas and across the country, respectively. When Nancy asks Tusk if he misses his
         kids, he replies that he would miss them more “if they were dead.”[38]   Somehow Nancy and her sons cannot bring themselves to separate, at least not until
         it is forced upon them by her incarceration. With great consistency, she enacts “[t]hat
         curious primitive reaction of protectiveness, the beast defending her cub, when anyone
         attacks or criticizes him—and yet no one more hard on him than I!”[39]   Nancy’s mothering is messy and inconsistent, but she never gives up on her kids.
         For example, when it would have been easier, and likely safer for almost everyone,
         to return her youngest son Stevie to Esteban, Nancy goes to jail to protect and save
         them all.
      

      
      Her Mild-Mannered Alter Egos

      
      Nancy survives jail, along with a host of other traumas. In the series’ final episode
         we find her as a successful businesswoman and mother, hosting a party for Stevie’s
         (Mateus Ward) Bar Mitzvah. At one point someone draws Nancy’s attention to a statue
         in her living room. The statue is of Kali, the Hindu goddess of death, sex, and violence,
         but also the goddess of motherly love.[40]   This eight-limbed figure is symbolic of Nancy and provides a visualization of the
         many identities she embodies. While it may seem ironic to associate the same goddess
         with these disparate characteristics, the linkages become clearer in the context of
         Nancy’s experience. Kali is part of a patriarchal religion that has constructed women
         as dichotomously “pure” and “impure,” “dangerous” and life giving, “moral” and “corrupt,”[41]   leaving no room to inhabit the vast gray area in between these extremes. Nancy
         lives through these dichotomies as much as they are embodied in her—at the same time,
         she seems always in a process of sorting them, discarding them, and negotiating new
         terrain.
      

      
      One of the most conflicted of Nancy’s identities is that of wife, and with good reason.
         Despite her frequent partnering (for sex and for business), Nancy is a lone wolf.
         She has no female friends and spends most of her time with her family. Feminists have
         long argued that marriage is an arrangement in which a married woman is constrained
         as literally belonging to her husband. This is still the case in many countries around
         the world. Given her sexual prowess, Nancy could have found another wealthy husband
         in short order and maintained her suburban wife/mommy identity—DEA agent and second
         husband Peter Scottson (Martin Donovan) proposes as much as a way to encourage Nancy
         to get out of the drug business altogether. Nancy never takes Scottson’s name, as
         their marriage was a sham, meant to protect their burgeoning relationship and inoculate
         each other from the harms of their adversarial vocations. When Nancy agrees to marry
         Esteban, she tells him that she is afraid Mrs. Esteban Reyes (her married identity)
         is going to kill Nancy Botwin. He tells her she does not need to change her name after
         their marriage.[42]   Her choice to maintain her original married name, Botwin, seems a tribute to Judah—an
         indication of her love for him and affinity for the identity she cultivated when they
         were together. All of which is not to say that that identity was unproblematic. Her
         choice to sell marijuana reveals both her tolerance for risk and her desire to take
         control of her life in a way that was not available to her when Judah was alive. Nancy
         wants to solve her problem (lack of funds to support her family) on her own terms.
         But she has to reinvent herself in order to accomplish that goal.
      

      
      But Nancy’s terms are not easy to define, particularly her perceptions of masculinity
         and femininity. As mentioned above, her sexuality is not easily located along traditional
         gender lines—this may be due in part to her frustration with men and male behavior
         more broadly. With the exception of Andy, the adult men in Nancy’s life have access
         to political and economic power—but they tend to look to Nancy for direction and support,
         often acting like wayward children. Doug Wilson, a gifted CPA and corporate executive,
         is an excellent example of this tendency, as he expends most of his energy on getting
         high and watching porn. Nancy provides him with a place to live, a sense of purpose,
         and a family of support. She does the same for Andy. In both cases, masculinity is
         repeatedly enacted as weak, needy, and childish. We can see a slightly different characterization
         in her relationship with Esteban. Esteban is the epitome of masculine leadership and
         counterculture machismo, but he is also a parent and Nancy finds in him a persona
         she can emulate. While he is unwilling to share power with Nancy, he admits that she
         makes him do things he wouldn’t normally do.[43]   She leaves him later because she must—as Shane murders Esteban’s ally and Mexican
         politician, Pilar Zuazo (Kate del Castillo)—but also because his masculinity begins
         to seem childish and weak. It is childish in that he forbids her from wearing his
         deodorant because he does not want her to smell like a man,[44]   and weak because he continually agrees to remake himself according to Pilar’s will.
         Shortly before Nancy leaves Esteban, she tells her massage therapist that men are
         weak, women are strong—she makes the same assertion to Andy later and admits that
         she can no longer depend on men.[45]  
      

      
      Through it all, her identity as a drug dealer is never concealed for long. Nancy is
         continually amazed when people find out what she is up to: Andy, her sons, Celia,
         DEA captain Roy Till (Jack Stehlin)—just to name a few. Certainly this failure is
         what leads her to pursue legitimate work. For a short time at least, she inhabits
         an acceptable, well-defined social identity—the working mother. But this “fitting
         in” does not last long. Seven years after she launches her legal weed empire, we learn
         that she has married a fourth husband, Rabbi David Bloom (David Julian Hirsh). David
         adopts Stevie, and the three of them live happily until David is tragically killed
         in a car accident. Stevie then decides to go to boarding school and develop his soccer
         skills. In contrast to Shane and Silas, Stevie has a good relationship with his mom
         and thanks her for always being there for him. Nancy tears up at his words, as they
         remind her of what she tried and failed to do for Silas and Shane. Faced with the
         prospect of being alone, Nancy tries to salvage her relationship with Andy, which
         ended badly seven years prior. Andy tells her that she saved him, gave him purpose
         and direction, and he will always love her—but that he cannot be around her. For the
         first time since the births of her children, Nancy is left to consider how she wants
         to define herself moving forward.
      

      
      It’s Time to Face Yourself

      
      Nancy Botwin embodies feminist struggle, past and current. She shows us what feminism
         has wrought to date, in all its incompleteness and fragmentary glory. Yes, women are
         free to make choices not imaginable even twenty years ago. But who do we mean when
         we say women, and how are women allowed to behave in this new world feminism is still creating?
         In terms of Nancy’s life, she is able to pursue her own goals and is beholden to no
         one, but she also assents to marriage (repeatedly) and spends at least fifteen years
         as a housewife. She is a femme fatale in that all four of her husbands end up dead,
         but she is not above putting on a demure persona if it suits her purpose. Nancy is
         sex-positive and saves video of herself and Judah making love. She repeatedly sleeps
         with strangers and business partners—both for pleasure and for strategic purposes.
         We can also assume, based on a scene where Silas seeks to hide an issue of Penthouse that’s arrived for Judah after his death, that Nancy is not in support of pornography.
         But she solicits violent sex on multiple occasions—Andy describes her preference as
         “rapey.”[46]   She takes pleasure in gentler entanglements, at least with men with whom she is
         willing to engage emotionally. And she sleeps with women—whether for companionship
         or other purposes is not clear. Thus, her sexuality is fluid and defies heterosexist
         claims on what counts as normal desire and behavior.
      

      
      Nancy is also affluent, white, long-haired, long-legged, and thin, with curves and
         cleavage—all of the qualities patriarchy has suggested are most indicative of femininity—a
         body type that feminists often identify as unrealistic and problematic for women who
         cannot, or chose not to, adopt it. In short, her appearance provides recourse to power
         that many women cannot access. Her whiteness certainly provides an advantage, and
         Nancy’s engagement with race is complex. While she befriends, marries, and even births
         outside her race, she also counts racist rich guy Doug among her inner circle. Her
         marijuana business team is multiracial, and she later makes millionaires of former
         partners Conrad, Guillermo (Guillermo Diaz), and Sanjay (Maulik Pancholy), along with
         a host of characters she variously chafed and cajoled over the years. She counts African
         American dealer Heylia as a wiser and better mother than herself and comments in the
         first season that every time she leaves Heylia’s house she feels like “such an asshole”
         because of her ignorance on how to manage her business and her family safely and successfully.[47]  
      

      
      Of course, Nancy’s mothering is always in question. She is driven to provide for her
         boys and protect them. It is true they sometimes need as much protection from the
         fallout of her efforts as not, but still, like Rich, she leads with what she identifies
         as “the mother lion” intention. “I’m a mother lion, and you can’t beat a mother lion
         when you threaten her cubs,” she tells Esteban, after escaping his thugs and retrieving
         her boys from their clutches. “You might think it’s the same with a papa lion, but
         it’s not. It’s not the same thing at all.”[48]   And here she taps into the motherhood debate that continues to plague feminists—we
         do not want mothers on a pedestal, but neither do we want to deny their unique power.
         We want a different understanding of motherhood that is more fluid and realistic.
         As mentioned earlier, some have argued that Nancy’s character works toward that new
         understanding. I tend to agree.
      

      
      It is critical to consider all of these components in the context of Nancy’s shifting
         identity—she is a mother, not a dealer; she is a businesswoman, not a criminal—until
         she is a criminal, convicted and serving time in prison. Her name is always in question,
         and depending on whom you ask, she is Nancy, Nance, Pants, Barbie, Snowflake, Blanca,
         MILF, Pot Mommy, Lacie LaPlante, Not-Franzi, Nathlie Newman, Nancy Price, Mrs. B.,
         Mrs. Judah Botwin, Mrs. Peter Scottson, Mrs. Esteban Reyes, or Mrs. David Bloom. But
         in the closing minutes of the final episode she admits that she does not know who
         she is—and Andy convinces her that the next chapter of her life is about figuring
         that out. “You’re so strong,” he tells her. “It’s time to face yourself.”[49]  
      

      
      Nancy’s struggle is emblematic of the situation Rich identified decades ago—that we
         now inhabit a unique, “transitory” period in history when “global domination of women
         by men can no longer be either denied or defended.”[50]   While many have argued that we are in a postfeminist era, that sexism has been
         resolved and we are now nearing “the end of men,”[51]   the fact remains that power still tends to transfer along patriarchal lines. Women
         are still given away in marriage, men are still leaders of most governments and corporations,
         women’s bodies are still heavily trafficked and exploited in flesh and in print. Rich
         argues that this point of transition means a tearing apart of “power relationships”
         such that we are left to sort through “a tangle of lust, violence, possession, fear,
         conscious longing, unconscious hostility, sentiment, rationalization: the sexual understructure
         of social and political forms.”[52]   And so it is in Nancy’s world, where she must break her own path because there
         is no one for her to follow. Certainly, her path-breaking is an act of courage that
         also calls into question available gender constructs, social mores, and maternal identities.
         At the same time, it calls attention to Nancy’s persistent inability to make friends
         with other women. She is a “lone wolf,” and women have as much difficulty coming to
         terms with her as Nancy has in revealing herself to anyone completely. The fact that
         Nancy has no female allies is indicative of the hostility that continues to divide
         women against one another. Further, it should serve as a message to feminist activists
         that community building remains a serious concern, as much as it is a message to lone
         wolves that they should continue to fight the good fight.
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         Make your choice. Are you ready to be strong? —Buffy Summers, Buffy the Vampire Slayer

      

      
         I will live the life I choose! —Bo Dennis, Lost Girl

      

      The most intriguing, complex, and subversive female heroes come out of genre storytelling—particularly
         through the serialized medium of television, itself a format traditionally marketed
         to female viewers. For example, Joss Whedon’s seminal Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997–2003) challenged viewer expectations by having the previously doomed “girl in
         the dark alley” emerge as the hero instead. In doing so, he forever changed the way
         we think about female identity and heroism.[1]    Xena, Warrior Princess (1995–2001), presented in lead characters Xena and Gabrielle the rare example of two
         female companions on a hero journey together as they supported, loved, and challenged
         one another to be better people.
      

      
      They existed during a landmark era of strong female characters on American television
         during the mid- to late 1990s and early aughts that included The X-Files’ (1993—2002) Dana Scully and Alias’s (2001–2006) Sydney Bristow and inspired a subsequent wave of heroic female characters
         that was as unprecedented as it seemed unstoppable. But suddenly they disappeared.
         Or, rather, they existed as supporting players in ensemble—and often cult or genre—shows.
         There was Kara Thrace on Battlestar Galactica (2004–2009); Rose Tyler, Martha Jones, Donna Noble, Amy Pond, Sarah Jane Smith, and
         River Song on the British export Doctor Who (2005– ); and others on Heroes (2006–2010), Eureka (2006–2012), and Lost (2004–2010)—but rarely were they the center of the narrative, or if they were, like
         the Bionic Woman (2007) or Diana in David E. Kelley’s unaired Wonder Woman pilot (2011), they were tone-deaf failures. Some, like Nikita (2010–2013), existed in relative quiet on the CW network, while others, such as True Blood’s (2008–2014) Sookie Stackhouse, were damsels to be rescued by sexy supernatural
         men.
      

      
      That is, until 2010, when word of mouth popularized a supernatural show featuring
         one of the most unique female heroes to grace the small screen in more recent years.
         Lost Girl—a Canadian series created by Michelle Lovretta with explicitly feminist intent—was,
         like the shows that inspired it, a revolutionary exploration of heroic female identity
         and an evolution in representations of the female hero and her journey.[2]  
      

      
      Lost Girl is the story of a bisexual succubus private detective, named Ysabeau “Bo” Dennis,
         exploring her identity as a supernatural being and sexual female as she navigates
         the light and dark worlds of the Fae. But like other serials with silly-sounding premises
         (such as a high school cheerleader who slays vampires in Southern California or a
         warrior princess forged in the heat of battle), this show is much smarter than it
         might initially seem, and its protagonist is an original consideration of female agency
         and heroism.
      

      
      The series builds on the best modern televisual representations of female heroism
         that use genre and serial storytelling to explore the female hero quest (discovery,
         identity, parents, redemption, community, created family, and how rejection of the
         lone wolf model of heroism leads to a stronger hero), most notably Buffy the Vampire Slayer, with a healthy dose of Xena, Warrior Princess.[3]   While these shows were groundbreaking in that they addressed the hero quest from
         a female perspective, foregrounded the importance of female companionship, and created
         icons of its female heroes, Lost Girl excels in providing a much more complex look at female sexuality, friendship, and
         relationships than Buffy and earlier shows were able to achieve.
      

      
      While rooted in familiar tropes including global mythology and folklore, urban fantasy
         storytelling, and the archetype of the femme fatale, Lost Girl, like the aforementioned Buffy and Xena, challenges our relationship to these topoi, simultaneously subverting and reinventing
         archetypes through clever narrative and playful characterization. Yet Lost Girl has the rare and modern opportunity to reference female hero–oriented shows rather
         than using male hero source material as a baseline from which to build. The series
         is influenced by, and draws reference from, a relatively new, female-defined, if not
         feminine, tradition. In other words, we’re seeing, for perhaps the first time on television,
         the creation of a complex, fully adult, fully modern, female hero that emerges from
         a female heroic tradition.
      

      
      A Goofy-Ass Show

      
         It’s a goofy-ass show and I say that with love. —Michelle Lovretta[4]  
         

      

      When executive producer Jay Firestone (La Femme Nikita, Relic Hunter) tasked writer Michelle Lovretta (Mutant X) with creating a strong female character that embraced sexuality, one who was a bisexual
         superhero and used sex as part of her arsenal, Lovretta’s initial excitement was soon
         followed by trepidation and concerns that the result would be misogynistic, exploitative,
         and homophobic on the one hand, or overtly “PC” on the other. As she told The Watercooler,
      

      
         The challenge was to create a fun, sex-positive world that celebrates provocative
            cheesecake for everyone, without falling into base stereotypes or misogynistic (or
            misandristic) exploitation along the way. I also really wanted to defend the bisexual
            community and counter some sad tropes out there (bisexuals are sluts, can’t commit,
            are just afraid to be gay, yadda yadda) while also valuing and representing female
            friendships that have nothing sexualized about them at all.[5]  
         

      

      The result is a refreshing—landmark, even—look at female sexuality that dares to suggest
         that sex is a superpower. But above all, Lost Girl is not, in fact, a show “about” sex—even as it explicitly deals with issues of female
         sexuality. Rather, it’s a show about female friendship framed by the female hero journey.
      

      
      Bo (Anna Silk) had been raised by adoptive human parents in a small country town,
         with no knowledge of her true heritage or the magnitude of her power, and was taught
         to believe that her sexuality was shameful. At eighteen years old, filled with an
         adolescent combination of lust and love, she had sex with her high school sweetheart,
         Kyle. The enormity of her innate, and seemingly uncontrollable, desires resulted in
         his accidental death. She confessed to her parents, who reinforced her fear that she
         was a monster and that sexuality itself is monstrous. Bo also learned that she was
         adopted, ran away from home, and was “lost” for ten years, moving from place to place,
         running and hiding when her desires killed, as she searched for knowledge about who
         and what she is.
      

      
      Bo’s lonely search ends when she saves a petite twenty-something goth pickpocket named
         Kenzi (Ksenia Solo) from a sexual predator by draining him of his life force—setting
         off a chain of events that connects her to her true identity. Her encounter with Kenzi
         leads to the discovery that Bo is “Fae”—a species of supernatural beings found in
         myth and folklore and an evolutionary branch that predates humans.[6]   Separated into two factions—Light and Dark—with various subclans and families,
         the Fae feed off of human energy systems. While there isn’t a lot of moral difference
         between Light and Dark (i.e., not all Light Fae are “good” and not all Dark “bad”),
         the Light generally do not kill their feeds.
      

      
      She also, after years of solitude, gains a new created family: Dyson (Kris Holden-Ried),
         a centuries-old wolf-shifter and police detective; Dr. Lauren Lewis (Zoie Palmer),
         a human doctor and scientist working for the Light; Hale (K. C. Collins), a siren
         and Dyson’s colleague; and Fitzpatrick “Trick” McCoreighan (Rick Howland), a blood
         sage later revealed to be “the Blood King” who long ago used his powers, at great
         cost, to force a truce and write the laws that keep peace (albeit tenuously) between
         Light and Dark Fae. Trick, kindly and wise, owns and operates the Dál Riata, a gastropub
         that provides neutral territory for Light and Dark Fae to comingle, sanctuary if needed,
         and a waypoint for traveling Fae.
      

      
      As Bo is introduced to this secret world, she learns that all Fae are required to
         undergo a rite of passage that aligns them to the Light or the Dark. She also discovers,
         with the help of Lauren, that she’s a succubus—a creature that feeds off of sexual
         energy. Had she not been hidden from the Fae (for reasons yet to be revealed) and
         adopted by a human family, Bo would have grown up learning how to control and use
         her power. When Bo is forced to choose a side, she refuses, instead forging her own
         path, even in a sea of unknowns. Like Buffy, Bo refuses to let those who control information
         to maintain their own power guide her future; and in controlling her destiny, she
         inspires others to do the same. As the “unaligned succubus”—a phrase repeated in nearly
         every episode—Bo is treated with reverence, and often envy, by others wishing they
         could reject or subvert the system instead of continuing to reinforce it. As she learns
         more about herself, and the politics of the Fae world, Bo teams up with Kenzi to form
         “Bo’s Private Investigation Service” which helps Light and Dark Fae, as well as humans.
      

      
      A story about a bisexual-sex-chi-eater-cum-supernatural-private-detective certainly
         has a lot of potential to be visually exploitative and narratively nonfeminist. According
         to an interview with Syfy’s Blastr, when actress Anna Silk first heard about a new Canadian series called Lost Girl, her initial reaction was, “This is totally written by a guy. Bisexual succubus who
         has to have sex to heal? Oh, my God. I just thought, ‘What is this?’”[7]   What it is, is an international hit that strongly resonates with female viewers.
      

      
      Provocative Cheesecake

      
         You can say a lot of things about sex with a series like this. —Michelle Lovretta[8]  
         

      

      Like Lost Girl, Xena was a cult hit with a vocal lesbian and bisexual fan base who lauded the relationship
         of Xena and Gabrielle—reading it as romantic and committed. Series creators subtly
         fed that interpretation both narratively and visually. As openly gay Xena producer Liz Friedman has said of what fans call “the subtext,” she’s “always been
         a big believer in the power of popular culture. The best way to convey more challenging
         ideas is to make something that functions on a mainstream level but that has a subtext
         people can pick up on—or not.”[9]  
      

      
      According to scholar Lorna Jowett, in cult fandom, “viewers may develop subtextual
         or resistant readings that actively queer characters or relationships, as an abundance
         of slash fan fiction testifies,” adding that “more self-conscious shows encourage
         such readings.”[10]  
      

      
      On Lost Girl there are plenty of opportunities for shipping[11]—facilitated by Bo’s nature, as well as the recurring question of whether a succubus
         can truly be monogamous. (Spoiler alert: Yes!) But Lovretta encourages fans to ship
         various character pairings, noting that she herself is a big shipper: “[A]nd I’ve
         already shipped the hell out of every possible relationship dynamic on this show in
         my head for hours of my own enjoyment, and i [sic] hope our viewers feel that drive as well. That’s not just half the fun of watching
         a show like this, it’s half the fun of writing it.”[12]   Therefore, with Lost Girl, there is no need for resistant readings or subtext because it is already queered
         in its very premise.
      

      
      Xena and Buffy helped normalize “alternative” sexualities and thus paved the way for a show like
         Lost Girl. Consider that Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Xena, Warrior Princess existed in an era of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” (DADT) and the Defense of Marriage Act
         (DOMA). Xena courted viewers with subtextual, and subversive, references to its lead characters’
         bisexuality and committed partnership. Buffy pushed the envelope further by having a lesbian relationship in the core group of
         protagonists, and later, by featuring the first lesbian sex scene on network television.
         They broke ground that enabled Lost Girl to be free to explore the healthy normalcy of LGBTQ relationships—monogamous, polyamorous,
         or otherwise—always without judgment. Just fifteen or so years later, Lost Girl exists in a world where gay marriage is being legalized, DADT has been repealed,
         and DOMA ruled unconstitutional.[13]  
      

      
      Lovretta, who notes that because Bo is a succubus, a grown woman, and bisexual, says
         that
      

      
         you can say a lot of things about sex with a series like this. And what’s a little
            intimidating is that people can also read whatever they want into it. The one thing
            I hope is clear is that, in our Lost Girl world, healthy consensual sex is good, and
            repression and shame can be dangerous. Part of Bo’s problem is that she’s been denying
            herself sex until the hunger builds into something ugly, and she loses control of
            it.[14]  
         

      

      Although Buffy broke ground in terms of showing healthy and loving lesbian relationships, Buffy
         herself rarely embraced sex. Consider this exchange from the first appearance of Faith
         (Eliza Dushku), her sister slayer, rival, shadow self, and Sunnydale’s resident “Bad
         Girl”/“slut”:
      

      
         Faith: I could eat a horse. Ain’t it crazy how slaying just always makes you hungry
            and horny?
         

         
         (Xander, Cordy, Willow, and Oz all look at Buffy for confirmation.)
         

         
         Buffy: Well . . . sometimes I—I crave a nonfat yogurt after.[15]  
         

      

      Buffy’s concern for her reputation—both sexual and dietary—belie restraint (possibly
         prudishness) as well as self-deprivation underscored by her fears of judgment. Bo,
         on the other hand, indulges in chocolate, ice cream, recreational drinking, and other
         guilt-free pleasures after her epic sexcapades—a far cry from a nonfat yogurt.[16]   Sexuality is expressed much more openly on Lost Girl—partly because of the premise, but also because it’s presented as matter of fact,
         healthy, natural, necessary, and enjoyable.
      

      
      By presenting a female protagonist who while conventionally sexy is not overtly sexualized,
         series creators manage to explore Bo’s sexuality without objectifying it or her (at
         least in ways that are exploitative)—a fine line to walk, but for the most part one
         navigated with laudable success. Rather than perpetuating the notion of a femme fatale—a
         woman whose sexuality is so dangerous that it will bring men to their destruction—Lost Girl revisits, and subverts, the archetype by making sexuality a superpower.
      

      
      It was Lovretta who came up with the idea of Bo being a succubus—a female creature,
         usually a demon, that seduces men and causes their death or destruction.[17]   The succubus has historically been imagined as a femme fatale, an irresistible,
         insatiable, deadly female, usually revealed to be a monster—the very thing Bo spent
         a decade believing she was.
      

      
      Taking a typically demonized, if not even outright demonic, creature and making her
         heroic has the potential to change negative cultural messages about female sexuality
         as dangerous, evil, shameful, and, of course, threatening to men, as well as to challenge
         larger hegemonic patriarchal systems of power—both within the series, as well as in
         the real world. Lorna Jowett asks, “How realistic is it to expect cult television,
         something many consider a niche market, to impact perceptions of sex, gender, or race?”
         Noting that television fiction reflects societal changes, Jowett argues that “television’s
         popular nature makes these negotiations influential.”[18]  
      

      
      Viewers applaud that throughout Lost Girl’s run, at least so far, Bo’s sexual appetites are normalized, as well as encouraged
         and supported by her loved ones, who recognize—often more so than Bo herself (who
         still struggles with internalized negative messaging)—that she needs sex to survive.[19]   As she marvels in an early episode, while eating an apple no less—an iconic symbol
         of the biblical Eve—“For me sexual healing is a literal thing.”[20]  
      

      
      Themes of slut shaming and misogyny—especially with regard to sexual women—parallel
         Bo’s own navigation of her sexuality and the healing of her damaged relationship to
         her true nature. In the first season episode “Raging Fae,” Bo tells Kenzi of her continuing
         struggle with her past (particularly her guilt over Kyle’s death) and her identity
         as Fae:
      

      
         Bo: I grew up on a farm. I thought I was a regular girl. I went to church with my
            parents.
         

         
         Kenzi: What happened?

         
         Bo: When I hit puberty . . . I started to feel different.

         
         Kenzi: Your powers kicked in.

         
         Bo: I didn’t know how dangerous I was. My parents taught me that sex was evil, and
            I found out just how right they were. I found out how evil I was. I had the devil
            inside of me, Kenzi.
         

         
         Kenzi: You really thought that?

         
         Bo: I am so tired of my life being dictated by something I didn’t choose. I am done
            being Fae![21]  
         

      

       This is complicated by the opposing ideologies of Bo’s adoptive mother (who proclaimed
         Bo was deviant) and her biological mother, Aife, who is also a succubus—and an evil
         one at that—who encourages the femme fatale path. Bo, who refuses to choose sides
         or absolutes (Light or Dark, mother or whore, straight or gay), chooses to exist in
         a liminal space as she searches for her identity—making liminality itself a place
         of empowerment. She didn’t choose to be “special,” but she is choosing how to exist, and on her own terms. The narrative
         intro to each episode—“I will live the life I choose”—can’t help but feel like a response
         echoing back to Buffy Summers’ question to potential slayers in the series finale
         of BtVS: “Make your choice. Are you ready to be strong?” Bo answers, “Yes.”
      

      
      As Anna Silk has noted of Bo’s reconciliation with her past and her nature, “She’s
         had to learn to be really strong. Her past is rather shameful to her, but her greatest
         source of shame became her power. And that’s been the growth for Bo.”[22]  
      

      
      Maureen Ryan wrote for the Huffington Post of Michelle Lovretta’s extraordinary female hero, “She’s created a Hero’s Journey
         with a self-confident woman—a succubus, no less—at the center of it,” adding,
      

      
         Succubi have generally terrible P.R.—find a positive depiction of a woman who takes
            the sexual life force from frequently male victims and I’ll give you a shiny new quarter—but
            Lovretta has done something subversively impressive with “Lost Girl.” She’s built
            a whole show around the idea of a woman who is learning just how much she can or should
            take from others, and how much she can rely on herself.[23]  
         

      

      For a woman to have her sexuality—her individual needs and desires (however complicated
         they may or may not be) honored, respected, and encouraged—is relatively unprecedented
         in popular culture. And as a creature that requires sex to survive, those around Bo
         make sure that her needs are met, without judgment. Ever.
      

      
      Much of this is achieved by using what Michelle Lovretta jokingly referred to at San
         Diego Comic-Con as the three Fs of what they try and put in the show: “Fun, Friendship,
         and Fornication” (noting that they “reorder them each episode”).[24]    Lost Girl also makes good use of internal rules created by Lovretta for navigating a balance
         between socially conscious empowerment and good, silly fun:
      

      
      
         	
            
            sexual orientation is not discussed, and never an issue;

         

         
         	
            no slut shaming—Bo is allowed to have sex outside of relationships;

         

         
         	
            Bo’s male and female partners are equally viable;

         

         
         	
            Bo is capable of monogamy, when desired;

         

         
         	
            both genders are to be (adoringly!) objectified—equal opportunity eye candy FTW.[25]  
            

         

      

      
      Sex on the show is usually character driven rather than exploitative (in contrast
         to other genre shows such as Game of Thrones or True Blood), nor is it overly risqué. Male- and female-identified bodies are (“adoringly!”)
         objectified playfully and self-consciously. AfterEllen—a site that provides reviews and commentary on media representations of lesbians
         and bisexual women—includes a screen shot with each Lost Girl episode recap called “Boobs o’ Clock o’ the Week” because, as they remind us, “you
         can’t spell ‘Boobs’ without ‘Bo.’”
      

      
         You can always count on Bo to give us a glimpse of the girls. In fact, I’m pretty
            sure besides her succubus chi-draining skills, her second strongest superpower is
            cleavage. Also, someone needs to send the Lost Girl costumer department a muffin basket for the copious low-cut tank tops and assorted
            tight leather ensembles they’ve put Bo in so far this season. Keep it up—or low, as
            the case may be.[26]  
         

      

      Even with this objectification, it’s still subversive in that it’s directed to the
         lesbian gaze, rather than the typically heterosexual “male gaze” of cinema. Lost Girl also provides “man candy” (most often courtesy of a frequently shirtless, abtastic
         Dyson). As Jowett notes, “Television as a medium seems to lend itself to queering
         or otherwise disrupting the supposed ‘male gaze’ of cinema. The male in cult shows,
         as in current television, is just as likely to be displayed openly as an object for
         the gaze as the female, whether this is via Clark Kent’s too-tight shirts in Smallville or Angel’s torture scenes in Buffy.”[27]   Equal opportunity eye candy FTW, indeed.
      

      
      “Hopefully viewers will get that we’re taking the piss more often than not,” Lovretta
         told RGBfilter. “I mean: hello, monsters and secret societies and a sassy sex predator: you can’t
         be too precious about that! We aim to entertain, to make people laugh and give them
         a world to get lost in and characters to care about, should they choose.”[28]  
      

      
      Platonic-yet-Epic BFFness

      
         I think friendship is the fifth element. . . . So, hidden in amongst all the romance
            and cleavage and threesomes, the Lost Girl Bo and Kenzi relationship is my own little
            love poem to all the BFFs out there who do it right.
—Michelle Lovretta[29]  
         

      

      For all its subversive sexuality, clever Buffy-inspired pop-culture-laden dialogue, imaginative references to myth, and strong commitment
         to diversity (sexual, racial, and physical), perhaps Lost Girl’s greatest achievement is its emphasis on female friendship.
      

      
      To proactively curb any chance of sexualizing the relationship between Bo and Kenzi,
         and to demonstrate that sexuality can be complicated while simultaneously celebrating
         committed platonic relationships, Lovretta made sure the “Platonic-yet-epic” central
         friendship was written into the script of the first episode so it would be canon.[30]  
      

      
         I have no doubt that Kenzi and Bo would kill or die for one another, although there’s
            nothing sexual between them to be gained. I love that about them, and that platonic
            loyalty was very important for me to protect throughout the development process: that
            Bo and Kenzi are sisters, not love interests. I didn’t want to feed into the stereotype
            that because someone is bisexual (as Bo is) that they’re sexually available to, or
            interested in, everyone. I love me my Bo—so, I don’t want to paint her as a Walking
            Hungry Crotch, or someone’s fantasy fulfillment.[31]  
         

      

      Lovretta was inspired by the friendships in her own life, and this, combined with
         the focus on how female friendships can be transformative in ways that differ from
         romantic or sexual ones, makes Lost Girl an example of the unique perspective offered by women-created and/or run series.
         Lovretta was particularly committed to honoring the concept of the “Bechdel test”—a
         commonly referred to litmus test for the representation of women in movies, television,
         and comics that originated in Alison Bechdel’s Dykes to Watch Out For and which suggests that a movie should have two women who talk to each other about
         something other than men. Lovretta notes that Bo is strong and kick-ass, and that
         when she saved Kenzi, the two of them saved each other. As Kenzi herself says to Bo
         in the very first episode, “Mama always said find the toughest kid on the playground
         and make friends with them. You are definitely the toughest kid on this playground,
         and it would kick ass to be your friend. . . . Come on. Every superhero needs a partner.
         Let me be your Robin.” For Lovretta, this relationship forms the very core of Lost Girl:
      

      
         So much of the heart [of the series] is about continually saving each other. Through
            all their screw-ups, through all the dangers—and that they become sisters. It was
            very important for me that the sexuality didn’t bleed into that relationship as well.
            . . . You can say “that’s enough on its own.” It doesn’t always have to end up in
            bed. It can just be the fact that you have chosen somebody to be one of the most important
            people in your life—and that’s your best friend.[32]  
         

      

      Faetastic Television and the
Female Hero Journey at Its Best
      

      
      Lost Girl, like the very best of modern female hero myths, is about relationships and community,
         the search for identity in a patriarchal or similarly oppressive social structure,
         and what it means to choose your own heroic path with the love of supportive outsiders
         who band together to create family. As Anna Silk has noted, Bo has a “goofy sweetness”
         and a lot of heart: “She loves her friends. She loves her lovers. She’s very protective of this instant family she has, this instant, weird,
         family that she now has.”[33]  
      

      
      The focus on interpersonal relationships, the combination of genre storytelling, budget
         constraints that force creative solutions and inspire earnestness, and the more relaxed
         mores of its Canadian, rather than American, production, enables fun, yet subversive,
         representations regarding gender roles, sexuality, female agency, and heroism. Lost Girl is groundbreaking in its honest and nonexploitative presentation of female sexuality—all
         the more notable in that it rejects and subverts the culturally damaging femme fatale
         narrative and refuses to shame its protagonist for being actively sexual. Lost Girl presents expressions of female sexual pleasure with nonjudgment and normalizes LGBTQ
         lifestyles.[34]   The show has a diverse cast, including persons of color as both peers and leaders
         (these are not the nameless and quickly dusted vampires of Buffy), and a main character with dwarfism, whose physical stature is never a plot point,
         and who himself is presented as having a healthy sex life. Gender roles are subverted;
         women and men unapologetically assume both masculine and feminine characteristics.[35]   And it’s all tempered with a playfulness that’s been adopted by fans and encouraged
         by show-runners.
      

      
      It’s imperfect—as is all popular culture.[36]   There is sometimes cultural ignorance in its loose adaptations of world myth. Plot
         points are dropped, overlooked, or resolved quickly, and it definitely lacks the depth
         and plotting of Buffy the Vampire Slayer—even as it draws from its tradition.
      

      
      But it doesn’t need to be Buffy, and Lost Girl has secured its own place in the canon of female heroes in modern mythology. As Alyssa
         Rosenberg wrote for Think Progress, “Buffy laid a foundation on which Lost Girl’s building a somewhat more sexually progressive and more diverse universe . . . [and]
         it’s laying down a marker for fantasy, reminding us in a world where we have diversity
         in our monsters and myths, it’s not so strange to have a true diversity of people.”[37]   Most important, Lost Girl offers us a glimpse of how we can imagine female heroes whose spiritual genealogy
         is female rather than male.
      

      
      Bo is multifaceted—a complex character in a self-consciously silly show. She’s independent,
         strong, smart, compassionate, and imperfect. As she continues to answer Buffy’s call
         to be strong and forges her own path to live a life of her choosing, she uses her
         superpowers—a curse that became a gift—to help those around her. And that’s Faetastic.
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      One of the most important motifs for male characters in action films is the convention
         of torture, and the hero’s ability to withstand it. Torture is also a key component
         for action heroines, but the often brutal on-screen torture of female characters foregrounds
         issues of sexualized violence, rape, power, and gender in a manner very different
         than with male characters. Heroes can triumphantly turn the tables on their torturers
         and thus prove their superior manliness. But when heroines are victimized in torture
         scenes, often to the point of actual rape, the films risk eroticizing images of violence
         against women, even if the women do eventually triumph over their torturers. The pivotal
         rape scene in Stieg Larsson’s controversial, but incredibly popular, novel The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo[1]   (henceforth Dragon Tattoo) was cause for a great deal of debate among critics and many of the book’s readers.
         Was the graphic and prolonged description of the heroine Lisbeth Salander’s horrific
         anal rape misogynistic? Or was it necessary to reveal the brutality and inhumanity
         of the act and to justify her violent revenge? The debates were renewed when both
         the Swedish version of the film (2009) and the subsequent Hollywood version (2011)
         each depicted the rape in graphic detail. When considered within the larger context
         of torture in recent Hollywood film and television action genres, the torture and
         rape of Lisbeth Salander in all three versions of Dragon Tattoo reveal a complex understanding of victimization and redemption that cuts across traditional
         gender boundaries. Unlike earlier action movies or rape-revenge films, contemporary
         depictions of torture and rape lay bare the tenuous links assumed in our patriarchal
         culture between notions of power and powerlessness, masculinity and femininity.
      

      
      Torture and the Male Action Hero

      
      Torture has always been a concise and effective means to establish both the heroism
         and the unassailable masculinity of characters. The primary function of male torture
         at the narrative level is to demonstrate the exceptional strength, nobility, and endurance
         of the protagonist. Yet, as critics like Steve Neale,[2]   Kaja Silverman,[3]   Susan Jeffords,[4]   and David Savran[5]   have argued, the incessant and spectacular depiction of male torture in action
         movies functions to both eroticize the male body and to deny that very eroticism.
         Ever since Laura Mulvey[6]   first identified the dichotomous ways that gender is represented in cinema with
         the dominant gaze coded as masculine and the object of that fetishizing gaze being
         feminine, it has been commonplace to understand prolonged looking at male bodies as
         a potentially feminizing erotic act. In visual forms of media, men are coded as voyeurs
         and women as exhibitionists, thus any time the male gaze of the camera dwells on a
         male body, there is a symbolic risk of emasculation. Torture is one of the most common
         of conventions that have developed to compensate for the fetishization of male bodies
         in the media. Neale argues that “male heroes can at times be marked as the object
         of an erotic gaze”; thus “it is not surprising that ‘male’ genres and films constantly
         involve sado-masochistic themes, scenes, and phantasies.”[7]   Building on these theories in her analysis of 1980s action movies, Susan Jeffords
         argues that “the chief mechanism in mainstream cinema for deferring eroticism in the
         heterosexual male body is through establishing that body as an object of violence,
         so that erotic desire can be displaced as sadomasochism.”[8]   The torture of male action heroes allows the camera to appreciate the shirtless
         and bound bodies of male ideals as they valiantly writhe in pain without any feminizing
         or homoerotic implications. The tortured male body is not a passive and inviting spectacle;
         it is a body that demonstrates strength and resilience even when it is at its most
         vulnerable point.
      

      
       The tortured male body in film is a way to display and to deny feminization of the
         body. Its resistance to torture demonstrates not just the heroism of the character
         and his strength but also that the body is not passive or penetrable. To be penetrable
         and passive is to be coded as feminine, and the suffering of male heroes carefully
         denies feminization. So common is the depiction of male heroes being tortured and
         subjected to prolonged suffering that it seems willfully masochistic. In fact the
         extensive suffering that seems to be embraced by heroes like Rambo, Bond, and any
         character played by Mel Gibson can be understood as a form of reflexive masochism.
         Others may be the actual agents of the hero’s physical torment, but the persistent
         spectacle of heroic suffering suggests that it is ultimately a willful form of self-punishment
         undertaken to solidify a masculine position and eradicate any hint of passivity or
         feminization. According to Kaja Silverman, “because reflexive masochism does not demand
         the renunciation of activity, it is ideally suited for negotiating the contradictions
         inherent in masculinity. The male subject can indulge his appetite for pain without
         at the same time calling into question . . . his virility.”[9]   For example, in his analysis of the Rambo films, David Savran argues, “These ordeals
         [Rambo’s exaggerated sufferings] must be seen as self-willed, as being the product
         of his need to prove his masculinity the only way he can, by allowing his sadistic,
         masculinized half to kick his masochistic, feminized flesh ‘to shit.’”[10]   Any hint of feminization is symbolically eradicated through a momentary embrace
         of masochism and the hero’s ability to overcome whatever tortures are heaped upon
         him.
      

      
       For some critics, masochism is as fundamental to filmic depictions of masculinity
         as are displays of strength, intelligence, and sexual conquest. Gaylyn Studlar[11]   argues that the central appeal of visual pleasure in cinema for male spectators
         may not be rooted in identification with control and power but in an alignment with
         masochistic fantasies. Studlar claims that masculine pleasure “contains passive elements
         and can signify submission to rather than possession of the female”[12]   (italics in original). Tim Edwards convincingly argues that Hollywood movies from
         Spartacus (1960) and Ben-Hur (1959), to The Terminator (1984) and Die Hard (1988), to Fight Club (1999) and Casino Royale, “centrally and fundamentally construct masculinity around heroism which is then in turn dependent upon suffering, endurance and the spectacle of masochism
         for its resolution into happiness”[13]   (italics in original). While Studlar sees erotic identificatory possibilities in
         the masochistic submission to females as key to visual pleasure, Edwards argues that
         masochism is fundamental to our basic understanding of heroic masculinity because
         it confirms the hero’s strength, fortitude, and commitment to an ideal. Whether erotic,
         or heroic, or a combination of both, torture and other forms of masochistic suffering
         are an integral part of filmic depictions of masculinity. Within the overall context
         of the films, the masochistic moment of torture does not subvert or undermine cultural
         standards of masculinity. Instead, these masochistic moments reinforce the perception
         of hegemonic masculinity as invincible precisely because they are endured and because
         the hero always manages to reestablish the prevailing status quo.
      

      
      Torture and the Female Action Heroine

      
      While the torture of male heroes, and their subsequent victories, has long been a
         staple of action and adventure films, women have typically been relegated to the damsel-in-distress
         role with merely the threat of bodily violation. But as action heroines have come
         to prominence as leading characters in their own right, torture has become an increasingly
         common trope for heroines as well. In The Long Kiss Goodnight (1996), the amnesiac spy Samantha/Charly (Geena Davis) is tied to a mill wheel and
         repeatedly lowered into freezing water while being interrogated. The opening scenes
         of Salt (2010) depict CIA agent Evelyn Salt (Angelina Jolie) being bound, beaten, and water-boarded
         in a North Korean prison. The first time we see the Black Widow (Scarlett Johansson)
         in The Avengers (2012) she is tied to a chair as several generic European bad guys punch and slap
         her. On television, Sydney Bristow (Jennifer Garner) of Alias (2001–2006) was often captured and tortured in various ways, including teeth pulling,
         water-boarding, and electrocution. Likewise the two heroines of the most recent TV
         version of Nikita (2010 to present), Nikita (Maggie Q) and Alex (Lyndsy Fonseca), have each been subjected
         to multiple torture scenes. In fact, by the second season of Nikita, the CW Network lured audiences with advertisements featuring the heroine bound to
         a metal chair while her nemesis points a gun at her, with the tagline, “Nikita: Discovered.
         Tortured. Betrayed.” And while Lisbeth Salander’s rape in all the versions of Dragon Tattoo is not torture in the sense of pain inflicted for the sole purpose of deriving information,
         it is still clearly presented as a torturous experience as she is bound, gagged, and
         raped. For the purposes of this chapter, “torture” incorporates scenes that dwell
         on the hero’s or heroine’s physical and emotional pain for prolonged periods when
         the character is bound or helpless and cannot resist being victimized by the villain.
         Scenes like the lengthy black-and-white opening sequence of Kill Bill (2003) featuring an extreme close-up of the Bride’s (Uma Thurman) bruised, bloody,
         and tear-stained face as she is taunted by Bill is no less a torture scene than clichéd
         portrayals of violent military interrogations.
      

      
       Fictional film and television depictions of torture often share many of the same
         conventions and serve similar narrative goals whether the protagonist being tortured
         is male or female. Where they do differ greatly, depending on the gender of the sufferer,
         is in relation to issues of eroticization. While the torture of action heroes strives
         to offset or negate the sexualization of the male body, the torture of action heroines
         risks eroticizing the victimized female body. Because women are already so heavily
         coded as sexual objects in the media, female torture scenes can be understood as more
         overtly erotic. Women in Hollywood films are so thoroughly eroticized and objectified
         that it becomes difficult to present them, or read them, through any other perspective.
         From the very start of many movies certain female characters are marked as undeniable
         sexual spectacles. In this context it is easy to see the initial introduction of Black
         Widow in the blockbuster movie The Avengers as an eroticized torture scene. Black Widow is dressed in a revealing little black
         dress and nylons, with her arms bound behind the back of a chair so that her chest
         is thrust out, her hair carefully tousled. Black Widow is roughed up by the men interrogating
         her, but she remains beautiful and confidently flirtatious during the beating, demurely
         asking her captors, “Do you think I’m pretty?” She eventually beats all of the bad
         guys to a pulp (while still tied to the chair, no less), but the scene is designed
         to eroticize her more than it is about her endurance of torture. That the establishing
         scene for Black Widow in a family friendly movie like The Avengers is so thoroughly fetishistic reveals just how much our society is accustomed to objectifying
         women in ways that overlap sex with violence. The consistent problem in popular culture
         is that female vulnerability and sexuality are yoked together.
      

      
       The current popularity of “torture porn” horror films explicitly links together the
         premise of torturous violence with the exploitative erotic thrills of pornography.
         It is no surprise that the majority of victims in torture porn are women, their beauty
         and pain spectacularized for viewers.[14]   Less extreme than torture porn, but perhaps more influential, is the kinky erotic
         symbolism of BDSM that originated in fetish subcultures and has achieved mainstream
         acceptability. Contemporary Western culture is flooded with images of women enjoying
         sadomasochistic play. Films like Secretary (2002), Unfaithful (2002), and Kinky Boots (2005) offer explorations of submissiveness. Likewise, mild bondage commonly appears
         on television, and sexy sadomasochistic scenarios are common in advertising for everything
         from cars to shoes. To promote voter registration, young sex symbols like Jessica
         Alba and Christina Aguilera appeared in print advertisements bound by black duct tape
         and wearing fetish muzzles. Turn on the radio and you can hear Rihanna singing, “Sticks
         and stones may break my bones, but chains and whips excite me,” in her song “S/M.”
         E. L. James’ book trilogy Fifty Shades of Grey (2012) has become a best seller chronicling the heroine’s increasing submissiveness
         to her sadistic lover and includes numerous erotic scenes of bondage. Charting the
         mainstreaming of sadomasochism, Eleanor Wilkinson argues, “Since the 1990s we have
         seen a proliferation of SM images in western cultures, leading some to claim that
         representations of BDSM are everywhere.”[15]   Specifically, these images of female sexuality in the media routinely combine objectification
         with the symbols of sadomasochism. Brian McNair refers to the increased commonness
         of this fetishistic type of images as “porno-chic.”[16]   These mainstream images, McNair argues, are “not porn, then, but the representation of porn in non-pornographic art and culture,”[17]   and “porno-chic replaced the traditional demonization of porn with, if not always
         approval or celebration, a spirit of excited inquiry into its nature, appeal and musings.”[18]   Similarly, these common glossy, often sanitized, images of fetishism and sadomasochistic
         play can be understood as “bondage chic” or “torture chic.” They represent the trappings
         of bondage and torture in a highly stylized and unthreatening manner that flirts with
         fantasies of domination and submission but always with a message that it is good sexy
         fun, and implies that women are always aroused by these scenarios. The omnipresence
         of BDSM imagery in the media is presented as postmodern playfulness and minimizes
         any threat of real violence. “Ultimately,” Wilkinson points out, “there is no escaping
         the fact that SM has been made ‘safe,’ toned down and commodified.”[19]  
      

      
       In a culture that normalizes female sexuality as submissive, filmic torture scenarios
         with victimized women are likely to eroticize them as much as, or more than, to validate
         their strength. For male action heroes, torture can deny their feminization, but for
         female action heroines, torture confirms femininity. The long-standing cultural assumption
         that masculinity is active and powerful, while femininity is passive and powerless,
         extends to a belief that male sexuality is naturally sadistic and female sexuality
         is naturally masochistic. Masochism is only pathological for men because it renounces
         subjectivity and control and is feminizing (hence all of the filmic strategies to
         deny the hero’s feminization), while masochism is natural for women. In her thorough
         discussion of masochism, Kaja Silverman points out that this gendered way of thinking
         assumes that masochism “is an accepted—indeed a requisite—element of ‘normal’ female
         subjectivity, providing a crucial mechanism for eroticizing lack and subordination.”[20]   This binary logic that assumes masochism is a natural or normal condition of femininity
         means that when strong women are tortured in the media it is not a transgression but
         a reaffirmation of their inherent femininity. That so many of these scenes are eroticized,
         like the torture of Black Widow described above, only reinforces the objectification
         of women and its association with violence. Torture and rape are, at their core, more
         about power than about sex, but because torture is so heavily laden with sexuality
         in filmic representations, it is usually far more disturbing when the victim is female.
      

      
       Like the male hero, action heroines usually endure the pain with only grimaces of
         discomfort, lots of brave wisecracks, and promises to exact revenge. Ultimately the
         heroines prove their superiority by escaping and killing or wounding their torturers.
         When Charly/Samantha is strapped to the mill wheel in freezing water in The Long Kiss Goodnight, she refuses to give up information and instead says, “I feel dirty; time for a bath.”
         When she is lowered into the water again she frees her hand and retrieves a gun from
         a corpse; then she kills her captor. The pilot of Alias is structured around Sydney Bristow’s torture at the hands of foreign terrorists.
         Sydney is bound to a chair as they beat her and pull her teeth out. Her torturer taunts
         her by calling her just a “pretty, pretty girl,” but Sydney taunts him right back
         before freeing herself and subduing dozens of armed men. In the first season of Nikita, the heroine has been captured and is suspended by her arms in a barren room, chained
         to the concrete ceiling. Nikita is promised impending torture by knives, needles,
         and electricity. Though visibly distraught, Nikita responds with, “You should be wondering
         who is going to save you,” just before her preplanted bomb explodes. Nikita pulls
         herself up on the chains and rips them from the ceiling before assaulting her captors
         and escaping. And in a revealing example, when Jordan (Demi Moore) in G. I. Jane (1997) is bound, beaten, and nearly raped after her squad has been captured during
         a training exercise, she ends up beating her assailant to the ground and then galvanizes
         her unit by taunting him with a chant of “Suck my dick!” In cases like these, as the
         G. I. Jane example makes abundantly clear, the torture scene serves the same function as for
         male heroes. It proves that the heroine is the toughest, the most resilient, the most
         resourceful . . . the one who wields the phallus and all of its assumed power. But
         even in these scenes the threat of sexual violence is closer to the surface than it
         is when men are tortured. Samantha/Charly is clad only in a flimsy slip that becomes
         relatively transparent in the water. Sydney wears a tight black sweater, leather pants,
         and is taunted for her beauty. Nikita is dressed in a tight undershirt and pants that
         show off her curves. And, of course, the attempted rape of Jordan reveals that sexual
         assault is always more of an imminent threat to females who have been captured.
      

      
      The Rape of Lisbeth Salander

      
      The combination of Hollywood’s persistent objectification of women, the implicit eroticization
         of these types of scenes, the omnipresence of torture chic, and the heroine’s physical
         vulnerability means that the possibility of rape is always an underlying current for
         action heroines. It is within this context that the rape of Lisbeth Salander in Dragon Tattoo is problematic. The story is narratively more of a mystery, a thriller, or even a
         rape-revenge tale, but the character of Salander is so original, so competent, so
         intelligent, so strong, and so active that she was quickly categorized as a new type
         of action heroine. “The success of the heroine Lisbeth Salander suggests a hunger
         in audiences for an action picture hero,” writes Roger Ebert, describing her as “thin,
         stark, haunted, with a look that crosses goth with S&M, she is fearsomely intelligent
         and emotionally stranded.”[21]   A cover story in Entertainment Weekly called her “the inscrutable, androgynous, and explosive heroine,” a “sleek, spooky
         avatar of payback,” and “a stone-cold female badass.”[22]   Salander may be understood as an action heroine—she is certainly tough, smart,
         active, and self-reliant—but her depiction in both film and print is far more realistic
         than is normal for action heroines. She does not have crazy kung-fu skills or superpowers
         (though she is unsurpassed in computer hacking), she is not a master of swordplay
         or archery, and she is not conventionally beautiful with a Hollywood-perfect body
         slinking around in a tight black leather outfit. Both the character of Salander and
         the narrative of Dragon Tattoo are grounded in realism rather than the fantasy world of unquestionable empowerment
         offered in action films. Salander’s torture and rape is also more disturbingly realistic;
         there are no witty and confident rejoinders, no feats of remarkable skill to free
         oneself from chains before sexual assault can take place. She may be a tough action
         heroine, but the reality of sexual violence and victimization is laid bare rather
         than glossed over as teasing and stylish torture chic.
      

      
       The novel and both film versions of Dragon Tattoo feature a complicated narrative that weaves together three different stories. The
         central story deals with disgraced journalist Mikael Blomkvist attempting to solve
         the mystery of a young woman, Harriet Vanger, who disappeared from her wealthy family’s
         island estate forty years ago. Blomkvist is a skilled researcher, but when he discovers
         just how complicated the case is, and how it may be intertwined with the rape and
         murder of dozens of women over several decades, he asks Lisbeth Salander, a formidable
         investigator in her own right, to help him. Together they solve the mystery and locate
         the now grown Harriet Vanger who had fled her family home to escape her brother who
         had been raping and murdering women (including repeatedly raping Harriet) just as
         their father had been doing before. But it is the character of Salander that really
         fascinated readers and viewers the world over. Salander is a withdrawn, antisocial,
         and hostile young woman covered in tattoos and piercings who dresses in an aggressive
         punk style. Salander has been declared incompetent, spent her youth in a mental institution,
         and is thus a ward of the state and has to answer to a court-appointed guardian. It
         is the abuse she suffers from her newly assigned advokat Nils Bjurman that provides
         most of the controversial points of the story. Bjurman sexually assaults her twice.
         The first time Salander meets with him in his office, Bjurman forces her to perform
         oral sex on him. The second time, Bjurman brutally rapes Salander after insisting
         that she must come to his apartment. But the third time Salander meets with Bjurman,
         she exacts her revenge by Tasing him, tying him down, and raping him anally with a
         butt plug. She then tattoos “I am a sadistic pig, a pervert, and a rapist” on Bjurman’s
         stomach and blackmails him into obedience with a video that she had clandestinely
         recorded when he had raped her previously. It is Salander’s story that is at the heart
         of the narrative and all of the controversy that surrounds Dragon Tattoo.
      

      
       The motivation for Salander’s quest is revenge, a common provocation for modern action
         heroines used explicitly in films like Enough (2002), Kill Bill, Salt (2010), Colombiana (2011), Haywire (2011), and television series like Nikita and the aptly titled Revenge (2011–current). More specifically, Salander’s story is about revenge for the sexual
         abuses she and other women have suffered, and aligns closely with the subgenre of
         rape-revenge films that emerged in the 1970s and 1980s such as The Last House on the Left (1972), I Spit on Your Grave (1978), Ms. 45 (1981), and Extremities (1986). During the first wave of rape-revenge films, Pam Cook argued that while these
         and other exploitation-type films allowed for new representations of women, the “stereotype
         of the aggressive positive heroine obsessed with revenge,”[23]   they undermined feminist messages about rape by framing the assaults with titillating
         nudity, numerous seduction scenes, and by sexualizing the female victims. The ongoing
         tendency in Hollywood is to suggest that female victims are somehow complicit in their
         rape because they have been flirtatious or hypersexual. But Salander is not overtly
         sexualized, her past abuses have left her seething with animosity, and her unusual
         appearance is carefully constructed to scare people away.
      

      
       The controversy in the popular press, and on the Internet, over Salander’s rape stems
         from the assumption that scenes of graphic sexual violence always eroticize the act
         and perpetuate or normalize violence against women. But Salander’s rape scene in the
         book and both movies is anything but eroticized. By not glossing over the brutality
         of sexual assault, Dragon Tattoo distinguishes itself from making light of the reality of violence against women in
         torturous scenarios. Moreover, the horrendous nature of the act has to be apparent
         so that her brutal revenge is justified narratively. Still, the reaction many had
         to the anal rape scene in the novel reveals the shock that realistic violence contains
         in a media environment where we have all gotten used to female torture scenes that
         tease but do not really lead to the logical level of sexual assault. The editorial
         in Bitch magazine argued that the book “dwells on Salander’s rape in indulgently gory detail.”[24]   In fact, in the book, the description of the rape is less than a page long (the
         earlier oral rape is even shorter). The particulars of Salander’s physical and mental
         pain after the assault and the steps she takes to recover are given more time and
         detail than the rape. The description of her revenge on Bjurman, on the other hand,
         is over eight pages long, with far more detail about how she assaults him.
      

      
       The filmic representations of Salander’s rape, in both the Swedish and the American
         versions of Dragon Tattoo, are powerful scenes that carefully avoid eroticizing the assault. They each make
         it clear that this is a perverse violation of Salander’s body, that it is violent,
         painful, dehumanizing, and a twisted exertion of Bjurman’s state institutionalized
         power over her. The Swedish film directed by Niels Arden Oplev stars Michael Nyqvist
         as Mikael Blomkvist and Noomi Rapace as Lisbeth Salander. Roger Ebert describes the
         sexual violence in the Swedish film as “having a ferocious feminist orientation,”
         arguing that “there are scenes involving rape, bondage and assault that are stronger
         than most of what serves in the movies for sexual violence, but these scenes are not
         exploitation.”[25]   When Bjurman (Peter Andersson) rapes Salander in his apartment, there is no hint
         of titillation, only the pain of her suffering. Salander kicks at Bjurman, she flails
         and tries to rip the handcuffs from the bed frame, and she screams in anger even after
         he shoves a rag in her mouth and wraps a belt around it. The review of the Swedish
         film version in Ms. magazine emphasizes the emotional force of the pivotal rape: “While the scene isn’t
         pornographic, the vehemence of her excruciating struggle renders it horrific enough
         to still set my heart racing. One feels her desperate determination to be angrier
         than her attacker is strong, and it’s stunning that her ferocity fails to save her.”[26]   The scene is more violently shocking than in the book because we are forced to
         bear witness to the assault. There is nothing erotic about it. It is filmed from Salander’s
         perspective as Bjurman’s deranged face descends on her, intercut with close-ups of
         her eyes wide in terror, and her desperate cries of anger and then pain. The scene
         is raw, violent, terrifying, and, as it should be, difficult to watch.
      

      
       There was concern that the American remake of Dragon Tattoo would eroticize the violence and portray Salander as more of a sexpot. Ultimately,
         the Hollywood version was still a gut-wrenching depiction of violence against women.
         Peter Bradshaw in the Guardian declared that Fincher’s take on the story “is sleeker, smoother, sexier than its
         Swedish predecessors,” and that “it is a muscular, overwhelmingly confident movie—and
         its brutal violence is thus even tougher to take.”[27]   The rape scene is filmed in a manner very similar to the Swedish version. When
         Salander (Rooney Mara) visits Bjurman’s (Yorick van Wageningen) apartment, he leads
         her to the bedroom, grabs her hand, and slaps a handcuff on it as she fights to reach
         the door. Salander wails and thrashes in terror as Bjurman rips her clothes off, asks
         her if she likes anal sex, and then penetrates her as she screams. There is no hint
         of titillation, no suggestion that Salander wanted it, deserved it, or enjoyed it.
         There are no snappy comebacks or eleventh-hour rescue; there is nothing but violence
         and victimization. Though, ultimately, Salander rejects being victimized.
      

      
       In all three versions of the story, Salander’s rape is difficult for readers/viewers
         to experience, precisely because we do “experience” it with her. We identify with
         her horror and her helplessness. We vicariously empathize with her being exploited
         just as much as we thrill to her brutal revenge against Bjurman. Salander’s rape is
         undoubtedly one of the most controversial and painful scenes ever to appear in mainstream
         cinema. The laborious realism of sexual violence in Dragon Tattoo sets the story apart from the earlier wave of rape-revenge films, and Salander’s
         gritty appearance and ruthless demeanor distinguish her from the unbelievable stylized
         glamour of traditional action heroines. The brutality of Salander’s rape is jarring
         because it confronts viewers with the ugly reality of sexual assault rather than glossing
         over it or fading to black to avoid depicting such upsetting moments. The tone and
         style of the rape in Dragon Tattoo is similar to Monster (2003), another progressive film about sexual violence and its consequences. Lisa
         Purse astutely argues that the vicious rape of Aileen (Charlize Theron) by Corey (Lee
         Tergesen), which sets her on a murderous path, is filmed in a way that “interrupts”
         the usual cinematic landscape of sanitized images of female violence played out by
         beautiful actresses. Purse contends that the rape scene in Monster “feels ‘too close,’ like an invasion of one’s personal space. The staging prevents
         a clear view of what is being done to Aileen’s body: we access the violence not through
         its spectacle (which risks sensationalizing or eroticizing the event) but through
         glimpses of Corey’s instruments of torture and, much more importantly, Aileen’s facial
         reactions; her struggle for comprehension; her silent cry as she experiences the physical
         and mental agony of the rape.”[28]   Salander’s rape in both movies functions in much the same way, not because it is
         filmed in an excessively choppy or claustrophobic manner but because we have been
         situated to identify with Salander. As with Aileen, Salander’s rape is not an eroticized
         spectacle but a horrific event that audiences, both male and female, experience.
      

      
       While every reiteration of Dragon Tattoo depicts Salander’s rape as a vile and torturous experience perpetrated by a sadist
         with physical and institutionalized legal power over her, the story ventures into
         rape-revenge territory because she refuses to define herself as a powerless victim.
         She carefully plots and prepares for her revenge and makes Bjurman suffer the same
         physical pains that she endured and sets in place safeguards to protect herself from
         any retribution he might think of, and to prevent him from assaulting other women.
         In effect, Salander proves herself a far more successful torturer than Bjurman. She
         not only turns the tables on him, but she also demonstrates her ability to exert power
         over him without the aid of physical size or institutional support. Salander shows
         Bjurman that rape is about power not sex, and that power can be exercised by women
         as well as by men.
      

      
      “I Want You to Help Me Catch a Killer of Women”

      
      Salander’s story is clearly rooted in rape-revenge fantasies, but where earlier films
         focused entirely on the woman’s revenge against her own rapists, Salander ties her
         personal revenge against men to a larger agenda of retribution against violent misogyny.
         Salander initially refuses to help Blomkvist with his murder investigation when she
         first meets him, but as soon as he explains that he is asking her to help catch a
         rapist and killer of women, she readily agrees. Ultimately she is instrumental in
         figuring out that Harriet Vanger’s brother, Martin, has been torturing, raping, and
         killing women for decades. In the two subsequent books, Salander’s quest continues
         as she hunts down and kills her villainous father, half brother, and other men involved
         in a sex-trafficking organization, and she helps expose a clandestine government organization
         that had aided her father and a psychologist who had tortured her as a child. The
         stories’ project of exposing and dismantling a variety of sexually abusive men struck
         a chord with audiences worldwide. Hundreds of blogs cheered Salander’s emergence as
         a realistic fantasy of a feminist avenger. FemMagazine.com wrote, “Ms. Salander is
         a bona-fide badass. I believe she appeals to women because she operates under a code
         of justice that gains revenge for victimized women everywhere.”[29]   Zeldalily.com refers to Salander as “a stone cold feminist.”[30]   Media reviewer Susan Toepfer at TrueSlant.com calls her a “tiny terminator” and
         declares, “Lisbeth is a super-heroine for our time, a feminist avenger.”[31]   Likewise, Feministing.com calls her “basically a feminist avenger.”[32]   Christina Konig at The Times argues that the story is “a contemporary feminist polemic with a good old fashioned
         thriller.”[33]   Opinionessoftheworld.com says, “Salander is a ferocious feminist, crusading for
         women’s empowerment.”[34]   And Forbes.com claims that “what’s significant—and utterly awesome—is that Lisbeth
         is not a victim. She’s a revenger seeking payback and justice.”[35]  
      

      
       Because Salander can be so readily understood as a realistic feminist avenger, fighting
         on behalf of women everywhere who have been victimized by men, she represents a far
         more radical challenge to misogyny than the standard Hollywood action heroine who
         may beat up men but always looks like a beauty queen while doing it. David Denby writes
         in the New Yorker that “everything that happens to Lisbeth is a real enough danger in the world—it
         has happened to many women. She’s a genuine possibility, not a cartoon, and therefore
         far more serious as a pop-culture figure than the super-killers played by Uma Thurman
         in the Kill Bill movies or by pouting, vogueing Angelina Jolie in her kick-groin roles.”[36]   Salander may be the most visible feminist-influenced character in popular film,
         but she is not completely alone. In an era where female empowerment in the movies
         is still grounded in an overvaluing of female beauty, when tough women are more likely
         to look like the sexy fantasy figures embodied by the five young heroines of Sucker Punch (2011) than the punkish and antisocial but realistic Salander, there have been a
         few other exceptions. Most notable is perhaps the character of Hayley Stark (Ellen
         Page) in the revisionist rape-revenge film Hard Candy (2005). In this critically acclaimed film, Hayley is a young teen who tortures and
         kills suspected pedophile Jeff (Patrick Wilson). Hard Candy is a rape-revenge film that shockingly does not portray the initial rape, nor does
         it present any sexualized images of women or victims at all. The film thus manages
         to avoid any complicity in perpetuating images of sexualized violence against women
         that might be titillating. In her fascinating analysis of Hard Candy, Rebecca Stringer argues that “the character of Hayley Stark is more clearly drawn
         as a feminist avenger—a vigilante acting directly on the basis of feminist principles.”[37]   There is no clear connection between Hayley and the girl who was killed, no explanation
         for why she took it upon herself to hunt down and destroy Jeff for his sexual abuses
         (she also claims to have killed his accomplice). At the end of the film, when Jeff
         begs Hayley to tell him who she really is and why she is doing this, she vaguely replies,
         “I am every girl you ever watched, touched, hurt, screwed, killed.” Though she eschews
         certain feminist principles like nonviolence and collective action, Hayley is, like
         Salander, an agent of female anger and vengeance against not just specific men but
         an entire culture that normalizes sexual violence against women.
      

      
       As powerful and shocking as Salander’s revenge on Bjurman is, it is over before the
         story is even a third of the way completed. The larger project of Dragon Tattoo and the entire Millennium Trilogy is her struggle to uncover who has been torturing
         and raping women for decades, and then to avenge and dismantle the state-sanctioned
         organization that has been involved in exploiting young women. It is these overarching
         plots that truly cast Salander as a feminist avenger writ large, rather than just
         a singular agent of rape revenge. Importantly, Mikael Blomkvist is her partner in
         vengeance against systemic sexual violence. Blomkvist may sleep with numerous women
         throughout the stories, including Salander, but he is important because the revulsion
         he shares with Salander regarding the exploitation of women clarifies that systemic
         sexual violence is not just an issue for women. Larsson’s point is that this is a
         cultural problem that requires deep structural change and should be addressed by everyone
         regardless of gender, class, or sexual orientation. In Dragon Tattoo Blomkvist’s character is also crucial for revealing that torture and sexual violence
         are not gender specific. Being male or female does not matter when torture and rape
         are reduced to situations of being in power or being powerless.
      

      
       Lisbeth Salander is undoubtedly one of the most original and spectacular fictional
         characters to come along in years and has become the focal point of the Millennium
         Trilogy phenomenon, but Mikael Blomkvist is a sympathetic male presence that broadens
         the gender politics of the stories. For all his competencies as an investigator and
         as a romantic partner, Blomkvist is cast in a melodramatic tradition as a “fallen
         man,” for whom we can feel pathos and cheer for redemption. Whereas the stereotype
         of the “fallen woman” most commonly found in film noir and melodrama usually arrives
         at her lowly status due to the misfortunes of love and sex, fallen men lose their
         way for any number of reasons. Though love and sex are often involved, Janet Staiger
         argues that “plot devices lure a man into wayward paths because of his lack of control.
         These lures may be drink or gambling or even blind ambition.”[38]   The ability to control one’s life, to control any situation, is a key feature of
         our cultural definition of masculinity. To lose control is to lose masculine stature,
         to lose one’s way. Blomkvist is established as a fallen man at the onset of Dragon Tattoo through the detailing of his conviction for slander against a corrupt industrialist.
         As in so many action movies, Blomkvist must redeem his masculine identity, which
         he does in the end by publishing a damning account of the industrialist’s illegal
         activities. And, like action heroes, part of Blomkvist’s redemption is written on
         his body as he suffers torture at the hands of the story’s villain. But unlike the
         Rambos, John McClanes, and Martin Riggses of action movies, Blomkvist is unable to
         save himself.
      

      
       In the novel, Blomkvist is captured almost immediately after he figures out that
         Martin has been abducting, torturing, and killing young women and is the reason for
         the disappearance of his sister Harriet. Martin takes Blomkvist at gunpoint into
         his personal torture chamber in the basement of his expensive home, handcuffs him,
         and uses a throat collar attached to an eyelet in the floor to bind Blomkvist while
         he beats him. Feeling safe in the knowledge that he has complete control over Blomkvist,
         Martin explains the pleasure he takes in kidnapping women and then keeping them captive
         while he tortures and abuses them for days on end, even videotaping the assaults.
         Then, in between bouts of hysteria and homicidal glee, Martin suspends Blomkvist from
         the ceiling by a leather noose, rips most of his clothes off, and prepares to rape
         him. Just before the final violation, as Blomkvist is gasping for a last few breaths
         of air, Salander arrives. She beats Martin viciously with a golf club, breaking many
         of his bones, before she takes a moment to free Blomkvist from the noose. Martin makes
         a desperate run for it, driving off in his car, but Salander pursues him on her motorcycle
         until he crashes and dies in a fiery explosion. Nor does the American film shy away
         from Martin’s intent to rape Blomkvist. Martin explains that he “feels himself getting
         hard,” as the hope drains from Blomkvist’s face, similar to when he watches his female
         victims. Then he cuts off Blomkvist’s shirt and undoes his pants, relishing having
         a man as a victim for the first time.
      

      
       The use of Daniel Craig, the current James Bond, as Mikael Blomkvist in the American
         adaptation of Dragon Tattoo is an especially fortuitous bit of casting. Craig’s identification with the role
         of 007 does risk bringing Bond’s famous hypermasculinity, his toughness and his sexual
         desirability, to the character of Blomkvist. But Craig’s version of Bond, especially
         in the widely praised rebooting of the franchise Casino Royale (2006), represents a different take on ideal masculinity and the vulnerability of
         the hard male body. “Above all, Casino Royale is a story of remasculinization,” argue Susanne Kord and Elisabeth Krimmer. “Surprisingly,
         although the popular notion of Bond suggests otherwise, Craig’s Bond is ideally suited
         for such a narrative. The new Bond is a paradoxical hero who embodies both hypermasculinity
         and vulnerability.”[39]   This shift to a more realistic Bond, whose version of masculinity bears the physical
         and emotional scars of vulnerability, is nowhere more evident than in Casino Royale’s infamous torture scene. The villain’s torture of Bond has long been a convention
         of the series, from the classic scene of Sean Connery’s Bond strapped to a metal table
         in Goldfinger as a laser slowly burns its way toward his groin, to Pierce Brosnan’s Bond being
         tied to an antique strangling chair device in The World Is Not Enough (1999). But where Connery’s Bond bluffs his way out of the death trap with cool quips,
         and Brosnan’s Bond actually has sex with the villainess while bound, Craig’s Bond
         is tortured in a far more realistic, painful, and emasculating way. When Bond is captured
         by Le Chiffre (Mads Mikkelsen), the evil financial dealer of Casino Royale, he is stripped naked and bound to a bottomless chair. Le Chiffre proceeds to interrogate
         and torture Bond by repeatedly pummeling his testicles with a large knotted rope.
         Unlike earlier Bond tortures that established the hero’s superior masculinity, Johnson
         argues that the scene “brings us up close to the torture of Craig’s Bond.”[40]   As Johnson describes it, “An establishing long shot shows a naked Bond in the bottomless
         chair, and, as it proceeds, the scene contains close-ups on the expressions of pain
         on his face throughout. Just as we see the physical presence of Bond, we hear his
         pain since he does not try to remain stoically silent but instead exhales and howls
         loudly.”[41]   Still, in traditional heroic fashion, Bond endures the pain and refuses to divulge
         any of the information that Le Chiffre is after.
      

      
       But the scene was shocking to many fans, and painful to watch, because it diverges
         so much from traditional torture scenes with heroic male ideals. First, Bond is fully
         naked, not just shirtless, and his genitals are explicitly the location of the torture;
         in other words, Bond’s preeminent phallus is literally being destroyed, and along
         with it all of the mythos about masculine impermeability. Second, the scene may not
         be an actual rape, but it is clearly presented as a sexual violation and does not
         shy away from the threat of male-on-male rape. Le Chiffre touches Bond in a sexual
         manner, admires his physique, and commends him on the wonderful shape he has kept
         his body in—before making it clear that none of Bond’s physical strength matters now
         that he has been put in a position of powerlessness. The third, and most realistic,
         divergence is that Bond is rendered incapable of triumphant self-rescue. He cannot
         free himself from the bonds; he cannot bluff or fuck his way out of the torture. Indeed
         he blacks out from the pain and is only saved when an assault team bursts in at the
         last minute and kills Le Chiffre. Moreover, he does not miraculously recover from
         the wounds inflicted upon him. Bond spends months confined to a hospital bed and a
         wheelchair, and it is explained that his penis, his “manhood” itself, may never work
         again. This infamous torture scene does not employ any of the compensation techniques
         used in most action films to confirm the hero’s masculinity. According to the logic
         of our cultural perception of gender, this scene feminizes Bond by offering his body
         as a spectacle and by restricting him to passivity and vulnerability. That Casino Royale can do this to Bond himself, and still be a huge critical and commercial success,
         indicates a significant shift in understanding issues of gender and victimization.
         That Craig’s Bond and his Blomkvist can each embody ideal masculinity and rapeable
         vulnerability helps to reposition our understanding of torture and rape as undeniably
         about issues of power rather than just gender.
      

      
       Salander may be the one who is actually raped in Dragon Tattoo, but the story indicates that Blomkvist can also be victimized. Moreover, in the
         ultimate reversal of the damsel-in-distress trope, Blomkvist is saved by a woman and
         never achieves his own revenge on Martin Vanger. Likewise, in Casino Royale, we find out that Bond’s rescue is thanks in large part to information provided by
         Vesper Lynd (Eva Green), and he is denied the possibility of revenge against Le Chiffre.
         Throughout the Millennium Trilogy, Salander is accorded the full status of what Carol
         Clover refers to as the “victim-hero” of rape-revenge films.[42]   Salander is sexually victimized, but the larger portion of the story deals with
         her calculated, lengthy, and violent revenge. Blomkvist, on the other hand, is only
         victimized. That both Salander and Blomkvist are tortured and sexually victimized
         suggests that Carol Clover is correct in her assertion that rape-revenge films can
         facilitate audience identification with the victim-hero regardless of the viewer’s
         gender because the biology of the character is less important than the performance
         of victimization or revenge. Clover insightfully argues that rape-revenge films “operate
         on the basis of a one-sex body, the maleness or femaleness of which is performatively
         determined by the social gender of the acts it undergoes or undertakes.”[43]   While Clover is talking about rape-revenge films specifically as a horror subgenre,
         her theory about gender roles being performative based on either the suffering or
         the retribution they enact is equally applicable to understanding torture in action
         films.
      

      
       The slippage between torture as sexual victimization and as potential or actual rape
         in action movies, regardless of a character’s gender, means that these films may be
         reworking issues of gendered assumptions about power in an increasingly progressive
         way. That men like Blomkvist and Bond can be depicted as powerless victims of sexual
         violence, as rapeable, helps to uncouple the ideological link between helpless victim
         and femininity. That neither of these two male characters is allowed direct revenge,
         nor a triumphant self-rescue, means that their masculinity is not magically restored
         through any of the complex compensation techniques that are so commonplace when male
         heroes are tortured. Blomkvist’s and Bond’s position as helpless victims of torture
         and sexual assault casts them not as masculine or feminine but as powerless regardless
         of gender. Likewise, Salander’s rape casts her as a momentarily powerless victim who
         happens to be a woman. Salander’s revenge on Bjurman for her rape can be seen as masculinizing
         her (she does penetrate him), but it is not a radical shift in her demeanor. She was
         smart and tough before the rape; the need for vengeance did not transform her from
         passive femininity to active masculinity. Moreover, Salander’s larger revenge against
         men who torture, rape, and murder women raises the revenge narrative to the level
         of feminist politics. While popular culture may still be a long way away from truly
         repositioning violence and sexual assaults as not gender specific, these films are
         at least grappling with the deeper complexity of the issues.
      

      
       In addition to revealing that torture and rape are about powerlessness and vulnerability
         regardless of the victim’s gender, Dragon Tattoo and the entire Millennium Trilogy also demonstrate that sexual violence against women
         should be condemned and fought against by both women and men. Blomkvist is an example
         of appropriate male disgust with sexual violence. Blomkvist is as invested as Salander
         in the quest to catch Martin, the serial rapist and murderer, and the organization
         of men who have been abusing and trafficking in women for years. The stories make
         it clear that Blomkvist is out to take these men down not because it is his job, not
         because he was assaulted, not because he has a brief relationship with Salander, but
         because it is the morally responsible thing to do. Nor does Blomkvist take the lead
         in the struggle; he and Salander work together. Though Salander is more than capable
         of handling almost anything on her own, Blomkvist is always ready to assist her because
         systemic sexual violence against women is something that everyone should rally against.
         While the central revenge fantasy of the Millennium Trilogy is focused around Salander
         and her remarkable exploits, her mission is never really a solitary one in the tradition
         of earlier rape-revenge narratives. In the Millennium Trilogy, Salander does not act
         entirely alone; nor does Blomkvist act alone on her behalf. They fight systemic misogyny
         and sexual violence individually and together.
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      The Maternal Hero in Tarantino’s  Kill Bill
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      In 2003 and 2004, director/screenwriter Quentin Tarantino released the long-awaited
         follow-up to 1997’s Jackie Brown—Kill Bill Vols. 1 and 2, his homage-fusion of grindhouse, exploitation, revenge, kung fu, samurai, and spaghetti
         Western films. Uma Thurman previously acted for Tarantino in 1994’s Pulp Fiction and portrays the lead character here, known in Vol. 1 only as “the Bride.”[1]   As with his earlier films, Tarantino tells his story in a nonchronological fashion,
         and the audience is not given the full backstory until nearly the end of Vol. 2. Vol. 1, an exposition-free revenge story is a thrill-packed series of episodes featuring
         the Bride performing what is usually masculine-identified action. Thurman describes
         the Bride:
      

      
         If it’s a character, it’s a very male character. I mean, the scope of the journey
            that the character goes through is something that you wouldn’t blink twice if you
            saw Mel Gibson’s Mad Max in this position, or Clint Eastwood.[2]  
         

      

      At the time of its release, Kill Bill and star Thurman were praised by critics for presenting a strong and powerful female
         image to movie audiences. Thurman, in the above quote, seems anxious to align her
         performance with those of male movie heavies such as Gibson and Eastwood, and she
         is in many ways justified: the Bride is a trained marksman, kung fu fighter, and swordsman;
         wears the same costume Bruce Lee wore in his last film, 1978’s Game of Death; performs numerous acts of violence; and is the film’s central figure—not the girlfriend
         or damsel in distress. Her “journey,” as Thurman calls it, involves her traveling
         the globe, mercilessly slaying her enemies, being buried alive, and getting severely
         wounded, until she at last reclaims her child. She appears bloody, bruised, and dirty
         throughout most of the two films but is, in the end, victorious—a triumphant hero
         like Eastwood and Gibson might play. But the Bride’s victory—murdering those who wronged
         her and taking her rightful place as a mother—undermines any subversive content her
         action-hero posturing would suggest. Kill Bill lets the Bride play at the role of a male hero for the bulk of the movie but ultimately
         denies her the agency that a male hero would have because her biology determines her
         fate more than her actions. Tarantino creates cinematic worlds that borrow from and
         fuse together genres, styles, and time periods, and the movie interacts with numerous
         cultural anxieties surrounding working women, focusing on a woman who decides to leave
         the masculine working world when she discovers she is pregnant.
      

      
      Despite an attempt to create a female hero, Kill Bill cannot reconcile the masculine action the lead female hero performs with the moments
         of biological essentialism assigned to her. The audience is continually reminded that
         the Bride has a female body, however well she may perform masculine heroism, and that
         her ultimate goal is to reunite with her child and leave her profession. What, then,
         is the ultimate message about the female hero’s claim to masculine power?
      

      
      The film opens with a scene of the Bride in a weakened, vulnerable position—prone
         and bloody, and shot from Bill’s point of view as he stands over her wounded form
         and speaks to her before shooting her in the head—but this scene is immediately followed
         by a knife fight sequence in which we see the Bride challenge and defeat her first
         opponent, Vernita Green (Vivica A. Fox). Tarantino makes sure to remind us of the
         particular vulnerability of a beautiful woman in the scene after this one, by showing
         us that a hospital orderly has been raping the Bride while she lies in a coma and
         making her available to his friends. Though she gets her revenge on the orderly and
         an additional rapist, it’s difficult to imagine Clint Eastwood standing in for Thurman
         in this particular scene. Rather than echoing Eastwood films, the segment is instead
         a homage to such exploitation rape-revenge films as I Spit on Your Grave and Thriller (They Call Her One Eye). This genre features women victims of rape exacting brutal revenge on the assailants.
         When the Bride awakens and overhears the orderly discussing the price for her body,
         she becomes aware of the violation she has been unknowingly enduring. She symbolically
         castrates both men, ripping out the tongue of one rapist and smashing the head of
         the other in a door.
      

      
      Scenes such as this essentialize the biology of the Bride’s female body, and Tarantino
         further narrows the definition of that female body to a maternal one. The Bride wakes
         from her coma and, realizing she is no longer pregnant, grabs her stomach and weeps
         bitterly at the loss of her baby. This is only the first instance where the film assumes
         a “natural” maternal instinct for its female characters. The Bride’s encounter with
         former DiVA member Vernita takes place in front of the latter’s daughter, and the
         women make a temporary truce not to fight in front of the young girl. The appearance
         of a school bus outside the window and the arrival of Vernita’s daughter causes the
         women to stop fighting, establishing the idea that these professional assassins will
         surrender their aggression and what amounts to their “work” (fighting) because it
         is simply wrong to fight (work) in front of one’s child. A later scene reinforces
         the idea that a mother’s only job should be to mother. The Bride speaks to Bill, her
         former lover, boss, and the head of the Deadly Viper Assassination Squad. She tells
         him her reasons for quitting the Vipers, a decision made after taking a home pregnancy
         test:
      

      
         Before that strip turned blue, I was a woman. I was your woman. I was a killer who
            killed for you. I would have jumped a motorcycle onto a speeding train for you. But
            once that strip turned blue, I could no longer do any of those things. Not anymore.
            Because I was going to be a mother.
         

      

      Becoming a mother supersedes everything else. There is even an automatic woman-to-woman
         understanding that motherhood is sacred, even among assassins. During the conversation
         with Bill, the film flashes back to the scene in which the Bride finds she is pregnant.
         Bill has sent her to L.A. on a job, and she is in her hotel room after arriving in
         the city. Having felt sick on the plane, she thinks she might be pregnant and does
         a home test, not really believing it will have a positive result. Immediately after
         taking it, with the little stick in her hand, she is called to the door and nearly
         killed by a rival assassin, also a woman. The scene is played for humor—as the two
         assassins have their guns pointed at each other, the Bride asks her opponent to please
         “look at the stick.” The assassin does, sees the Bride is pregnant, and therefore
         quickly agrees to just walk away and let the Bride go home. The Bride explains, “I’m
         the deadliest woman in the world, but right now I’m just scared for my baby.” The
         implication that the deadliest woman in the world can be brought to her knees and
         made so fearful by becoming pregnant grants incredible power to the male phallus—all
         the patriarch need do is impregnate her to render her completely powerless. Again,
         this scene is played for humor, but it is certainly unsettling to any female claim
         to masculine power or other message of female empowerment. This biological essentialism,
         articulated by the Bride herself in her words to Bill, indicates that she has never
         been her own person. She is determined that her daughter will be her own person (“she deserved to be born with a clean slate,” says the Bride), so she
         keeps her pregnancy secret, later explaining to Bill, “Once you knew, you’d claim
         [the child], and I didn’t want that.” Bill tells the Bride, “Not your decision to
         make,” and she does not argue with him that she should have been the one to decide
         what happened to her body and its contents.
      

      
      Bill’s reaction to the Bride’s decision was to attempt to murder her. In his justification
         for his jealous and violent reaction, Bill disputes the Bride’s narrow interpretation
         of her body’s ownership, suggesting that her work is simply incompatible with motherhood.
      

      
      This essentialization is emphasized by having the camera treat the Bride as feminine
         in moments that concern her biologically female body. One of Carol Clover’s assertions
         about gendered figures on-screen reinforces this idea. In the universe of horror films,
         “sex . . . proceeds from gender, not the other way around. A figure does not cry and
         cower because she is a woman; she is a woman because she cries and cowers.”[3]   In Kill Bill, the Bride does cry, but she never cowers. And the moments when she does cry are
         specifically associated with biological femaleness: when she awakens from her coma
         and realizes she is no longer pregnant (she assumes the baby is dead); when she is
         shot with a truth serum by Bill and forced to relive her decisions regarding her pregnancy;
         and finally after she has killed Bill and escaped to the open road with her child,
         she lies on the floor of the hotel bathroom and weeps as her daughter watches cartoons
         in the room outside. The closing-credit sequence of Vol. 2 shows us all the leading players with their character names and aliases. The last
         two characters given credit are the young actress playing the Bride’s daughter, B.
         B., and the Bride. Her credit is listed as “Uma Thurman as Beatrix Kiddo AKA the Bride
         AKA Black Mamba AKA Mommy.” Here we have the Bride not as Carol Clover’s “final girl”
         but as “final mommy.”
      

      
      Mulvey’s “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” establishes the phallocentrism of
         the camera, which almost universally takes the masculine point of view as its own,
         and that the on-screen woman exists to point to the contrast between the male (who
         possesses a phallus) and herself (who does not). She notes that “it is [the on-screen
         female’s] lack that produces the phallus as a symbolic presence.”[4]   In Kill Bill, the female hero could be seen as producing the phallus of the absent male (Bill)
         as symbolic presence. It was, after all, his literal phallus that set the action of
         the story in motion, since he impregnated the Bride and precipitated her departure
         from the Deadly Vipers. His revenge on her for this departure is in turn the motive
         for her revenge. That she chooses to conduct her rampage of revenge with the phallic
         samurai sword indicates that she desires “to make good the lack of the phallus”[5]   by defeating those who have attempted to suppress her. She symbolizes the threat
         of castration both literally and symbolically by pursuing and defeating the patriarchal
         male, and she “turns her child into the signifier of her own desire to possess a penis.”[6]    Vol. 1 implies that the Bride’s motivation is to avenge the attack against her, her fiancé,
         and her friends and the destruction of her baby. In Vol. 2, we discover that the friends and fiancé meant nothing to her, so the revenge is
         actually on behalf of herself and her child. Mulvey’s formulation becomes much more
         apt, then, with this in mind. The child is the reason for her to wield the phallic
         weapon, perform these acts of symbolic castration, and destroy the patriarchal figure
         of Bill, thus establishing a new symbolic order consisting only of herself and her
         female child.
      

      
      By positioning herself as “a very male character,” Thurman is explicitly asking that
         her character be identified as a masculine hero. In Female Masculinity, Judith Halberstam declares that “what we understand as heroic masculinity has been
         produced by and across both male and female bodies,”[7]   and this production of masculinity by a female body can help to deconstruct the
         link between biological maleness and masculinity. Halberstam argues that we only truly
         begin to see masculinity “when and where it leaves the white male middle-class body,”[8]   and Kill Bill offers us several examples of masculinity performed by nonmale and nonwhite bodies.
         The (female) bodies doing this performing are not “ambiguously gendered bodies”[9]—they are all played by feminine, well-known beauties—but I would argue that their
         actions within the world of the film are definitely performances of cinematic masculine
         behaviors. Filmic masculinity is as dictated by industry and cultural tradition as
         any other film convention insofar as it echoes a limited number of archetypes. Therefore,
         when a female body performs these actions, even when she is not “ambiguously gendered,”
         I argue she may be identified as masculine. And fluidity of gender identification
         can, as Halberstam argues, begin to “reorganize masculinity itself” and “assaul[t]
         dominant gender regimes”[10]   by dismantling the link between biology and gender. Seeing this represented in
         popular-cultural form, such as a film, could in turn help advance the goal of creating
         or encouraging gender fluidity, thus also dismantling the links between biology and
         power.
      

      
      Kill Bill is a film which does help to deconstruct the link between biological maleness and
         masculinity at certain points, but which also reinforces the biological femaleness
         of its central character, therefore denying her a total identification with the masculine
         and undermining the masculine power she claims through her behavior. Moreover, the
         film maintains that masculine behavior and identification is the only way to access power. In the film, all the traditional cultural moments of
         female triumph—wedding, pregnancy, giving birth, mothering an infant—are denied the
         Bride. The only avenues of power left available to her are masculine ones.
      

      
      By creating a movie in which women stand in for male action heroes, Tarantino might
         be seen as enacting a critique of conventional masculinity, since this is at least
         an attempt to address and depict the existence of male-identified women in a mainstream
         popular film. Halberstam states that the insisted linking of maleness and masculinity
         and “the indifference to female masculinity . . . has clearly ideological motivations
         and has sustained the complex social structures that wed masculinity to maleness and
         to power and domination.”[11]   Therefore Tarantino’s use of female masculinity might be seen as a way of deconstructing
         these “complex social structures” such as patriarchy and the family, and indeed at
         first the film reinforces the power of these structures by making Bill (the patriarch)
         such a dominant figure. He robs the Bride of her consciousness, her mobility, and
         her child. Even though she eventually kills Bill and takes back their daughter, Bill’s
         decisions are the ones that drive the narrative.
      

      
      Naming her “the Bride” places her squarely within the realm of a generic femininity.
         Throughout Vol. 1, Beatrix Kiddo’s name is withheld or bleeped out when uttered by other characters.
         “The Bride” is how the male sheriff and the deputies who discover the carnage of the
         slain wedding party refer to her. This is the name she is given in the end credits
         of Vol. 1. Tarantino is likely paying homage to Clint Eastwood’s powerful “Man with No Name”
         character in spaghetti Westerns A Fistful of Dollars, For a Few Dollars More, and The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. Though this comparison does convey a modicum of power to the Bride, by denying her
         a name, the film also denies her a degree of subjectivity. The bleeping out of the
         Bride’s name draws attention to the conventions of film—something Tarantino is actively
         doing throughout both volumes of Kill Bill with his postmodern barrage of references to other filmic sources—and places the
         audience in a position of passivity and powerlessness: everything the audience experiences
         is controlled by the filmmaker. There is no clear reason within the narrative to withhold
         her name from the audience, apart from the police at the scene of the massacre being
         unable to identify her and thus assigning her the pseudonym “the Bride.” The use of
         this particular pseudonym by the police and in the audience’s mind is a way to force
         the audience to experience the paradox of “a bride” performing all of these brutal
         (masculine) acts.
      

      
       While it is true that there are several instances of the camera “viewing” the bride
         as a passive (feminine) figure, there are many more examples that support a reading
         of her as active (masculine). A key component of Mulvey’s distinction between filmic
         masculine and feminine subjects is that the masculine subject does the seeing, and
         the feminine object is seen. Says Mulvey, “The determining male gaze projects its
         phantasy on to the female figure . . . [whose] appearance [is] coded for strong visual
         and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness.”[12]   The first scene of the film, in which the camera is in a tight black-and-white
         close-up on the Bride’s bruised and bloodstained face, helps to reinforce this distinction.
         We hear Bill’s voice off camera and see the effects of his action on the Bride whom
         he sees (he wipes her bloody face then shoots her), but we are denied the opportunity
         to see him; in fact we do not see his face clearly at all in Vol. 1. We hear his voice and see various parts of his body (his hands, his arms, and his
         torso), but never his entire person.[13]   This visually establishes Bill as a powerful figure, and the story reinforces this—he
         is the central agent of the story’s momentum. It is he who forms the Deadly Viper
         Squad, trains its workers, and impregnates the Bride, prompting her to run away, which
         then leads Bill to order the assassination at the wedding chapel,[14]   all leading to the central action of the story: the Bride’s revenge.
      

      
      An antecedent to the Bride’s story is a revenge film starring and directed by Clint
         Eastwood, the postmodern Western High Plains Drifter (1973). In this film, Eastwood plays a “man with no name,” a vengeance-minded drifter
         who menaces a frontier town. We slowly learn that he is a reincarnation of the town’s
         marshal who was murdered by outlaws, with the complicity of the townspeople. Tarantino
         echoes the film’s visual references in flashback to the scenes of violent and brutal
         betrayal. In both films, when a protagonist sees one of his/her betrayers, a certain
         eerie musical motif is heard, and the camera looks up from the bloodied hero’s prone
         point of view at the faces of the betrayers, intercutting between the present and
         a flashback to that same character at the moment of violence against the hero.
      

      
      When the Bride awakens from her coma, she begins to take on the masculine role of
         the seer rather than the seen. After she wakes with a start, we finally get a glimpse
         of Bill from the Bride’s point of view as she has a flashback of the scene at the
         chapel just before she is shot. The barrel of a gun is in the foreground, and behind
         it Bill is out of focus, as he would have been through the Bride’s swollen eyes. From
         this point in the story, the camera more often than not takes the Bride’s point of
         view, and she becomes the privileged eye with which the audience identifies.
      

      
       Especially whenever the Bride performs masculine action, this male/seer, female/seen
         paradigm is reversed, and the Bride is the one who does the seeing. Even lying prone
         in her hospital bed, the camera is positioned from her viewpoint once she is awake.
         At the moments when she spots an aggressor from the chapel massacre episode, the camera
         takes her point of view, both at the present scene of agency and back at the chapel
         scene of violence toward her. We see each character through her eyes as they were
         then and as they appear now. A scene that illustrates this masculine ownership of
         sight particularly well is the showdown with O-Ren Ishii (Lucy Liu) and her followers
         at the House of Blue Leaves restaurant in Tokyo. This is chronologically the first
         stop on the Bride’s “death list” of revenge, though it does not occur until the end
         of Vol. 1. The Bride’s point of view is almost universally the camera’s; she (and we) watches
         O-Ren and followers enter the restaurant, and observes O-Ren and fellow chapel massacre
         participant Sofie Fatale through the “revenge” lens of double-seeing (present and
         flashback). More explicitly, when the Bride is surrounded by O-Ren’s bodyguards, “the
         Crazy 88,” she looks into her sword and sees reflected even those opponents that are
         behind her. Her possession and control of the phallic weapon could be read as what
         enables her to see.
      

      
      The power of her sight is further emphasized by her ability to actively rob her opponents
         of sight. In the House of Blue Leaves, the Bride plucks out the eye of one male opponent
         and slays, with her sword, all the others who oppose her, thus denying them the right
         to ever “see” her again. In Vol. 2, she also plucks out the remaining eye of Elle Driver (Daryl Hannah), a former member
         of the Vipers. Preceding the fight between the Bride and Driver, Driver has in turn
         successfully performed the masculine filmic role herself. She drives up to the trailer
         of Bill’s brother Budd in a Thunderbird convertible (a “penis car”) wearing a suit.
         She then kills him with a phallic instrument of death (a poisonous snake) in order
         to steal a phallic weapon (a valuable samurai sword), which he had stolen from the
         Bride. The previous night, Budd had buried the Bride alive and is as of yet unaware
         that she has escaped. As Budd lies dying, Driver expresses her regret that “the greatest
         warrior she has ever met”—that is, the Bride—should have met her death “at the hands
         of a bushwhackin’, scrub, alky piece of shit like” Budd. The Bride then returns to
         defeat Driver, which she does by blinding her and leaving her alone in the trailer
         with the snake, thereafter repossessing her samurai sword. As well as depriving her
         opponent of sight, plucking out the eyes is symbolic of castration, so the Bride is
         the one to remain in possession of both the phallus (sword) as well as the ability
         to see.
      

      
       The possession and successful use of this phallic weapon can be viewed as a means
         by which the Bride, having been weakened by the penetration and impregnation of her
         body, rejects any further penetration of her own body and instead will penetrate others
         (both male and female) as she seeks her revenge. The Bride travels with her phallic
         sword always visible—on the plane it is next to her, and as the plane lands in Tokyo,
         she even strokes the hilt in a masturbatory manner. In the airport, there is a posterior
         waist-height shot of her walking, and she holds the sword close to her side. Judith
         Butler theorizes that a “feminine penetration of the feminine, or a feminine penetration
         of the masculine” (both of which occur in Kill Bill) “could be considered something like a cooptation and displacement of phallic autonomy
         that would undermine the phallic assurance over its own exclusive rights.”[15]  
      

      
      Existing side by side with progressive depictions of powerful women, however, are
         scenes of victimization. Ben Singer, in Melodrama and Modernity: Early Sensational Cinema and Its Contexts, addresses the simultaneous and seemingly contradictory presence in silent serials
         of scenes of victimization of women, alongside the depiction of women as heroic agents—a
         pattern replicated in Kill Bill. He addresses the “lurid victimization of the heroine by male villains who exploit
         their greater size, strength and sadistic guile to render [the heroine] powerless
         and terrified.”[16]   This suggests that we read Kill Bill as a modern-day serial-queen film. The Bride, too, goes through an alternating series
         of empowering and humiliating scenes. The film begins with a view of her prone, bloody,
         and helpless and alternates such scenes as her rape, defeat, and live burial at the
         hands of Bill’s brother Budd with scenes of her strong and competent triumph over
         her adversaries, which also couples, as Singer puts it, “an ideology of female power
         with an equally vivid exposition of female defenselessness and weakness.”[17]  
      

      
      Singer mentions that psychoanalysis offers several explanations for an audience’s
         willingness to view female power and victimization in the same film but does not believe
         that these explanations alone cover the facts and that the historical context must
         be taken into account: “The serial-queen’s oscillation between agency and vulnerability
         expressed the paradoxes and ambiguities of women’s new situation in urban modernity.”[18]   My explanation is that a female character performing heroism is distinct from a
         “heroine” character and can offer the male members of the audience an opportunity
         to identify with moments of heroic agency but distance themselves from the moments
         of vulnerability since these moments are specifically female identified.
      

      
      In this way, the serial-queen genre is also an ancestor of the horror film because
         it allows the audience to identify with a vulnerable lead character. Clover claims
         that the horror genre “is far more victim-identified than the standard view would
         have it.”[19]   She notes that these films are comfortable with the “possibility that male viewers
         are quite prepared to identify not just with screen females, but with . . . screen
         females in fear and pain.”[20]   She notes that the viewer’s first identification is with the camera and then only
         secondarily with the main character. Since Kill Bill’s camera so often privileges the Bride’s viewpoint, the viewers are led to identify
         with her even when her gender does not match theirs, and even when she is a victim.
      

      
       Ultimately, the Bride may be less in line with Halberstam’s ideal performance of
         the masculine by females and more in line with Mulvey’s assessment that she stands
         in “patriarchal culture as signifier for the male other.”[21]   Halberstam acknowledges that this has frequently been the role of the masculine
         female, to show how male masculinity is the real thing, by framing female masculinities
         as “the rejected scraps of dominant masculinity.”[22]  
      

      
      Halberstam says that “not-masculine” is defined through the nonwhite, nonhetero, and
         nonworker, since white middle-class maleness is seen to stand in for essentialized
         masculinity.[23]   Tarantino’s fascination in Reservoir Dogs with that white middle-class maleness supports this point. Kill   Bill’s more ethnically diverse, female-centered cast (especially in Vol. 1) might, according to Halberstam, continue to define that same white masculinity by
         showing us the “not” side of the equation. Thurman’s fights with Fox and Liu, though
         tougher and more down and dirty than women usually get to be, still point the comparison
         to the male bodies who “normally” perform violent fight scenes. Halberstam says, “We
         tend to believe that female gender deviance is much more tolerated than male gender
         deviance,”[24]   and this certainly seems true for Tarantino. There are several moments in Reservoir Dogs (1992) and Pulp Fiction (1994) where suspected homosexuality or other gender deviance is ridiculed and/or
         reacted against with violence. This preoccupation is evident also in Tarantino’s turn
         as an actor in Sleep with Me, in which he muses about the homosexual subtext of super hetero-militaristic Top Gun.
      

      
       Halberstam maintains that heterosexual female masculinity—as we see in Kill Bill—“menaces gender conformity in its own way, but all too often it represents an acceptable
         degree of female masculinity as compared to the excessive masculinity of the dyke.”[25]   Again, Tarantino does not clearly present a queer sexuality in the film, and in
         this way he falls short of the truly subversive critique Halberstam envisions. Nor
         does the film heed Halberstam’s warning that “it is important when thinking about
         gender variations such as male femininity and female masculinity not simply to create
         another binary in which masculine always signifies power. In alternative models of
         gender variation, female masculinity is not simply the opposite of female femininity
         nor is it a female version of male masculinity.”[26]    Kill Bill fails to fully embrace an alternate, female masculinity, but getting the audience
         to accept Thurman’s Bride as “a very male character” points to the constructedness
         of an essentially male masculine cinematic heroism: if a woman may fulfill the male
         hero role in a popular film, then the inherent maleness of that masculinity is still
         in doubt, and while that does help the audience envision possibilities for women fighters
         in the future, that transgressive future is not realized in Kill Bill. Because the Bride is a mother, and rape victim, Kill Bill remains a chauvinist fantasy where a woman can play at heroism but is always defeated
         via her female body. In the end, the Bride becomes defined by her maternity and not
         her masculine action.
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      We’ve Seen This Deadly Web Before
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         Repackaging the Femme Fatale and Representing the Superhero(ine) as Neo-noir “Black
            Widow” in Sin City

         
         
      

      
      When director Robert Rodriguez adapted the graphic novel Sin City to the Hollywood silver screen, he did so in spectacular and revolutionary style.
         The 2005 blockbuster came as a fresh and innovative take on the recent explosion of
         fantastic superheroes in popular culture, a period from 2001 to the present that Shaun
         Treat deems a superhero zeitgeist for how we saw more commercial releases in the superhero genre than all prior years
         in Hollywood combined.[1]    Sin City was refreshing for how it broke from traditional Hollywood narrative structure to
         deliver three nonlinear story lines based on Frank Miller’s dark neo-noir comics.
         One critic deemed the film “hyper-stylized” for how its “raw, simple stories” and
         “sexually charged, blood-soaked world” heavily appeals to the infantile “desires of
         the male imagination.”[2]   For the indie director turned Hollywood visionary, Rodriguez truly understands
         and respects the artistic allure of comic books for grown men with a predilection
         for macho fantasy.[3]   Countercritics went as far as to label Sin City a cheap “multi-million dollar spectacle” whose narratives are more reminiscent of
         a Hollywood exploitation film by “sinking into brainless violence, gender exploitation
         . . . and cheap, adolescent nihilism.”[4]   Roger Ebert received the film as more a representation of style than a narrative
         in any traditional sense: “[Sin City] internalizes the harsh world of the Frank Miller comic books and processes it through
         computer effects, grotesque makeup, lurid costumes and dialogue that chops at the
         language of noir.”[5]   What Rodriguez achieved in visual style was just the piece so many graphic novel
         adaptations had strived to put together time and again yet had failed to accomplish.
         In other words, Rodriguez/Miller’s creative brainchild captured an aesthetic that
         paid honest tribute to the graphic, visceral, and hallucinatory highs of its comic
         book origin. Beyond merely bringing Miller’s stories to the moveable screen at twenty-four
         frames per second, Rodriguez translates them with precise and awe-inspiring fidelity
         to their source, making each independent frame of the comic medium the practical storyboard
         for the film. While many lauded Rodriguez/Miller for creating a new artistic style
         with intertextual appeal and multigenre scope, others have called their finished product
         a modern-day film noir exemplar for how its dark visuals and dialogue reconstruct
         the hopeless worlds of Casablanca (1942) and Sunset Boulevard (1950) with their socially regressive messages and motifs.
      

      
      Sin City stands as an intriguing rhetorical takeoff point into feminist film criticism. Many
         have addressed the film’s visual style as a historical and aesthetic signifier for
         classical Hollywood noir films. Jeff Otto argues that the film signals a “neo-noir”
         narrative for how its constant voice-over monologues and hard-boiled lines remain
         heavily steeped in the world of 1950s pulp fiction magazines and B-grade detective
         films.[6]   Spicer situates the entire milieu of these types of films into a contemporary genre
         of “neo-noir” because they draw distinctly on the classical period’s (1930s–1950s)
         signature styles.[7]   Rodriguez/Miller’s film is styled in the explicit vein of film noir—a term which
         translates literally from its French coinage as “black film”—and the genre’s use of
         shadow and stark backgrounds, black-white contrasts, and themes of darkness, obsession,
         and doom.[8]   It may not be surprising how and why these themes tend to arise in Hollywood during
         times of political dismay, especially in response to oppressive practices of monopoly
         capitalism gone awry.[9]   Unlike Hollywood audiences of decades past, we are permitted by modern-day technological/industrial
         advancements to experience the world of Sin City beyond grainy 16 mm black-and-whites through a more futuristic high-definition lens
         (a shiny and gray look) with the occasional splash of a bright color (a streaking
         red or yellow) to call attention to a specific character.[10]   Given how the characters of Sin City act as mirrored archetypes for the psychologically tortured antiprotagonists of noir
         lore, we inspect supernatural images of hero/heroine as rhetorical neo-noir signifiers
         for classical Hollywood themes of aesthetic/narrative darkness, obsession, and doom.
      

      
      From their comic book births into action blockbuster figures, shifting signification
         processes of the superhero mythos have been common across history. Yet the American
         superhero has floated across time as a patriarchal image belonging to a predominantly
         male domain.[11]   The recent infiltration of Hollywood superheroes onto our popular-culture landscape
         has not only made it difficult for scholarship to keep up but has also begun to recreate
         the screen as an empowering space where superheroines are allowed to exist. This chapter seeks a rhetorical engagement with and critical
         interrogation of supernatural females as they act as signifiers for feminist strength
         in Rodriguez/Miller’s hyperstylized world. To call Sin City a neo-noir film foregrounds the similar cultural mood that binds our Bush post-9/11
         recession decade to the postdepression, World War II political climate of the 1940s
         and 1950s. If, as Shugart contends, superheroes act as floating historical signifiers
         that speak to a particular cultural moment,[12]   we wonder whether the fantastic nature of the American superheroine might inspire
         a playful subversion of gender identity for viewing superhero films through a feminist
         lens. We approach this fascination with a Foucauldian understanding of power and dominance
         to utilize the dynamic approach that Raymie McKerrow deems a critical rhetoric. To
         avoid pursuing a narrow feminist critique, we find it important to discuss signified
         portrayals of women/femininity conceptually in relation to men/masculinity while paying
         careful attention to how these interdependent identity factors work with and against
         one another in ubiquity. We therefore approach gender and sex as independent factors
         that require detailed and sustained attention to their formation and to the nonsimple
         ways in which they play out onto one another.[13]   This chapter explores the contradictory relationships of dominant social-structural
         forces and individual subjectivities, surface and substance in texts, gender normative
         images masked in acts of subversion, and comic book versus motion picture treatments
         of identity.
      

      
      Gendered Signifiers and Style in the Neo-noir Text

      
      The characters of Miller/Rodriguez’s world are fascinating both for how they gender
         the highly stylized world of Basin City (universally known as Sin City) and signify
         the superhero film as a neo-noir text. First, the film’s five characters are styled
         for the gender archetypes they contain to give audiences a taste “not so much of their
         presence as their essence.”[14]   The three principal narratives tell the stories of five ultraviolent protagonists
         who remain tied to one another through various degrees of separation and   become
         rotated into a hyperdimension throughout the film’s progression[15]:  Marv is a towering, seven-foot-tall man of dim intellect with a superhuman appetite
         for violence, yet one who highly values loyalty and kindness; Dwight McCarthy, a tortured
         soul with a nihilistic worldview, is a model of chivalry with a bad temper, a passion
         for romance, and a history of binge drinking and wild love affairs; Gail is a dominatrix,
         Catwoman type who exists in a love-hate power relationship with Dwight and stands
         as the authority figure over a community of prostitutes in Old Town; Detective John
         Hartigan is a muscular, imposing man who gets wrongly convicted of raping eleven-year-old
         Nancy Callahan; Nancy is a sensitive, caring exotic dancer who develops a love affair
         with Hartigan after he rescues her from the villainous Yellow Bastard.
      

      
       We only need a glimpse into how these characters are styled in costume, color, lighting,
         camera angle, and so on to gain a deeper understanding into the contradictory gendered
         politics that govern Basin City. Reading characters at the surface level of style
         does not deemphasize their humanity, for, as Horsley argues, “despite their relentless
         pulpiness, despite their walking clichés caught inside a demented fantasy of postmodern
         medievalism, Miller/Rodriguez’s characters develop, improbably, into flesh and blood
         beings, with hearts that bleed and not just bodies.”[16]   Style can be crucially important to uncovering the rhetoric of images, for, as
         Vivian argues, style not only reflects how a director’s worldview surfaces in individual
         aesthetic but offers us an intellectual category for understanding a big-picture social
         reality beyond the level of artistic form.[17]   As rhetorical scholars are coming to recognize the substantive social and political
         influences of style apart from its traditional connotations of artistic characteristics,[18]   we must see style as a kind of ideology or set of ideologies that give it discursive
         impact.[19]   Because style carries with it many ideological beliefs, it is necessarily prone
         to contradictory interpretations. Just as we can never speak for how another received
         a film, or how a picture says a thousand words, the rhetoric of style can reveal a
         whole complex array of competing subjectivities. Therefore, we must take care in piecing
         together the muted ideologies within style because ideology is itself contradictory.[20]  
      

      
       Second, the characters in Sin City represent contradictory beings for how they act in subversion to traditional gender
         norms inherent within the superhero narrative but remain styled in the aesthetic vein
         of the film noir genre. The superheroes and superheroines of Sin City resonate as gendered signifiers for two classic archetypes in film noir: the morally
         conflicted antihero, doomed to be a victim of his own demise, and the poisonous Black Widow, a sultry seductress who leads the antihero protagonist to his inevitable destruction.
         The neo-noir Black Widow is renegotiated by regressive film noir standards of the
         femme fatale and, as such, embodies the paradoxical legacies of sexism prominent in
         classical Hollywood. Goldie, a sex worker who leads Marv to his violent death, provides
         a shining example in this regard as she floats through Sin City flaunting her sexuality
         in exchange for physical protection. Goldie is styled in full color with a keen aesthetic
         focus on her blond curly locks of hair as she radiates the screen when contrasted
         with the film’s stark black-and-white aesthetic. Goldie embodies Hollywood’s “continued
         legacy of sexism in a culture that understands itself as post-feminist, if not post-gender,”
         knowing fully that she can gain power over men by calling attention to her body.[21]   Film noir was keen on these lethal female archetypes, whose questionable virtue
         and mental imbalance were masked by a faux feminine empowerment.[22]   Constructed in binary opposition to the Super Antihero, the Black Widow maintains
         her role as temptress as a “grounds to legitimize [male] acts of torture and extreme
         violence.”[23]   Because she has no agency without her male counterpart, her signified image has
         over time revealed her as a disabling figure for women. Indeed, countless scholars
         have lamented how the Black Widow is granted agency and control only when she administers
         her lethal dose of femme fatale through sexual prowess.
      

      
         The male Super Antihero signifies a contemporary archetype of film noir lore because,
         like these classic “nonheroic heroes,” he remains an unstable, ineffectual, flawed,
         tragic protagonist who suffers from a range of psychological neuroses, and is unable
         to solve the problems he faces.[24]   He is a dystopian figure defined by anarchic violence and the male societal standard
         of “it’s not what you are underneath, but what you do that defines you.”[25]   He thus remains a morally ambiguous hero who runs the perpetual risk of becoming
         Supervillain.[26]   Detective Hartigan exemplifies this notion for how he must “wield redemptive violence
         in outlaw crusades against evil, tacitly flirting with antidemocratic values.”[27]   As a decorated cop who is made criminal by a faulty judicial system, he represents
         the typical Super Antihero morality tale and becomes the “secular savior” who ultimately
         sacrifices himself for his Black Widow, Nancy Callahan, without clearing his own name.
         His death as Super Antihero is further exaggerated by style when he stands as a black
         silhouette against a white, snowy backdrop and shoots himself point blank as bright
         red splatters the landscape. The archetypal characteristics running beneath surface
         images of superheroine and superhero make them useful for calling critically on style
         to interrogate how and why gender-subversive acts become normalized within the morally
         backward world of Sin City.
      

      
       Just as superheroes document specific historical moments, these nostalgic neo-noir
         archetypes are useful signifiers for understanding what it means to be male and female
         in our post-9/11 era and further offer scholars a rhetorical “springboard for discussing
         ideological mainstays informing [dominant] narratives of good American citizenship.”[28]   The commercial signs of Black Widow and Super Antihero are used in style to simplify
         and smooth over the complexities of identity to inform citizens how to act in and
         out of accordance with one’s gender in U.S. culture. Gendered neo-noir images, therefore,
         function in popular culture as rhetorical scripts to further streamline the discursive
         meanings behind being female and acting feminine, being male and acting masculine,
         being female and acting masculine, acting both masculine and feminine, or being both
         male and female. Privileging style as a sign system of rhetorical meaning provides
         critics a pathway to comb through the complicated web of possibilities that make up
         identity and subjectivity. Paying attention to gender in this contradictory signification
         process allows for a crystallized understanding of why strength, for instance, is
         inherently connected to men in the dominant cultural imagination or why we must remain
         critically vigilant to the subtle ways that power and virility become reclaimed as
         feminine qualities in the dominant Hollywood structure. Since Hollywood narrative
         convention has long dictated that male and female characters cannot exist without
         the other, we strive toward pinning down how power functions to discursively “naturalize”
         the social norms that position heroines (and by extension females) beneath males to
         encourage consent within a dominant order.
      

      
      Style and Power Entangled 
in a Dense Web of Meaning
      

      
      While rhetorical scholars have paid much attention to the role of discourse in addressing
         gender marginalization since the ideological turn, the coming of a critical rhetoric
         project has brought about new ways to think of discursive power relations as they
         create and sustain social norms to control the dominated.[29]   Acting on the postmodern tendency of critical rhetoric, McKerrow contends that
         by “pulling together” discourses as “fragmented, unconnected, even contradictory or
         momentarily oppositional,” we can “illuminate otherwise hidden or taken for granted
         social practices.”[30]   Many scholars of critical rhetoric seek to deconstruct texts as a “dense web” of
         micropolitics, muted discourses, and localized narratives to challenge the upheld
         social practices we willingly participate in to discipline ourselves.[31]   These works call for new understandings of power that complicate already accepted
         notions of domination and coercion.[32]   One could read and watch Sin City itself as a critical project for how Rodriguez/Miller make the concerted attempt
         toward feminine subversion by portraying superheroines who use muscular force to act
         out of accordance with their gender. The prostitutes of Old Town, in particular, hold
         on to a feminist commitment to community while adopting the masculine qualities that
         have traditionally floated around the male Super Antihero: they administer a violent
         brand of vigilante justice, operate with their own mortality in close hindsight, and
         violently navigate their deadly neighborhood as bloody dominatrices of anarchy. The
         film operates as gender subversive in this way to give commercial audiences superheroines
         of substance who blatantly contradict and upset the dominant male societal standard
         that situates women as protected beneath men as protectors.
      

      
       Style works in the critical project as a strong rhetorical basis for confronting
         dominant ideologies because it attempts to get to structural discourses of power beneath
         superficial surfaces. Because ideology is deeply embedded within images, we can arrive
         at its many complexities if we approach ideology as a web of meanings that we generate
         and piece together through a system of cultural artifacts.[33]   Style grants us the ability to draw ideological connections between different historical
         periods (e.g., classical 1930s–1950s film noir and post-9/11 neo-noir) as well as
         to construct new rhetorical meanings at the surface level of form and medium (e.g.,
         comic books and blockbuster films) and genre and subgenre (e.g., superhero, neo-noir,
         and exploitation film). Paying attention to style ought not stop at the surface either,
         since style, like ideology, runs deeper. Style can help us rearticulate dominant discourses
         operating beneath commercial images that ideologically inform elements of our identity.
         Because style is a means by which power is negotiated and struggled over in society,[34]   style performs the “demystifying function” of the critical project that uncovers
         the silent and often overlooked ways in which rhetoric conceals as much as it reveals
         through its relationship with power.[35]   When we look again to the prostitutes of Old Town, they come to gain vast social
         and political power in Basin City by exemplifying feminine physical strength over
         men through literal killing acts. Yet these subversive superheroines become undermined
         by style in their sexualized dominatrix dress that ultimately signifies them alongside
         the faux feminist empowerment of Third Wave ideology. Style operates here as more
         than the whips and chains that Old Town prostitutes don on their bodies or the splashes
         of bright red blood that stain the dark urban streets of their black-and-white world.
         Style is, for Brummett, a socially embedded symbol system that includes visual discourse
         and performs powerful rhetorical functions in everyday life.[36]   It is at the surface level of style where the Old Town prostitutes’ power becomes
         undermined by overly sexualized dress as they continue to perpetuate the regressive
         traits of the evil Black Widow archetype. The rhetorical script given to audiences
         is a gender-normative one when the superheroine sex workers remain disallowed from
         seeing past their romantic heterosexual compulsion and only spin their sultry webs
         of seduction with one end goal—to lead men to their eventual doom. We need to look
         more closely into how the prostitutes’ individual acts of gender subversion work within
         and around style to situate women in subordination to men within the popular imagination.
         We now interrogate the visual images and discursive messages that float around the
         Black Widow as they work to constrain and enable the superheroine, Gail, who dominates
         part 2 of the film narrative.
      

      
      “The Big Fat Kill”: Gendered Images and 
Discursive Arrangement
      

      
      Gendered images become a prominent feature in Miller/Rodriguez’s world for how the
         graphic novel medium itself relies more on artistic arrangement and hyperstylized
         illustrations to tell a story than its emblematic dialogue bubbles. The film’s distinct
         first-person voice-over is one stylistic feature reminiscent of film noir, in which
         Dwight McCarthy narrates the world of Basin City from the masculine point of view
         of the Super Antihero as his inner monologues drive the plot progression. Because
         the combined sexist legacy of the superhero mythos and classical noir privileges male
         voice, Gail is introduced to the film’s second plotline as a neo-noir Black Widow
         figure who embodies the paradox of “femme fatale as projection of male fears and desires.”[37]   Gail is a strong, stubborn, overtly sexualized woman depicted in the dominatrix
         attire of chains, netted stockings, and patent leather dress. She represents symbols
         of societal anarchy and power as she rules her neighborhood of Old Town with an iron
         fist. Old Town is a section of Basin City where “the girls get to administer their
         own brand of justice” through anarchic violence and sexual dexterity. According to
         Dwight, “the ladies are the law here; beautiful and merciless; if you’ve got the cash
         and you play by their rules, they can make all your dreams come true, but if you cross
         them you’re a corpse.” Dwight exists in his mind as a protector over the prostitutes
         of Old Town, though Gail sees him more as a difficult ally she cannot seem to abandon.
         As a hopeless romantic who always folds under Gail’s seductive spell, Dwight possesses
         the ultraviolent and superhuman qualities of the Super Antihero as he jumps off skyscrapers
         and flies through car windshields unscathed. He stands as a symbol of bravery and
         assumes the role of calm, collected alpha male who presents a stoic and confident
         public self, though he questions himself internally.
      

      
       Gail stands as a tough female subject within Dwight’s morally questionable inner
         monologue as he follows a group of dangerously intoxicated men driving into the bleak
         domain of Old Town. Dwight uses his supernatural sense to locate trouble lurking around
         the group of men’s search for sex and stands by to aid the women. The group’s ringleader
         then makes a fatal mistake when he pulls a gun on one of Old Town’s sex workers, resulting
         in a bloody massacre that leads to their brutal deaths. The prostitutes stretch the
         male corpses out along an alley street to discover that they had murdered a “hero”
         police officer in cold blood, which violated the prostitutes’ volatile agreement with
         the Basin City authorities. As Dwight tells the audience, “If a cop wanders into the
         neighborhood and he’s not shopping for what the girls are selling, they send him packing.
         But they send him back alive. That’s the rules.” Dwight subsequently embarks on a
         dangerous journey to hide the bodies in order to uphold the prostitutes’ unsteady
         truce and maintain the social order of Sin City. As Dwight finds himself in the inevitability
         of near-death situations, his internal monologue reveals his insecurity over having
         failed the women. Yet the hopeless Super Antihero never ceases to be rescued by several
         supernatural female prostitutes in order to fulfill his duty as protector of Old Town.
         These acts tend toward the subversive for how the Super Antihero himself becomes reliant
         on feminine strength for physical protection. In this way, Gail and Dwight operate
         as subversive reminders that “one is never only a woman or only a man”[38]   as they further work to problematize our “understandings of the male gaze and female
         spectatorial pleasure.”[39]   Indeed, many have noted how gender and sexual identity are intersectional insofar
         as men can take on many feminine characteristics while women may adopt typically masculine
         ones. Yet the film maintains a dominant discourse of what it means to act female and
         male in our world in how gender-normative roles are visually reinforced through style.
      

      
       The Black Widow and Super Antihero figures come to represent a site of tension where
         woman and man are seen as working together, yet in binary opposition to one another.
         This power struggle is exemplified through the characters of Gail and Dwight. On one
         hand, Gail operates under the feminist notion that she and her deadly community of
         superheroines need no help from a man. Initially, Gail views Dwight’s offer to help
         as trivial and cute, assuring him that she “has it under control.” This progressive
         narrative depiction of the Black Widow becomes problematic when Gail and her band
         of prostitutes commit the murderous act that threatens their social power (and their
         very material well-being) in the masculine superhero world of Sin City. Either they
         must rely on the male Super Antihero for help or become once again subjugated to the
         rule of the mob and corrupted police force. When Gail sees this dilemma as an ultimatum
         with no other option but to elicit Dwight’s help, she willingly places herself as
         a subject implicated into the visual aesthetic of the neo-noir superhero mythos. As
         images of femme fatale, Gail and the sex workers of Old Town accessorize themselves
         with heavy jewelry, sharp knives and katanas, cigarettes, and machine guns. Yet the
         superheroine style remains predominantly marked by their scandalous dress, with an
         overtly sexualized emphasis on their tight, scantily clad, revealing leather costumes
         complete with whips and chains. Therefore, the prostitutes’ sense of style is more
         an expression of fashion that operates under the distinct superhero male gaze to uphold
         dominant discourses about females and femininity. Brummett elaborates how “style is
         not simply a matter of which shirt one puts on but is the transcendent ground in which
         the social is formed,”[40]   where style functions to reveal hidden ideological beliefs operating at the level
         of the image.
      

      
       While the prostitutes function autonomously, having transcended the past patriarchal
         oppression of their pimps, the idea of feminist community becomes undermined when
         they bend to the dominant tendency to let males lead. Indeed, Gail views Dwight’s
         offer to help as genuine and without personal agenda, which ultimately justifies his
         masculine imposition onto the collective good of Old Town. Gail thus has trouble existing
         independently of Dwight and always succumbs to his indelibly masculine demands to
         lead, thereby reinscribing men as symbols of protection. As Stabile contends, “these
         narratives are quintessential protection scenarios that indulge in fantasies about
         the heroes’ unlimited ability to protect a silent and largely feminized humanity from
         that which threatens it.”[41]   Miller/Rodriguez attempt to resolve this tension through style: the resolution
         of “The Big Fat Kill” ends in bloody and grandiose fashion with the image of Dwight
         holding Gail steadily by his side as they, with machine guns in hand, brutally murder
         the mob and the police against a blood-red backdrop of the sky. After the gory bullet
         fest, Dwight ultimately has the last say in resolving the superhero plotline as he
         reverts to his morally questionable inner monologue to refer to Gail. The Super Antihero
         idolizes his female counterpart in hopeless romanticism: “My warrior woman, my valkyrie,
         you’ll always be mine. Always. And Never.” Here, the Black Widow functions beyond
         regressive film noir standards (e.g., luring the protagonist to his death) and assists
         the Super Antihero in eliminating a powerful, violent group of men. This is a common
         staple of the contemporary superhero mythos, one which refers to what Wanzo refers
         to as the “tension of inclusiveness,” which is masked by exclusivity, where the hero
         is essentially the chosen protector and the female heroine is just “hot.”[42]   As Stabile argues, “gender is an important rail of superhero narratives and to
         upset it is to undo the whole edifice of protection upon which the stories are erected.”[43]   In similar tradition as classical film noir, Miller/Rodriguez portray the Black
         Widow as ultimately reliant on the Super Antihero, thereby reinforcing their regressive
         meaning through a seemingly subversive reiteration of gendered superhero(ine) acts.
         The film’s story line may appear on the surface to be subversive inasmuch as it features
         tough, violent women, but at the end of the day, only white men protect.
      

      
      Possibilities of Style: Beyond Black Widow and 
Super Antihero
      

      
      Unlike the supernatural saviors of the traditional superhero mythos, the flawed characters
         of Sin City are particularly interesting for how they function within their own human morality
         and challenge societal sex and gender roles on the surface. Indeed, Sin City operates in stylistic grandeur and portrays superhuman men and women often acting
         out of accordance with their gender. Yet it is sometimes at the pinnacle of subversion
         where archetypes are stereotyped and exploited in the most concealed ways. This chapter
         sought to interrogate whether individual acts of gender subversion by the characters
         in Miller/Rodriguez’s film actually reinforces a normative script for how to perform
         one’s gender and sex. By examining the figure of the Black Widow and her male counterpart,
         the Super Antihero, we have attempted to unmask the ways in which Sin City operates at the intersection of visual images and rhetorical discourse to situate
         women in subordination to men within the cultural imagination. It was important to
         study gendered images as hyperstylized since style is a theoretical instrument to
         understand market production, consumption, and how they function together in society
         as rhetorics that strive to maintain a hierarchical discourse of power. We conclude
         with a consideration of how individual (male) directors operating within the Hollywood
         structure might fashion gender messages that work with subversive intent yet remain
         vulnerable to the inevitable process of dominant translation.
      

      
      Looking to the Super Antihero and the Black Widow as resonant signifiers of 1950s
         noir archetypal figures reveals much about Rodriguez and Miller’s film as a pseudo-feminist
         text. That is to say that Rodriguez/Miller know the power of floating images in the
         twenty-first century, and so too must critics. To use rhetoric as a critical practice,
         we must remain open to being positioned and situated in different ways depending on
         different historical moments.[44]   Using style in one such system can, for instance, reveal how the Black Widow gets
         depicted as a subversive image who fulfills Third Wave feminist “empowerment” and
         ultimately reinforces a normative gendered script for what it means to be a woman.
         We need to engage critical discussions and scholarly critiques of superheroes that
         recenter the female experience as central to the male-dominated superhero narrative.
         This project is one such attempt to not only answer McKerrow’s call to destabilize
         the “rational, male voice” that has dominated Western rhetoric but to use feminism
         as a critical practice that recreates the superhero mythos as a narrative for remembering
         his-tories as her-stories.
      

      
      To think about style as aesthetics is useful for opening up Sin City as a rhetorical text that ventures beyond visual surface into how power relations
         function inside and beyond the Hollywood commodity. McGee suggests that all commodity
         exchanges are, in essence, “a fight for control over consciousness” between “human
         agents who play the role of ‘power’ and ‘people’ in a given transaction.”[45]   Rushing and Frentz have further documented the ways in which films can reveal and
         repress that which is odious to consciousness.[46]   That is to say that Hollywood products like Sin City float in popular culture to maintain what Cloud laments is a “rhetoric of control,”
         or a system of persuasion to encourage consent in behavior and belief.[47]   Commercial film represents a site of tension and negotiation between a director’s
         attempt at artistic subversion and the Hollywood industry’s corporate agenda.[48]   Creative works, as Horsley maintains, consequently become commodities to serve
         the function of propaganda instead of art, and what were once individual forms of
         expression become corporate means of social indoctrination.[49]   The paradox here is that movies become instruments of domination as well as visionary
         art as they simultaneously reaffirm and subvert the status quo.[50]   When social identity becomes learned and fulfilled through consumption patterns,
         consent is renegotiated into compliance with larger institutions of power. So, the
         question remains as to how gendered images and messages may be read subversively in
         small individual “slights” or slip through industrial “cracks,” and how those combined
         “fractures” might be reimagined as a mode of collective female empowerment to reshape
         popular consciousness. Rodriguez/Miller’s portrayal of the Black Widow certainly attempts
         to “respin” a cultural web of meaning in this way, inviting female viewers into a
         fleeting sense of empowerment, if only for a moment. Yet we need potentialities for
         lasting social change upon leaving the on-screen world of the superhero(ine) so that
         we may continue to reorder how we are instructed toward being/becoming women/men in
         an age of aestheticization where meaning is often manipulated at the level of the
         sensational image.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. Shaun Treat, “How America Learned to Stop Worrying and Cynically Enjoy! the Post-9/11
                  Superhero Zeitgeist,” Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 6 (2009): 105.
               

            

         

         
            2. Jeff Otto, “Pure Entertainment with Insanely Cool Visuals, Sin City Is the Most Faithful Comic Adaptation of All Time,” IGN Movies, 2005, 2, http://www.ign.com/articles/2005/03/29/sin-city-2 (accessed March 15, 2010).
               

            

         

         
            3. Jake Horsley, Dogville vs. Hollywood: The War between Independent Film and Mainstream Movies (London, UK: Marion Boyars, 2005), 229.
               

            

         

         
            4. Ibid., 228.

            

         

         
            5. Roger Ebert, “Reviews: Sin City,” Chicago Sun-Times, 2005, 1, http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/sin-city-2005 (accessed March 31, 2010).
               

            

         

         
            6. Otto, “Pure Entertainment,” 2.

            

         

         
            7. Andrew Spicer, “Problems of Memory and Identity in Neo-noir’s Existentialist Anti-hero,”
                  in The Philosophy of Neo-noir, ed. Mark. T. Conrad (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 2007); Mantha Diawara,
                  “Noir by Noirs: Toward a New Realism in Black Cinema,” in Shades of Noir, ed. Joan Copjec (New York: Verso, 1993), 261–78; J. P. Telotte, “Film Noir and the
                  Dangers of Discourse,” Quarterly Review of Film Studies 9 (1984): 101–12.
               

            

         

         
            8. Sin City further resonates a neo-noir sign for how it borrows heavily from classical Hollywood
                  mise-en-scène (“everything in the scene”) and their use of bleak urban sceneries,
                  nighttime settings, chiaroscuro camera styles, and low-key lighting.
               

            

         

         
            9. Thomas Elsaesser, “Tales of Sounds and Fury: Observations on the Family Melodrama,”
                  Monogram 4 (1972): 2–15.
               

            

         

         
            10. Otto, “Pure Entertainment,” 3.

            

         

         
            11. Carol A. Stabile, “‘Sweetheart, This Ain’t Gender Studies’: Sexism and Superheroes,”
                  Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 6 (2009): 86–92; Rebecca Wanzo, “The Superhero: Meditations on Surveillance, Salvation,
                  and Desire,” Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 6 (2009): 93–97.
               

            

         

         
            12. Helene Shugart, “Supermarginal,” Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 6 (2009): 98.
               

            

         

         
            13. Bonnie Dow and Celeste Condit, “The State of the Art in Feminist Scholarship in Communication,”
                  Journal of Communication (2005): 448–78.
               

            

         

         
            14. Ebert, “Sin City,” 3.
               

            

         

         
            15. Ibid.

            

         

         
            16. Horsley, Dogville, 230.
               

            

         

         
            17. Bradford Vivian, “Style, Rhetoric, and Communication,” Philosophy & Rhetoric 35 (2002): 224.
               

            

         

         
            18. Robert Hariman, Political Style: The Artistry of Power (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 8. See also collected essays in The Politics of Style and the Style of Politics, ed. Barry Brummett (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2011).
               

            

         

         
            19. Barry Brummett, Rhetoric of Style (Carbondale: University of Southern Illinois Press, 1998), 169–72.
               

            

         

         
            20. Ibid., 169.

            

         

         
            21. Stabile, “‘Sweetheart,’” 86.

            

         

         
            22. Julie Grossman, “Film Noir’s ‘Femme Fatale’ Hard-Boiled Women: Moving beyond Gender
                  Fantasies,” Quarterly Review of Film and Video 24 (2011): 19–30; Mark Jancovich, “Female Monsters: Horror, Femme Fatale, and World
                  War II,” European Journal of American Culture 27 (2008): 133–49; Elizabeth Cowie, “Film Noir and Women,” in Shades of Noir, ed. Joan Copjec (New York: Verso, 1993), 121–66.
               

            

         

         
            23. Stabile, “‘Sweetheart,’” 87.

            

         

         
            24. Spicer, “Problems of Memory,” 47.

            

         

         
            25. Treat, “How America,” 230.

            

         

         
            26. Peter Coogen, Superhero: The Secret Origin of a Genre (Austin, TX: MonkeyBrain, 2006).
               

            

         

         
            27. John Shelton Lawrence and Robert Jewett, The Myth of the American Superhero (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), 157–73.
               

            

         

         
            28. Wanzo, “The Superhero,” 93.

            

         

         
            29. Raymie McKerrow, “Critical Rhetoric: Theory and Praxis,” Communication Monographs 56 (1989): 91–111.
               

            

         

         
            30. Ibid., 101.

            

         

         
            31. V. Mosco, “Critical Research and the Role of Labor,” Journal of Communication 33 (1983): 230; quoted in Lisa Flores, “Rethinking Race, Revealing New Dilemmas:
                  Imagining a New Racial Subject in Race Traitor,” Western Journal of Communication 66 (2002): 181–207.
               

            

         

         
            32. Lisa Flores, “Rethinking Race,” 183–84; see also McKerrow, “Critical Rhetoric,” 91–111;
                  Dana L. Cloud, “The Materiality of Discourse as Oxymoron: A Challenge to Critical
                  Rhetoric,” Western Journal of Communication 58 (1994): 141–63; John Sloop, “‘The Parents I Never Had’: Contemporary Construction
                  of Alternatives to Incarceration,” Communication Studies 43 (1992): 1–13.
               

            

         

         
            33. Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 155.
               

            

         

         
            34. Brummett, Rhetoric of Style, xi.
               

            

         

         
            35. Quoted in McKerrow, “Critical Rhetoric,” 91; Cornel West, “Marxist Theory and the
                  Specificity of Afro-American Oppression,” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, ed. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1998),
                  18.
               

            

         

         
            36. Brummett, Rhetoric of Style, xi.
               

            

         

         
            37. Julie Grossman, “Film Noir’s ‘Femme Fatale,’” 28–29.

            

         

         
            38. Catherine Palczewski, “The Male Madonna and the Feminine Uncle Sam: Visual Argument,
                  Icons, and Ideographs in the 1909 Anti-Woman Suffrage Postcards,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 4 (2005): 385.
               

            

         

         
            39. Miranda Sherwin, “Deconstructing the Male: Machoism, Female, Spectatorship, and the
                  Femme Fatale in Fatal Attraction, Body of Evidence, and Basic Instinct,” Journal of Popular Film & Television 35 (2008): 180.
               

            

         

         
            40. Brummett, Rhetoric of Style, 3.
               

            

         

         
            41. Stabile, “‘Sweetheart,’” 87.

            

         

         
            42. Wanzo, “The Superhero,” 95.

            

         

         
            43. Stabile, “‘Sweetheart,’” 87.

            

         

         
            44. Stuart Hall, “Gramsci’s Relevance for the Study of Race and Ethnicity,” Journal of Communication Inquiry 10 (1986): 5–27.
               

            

         

         
            45. Michael McGee, “The ‘Ideograph’: The Link between Rhetoric and Ideology,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 66, no. 1 (1980): 5–6.
               

            

         

         
            46. Janice H. Rushing and Thomas S. Frentz, Projecting the Shadow: The Cyborg Hero in American Film (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995).
               

            

         

         
            47. Dana L. Cloud, Control and Consolation in American Culture and Politics (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1998).
               

            

         

         
            48. Horsley, Dogville.

            

         

         
            49. Ibid.

            

         

         
            50. Rushing and Frentz, Projecting the Shadow.

            

         

      

      
Chapter 7

      Romance, Comedy, Conspiracy

      
         
         
         
         Pedro Ponce

         
         The Paranoid Heroine in 
Contemporary Romantic Comedy
         

         
         
      

      
      Kevin Doyle has a way with words. As played by James Marsden in 27 Dresses, Doyle is an ambitious reporter stuck in what he sardonically calls the Taffeta Ghetto,
         writing wedding announcements for the “Commitments” section of the New York Journal.[1]   He recovers a day planner misplaced by Jane Nichols (Katherine Heigl) after the
         two meet cute at a wedding. Jane’s gratitude is tempered by Doyle’s intrusion into
         her private and professional life. In order to track her down, he has read her planner,
         or at least attempted to; Jane’s is crammed with scrawled reminders that Kevin describes
         as “very Unabomber.”[2]  
      

      
       The reference to Theodore Kaczynski—who pled guilty in 1998 to killing three people
         with letter bombs, among other federal charges[3]—seems strikingly out of place, to say the least. Jane is an overextended but self-possessed
         assistant to an eco-friendly philanthropist; Kaczynski, a former college professor,
         is a diagnosed paranoid schizophrenic.[4]   Jane, an unmarried romantic, collects wedding mementoes crammed between the pages
         of her busy schedule; Kaczynski authored a thirty-five-thousand-word manifesto on
         his theory of societal decline, published with the approval of the FBI as part of
         its ongoing investigation.[5]   For a brief moment, we have somehow stumbled into another movie. Soon enough, Jane
         gets the narrative back on track, rebuffing Kevin’s offer of a drink and watching
         helplessly as her sister, Tess (Malin Akerman), has her own meet cute with Jane’s
         boss and unrequited love, George (Edward Burns).
      

      
       In Empire of Conspiracy, Timothy Melley warns the scholar of paranoia that the line between method and madness
         is disturbingly thin: “The interpretive drive of the analyst—the desire to find some
         kind of ‘coherent system lying behind’ what initially seems to be ‘random fancy’—is
         structurally analogous to the interpretive drive of the paranoiac, whose disorder
         is characterized by the tendency to locate coherent motives in what others believe
         to be ‘random’ or ‘chance’ events.”[6]   Bearing this caveat in mind, paranoia and romantic comedy do manage to hook up
         with surprising frequency in the history of the genre. A prime example is Annie Hall, in which comedian Alvy Singer (Woody Allen) recalls loving and losing the title
         character (played by Diane Keaton). When a “big, tall, blonde, crew-cutted guy” advertises
         a sale on Wagner records, Alvy hears anti-Semitism, and he neglects his first wife
         (played by Carol Kane) to mull over inconsistencies in the investigation of the Kennedy
         assassination.[7]   Though played for laughs, Alvy’s paranoia resonates with the culture of American
         anxiety after World War II as delineated by Melley. Late in the film, after Alvy is
         lured out to California for a television appearance, he starts to feel sick as his
         friend Rob (Tony Roberts) dubs laughter into an episode of his hit sitcom. Over Alvy’s
         protests, Rob continues to supervise the dubbing, boasting that “this machine is dynamite.”[8]  
      

      
      Alvy’s subsequent swoon is never explained (physically at least), but Melley might
         diagnose it as agency panic, “intense anxiety about an apparent loss of autonomy or
         self-control—the conviction that one’s actions are being controlled by someone else,
         that one has been ‘constructed’ by powerful external agents.”[9]   From the very beginning of Annie Hall, humor is deployed in anxious defense of individual integrity. Alvy’s opening joke—that
         he would never want admission to a club that would have him as a member[10]  —can be read as a manifesto of sorts for the nervous comedy to follow, in which
         the narrator’s individuality will yield to nothing, ultimately not even union with
         another. Laughter from an intoxicated audience “doesn’t count.”[11]   According to Melley, agency panic “is a fundamentally conservative response—‘conservative’
         in the sense that it conserves a traditional model of the self in spite of the obvious
         challenges that postwar technologies of communication and social organization pose
         to that model.” Instead of “a long-standing national fantasy of subjectivity,” the
         paranoid postmodern individual is confronted with the prospect that “identity is constructed
         from without, repeatedly reshaped through performance, and (in extreme accounts) best
         understood as a schizophrenic and anchorless array of separate components.”[12]  
      

      
      The subgenre of “nervous” romantic comedy, as represented by Annie Hall, was just the latest genre permutation arising from a context of changing cultural
         mores. Alfred Kinsey’s study of female sexuality, published in 1953, revealed that
         some women were not willing to wait for marriage to have sex. Birth control in the
         mid-1960s separated sex from procreation. The upheaval of civil unrest and assassinations
         at home, and war abroad, resonated from news reports to cinema aisles.[13]   It’s not surprising, then, that Alvy’s narrative is fraught with so much self-awareness
         and ambivalence. Notes Claire Mortimer, “These films reflected the angst and world-weariness
         of the period, where there is no longer any certainty about relationship and identity,
         and happy endings are rejected in favour of greater realism. . . . Nevertheless there
         is a powerful sense of nostalgia evoked within these films as characters strive to
         form meaningful and lasting relationships, which have increasingly come to be regarded
         as mythical and unrealistic in an ephemeral society.”[14]  
      

      
      Melley observes that “conspiracy theory—the apprehension of conspiracy by those not involved in it—begins with individual self-protection, with an attempt to defend
         the integrity of the self against the social order”; this assumes, he continues, that
         personal agency is an all-or-nothing material possession that can either be completely
         independent or otherwise under control of a malevolent other.[15]   The struggle for individuality amid foreign encroachments informs Alvy’s relationship
         with Annie. Annie enjoys sex while high, but Alvy insists on a captive audience in
         bed as well. He may have Annie’s body, but “I want the whole thing.”[16]   The battle is already lost, however; the quest for an authentic reaction, whether
         at a comedy club or in the bedroom, already suggests that both are stages on which
         actors are performing.
      

      
      Scholars of romantic comedy see a subsequent return to conservatism in films of the
         1980s and onward, with more of an attempt to smooth over the rough edges exposed by
         deconstructions such as Annie Hall. Courting exhaustion at a time when questions of the real and virtual are even more
         fraught, the genre itself seems to suffer from a kind of agency panic disguised by
         the misdirection of revived conventions and suggestive soundtracks. According to Jeffers
         McDonald, “the hard work of establishing character traits becomes unnecessary; much
         more simply a song, a landmark, or a line of dialogue with an already-established
         emotional resonance can be employed to evoke a feeling which then gets co-opted into
         the new movie.”[17]   Audiences are cued by romantic convention in the same way that Rob’s machine cues
         laughter in Annie Hall. Claire Mortimer sees such reactionary manipulation in 27 Dresses when she writes that, ultimately,
      

      
         Kevin rescues [Jane] from her Cinderella existence and a life devoted to others, never
            putting herself first. When she realizes her love for Kevin she immediately quits
            her job, the only goal being to be with him. Her existence as an independent working
            woman is represented as superfluous to her real destiny, to be a bride for the right
            man. Just as in the fairy tales, the modern romantic comedy concludes with a wedding,
            reinforcing the importance of tradition and conformity.[18]  
         

      

       A paranoid reading of contemporary romantic comedy complements readings such as Mortimer’s,
         exposing the stakes in such a blatant cover-up. Discourse has always been important
         to the genre, from back in its snappy, screwball days. Discourse continues to be a
         site of confrontation and compromise in more recent comedies energized by suppressed
         anxieties. The diagnosis of paranoia is itself a competition between discourses, much
         more contingent than acknowledged: “Paranoia is an interpretive disorder that revolves
         around questions of control and manipulation. . . . Understood less judgmentally,
         it is a condition in which one’s interpretations seem unfounded and abnormal to an interpretive community.”[19]   And yet, this is often what romantic comedy asks its audience to do, sorting good
         from bad decisions on the way to finding one’s perfect mate. In reference to a recent
         spate of male-centered romantic comedies, Jeffers McDonald notes how they posit a
         set of rules for love that is ultimately abandoned when confronted with love’s actual
         complications. “What this interest in the codes of romance indicates is an overwhelming
         awareness of the lack of rules for love,” she observes.[20]   A paranoid reading of recent romantic comedies suggests that their heroines, too,
         tend to operate according to a given set of rules, deployed similarly (and ineffectively)
         in the service of reasserted conventions.
      

      
         Someone Like You is narrated by Jane Goodale (Ashley Judd), an amateur sex theorist whose ideas about
         why men cheat “took over my entire existence.”[21]   A talent booker for a New York talk show, Jane goes from polished professional
         to paranoid hermit after her boyfriend Ray (Greg Kinnear) breaks up with her right
         before they are to move in together. Ignoring what, in retrospect, seem like obvious
         warning signs of Ray’s ambivalence, Jane nevertheless starts to experience a paranoid
         resonance between inner and outer life. During a television nature documentary on
         how prey animals evade predators, she is addressed directly by a furry animal on-screen
         (voiced by Julie Kavner), who asks, “Smell the bacon, Jane?”[22]   This happens again after Ray stands her up on what would have been a conciliatory
         date for New Year’s. Watching the news as she waits for Ray’s phone call, Hugh Downs
         updates viewers on Jane’s lonely night alone: “The question remains, why hasn’t he
         shown up yet?”[23]   (Especially paranoid viewers will notice that as Jane waits for Ray’s call, she
         plays a game of solitaire. The command to play solitaire, conveyed by phone, is the
         trigger for brainwashed assassin Raymond Shaw in John Frankenheimer’s The Manchurian Candidate.)
      

      
       In her grief, Jane develops the “New Cow Theory,” inspired by an article on bovine
         mating in the New York Times. The article reports that a bull will not mate more than once with the same cow,
         even if that cow wears the scent of a different cow.[24]   Jane decides to extrapolate the results of this study to human mating behavior,
         prompting a flurry of research and subsequent notoriety after she writes a sex column
         under the pseudonym of Dr. Marie Charles. Her dossier of evidence is the film’s framing
         device; above the image of a cow’s muzzle Jane has scrawled an epigram by Blaise Pascal:
         “The heart has its reasons in which reason knows nothing.”[25]   Left with nowhere to live, she moves in with her womanizing colleague, Eddie Alden
         (Hugh Jackman), literally occupying a hole in the wall which over time fills with
         a growing library for her research. Mel Gibson’s character in Conspiracy Theory, Jerry Fletcher, occupies a similar hovel[26]; like Jerry, Jane will spout her theories about men to whoever will listen.[27]  
      

      
       Unlike Annie Hall, the contemporary romantic heroine is unable to navigate and integrate
         (however provisionally) the many discourses that impinge on her identity. Annie at
         first seems like a dabbler, a dilettante in art and life who just wants to have fun;
         Alvy introduces her to psychoanalysis and serious books about death. Alvy’s tutelage
         in recreating Annie in his own image backfires. Therapy makes her more sensitive to
         her own needs. She leaves New York for California. When we learn at film’s end that
         Annie has returned to New York, where she is living with a new man in Soho, one does
         not get the sense of failure in her new life but rather another stage in Annie’s ongoing
         personal development. In order for Alvy to narrate (and thus begin to understand)
         his relationship to Annie, the narrative itself must constantly reframe itself using
         the language and conventions of multiple filmic and social discourses. If agency panic
         “may be understood as a nervous acknowledgment, and rejection, of postmodern subjectivity,”[28]   the anxiety that permeates Annie Hall acknowledges but does not attempt to simplify the many facets of Annie’s identity.
      

      
       Discourse, for the contemporary heroine, however, is problematic and ultimately dangerous.
         Jane in Someone Like You addresses the viewer like a recovering addict; even in the midst of her paranoid
         tailspin, she acknowledges to her friend that her research is “a sick, twisted, pathetic
         little hobby.”[29]   True love, as represented in the contemporary romantic comedy, is marked by the
         absence of discourse and theorizing. In the midst of explaining the New Cow Theory
         to her friend Liz (Marisa Tomei), Jane is surprised to find out that Liz is in love.
         Otherwise articulate and caustically cynical, love reduces Liz to conversational ellipses:
         “Just incredible and . . . he’s . . . so and . . . I’m so and.”[30]   When Liz suspects that her new man is cheating on her, she reverts to talkative
         cynicism, indulging Jane’s lecture on the “copulatory imperative” that leads men to
         cheat.[31]   There seems to be no middle ground for the discursive heroine. Either she is constantly
         theorizing her relations with men, to the point of paralysis if not pathology, or
         she is silenced by true love, relinquishing the ability to conceive or articulate
         connections now that the only worthwhile connection has been made. Not surprisingly,
         the last image in Jane’s “New Cow” dossier is of her and Eddie embracing after she
         discovers the tender side to his inveterate womanizing. The book closes, signaling
         the end of the film. Case closed—nothing more to read here.[32]  
      

      
       The extent to which a character can understand and control discourse has obvious
         implications for his or her autonomy. For the romantic heroine, the price of fulfilled
         silence is fairly steep. Andie (Kate Hudson) and Ben (Matthew McConaughey) are both
         playing games in How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days; Andie has been assigned to find and break up with someone for an article in Composure magazine; Ben attempts to seduce a woman in order to secure a lucrative diamond account
         for his ad agency. Both admit their ulterior motives by the closing credits, but it
         is Andie who decides to quit her job after confessing her love for Ben in her last
         article for the magazine. Chased down by Ben on her way to a job interview in D.C.—“the
         only place I can go and write what I want to write, serious journalism as opposed
         to fluffy how-to pieces”—she is convinced to stay after Ben assures her she can write
         from anywhere. As she trades her cab for his motorcycle, Andie baby talks with her
         “Benny Boo Boo Boo Boo Boo,” a reference to the irritating pet name she employs earlier
         to get Ben to break up with her. The joke implies that the games are over and things
         from now on will be serious, but the bluff being called here is Andie’s. The discursive
         play is over now that she has found love.[33]  
      

      
       Discourse as a means of control also figures into Knocked Up, another Katherine Heigl vehicle. When Alison Scott (Heigl) gets pregnant after a
         one-night stand with Ben Stone (Seth Rogen), she decides to have the baby. As Alison
         and Ben drive to a gynecologist appointment, they begin to disagree over, among other
         things, Ben’s seriousness as a father. Alison has good reason to be skeptical of Ben’s
         maturity; he’s (barely) self-employed and seems interested in little more than getting
         stoned with his friends. Alison is also angered that Ben has not read the pregnancy
         books they have purchased together. This leads to a blowout at the gynecologist’s
         office as Alison is being weighed, in which Ben responds, “What’s gonna happen? How
         did anyone ever give birth without a baby book? . . . Who gives a flying fuck about
         the baby books?”[34]   Ben has previously expressed his commitment to Alison by proposing to her; she
         has declined. Ben is justifiably hurt, but his anger results from misreading on two
         levels. First, he assumes that a wedding proposal (without a ring) is enough to bolster
         his commitment to Alison and their baby, in the absence of any other significant changes
         to his life.[35]   Second, he overlooks the larger limitations that parenting imposes on their relationship.
         Alison is upset at the gynecologist by the amount of weight she has gained; one of
         the staff assures her, “Your baby wants you to gain a whole mess of weight.”[36]   In her angry reaction, Alison expresses paranoia at losing control of her own body
         as she assumes not only the physiological but also social markings of motherhood.
         Her tendency to analyze exposes a reality obscured by romantic convention. As Melley
         observes, “the ‘paranoid’ tendency to imagine strict boundaries between self and environment
         is a way of conceptualizing resistance to ‘invasive’ technologies of femininity—to
         the idea that one is ‘under construction,’ subject to what Gayle Rubin once called
         ‘a social apparatus that takes up females as raw materials and fashions domesticated
         women as products.’”[37]  
      

      
       Jane in 27 Dresses idealizes weddings partially in response to the death of her mother when she was
         a child. One of the first family events she attends after her mother’s death is a
         cousin’s wedding, when Jane is eight. In her voice-over, Jane recites a list of prodigies
         who discovered their talents early in life: Mozart, Picasso, Tiger Woods. She herself
         says she discovered her purpose in life when, using her sister’s hair ribbon, she
         helps mend the bride’s torn dress. As for what proclivities this suggests in the younger
         Jane, she is unclear—or perhaps not: “And that was the moment. That’s when I fell
         in love with weddings. I knew that I had helped someone on the most important day
         of their life and I couldn’t wait for my own special day.”[38]   From the very beginning of the film, Jane’s capacity to help others is portrayed
         in terms of her progress toward a wedding of her own. To her boss at Urban Everest,
         she is an invaluable team member; to her family and friends, she is a loyal confidante
         and wedding planner. To the paranoid viewer, though, she seems like a pushover, whose
         individual autonomy is oddly connected to a “special day” experienced every day. Our
         first glimpse of Jane as an adult is in a wedding dress which she is trying on for
         a friend because they are the same size. In the sequence that follows, set to Michael
         Jackson’s “Don’t Stop ’til You Get Enough,” Jane attends two weddings at once, one
         in traditional Western clothes, the other in a sari and bindi. Despite the different
         clothes, the film is at pains to emphasize how interchangeable these experiences really
         are. Jane dances to the same song, helps both brides with their dresses as they urinate,
         and accepts interchangeable thank-you speeches at each reception. The traditional
         Western wedding is distinguished by Jane’s getting knocked unconscious during the
         bouquet toss. When she opens her eyes, Kevin is standing over her.[39]  
      

      
       As frantic as this sequence might seem to the viewer, for Jane this is normal life.
         She does not experience romantic paranoia until her sister Tess intrudes on her (strictly
         professional, at least thus far) relationship with Jane’s philanthropist boss. The
         meeting of Tess and George is a conventional meeting of stares across a crowded room;
         what makes it disturbing is that the film’s actual protagonist is excluded from this
         staple of romantic comedy. Jane is now the passive audience to a story she believes
         was meant for her. She registers disbelief as Tess, her younger, less responsible
         sister, engages in the type of witty banter usually associated with romantic leads.
         Before Kevin returns her lost day planner, Jane must step outside to curse this disruption
         of her intimate plot—interrupting a fiftieth-anniversary celebration with her obscenities.
         Finally, she learns that it is not George but Kevin—a cynic about weddings—who has
         anonymously delivered Jane flowers at the office.[40]   Jane’s extreme reactions to these ordinary encounters and misunderstandings is
         suggestive of the anxiety suppressed by romantic conventions: not only is the “special
         day” anticipated by Jane not that special, but the intimacy at its core seems arbitrary
         as well, promoting a secondary character to lead and vice versa based only on who
         happens to be sitting where at the bar.
      

      
       Jane learns that the cynical Kevin is actually Malcolm Doyle, her favorite writer
         for “Commitments.” When Tess and George become engaged, Kevin is assigned to cover
         their wedding and interviews Jane. On his visit to her apartment, he discovers her
         hoard of bridesmaid dresses—twenty-seven and counting. When he asks her why she is
         willing to go to so much trouble for so many others, Jane responds, “Someday . . .
         it’ll be my day,” and those people she supported will be there for her.[41]   Kevin, who mocks her as delusional, decides to use her as a springboard for his
         journalism career, profiling her eccentric fascination with weddings for “Commitments.”
         By the time the article appears, Kevin and Jane have slept together, and Jane is humiliated
         by the public attention. After she exposes Tess’ lies in convincing George to marry
         her, Jane confronts Kevin, who apologizes and praises her for finally standing up
         for herself: “For the first time, you were not the perfect bridesmaid.”[42]   Kevin adds that Jane also deserves to have others take care of her. And Jane needs
         a caretaker once she decides to quit her job; she confesses her feelings for George,
         but when they finally kiss, she feels nothing. “That’s not what it’s supposed to feel
         like,” Jane muses, “when you’re with the person you’re meant to be with.” Jane’s new
         electronic planner—a gift from Kevin—buzzes; her new planner is programmed to play
         “Bennie and the Jets,” which in an earlier scene served as the prelude to their night
         together. Recognizing that she is now meant to be with Kevin, she decides to track
         him down while he covers his last wedding for “Commitments.”[43]  
      

      
       The subsequent chase and reunion of Jane and Kevin follows the predictable trajectory
         of romantic conclusion: Kevin is right about Jane, she admits, and while he has upset
         her expectations, he has also exceeded them by showing her that love is possible beyond
         these expectations. The ambivalence elided by convention remains onstage, so to speak;
         Jane delivers her conciliatory speech on the stage of a wedding reception, complete
         with spotlight highlighting Kevin’s reactions to the audience both on and off screen.
         Jane’s wedding to Kevin the following year includes twenty-seven bridesmaids, each
         wearing a dress from her collection. In her concluding voice-over, Jane says, “I knew
         they’d all be there for me someday.”[44]   With each dress taken in by the camera, Jane’s luck at finding Mr. Right seems
         less like fate and more like a measure of just how deindividualizing Jane’s special
         day really is.
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         Cassandra Bausman

         
         Negotiating the Warrior Princess Archetype in Willow

         
         
      

      
      While women warriors are a familiar presence in fiction, and television screens have
         been graced with strong heroines since Xena took her place as a small-screen queen,
         there is a comparative lack of such characters in fantasy film. In most such films,
         women have often played central roles, but those roles have frequently reinforced
         gender stereotypes, remained two-dimensional, and been supporting rather than leading.
         More broadly, women have historically played very limited roles, often restricted
         to evil (or good) queens and/or sorceresses, beautiful princesses and/or love interests,
         saucy and buxom wenches or barmaids, or mythical creatures like fairy queens. The
         warrior princess or “chick in chainmail” is comparatively rare.
      

      
      However, the classic fantasy adventure film Willow (1988) manages to feature all of these character types. Criticized by many as a medieval transposition of George
         Lucas’ Star Wars, Willow features many similar character types and archetypal conflicts. More interesting than
         the similarities, however, are some of the creative decisions made to introduce variation,
         especially inasmuch as they concern gender. Indeed, Bob Dolman, the screenwriter chosen
         to fix Lucas’ story to the page, has confessed to just such an agenda, admitting that
         he “was secretly trying to get more women into the movie and attempting to make it
         different from all the other movies George had done.”[1]  The injection of female roles is notable, with the role of eccentric magical teacher
         (Yoda) and evil ruler (Emperor Palpatine) both made women, and, while there is a feisty
         princess paralleling the Leia role in Sorsha, the struggle between good and evil,
         the choice between her mother’s rule and the cause of a band of freedom fighters which
         echoes Luke Skywalker’s epic journey, is also, ostensibly, made hers. Indeed, Princess
         Sorsha, Willow’s dominant female character, is an important character in the history of screen heroines,
         as she, as a sort of archetypal hybrid, represented a kind of heroine not often seen
         and yet remains one of the most nuanced examples of a warrior princess in a fantasy
         film.
      

      
      The possibilities and potential of such a character were not lost on the actress depicting
         her,[2]  and an examination of the making of the film reveals much about what the character
         could have been and what the finished film shows of her. The discrepancies between
         these understandings of character are fascinating, and an examination of this difference
         speaks to a wider conversation about the conventions of gender, their collision with
         popular culture, and the power of movies to empower but also still constrain and limit
         women’s roles in the heroines they project. As Dolman’s comments about the construction
         of the film’s story reveal, Willow, and particularly the heroine it gives us in Sorsha, exemplifies an ongoing tension
         between the ease of adhering to narrative tradition, a simplistic cultural shorthand,
         and the difficulty of making more interesting or innovative creative choices. For,
         while Sorsha is an adept swordsman and military commander, compelling in her role
         as “warrior,” she must also live up to the “princess” portion of her double-barreled
         character description. Thus, while Sorsha flaunts both a wicked serrated sword and
         a virginal white gown and ringlets with equal appeal, the movie, whatever its successes,
         does show its faults in its difficulties reconciling Sorsha’s warrior identity with
         what it understands the role of princess to be, a role which is largely governed by
         stereotypical and conservative traditions which teach that princesses are for rescuing
         and serve best as rewards for worthy princes.
      

      
      The labyrinthine narrative particulars of the way in which the film negotiates these
         two roles and attempts to resolve them into one coherent and still decidedly secondary
         character offers fascinating terrain for investigation, as in mingling the two archetypes—princess
         and warrior—despite challenging stereotypes, only one really survives. Furthermore,
         as there have been shockingly few warrior princesses in the twenty-five years since
         the release of Willow, the complicated legacy of Sorsha, of what Willow’s execution did and did not allow her, is especially important in terms of subsequent
         attempts at depicting similar screen heroines. Thus, this chapter will examine some
         of the creative decisions made in bringing Sorsha to the screen in order to interrogate
         the limiting legacy of fantasy film’s heroines and the lack of evolution in the kind
         of storytelling we see committed to a silver screen, which still all too often clings
         to the tried-and-true formula of the male heroic model.
      

      
      Sorsha

      
      There can be no denying that Sorsha is, indeed, a compelling and complex character.
         The film presents her as a combination of capable warrior and beautiful princess,
         at once a dispassionate military commander and skilled warrior and a vulnerable, emotionally
         susceptible, physically attractive young woman. Indeed, conceptually she seems intended
         to be an ideal combination, a union of the taxonomically distant princess and warrior,
         the best of two seemingly disparate worlds.
      

      
      Sorsha first appears in the film as a warrior, performing the important task of searching
         newborn girls for a birthmark that indicates a threat to the reign of her sorceress
         mother, Bavmorda. Ruthlessly competent and apparently willing to sacrifice the discovered
         babe to her mother’s magical rituals, Sorsha is entrusted with the continued hunt
         for the child. Her softer princess role emerges in the course of this search, developing
         through encounters with the gentle farmer and family man Willow, and the rogue swordsman
         Madmartigan. After several sexually charged exchanges, Madmartigan seduces or at least
         confuses Sorsha in a confrontation in her tent, professing his love with fairy-dust-induced
         poetry before escaping with the prophecy’s child. Thus torn, Sorsha must choose whether
         to join the child’s protectors and fight against her mother or return to Bavmorda’s
         side. Sorsha eventually decides to assist Willow, Madmartigan, and the good sorceress
         Fin Raziel in their attempts to stop the evil queen from killing the child. She cements
         her choice with a passionate kiss with Madmartigan amid the heat of battle. After
         a climactic castle siege, the film ends happily with Sorsha rather domestically holding
         the rescued babe in her arms while wrapped in the circle of Madmartigan’s arms.
      

      
      Sorsha is a strong presence in the film, and Willow’s structure and moralizing message (as a tale of unconventional heroes uniting to
         fight for what’s right) is clearly played out in her role. Indeed, her character arc,
         by virtue of a literalized conversion from antagonist to protagonist, is arguably
         the most transformative and significant in the film, perhaps best explicating the themes of
         the film as a whole. As critics have noted, Sorsha’s choice between the cause of the
         freedom fighters and the mother who raised her and whose approval she clearly seeks[3]  is central to the film. When Sorsha eventually and momentously conforms to the common
         logic of the film, daring to follow where her heart leads, hers is a particularly
         perilous undertaking, as she abandons a secured future to join the obvious underdogs
         (indeed, when she makes her decision, she’s observing two-against-an-army odds), magnifying
         the bravery and risk of her decision. Indeed, The Official Willow Movie Magazine suggests that Sorsha’s choice is the very heart of the film, proclaiming that “Sorsha
         must make a fateful choice,” such that “on her decision rests the fate of the world
         of Willow.”[4]  In a film about surprising heroic transformations and difficult choices, the filmmakers
         ascribe a tremendous amount of importance to Sorsha and her transformative choice,
         making her story an especially central thread in the wider thematic tapestry of the
         film.
      

      
      However, despite her apparent strength as an active heroine and her importance to
         the unlikely crusade, elements of her character emerge as particularly confusing and/or
         problematic given her representation as a nuanced heroine able to participate in an
         archetypal tradition without, initially, being limited by it. While Sorsha’s identity
         as a warrior comes off rather successfully in the first half of the film, problems
         with her characterization quickly emerge once the film invokes expectations surrounding
         the “princess” archetype, and many of the elisions and erasures of her character evident
         in the film stem from these limitations.
      

      
      In seeking to maintain a balance between the hybrid aspects of Sorsha’s character
         as both princess and warrior, the film performs a precarious balancing act between
         the extremities of type, and the difficulty of this continuous negotiation is revealed
         in its invariable oscillation and ultimate unevenness. Where the film ultimately comes
         down in its portrayal of Sorsha and its willingness to embrace the complexity of combining
         these often complicated, conflicting elements tells us much about fantasy storytelling
         in film, the kinds of stories and characters that audiences are expected to be invested
         in, the emotional journeys judged to be deserving of time and depth, and the psychologies
         and relationships of characters deemed worthy of investigation. For, as a finished
         film, Willow argues that we, as audience, should be fine with reducing Sorsha to a simplified,
         singular type. While the film works to be innovative with familiar fantasy elements
         (by borrowing and blending traditional elements to create a new take on classic themes
         and, with it, a differently enabled heroine), the weight of the tradition in which
         it participates ultimately overbalances the film away from any useful evolution. Much
         of Sorsha’s motivation, as well as her voice and agency, are removed once she can
         be understood more simply, and more traditionally, as a love interest. In this capacity,
         the story successfully tracks without the earlier complexity set up for her character,
         and that the film directs us not to miss such elisions, not to notice or wish to question
         such erasure, speaks to a significant failing of the kind of brave, unexpected decision
         making and archetypal negotiation it claims to champion.
      

      
      For all that the film presents itself[5]  as a story about a band of improbable protagonists in the firm plural, one that
         purports to argue for an enlightened understanding that heroes can come in all shapes,
         sizes, and guises—including an armor-clad feisty female whose role seems intriguingly
         uncertain as hero and villain, warrior to be feared and princess to be wooed—Sorsha.
         However, she is rarely included in critical discussions of unlikely heroism and transformation,
         for all that her transformation from enemy to friend and her role in the film’s resolution
         as an active hero in her own right would seem to be central. While Willow, as director Ron Howard reminds us, “is a character story, about some very unlikely
         heroes being emotionally involved in an issue, to the point where they’re willing
         to risk their lives,” elaboration on his heroes’ paths accompanies an interesting
         omission that effectively removes Sorsha as one of the “unlikely heroes” in question.
         As Howard finishes his statement, Willow’s collection of unlikely heroes devote themselves to the cause “to the point where
         they’re willing to risk their lives and do something that neither one of them ever would have expected they could do.”[6]  Moving from a generously plural and all-encompassing “they’re” to a significantly
         narrowed and restricted “neither one,” this reduction privileges Madmartigan and Willow’s
         roles while shockingly excluding Sorsha, refusing to acknowledge her heroism, her
         shared difficult and emotional investment, and her transformational journey in the
         common quest to save the prophesied princess and defeat Bavmorda. Despite Sorsha’s
         role as exemplar of the central conflicts and themes that Howard asserts are central
         to his film and his understanding of its story, his quote gestures toward Sorsha’s
         erasure as a phenomenon that extends well beyond a simple interview.
      

      
      Indeed, as the film progresses, both her role and her importance are undercut, underplaying
         and muddying her character considerably. This disintegration of the integrity of her
         double-barreled character largely hinges on a key question of motivation, as her decision
         to change sides invokes both sides of her hybrid archetype. As a warrior in the midst
         of battle, she seems to evaluate the consequences of her allegiance, judging the actions
         and motivations of the soldiers around her against the pure and honorable intentions
         of Madmartigan and Willow; as a woman, she also seems physically drawn to Madmartigan,
         puzzling over what to make of a somewhat schizophrenic mutual attraction while admiring
         his impressive physical prowess like a princess dazzled by a knightly suitor’s display
         of astonishing skill and bravery. That both perspectives seem to inform her decision
         here to the point of being indistinguishable is not necessarily problematic—indeed,
         it serves to show how successfully intermingled multiple aspects of this kind of character
         might function. Rather, the problem arises when, at the moment of her decision, all
         such complexity and multiplicity go out the window. For her decision—that decision
         on which “the fate of the world of Willow” was said to hinge—while represented as important and climatic, is structured so as to seem important
         only in terms of her relationship with Madmartigan and the resolution of the romantic
         story line, instead of any sense that she might be useful or necessary as a converted
         hero in her own right.
      

      
      Once Sorsha kisses Madmartigan, cementing her conversion and publicly declaring her
         allegiance beyond question, her decision, for all that it comes laden with complex
         personal baggage and echoes themes carried through in other aspects of the film, also
         serves as the turning point the film uses to streamline its story. Able now to read
         Sorsha comprehensibly and much more simplistically as a typical starry-eyed maiden
         following her knight, the film instantly strips Sorsha of her intricacy, and then
         much of her agency, and then seems fully content to exchange complexity of character
         for efficiency of story for all its claims about the supremacy of characterization.
      

      
      To be clear, it is not her relationship with Madmartigan that is the problem here;
         that she joins him, kisses him, or seems to have found love with him and he vice versa,
         is not the problem. The problem is that her relationship with him, her role as attached to him, once confirmed, becomes the filter through which the film directs us to view
         her. In the eyes of the film, his reasons become hers, his decisions hers. That the
         two warriors now share a mission, a mission to which she has her own unique skills
         and perspective to offer in aid, a mission that she committed to only after significant
         personal struggle and at great personal risk, becomes irrelevant; from what we are
         shown of her in the film, she’s simply following Madmartigan on his. In accepting
         such a simplified understanding, in allowing the character to be so easily read in
         this limited way, the film trades complexity in for type, evolution for tradition,
         and, in so doing, skirts the need to explore the motivation and consequences of her
         decision, thus reducing Sorsha’s role in the final third of the film to a somewhat
         awkward accessory rather than a primary agent in the coming final battle. This, we
         find the flagrant erasure of a female character and her experiences and motivations.
      

      
      Interestingly, this crucial moment in the logic of the film corresponds with a clear
         reduction of Sorsha’s physical role, as if her warrior identity has been forgotten,
         deemed no longer necessary or interesting against the fulfillment of her function
         as a more traditional “princess.” As a reward for a knight’s proven heroism, however
         willing, Sorsha is required to trade in her own heroism, becoming a passive princess
         who can then be set aside without complaint or notice, and thus effectively written
         off for the remainder of the film, for all that its resolution has as much to do with
         her transformative journey as hero and her emotional investment in the climactic conflict
         as anyone’s.
      

      
      This elision postswitch was not always so complete, as cuts and changes made to the
         finished film highlight decisions made in which moments of opportunity to preserve
         the complexity of her character existed but were abandoned. Indeed, even the moment
         of Sorsha’s conversion was once more complexly figured. While the film focuses on
         locked gazes and the kiss Sorsha and Madmartigan share, other variants of the Willow story retain the extended action drafted in the screenplay, figuring moments which
         reestablish Sorsha’s martial skills and value and thus effectively and interestingly
         maintain the balance between her two roles as princess and warrior.[7]  Similarly, while virtually all of the texts associated with the film provide an
         additional scene in which Sorsha, after joining the rebels, pursues and defeats a
         number of enemy soldiers on horseback with a superb demonstration of both her skills
         as a warrior and her new allegiances, the film does not.[8] 
      

      
      Practical exigencies requiring the streamlining of story may exist,[9]   but in these cut scenes, when the action goes missing, Madmartigan gets to demonstrate
         his prowess, and Sorsha does not. This difference is significant in terms of a movie
         audience’s ability to see the pair as warriors of comparable skill, to understand
         Sorsha as an equal partner in this battle. Reducing her action in the way the film
         chooses to do—suggesting that a kiss or romantic attachment is the only change, the
         only consequence or possible action to come from her momentous decision—not only minimizes
         her role as a warrior but trades in swordplay for a smooch along a dangerous trajectory
         which speaks to limitations of character.[10]  
      

      
      Removing Sorsha’s physical actions is also problematic in underscoring her intentions,
         as such deleted opportunities to confirm the continuity of her warrior skill would
         also provide a rationale to trust her. For indeed, not only is her participation in
         any pursuit not actively shown in the film, but her part in it is not even questioned,
         despite being an issue that would seem to require some resolution. In the film, in
         a version of the story in which Sorsha takes out none of her former troops, it occurs
         to no one to ask why a woman previously intent on annihilating them now rides alongside
         them; no one questions her fairly unproven allegiance. As this justification, too,
         was dealt with in alternative textual versions and, based on available publicity images,
         likely filmed, such a deletion serves an insidious purpose: if the rebels don’t question
         her, why should we as an audience? If they don’t pause to consider her motivation
         and actions—or, especially, the lack thereof—neither should we notice or object to
         such an absence. As a further damper on the question of Sorsha’s involvement, a lack
         of curiosity or criticism on the part of her new companions is meant to mirror and
         direct ours. In these deletions, the film’s not-so-subtle request for simplicity,
         for ignoring Sorsha, rings clear: let the kiss be the end of it.
      

      
      In short, once Sorsha joins the other heroes, the film no longer needs her to be a
         warrior; it has other characters, traditional male characters, who fulfill that function,
         rendering her suddenly secondary rather than necessary in that capacity. As careful
         as the film seemed to be in initially establishing a respect for her identity as a
         warrior, its final scenes grant Sorsha little to do.
      

      
      Perhaps the most damning evidence that the film sees Sorsha differently at the film’s
         end lies in the fact that, when the rebel army moves into position to assault the
         castle, no one seems to consult Sorsha, let alone give her any authority over the
         battle plans, despite the fact that she grew up in the castle in question as well
         as fought and trained with much of the force they are to face. To not use Sorsha as
         a resource at this point is a missed opportunity for the rebels, as well as for the
         film to show her contribution and make clear that she is no tagalong; she might be
         a late addition to the heroic party, but she is invested in its success as a leader
         and fully committed to its goals. But the film fumbles this gimme, rendering her presence
         a silent one. And, as other versions of the Willow story pick up on the obvious applied purpose of her character in this moment,[11]  it seems clear that the film is uninterested in giving Sorsha something to do, and
         instead ignores her, setting her aside even when her inclusion is both logical and
         valuable.
      

      
      Furthermore, while this initial silence is a notable absence, her continued quiet
         in subsequent scenes as the rebels huddle together to draw up war plans is an especially
         telling and particularly egregious moment of erasure. While the paratexts surrounding
         Willow present Sorsha’s voice as a clear and leading one supporting immediate action and
         expressing valid and informed concerns about its feasibility in a way which invokes
         and acknowledges the specialized knowledge she possesses, by contrast, in the film,
         Sorsha manages only a single half line (in which she notes rather obviously that “Elora
         Danan will die”). Essentially voiceless, she is shown to do even less, as her scrap
         of a line comes as the camera pans across soldiers slipping into the tent, then immediately
         cuts to reaction shots of Willow and the Brownies. Sorsha’s perspective, her point
         of view, is considered fully unimportant, the camera movements figuring it here as
         secondary at best. Indeed, her silence in this scene is especially problematic, as
         she does lend her support to the assault, rising alongside Madmartigan as they physically
         signal their commitment to “stand” against Bavmorda, but, in verbalizing nothing,
         she seems again to be merely following his lead rather than contributing her own.
      

      
      Thus removed from consideration as a warrior in the planning stages of the siege of
         Bavmorda’s castle, Sorsha’s role is also notably diminished when it comes to the actual
         battle. While Airk and Madmartigan lead the army into the castle and take charge of
         the fighting within, Sorsha escorts Willow and Raziel inside, leading them up her
         mother’s tower so that the sorcerers might reach the baby in time to disrupt the ritual
         ceremony. Originally intercut with the battle raging below, Sorsha’s role as guide
         through the castle was validated by a significant amount of performed defense. The
         novel tells us that, “grimly, Sorsha had led Willow and Raziel through corridors and
         up staircases that she knew well. Once she beheaded a troll who leaped snarling from
         an alcove, and once a Death Dog that came pelting in silence, eyes fixed on her throat.”[12]  And, later, as “Bavmorda signaled the three priests from the shadows and they slid
         forward like one body, beginning in unison the Chant of Infinite Diminishment,” we
         witness how “Sorsha cut them down”: “She did it cleanly—three strokes of her sword
         across their necks. She stepped across their bodies toward the altar where Elora Danan
         lay, whimpering pathetically,” proclaiming, “You will not kill this child!”[13]  Even in the junior novel, as Bavmorda’s druids move to attack the two women, “Sorsha
         stepped forward to meet them, defended Raziel, and killed them both with her sword.”[14]  This version, with its curtailed action and number of enemies, most closely echoes
         the film, which does allow Sorsha to fight and kill the druids—however, as they are
         unfortunately and anticlimactically embodied by old, bearded men who lurch forward
         in long robes, her skill is comparably undermined, particularly given the kind of
         extended action Airk and Madmartigan engage in outside.
      

      
      But the real clincher is when Sorsha faces her mother. She impressively defies Bavmorda
         to her face, struggles to cling to her confidence, and holds her ground against her
         mother’s insults that Sorsha is a “traitor child” whom she must now “despise” and
         “destroy.” Sorsha is almost instantly knocked unconscious and is left to spend the
         final battle in a heap on the floor. The novelization politely summarizes her removal
         from consideration: “So, she did not see the last battle. Only Willow saw; Willow,
         quaking in mortal terror but summoning enough courage to creep to the top step and
         peer over.”[15]  In this resolution, which amounts to a final removal of Sorsha as warrior, we see
         the film’s shortsightedness in its consideration of her character, its confusion over
         her contribution, and its lack of certainty regarding her relationships. In the end,
         she cannot participate as a mere warrior, battling in the contest of physical might
         with Airk and Madmartigan below, for there are already two swordsmen in which we are
         invested. Neither can she participate in the magical duel in the tower above, because
         she, unlike Raziel or Willow (both of whom get their respective chances at Bavmorda),
         is no sorcerer.  The film, it seems, cannot imagine a middle path or conceive of any
         means to provide her character with an active resolution. Thus, Willow does the only thing it can think to do with her: it removes her from the equation
         by rendering her unconscious and saves itself the chore of finding something useful
         for her to do by finding a solution that will allow her to (continue to) do nothing.
      

      
      While she does, at least, get a few moments in which to stand up to her mother, to
         heap further insult to injury on our warrior who is denied a fight in the best battle
         of them all, her unconscious state is itself resolved in a manner which undercuts
         her active presence and warrior potency even more. The film, at least, plays it relatively
         cool, salvaging what it can of her character’s involvement by allowing her to wake
         in time to witness her mother’s end and, as rain batters the tower room, to regain
         consciousness of her own accord before being raised to her feet by a quite naturally
         concerned and relieved Madmartigan, who arrives too late to be otherwise helpful.
         Other versions, however, demonstrate a broader difficulty in representing this dual
         archetype, playing up the fairy-tale qualities of the tower scene in a way that recalls
         Sleeping Beauty, that most iconic figure of princess passivity, and capitulate fully
         to the sort of clichés Willow seemed so keen to otherwise avoid. The junior novel refuses to discuss her return
         to consciousness entirely, but in the adult novelization we are told that “Sorsha
         revived as Madmartigan rushed in and gathered her into his arms,”[16]   and in the storybook that, “with a shout, Madmartigan rammed open the door” and
         “scooped up the limp Sorsha in his arms and revived her with a kiss.”[17]   More than simple shared pleasure at their success, relief at finding each other
         still alive, these versions, in keeping Sorsha unconscious until Madmartigan arrives,
         not only prevent her from seeing her mother’s demise (let alone acting to bring it
         about), but reinforce the idea that her role, her action—here even more fully literalized
         as her very consciousness—is dependent on him. With this capstone, resolution for
         Sorsha is found in the arms of Madmartigan more than in facing or defeating her mother,
         the film’s clear endgame. In this, we find a final reminder that the relationship
         that matters for Sorsha, the journey in which the film most fully invests, is the
         love story, hers with Madmartigan. Again, directing focus here in its own right is
         not problematic, as their relationship is a significant and compelling story line
         deserving of its own happy ending; the problem enters in once it comes at the expense
         of the importance of providing the same for Sorsha and Bavmorda’s. In a last weighing
         of narrative investment, the final battle reveals a final failure of the film to choose
         complexly, to embrace multiplicity in its inability or unwillingness to imagine a
         resolution that could more fully, and more complexly, do or be both, and concludes,
         ultimately, with a Sorsha who is much more passive princess than active warrior.
      

      
      Conclusions

      
      For all that Willow starts strong, filled with good intentions and the highest of hopes for presenting
         its heroine as a strong role model, an active, hybridized archetype and antidote to
         traditionally limited female fantasy characters, it ultimately works its way back
         into stereotype. This limited rendering of character, this relegation of her potential
         to something much closer to traditional princess than consistently hybridized warrior
         princess is important, for it affects the way the film is seen and the way the character
         is ultimately understood. Reducing Sorsha in this way underlines the creative tension
         inherent in managing the multiple aspects of her hybrid character, and abandoning
         that complexity confirms the limited and limiting legacy of the kinds of narratives
         pursued in so many films, including this one which seems to have deliberately aimed
         higher. While Willow’s idealistic tagline, “Forget All You Know, or Think You Know,” highlights its intended
         complex relationship with narrative tradition and the assumptions of genre, it ultimately
         does little to challenge easy or familiar narratives or to critically engage fantasy
         tropes and expectations with respect to its warrior princess.
      

      
      An elemental quest story at its heart, the story of Willow’s creative development is a story of good intentions and high hopes, a bold quest
         for a progressive fantasy adventure as much as a cautionary tale which reveals the
         combined dangers and allures of fixed narratives, those most familiar of narrative
         paths. As has been said of quests, in an argument which echoes the language of Willow’s
         tagline, “true quest is about agency, and the capacity to be driven past one’s limits
         in pursuit of something greater. It’s about a desire that extends beyond what we may
         know about who we are. It’s a test of mettle, a destiny.”[18]  In this sense, Willow remains a valuable quest story, as the construction of Sorsha is, in a way, a quest
         in itself: a fight for agency, a search to realize her character as an active player
         in her own story within a larger generic framework. Her story is not only that of
         plot, that of a significant heroine whose role stands out for its successes more than
         twenty-five years later, but also a story of the many creative choices made or abandoned—choices
         which, like the hybrid archetypes whose expectation-laced-baggage she balances, not
         only support but also undermine the success of the complexity and promise of that
         role, such that in its failures there remains much to be learned.
      

      
      Inasmuch as stories tell us who we are and what we are capable of, when we accompany
         characters on their journeys in quest stories, we are also going in search of ourselves,
         trying to find an understanding of our own lives and the forces surrounding it. This
         is especially true of narratives envisioning female characters who seek to challenge
         or expand an existing narrative tradition, for in examining the shaky pantheon of
         the warrior princesses in fantasy film, the collective picture that emerges is one
         of complex, inconsistent, and contradictory messages about a woman’s place and potential.
         Understanding both the potential and limits that these characters reflect is a necessary
         step if we are to take stock of the current state of the filmic fantasy heroine; and
         if we are to move forward, if we are to demand and receive more of our screen heroines
         and seek to open up new narrative horizons for the fantasy genre in film, we must
         understand clearly where we’ve been, and how far there is yet to go. We must remember
         that when narrative attempts at transcendence end in an erasure of character and agency,
         it is not a single act of erasure, but a wider political one that elides the stories
         of women and the motives which move them, cutting away their complexity or importance
         and reducing narrative options for heroines. If quest is about asserting agency, about
         pushing past limits, about making choices and discovering more than was imagined,
         Willow should inspire us to make more interesting choices. The successes and shortcomings
         of its efforts with Sorsha should motivate us to quest further, to continue to seek
         stories that do more than recycle familiar and fixed narratives, that abandon simplistic
         story lines and truly “forget” to look to expectation and convention, received knowledge
         and didactic tradition, as guideposts. If questing is foundationally about the desire
         to extend the parameters of experience, then we are still in search of alternative
         heroic models, still in need of stories that successfully and fully render strong
         central heroines, and we are all still commonly engaged in a quest for heroines—a
         quest along whose path Sorsha may serve as a keystone in the arch under which we must
         pass.
      

      
      Notes
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            2. While actress Joanne Whalley has an appreciation for Willow as recognizably conventional, “a classic story” that “has all the right elements
                  in it,” she is also well aware of the opportunity the role offered to do something
                  more special or unusual or in embodying “the courageous female warrior heart,” something
                  “girls . . . so rarely get an opportunity to do” or see. When interviewed, Whalley
                  makes clear which aspects of Sorsha she found most appealing: “My first impression
                  when I read the script was that we would get to see a young woman who’s in control
                  and has a certain amount of power and responsibility and not just some young girl
                  wandering around the castle in a long dress.” In describing “the essence of Sorsha,”
                  the significance of an active heroine and potential role model offering girls a positive
                  alternative to the more typical passive fantasy heroines is clear: “She’s quite fearless,
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      The Woman Who Fell from the Sky

      
         
         
         
         Cynthia J. Miller

         
         Cowboys and Aliens’ Hybrid Heroine
         

         
         
      

      
      In 1961, John Wayne, with the help of the Texas Rangers, repelled a Comanche raid
         and then rode off into the sunset in The Comancheros. Fifty years later, in 2011, Daniel Craig, with the help of the Apaches, repelled
         an alien invasion and then rode off into the sunset in Cowboys and Aliens. On the face of things, the intervening half century did little to alter the traditional
         frontier narrative. But there is more, as they say, to the story, for without the
         intervention of the film’s heroine, the gunslinger, the townsfolk, and the planet
         would all have been lost.
      

      
       The film’s departure from archetypal Western characterizations of women nearly goes
         unnoticed due to its blending of Western and science fiction genres. Beginning as
         a traditional Western film, its narrative structure appears little affected by the
         introduction of an extraterrestrial enemy which, as a reviewer for the New York Times notes, “might as well be Russians or Nazis” (or marauding Native Americans of cinematic
         days gone by).[1]   It is precisely that hybridity, however, that opens up the story line for the film’s
         shift in portrayals, as its heroine, Ella Swenson (Olivia Wilde), serves as a lightning
         rod for tropes of both the Western and science fiction genres.
      

      
       At the time of its release, Cowboys and Aliens received significant criticism from critics and audiences alike, largely due to its
         hybrid status, reading as a failed Western for frontier fans, and paced too slowly
         for those accustomed to the spectacular interplanetary warfare of the twenty-first
         century delivered by science fiction blockbusters.[2]   With a production budget of $163,000,000 and domestic box office receipts of slightly
         over $100,000,000, the film may, in fact, be considered a commercial “flop.”[3]   However, little attention has been paid to the complexities that resulted as characters,
         eras, gender roles, and genres transformed as a result of the film’s hybrid narrative.
         Each of these transformations has Swenson at its narrative center, as a catalyst and
         focal point, as she moves across—and intertwines—the archetypes, tropes, and ideologies
         of the film’s source genres. One part Rancher’s Daughter, one part Ancient Alien,
         and one part Mystic Ancestor, Swenson is herself a hybrid character who bridges the
         gap between self and Other, past and future, wisdom and instinct, faith and action.
         What follows, then, is a look at the power of Swenson’s genre-bending transformation
         from victim to heroine and its impact on the narrative universe of the film, where,
         in a Native American–inflected context, she serves as a futuristic spirit guide for
         those around her, and “saving the Earth” signifies regeneration far more than it does
         destruction.
      

      
      The West Gets a Little Wilder

      
      Set in 1873, Cowboys and Aliens tells a revisionist Western tale that is at once familiar and utterly strange. It
         is the latest entry in the decades-long history of hybrid Westerns—an intermittent
         subgenre of films that merge the classic tropes and icons of the West with elements
         of the fantastic—that began in 1935 with the movie-house serial The Phantom Empire, featuring cowboy crooner Gene Autry. Several generations later, its descendant,
         Cowboys and Aliens, draws on classic Western visual and narrative traditions—evocative southwestern
         landscapes, a small mining town in need of a savior, a tyrannical cattle baron, and
         a wandering gunslinger—to stage its own CGI-fueled showdown between the forces of
         good and evil, as grotesque alien invaders wreak havoc, abducting the townspeople
         and plundering the West for its deposits of gold, in a futuristic version of the traditional
         frontier fight for the right to land and resources.
      

      
       Based on the 2006 graphic novel created by Scott Mitchell Rosenberg, this new spin
         on the Old West, directed by Jon Favreau, stars Daniel Craig as its disaffected, amnesiac
         antihero, former outlaw Jake Lonergan. After awakening in the desert, wounded, disoriented,
         and wearing a metal gauntlet that he cannot disengage, Lonergan makes his way to the
         town of Absolution—the symbolism here is, of course, telling—where his reluctant intervention
         between its ineffectual citizenry and the sociopathic son (Paul Dano) of powerful
         Colonel Woodrow Dolarhyde (Harrison Ford) earns him notice by good and evil alike,
         and positions him as the pivotal, though ambivalent, figure in the action. A timid
         saloon owner (Sam Rockwell), a philosophical preacher (Clancy Brown), and an impressionable
         young boy (Noah Ringer) round out the roster of stock Western personalities that alternately
         rise and fall in defense of civilization over the course of the tale.
      

      
      Exotic and mysterious, Ella Swenson is the one character that departs from this archetypal
         frontier template. Love interest, warrior, and also, incidentally, an alien in human
         form, she is bent on protecting Earth from suffering the same fate as her own planet
         at the hands of the forces of the interplanetary menace that has come to strip the
         planet of precious raw materials. The traditional frontier drama is interrupted when
         the invaders lay siege to the town in futuristic aircraft, snatching townsfolk into
         the air and carrying them away, among them Rockwell’s wife and Dolarhyde’s son. Lonergan’s
         mysterious gauntlet is activated, and it shoots down one of the alien craft, linking
         him, inextricably, to the town’s struggle. A rescue posse is immediately formed, headed
         by Dolarhyde and the reluctant wanderer, and the group, including Swenson, set off
         on their quest to track and defeat the aliens and bring their loved ones home.
      

      
      Midway through the film, Swenson is also abducted by the evil invaders, and though
         rescued by Lonergan, she dies from wounds she receives in the skirmish—only to be
         resurrected during a Native American cremation ritual. In a blinding explosion of
         light, she transforms from victim to aggressor and shifts primary genre orientations
         as well. Shedding her waifish Western character—vulnerable, fragile, and chafing against
         the limitations of her gender in a masculine frontier narrative—she reveals and fully
         inhabits her powerful science fictional identity, with knowledge, confidence, and
         abilities far exceeding those of Western genre heroines.
      

      
       Classic Western lore instructs that the frontier is a place of encounters, a space
         betwixt and between civilization and wildness, where anything can happen. Director
         Favreau makes full use of that received knowledge, weaving the fantastic into spaces
         within the film’s narrative where dramatic tension would traditionally exist, in the
         form of romantic encounters, Indian incursions, or melodramatic conflict and death.
         The boundaries between traditional Western binaries of good and evil lose their meaning
         as they come into contact with the tropes of science fiction and fantasy: the outlaw
         Lonergan, although still pursuing his own agenda, becomes a reluctant hero; Dolarhyde
         is forced to depend on the very townsfolk whom he has cruelly oppressed in order to
         save his son; the God-fearing and the ruthless, among both settlers and Native Americans,
         find their differences erased. The new and unpredictable adversary rapidly becomes
         the focus of all narrative action, forcing lawmen and outlaws alike to leave behind
         more “human” concerns in favor of the higher-order mandate to save humanity from extinction
         at the hands of an alien foe that seeks to plunder the Earth in ways reminiscent of
         the scars wrought upon the land by white settlers during the original conquest of
         the frontier.
      

      
       Reminders such as these, of the exploitation of land and subjugation of people in
         the name of progress and Manifest Destiny, aid in the construction of a new form of
         revisionist Western that is easily read by contemporary viewers, while scenes of abduction
         and horrific experimentation add a visceral terror drawn directly from the science
         fiction canon. The alien invaders do not seek to enslave humans but rather to eradicate
         them from the land in order to extract its riches. Their mining ship, ripping gold
         from veins hidden beneath the bleak landscape, is a disturbing presence in the rock-jutted
         desert canyon, dwarfing—in both size and power—the small band of humans that attempt
         to thwart its mission.
      

      
       In the end, however, the film’s narrative resolution privileges the mandates of the
         Western genre, rather than those of science fiction and fantasy. The ragtag band of
         townsfolk, outlaws, Native Americans, and lone benevolent alien not only drives out
         the invaders, but destroys them. In the process, those characters who transgressed
         the usually clear boundaries between statuses—Ella, the alien ally in alluring human
         form, and Native American Nat Colorado (Adam Beach), who, through his abiding admiration
         for Dolarhyde, bridged the divide between the settlers and the Apaches—both die noble
         deaths; Dolarhyde learns compassion and is drawn back into the community; and the
         volatile Percy is transformed into a dutiful son.
      

      
      Humanity, the ultimate “good,” thus wins the day, and the moral order is restored.
         Lonergan, having found his personal “absolution” along the way, declines to linger
         in the small frontier town and rides away, following the well-worn trails of countless
         Western heroes who have gone before.
      

      
      Hybrid Films/Hybrid Heroine

      
      In order to understand the significance of Favreau’s film, it is important to consider
         it in relation to its status as a hybrid—a merging of the tropes and conventions of
         Western and science fiction genres in such a way that the end result is both, and
         yet neither. The hybrid Western stage was set by films ranging from early fare, beginning
         with the aforementioned Phantom Empire, as well as fantastic mergings with horror, in films such as Curse of the Undead (1959) and Billy the Kid vs. Dracula (1966), to fantasy and steampunk in more contemporary cinematic offerings, such as
         Westworld (1973), Wild Wild West (1999), Serenity (2005), and Jonah Hex (2010).[4]   Because these genre blends often draw on source material such as comics and graphic
         novels or B-movie tropes, they have often been dismissed as simply absurd, adolescent
         fare—as was the case when one reviewer quipped that Billy the Kid vs. Dracula and its double-bill release, Jesse James Meets Frankenstein’s Daughter, were nothing more than a “mind boggling fuse” of the “Western and horror genres,”[5]   or when Roger Ebert deemed Cowboys and Aliens “the most cockamamie plot I’ve witnessed in many a moon.”[6]   Conversely, Cowboys and Aliens star Brendan Wayne reassured that his grandpa, the iconic John Wayne, would have approved
         of the film, pointing specifically to its hybridity: “He’d have thought it was great
         that the film was introducing a whole new generation to Western films, in a visual
         language that they were already familiar with.”[7]  
      

      
       These often-misunderstood or overlooked cinematic texts have taken scholarly discussions
         of genre in new directions, however, in efforts to understand their impacts on both
         viewing and the workings of genres themselves. As literary critic Thomas Kent observes,
         genre in film may usefully be cast on a spectrum, with the “highly formulaic” text
         at one end, and at the other “a kind of theoretical ‘supergenre,’” which is highly
         unformulaic and unpredictable, “shift[ing] ceaselessly from one set of generic conventions
         to another.”[8]   Scattered between these two poles, as Kent observes, would be texts that created
         varying degrees of generic uncertainty and difficulty in classification—works that
         “deform” well-known genre conventions[9]  —and hybrid cinematic texts, such as Cowboys and Aliens, would be among these. While Kent’s taxonomy of genre nods in the direction of creativity
         and innovation, the very language with which it describes hybridity—as a kind of genre
         deformity—misses the significance of the phenomenon, and the potential for transformation,
         revitalization, and regeneration that it offers.
      

      
      In a related discussion of films that blur the boundaries between cinematic genres—and
         the Western, in particular—Adam Knee suggests that movies such as Cowboys and Aliens be viewed as “compound genre” films, a status that signals their ability to “concurrently
         engage multiple distinct and relatively autonomous horizons of generic expectations.”[10]   The concept of the compound genre draws attention to the various conventions simultaneously
         at play in films such as this, creating tension across the text as each vies to define
         the film’s narrative. Within Knee’s framework, then, the introduction of the alien
         invaders, a staple of the science fiction genre, into the midst of conventional Western
         tropes and characters, would create a cinematic text in which two “quite distinct
         sets of generic conventions have been pulled together and forced into a showdown.”[11]   The synergy generated by such pairings, however, is missing from the discussion
         once again, shortchanging the genre mash-up as a cultural product.
      

      
      This notion of the compound genre, while useful, also implies that the generic elements
         present in the film coexist unchanged—in tension, perhaps, but nonetheless intact.
         Cowboys and Aliens moves quickly beyond this format, displaying the traits and characteristics of both
         genres, while also creating a space for the emergence of elements that are unique
         results of their mergings and confrontations. In the company of Western films, Cowboys and Aliens is a dismal failure; and when compared to the body of science fiction films of the
         decade, the outcome is similar. But when processed through the imaginative lens of
         hybrid creativity, the film becomes something more. Its hybridity moves beyond simple
         surface structure, illustrating a significant degree of unique genre innovation. While
         the narrative follows a traditional Western genre template, its collision of characters
         is far from ordinary, as elements of both science fiction and the Western are adapted
         for the encounter. While framed as incomprehensible, marauding murderers, the film’s
         alien invaders are not merely extraterrestrial stand-ins for cinematic Native Americans.
         Rather, they emerge as a constellation of earthly threats to humanity that draw together
         survival of the species, the environment, and the moral order. They are colonizers,
         who seek not to convert or enslave humans, but to eradicate them from the face of
         the Earth in much the same way that Indigenous people were eradicated from the plains,
         the hills, and the deserts of the West—technologically advanced beings exercising
         their own notions of intergalactic Manifest Destiny; they are futuristic industrialists,
         seizing a landscape for which they have no affinity, no rights to place, and stripping
         it of its resources for their own advancement, merging the rapacious big business
         of Pale Rider with the technologically fueled horrors of War of the Worlds; and they are bloodthirsty outlaws, violating the Code of the West, and massacring
         women, children, the elderly, and the infirm without hesitation, crushing weakness
         and eliminating resistance. They, like other horrific, fantastic, or supernatural
         genre trespassers in the American West that have preceded them, are the antithesis
         of humanity: rational, efficient, interchangeable, and emotionless, standing in opposition
         to those qualities that have come to be understood as the American character.[12]  
      

      
      And resistance, when it comes, takes the form of their diametric opposites: flawed,
         angry, fearful, and uncertain archetypal revisionist Western characters, armed with
         a befuddling element of technology that they can neither understand nor control. The
         nineteenth-century townsfolk of Absolution are, indeed, childlike in the face of the
         alien menace. If they are to survive—as individuals, a community, and inhabitants
         of the planet—Lonergan must, himself, cross the genre divide and master the powerful
         weapon affixed to his arm, shifting from disaffected antihero to science fictional
         defender of his race. He cannot accomplish this movement across genres, however, without
         a guide, and it is here that we see the film’s genre mash-up embodied most clearly
         in the character of Ella Swenson, who not only is, herself, a hybrid heroine with
         a foot in both genres, but whose transformation from Western damsel in distress to
         fantastic otherworldly being is the catalyst for multiple narrative shifts in the
         film.
      

      
      Resurrection and Regeneration

      
      At the film’s outset, Swenson’s demeanor is that of a silent stranger. She is visible
         only in glimpses at first, silent and watching: an outsider. When she is finally featured
         full screen, she both resonates with and appears transfixed by Lonergan’s character.
         She approaches him in a bar and stares, silently, until he rebuffs her, mistaking
         her for a harlot: “I’m just here to drink.” Her quiet intensity matches his; her composure
         never falters. She clearly needs his help but resorts to none of the emotional transparency
         that characterizes archetypal Western heroines, instead bringing an air of mystery
         to the scene, more typical of science fiction:
      

      
         Lonergan: Is there something you know about me, lady?

         
         Swenson: You don’t remember anything, do you?

         
         Lonergan: What is it you want?

         
         Swenson: I know you’re looking for something. So am I.

      

      Several scenes later, when she reveals that “they” (the aliens) have taken her “people,”
         too, he has no interest in coming to her aid, forcing her to align herself with Dolarhyde’s
         newly formed posse as it sets out to find the abducted townspeople. The former general
         mutters, “We’ve got a kid and a dog. Why not a woman, too?” Soon, he has Lonergan,
         and his futuristic weapon as well, as the gunslinger’s memory starts to return, giving
         him personal, rather than communal, motivation for finding the invaders.
      

      
      As the film’s action unfolds, Swenson frequently is among the first to take action—preventing
         Lonergan from leaving town and abdicating his role as champion of civilization, rescuing
         young Emmett Taggart when the aliens attack, and leading the response to a bloodcurdling
         scream as a family is eviscerated by one of the intruders. However, in this first
         half of the film, which is clearly dominated by traditions drawn from the Western
         genre, she recedes into the background whenever Lonergan enters the frame.
      

      
      The chemistry between the two outsiders is clear, evidenced by fixed gazes, closeness
         in two-shots, and in particular a scene where Swenson, caught voyeuristically observing
         Lonergan examining a wound on his abdomen that he received from the aliens, does not
         withdraw in embarrassment but instead closes the physical distance between herself
         and the gunslinger and intimately lays her hand on his injury. The sexual tension
         between the pair continues to heighten as the posse gives chase to the alien predators,
         but the traditional romantic subplot common to both genres is cut short when she is
         abducted by an alien craft and dies as a result of her injuries. As Lonergan collapses
         in grief, the group is surrounded by Chiricahua Apache warriors and taken captive—a
         traditional Western plot point, which, in the context of the film’s science fictional
         elements, seems far less dire—and it is this confrontation that becomes the setting
         for the most significant narrative moment in the film.
      

      
      Lonergan, Dolarhyde, and the rest of the posse are dragged into the warriors’ camp,
         and Swenson’s lifeless body, now wrapped in strips of linen, is unceremoniously thrown
         onto the fire. The tension between whites and Natives quickly escalates, amid accusations
         of murder and pillage on both sides, when the fire engulfing Swenson’s body explodes
         in a brilliant flash of light. The shouting turns to utter silence as she emerges
         naked from the flames, as if reborn.
      

      
       This moment is, from an analytical standpoint, perhaps the most significant scene
         of the film. Swenson dies a Western character—a central female figure, but also a
         victim, whose untold story dies with her. She returns from the dead, however, as a
         quintessential figure of science fiction—an alien from “a place beyond the stars,”
         as she tells the Apache chief—adopting the limitations of the human form, she explains,
         “so I could walk among you.” Speaking the Chiricahua dialect as easily as English,
         she relates the story of her people, and in finally telling her story, she commands
         the attention of all. They listen in silence and awe until Dolarhyde, blustering in
         disbelief, interrupts her tale. The chief insists that the mystical Swenson be shown
         respect from all, including so-called great men, admonishing, “You should not speak.”
      

      
      With Swenson’s “resurrection,” not only does her character’s primary genre orientation
         move from Western to science fiction, but that shift serves as a pivot point for the
         genre orientation of the film as well. Standard science fiction tropes dominate the
         film’s second half, as the entire cast unites in a battle to save the planet, guided
         by her advanced knowledge, Lonergan’s futuristic weapon, and the Apache’s faith in
         unexplainable phenomena. The narrative focus also shifts from the cattle baron–versus-gunslinger
         conflict that previously consumed the two male leads (as well as from the star power
         of Harrison Ford and Daniel Craig) to the ethereal presence of their soft-spoken female
         co-star. From the moment of her transformation from a Western figure to one of science
         fiction, it is her knowledge and actions that determine the final outcome of the film’s tale, rather
         than the battling of her male companions—carried out in support of her ultimate sacrifice—even
         though their graphic final battles with the film’s alien enemies are granted the lion’s
         share of screen time.
      

      
      Swenson’s resurrection and transformation regenerates the story line of the film,
         but it also creates the context for the regeneration of individuals, relationships,
         and community in the larger scope of the film’s narrative. Her message, “We have to
         work together,” becomes her legacy. The destruction of the alien mining craft and
         Swenson’s death remove the science fictional elements from the narrative, and the
         Western genre is restored as the film’s guiding force. Lonergan, Dolarhyde, and those
         around them emerge from their victory over the alien invaders with a renewed sense
         of frontier values as relationships and bodies are mended and tiny Absolution prepares
         for its future as a gold rush boomtown.
      

      
      Ancient Astronauts and Apache Ancestors

      
      It is no accident that Swenson’s character undergoes this mystical transformation
         in an Apache camp, nor is it simply an efficient strategy for concocting an alliance
         with a requisite tribe in a Western narrative. Her fiery rebirth, regenerating her
         adopted terrestrial image, hints at ties not only with Native American shamanism,
         but also with tales of alien visitors that have come before.
      

      
      Connections between Native American culture and ancient aliens have been pervasive
         in popular culture for decades, many including speculation about indigenous origins
         in the stars. Ancient astronaut (paleocontact) theorists contend that visitors from
         the stars have been traveling to Earth since the beginning of time, influencing cultures,
         technologies, and religions.[13]   Ardy Sixkiller Clarke explains,
      

      
         There is a popular belief, sometimes known as the ancient astronaut theory, that aliens
            walked the Earth in ancient times. Some theorize that ancient aliens are responsible
            for ancient technological wonders such as Stonehenge, Palenque, Machu Picchu, and
            the Pyramids of Egypt. Some theorists suggest that the ancient gods were, in fact,
            aliens.[14]  
         

      

      The Nazca lines, petroglyphs, carvings, megalithic sites, and other ancient art forms
         are, for these theorists, clear evidence of an alien presence, as is the received
         lore of stories, myths, and legends. Clarke continues, “To support their claims, they
         often portray the legends of Native American tribes as proof of human interaction
         with the Star People.”[15]   Counterarguments abound, of course,[16]   and the topic generally remains relegated to discussions of pseudoscience.
      

      
      Nonetheless, the connection in popular culture persists between alien astronauts and
         Native Americans, and it has become a highly recognizable plot device in science fiction
         film, television, and literature. Ancient aliens appear as wise, infinite, but often
         fragile beings, periodically intervening in human affairs in order to instruct or
         protect the much younger, more impulsive and immature inhabitants of Earth.[17]   This complex blending of alien and ancestor in relation to Native Americans takes
         on a mystical, rather than science fictional, tone in the context of traditional Western
         tales in literature and film, investing Native characters with access to uncanny knowledge
         and wisdom, the ability to transcend time and space, and often the ability to traverse
         the boundaries between life and death.
      

      
      These portrayals form one side of a binary approach to Native Americans, which casts
         them as spiritual children of nature, while the other portrays them as the bloodthirsty
         savages featured in countless Western narratives across the decades, such as Stagecoach (1939), The Searchers (1956), and Jeremiah Johnson (1972)—an opposition that is particularly relevant to understanding the context and
         narrative impact of Swenson’s transformation in Cowboys and Aliens. Chiricahua Apaches are, perhaps, one of the most often portrayed of the Southern
         Athapaskan tribes.[18]   Beginning in the late nineteenth century, the Chiricahua were featured in newspapers
         and media coverage across the country as a result of the Apache Wars and the fame—or
         infamy—of legendary warriors Cochise and Geronimo.[19]   Thus, their presence in a Western film signifies a threat to white civilization—a
         savage impulse to murder and destroy. In the blinding explosion of Swenson’s rebirth,
         however, the Chiricahua are also transformed, shifting to a focus on traditional spirituality
         and mysticism. The chief is the first to accept Swenson’s spectacular reentry into
         the narrative, affording her respect and offering his allegiance; as Nat translates
         for Dolarhyde, “He says he will follow her.” The formerly fearsome warriors, together with Swenson, then gently ease Lonergan
         into a drug-induced “vision quest” of sorts so that he might regain his memory—something
         neither Swenson alone nor white medicine could accomplish—enabling the combined search
         party to locate the alien ship.
      

      
      In many Native philosophies, transformations such as these—shifts in outlook as the
         result of experiential learning—are often considered vital to the survival of communities,
         as Ted Jojola notes, and are implicated in movement toward a higher ideological level
         of consciousness.[20]   The community that cannot change, adapt, and grow as it gains knowledge and experiences
         from new contacts in the world around it withers and dies.
      

      
      This view of fluid, experiential change resonates with the Apache worldview, the origins
         of which are expressed by “a cycle of rich and intricate stories that teach concepts
         about, and explain, the creation of the universe and the sequences of stages by which
         it reached its present form.”[21]   In many of these folktales, women play a key role in the creation, regeneration,
         and persistence of the world as we know it. There is no single creation story among
         Native Americans, but women figure prominently in several, often journeying to Earth,
         like Swenson, from “a place beyond the stars”: the Woman Who Fell from the Sky; the
         Changing Woman; Divine Woman, the Creator; “first woman”; and of course Mother Earth,
         the core of all life, on which all other beings depend—a living entity that directs
         the life force that animates the world, sustaining all creations.[22]   In each, it is woman who facilitates the existence of life, as it is known, but
         only with the assistance of other living things already inhabiting the world; the
         relationship is one of reciprocity and interrelationship.
      

      
      Generativity, transformation, and interdependence all define the various guises of
         the “woman” of spiritual lore, and in similar ways, they define Swenson—another mystical
         Woman Who Fell from the Sky. Like the Apache ancestors, her arrival fosters great
         change, creativity, and rebirth and has many lessons to teach about traditional Native
         American values: honor, the responsibility of power, and the importance of community
         over individuality. Her presence, and the challenges she presents, draw together the
         most unlikely of collaborators in a Western narrative—lawmen and gunslingers, Indians
         and townspeople, victims and warriors—and all are transformed. Yet she is also in
         need; her knowledge of how to save the Earth and its inhabitants from destruction
         is incomplete without the help of this constellation of characters. And in the process
         of carrying out her mission, she facilitates experiential learning about interdependence
         for both groups that leads them to adapt, and in that adaptation, thrive.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Swenson’s initial appearance as a waifish outsider in need of a gunslinger is both
         illusion and truth—a difficult combination for the philosophical orientation of most
         audiences, particularly those accustomed to the clear binary oppositions that traditionally
         shape Western films. It is not so difficult, however, if her character is considered
         as inhabiting the worlds of multiple genres, where one’s illusion is, in fact, the
         other’s truth.
      

      
      Within the cinematic context of the Western genre, she is limited to the waifish and
         vulnerable: on the frontier, traditional, positively coded female roles demand subordination
         to six-gun patriarchy. Even in revisionist films designed to interrogate and critique
         those very values, the opportunities for female characters to transgress boundaries
         established by the genre are limited and carry a high narrative price tag.[23]   Within the cultural confines of Absolution (in its role as signifier of the Old
         West), for example, her budding romance with Lonergan has no future and is subject
         to the same narrative “resolution” as any other plotline hinting at miscegenation.[24]   Her death, albeit noble, was preordained by the genre itself.
      

      
      Not so in the science fiction universe, where species are continually in contact and
         things are often not what they seem, and not only gender roles but also the entire
         notion of gender are more malleable.[25]   As a unique product of both narrative contexts, her role is loosened from the moorings
         of genre, and space is created for her status as a heroic figure that engages with,
         and upholds, the values of both genres, while at the same time altering their conventions.
      

      
      As a heroine, then, Ella Swenson is a multifaceted hybrid—not only a female warrior
         who journeys to Earth to save the planet and its people, but a complex, integrative
         figure that blurs categories and serves as a catalyst for action, innovation, and
         change. Her status as the focal point for the film’s hybridity makes her critical
         to the final outcome for all concerned. While overlooked by many as “just the pretty
         girl” in a male-centered blockbuster,[26]   she serves as a unifier and a champion of community—one who brings together disparate
         factions among the characters who share her struggles; merges the material and the
         transcendent; unites the Earth and “places beyond the stars”; turns our gaze, once
         again, to the question of ancient astronauts and mystical beliefs; and adds another
         Woman Who Fell from the Sky to the pantheon of Western lore.
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      Trigger warning: Some of the content here deals with rape and other forms of violence
         against women.
      

      
      No Girls Allowed: Why Gender Equality in Geek Culture Matters

      
      In May 2012, Canadian American feminist media critic Anita Sarkeesian initiated a
         Kickstarter campaign intended to fund a series of short films analyzing the often-problematic
         treatment of female characters in video games.[1]  The series was called “Tropes vs. Women in Video Games.” Supporters rallied behind
         Sarkeesian’s cause, raising her desired goal of $6,000 in under twenty-four hours.
         By June 30, the project had generated an astounding $158,922 from 6,968 donors, with
         which Sarkeesian plans to create a set of at least twelve ad-free videos and a classroom
         curriculum as of this writing.[2] 
      

      
       However, this feat was not achieved without significant backlash. In a TEDxWomen
         talk, Sarkeesian describes the “cyber mob” that resorted to all manner of vitriolic
         tactics to shame and silence her, including hacking her social media accounts, vandalizing
         her Wikipedia page, e-mailing her images of her likeness being sexually assaulted,
         and even creating a digital “game” where players could “beat the bitch up,” depicting
         an image of the critic’s face that became increasingly bloodied with each click of
         the mouse.[3]  The genesis of the attacks? As one antagonist snarled in a Tweet directed at Sarkeesian,
         “I’ll rape you and put your head on a stick if you ever touch my video games.”[4] 
      

      
       The problem of misogyny in geek culture—loosely defined here as the social enjoyment
         of science fiction, fantasy, and/or action-adventure narratives as they appear in
         literature, film, television, video games, and other media—is widespread and rampant.
         The online world is rife with sexism, but so too are conventions and other gatherings.
         One example that garnered media attention was cosplayer Mandy Caruso’s experience
         at New York Comic-Con in 2012 when an interviewer asked her to “spank [him]” and reveal
         her cup size.[5]  Sarkeesian accurately observes that much of geek culture is defined by a sort of
         “boys’ club” mentality,[6]  one that seeks to resist alterations to the status quo by creating a toxic environment
         for females who would dare to participate. Patriarchal attitudes still hold sway over
         many areas of life, but what, specifically, is at the root of this intense hostility
         among geeks, a group that has long faced second-class treatment itself?
      

      
       Patriarchy is a many-headed hydra, so it may be impossible to pin down a single “right”
         answer. However, one element that undoubtedly contributes to the boys’ club mentality
         Sarkeesian speaks of is the repeated reliance of sci-fi, fantasy, and action-adventure
         plots on narrative formulas that glorify men and objectify, marginalize, and disempower
         women. In the first installment of her “Tropes vs. Women in Video Games” series, Sarkeesian
         points out that the “damsel in distress” cliché frequently seen in games has been
         continually implemented in storytelling since ancient Greece, citing the myth of Perseus
         and Andromeda as one well-known example.[7]  Joseph Campbell names dozens more in his famous study of world mythology, The Hero with a Thousand Faces. From these centuries-old origins, the trope of the damsel in distress bled into
         European medieval literature, proliferated in early American cinema and pulp fiction,
         and eventually wormed its way into video games starting in the late 1970s.[8]  In her first two videos, Sarkeesian shows clips from over thirty games that have
         resorted to this hackneyed plot device just since 2001. In many of them, the distressed
         damsels are shot, stabbed, starved, tortured, struck, or otherwise brutalized.[9]  And Sarkeesian is clear on the point that these treatments differ from the struggles
         Campbell’s archetypal hero must face on (usually) his quest:
      

      
         [T]he typically male character may occasionally also be harmed, incapacitated or briefly
            imprisoned at some point during their journey. In these situations, the character
            relies on their intelligence, cunning, and skill to engineer their own escape. . .
            . That process of overcoming the ordeal is an important step in the protagonist’s
            transformation into a hero figure.
         

         
          A Damsel’ed woman on the other hand is shown to be incapable of escaping the predicament
            on her own and then must wait for a savior to come and do it for her. . . . Consequently,
            the trope robs women in peril of the opportunity to be the architects of their own
            escape and therefore prevents them from becoming archetypal heroes themselves.[10] 
         

      

       Indeed, when feminist mythologist Maureen Murdock asked Joseph Campbell about the
         idea of a female hero’s journey, he responded that “all [a woman] has to do is realize
         that she’s the place that people are trying to get to. When a woman realizes what
         her wonderful character is, she’s not going to get messed up with the notion of being
         pseudo-male.”[11]  In other words, as Murdock translates, “women don’t need to make the journey.”[12]  While The Hero with a Thousand Faces does delve into a few myths centering on female protagonists, such as that of Psyche
         and Cupid, the vast majority of them star male leads. Moreover, as Sarkeesian suggests,
         the male hero’s emergence into adulthood and hero status not only repeatedly includes,
         but hinges on the rescue of a helpless maiden, bolstering the message again and again that boys
         save while girls need saving. In short, scores of female characters are habitually
         denied the complexity of their male saviors, rendered objectified stepping stones
         on the hero’s quest for power and respect.
      

      
       Of course there are alternative forms of storytelling that more commonly exhibit
         thoughtfully fleshed-out and psychologically complex female characters. The literary
         fiction of Jane Austen, George Eliot (also known as Mary Ann Evans), Virginia Woolf,
         and Toni Morrison, to name only a few, all feature complicated and well-crafted female
         leads. However, none of these stories fulfill the needs of a reader seeking the epic
         stakes and otherworldly feel of a high fantasy quest or sci-fi adventure. There is
         something uniquely alluring about the tales that emerge out of the hero’s journey
         tradition—psychologist Dan P. McAdams even states that epics are one of the four major
         narrative arcs that can shape people’s understanding of what is possible in their
         own lives[13] —and female fans should not be made to feel alienated from this vital genre as a
         whole on account of outdated tropes.
      

      
       Progress is slowly being made on this front: In Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Xena: Warrior Princess, and other texts, we find strong, confident, and capable female heroes. Feminist
         critic Jennifer K. Stuller draws important connections between our abiding need for
         myth and the narratives found in popular culture in Ink-Stained Amazons and Cinematic Warriors: Superwomen in Modern Mythology. Fantasy author Valerie Estelle Frankel’s Buffy and the Heroine’s Journey: Vampire Slayer and Feminine Chosen One explores this parallel as well. As is evidenced by the outpouring of support for
         “Tropes vs. Women in Video Games,” the plethora of sites, forums, online communities,
         and nonprofits committed to improving the representation of women in the media, and
         the ever-increasing volume of female fans’ voices in geek culture, the tide is gradually
         turning. Still, an examination of the narrative formula that so reflexively and routinely
         marginalizes female characters—that is, the traditional, archetypal hero’s journey—can
         be a useful tool in the march toward gender equality.
      

      
      New Gear: Tweaking the Hero’s Journey

      
      Frankel, in From Girl to Goddess: The Heroine’s Journey through Myth and Legend, and Murdock, in The Heroine’s Journey, offer thoughtful revisions of Campbell’s hero’s journey that adapt it for a female
         quester. For instance, Frankel replaces Campbell’s “Meeting with the Goddess” stage
         with “Wedding the Animus,” his “Woman as Temptress” stage with “Facing Bluebeard,”[14]  his “Atonement with the Father” stage with “Atonement with the Mother,” and so on.[15]  Murdock includes stages such as “Identification with the masculine” and “Awakening
         to feelings of spiritual aridity” that are followed by “Urgent yearning to connect
         with the feminine,” “Healing the mother/daughter split,” and “Healing the wounded
         masculine.”[16]  In both cases, the authors maintain the basic structure of Campbell’s model—they
         even translate some of his stages word for word—but address what they see as the unique
         needs of female protagonists (and the female audiences who absorb their stories).
         As to the nature of the fully actualized female hero, Frankel writes that the “archetypal
         Goddess, or Great Mother . . . was worshiped as the ultimate creator, the vessel of
         emerging power and source of all life” and that “girls emulate that path on their
         journeys by forming a family circle that they can rule as supreme nurturer and protector.”[17]  Murdock puts forth that the purpose of the female hero’s journey is to allow women
         to “fully embrace their feminine nature, learning how to value themselves as women
         and to heal the deep wound of the feminine.”[18]  In less direct terms, psychologist Clarissa Pinkola Estés’ Women Who Run with the Wolves: Myths and Stories of the Wild Woman Archetype suggests that the function of the female hero’s journey is to reconnect with “the
         feminine instinctive nature.”[19] 
      

      
       While I profoundly admire the work of these authors, in this discussion I am going
         to approach the idea of a revised hero’s journey from a slightly different angle.
         Murdock, Frankel, and Estés—and, of course, Campbell—are all coming at this conversation
         from the perspective of depth psychology. All draw from Jung’s ideas in some way,
         and Murdock and Estés are even practicing psychoanalysts. Depth psychology deals largely
         with the unconscious mind and tends to argue in favor of distinct differences between
         males and females. Contrastingly, in queer theory, which has constituted a large part
         of my training, gender is seen as a cultural construction, and theorists tend to deal
         with the conscious mind and society. For the sake of advancing the dialogue surrounding
         the idea of a female hero’s journey, I will offer what I can from this perspective.[20] 
      

      
       In short, rather than essentializing about what makes a “heroine’s journey” different
         from a “hero’s journey,” I would like to introduce the idea of what I will call the
         Feminist Hero’s Journey. Inspired by the success of the Bechdel test, an increasingly
         well-known measure of females’ representation in film and other media that will be
         further discussed momentarily, I will offer some criteria that may be applied to the
         epic narratives found in fantasy, sci-fi, and action-adventure stories to determine
         their feminist undertones in the hopes of spurring new conversations about the democratization
         of the Hero’s Journey.
      

      
       To illustrate some of my points, I will use examples from the anime Revolutionary Girl Utena (1997),[21]  its accompanying film Revolutionary Girl Utena: The Movie (1999),[22]  and the Japanese role-playing games Final Fantasy X (2001)[23]  and Final Fantasy X-2 (2003).[24]  While there are other games, TV shows, comics, and films that demonstrate some of
         my criteria—including other manga, anime, and JRPGs—these are particularly noteworthy
         due to their global success, their recent resurgence—the Utena series, FFX, and FFX-2 were re-released in high definition in 2013—and, on a more personal level, the fact
         that they deeply inspired me as a young member of geek culture. As an adult, I can
         honestly say that these narratives shaped my beliefs about what it means to be a confident
         and determined friend, colleague, life partner, activist, and more. Having experienced
         firsthand the impact of such Feminist Hero’s Journey stories, I believe all the more
         strongly that these types of narratives are beneficial—even necessary—for young people
         and adults alike.
      

      
       One final note about my methodology: in his analysis of individual and collective
         memory in Final Fantasy X, literary critic Dennis Washburn points out that there is some debate in the scholarly
         community about the ideal method of analyzing video games, as they combine text, image,
         and interactivity, unlike a conventional book or even a conventional film.[25]  Similarly, the editors of The Superhero Reader rightly observe that contemporary superhero narratives—along with other “low art”
         emerging out of fantasy, sci-fi, and so forth—occupy a precarious shelf in academia.[26]  Part of this comes, I think, from critics’ uncertainty about how best to approach
         them. Washburn ultimately concludes that the tools supplied by literary criticism
         and film criticism are appropriate in the discussion of video games where “the unfolding
         of a narrative is a central component of gameplay,”[27]  and as is evidenced by the very existence of a Superhero Reader, an increasing number of thinkers feel that the same rule applies to epic narratives
         found in popular culture. I am an avid believer in the significance of popular culture
         as a sort of barometer of zeitgeist, so naturally I agree with these interpretations.
      

      
       In summary, I will utilize literary criticism, film criticism, feminist criticism,
         and queer theory to theorize a set of “criteria” for a Feminist Hero’s Journey, using
         examples from popular culture. Items will not be listed in order of importance.
      

      
       I realize, of course, that some of these criteria are more subjective than others
         and that few stories meet them all. Therefore, rather than a “prescription” to which
         a narrative must adhere entirely or face total condemnation, I encourage readers to
         think of this as more of a “checklist.” The more “checks” an epic narrative receives,
         the more feminist it is. Thus, narratives like Utena and FFX are considered highly feminist heroes’ journeys because they fit almost every criterion,
         but this by no means discounts a narrative like Sailor Moon, which features numerous instances of nonviolent problem solving and other feminist
         features despite its reliance on the “chosen one” trope. Although it may seem counterintuitive,
         even a narrative like Harry Potter earns some credit on this scale; although events largely center on Harry, the books
         and films depict complicated female characters who engineer their own solutions to
         problems, and so on.
      

      
       So as not to set the bar too low, I would suggest that a hero’s journey be deemed “feminist” if it meets four
         or more of the following criteria.
      

      
       Now, on to the list.

      
      Leveling Up: A Feminist Hero’s Journey

      
      Criterion 1: The narrative passes the Bechdel test.

      
      The Bechdel test, a concept birthed from a 1985 strip of Alison Bechdel’s comic Dykes to Watch Out For, comes from a character’s assertion that she will not watch a movie unless it fits
         three simple criteria: (1) it must have two female characters, (2) who talk to each
         other, (3) about something other than a male character.[28]  This is a very basic criterion, but the abundance of media that cannot meet it is
         staggering. To convey this, fans have started a site called the “Bechdel Test Movie
         List” that allows users to rate and discuss any films they wish. Currently, out of
         the 4,176 movies rated on the site, 44.6 percent fail the test.[29]  Of course, this is a self-selected set of participants, so things may be even bleaker
         in terms of worldwide cinematic female representation, to say nothing of games, comics,
         and other media.
      

      
       Utena and FFX easily fulfill this criterion. Utena tells the story of a young woman (Utena) who becomes involved in a series of cultlike
         duels in an attempt to protect her friend and eventual lover, Anthy. The two women
         share an intimate relationship and, over the course of the series, discuss everything
         from curry recipes and sports to the elusive nature of justice and the arrogance of
         savior complexes. Furthermore, the multitude of female cast members means that numerous
         conversations of substance take place, many of which do not even involve the titular
         hero.
      

      
       Over the span of her journey, FFX’s main protagonist Yuna speaks with multiple women, including her friend Lulu, her
         cousin Rikku, a rival quester, and a mentor. These conversations help Yuna find her
         personal resolve, strengthen her compassion, and teach her new skills.
      

      
      Criterion 2: The narrative includes representations of round, dynamic female characters.

      
      In literary studies, characters are often referred to as either “round or flat” and
         as either “dynamic or static.” A round character is one who is well developed, who
         has positive as well as negative qualities, and whose motivations are multilateral.[30]  A flat character, in contrast, is one who is poorly developed and often compiled
         of worn-out stereotypes. Sarkeesian identifies the “Helpful Damsel” as one example
         of a flat character.[31]  You’ve seen her before: the sweet, innocent, supportive healer who carries a magic
         staff and fights from the back row, if at all. She’s often the love interest, and
         she often gets damsel’ed. These types of characters are predictable, if not boring,
         and though one could make the case that many male leads are flat characters, too (the
         sword-swinging macho man, anyone?), it is more typically a problem for female “sidekicks.”
      

      
       Similarly, a dynamic character is one who changes over the course of a narrative,
         while a static character does not.[32]  Dynamic characters learn, change, and grow from their experiences, emerging from
         their narrative wiser—though not always happier—than before.
      

      
       Utena and Yuna are both round, dynamic characters. Yuna transforms from a shy, soft-spoken
         young woman to a confident political leader by the end of FFX and again to a free-spirited bounty hunter in FFX-2. Her lover Tidus even remarks at the end of the sequel, “You’ve changed!” Furthermore,
         she moves from blind religious follower to full-on heretic, though this change is
         gradual.
      

      
       Utena, an even more psychologically complex character, shifts from treating Anthy
         as a generic damsel in distress to recognizing her unique kind of strength and suffering.
         Moreover, she even realizes that her attempts at playing prince have prevented her
         from viewing Anthy as a whole human being and struggles to redeem herself. With this,
         Utena confronts conventional narratives head on.
      

      
      Criterion 3: The narrative positions at least one female character as a heroic agent.

      
      If a story is going to tell the tale of a Feminist Hero’s Journey, it should ideally
         feature as least one female[33]  hero. But what exactly is a hero? Sarkeesian writes that a character must be the “architect” of her own fate
         in order to achieve hero status. Additionally, Stuller states that a character must
         have “a uniquely identifiable skill or power” and “a mission or purpose that benefits
         the greater good.”[34]  I would add that a hero should help at least one person on an individual level over
         the course of her quest to fulfill the greater mission. But, loosely, let us say that
         a hero is someone who overcomes obstacles and helps others using her own talents and
         resources.
      

      
       As has already been stated, Utena’s whole raison d’être is the liberation of Anthy
         from the manipulative cult of duelists. However, she also goes out of her way to stand
         up for the underdogs of her school. Using her incredible sword-fighting skills and
         her enigmatic connection to a ghostly prince, Utena battles her way through numerous
         challenges.
      

      
       Yuna’s quest begins when she decides to become a Summoner, one who can call forth
         powerful creatures known as Aeons in the hopes of vanquishing Sin, the monster that
         plagues the world of Spira every ten years. Thus, although she is a healer, she can
         also deal devastating damage with the help of the Aeons. With the help of her allies,
         Yuna eventually does save the world (twice, in fact), bringing peace to Spira.
      

      
      Criterion 4: The narrative includes at least one instance of nonviolent problem solving.

      
      Sarkeesian brings up an important point when she claims that “game developers have
         backed themselves into a corner” by making violence “the primary way that the player
         engages with the game-world,” stating that “[t]he player is then forced to use violence
         to deal with almost all situations” (italics in original).[35]  Indeed, one of the major criticisms of video games has been its glorification of
         violence. But like the damsel-in-distress trope, the equation of problem solving with
         aggressive action in epic narratives is not a modern invention. In many (though, to
         be fair, not all) of the sagas Campbell cites, violence is used before any other tactic.
         The romanticization of war is classically patriarchal, so on the one hand nonviolent
         conflict resolution could be seen as a feminist alternative. However, it is equally
         problematic to conflate femininity with inherent gentleness and pacifism. Therefore,
         a middle ground must be struck. The hero’s journey as a narrative arc demands the
         surmounting of adversaries, but the protagonist(s) of a Feminist Hero’s Journey should
         rely on more than brutality.
      

      
       Gloria Steinem praises Wonder Woman for her ability to “conquer with force, but only
         a force that was tempered by love and justice.”[36]  Likewise, Stuller devotes a whole chapter of her book to female heroes who incorporate
         “redemption, collaboration, and compassion” into their foe-confronting tool kits.[37]  Feminist heroes do not automatically obliterate their enemies or relish their destruction;
         they seek to reason with them, win them over to the side of good, or come to a compromise.
         In this way, they resist the limiting binary of “good” and “evil” that has, for centuries,
         functioned to unjustly oppress women, sexual minorities, and other marginalized groups.
      

      
       Again, this is not to express that a feminist hero cannot or should not use violence
         at any point over the course of the journey—it merely asks that at least one instance
         of creative, nonviolent problem solving be deployed for the sake of diversifying the
         concept of justice.
      

      
       The most obvious example of this comes from Utena’s duels. Instead of impaling or
         even harming one another, fighters win duels by cutting a single rose from the breast
         of their opponent. In another instance less particular to a preexisting system, Utena
         opens an enchanted door not with brute force but with a single earnest tear. Timothy
         Perper and Martha Cornog write that “Utena’s gentleness—her noble heart—opens the
         Way.”[38] 
      

      
       Yuna, for her part, uses her power as a Summoner to send wandering spirits of the
         dead to the afterlife after she and her companions fail to destroy them using conventional
         swords and sorcery. This not only resolves the conflict, but it frees the lost souls,
         too.
      

      
      Criterion 5: The narrative accounts for multiple subjectivities.

      
      Feminist philosopher Hélène Cixous suggests that narrative polyphony, or the revelation
         of details about the same plot from differing points of view, can translate to a wider
         social tolerance of dissenting perspectives. Literary critic Marilyn Farwell explains
         that this is because multiple voices highlight the limited, flawed, and even unreliable
         subjectivity of any given narrator.[39]  By including the traditionally marginalized or discredited voices of so-called minor
         (often female) characters in the storytelling framework, a text may begin to qualify
         as feminist on a symbolic level.
      

      
      FFX and Utena exhibit these qualities in fascinating ways. Judging from the opening scene of FFX, it appears as if the narrative arc will resemble a prototypical male hero’s journey.
         “Listen to my story,” says Tidus, the young male protagonist who serves as the player’s
         avatar during the majority of game play. Immediately, from the very first line, Tidus
         claims the narrative as his own, establishing himself as both the vocal narrator of
         the story and the viewpoint through which it will be focalized. Yet this monolithic
         authority is subverted as the narrative goes on. At one point, after Tidus reiterates,
         “This is my story. It’ll go the way I want, or I’ll end it here,” Yuna retaliates,
         “You say it’s your story, but it’s my story, too.” Furthermore, players spend some
         time navigating through the game using Yuna as their avatar, dismissing the idea that
         this is, indeed, merely Tidus’ story. By shifting the narrative focus to Yuna’s experience,
         FFX calls into question the idea of the paternalistic male hero as the center of a compelling
         story line. Moreover, in FFX-2, Yuna serves as the narrator and avatar throughout the entire game, finalizing her
         shift from silence to audibility.
      

      
      Utena plays with narration via two recurring shadow puppets who appear for a moment or
         two midepisode to reinterpret, misinterpret, or allegorize the story. Intentionally
         absurdist yet occasionally profound, these narrators draw attention to the arbitrariness
         of any given point of view.
      

      
      Criterion 6: The narrative does not trap female characters in the marriage/death plot.

      
      Farwell also observes that in countless epic narratives, the female life is seen as
         a “natural” progression toward marriage and maternity, and that women who resist this
         trajectory are met with untimely death.[40]  Moreover, Carol Pearson and Katherine Pope point out that even in a seemingly happy
         fairy-tale marriage (of the heterosexual variety, of course—gay and lesbian narratives
         are virtually invisible in most traditional epics), there is often an “imbalance of
         power” because the male has quested for the female while the female has “merely wait[ed].”[41]  Though Pixar and Disney’s Brave indicates that attitudes are slowly changing,[42]  the idea of a free and autonomous female agent surviving the hero’s journey without
         adhering to one of these endings has traditionally prompted cultural anxiety.
      

      
       As Baumlin and Baumlin point out in their study of Jane Eyre as female hero’s journey, marriage does not have to signal misery for the protagonist.[43]  My intention here is not to condemn marriage, but rather to criticize the disturbing
         trend of narratives based on the hero’s journey that fail to represent alternative
         futures for females.
      

      
       Most overtly, there is a scene in FFX where Yuna defies both marriage and death. Earlier in the game, the hero horrifies
         her companions by accepting the marriage proposal of the central villain, a vengeful
         ghost. At the altar, Yuna turns the tables by revealing that it was all a ruse to
         send his spirit to the afterlife. When the plan goes awry, she is literally backed
         into the corner of a balcony, over which she jumps in an apparent act of suicide.
         Yet Yuna does not die. Using the powers she has mastered, she summons one of the Aeons
         to catch her and carry her gently to safety. The story ultimately leaves her positioned
         as a prominent political leader, delivering a speech to her country and planning for
         her future. Unpartnered but alive, she disrupts common expectations for an adventure
         story’s “happy ending.”
      

      
       Utena carves out a similar fate. Rejecting the advances of a charming but wicked
         “prince” and his attempts to domesticate her into a quaint, submissive “princess,”
         she refuses to live happily ever after in a (literal) castle in the sky while Anthy
         remains a pawn of the duelists. Though Utena’s fate is left uncertain in the TV series,
         in the film she and Anthy escape to the world outside the suffocating school.
      

      
      Criterion 7: The narrative eschews the “chosen one” plot in favor of voluntary heroism.

      
      In his TED talk “The Antidote to Apathy,” community organizer Dave Meslin criticizes
         narratives that center on “chosen ones” who are compelled to complete heroic deeds
         by external drives, such as a prophesy, rather than their own intrinsic motivation.[44]  He argues that one of the key points of heroic leadership is that “it comes from
         within” and that saturating our culture with narratives in which heroes are appointed
         relieves “ordinary” viewers from participating in activism. These stories suggest,
         moreover, that there is one “right” person for certain difficult tasks, a notion that
         runs counter to the collaborative efforts of social justice movements.
      

      
      Many “chosen one” stories have significant feminist value. However, in perpetuating
         the notion that heroes are born and not made, such stories may contribute to the misconception
         that heroism is a solitary, elite, and even biologically deterministic attribute.
         In alignment with feminist and queer theory, which advocate a cultural constructivist
         approach to gender and other aspects of identity, a Feminist Hero’s Journey should
         include a hero who acts out of personal desire instead of foretold destiny.
      

      
      Both Yuna and Utena choose to set forth on their journeys: Yuna because her father
         was a Summoner before her and she wants to save Spira from Sin, Utena because she
         wants to end Anthy’s exploitation. Each continues fighting against insurmountable
         odds because she believes in her mission and in herself, not because her quest is
         preordained. Also, in Yuna’s case, any Summoner can defeat Sin, eliminating the trope
         that there is one exceptional savior.
      

      
      Criterion 8: The narrative engages intersectionality.

      
      One of the most important differences between Second and Third Wave feminism is the
         latter’s awareness of intersectionality, or the ways in which various social markers,
         such as race, class, age, ability, body type, gender identity, and sexuality converge
         with sex and gender to restrict and police privilege. Intersectionality recognizes
         that sexism is connected to many other manifestations of prejudice and that the struggles
         of seemingly disparate groups for fair treatment are actually intertwined. A Feminist
         Hero’s Journey, therefore, should not only grapple with topics relating to sex and
         gender, but other social hierarchies as well.
      

      
       Neither narrative does overwhelmingly well on this criterion, but they do fulfill
         it to some extent. FFX tackles topics of racism via the ongoing tensions between the Al-Bhed, Ronso, and
         Guado peoples. Utena includes numerous same-sex and same-gender relationships and
         casts lesbianism in a positive though not overly sentimental light. The canon also
         contains numerous interracial relationships, one of which a fan thoughtfully analyzes
         through the lens of postcolonial feminist theory.[45]  So, the narratives have some potential for shedding light on these topics.
      

      
      Criterion 9: The narrative does not pointlessly sexualize female characters.

      
      If you’re reading this book, there’s a good chance you’ve seen it by now: the “broke
         back” (sometimes “brokeback”) pose. Notorious among North American superhero comics,
         this visual trope depicts female characters contorted in such a way that their breasts
         and rear ends are gratuitously displayed simultaneously.[46]  It is so named because many of the poses would only be possible if the characters’
         spines were broken. This is an extreme example of sexual objectification in epic narratives
         that teeters on the absurd, but it is also a microcosm of geek culture’s propensity
         for unnecessarily sexualizing female characters. In her landmark essay “Visual Pleasure
         and Narrative Cinema,” film critic Laura Mulvey writes that women in visual media
         are frequently “coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said
         to connote to-be-looked-at-ness.”[47]  Clearly this is an inappropriate and regressive treatment of female and feminine
         bodies, both fictional and real.
      

      
       While this criterion is primarily designed for film, TV shows, games, comics, artwork,
         and other visual media, it can apply to exclusively textual narratives as well. Traditional
         fairy tales and modern stories that dwell on female characters’ physical “fairness,”
         “beauty,” or sex appeal while neglecting all of their other qualities help to promote
         the message that females are, indeed, only here to be looked at.
      

      
       This is not to say that female heroes should wear full suits of armor at all times.
         Sometimes it is appropriate for a character to dress or act sexily or even behave
         sexually given her personality and her context. That is why this criterion uses the
         word pointlessly. The sexualization of female bodies that is simply intended to titillate readers
         and serves no narrative purpose is the sort I believe we should try to avoid in the
         Feminist Hero’s Journey.
      

      
       This is one area where the FF series falls down on the job a bit. Though Yuna wears a kimono in FFX, in FFX-2 she is clothed in much more revealing attire, complete with a neckline that reaches
         halfway down to her navel. Though a few years have passed since the events of FFX and Yuna is more outgoing than in the original, it seems out of character for her
         to be displaying her body this way.
      

      
       Neither Utena’s school uniform nor her modified dueling costume are too suggestive,
         though one could argue her shorts are needlessly form fitting and scant. Interestingly,
         one of the “transformation” animation sequences repeated in the second half of the
         series depicts Utena in a somewhat erotic manner, but as I have discussed elsewhere,
         I believe it serves mainly to illustrate the intensifying romantic relationship between
         her and Anthy.[48]  Some of the narrative’s promotional artwork, especially that related to the film,
         is more voyeuristic, though it sexualizes both male and female characters. While this
         does present some obvious problems, it correlates to some extent with the themes of
         discomforting, forbidden love that weave throughout Utena’s journey.[49] 
      

      
      Her Story Too: The (R)evolution of a Genre

      
      The hero’s journey in and of itself can be a thrilling and worthwhile basis for a
         plot—Star Wars, The Lord of the Rings, The Matrix, and other internationally acclaimed tales beloved by people of all genders stem
         from its basic cycle of departure, trial, and emergence—but we must consider the implications
         of telling and retelling narratives that dismiss the power and complexity of females
         and female-coded settings, objects, and actions. Fortunately, although popular media
         does show signs of advancement, we do not have to wait for Hollywood to produce such
         stories for us—feminist fans are writing their own comics,[50]  hacking games to make the “damsel in distress” the star,[51]  and using other creative methods to subvert the current saturation of androcentrism
         in geek culture.
      

      
       Critics agree that Yuna and Utena are characters who revolutionize their settings.
         Washburn writes that by the end of FFX “the system of belief that has sustained the cultures of Spira is radically undermined,”[52]  Mari Kotani states that Utena “unravel[s] the school’s mysterious hierarchies,”[53]  and Perper and Cornog state that “Utena tells of the destruction of one way of life and the beginning of another.”[54]  In their courage and compassion, they break from the worn-out paradigms of their
         old worlds to forge something uncharted and new. If more stories begin to reflect
         some of the suggestions laid out in this model of the Feminist Hero’s Journey, perhaps
         the members of geek culture and beyond can undergo a similar revolution.
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      Movies may contribute to attitudes about gender because they utilize language as well
         as nonverbal communication and create a space for expression and debate over values
         within cultures and across cultural boundaries. “Bollywood” films, originating from
         the Indian subcontinent, communicate attitudes regarding gender portrayals and cultural
         mores not only to South Asian viewers but also to audiences around the world. In addition
         to reflecting aspects of Indian culture, Hindi cinema may also influence attitudes
         and reshape social structures.[1] 
      

      
      The Indian film industry contains linguistic variations, with five centers of production
         reflecting eight languages.[2]  Commercial movies are nicknamed “Bollywood” films because of their origin in Mumbai,
         formerly Bombay.[3]  The dialogue of Bollywood films combines Hindi and Urdu, which could account for
         their ability to have reached such a large audience, especially in the northern half
         of the country.[4]  Bollywood has emerged as a unique site of cultural articulation because the movies
         transcend barriers such as literacy and economic class, serving as a point of mediation
         for tensions created by capitalistic modernity at all levels of society.[5] 
      

      
      Although scholars have recognized a handful of Indian films deemed to be progressive,
         artistic, or realistic, the popular Bollywood amalgam of family drama, romance, action,
         song, and dance[6]  was often considered too “lowbrow” a form of entertainment to be worthy of serious
         study.[7]  In recent years, however, Bollywood has proved to be a lucrative, powerful industry.
         Indian production companies have exported Hindi movies and songs around the world,[8]  and Bollywood celebrities have ventured successfully into arenas of politics and
         social activism.[9] 
      

      
      At their most basic level, Bollywood movies could be characterized as morality plays,
         pitting good against evil.[10]  For Indians living in India as well as in diaspora communities, the conflict is
         often perceived as one between traditional and Western values. But K. Moti Gokulsing
         and Wimal Dissanayake[11]  argued that the true conflict is between religious and secular values. Viewed in
         this light, analyzing Bollywood movies could reveal how consumers of these films have
         come to articulate or balance religious and secular values in their own lives.
      

      
      This chapter serves as an exploration of cinematic portrayals of marriage in India,
         paying special attention to portrayals of heroines in the roles of love interests,
         wives, and mothers as well as what these portrayals convey regarding values and issues
         such as sacrifice, strength, family, sexuality, and femininity. This analysis addresses
         the practices of arranged and “love” marriages grounded in Hindu religious archetypes
         (i.e., Ram-Sita, Radha-Krishna, Shiva-Parvati) as depicted in Bollywood, paying special
         attention to the characteristics of culturally acceptable relationships and ideal
         partners. That is, if Bollywood films have showcased the tension between religious
         and secular values, how have they impacted Indians’ notions about matrimony—a societal
         custom grounded in religion and secular law? Has a change in Bollywood’s typical narrative
         formulas spurred audiences to reexamine notions of marriage, or has it merely reflected
         a general shift in cultural attitudes?
      

      
      The analysis will first address gender stereotypes in media. Then we will discuss
         ideal marriage partners in terms of Hindu archetypes. An examination of depictions
         in Bollywood will explicate cinematic treatments of premarital cohabitation and extramarital
         affairs as well as a trend toward depicting characters as imperfect people rather
         than as “heroes” or “heroines.” Ultimately, the analysis will elucidate the potential
         heuristic value for further research of Bollywood as a site of mediation of cultural
         values and gender depictions.
      

      
      Gender Stereotypes in Media

      
      Becky Michele Mulvaney[12]  asserts that communication about gender is a form of intercultural communication,
         outlining two main assumptions: (1) communication is the medium that most individuals
         are able to grasp and learn, and (2) language is subjective and value laden, in that
         all communication imparts a viewpoint. In addition to language, worldview and nonverbal
         communication are important components of intercultural communication. Worldview has
         been defined as “a culture’s orientation toward such things as God, humanity, nature,
         the universe, and the other philosophical issues that are concerned with the concept
         of being.”[13]  Laurie P. Arliss argues that individuals learn to be male or female through communication.[14]  So gender can be considered both an influence on and an outcome of communication.
      

      
      Gender is a “social symbolic construction that expresses the meanings a society confers
         on a biological sex.”[15]  Media reflect and reinforce the dominant ideology of a society, including how women
         and men are portrayed in films. These portrayals convey complex messages about personality
         traits, communication patterns, expected behaviors, and social norms via heuristic
         shortcuts. Such characterizations rely on stereotypes, which are defined as “a broad
         generalization about an entire class of phenomena, based on some knowledge of limited
         aspects of certain members of the class.”[16]  Katy Gilpatric (2010) points out that gender stereotypes can be problematic in research[17]  and suggests that the standard used in social science research on stereotypes[18]  focuses on gender traits. Masculine stereotype traits include dominant, aggressive,
         independent, ambitious, self-confident, adventurous, and decisive. Feminine stereotype
         traits include affectionate, submissive, emotional, sympathetic, talkative, and gentle.
         Research has also focused on how females are portrayed as passive, sexually subordinate,
         and dominated.[19] 
      

      
      Gender research has suggested that individuals create a schema about the stereotypes
         of women in three major subgroups: homemaker, professional, and sex object.[20]  These subgroups are often differentiated along two dimensions: agency (power and
         competence) and virtue (sexual and moral).[21]  Moral and sexual virtue seems to be important to perceptions of women. The theory
         of paternalistic prejudices[22]  proposes that negative stereotypes about women’s agency (e.g., less power and competence
         than men) are accepted if accompanied by positive stereotypes (e.g., women are more
         virtuous than men). These stereotypes may hamper women’s equality, as virtue grants
         some respect but little actual power.[23] 
      

      
      Julia T. Wood (1994) provides insights into how media portray women as either good
         or bad.[24]  Good women are pretty, subordinate, and focused on home, family, and supporting
         others.[25]  Subordinate portrayals show women as victims, angels, martyrs, loyal wives, and
         helpmates. Bad women are portrayed as witches, bitches, whores, or nonwomen (callous,
         cold, and aggressive). Media frequently depict men saving women from their own incompetence.[26]  Other media themes are women as primary caregivers, passive victims, and sex objects,
         while men are breadwinners and aggressors in relationships.[27]  Wood also suggests cultural themes in how women are stereotyped: they are judged
         by their appearance (focus on being attractive, thin, and well dressed); are pressured
         to be nice, sensitive, and helpful; are devalued and mistreated; and are expected
         to be homemaker, mother, and career woman simultaneously.[28] 
      

      
      In Hindi—and in Bollywood—several terms link religious archetypes with gender norms
         or ideals. While the Hindi language contains many derogatory terms referencing mothers,
         sisters, and daughters, there are superlative synonyms for husbands that equate them
         with the divine.[29]  For example, Patidev and Pati-Parmeshwar convey a “husband as Lord” power dynamic.[30]  In Raavan,[31]  the female protagonist defends her husband as “Godlike” when her abductor tries
         to cast aspersions on his character. But in Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham[32]  (Sometimes Happy, Sometimes Sad), Nandini (Jaya Bachchan) reprimands her husband
         for alienating their son. She reminds her husband that she was taught to view him
         as Pati-Parmeshwar: “Mother always says that a husband is God: Whatever he says, whatever
         he thinks, is always right.” She then recounts how he allowed their family to fall
         apart, concluding, “God can’t do any wrong, can he? My husband is a husband . . .
         just a husband . . . not God.” She challenges the expectations of her role by asserting
         herself but retains credibility by adhering to her obligations as wife and mother.
      

      
      The Perfect Couples: Hindu Archetypes of 
Heroes and Heroines
      

      
      Traditional conceptions of matrimony in India frequently center on arranged marriages,
         often viewed as the antithesis of “love” marriages (i.e., those in which individuals
         decide to marry after a period of courtship and romance). However, love is also a
         component of arranged marriages. The difference is said to be that in arranged marriages,
         love develops between the bride and groom after the wedding as the individuals build
         their lives together. Research has shown that people in Western, individualistic cultures
         tend to place more importance on romance, whereas collectivist societies such as India
         view romance as less imperative to a successful marriage.[33]  Rather, arranged marriages are seen as the union of two families, so relationship
         partners are matched on multiple levels of compatibility; the goals of the families
         are paramount to personal considerations.[34] 
      

      
       Bollywood has often juxtaposed arranged and romance-based relationships. This is
         possibly because conflicts of the heart make for interesting plots and character development,
         but also because viewers are mindful of obligations to their families as well as the
         temptations of pursuing love on their own terms. Many musical sequences in Bollywood
         films convey physical attraction, romantic desire, and high emotion in quasi-religious
         ways tailored to audiences who understand coded meanings that would otherwise be inexpressible
         under current social norms.[35]  Although viewers from many religions watch Bollywood films, the movies tend to reinforce
         Hindu themes, norms, and ideals. Such meanings are apparent in the relationship models
         and conceptualizations of ideal wives/husbands in Bollywood movies.
      

      
      Ram and Sita

      
      In Hinduism, divinity manifests in gods and goddesses who are revered in multiple
         forms and as various incarnations.[36]  Marital dyads of these deities symbolize the duality of the universe as well as
         complementary forces.[37]  One of the most prominent religious archetypal relationships is that of the marriage
         of Ram and Sita, the principal figures in the Ramayan, a Hindu epic. Sita is idealized as the perfect woman, possessing unwavering loyalty,
         modesty, and devotion.[38]  Therefore, the “good wife” in Indian culture should dedicate herself to the welfare
         of her husband and family, performing religious rituals and household chores, and
         remaining truthful and virtuous.[39]  According to this archetype, a filmic heroine would be defined by her denial of
         independence in service of her commitment to family.[40]  Sita sacrificed comfort and safety for her husband when he was exiled from Ayodhya
         and stripped of his birthright, and Ram honored and protected the chaste Sita during
         their banishment. This pairing of an ideal husband and wife is a common underpinning
         in Bollywood, particularly when characters have an arranged marriage.
      

      
      The Ramayan inspired the allegorical Hum Saath-Saath Hain[41]  (We Are United). Vivek (Mohnish Behl), the eldest son of a wealthy family, agrees
         to an arranged marriage with demure Sadhna (Tabu). Sadhna loves her family so much
         that she only agrees to a honeymoon if her new relatives accompany them. Solidarity
         is shattered, though, when socialites persuade Vivek’s stepmother, Mamta (Reema Lagoo),
         to safeguard the family assets for her biological son, Prem (Salman Khan). Vivek and
         Sadhna leave the household to avoid further conflict. Thus, Vivek and Sadhna embody
         the self-sacrificing nature of Ram and Sita.
      

      
      Radha and Krishna

      
      A secondary couple in HSSH[42]  mirrors another Hindu archetypal relationship: Radha and Krishna. Bollywood allusions
         to this couple represent a permissible form of romantic love: “In classical Indian
         texts, the love of Radha for Krishna is all-consuming, absolutely pure, and eternal,
         and this is the kind of romantic love depicted in mainstream Indian films.”[43]  Krishna is often portrayed as mischievous and flirtatious, yet dutiful. Frequently,
         fictional couples following the Radha-Krishna motif are temporarily separated or forced
         to marry other people; in this way, viewers can reconcile the yearning for romance
         with the pragmatic need to satisfy one’s duty to family in a socially acceptable way.
      

      
      In HSSH,[44]  Vinod (Saif Ali Khan) and Sapna (Karishma Kapoor) reminisce over home movies, gazing
         romantically as they see younger versions of themselves singing, dancing, and fighting
         during a Janmashtami celebration[45]  in which they dressed up as Krishna and Radha. Later, Sapna performs the same song,
         complaining to Krishna’s foster mother about his charmingly roguish behavior—clearly
         poking fun at Vinod. A marriage between Sapna and Vinod is halted, though. When Vivek
         and Sadhna are forced to leave, Vinod accompanies them, just as Ram’s brother Lakshman
         joined him in exile. But the characterization of Vinod clearly references Krishna
         as well; both are playful, yet adhere to a dharmic code of duty.
      

      
      Hum Aapke Hain Koun . . . ![46]  (Who Am I to You?) highlights the merits of and tensions between arranged and love
         marriages via the employment of Ram-Sita and Radha-Krishna archetypes. The first half
         of the film centers on the arranged marriage of Rajesh (Mohnish Behl) and Pooja (Renuka
         Shahane), showcasing the engagement planned by their parents, the Hindu marriage rituals,
         and the birth of their child. Like Ram and Sita, Rajesh and Pooja are dutiful, modest,
         and focused on the happiness of their families. The corollary to this action is the
         attraction between Rajesh’s younger brother, Prem (Salman Khan), and Pooja’s younger
         sister, Nisha (Madhuri Dixit). Pooja teases Prem about whether she should begin looking
         for a suitable bride for him or whether he would prefer a “love” marriage. Prem responds
         that he would want both—a love marriage that his family could arrange—indicating that
         he wishes to marry Nisha. The relationship between Prem and Nisha, as an expression
         of the Krishna-Radha archetypes, is the focus of the second half of the film. Their
         relationship is threatened when Pooja dies and the families expect Nisha to marry
         Rajesh to help raise his child. Prem and Nisha struggle with their unwillingness to
         disappoint their families and the norms that inhibit an open declaration of their
         feelings. Still, HAHK[47]  represented arranged marriages and extended family in a positive light, and it also
         aligned romantic love with religious archetypes acceptable to conservative, Hindu
         audiences.
      

      
      Shiva and Parvati

      
      Although the Ram-Sita and Krishna-Radha motifs[48]  are more apparent in Bollywood, less attention has been paid to the Shiva-Parvati
         dyad. Shiva is a male deity who represents purity of consciousness and is the divine
         destroyer.[49]  According to many narratives, Shiva lived an ascetic life, resisting obligations
         of marriage and fatherhood.[50]  Eventually, though, he married Parvati.[51]  She is the mother of the elephant-headed god, Ganesh, whom she created without Shiva.
         Shiva and Parvati represent the creative and destructive forces of nature in complementary
         ways.[52] 
      

      
      In Rowdy Rathore,[53]  a thief named Shiva (Akshay Kumar) falls in love with Paro (Sonakshi Sinha). But
         Shiva is forced to care for a police inspector’s young daughter, who has mistaken
         Shiva for her father. To protect his new ward and avenge the inspector, Shiva takes
         on the persona of Officer Vikram Rathore[54]  and convinces Paro to help him care for the girl. Thus, the man who initially resisted
         the idea of domestic life as husband and father finds fulfillment in family and in
         upholding the law rather than skirting it. When criminals kidnap Paro and the child,
         Paro simultaneously comforts the girl and intimidates their captors. She pins them
         in an ominous glare and warns them that Shiva will massacre them. Together, Shiva
         and Paro combat evil,[55]  in keeping with their allegorical referents: the destroyer, Shiva, and his consort,
         Parvati.
      

      
      Parvati herself has also taken on the role of the eradicator of evil when manifested
         as Kali or Durga. In these incarnations, she transforms from a beautiful goddess to
         a fearsome creature able to swallow legions of sinners to purify the world. In the
         revenge fantasy Anjaam[56]  (Consequence), Shivani (Madhuri Dixit) is an air hostess victimized by an obsessed
         admirer, Vijay (Shah Rukh Khan). Vijay stalks her; kills her husband, sister, and
         daughter; and frames her for attempted murder. After years of torment, Shivani kills
         a violent prison guard who caused the miscarriage of her second child. She then slaughters
         her brother-in-law, who had abused her sister. Then she murders the corrupt police
         inspector who attempted to rape her. In her final attempt to avenge her loved ones
         and seek retribution for her own suffering, Shivani attacks Vijay. Although Vijay
         viewed her as an object of desire and servitude, Shivani scorns the system that failed
         her and delivers justice herself. Just as Parvati manifests as Kali or Durga, Shivani
         transforms from a happy wife, mother, and sister into a fierce, uncontrollable vindicator.
      

      
      Mother India[57]  contains multiple levels of symbolism, as the heroine stands in for Radha, Sita,
         and Parvati at various points in her life. The film begins with the wedding of Radha
         (Nargis), a bride who becomes a dutiful daughter-in-law, mother, and—after a series
         of tragedies and challenges—the matriarch of the village. After her mother-in-law
         mortgages their farm to an unscrupulous moneylender to finance Radha’s wedding, Radha
         and her husband, Shyamu,[58]  struggle to repay the loan. But an accident disables Shyamu, and he abandons the
         family out of shame. For the rest of her life, Radha searches and longs for her husband
         to return.
      

      
      This separation also underscores Radha’s function as a Sita-type heroine. The opening
         scene of Mother India[59]  shows an older version of Radha holding a handful of earth to her face as a chorus
         sings about “Dharti Mata,” or Mother Earth. This refers not only to Dharti, the goddess
         symbolizing Earth as the female half of the Earth-Sky duality, but also to Sita, whose
         name means “furrow” because she was found by her father when he was plowing a field.[60]  Sita raised two sons (Lav and Kush), and Mother India[61]  focuses on Radha raising her sons, Ramu and Birju. At one point, Radha runs through
         a blazing field to find Birju (Sunil Dutt), who is hiding from a mob because the moneylender’s
         daughter has falsely accused him of harassment. This mirrors Sita’s trial by fire
         upon her return to Ayodhya.
      

      
      Despite his righteous fury at the unethical behavior of the moneylender and his daughter,
         Birju’s vengeance drives him to indefensible actions: he murders the moneylender and
         kidnaps his daughter. Radha, having promised the villagers to defend the honor of
         herself, her family, and her village, shoots Birju. In killing him to restore order,
         she symbolizes Parvati, a goddess who embodies the nurturing, protective nature of
         a mother as well as a purifying, destructive force. The goddess personifies complementary
         opposites (e.g., virgin/mother, nurturance/destruction, reassurance/terror, life/death),
         representing the totality of existence.[62] 
      

      
      Challenging and Reinforcing Stereotypes

      
      Characters who deviate from archetypes also fall outside mainstream notions of Bollywood
         “heroes” and “heroines.” For women, “bad” equates to individualism and hedonism, concepts
         often conveyed symbolically by association with Western decadence: smoking, drinking,
         dancing in nightclubs, and falling in and out of love quickly.[63]  The “dancing girl” character drew upon a story from the Mahabharat in which Menaka, a nymph, dances temptingly to test the will of a meditating sage:
         “This beauty and dancing skill align her with sex rather than love, body rather than
         emotion, frivolousness and willfulness rather than obedience, creating tearing dichotomies
         that divide ‘independent dancing woman’ from ‘motherly, domesticated woman.’”[64]  The Menaka archetype has been used as a basis for courtesan, vamp, and “item girl”
         characters, all of whom contrast with Sita-based heroines.
      

      
      For decades, the Bollywood “vamp” was differentiated from the heroine by the vamp’s
         choice of Westernized, glamorous, and often revealing outfits.[65]  This wardrobe symbolized excess, materialism, and sin.[66]  However, by the 1980s and 1990s, economic changes such as globalization, a growing
         middle class, and the cultivation of consumerism blurred boundaries between the vamp
         and the heroine. Instead, the “college girl” could wear Indian and Western clothing
         to demonstrate independence and cosmopolitanism,[67]  while adhering to moral codes such as safeguarding her virginity and obeying paternal
         authority.[68] 
      

      
      Antonio Gramsci’s critical theories regarding hegemony allowed scholars to view popular
         film as a venue for trying to resolve contradictory beliefs.[69]  The Gramscian conceptualization of hegemony also allowed scholars to view the “Westernized”
         elements of Bollywood movies not as evidence of cultural imperialism, but as indicative
         of the complex interaction of global and local forces within societies. This globalization
         perspective takes into account consumers’ interpretation of imported content, highlighting
         the range of alternative meanings a text can carry when consumed in different cultural
         contexts.[70] 
      

      
      In recent years, traditional notions about marriage and ideal husbands/wives have
         been challenged by unorthodox representations of matrimony and romantic relationships
         that exist outside of the bonds of wedlock. As Amita Nijhawan (2009) explains:
      

      
         “Wife” characters (good women) in current-day Bollywood can simply be girlfriends,
            can dance, can wear revealing clothing, be assertive and independent and can tend
            toward Menaka archetypes in their bodies, movements and clothing. Sita archetypes,
            in dress and deportment, and even in narrative and textual elements, are becoming
            less and less visible in Bollywood as global youth culture in collusion with capitalist
            consumption is becoming the audience of choice.[71] 
         

      

       Just as Indian audiences are trying to reconcile religious and secular values in
         their own lives, Bollywood is also attempting to expand the boundaries of expression
         and convention without offending the sensibilities of Indian audiences. This is perhaps
         why many Bollywood films send conflicting messages about people who challenge social
         norms. For example, female characters associated with modernity are often vilified[72]  and punished,[73]  or else they are reformed and made to appreciate the conventional duties of a wife.
      

      
      Although Bollywood has increasingly come to rely upon Hollywood for plots and to associate
         modern, secular values with Western commodities, Indian filmmakers and audiences still
         create meanings based on their cultural experiences as Indians. The tensions created by this interpretive consumption
         allow for a dialogue about societal institutions. Bollywood hits as well as Indian
         independent films have dealt with important issues challenging mainstream depictions
         of women, with varying degrees of acceptance. For instance, Fire[74]  narrated a lesbian relationship between characters named Sita (Nandita Das) and
         Radha (Shabana Azmi); protestors decried the film as an attack on Hinduism.[75] 
      

      
      Baabul[76]  (Father) and Water[77]  addressed the ostracism of widows in India, who have been scorned, exploited, and
         forced to renounce worldly pleasures and colorful adornments. Under Hindu tradition,
         widows are considered bad luck.[78]  In Water, director Deepa Mehta highlighted the oppression of widows in 1938 India. Widows
         had three options after the death of their husbands: burning with their deceased husbands,
         leading a life of self-denial in an ashram, or marrying their late husband’s younger
         brother.[79]  In the film, the women lack control both politically and materially, lacking agency
         to make decisions or support themselves financially.[80]  Hindu fundamentalist groups protested the film and ransacked the set, delaying production
         for four years and forcing Mehta to shoot under a fake title in another location.[81] 
      

      
      Lajja[82]  (Shame) advocated for women’s rights by highlighting the unfair treatment of Sita
         after she and Ram returned to their kingdom in the Ramayan. Sita endured a literal trial by fire when people speculated that she may not have
         remained faithful to her husband during her captivity. In the film, Janki (Madhuri
         Dixit), an actress who had been portraying Sita in a stage dramatization of the Ramayan, lambasts Ram’s unwillingness to defend his wife against unfounded gossip. Enraged
         at what they consider to be a bastardization of the religious text, the audience assaults
         Janki. Other characters[83]  suffer abuse, humiliation, demands for dowry, assault, and murder simply due to
         their status as women in a patriarchal society.
      

      
      Sita’s abduction by the demon king, Raavan, is also a motif for depicting male and
         female ideals of heroism. In Khal Nayak[84]  (Villain), a police officer, Ganga (Madhuri Dixit), is kidnapped by a crime boss,
         Ballu (Sanjay Dutt). She pines for her police inspector boyfriend, Ram (Jackie Shroff),
         to rescue her. Although Ram does attempt to save Ganga, viewers see Ballu as Ganga’s
         savior when he surrenders to defend her against charges of aiding a criminal.
      

      
      Raavan[85]  also draws upon Sita’s captivity. In this film, Ragini (Aishwarya Rai), the wife
         of police superintendent Dev (Vikram), is kidnapped by Beera (Abhiskek Bachchan),
         an intrepid outlaw. Beera is attempting to avenge the rape of his sister at the hands
         of corrupt police, which makes him a sympathetic antihero. But in this film, Dev—whose
         name comes from the Sanskrit word for “God”—accuses his own wife of infidelity to
         trick her into revealing Beera’s hideout.
      

      
      Both Khal Nayak[86]  and Raavan[87]  rendered the Ram-based character ineffectual or even culpable in the victimization
         of the Sita-based character. But these films challenge religious narratives by repositioning
         the villainous character inspired by Raavan as a more complex, redeeming figure. In
         both films, the heroine is defined by her ability to endure hardship, remain faithful
         to her husband, and demonstrate her purity in the face of doubt. She is infallible
         and indefatigable, but her heroism ultimately is proven through her suffering.
      

      
      With regard to depictions of matrimony, Bollywood seems unwilling to relinquish entirely
         the traditional religious values in a predominantly Hindu society. While Hindu religious
         archetypes, narratives, and symbolism remain a vital part of Bollywood films, audiences
         seem open to examining the struggle to reconcile the religious and secular aspects
         of life in society.
      

      
      A Shift toward the Secular

      
      Contemporary movies have suggested that Bollywood is branching out from religion-based
         characterizations to include diverse representations grounded in secular ways of life.
         Research regarding Indian attitudes about arranged marriage has indicated that young
         adults tend to favor arranged marriages over free-choice marriages, believing that
         their parents would be mindful of their best interests, and that even those young
         adults who did fall in love still valued their parents’ approval of the relationship.[88]  Therefore, Bollywood has, in general, reflected audiences’ beliefs about the ideal
         circumstances in which marriages ought to take place.
      

      
       However, recent Bollywood movies have begun to move away from traditional depictions
         of marriage and spousal fidelity, touching on controversial themes of premarital sex
         and infidelity. Salaam Namaste[89]  (a combination of Muslim and Hindu greetings) carried the tagline, “Let’s get to
         know each other,” and dealt with a couple who live together before marriage. Nikhil
         (Saif Ali Khan), who prefers to be called Nick, and Ambar (Preity Zinta) meet in Australia,
         where they have moved to distance themselves from parental pressures. Nick suggests
         they share a house as they pursue their budding romance. Ambar becomes pregnant, and
         Nick—in an unheroic manner for Bollywood—suggests she “kill” the fetus. He waits in
         the car outside an abortion clinic and is dismayed when Ambar does not undergo the
         procedure. Ambar, infuriated and disillusioned at Nick’s attitude, refuses to leave
         the house they shared. During the pregnancy, Nick undergoes a change of heart and
         proposes to Ambar in the delivery room.
      

      
       This movie challenged traditional gender roles and notions about marriage on several
         levels. Ambar has rejected her parents’ attempts at arranging her marriage and lives
         a cosmopolitan, individualistic lifestyle that is nearly nonexistent in Bollywood
         depictions of femininity.[90]  Nick dodges his responsibilities until the very end of the film. Throughout the
         movie, the characters face the conflict between their cultural upbringing and their
         rejection of social norms while living abroad. Interestingly, their secular lifestyles
         are again aligned with Western commodities and locations, since the story takes place
         in Australia rather than India.
      

      
       Several filmmakers have released unconventional movies about complicated relationships
         and flawed protagonists. They include Omkara,[91]  an adaptation of William Shakespeare’s Othello; Nishabd[92]  (No Words), inspired by American Beauty; and Kabhi Alvida Naa Kehna[93]  (Never Say Good-Bye), about infidelity. Of note is that these films provide no reasons
         for the characters’ imperfections. Whereas Bollywood films normally included an explanation
         for a character’s flaws, such as a childhood tragedy or injustice, more recent films
         let characters’ actions speak for themselves. Filmmakers have justified these omissions
         as realistic depictions of human behavior—it is simply in the characters’ nature to
         err.[94] 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      This analysis describes some of the Bollywood films that have utilized or subverted
         religious archetypes to convey messages about gender and culture. Readers should recognize
         this as an exploration of an influential genre that merits more attention. As more
         scholars recognize Bollywood films as artifacts worthy of analysis, substantial insights
         could be revealed about how audiences of various backgrounds and economic classes
         use the movies to negotiate alternative meanings and articulate cultural values regarding
         gender. Although attention has been paid to the patriarchal nature of Indian society
         and the reinforcement of hierarchical power structures in Bollywood films, scholars
         also need to examine the ways that popular Hindi cinema has allowed diverse groups
         to transcend social divisions and share a cultural experience.
      

      
       We encourage educators to include international cinema in the classroom to enhance
         students’ awareness of the nexus of gender and culture. Though undergraduate-level
         textbooks increase knowledge and sensitivity toward gender, they lack insight into
         how to understand specific behaviors through the lens of intercultural communication.
         LaRay M. Barna identified six impediments to intercultural communication that could
         also apply to gender communication: (1) assumed similarity, (2) language, (3) nonverbal
         cues, (4) preconceptions and stereotypes, (5) tendency to evaluate, and (6) anxiety.[95]  Students could learn to avoid the tendency to evaluate another culture as inferior
         or to view individuals solely in terms of national identity, improving intercultural
         communication and fostering respect for diversity.
      

      
      If all communication is intercultural,[96]  then studying portrayals of heroes, heroines, relationships, and matrimony in Hindi
         popular cinema only suggests the kinds of exploration that scholars or educators could
         undertake. Given the extensive global diffusion of Bollywood as a form of entertainment
         and as an educational tool for diasporic audiences, researchers should probe the conventions
         and beliefs reinforced by these movies—as well as the innovative ways filmmakers and
         audiences can voice their opinions and reshape their societies.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. Sameera Khan Rehmani, “Putting Words in Her Mouth: Gender and Discourse in Contemporary
                  Hindi Cinema,” Amity Journal of Media & Communications Studies  1 (2011): 24–28.
               

            

         

         
            2. James Chapman, Cinemas of the World: Film and Society from 1895 to the Present (London: Reaktion Books, 2003).
               

            

         

         
            3. Tejaswini Ganti, Bollywood: A Guidebook to Popular Hindi Cinema (New York: Routledge, 2013).
               

            

         

         
            4. Chapman, Cinemas of the World.
               

            

         

         
            5. Veena Naregal, “Bollywood and Indian Cinema: Changing Contexts and Articulations of
                  National Cultural Desire,” in The Sage Handbook of Media Studies, ed. John D. H. Downing et al. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2004), 517–39.
               

            

         

         
            6. Shamita Das Dasgupta, “Feminist Consciousness in Woman-Centered Hindi Films,” Journal of Popular Culture 30 (1996): 173–89.
               

            

         

         
            7. Naregal, “Bollywood and Indian Cinema.”

            

         

         
            8. Karim H. Karim, “Mapping Diasporic Mediascapes,” in The Media of Diaspora, ed. Karim H. Karim (New York: Routledge, 2003), 1–17.
               

            

         

         
            9. Dasgupta, “Feminist Consciousness.”

            

         

         
            10. K. Moti Gokulsing and Wimal Dissanayake, Indian Popular Cinema: A Narrative of Cultural Change (Stoke on Trent, UK: Trentham Books, 2004).
               

            

         

         
            11. Ibid.

            

         

         
            12. Becky Michele Mulvaney, “Gender Differences in Communication: An Intercultural Experience,”
                  in Intercultural Communication: A Global Reader, ed. Fred E. Jandt (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1994), 221–29.
               

            

         

         
            13. Larry A. Samovar and Richard E. Porter, Intercultural Communication: A Reader, 2nd ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1976), 26.
               

            

         

         
            14. Laurie P. Arliss, Gender Communication (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1991).
               

            

         

         
            15. Julia T. Wood, Gendered Lives: Communication, Gender, and Culture, 9th ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2011): 320.
               

            

         

         
            16. Ibid., 323.

            

         

         
            17. Katy Gilpatric, “Violent Female Action Characters in Contemporary American Cinema,”
                  Sex Roles 62 (2010): 734–36.
               

            

         

         
            18. Sarah Eschholz and Jana Bufkin, “Crime in the Movies: Investigating the Efficacy of
                  Measures of Both Sex and Gender for Predicting Victimization and Offending in Film,”
                  Sociological Forum 16 (2001): 655–76.
               

            

         

         
            19. Michael Rich, “Music Videos: Media of the Youth by the Youth, for the Youth,” in The Changing Portrayal of Adolescents in the Media since 1950, ed. Patrick E. Jamieson and Daniel Romer (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008),
                  78–102.
               

            

         

         
            20. Kay Deaux, Ward Winton, Maureen Crowley, and Laurie L. Lewis, “Level of Categorization
                  and Content of Gender Stereotypes,” Social Cognition 3 (1985): 145–67.
               

            

         

         
            21. T. William Altermatt, C. Nathan DeWall, and Emily Leskinen, “Agency and Virtue: Dimensions
                  of Female Stereotypes,” Sex Roles 49 (2003): 631–41.
               

            

         

         
            22. Peter Glick and Susan T. Fiske, “An Ambivalent Alliance: Hostile and Benevolent Sexism
                  as Complementary Justifications for Gender Inequality,” American Psychologist 56 (2001): 109–18.
               

            

         

         
            23. C. Nathan DeWall, T. William Altermatt, and Heather Thompson, “Understanding the Structure
                  of Stereotypes of Women: Virtue and Agency as Dimensions Distinguishing Female Subgroups,”
                  Psychology of Women Quarterly 29 (2005): 296–405.
               

            

         

         
            24. Julia T. Wood, Communication, Gender, and Culture (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1994).
               

            

         

         
            25. Ibid.

            

         

         
            26. Ibid.

            

         

         
            27. Ibid.

            

         

         
            28. Wood, Gendered Lives.
               

            

         

         
            29. Rehmani, “Putting Words in Her Mouth.”

            

         

         
            30. Conversely, Pativrata denotes a woman who is chaste and faithful to her husband. Sati Savitri is another term for such a woman, and it derives from a tale in the Mahabharat about a woman who saves her husband from fated death through her cleverness, devotion,
                  persistence, and sacrifice.
               

            

         

         
            31. Raavan, directed by Mani Ratnam (India: Madras Talkies, 2010).
               

            

         

         
            32. Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham, directed by Karan Johar (India: Dharma Productions, 2001).
               

            

         

         
            33. Nilufer P. Medora, “Mate Selection in Contemporary India,” in Mate Selection across Cultures, ed. Raeann R. Hamon and Bron B. Ingoldsby (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2003): 209–30.
               

            

         

         
            34. Ibid.

            

         

         
            35. Gregory Booth, “Religion, Gossip, Narrative Conventions and the Construction of Meaning
                  in Hindi Film Songs,” Popular Music 19 (2000): 125–45.
               

            

         

         
            36. Although some Western scholars have described Hinduism as a polytheistic religion,
                  Hindu gods and goddesses may be better understood as manifestations of a supreme divinity.
                  Hinduism is an ancient way of life that encompasses a broad range of beliefs, practices,
                  and methods of worship combining faith with intellect, philosophy and morality, and
                  respect for other belief systems and religions.
               

            

         

         
            37. Devdutt Pattanaik, The Goddess in India: The Five Faces of the Eternal Feminine (Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 2000).
               

            

         

         
            38. Gokulsing and Dissanayake, Indian Popular Cinema.
               

            

         

         
            39. Carol E. Henderson, Culture and Customs of India (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2002).
               

            

         

         
            40. Clare M. Wilkinson-Weber, “Tailoring Expectations: How Film Costumes Became the Audience’s
                  Clothes,” South Asian Popular Culture 3 (2005): 135–59.
               

            

         

         
            41. Hum Saath-Saath Hain, directed by Sooraj R. Barjatya (India: Rajshri Productions, 1999).
               

            

         

         
            42. Ibid.

            

         

         
            43. Gokulsing and Dissanayake, Indian Popular Cinema, 78.
               

            

         

         
            44. Hum Saath-Saath Hain.
               

            

         

         
            45. Janmashtami is a Hindu holiday marking the birth of Krishna.

            

         

         
            46. Hum Aapke Hain Koun . . . !, directed by Sooraj R. Barjatya (India: Rajshri Productions, 1994).
               

            

         

         
            47. Ibid.

            

         

         
            48. Ram and Sita are considered avatars of Vishnu and Laxmi, as are Krishna and Radha.
                  Hinduism recognizes the cyclical nature of time as well as reincarnation as part of
                  a birth–life–death cycle, so many of the gods and goddesses in Hindu narratives are
                  incarnations of the divine, manifesting in different forms in different epochs.
               

            

         

         
            49. Brahma, the creator, and Vishnu, the preserver, complete a Hindu trinity, though each
                  male deity has a female consort who serves essential and complementary functions.
                  Brahma’s wife is Saraswati, the goddess of wisdom and creativity. Vishnu’s wife, Laxmi,
                  is the goddess of prosperity. When a woman marries, she is often referred to as ghar ki Laxmi (the Laxmi of the house), as her arrival is thought to bring wealth to the family
                  of the groom in the form of dowry, children, her work in maintaining the household,
                  or by bringing good luck.
               

            

         

         
            50. Pattanaik, The Goddess in India.
               

            

         

         
            51. Parvati is also worshipped as Shakti, signifying her power, and as Gauri, referring
                  to her fair complexion.
               

            

         

         
            52. Ibid.

            

         

         
            53. Rowdy Rathore, directed by Prabhu Deva (India: UTV Motion Pictures, 2012).
               

            

         

         
            54. In an added bit of allegory, the story of the demise of police inspector Vikram Rathore
                  reveals that he was shot during a Dussehra celebration. The Hindu holiday commemorates
                  the victory of Ram over Raavan, the clever demon king. Furthermore, the name Vikram refers to Ram, who is an avatar of Vishnu, the preserver/protector. The name may
                  be translated as “brave” or “victorious,” and it derives from the Sanskrit words for
                  “victory of Ram,” though on a more spiritual level, it may symbolize one who takes
                  purposeful action.
               

            

         

         
            55. The archetypes and religious narratives in Hinduism may be interpreted in several
                  ways, as variations in regional practices of worship or details of plot and characterization
                  influence the meanings of stories that have been transmitted orally or recorded and
                  translated from various epic texts. For example, many of the narratives transcend
                  the simple binaries of good versus evil to address conquering the consciousness, ego,
                  temptation, greed, and other mental vices. As with the narratives of most religions,
                  Hinduism allows for contemplation of these narratives on literal and philosophical
                  levels, so the stories contain multiple levels of meaning.
               

            

         

         
            56. Anjaam, directed by Rahul Rawail (India: Shiv-Bharat Films, 1994).
               

            

         

         
            57. Mother India, directed by Mehboob Khan (India: Mehboob Productions, 1957).
               

            

         

         
            58. The name of Radha’s husband, Shyamu, is a variation of Shyam, another name for Krishna.
               

            

         

         
            59. Mother India.
               

            

         

         
            60. Dharti is the mother goddess, representing the Earth and the literal and symbolic
                  functions of culturing, nurturing, and sustenance. Sita is the daughter of Bhumi (another
                  name for Dharti or Prithvi) as well as an incarnation of Laxmi. Dharti and Laxmi are
                  both depicted as consorts of Vishnu. Thus, Mother India shows land and wealth as crucial to the preservation of Radha’s life, family, community,
                  and honor.
               

            

         

         
            61. Mother India.
               

            

         

         
            62. Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (Novato, CA: New World Library, 2008).
               

            

         

         
            63. Gokulsing and Dissanayake, Indian Popular Cinema.
               

            

         

         
            64. Amita Nijhawan, “Excusing the Female Dancer: Tradition and Transgression in Bollywood
                  Dancing,” South Asian Popular Culture 7 (2009): 100.
               

            

         

         
            65. Wilkinson-Weber, “Tailoring Expectations.”

            

         

         
            66. Ibid.

            

         

         
            67. Manas Ray, “Nation, Nostalgia, and Bollywood: In the Tracks of a Twice-Displaced Community,”
                  in The Media of Diaspora, ed. Karim H. Karim (New York: Routledge, 2003), 21–35.
               

            

         

         
            68. Wilkinson-Weber, “Tailoring Expectations.”

            

         

         
            69. Andrew Willis, “Cultural Studies and Popular Film,” in Approaches to Popular Film, ed. Joanne Hollows and Mark Jancovich (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press,
                  1995), 173–91.
               

            

         

         
            70. John Storey, Inventing Popular Culture: From Folklore to Globalization (Melden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006).
               

            

         

         
            71. Nijhawan, “Excusing the Female Dancer,” 108.

            

         

         
            72. Dasgupta, “Feminist Consciousness.”

            

         

         
            73. Gokulsing and Dissanayake, Indian Popular Cinema.
               

            

         

         
            74. Fire, directed by Deepa Mehta (Canada/India: Trial by Fire Films, 1996).
               

            

         

         
            75. Senthoran Raj, “Igniting Desires: Politicising Queer Female Subjectives in Fire,” Intersections: Gender and Sexuality in Asia and the Pacific 28 (2012), http://intersections.anu.edu.au/issue28/raj.htm (accessed May 29, 2013).
               

            

         

         
            76. Baabul, directed by Ravi Chopra (India: B. R. Films, 2006).
               

            

         

         
            77. Water, directed by Deepa Mehta (Canada/India: Deepa Mehta Films, 2005).
               

            

         

         
            78. Lauren J. DeCarvalho, “Head above Water: Applying Nussbaum’s ‘Capabilities Approach’ to Deepa Mehta’s 2005 Film,” in Media Depictions of Brides, Wives, and Mothers, ed. Alena Amato Ruggerio (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2012), 77–89.
               

            

         

         
            79. Ibid.

            

         

         
            80. Ibid.

            

         

         
            81. Elisabeth Bumiller, “Film Ignites the Wrath of Hindu Fundamentalists,” New York Times, May 3, 2006, http://www.nytimes.com/2006/05/03/movies/03wate.html?_r=1& (accessed May 31, 2013).
               

            

         

         
            82. Lajja, directed by Rajkumar Santoshi (India: Santoshi Productions, 2001).
               

            

         

         
            83. Janki is a synonym for Sita, as it derives from her father’s name, Janak. Characters named Maithili, Vaidehi, and Ramdulari were also featured as primary
                  characters, and those names are also synonyms for Sita. These names reference the capital city of Sita’s father’s kingdom (Mithila in Videha)
                  and Sita’s status as Ram’s beloved.
               

            

         

         
            84. Khal Nayak, directed by Subhash Ghai (India: Mukta Arts, 1993).
               

            

         

         
            85. Raavan.
               

            

         

         
            86. Khal Nayak.
               

            

         

         
            87. Raavan.
               

            

         

         
            88. Medora, “Mate Selection.”

            

         

         
            89. Salaam Namaste, directed by Siddharth Anand (India: Yash Raj Films, 2005).
               

            

         

         
            90. Shanti Kumar and Michael Curtin, “‘Made in India’: In between Music Television and
                  Patriarchy,” Television & New Media 3 (2002): 345–66.
               

            

         

         
            91. Omkara, directed by Vishal Bhardwaj (India: Big Screen Entertainment, 2006).
               

            

         

         
            92. Nishabd, directed by Ram Gopal Varma (India: RGV Film Factory, 2007).
               

            

         

         
            93. Kabhi Alvida Naa Kehna, directed by Karan Johar (India: Dharma Productions, 2006).
               

            

         

         
            94. Kaveree Bamzai, “In Praise of Imperfection,” India Today International, July 10, 2006, 46–47.
               

            

         

         
            95. LaRay M. Barna, “Stumbling Blocks in Intercultural Communication,” in Intercultural Communication: A Reader, 4th ed., ed. Larry A. Samovar and Richard E. Porter (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1985),
                  330–38.
               

            

         

         
            96. Adrian Holliday, Martin Hyde, and John Kullman, Intercultural Communication: An Advanced Resource Book (London: Routledge, 2004), xv.
               

            

         

      

      
Chapter 12

      The Enduring Woman

      
         
         
         
         Robin R. Means Coleman

         
         Race, Revenge, and Self-Determination in Chloe, Love Is Calling You

         
         
      

      
      The 1934 horror film Chloe, Love Is Calling You perhaps unintentionally presents its central character Mandy—an aged, Black, Voodoo
         priestess on a destructive path of revenge against a White family—as a heroine. As
         is often characteristic of Voodoo-themed horror films (e.g., Black Moon, 1934; Ouanga, 1936), Chloe locates the monstrous within Blackness.[1]  In the film, Blacks are “known” to sacrifice their White enemies, “cut[ting] out
         their hearts.” Their sadism, according to the film, is quite literally a recipe for
         disaster, a soup of “savagery, gin, mumbo jumbo, and drum beats” that, to White observers,
         sounds like a “menu at Sing Sing [Correctional Facility].” As a result, in such horror
         films, Whites and Whiteness benefit from being marked against the immoderation of
         Blacks and Blackness. Whites in these portrayals, then, are to be perceived as beleaguered
         and long-suffering as they work to shoulder the proverbial White man’s burden in the
         midst of an overprofusion of Black dysfunction. In contrast, all parts of Blackness
         are represented as wicked. Black men are physically and sexually predatory, Black
         religions are an abomination, and Black communities are a breeding ground for all
         manner of cultural deficiency that must be overseen and managed. Even Black music,
         particularly the use of drums, is terrifying, with the bass of the beat characterized
         as an ominous signifier of race warfare, thereby striking fear in Whites.[2]  However, I suggest that Chloe, specifically in its presentation of Mandy, may be read counter to these oft-inscribed
         horror tropes that inform readings of Blackness. I argue here that the seemingly evil-doing
         Mandy can be read as working against type, personifying a heroine as she, a lone Black
         woman, enters into battle against subjugation by White male adherents of Jim Crow.
      

      
       Released in 1934 during the bloodthirsty Jim Crow era, and distributed largely to
         Black audiences through neighborhood theaters in predominantly Black communities—even
         though Blacks were not the imagined target audience—Chloe asks viewers to easily interpret race as a function of dramatis personae, with Whites’
         motivations and actions as virtuous, and Blacks as whole and full embodiments of the
         flagitious. However, Mandy complicates portrayals of Blacks as antiheroes, as her
         character can be read against (stereo)type, resulting in a unique set of heroic norms
         in which vengeance, race pride, and disrupted gender role expectations become new
         touchstones for courage. This rearticulation of heroism ultimately pushes back against
         (albeit not entirely successfully) the constraints placed on representational Blackness.
         Here, I consider horror films’ construction of Black heroines, positing that they
         can be perceived in Mandy, as well as in more contemporary figures such as Sugar of
         the Voodoo-themed horror film Sugar Hill (1974), to illuminate the conditions under which valorous women are born and their
         motives coerced. Toward this end, I draw on and extend Carol Clover’s popular conceptualization
         of the heroine, the undaunted “Final Girl”—she is the one who does not die, not only
         surviving a monster’s terror, but often defeating the monster herself.[3]  I argue that Black women in horror must be much more than “final.” Rather, their
         heroism is tied to their ability to be “enduring”; that is, Black women must be resilient
         battlers of evil who not only live on, but live on to continue to fight monstrous forms of systemic (racial) injustices. As such, I conclude that Black heroines
         are frequently “Enduring Women” caught in a ceaseless war against commonplace monsters
         who are frequently tied to symbolic structures of Whiteness and maleness and who threaten
         these women’s self-worth, bodies, relationships, and Blackness.[4] 
      

      
      Reforming Mandy as Heroine

      
      In the film, Mandy (Georgette Harvey, a Black actress) is “mammy” to her young adult,
         mixed-race daughter Chloe (Olive Borden, a White actress).[5]  Mandy and Chloe have led a hardscrabble life in exile, having fled a Louisiana turpentine
         plantation when Chloe was but an infant in the wake of the lynching of Sam, Mandy’s
         Black husband, after he gets into an altercation with the plantation’s owner, the
         Colonel (Frank Joyner). Mandy and Chloe return to the plantation more than fifteen
         years later where Mandy revisits the racism-fueled atrocities that savaged her marriage:
         “Thar’ is. Thar’ is. That old hangman’s tree. Where them White folks killed my Sam
         and the bloodhounds tore him to pieces.” Mandy then talks to her beloved Sam, assuring
         him that her Voodoo “sure is talking” and that she will avenge his death by using
         black magic against the Colonel: “Here I is, Sammy. Here is your Mandy come back to
         put curses on the Colonel and them White folks.”
      

      
       In the film, Mandy is not to be regarded as a sympathetic figure. Rather, she is
         portrayed as physically and emotionally contemptible—crippled, obese, missing teeth,
         sexually unappealing, and hardened by hate. By contrast, the vivacious Chloe, who
         is phenotypically White, is deemed a beautiful “sweet little somebody.” Still, Chloe
         is both loved and scorned for possessing Black blood. A pair of White women, after
         discerning Chloe’s features, reject her in disgust by proclaiming, “She’s so dark.”
         A pair of drunken Black men, depicted as carnivorous predators, harass and manhandle
         Chloe as one of them, armed with a gun, spews at her: “High yellow, they always was
         my meat.” However, things are not entirely desperate for Chloe, as love is indeed
         “calling” her (as the film’s title suggests) in the form of two suitors. The first,
         whom Chloe does not love, is Jim (Philip Ober, a White actor), a doting “colored”
         man (his White appearance goes unacknowledged in the film).[6]  The second would-be lover, whom Chloe desperately desires, is Wade (Reed Howes),
         a knightly White man who is newly hired to manage the plantation. Chloe is accused
         by Jim of loving Wade, whom she has known for only one day, because she is inadvisably
         listening to her “White blood speaking.” Initially winning Wade’s love by passing
         for White, Chloe heartbreakingly finds herself spurning him because of her racial
         secret and social taboos against racial mongrelization.
      

      
       The film takes a dramatic turn when Mandy’s life story comes into full frame. Sam’s
         murder is but one tragedy that befell Mandy. Around the same time as Sam’s lynching,
         Mandy and Sam’s infant daughter also dies. It is in these two temporally connected,
         cataclysmic events that Mandy makes her monstrous decision—Mandy hides the death of
         their (Black) baby and steals the Colonel’s infant daughter out of revenge for Sam’s
         murder. The Colonel is led to believe that his child, “Betty Ann,” died in a drowning
         accident. Renaming the Colonel’s daughter “Chloe,” Mandy claims Betty Ann as her own
         and runs away, only to return years later when the girl is unrecognizable to her family.
         The story ends gloriously for Chloe who is proven to be neither “so dark” nor “high
         yellow” but simply, happily White. After her crimes, Mandy, however, is merely lucky
         to be alive.
      

      
       While portrayals of heroines in literature and popular culture tend to follow a Proppian-esque
         narrative structure of overcoming obstacles (tension), sacrifice (intervention), and
         redemption (transformation) to ultimately emerge as heroic in the salvation of others
         and/or the self, Mandy can be viewed as complicating this morphology when read against
         what is seemingly the expected, inscribed meaning in the film. Because the deaths
         of Sam and the infant at the plantation are in the distant past and are not depicted,
         and because the inhabitants of the plantation are shown as leading relatively normal
         lives with Whites and Blacks each in their respective places, the film’s narrative
         asks the viewer to consider that the introduction of conflict comes through the return
         of Mandy who is enshrouded in criminality and lies. First, Mandy disrupts the idyllic
         plantation bringing her Voodoo spells to cast on the Colonel. For example, she leaves
         tree branches and a Voodoo doll on the Colonel’s doorstep; the branches, or “switches,”
         mean he is going to “get whipped,” while the doll’s heart is pierced by a shard of
         wood, thereby signaling death. Additionally, Mandy’s anger and actions function to
         excite and poison the plantation’s Black men who have taken to secretly staying up
         all night and “Voodooing” in the swamps. And finally, Mandy brings with her the long-deceived
         Chloe, a tortured young tragic mulatto figure who is pitiable in every sense, from
         initially suffering from a lack of true romantic love to the denial of an “authentic”
         racial and familial identity.
      

      
       Most significantly, the film’s narrative asserts that Mandy is stunningly irrational
         because the Colonel himself did not kill Sam. Rather, after the Colonel abruptly fires Sam for some unknown reason—“don’t
         remember what for”—thereby provoking Sam’s ire, Sam realizes the trouble he is in
         (after all, this is a period when Blacks cannot even shake hands with Whites). Sam
         runs away only to be pursued by a hanging party of Whites. The Colonel breezily reports
         it was “folks who tracked him down and lynched him.” Hence, Mandy’s rage is to be
         seen as misplaced since she would “never listen to any explanation” that Sam was lynched,
         not by the Colonel, but by his proxies.
      

      
       Chloe was seen by Black audiences within the 1930s context of a strict, legal U.S. racial
         caste system (i.e., Jim Crow) often enforced through extralegal deadly violence, as
         well as during a mainstream media climate that abided by and reflected the separatist
         racial sentiments of the time. The era of Jim Crow not only legally restricted Blacks’
         access to public positions such as juries and employment and to public facilities
         such as transportation and recreation outlets such as movie theaters, but it also
         controlled the more mundane aspects of Black life such as who Blacks could play games
         of checkers with (not with Whites) and whose hair they could cut (never a White woman’s).
         Mainstream media reinforced and recirculated the devaluing of Blacks, through films
         featuring White actors in blackface, press news reports harboring anti-Black sentiments,
         greeting cards invoking the word nigger in their cheery messages, and even school textbooks with anti-Black propaganda. Chloe falls in line with this racial milieu, asking viewers to regard Mandy as despicable,
         anything but heroic or righteous in her quest for justice.
      

      
       Indeed, Mandy is depicted as part and parcel with the likes of other rogue Blacks
         in Chloe such as Mose (Augustus Smith), a thief and a Voodooist who attacks Chloe. By contrast,
         Mandy is quite the opposite of Ben (Richard Huey), the Colonel’s doting and loyal
         Black servant who between whipping up the South’s “best” mint juleps investigates
         Mandy, uncovering her Voodoo plot. It is his sleuthing which reveals that Chloe and
         the Colonel are victims of an abhorrent fraud.
      

      
       While Chloe presents a confining articulation of Blackness that makes it difficult to access
         alternate, resistant readings of Mandy, those readings are attainable nonetheless.
         Judith Fetterley, in writing about American fiction, observes that resistant readers
         may find themselves engaged not with an invitingly open, polysemic text, but with
         a “closed system [that] cannot be opened up from within but only from without. It
         must be entered into from a point of view which questions its values and assumptions
         and which has its investment in making available to consciousness precisely that which
         the literature wishes to keep hidden.”[7]  In writing specifically about media images, Liza Bakewell similarly posits that
         texts inevitably tap and tax our consciousness as “images do things”:
      

      
         Far from being ineffective and inert, images are powerful tools. We employ them regularly
            to do many things: to make promises, issue commands, or simply state. We use them
            to establish group solidarity, give visibility to our opinions, and create boundaries
            around ourselves and others. We use them in ways that reveal much about who we are:
            our class, gender, culture, age, personality, temperament, mood, and morals. . . .
            If images are actions, it follows that images must have an effect on us.[8] 
         

      

      As such, out of the dysfunction and deviance of Blackness that Chloe has enveloping Mandy emerges images of a hidden heroism, punctuated by a history
         and climate of racism. These racialized images “do things,” such as providing evidence
         of a new Black/female visibility that does more than provoke fear, but seeks condonation.
         To be sure, Chloe is a horror film that is steeped in violent themes (though profoundly tame by today’s
         standards). Hence, that Mandy works to terrorize is not outside of the tolerable for
         the genre.
      

      
       The depiction of a Black woman as deeply affected by racial injustice, tormented
         by death, and one who seeks to retaliate against Whites for the purpose of reclaiming
         her power is striking. To put it another way, Mandy resides at the junction of crushing
         subjugation and self-determination. Mandy is distinguishable for what compels her
         to step out and fight back against Jim Crow even at her own great peril. Mandy’s quest
         for retribution begins as personal, but it should also be understood as a horror-style
         kind of race pride moment. Provisioned with the power of Voodoo, Mandy is engaged
         in armed defense, battling against racist vigilantes shielded by Jim Crow laws. She
         is a Stokely Carmichael–esque figure, a sort of Black Power forerunner, in her rhetoric
         and approach. Mandy is certain that an unmitigated nonviolent response to violent
         bloodlust is no response at all. Over thirty years after the release of Chloe and in the face of still-persistent Jim Crow laws, Carmichael, a Black Power movement
         leader, posited that a nonviolent approach in the face of racist hate crimes was one
         “Black people cannot afford and a luxury White people did not deserve.”[9]  Mandy’s race consciousness and her view that the placation of attacking Whites is
         intolerable is not entirely dissimilar. For example, she, with Mose in agreement,
         concludes that there is no other choice but to strike back after “what they’ve done
         to me and mine.”
      

      
       To be sure, the juxtaposition here is predictive, calling attention to the potential
         readings of Chloe and how, even through the imaginative, it can reflect on the United States’ past
         (and present) race problems. It should be made clear that where the fictional Mandy
         and real-life adherents of Black Power ideologies differ is not only in how they respond
         to injustice, but when. For those invested in the ideologies of Black Power, self-defense
         of home and family in the face of attack is prescribed. However, for Mandy it is revenge
         that is curative. That Mandy acts after the fact, after Sam’s death, rather than attempting
         to stave off his death in the midst of a lynching party and ravenous hounds does not
         attenuate her response of defending herself against oppression.
      

      
       In addition to Mandy’s enacted race politics, her heroism encompasses her ability
         to both recoup her desirability and to slip between gender roles. Mandy is desexualized
         in Chloe, reduced simply to a renegade “Voodoo negress” who, though once a doting wife and
         mother, is tragically denied both identities. Mandy makes clear that she is no bowing
         mammy, while also working to recover some semblance of her past selfhood. Though robbed
         of her treasured Sam, she refuses to be entirely divorced of him or their love, thereby
         reasserting their eternal bond: “Here I is, Sammy. Here is your Mandy.” Similarly,
         the absconding of Chloe functions to allow Mandy to get her daughter back while simultaneously
         getting back at those who wronged her. With Chloe at her side, and through the return
         to Sam’s grave site, Mandy attempts to re-form herself as wife and mother.
      

      
       However, as things again fall apart around her, starting with the discovery that
         Chloe is Betty Ann, Mandy’s identity as reluctant and childless widow reemerges. In
         response, Mandy assumes a new role in the form of the Haitian male loa (spirit) Baron Semedi. In Haitian Vodou and folklore, Baron Semedi (aka Samedi) is
         an alarming figure dressed in a top hat and tuxedo coattails, sometimes fashionably
         sporting sunglasses. His face is painted in shades of black, white, and gray to create
         the skeletal look of the dead. He is a keeper of the dead, watching over bodies and
         cemeteries as well as shepherding one’s death journey, be it down to the underworld
         or trapped as the undead (a zombie).[10]  Mandy’s Baron Semedi is a bocour (witch doctor), an extension of her initial identification as a Voodoo “negress”
         who first attempts to curse the Colonel with a Voodoo doll. It is in the symbolic
         form of a powerful, mystical Black man that Mandy seeks to get her revenge against
         the Colonel once again by attacking Chloe.
      

      
       When Chloe learns that she is in fact White, she wastes no time dismissing Mandy,
         donning the finest of attire, gliding easily around the plantation’s looming mansion,
         reestablishing her relationship with Wade, and assuming her place at the top of the
         racial hierarchy. In her final act of erasing Chloe and separating herself from her
         “mammy” Mandy, Chloe quickly returns to her birth name, “Betty Ann,” proclaiming that
         she never wants to hear “Chloe” again. Hurt by Chloe’s perfunctory rejection, it is
         Mandy’s view that the time for Voodoo dolls is over. As Baron Semedi, Mandy ensnares
         Chloe yet again, but this time evoking potent black magic in a ritual in which Chloe
         is to be sacrificed. Bound and laid out on an altar, Chloe is surrounded by hordes
         of shirtless men whose drumming-induced frenzied dancing is a mix of exuberance and
         violence as they prance and jump, but also tangle with each other. Finally, one of
         them, under Mandy’s command, emerges from the fray to plunge a knife into Chloe’s
         heart. Of course, Mandy as Baron Semedi is prevented from meting out “his” vengeance
         against a White woman. Chloe is rescued by Wade. Her plan doomed, Mandy once again
         loses her selfhood. She is no longer a wounded woman reempowered by capably slipping
         into the traditionally male role of Baron Semedi. Rather, her passions and the evil
         of Voodoo have, the viewer is told, literally transformed her into a monstrosity,
         and ultimately into the newer role of kidnapper, attempted murderer, and felon.
      

      
      The Making and Racing of Heroines: The Final Girl versus the Enduring Woman

      
      “The functions of monster and hero are far more frequently represented by males and
         the function of the victim far more garishly by females,” observes Clover.[11]  Increasingly, however, women have taken on more compelling roles in horror films,
         surmounting narratives of the (sexy) distressed damsel, to intervene in the male character
         bailiwick. Robin Means Coleman notes that breakthrough roles for women in horror,
         particularly White women, became a trend in the 1970s as women stepped into the role
         of heroine and “triumphantly battled against monsters (e.g., Laurie Strode in Halloween [1978]),” or they daringly took a turn at being “frightening evil (e.g., Pamela Voorhees
         in Friday the 13th [1980]).”[12]  In examining the generic changes taking place for women during this time, Clover
         theorizes that the decade saw horror’s most innovative heroine (perhaps to date) in
         the “Final Girl,” a portrayal markedly different in form and function from past characterizations.
         “She alone looks death in the face,” explains Clover, “[and] she alone also finds
         the strength either to stay the killer long enough to be rescued (ending A) or to
         kill him herself (ending B).” Possessing the qualities of fighter and of survivor, the Final Girl is a survivor in that she is an adroit combatant in the face of evil. The Final Girl is
         also the survivor, outlasting the monster’s attack and being the only one to do so.[13]  Final Girls are not only fighters and survivors, but they “do so with ferocity and
         even kill the killer on their own.”[14]  Indeed, it is worth highlighting that not only does the Final Girl take down the
         (male) monster, but she often does so without help from a male savior.
      

      
       The horror genre has offered up some classic White Final Girls. Teenager Laurie Strode
         (Jamie Lee Curtis) of Halloween evolved from average babysitter to heroic Final Girl, displaying her resourceful
         fighter qualities by, first, leading her charges to safety. Then, when she is pinned
         down in a closet by the bloodlusting, psychopathic Michael Myers (Tony Moran), she
         deftly fashions a weapon out of a coat hanger to go head-to-head with the monster.
         Finally, the teen single-handedly stays the monster until a gun-toting adult arrives.
         Similarly, Ellen Ripley (Sigourney Weaver) of Alien (1979) showed off her survivor abilities through sharp cunning and directorship skill—“Shut
         up and let me think!”—to single-handedly destroy an unstoppable predator who had annihilated
         all those around her.[15]  Most notably, for the White Final Girl (movie franchises notwithstanding), the end
         of her showdown with the monster also means the restoration of the ordinary—“When
         their fight with the monster is over, their lives return to stasis. Ripley sleeps
         peacefully after she ejects the alien. Laurie Strode’s quiet, suburban life can return
         to normal.”[16] 
      

      
       However, Coleman theorizes that the Black Final Girl of the 1970s deviates significantly
         and meaningfully from the Strodes and the Ripleys. White Final Girls are depicted
         as generally unavailable sexually, representing a significant departure from previous
         sexy and sexualized treatments of women in horror (e.g., Helen Grosvenor [Zita Johann]
         in 1932’s The Mummy, Ann Darrow [Fay Wray] in 1933’s King Kong). Armed with knives and other weaponry, White Final Girls present a reversal of the
         symbolic phallus, with them literally and metaphorically sticking it in and to the
         monster.[17]  By contrast, Black women in horror have seduction—lips and hips—as a key component
         of their arsenal. Black women often lure the monster to its impending doom through
         provocative dress, innuendo, and teasing promises of lust-filled encounters (e.g.,
         Sugar Hill, 1974). Markedly, though both the White and Black Final Girl heroically work to defy
         death, each battles very different monsters. While Whites tend to go up against some
         sort of supernatural boogeyman, Blacks’ battle is often with something much closer
         to home in the form of racism and corruption. “In this regard,” writes Coleman, “there
         is no going to sleep once the ‘monster’ is defeated as the monster is often amorphously
         coded as ‘Whitey,’ and Whitey’s oppressions are here to stay.”[18]  These oppressions are typically a range of discriminations and exploitations, from
         police brutality; to the corruption of Black communities with an infusion of guns,
         drugs, and prostitution; to overt racism. With complete freedom from “Whitey” and
         bigotry out of reach, the Black Final Girl becomes an Enduring Woman as she must be
         resilient and prepared to fight for autonomy and justice in the long haul. The Enduring
         Woman must be a durable, persevering soldier in an everlasting battle against persecution
         and discrimination in which she recognizes that total victory is elusive.
      

      
       Recalling the significance of a performance of sexuality and sensuality to the identity
         of the Enduring Woman, her additional hallmark is that she is a woman who not only
         fights for her survival, but also on behalf of her man. The (always heterosexual)
         Enduring Woman’s male partner is often terrorized, if not slain, by a White male tormentor
         (monster) for trying to bring an end to oppression or for attempting to start a new,
         clean life away from criminality. Given these parts of the definition—(1) a defiant
         warrior in a struggle against inequalities and (2) seeking retribution on behalf of
         her man—certainly Chloe’s Mandy materializes as an early Enduring Woman. More, Mandy’s progeny may be seen
         in Diana “Sugar” Hill (Marki Bey), the quintessential Enduring Woman, as represented
         in the zombie horror film Sugar Hill. In the film, the sexily attired, provocatively named Sugar fights to avenge the
         death of her boyfriend, Langston (Larry Don Johnson), who is killed by Morgan (Robert
         Quarry), a “Whitey” head of a criminal syndicate who profits from a vast network of
         criminal enterprises that exploit and victimize Blacks. Langston is murdered for refusing
         to pay into Morgan’s protection racket.
      

      
       In the film, Langston is one of many victims. For example, in one scene, Black dockworkers
         are told that they must pay a kickback to get a job unloading a cargo ship filled
         with bananas (of course). When the men balk, one is punched, and all are threatened
         with unemployment and starvation until they pay up. Following in the footsteps of
         Mandy, Sugar turns to Voodoo, calling upon an army of resurrected slaves-turned-zombies
         led by none other than Baron Semedi. The zombies rise up to aid Sugar in securing
         retribution. They kill off everyone in the crime syndicate involved in the death of
         Sugar’s boyfriend and in the exploitation of the Black community. Sugar is present
         for the killings, even proclaiming to one of her zombies’ quarry, “Hey, Whitey, you
         and your punk friends killed my man. . . . I’m not accusing you, honk, I’m passing
         sentence. . . . And the sentence is death!”[19] 
      

      
       Sugar Hill’s deployment of Voodoo differs from Chloe’s. Chloe exploited Voodoo by further stoking Whites’ repulsion of Blacks during Jim Crow,
         with the effect of inspiring antebellum nostalgia and fantasy for when “good” Black
         slaves were mythically viewed as docile, obedient workers laboring under difficult
         conditions without complaint. By contrast, released in 1974 at the height of the Black
         Power movement and made with a Black audience in mind, Sugar Hill reflects a different, albeit similarly distinct sociopolitical climate. The film responds
         rebelliously to myths around Black religion and the effects of slavery through depictions
         of ennobled Black strength and agency. Thanks to Voodoo and an empowered army of undead
         slaves, Sugar is able to restore equanimity and lawfulness to her Black community
         even as it is clear that there are still more “Whiteys” out there. In this regard,
         Sugar and Baron Semedi succeed where Mandy as Baron Semedi fails.
      

      
       Mandy and Sugar are not unusual. The popular 1970s film actress Pam Grier similarly
         played an Enduring Woman in the vampire horror film Scream, Blacula, Scream (1973) in her role as Lisa. Lisa is reluctantly drawn into battle, again with the
         help of Voodoo, to fight to save not one, but two Black men from racism-tied vampirism.
         Scream is a sequel to Blacula (1972) in which an eighteenth-century African prince, Mamuwalde (William Marshall),
         is infected with vampirism by a 1780s version of Whitey in Count Dracula. Dracula
         is depicted as a virulent racist who is amassing enormous wealth through the ultimate
         Black exploitation—the slave trade. Imprisoned in a coffin, Mamuwalde makes a much-belated
         twentieth-century journey through the Middle Passage to the United States. Blacula and Scream, then, function to expose the lingering effects of racism. Through a “sucking the
         blood out of the Black community” metaphor, Scream lays bare how the legacy of slavery continues to victimize Blacks centuries later.
         In 1974, Pam Grier would again play a kind of Enduring Woman in the nonhorror film
         Foxy Brown in which (the again provocatively named) Foxy exposes herself to all manner of brutality,
         including beatings and rape, to lure in and kill White male members of a drug syndicate
         who murdered her good-guy, government-agent boyfriend. This particular form of Enduring
         Woman outside of horror—a sexy, leading heroine seeking revenge, though on occasion
         with the support of savior men—can be seen in several films, including Cleopatra Jones (1973), Coffy (1973), and Sheba, Baby (1975).
      

      
       Yet it is the heroines of horror, as seen in Chloe, Sugar Hill, and Scream, Blacula, Scream, that are most recognizable as Enduring Women who are not only left to pick up the
         pieces of their broken personal lives and communities, but must fight twin monsters
         of racist/misogynist White men and systems of oppression sans saviors. Victory celebrations
         for the successfully heroic Enduring Woman is fleeting, as her “triumphant walk into
         the sunset promises to take her, not toward a life of peace, but right back into the
         midst of rogue police, sexist men, and ‘the Man’ who is exploiting her Black community.”[20] 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      For all of the inroads the Mandys, Sugars, and Lisas made in reimagining the heroine,
         that progress has not always been pervasive as evidenced by recent horror representations
         of Black women. Black women have experienced a symbolic annihilation as seen in model-singer
         Grace Jones’ portrayal of the vampire Katrina in 1986’s Vamp, in which the mute Katrina is quite literally seen (as eye candy) but not heard.
         Likewise, in Queen of the Damned (2002), the powerful vampire Queen Akasha (portrayed by singer Aaliyah) is narrowed
         to the sexual obsession of the vampire Lestat, a rock singer (Stuart Townsend). These
         examples represent a general trend in mainstream horror in which Black women tend
         to be reduced to window dressing. Nevertheless, the trajectory of Black women’s contribution
         to the horror film has slowly continued to evolve into increasingly complex and diverse
         characterizations. For example, the low-budget, limited-release horror film Def by Temptation (1990) witnesses a grandmother coming to the rescue of her grandson whose life is
         threatened by a demonic temptress. The straight-to-DVD horror film Holla (2006) casts women as equally hardy villains and heroes. The big-budget, big-screen
         projects, too, are catching up as witnessed in Alien vs. Predator, aka AVP (2004), which features Alexa Woods (Sanaa Lathan) as not only a formidable intellect
         and resourceful heroine, but also the rare Black Final Girl. Yet it is the 2005 blockbuster
         British horror film The Descent that perhaps more robustly shows what women in complex roles imagined for women can bring to horror, rather than women dropped into a man’s role. With an all-female,
         racially and ethnically diverse cast (with the exception of the cannibalistic, cave-dwelling
         monsters), The Descent shows women as strong and weak, hero, antihero, and victim. More, this portrayal
         was done with purpose, as its director Neil Marshall explains: “Originally the cast
         was going to be mixed gender, but then it occurred to my business partner that horror
         films almost never have a female cast. So we made all the cavers women. But, it was
         important that I didn’t make them clichés: either ladettes or victims. I talked to
         my female friends as I wrote and got advice—basic advice, but it worked.”[21]  Indeed, from Chloe to The Descent, horror reveals that women can work effectively and even heroically in the genre.
      

      
       One hallmark of the horror genre is that it is predicated on pushing boundaries.
         It challenges our assumptions and plays with taboos. (In)famously, horror has invited
         its viewers to identify with its monsters, be it a forlorn rampaging giant ape, a
         man assembled by a mad scientist from the parts of murderers, or a debonair and bloodthirsty
         aristocrat. In this lineup, there must certainly be room for a Mandy who, unbowed
         by racism, proclaims, “The thunder’s gonna growl and the lightning’s gonna rain. And
         the devil’s gonna walk on a White man’s grave!” Mandy has wreaked havoc in snatching
         Betty Ann and trading in Voodoo, but she sees one small victory in living to tell
         the tale. The film draws to a close with the Colonel ordering that Mandy be arrested
         and taken to the sheriff, explaining, “We don’t want any lynching.” While it can be
         presumed that if Mandy tries to run away like her Sam attempted to do, she too would
         find herself on the “old hangman’s tree,” the point is that she is not lynched. Rather,
         Mandy works to evidence the Final Girl/Enduring Woman continuum—still in mourning,
         angry, unrepentant, and in possession of her Voodoo power, but facing punishment,
         she survives her encounter with the monster.
      

      
       While the Enduring Woman finds her most provocative treatment in the genre of horror,
         she need not be confined there. Unlike the Final Girl whose primary goal is to survive
         the monster, for the Enduring Woman such a showdown is only half the battle. Indeed,
         her battle is only just beginning as her existence is overtly political, directing
         our attention to complex structural and systemic injustices that plague societies
         and can frustrate us all. Even as debates are ongoing about whether U.S. society is
         turning toward a post–civil rights, postfeminist, postracial, and postidentity one
         in which larger structural and legal problems have been knocked back,[22]  the Enduring Woman is evidence that claims of “post” eras are premature.
      

      
       Race in media, observes Daniel Bernardi, is “neither fictional nor illusion.”[23]  In this regard, if the dictum of the synergistic relationship between art and life
         holds some measure of verity, then there will continue to be ample opportunity to
         identify heroines at the intersections of mythical/popular culture and the social/mediated
         world. More, it can be expected that Blackness, specifically, will continue to be
         an excessive signifier through which Whiteness, the cultural dynamics of oppression,
         and even, ultimately, self-determination and agency are understood. With this in mind,
         the Enduring Woman will find that she is not in a “post” moment, free of oppressions
         plaguing her communities. Rather, her actions will continue to be attention-getting,
         promising to find space in the fictional/popular, and nonfictional public, spheres
         for decades to come.
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         Although there is nothing special per se about being shōjo, the ability to view the
            world with the eye of shōjo positions the person involved outside accepted gender
            categories . . . and through her consciousness of this, she will be astounded to discover
            a world that permits anything imaginable. —Takahara Eiri[1]  
         

      

      In 2009, Tsutomu Nakagawa, the head of the cultural affairs division at the Japanese
         Ministry of Foreign Affairs, launched a “cultural ambassadors” program, exploiting
         the popularity of Japan’s cute culture overseas. In addition to the two anime ambassadors
         appointed in the previous year—Hello Kitty and Doraemon—three young girls, one school
         uniform girl, one street-fashion style, and one Lolita-style girl, were appointed
         as cultural envoys to present Japan. Nakagawa said, “We want people abroad to know
         these kinds of people exist in Japan and to feel close to them.”[2]   The three girls looked younger than their actual age; one of the outfits was a
         miniskirt with school uniform, and one was a polka-dot shirt highlighted with ribbons
         and pink color. The last one, the Lolita-style girl, dressed like a Victorian doll
         in voluminous frilly skirts, was Misako Aoki. While addressing the Japanese Lolita
         style as “princess-like,” she said, “When the girls were in our childhood, most of
         us wanted to be a princess, and I am trying to keep that heart forever.”[3]  
      

      
      Although the girl ambassadors may not be referred to as shōjo since they are in their twenties, they certainly look like they are in their teens.
         Shōjo literally means a girl or girls’ flavor in Japanese, and signifies women between
         seven and eighteen years old. This diplomatic effort employs shōjo to promote Japan’s cuteness in the global consumer society. Christine Yano pinpoints
         that cuteness and shōjo have been increasingly interconnected, and the characteristics of both are almost
         interchangeable in the Japanese public’s mind.[4]   The three girls, rather than being subjects of shōjo, are diplomatic symbols presenting qualities of innocence, sweetness, adorable imperfection,
         and bright and cheerful spirits to stimulate global consumption of Japanese cute products.
         While Nakagawa ironically asserts that these cute ambassadors are real people in Japan,
         the most significant quality of shōjo is its disconnection from reality.
      

      
      With the aesthetic qualities of cuteness, shōjo has played important roles in the symbolic system of anime since the 1960s. Shōjo is an anime genre, a variety of representation in narratives, a targeted group of
         consumers and viewers, and a particular way of seeing and thinking. Almost every popular
         anime has a few shōjo heroines. For example, the prominent anime directors Hayao Miyazaki and Satoshi Kon,
         whose works are widely analyzed and discussed in scholarly writings and by fans, often
         use shōjo heroines to lead stories. While anime’s Western counterpart, Disney, reaffirms gender
         norms through its female characters, scholars argue that anime’s representation of
         shōjo heroines empowers female viewers to challenge these norms.[5]   This chapter examines the portrayals of shōjo heroines in the magical girl anime Puella Magi Madoka Magica, paying attention not only to shōjo heroines’ roles in destabilizing gender norms but also to the self-reflective subject
         of shōjo, who fully recognizes her subject self as an object in the masculine order. Constantly
         questing after “who am I to others?” the dark and twisted shōjo heroines are self-reflective in understanding their subject as one among many represented
         objects in the world, acknowledging the fundamental misrecognition of self-autonomy.
         The shōjo heroines in Puella Magi Madoka Magica may show us a way in which female subjects speak an alternative language with and for herself/itself, complicating shōjo subjectivity in the masculine order.
      

      
      What Is Shōjo?
      

      
      The modern concept of shōjo emerged in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Japan, when rapid economic
         change produced a social utility for “adolescence,” a period between childhood and
         adulthood during which labor was trained for its role in industrial culture.[6]   Originating in the Meiji period, single-sex girls’ schools were established for
         this purpose, and they fostered high literacy among girls. The homogenous school space
         and the development of female readerships, including illustrative magazines and fiction
         specifically for female readers, constructed an identity of shōjo during Japan’s modernization.[7]  
      

      
       However, such definition was rearticulated as a significant phenomenon of Japanese
         consumer culture in the late twentieth century. Shōjo plays an important role for fetishism and consumption in Japan’s postmodernity. Cute
         but sexually appealing shōjo is consumed as a desirable object toward erotic purity, virginity, and innocence—the
         qualities revolving around nonthreatening schoolgirls and Lolita girls. Rather than
         being a subject or an identity, shōjo becomes a mass-produced commodity for the male gaze in which the subject does not
         exist but only functions as a ritualized sign of male fetishism.
      

      
       On the other hand, shōjo with excess cuteness also functions as a surplus, an embodiment of female subjects’
         constant lack, which drives consumption of cute products in Japan. With the notions
         of innocent, sweet, adorably imperfect, emotional, and impulsive, and the potential
         to escape from reality, shōjo manifests unreachable beauty, nostalgia for the past (youth), freedom from adult sexuality
         and family duty, and disconnection of social status for women. Consuming shōjo/cute products, such as Hello Kitty goodies and other Sanrio’s commodities, brings
         surplus enjoyments over standard satisfactions because the female subject would never
         approach the pure qualities shōjo manifests.
      

      
       Although shōjo signifies a surplus value by taking advantage of female representation, and the shōjo subject is reproduced as a consuming subject herself, scholars pinpoint that shōjo has certain subversive potentials that may provide ideological contestation in society.
         Japanese scholar Susan Napier indicates that the qualities of shōjo do not only include ultrafemininity, passive, dreamy, and sometimes even ditzy, but
         also potentials for change, growth, and compassionate empowerment. She asserts, “Because
         shōjo are not adults, they can perceive things that those in control of society cannot;
         because they are not young men they see things that those who will someday rule society
         cannot see.”[8]   Anthropologist Jennifer Robertson also argues that shōjo connotes potentially disruptive sexuality between puberty and marriage. Functioning
         as an alternative gender among the roles of “daughters,” “wives,” and “mothers” in
         patriarchal society, shōjo implies heterosexual inexperience and homosexual experience. It is presumably homosexual
         because the emotional life of shōjo is essentially narcissistic, and thus the sexuality of shōjo is self-referential and homogenous, employing nonreproductive value.[9]  
      

      
       Unique to Japan, shōjo can be considered one important discourse of female subjectivity and male gaze that
         may affect the global scope of gender politics. Far from being perceived as a political
         movement or resistance of dominant power, shōjo engenders fetishism in Japan’s consumer society but paradoxically provides a space
         for “a quiet, private protest heard only by other girls.”[10]   The qualities of shōjo (the uncertainty, the instability, the potentials for change and growth), the in-between
         places shōjo takes (child and adult, puberty and marriage, homosexual and heterosexual), and the
         fact that shōjo is never about reality, never to be in control, and never to be the ruling group,
         may empower an imperceptible subversion of gender norms and dominant power.
      

      
      A Shōjo Genre: Magical Girl Anime
      

      
      It is fair to say that anime portrays a large number of shōjo as an object of fetish eroticism. Largely based on Japan’s cute culture and the shōjo phenomenon, shōjo characters in anime enable both male and female viewers to consume her as a commodity,
         to maintain the fantasy of shōjo, and to reproduce a social reality for shōjo subjects. Anime utilizes shōjo heroines to attract both female and male audiences. But beyond mere consumption,
         shōjo has a distinctive place in the world of anime since she is outside of the heterosexual
         economy, privileged by possessing an imagination free from social constrictions. For
         example, Hayao Miyazaki has mostly shōjo heroines to lead the stories of his films. His works in the 1980s, such as Nausicaä and the Valley of the Wind (1984), Castle in the Sky (1986), My Neighbor Totoro (1988), and Kiki’s Delivery Service (1989), feature cute, sweet, cheerful, bright, and brave shōjo heroines. His later works portray a more diverse representation of shōjo heroines:
         Princess Mononoke (1997) has a fearsome wolf shōjo; Spirited Away (2001) presents a daughter’s journey to save her parents (the shōjo is no longer free from family obligation); and the shōjo heroine is turned into a wrinkled old crone in Howl’s Moving Castle (2004). Through the lens of Miyazaki’s shōjo heroines, his anime gives viewers the freedom to dream, to be unproductive, to be useless and silly, to
         indulge in fantasies of flight and adventure, and to explore the potential of change.[11]  
      

      
      Among all shōjo-related anime products and practices, this chapter pays attention to a particular
         anime genre, magical girls (mahō shōjo), which always features shōjo heroines who have superpowers to fight evil and to protect others. Most anime works
         of magical girls target a young female audience. Sally, the Witch (1966) is the first magical girl anime and is considered the first shōjo anime. The story featured a witch princess who left the Land of Magic to live a human
         life. Her magic power was used to solve various problems in her life, but her identity
         must be kept secret. It was extremely popular with its target audience, running for
         109 episodes, and then the story continued twenty years later, in a sequel run of
         eighty-eight additional episodes.[12]    Sally, the Witch developed some notable features to attract female audiences in the 1960s, and these
         features, being reinforced and reiterated, became common elements in magical girl
         anime. Plots and thematic settings of magical girl anime include the following:
      

      
      
         	
            
            The plots are led by and centered on shōjo heroines as magical girls.
            

         

         
         	
            Magical girls tend to keep their superpower and identity secret.

         

         
         	
            For magical girls to obtain their power, they must undergo a transformation sequence
               and magical phrases with an enchanted object, such as a pendant, a wand, a compact,
               or a ribbon.
            

         

         
         	
            Some magical girls transform into a more mature and sexualized female body when they
               use their power.
            

         

         
         	
            A magical servant, usually a talking catlike animal, always offers advice in combat
               and helps train magical girls.
            

         

         
         	
            The causes of fights are idealistic, such as love, peace, and hope. Instead of fighting
               against antagonists as in male-oriented anime, the causes of fights often center on friendship, relationships, and well-being for
               all.
            

         

         
         	
            The stories include both heterosexual romance as well as same-sex love and relationships.

         

         
         	
            Narratives are generally emotion oriented, upbeat, cheerful, and intensely personal
               in nature.
            

         

      

      
      In addition to common plots and thematic settings, the visual style of magical girl
         anime is heavily influenced by shōjo manga since both target young females as the ideal audience and readership. Entailing
         the aesthetic of cuteness, common elements in the visuals of magical girl anime include
         the following:
      

      
      
         	
            
            Thin and fragile lines and figures.

         

         
         	
            Common depictions of characters with round face, long hair, big eyes, and accessories
               of ribbons and candy buttons on the outfits.
            

         

         
         	
            Expressive backgrounds, consisting of disoriented flowers, nebulous shapes, and abstract
               patterns to express emotion and personality.
            

         

         
         	
            Bright and shiny color compositions, jelly red, yellow, pink, and sky blue, to give
               an imagery of warmth, cheerfulness, and high spirit.
            

         

      

      
      Popular magical girls, for example, Card Captor Sakura and Sailor Moon, involve learning to harness their superpower, while the nature of the power remains
         vague and unclear. The magical girl protagonists must use props to obtain their superpower
         and fight against evil. Both anime were adapted from popular shōjo manga in the 1990s, and both put emphasis on emotions of and interpersonal relationships
         among characters. Featuring cute, bright, cheerful characters and imagery with exciting
         action scenes, both anime attracted not only young female viewers but also had high
         crossover popularity in both female and male demographics.[13]   For male audiences, these adorable, whimsical, clumsy, early adolescent magical
         girls represent excessive qualities of cuteness to evoke viewers’ affections. Jason
         Thompson argues that in the first decade of the 2000s, male affections toward magical
         girls received a commercial interest in manufacturing and animation production.[14]   This line of interest shifts anime consumption from the focus of storytelling to
         fetishizing adorable and cute anime characters. Whereas the stories and plots of magical
         girl anime target young female viewers, character designs of magical girls are often
         hypersexualized, costumed with tight shirts and miniskirts. By adding more action
         and fights with a male audience in mind, and animating magical girls’ transformation
         sequences with a certain level of shōjo nudity, magical girls with their excessive cuteness demand notice and adoration from
         viewers, regardless of their sex or age.
      

      
      Complicating Magical Girls: 
Puella Magi Madoka Magica

      
      Puella Magi Madoka Magica (Mahō Shōjo Madoka Magika) is a twelve-episode television series, directed by Akiyuki Shinbo and written by Gen
         Urobchi. As with many other popular anime, three series of manga adaptations, a novelization, a video game, and feature films were released after
         the anime aired. The anime series won Animation Kobe awards, Newtype Anime awards,
         and the grand prize for animation at the Japan Media Arts Festival in 2011. The Blu-ray
         Discs of all volumes sold over fifty thousand copies during the first week and mostly
         at the top of the sales record.[15]  
      

      
      The story follows all common elements of magical girl anime at first glance: A small,
         cute, catlike talking creature, a Messenger of Magic, whose name is Kyubey, offers
         a deal to chosen shōjo. This catlike creature can grant these shōjo a wish, but in exchange they must become Magical Girls and use their given power
         to defeat Witches, mysterious entities that feed upon emotions, hopes, and dreams
         of normal people. The story centers on five shōjo heroines whom Kyubey chooses to be Magical Girls: Madoka Kaname, Homura Akemi, Sayaka
         Miki, Mami Tomoe, and Kyoko Sakura. Each has a symbolic color (Madoka is pink, Homura
         is dark purple, Sayaka is sky blue, Mami is yellow, and Kyoko is jelly red) and a
         Soul Gem of her color through which she obtains her magical power to fight Witches.
         Character designs are extremely cute: each shōjo has a different style of long hair, round face, big eyes, shiny accessories, ribbons,
         and candy buttons on her outfit based on her symbolic color.
      

      
      However, given adorable shōjo characters with the aesthetic of cuteness, Puella Magi Madoka Magica paradoxically posits an antimagical girl anime. Beyond cute characters and candy-colored
         costumes, the story of Puella Magi Madoka Magica portrays the dark side of life rather than providing an upbeat and cheerful entertainment.
         In most magical girl anime, shōjo heroines transform with sparkles and happiness, fighting back evil forces, but the
         evil is never actually “evil.” Viewers rarely, if ever, are exposed to criminal instances;
         rather, they are given abstract ideas of evilness against which shōjo heroines fight. However, in Puella Magi Madoka Magica, plots of poverty, murder, suicide, and violence are not sugarcoated by flowers and
         metaphors, and hopes and dreams are harshly destroyed. It delves into the mechanics
         of magical girl anime and reconstitutes them by throwing in dark twists and revelations
         systematically. In the following sections, three important motifs are examined in
         Puella Magi Madoka Magica through the lens of (anti)magical girl anime and within the shōjo phenomenon.
      

      
      Becoming Magical Girls

      
      First, unlike other shōjo heroines who fight against evil due to their heroic and cheerful nature, the shōjo characters in Puella Magi Madoka Magica become Magical Girls because they contract with Kyubey in exchange for a wish. The
         deals with Kyubey suggest reference to Goethe’s famous tragic hero, Faust, making
         an arrangement with the devil, implicitly revealed in random texts, direct quotes,
         appearances and symbols of Withes, and music from the opera of Faust. Their wishes involve solving real problems in life, such as poverty, death, and
         recovery from injuries. Contrary to conventional magical girl anime, in which protagonists
         happily accept their superpower, shōjo heroines are reluctant to become Magical Girls in Puella Magi Madoka Magica. Beyond the sugarcoated visual elements, cute character designs, and candy-colored
         costumes, exchanging a wish by serving as Magical Girls brings certain consequences
         and ethical dilemmas. One of the consequences is that while granting the shōjo’s wishes and power, Kyubey takes control over their souls and places them into Soul
         Gems. The ethical dilemmas vary depending on each shōjo’s circumstance, but revolve around whether one should use her wish for a selfish
         purpose or for most people’s well-being, and if she uses her wish to benefit someone,
         whether she should expect a reciprocal return from that person.
      

      
      The protagonist Madoka is an ordinary high school girl, appearing shy, naïve, and
         insecure. Madoka has a gentle heart but low self-confidence. Becoming a Magical Girl
         is appealing for her because she may have power to help others. Audiences of magical
         girl anime would assume that soon she would acquire her magical power to defeat evil.
         Yet the question is brought to Madoka’s attention throughout the entire course of
         the series: to be a Magical Girl, or not to be a Magical Girl? This question is essentially
         the core of the story. Just for that one wish, she would be a Magical Girl with superpower,
         but Madoka cannot make up her mind about that one wish. According to Jonathan Dalton,
         “[Puella Magi] Madoka Magica is not about Madoka’s life as a magical girl, but rather her journey of understanding
         what it means to be one, and her discovering whether or not there is a wish that she
         is willing to risk her life for.”[16]  
      

      
      Shōjo heroines must become Magical Girls in order to have power and to battle Witches. Madoka is not a Magical Girl, but she is becoming one. The term becoming is critical in this case. Becoming someone implies uncertainty, changing, and a moment
         that entails a virtuality of future and redirects the past. It involves acknowledgment
         of the self as a subject as well as reconstitutes it. It also enacts a splitting self,
         proliferating one’s identity and putting the very idea of “I” into question. Because
         the protagonist Madoka never settles her wish (and thus does not transform into a
         Magical Girl toward the end), she must constantly question her subject self and reconstitute
         it. Thus viewers can no longer project a singular subject position for Madoka, but
         only a temporal mobility that allows Madoka to be seen as a stray of magical girls,
         giving her subversive potentials to destabilize the shōjo subject in magical girl anime.
      

      
      Witches Are Magical Girls

      
      Second, Puella Magi Madoka Magica challenges animation representation of women by positioning ambiguous relationships
         between Magical Girls (mahō shōjo) and Witches (majo).[17]   Animation representation of women has been reproduced and reinforced into two contradictory
         roles by Disney: the beautiful princess and the evil witch, such as Snow White and
         the evil queen, Cinderella and her stepmother and stepsisters, and Sleeping Beauty
         and the evil fairy. Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella, and Snow White, pretty and young,
         have very limited mobility. The female’s happiness is based on being loved, and to
         be loved she must possess sublime beauty. She needs to be saved, and she awaits love’s
         coming. On the contrary, the evil witch, who often has an aged face and furious expression,
         uses magic or superpowers to transform herself in order to obtain her will against
         the princess. She is certainly independent (presented by the absence of friends, family,
         or spouse), vibrant (sometimes presented by her hysteric expression), and powerful
         (she defeats the prince). She is active to pursue what she wants, although this is
         usually what the princess has: beauty, youth, and happiness.
      

      
      However, such a clear-cut distinction between Magical Girls (mahō shōjo) and Witches (majo) does not exist in Puella Magi Madoka Magica. The literal translation of mahō shōjo is “magical young women,” whereas the literal translation of majo is “magical women.” Witches, the evil forces in Puella Magi Madoka Magica, are not represented as old and furious women as in Disney animation. They appear
         in abstract forms of collage, consisting of words, symbols, photos, and drawings,
         relying on heavy use of stop-motion and cutout animation styles to create unsettling
         and otherworldly imagery. By using nonrepresentational collages and surrealist styles
         of animation, Puella Magi adoka Magica defies the binary representation of princesses and witches that takes representation
         of women for granted, breaking the signifying chain of animation representations of
         women: princesses versus witches, good versus evil, young versus old, pretty versus
         ugly, and sweet versus furious.
      

      
      Later this series reveals that Witches are actually past Magical Girls. Kyubey seeks
         out overly emotional shōjo and offers to grant any one wish in exchange for servitude. As Magical Girls perform
         their power, despair contaminates their souls gradually, and eventually despair corrupts
         Magical Girls and turns them into Witches. Kyubey, who constantly manipulates and
         persuades shōjo to make a deal with him, asserts in episode 8, “Since this country [Japan] calls
         women who are still growing up shōjo, for girls who are on the way to becoming majo [magical women, or Witches], it is logical to call them mahō shōjo [Magical Girls].”[18]   In Puella Magi Madoka Magica, each Witch symbolizes one common female frustration, presumably more young females’
         frustration: distrust, delusion, tenacity, covetousness, ignorance, liberality, self-righteousness,
         craving, falling in love, vanity, being an onlooker, and rage. Presented in abstract
         visual forms, this metaphor of “Witches are Magical Girls filled with despair” may
         entail a feminist consciousness of shōjo consumption, in which the shōjo subject cries for a reform of shōjo representation bound with the qualities of innocence, sweetness, adorable imperfection,
         and bright and cheerful spirits.
      

      
      Magical Power Is Something in Her More than Herself

      
      Lastly, “magical power” represents a kind of freedom through which female viewers
         feel free from adult responsibility and submission, permitting a temporality and possibility
         in magical girl anime. Whereas shōjo are granted magic power as a form of female empowerment, the symbolic system of anime
         posits magical girls as the Other for consumption. For a shōjo heroine in magical girl anime, magical power is that something in her more than herself
         on account of which she perceives herself as worthy of others’ desire. The magical
         power is the objet petit a from Žižek’s perspective: it is nothing but the Thing at the center of the magical
         girls’ world; it is something essential that motivates shōjo heroines but the true form of magical power, whether or not there is one, never matters
         to shōjo heroines and audience; and it is the Thing that makes consumers desire shōjo heroines as magical girls. In other words, the magical power is the symbolic materialization
         that fills the empty core of shōjo consumption and masks the fact that magical girls are empty signs being seen through
         a distorted gaze in the masculine order.
      

      
      Except Madoka, four other shōjo heroines make deals with Kyubey to solve their problems in life or ease their tragic
         circumstance, are forced to serve as Magical Girls and defeat Witches. They fight
         against Witches because they are told to, and they are unclear about the consequences
         and reasons. For these shōjo, being a Magical Girl entails “something in her more than herself” on account of
         which she perceives herself as worthy of others’ desire. Although these shōjo heroines are granted magical power as a symbol of empowerment, it is given by a cute
         catlike creature, Kyubey. Embodying the aesthetic of cuteness, Kyubey deceives shōjo heroines into acquiring something in her more than herself—magical power—in exchange
         for his control over her soul. In other words, the aesthetic of cuteness (Kyubey)
         takes over control of the shōjo’s agency (Magical Girls’ souls). Magical power is precisely the distorted gaze to
         render magical girls visible. For a shōjo subject to perceive herself worthy, she must acquire that “something in her more
         than herself.”
      

      
      Despite being the titular character, Madoka remains powerless throughout most of the
         story, acting more as a spectator in the series. All shōjo heroines have strong willpower—they want to change something terrible in their lives
         through their wishes, except the protagonist Madoka. Madoka is indecisive about what
         wish she is going to make. She does not grow and develop into a courageous heroine,
         and she constantly cries and mourns. She is never granted the magical power, and she
         is powerless in fights, needing protection from other Magical Girls. As powerless
         as she seems to be, Madoka does not acquire magical power—something in her more than
         herself—in order to perceive herself worthy. She doesn’t have a prince (the story
         has no male protagonist), she doesn’t undergo a transformation into a magical girl,
         and she doesn’t fight Witches with her magic power. When she finally makes a deal
         with Kyubey, she wishes a change of the rules of the universe: a world without Witches
         and Magical Girls’ despair. Kyubey yells, “That wish . . . if you realize this wish,
         then it’s greater in magnitude than tampering with time! It’s a violation of the principle
         of cause and effect itself! Do you really want to become a god?”[19]   Her magical power, instead of being used in fights and functioning as an empowerment,
         is used to strike down the existing order and violate the principles of the universe.
         Madoka, a nonthreatening, cute, and shy schoolgirl, is an (anti)shōjo heroine who has all the qualities to be an object of male desire but directly challenges
         Kyubey, the embodiment of male distorted gaze masked by its excessive cuteness. Her
         magical power indeed reveals the masked fact—magical power is not a form of female
         empowerment, but materialization of the distorted male gaze that makes shōjo perceive herself worthy to be desired because she has “something in her more than
         herself.”
      

      
      The Self-Reflective Subject of Shōjo Heroines
      

      
      This chapter attempts to complicate the idea that shōjo heroines are de facto female empowerment in magical girl anime. While this direction
         of argument is accurate to a certain extent, it may bypass the complexities of magical
         girls who function as empowerment and yet are a product for consumption. The excessive
         qualities of cuteness that shōjo and the girl ambassadors manifest permit the reinforcement of sexual differences
         as naturalized, inviting global consumption. Whereas magical girls with the ability
         of transformation imply a kind of freedom and potential through which female audiences
         feel free from adult responsibility and submission, the viability and commercial success
         of this anime genre depend upon the aesthetic of cuteness and sexually appealing shōjo characters.
      

      
      It is precisely this contextual conflict that sets Puella Magi   Madoka Magica apart from most magical girl anime. Positing the core theme of “to be or not to be
         a Magical Girl,” Puella Magi   Madoka Magica enacts reconstitution and proliferation of the shōjo subject, revisits animation representation between Magical Girls and Witches, and
         challenges the magical power as the symbolic materialization that fills the empty
         core of shōjo consumption.
      

      
      Throughout examples of the dark, twisted shōjo heroines in Puella Magi Madoka Magica, we see this striking and constant quest, which is self-reflective, about who am
         I to others, as an understanding of subject self as an object to others. For Žižek,
         the subject that sees objects in the world cannot see himself or herself seeing. However,
         a subject can reflectively see itself, seeing itself not as a subject but as one more
         represented object in the world, which Žižek calls the self (versus the subject),
         a substance who is able to look at itself, and sees itself as alien to itself. The
         example of shōjo heroines in Puella Magi Madoka Magica shows us a way in which the female subject sees the self reflectively as an object
         and constantly speaks quietly with and for herself/itself, persistently inquiring into her/its relation with others as an imperceptible
         subversion of the masculine order.
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      The ship’s captain was the original adventure-story hero. Homer sang about Odysseus’
         twenty-year tour of the Mediterranean, Scheherazade regaled the Sultan with stories
         of Sinbad’s seven voyages, and Irish priests told the story of how St. Brendan the
         Navigator sailed with fourteen (or seventeen, or sixty) pilgrims to the Isle of the
         Blessed. The men who sailed to Thule with Hanno of Carthage, or Vinland with Bjarni
         Herjulfson, doubtless told their own tales—long since lost—of adventures with their
         old skipper, just as later generations of sailors would court their listeners’ interest
         and respect by declaring, “I sailed with Shackleton to Elephant Island . . . with Vanderbilt on Ranger . . . with Kinkaid at Leyte Gulf.” The pulp science fiction stories of the 1920s
         and 1930s (and the more serious efforts that followed them at midcentury) traded windjammers
         for starships, but transposed the genre from sea to space otherwise intact. Gene Roddenberry,
         in the pitch that sold Star Trek to NBC, described the commander of the starship Enterprise (then named Robert T. April) as “a space age Captain Horatio Hornblower.”[1]  
      

      
      Women commanded ships in the real world,[2]   but from Homer’s seventh century BCE to roughly 1990, women captains rarely walked
         the quarterdecks of fictional ships. The handful of exceptions were, almost exclusively,
         pirates: Bêlit in Robert E. Howard’s pulp fantasy “Queen of the Black Coast” (1934),
         the eponymous Chinese pirate queen in Arthur Ransome’s juvenile adventure novel Missee Lee (1941), and Blackbeard’s (fictional) protégé Anne Providence in Jacques Tourneur’s
         film Anne of the Indies (1951). “Tugboat Annie” Brennan, featured in a popular series of short stories written
         by Norman Reilly Raine for the Saturday Evening Post in the 1920s and 1930s, was a rare law-abiding exception.[3]   The boisterous, sharp-tongued Annie was primarily a comic figure, however, and
         Bêlit—described by Howard as “a goddess: at once lithe and voluptuous,” with “white
         ivory limbs” and hair that “fell in rippling, burnished clusters down her supple back”—existed
         primarily to add exotic sexuality to the story.[4]   Women captains played straight, as adventurers boldly going (like their male counterparts)
         where no one had gone before, simply did not exist in print or on-screen until a quarter
         century ago.
      

      
      The emergence of women ship’s captains as adventure heroes in the 1990s was notable
         both for its suddenness and its speed. Female commanders were, by the end of the decade,
         striding the quarterdecks of pirate ships, warships, and starships in force. Their
         ranks included Geena Davis as pirate Morgan Adams in Cutthroat Island (1995), the voice of Emma Thompson as Captain Amelia in Disney’s animated adventure
         Treasure Planet (2002), and Kate Mulgrew as starship captain Kathryn Janeway—a gender-swapped version
         of Odysseus—in Star Trek: Voyager (1995–2001). David Weber’s own “Hornblower in Space” series of science fiction novels,
         featuring space navy officer Honor Harrington, began with On Basilisk Station in 1992. Carmen Ibanez, a minor character in the novel Starship Troopers (1959), ends the film version (1997) as the captain of an assault transport. Back
         on Earth, time-warped female captains crisscrossed the seas of the late Bronze Age
         in S. M. Stirling’s Nantucket Trilogy and helped the Allies win the Second World War
         in John Birmingham’s Axis of Time trilogy, while Captain Amanda Lee Garrett commanded
         a high-tech destroyer in James H. Cobb’s near-future techno-thriller Choosers of the Slain, and three sequels. Once vanishingly rare, women captains were suddenly abundant.
      

      
      The women captains of the 1990s and the 2000s were part of a larger renaissance of
         female action heroes. It was in the decades bracketing the turn of the millennium,
         after all, that Buffy Summers slew her first vampire, Lara Croft raided her first
         tomb, and Sarah Connor traded her pink polyester waitress uniform for combat boots,
         a black tank top, and an automatic rifle. Captains Adams, Garrett, and Janeway, and
         their sea- and spacefaring counterparts, are, in that respect, the spiritual sisters
         of Zoe Washburne (Firefly), Evelyn Salt (Salt), and scores of similar characters.[5]   The women captains also, however, represent a very different model of female heroism:
         one that grants heroines unprecedented degrees of authority, autonomy, and agency
         while tying them, in unexpected ways, to traditional gender roles. What follows is
         an attempt to move this group of fictional heroines out of the scholarly shadow of
         the turn-of-the-millennium female action hero and consider how their status as “master
         and commander” of an autonomous world is simultaneously freeing and limiting.
      

      
      Captaincy and Agency

      
      The female action heroes of the 1990s came from a long line of strong women characters
         distinguished by their mental and emotional toughness. What set them apart and made
         them appealing fantasy figures for audiences was an exuberant physicality that women
         heroes had rarely, if ever, displayed before. Rather than resort to traditional “womanly”
         strategies of subterfuge, misdirection, and indirect attacks, they confronted their
         enemies head on, confident in their ability to absorb punishment, shrug off pain,
         and, whether with bare hands or weapons, decisively defeat whoever stood against them.
         They were not merely capable of violence when their lives, or those of a loved one,
         were at stake—like Jill Lawrence in The Man Who Knew Too Much (1934),[6]   Amy Fowler Kane in High Noon (1952), or Laurie Strode in Halloween (1978)—but treated it as an integral part of their jobs and, indeed, their identity.
         Women heroes who could confidently hold their own in a fight had been part of popular
         culture since the 1960s,[7]   but it was in the 1990s that they began to dominate those fights—to confidently
         and unapologetically kick ass.
      

      
      Women ship captains did their share of one-on-one ass kicking: Morgan Adams expertly
         wielded cutlass and flintlock, Marian Alston of the Nantucket Trilogy slew Bronze
         Age barbarians by the score with her samurai sword,[8]   and Kathryn Janeway once stalked a gelatinous alien “macrovirus” through Voyager’s corridors with a phaser rifle.[9]   They were not, however, defined by their skill with weapons or their physical bravery.
         Their agency (which was undisputed) and their power (which was considerable) rested
         instead on their status as “master and commander” of a vessel and its crew. The power
         they thus wielded was thus an extension of, not a retreat from, the single-combat
         skills exhibited by more familiar female heroes such as Buffy, Xena, and Nikita. The
         women captains carried weapons, but they commanded weapon systems of immeasurably greater power. They were masters not merely of themselves, but of
         dozens, scores, or even hundreds of capable and disciplined followers.
      

      
      The power of oceangoing ships is, as Theodore Roosevelt knew when he sent the “Great
         White Fleet” on its world cruise, symbolic as well as actual. The presence of such
         a ship and its crew in waters distant from its home port is a declaration, by those
         whose flag flutters at the masthead, of their ability to influence events there. Commanders
         thus speak and act, simultaneously, for themselves, their ships, and their distant
         masters (whether commercial, military, or political), the roles blending insensibly
         into one another.[10]   James H. Cobb illustrates this early in the Amanda Garrett series, in a scene where
         Garrett confronts a Brazilian naval officer who has just attempted to pump contaminated
         fuel aboard her ship. After showing the would-be saboteur a beaker filled with the
         evidence of his attempted crime, she pours it, slowly and deliberately, down the front
         of his spotless uniform, declaring, “An official protest will be filed, but until
         then you may inform your superiors of this. You do not ass around in this fashion
         with the United States Navy. You do not ass around in this fashion with the USS Cunningham, and you most definitely do not ass around in this fashion with me!”[11]  
      

      
      Ships’ captains, as masters of both ship and crew, hold the reins of that considerable
         power firmly in their hands, and thus are in a unique position to influence events.
         Garrett, commanding first the destroyer Cunningham and then a squadron of inshore hovercraft, prevents an Argentine land grab in the
         Antarctic in Choosers of the Slain (1996), a nuclear attack by the Chinese government on domestic rebels in Sea Strike (1998), and a Rwandan-style bloodbath in West Africa in Sea Fighter (2000). Royal Navy destroyer captain Karen Halabi and her ship, HMS Trident—part of a multinational naval task force accidentally transported from 2021 to 1942
         in John Birmingham’s Axis of Time Trilogy—play a pivotal role in turning back an attempted
         Nazi invasion of Britain in 1944. In another thread from the same story, Captain Jane
         Willett of the Royal Australian Navy harries Japanese strongholds in the South Pacific
         aboard her attack submarine HMAS Havoc. Female starship captains play on even broader political fields: Captain Honor Harrington
         holds the fate of the Star Kingdom of Manticore—an interplanetary empire of the early
         forty-first century—in her hands in virtually every one of David Weber’s novels about
         her. All four have the ability to change the destinies of nations with their decisions,
         and live with the knowledge that they can (as Winston Churchill said of Admiral John
         Jellicoe during World War I) “lose the war in an afternoon.”
      

      
      Captain Marian Alston of the Nantucket Trilogy acts on a still larger stage, making
         decisions that will rewrite four thousand years of human history from the ground up.
         Commanding officer of the USCG Eagle, a steel-hulled windjammer maintained by the U.S. Coast Guard as a cadet training
         ship, she is cruising near Nantucket when the island is transported, in situ, from
         the 1990s AD to the 1250s BC by an unexplained natural catastrophe known as the Event.
         Nantucket, now an outpost of advanced technology and representative democracy in a
         world of bronze swords and hereditary kingship, becomes the center of a burgeoning
         empire, wielding—as Portugal, Holland, and Britain did in their imperial heydays—global
         influence far out of proportion to its size. The Eagle becomes both an instrument and a symbol of Nantucket’s power, and Alston, as her commander,
         becomes the face and voice of the Nantucketers (and their Connecticut Yankee–like
         dreams of improvement) throughout the Atlantic world. She speaks and acts, however,
         not merely for Nantucket, but for the better, brighter world—free of poverty, disease,
         hunger, and oppression—that it strives to bring into being.
      

      
      No ship’s captain, however, can match the power and influence of Star Trek: Voyager’s redoubtable Kathryn Janeway.[12]   Marooned on the far side of the galaxy—seventy thousand light-years and a lifetime
         of warp-speed travel from Earth—she operated, for seven television seasons (1995–2001),
         far beyond the reach of her nominal superiors, making decisions whose results she
         knew they would never see. Janeway thus had extraordinary latitude to ignore the United
         Federation of Planets’ canonical “Prime Directive” of noninterference in the name
         of a (self-determined) greater good. Beginning with the pilot episode, “Caretaker,”
         in which she acts to prevent the conquest of the peaceful Ocampa by the bellicose
         Kazon, she regularly intervenes in both intra- and interspecies conflicts on behalf
         of the defenseless and the oppressed.[13]   These interventions reach a peak in the two-part episode “Scorpion,” when Janeway
         forms an alliance with the Borg—the Trek universe’s gold standard for vicious aliens—in order to defeat the only species in
         the galaxy that scares even them.[14]  
      

      
      Gendered Spaces and Femininity

      
      Ships are, in Western maritime culture, strongly gendered spaces. Ships themselves
         might be thought of as female,[15]   but the crews that sailed them were, until the last decades of the twentieth century,
         almost exclusively male. Women who boarded ships in harbor did so in roles (visitors,
         prostitutes, or peddlers) that emphasized the transient nature of their presence.
         Women who went to sea did so under circumstances (as cargo, passengers, or guests
         of the captain) that tightly regulated their interactions with the ship’s officers
         and ensured their complete social isolation from “the men.”[16]   Paradoxically, as a result of this rigid gender segregation, ships are worlds within
         which traditional gender roles are blurred. The same self-contained world is the setting
         for both relaxation and labor—the crews of sailing warships literally ate and slept
         among the great guns—and male sailors “keep” the ship (by cooking, cleaning, weaving,
         and sewing) as well as “work” it. The ship’s officers are, likewise, obliged to maintain
         the ship as a “home”—attending to traditional “womanly” duties ranging from provisioning
         to education, religious guidance, and (in the absence of a ship’s doctor) medical
         care, as well as to the ship’s official role(s) as a vessel of commerce, exploration,
         or war.
      

      
      Tales of female ship captains routinely use the dual nature of shipboard life as an
         opportunity that underscores the main character’s femininity. Amanda Garrett has access
         to the USS Cunningham’s well-equipped shipboard gymnasium, but even with a full panoply of weights and
         exercise equipment at her disposal, her preferred workout is a series of dance routines
         to music that ranges from selections from Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherazade and Richard Rogers’ score for Victory at Sea to electronic jazz by Japanese composer Ryuichi Sakamoto and a performance of “Valentine”
         by Belinda Carlisle, onetime lead vocalist of the Go-Gos.[17]   Author James H. Cobb takes pains to emphasize Garrett’s athleticism, but also her
         artistry, her preservice history of dance classes, and the fact that she dances in
         a leotard rather than more conventional workout clothes. Marian Alston of the Eagle gets her workouts practicing kenjutsu—traditional Japanese swordsmanship—but relaxes afterward by cooking, a skill she
         learned from her mother in the South Carolina home she left hundreds of miles and
         thousands of years behind.[18]  
      

      
      Kathryn Janeway, like other Starfleet officers, escapes from the pressure of command
         on her ship’s holodeck, a virtual-reality device capable of simulating any environment,
         real or fictional, the user desires. Male officers’ holodeck fantasies cast them as
         lone adventurers: private detectives, secret agents, World War II fighter pilots,
         Old West gunslingers, and literary characters ranging from Sherlock Holmes to the
         Three Musketeers. Voyager’s own helmsman, Lieutenant Tom Paris, plays the dashing space explorer Captain Proton
         in a sharply observed parody of 1950s television serials like Space Patrol and Rocky Jones, Space Ranger. Janeway, on the other hand, immerses herself in a holonovel set in ancient (that
         is, early nineteenth-century) England, where she plays Lucille Davenport, governess
         to the young children of a widower, the handsome-but-brooding Lord Burleigh.[19]   The story has mysterious elements—music from a seemingly empty room, a locked fourth-floor
         door that Davenport/Janeway is forbidden to enter—but its plot arc is more romantic
         than gothic, seemingly destined to end in Lucille’s marriage to Burleigh.[20]   The original plot for the holonovel, in fact, would have cast Janeway as a pioneer
         wife and mother, struggling to raise her family on the nineteenth-century North American
         frontier.[21]   Janeway is thus unique in the Trek universe: the only woman whose own holodeck programs are shown, and the only Starfleet officer whose fantasies are of
         home, hearth, and children.
      

      
      Fictional women captains are also far more likely than their fictional male counterparts
         to recreate home and hearth on the high seas by forming (or maintaining) committed
         romantic relationships. Janeway, in the early seasons of Voyager, keeps a picture of “Mark,” the partner she left behind on Earth, on the desk in
         her cabin, making her the only spacegoing captain in the Trek universe—and virtually the only Starfleet officer of any rank—who has “someone back
         home.” He remains in her thoughts throughout the series, even after she learns that
         he (believing Janeway lost) has married someone else. Marian Alston of the Nantucket
         Trilogy—who quietly gives up her first marriage and family before the Event, after
         coming out as a lesbian—forms a second, less conventional family in 1250 BC. On the
         Eagle’s first visit to the British Isles, she meets, and frees from slavery, a young Celtic
         woman named Swindapa, who becomes first her protégé and then her lover. The two eventually,
         in between adventures on the high seas, settle down in a same-sex, mixed-race, mixed-millennium
         domestic partnership on Nantucket, eventually adopting a pair of young daughters.
         Amanda Garrett is drawn to Lieutenant Vince Arkady in the first pages of Choosers of the Slain—not yet aware that the handsome aviator has just been assigned to her ship—and remains
         with him until their career paths diverge, in the third book of the series.
      

      
      Morgan Adams initially seems to be an exception to the pattern. In the opening scene
         of Cutthroat Island, it is she who, at daybreak, rises from her bed and prepares to leave her lover of
         the night before with no intention of ever seeing him again, and he who petulantly
         declares, “I thought we would last forever.” When he reveals himself to be a pirate
         hunter, produces a flintlock from beneath the sheets, and demands her surrender, she
         turns the tables a second time. She knew his identity all along, she reveals, just
         as he knew hers, but kept the knowledge secret so that she could bed him for her own
         amusement. “By the way,” she continues, her glance taking in his plan, pistol, and
         (implicitly) penis, “that won’t work.” Holding out the ammunition she removed from
         his guns the night before, she delivers her verbal coup de grace: “I took your balls.”[22]  
      

      
      The brash, exuberantly self-confident sexuality that Morgan exhibits in the first
         scene quickly disappears, however, as she falls into a conventional romantic-comedy
         liaison with con man, thief, and self-declared “physician” William Shaw. Her original
         interest in Shaw is purely as a means to an end—she needs his expertise to help her
         locate a legendary treasure—but by the midway point of the film she has, evidently,
         forgotten the willingness to use and discard men that she exhibited at the outset.
         Her courtship with the cowardly, ineffectual Shaw is so out of character—both with
         her initial appearance in the film and with her reputation as a pirate—that it plays
         like a scriptwriter’s contrivance. It seems driven by an external need for her to
         end the film sailing into the sunset with Shaw rather than by the character’s need
         for him, or, indeed, for any romantic partner. It falls neatly, however, into a pattern
         noted by Inness and illustrated by Alston’s home cooking and Janeway’s romance novel:
         the relentless feminization of tough women heroes, seemingly designed to reassure
         audiences that they are “real women” after all.[23]  
      

      
      Family and Command

      
      A ship’s captain, in traditional maritime culture, is the ultimate patriarch. His
         authority is absolute, his expectations stringent, his judgment final, and his wrath
         (on the rare occasions it is unleashed) terrible to behold. His pride in, and affection
         for, his crew runs deep, but they are expressed rarely and parsimoniously. “The Old
         Man,” a sobriquet applied to captains without regard to actual age, evokes the gray-bearded
         prophets and tribal chieftains of a younger world: Moses at the edge of the Red Sea,
         or King Arthur at Badon Hill. The absence of a similar term for female captains suggests
         a larger truth: patriarchs and matriarchs occupy different spaces in Western culture
         and cannot be readily interchanged. The standard image of (fictional) male captains
         as stern but loving fathers and demanding but visionary leaders gives way, in their
         (fictional) female counterparts, to something more complex.
      

      
      Patriarchy has multiple dimensions, not all parental, but matriarchy—as embodied by
         the women captains of the 1990s and 2000s—is specifically and explicitly maternal.
         They are mothers to their crews not just because of their sex, but because of their
         style of leadership. Where Captain Kirk of Star Trek or Captain Picard of Star Trek: The Next Generation might use “my ship” to refer to their command, Captain Janeway was far more likely
         to use “my people”—acknowledging the crew as individual beings rather than integrating
         them with the vessel. It’s a small step from “my people” to “my family,” and although
         Janeway never took that step, her relationships with her subordinates had a distinctly
         parent–child quality.
      

      
      Disciplining Lieutenant Tuvok in an early episode of Star Trek: Voyager, she speaks to the Vulcan security officer—who is well over two hundred years old,
         and her closest friend on the ship—as a mother to an eldest child who has failed to
         carry out her wishes. “It is vital that you understand me here,” she tells him. “I
         need you. But I also need to know I can count on you. . . . I realize you made a sacrifice
         for me. But it’s not one I would have allowed you to make.”[24]   Her preferred response to misbehavior is not anger, but sorrow and withheld approval:
         “I don’t have the luxury of throwing you in the brig for the rest of the voyage,”
         she says to an engineering team that has undermined her authority and endangered the
         ship, “but I want you to know how deeply you have disappointed me.”[25]   The crew, for their part, embrace the idea. Eulogizing Janeway when the captain
         is missing and presumed dead, chief engineer B’Elanna Torres declares,
      

      
         [W]hen she died, the first thing I thought was that I couldn’t do this without her,
            that I needed her too badly—her strength and her compassion. But then I realized that
            the gift that she gave me, and gave a lot of us here, was the knowledge that we are
            better and stronger than we think.
         

      

      Ensign Harry Kim, the “baby” of the Voyager family, continues the theme of adult children mourning the loss of their mother,
         by recounting his own memory of picking berries with Janeway on a lush alien world.[26]  
      

      
      Amanda Garrett’s quasi-familial style of leadership is less pronounced than Janeway’s,
         but shares key features with it. Like Janeway, she holds planning conferences with
         her senior officers that—though linked by Cobb to techniques pioneered by Britain’s
         elite Special Air Service regiment in the 1970s—have the flavor of family meetings
         conducted around the ship’s equivalent of a kitchen table. “Never having been the
         kind of officer who believed that a captaincy conferred omnipotence,” she solicits
         input and discussion from trusted subordinates, taking advantage of the opportunity
         to “discuss and brainstorm” while reserving the right to make the final decision.[27]   Her relationship with her intelligence officer, Lieutenant Christine Rendino, is
         even more conspicuously informal. Rendino’s petite frame, blond hair, and Valley Girl
         speech patterns reinforce the impression. When Garrett bristles at Rendino’s teasing
         suggestion that the captain arranged Arkady’s transfer to the ship because he is “sweet
         to look upon,” Rendino responds with a snicker, “I knew that’d be good for a small
         explosion. Don’t get fussed, boss ma’am. I know you’re so straight they could use
         you as a test standard for pool cues.”[28]   The tone of their private conversation, which continues for several more paragraphs
         before it is interrupted by an Argentine air raid, is that of a serious-minded older
         sister and a fun-loving younger one.
      

      
      A third, more complicated version of maternal leadership is evident in Marian Alston.
         It is clearly rooted in the fact that the Eagle is a cadet training ship—meaning that she is old enough to be the mother of many of the young sailors under her command—and reinforced by the fact
         that they function as surrogates for her own daughters, lost to her in the aftermath
         of her divorce. Alston also, however, plays the matriarch even when not on the quarterdeck.
         Obliged at one point to face down a pistol-wielding Nantucketer while she herself
         is armed only with her sword, she slips into the Gullah patois she heard spoken as
         a child growing up in an African American farming community in the Sea Islands of
         South Carolina. “You’d better put that there down, white boy. Y’might hurt yoselfs
         wit it.” Warned to put down her own weapon, she replies, “No, doan think I’ll do that
         thing,” before slicing off his gun hand with her katana.[29]   In another scene, before disabusing a young African American cadet of his fantasies
         about Bronze Age Africa, she says, “All right, Cadet, just this once I’m going to
         take off my captain’s cap and speak to you as sister to brother.” Leaning forward,
         she continues, “You ever heard the saying, ‘Free your mind and your ass will follow?’”[30]   In both instances she channels, consciously and for effect, the black matriarchs
         of her rural childhood: women with soft voices and iron wills who kept, and dispensed,
         the wisdom of generations.
      

      
      These images of female leadership echo the established cultural norms for womanly
         behavior: favoring—to an extent—collaboration and discussion over hierarchy and dominance.
         They are, in this respect, consistent with the pattern, noted by Sharon Ross, of female
         action heroes working in tightly bonded partnerships or small, socially cohesive groups.[31]   The qualifier “to an extent” is critical, however, since—for all their collaborative,
         quasi-familial leadership style—female captains remain the unquestioned masters of
         their ships. “Look, Dix,” she says to her weapons officer about an unproven type of
         antisubmarine missile, “I know that you and General Dynamics think that those things
         are the antisubmarine wonder of the age, but this is a potential combat deployment
         and I’m not going to waste cell space on iffy ordnance. Swap them with the Boone for whatever you think we can use, just so long as it works.”[32]   The missile expert acknowledges defeat with an “aye, aye” and a grin, acknowledging
         in the process a fundamental truth of shipboard life: that the captain’s authority
         transcends gender or leadership style, and is inviolate. Captains, in the end, possess
         neither partners, nor mentors, nor immediate superiors: only subordinates and—in the
         event of armed conflict—targets.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      No single cause adequately explains the sudden surge of stories about female ship
         captains that appeared in the last decade of the twentieth century, nor their precipitous
         decline in the first decade of the twenty-first. The rise of women captains in fiction
         paralleled, and lagged slightly behind, their rise in the real world, but—with the
         possible exception of fishing-boat captain Linda Greenlaw—no women captains from the
         real world achieved general notoriety. The popularity of the techno-thriller subgenre
         at the turn of the millennium, and authors’ needs to ring new changes on familiar
         formulas and situations, can account for Amanda Garrett and the women of the Axis
         of Time Trilogy, but not for the simultaneous appearance of similar characters in
         genres ranging from historical drama (Cutthroat Island) and alternate history (the Nantucket Trilogy) to space opera (Star Trek: Voyager) and animated children’s adventure (Treasure Planet). The 1990s vogue for female action heroes is, likewise, a superficially plausible
         explanation but not a comprehensive one. The story of a ship’s captain taking her
         (or his) vessel and crew into unknown space or enemy territory differs—at a fundamental
         dramatic level—from the story of a lone, heavily armed adventurer on a similar journey.
      

      
      The real reason is, likely, less concrete, and thus less readily identified. Indeed,
         it may be rooted in the tension—present in all the stories, resolved in none—between
         the twin, competing demands of a captain’s job. A captain, regardless of gender, is
         charged with maintaining a parent’s level of concern for the well-being of the crew,
         while at the same time standing ready to place any or all of them in mortal danger
         if the safety of the ship, or the completion of its mission, demands it. The dilemmas
         born of that tension—the hard work of learning to strike a balance, and the catastrophic
         results of failing at it—have been the stuff of maritime storytelling, in print and
         on-screen, for generations. That they weigh particularly heavily on women (subject
         to additional cultural expectations and constraints not faced by men) creates fresh
         dramatic potential. Recognition of that potential, reacting with some yet-unidentified
         element of the 1990s zeitgeist, may well account for the sudden rise of the woman
         ship’s captain as an archetypal adventure-story character. The nature of command at
         sea enables writers and directors to frame them as reassuringly, conventionally feminine,
         while still giving them the freedom to roam, and change, the world.
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Chapter 15

      The Girl Who Lived

      
         
         
         
         Norma Jones

         
         Reading Harry Potter as a Sacrificial and Loving Heroine

         
         
      

      
      To suggest that Harry Potter is popular around the world is an immense understatement. According to the publisher’s
         website, Scholastic.com, Harry Potter books have sold over four hundred million copies and are translated into sixty-eight
         languages across the world. As of 2006, over 57 percent of young adult readers (between
         the ages of five and seventeen) have read at least one of the Harry Potter books.[1]  In addition to the popularity of the books, the Internet Movie Database reported
         that the eight Harry Potter films have grossed over $7.7 billion worldwide. In 2010, Harry’s story world further
         crossed into ours when the Universal Orlando Resort in Florida opened their twenty-acre
         Wizarding World of Harry Potter theme park.
      

      
      With this in mind, I am interested in further examining Harry Potter because the franchise has “become so widely popular that it is critically significant
         and should be taken quite seriously.”[2]  While Harry’s story was originally published for the young adult audience, his heroic
         narrative is also impactful on wider audiences. His story creates a space for fan-based
         social movements that could have a meaningful impact on the real world. With this
         in mind, I will discuss how Harry might be characterized as a heroine and how that
         characterization may be extremely helpful in mobilizing fandom-based social change.
         But first, let me tell you a bit more about Harry and his story.
      

      
      About the Harry Potter Franchise

      
      Joanne Rowling’s seven books were published between 1998 and 2007. In the series,
         Rowling tells the story of a young wizard through seven years of his magical education.
         While I cannot adequately recount Harry’s tale, which spans over four thousand pages
         across the seven books and almost twenty hours of film in eight feature-length movies,
         I will initially provide a brief introduction of Harry’s character and map out a background
         of his story world.
      

      
      Harry is orphaned as an infant and grows up to save humanity from subjugation by an
         evil wizard, Lord Voldemort. We are introduced to the baby Harry as he is flown, in
         the dead of night, by a giant wizard riding a flying motorcycle. He is left on the
         doorstep of the Dursleys’ (Harry’s aunt and uncle) English suburban tract home. We
         next see young Harry almost ten years later. He is unloved and neglected by the Dursleys.
         Harry sleeps in a small, cramped cupboard under the stairs, while his cousin, Dudley,
         occupies two bedrooms upstairs. Dudley has one bedroom to sleep in and the second
         to store all of his toys. The young Harry is also forced to cook, clean, and serve
         while his aunt and uncle spoil Dudley.
      

      
      On his eleventh birthday, Harry is surprised by a very large and strange visitor.
         Harry learns that he is a famous wizard that is descended from a great wizarding family.
         Harry has also been accepted into Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. Albus
         Dumbledore is the headmaster at Hogwarts and becomes Harry’s father figure. As the
         story unfolds we learn, along with Harry, more about the parallel wizarding world
         that exists next to, but also hidden from, our own. While the borders are permeable,
         the magical community takes great pains to hide themselves from nonmagical folk, or
         us, as muggles. Even though the two worlds exist simultaneously and share some similar
         characteristics, the magical community has their own set of institutions, laws, currency,
         customs, norms, and terminology. For example, the wizarding community has mail service,
         but their letters are delivered by owls.
      

      
      Witches and wizards are born with their magical talents from both wizarding and muggle
         parents. Children of wizarding and nonmagical parents are integrated in schools, but
         sometimes, similar to our world, they are subject to prejudice. Some “pure-blooded”
         wizarding families disparage those of mixed parentage as “half-bloods” and children
         of nonmagical parents as having dirty blood, or “mudbloods.” In the series, Voldemort
         exploits these prejudices to ignite a race war to subjugate mudbloods, as well as
         other people in the nonmagical community, and to institutionalize rule of racial supremacy
         by pure-blood witches and wizards. This war is put on long-term hold—after Voldemort
         fails to kill the infant Harry—because the evil wizard is presumed dead. Voldemort
         returns to power about halfway through the series and reignites the war. The war ends
         in a duel between Voldemort and Harry, in which Voldemort is destroyed, permanently
         this time, by his own rebounded killing spell.[3] 
      

      
      In the series, Harry could be considered a hero because he completes Campbell’s heroic
         journey in which he “ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of
         supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory
         is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow
         boons on his fellow man.”[4]  In each book and film of the series, Harry fulfills some parts of the heroic (departure–initiation–return)
         journey, and completes the journey in the concluding volume as he returns from the
         dead to defeat Voldemort.[5]  Furthermore, as a coming-of-age hero, Harry might be especially influential because
         the franchise is extremely popular and his character becomes a paradigm or role model
         for boys and girls as their desired possible selves.”[6]  By this, I do not imply that young readers will start waving around wands to cast
         spells or try to fly on broomsticks. Instead, young readers might base their decisions
         and perceptions about their own worlds based on what they see and read. However, despite
         being written as a male hero, I read Harry as a heroine because his redemptive power
         is based on a trope often associated with female heroes: love. With that in mind,
         I will detail Harry as a loving and sacrificial heroine.
      

      
      Reading Harry as a Heroine

      
      In some instances, and despite Harry’s assigned male gender, the young wizard has
         been read as a female hero. For example, Harry is orphaned, is treated badly by his
         stepfamily, and is made to cook and clean for them.[7]  Beyond that of a simple male Cinder(f)ella, portrayals of Harry also fit two other
         prominent tropes associated with female heroes: a loving Heidi Redeemer and a dying
         sacrificial heroine.
      

      
      Harry as a Loving Heidi Redeemer

      
      A Heidi Redeemer is “often a mere child—who solves problems by selfless love . . .
         seeking nothing for herself, while loving others in a generous but sexually chaste
         manner.”[8]  As such, evil is conquered and societies are redeemed by that selfless love. Characteristics
         of the Heidi Redeemer are notable in Heidi’s Song, Maria in The Sound of Music, and Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz.[9]  This love is inexorably linked to female heroes, and the trope of a living heroine
         breaks from male heroic characteristics based on hypermasculinity.[10]  For example, William Marston created Wonder Woman as a force of altruistic love
         to build loving bonds in opposition to male heroic narratives of violence and destruction.
      

      
      In the story world, Harry was often not the best, or most capable wizard. Time and
         time again, Hermione Granger, a muggle-born witch, saves Harry with her knowledge
         and daring. In fact, Hermione is framed as the greatest witch of her generation. In
         both the books and films, Harry is often (a damsel) in distress, and females step
         up to protect him. Thus, instead of being a great wizard or strong fighter, Harry’s
         power is love as well as the bonds created from his love. The powerfulness of love
         is evidenced in a dialogue between Harry and Dumbledore (as they discuss how to defeat
         Voldemort):
      

      
         “But I haven’t got uncommon skill and power,” said Harry, before he could stop himself.

         
         “Yes, you have,” said Dumbledore firmly. “You have a power that Voldemort has never
            had. You can—”
         

         
         “I know!” said Harry impatiently. “I can love!” It was only with difficulty that he
            stopped himself adding, “Big deal!”
         

         
         “Yes, Harry, you can love,” said Dumbledore, who looked as though he knew perfectly
            well what Harry had just refrained from saying. “Which, given everything that has
            happened to you, is a great and remarkable thing. You are still too young to understand
            how unusual you are, Harry.”
         

         
         “So, when the prophecy says that I’ll have ‘power the Dark Lord knows not,’ it just
            means—love?” asked Harry, feeling a little let down.
         

         
         “Yes—just love,” said Dumbledore.[11] 
         

      

      In this passage, we can see Harry’s recognition that he does not have characteristics
         often associated with strong heroes. He does not have uncommon magical skill, strength,
         or power; instead, his power is love. In contrast, Voldemort cannot love, and because
         of that inability to love, he was doomed to fail. Before the war, and in a flashback
         conversation with Dumbledore, Voldemort speaks of how he is becoming extremely powerful
         as a wizard.
      

      
         “Certainly,” said Voldemort, and his eyes seemed to burn red. “I have experimented;
            I have pushed the boundaries of magic further, perhaps, than they have ever been pushed—”
         

         
         “Of some kinds of magic,” Dumbledore corrected him quietly. “Of some. Of others, you
            remain . . . forgive me . . . woefully ignorant.”
         

         
         For the first time, Voldemort smiled. It was a taut leer, an evil thing, more threatening
            than a look of rage.
         

         
         “The old argument,” he said softly. “But nothing I have seen in the world has supported
            your famous pronouncements that love is more powerful than my kind of magic, Dumbledore.”
         

         
         “Perhaps you have been looking in the wrong places,” suggested Dumbledore.[12]  
         

      

      In other words, the love Harry has is more powerful than Voldemort’s magic. However,
         Heidi, Maria, and Dorothy did not have to die. Whereas, Harry must sacrifice himself
         to redeem his community, so, I next discuss how Harry is also a sacrificial heroine.
      

      
      Harry as a Sacrificial Heroine

      
      The trope of the sacrificial heroine traces back to antiquity in mythologies and folktales.
         When discussing Greek heroine cults, Larson writes that “probably the most famous
         role of the heroine is the sacrificial victim.”[13]  The trope is also relevant in the United States as Hume names the self-sacrificial
         heroine as one of the characteristics of an ideal woman in literature.[14]  In the series, Harry almost dies twice and is sacrificed in the concluding book/film
         of the series. In a series of flashbacks, we see that Harry’s mentor and father figure,
         Dumbledore, has been preparing Harry as a sacrifice since infancy. In a flashback
         conversation with another teacher, Severus Snape, Dumbledore reveals his plans:
      

      
         “So the boy . . . the boy must die?” asked Snape quite calmly.

         
         “And Voldemort himself must do it, Severus, that is essential.”

         
         Another long silence. Then Snape said, “I thought . . . all these years . . . that
            we were protecting him for her. For Lily.”
         

         
         “We have protected him because it was essential to teach him, to raise him, to try
            his strength,” said Dumbledore, his eyes still tight shut. “If I know him [Harry],
            he will have arranged matters so that when he sets out to meet his death, it will
            truly mean the end of Voldemort.”
         

         
         Dumbledore opened his eyes. Snape looked horrified.

         
         “You kept him alive so that he can die at the right moment? . . . Everything was supposed
            to keep Lily Potter’s son safe. Now you tell me you have been raising him like a pig
            for slaughter?”[15] 
         

      

      Harry had to die because Voldemort secreted parts of his soul into magical objects
         called horcruxes. Dumbledore and Harry methodically found and destroyed them until
         Harry himself became one of the last horcruxes. In this sense, Harry was objectified
         as a magical object and he had to die as that object so that Voldemort could be destroyed.
         When Harry realized that he was raised as a sacrifice, he thought,
      

      
         How neat, how elegant, not to waste any more lives, but to give the dangerous task
            to the boy who had already been marked for slaughter, and whose death would not be
            a calamity, but another blow against Voldemort.
         

         
         And Dumbledore had known that Harry would not duck out, that he would keep going to
            the end, even though it was his end. . . . Dumbledore knew, as Voldemort knew, that Harry would not let anyone else
            die for him now that he discovered it was in his power to stop it.[16] 
         

      

      Even though Harry was terrified of dying, his unselfish love for others compelled
         him to obey his mentor/father’s plan and sacrifice himself.
      

      
      However, unlike some other sacrificial heroine stories, Harry’s story did not end
         with his death. Instead, Harry was resurrected to defeat Voldemort. The resurrection
         narrative subverts the sacrificial heroine one because she comes back and shakes free
         of the binds of patriarchy.[17]  For example, Buffy returns to defeat evil and save her community, and “her resurrection
         suggests possibilities for a feminist democratic social order.”[18]  Harry’s sacrifice subverts Voldemort’s domination and allows him to cast off that
         ideology for a more democratic social order. In other words, instead of death being
         the end of the story, the resurrection trope provides space to transgress against
         those ideologies of domination that killed the heroines in the first place. However,
         Harry also transcends tropes associated with heroines, because his power comes from
         his mother, Lily. Dumbledore explains:
      

      
         Your mother died to save you. If there is one thing Voldemort cannot understand, it
            is love. He didn’t realize that love as powerful as your mother’s for you leaves its
            own mark. Not a scar, no visible sign . . . to have been loved so deeply, even though
            the person who loved us is gone, will give us some protection forever.[19] 
         

      

      In the film, Lily Potter’s dying words to her son were, “Harry. Harry, you are so
         loved, so loved. Harry, your mama loves you, dada loves you.”[20]  This marks a further departure from most representations of heroic characters in
         that many heroes’ and heroines’ powers originate from fathers.[21]  For example, Wonder Woman and Hercules were descended from Zeus, and their powers
         originate from their divine father. Thus, I next discuss how Harry’s heroic narrative
         allows for spaces of resistance.
      

      
      Harry as Transgressive Hero/ine with Fans That Are Up to No Good

      
      Despite efforts to empower some heroines, these heroic women exist in a contradictory
         stance in which a “double bind constructs emerging roles for women as both heroic
         subject and sexual object.”[22]  With this in mind, I continue my reading of Harry as a hero/ine in order to understand
         some changing cultural norms and perhaps allow for an understanding of Harry as a
         metaphor to potentially reimagine spaces of agency in power and change. Before I start,
         let me first review the role of women in the heroic journey.
      

      
      From Campbell’s perspective, women in a hero’s journey are sources of helpfulness,
         temptation, and conquest, but never the hero herself. Women “represent the totality
         of what can be known. The hero is the one who comes to know. . . . She lures, she
         guides. . . . The hero who can take her as she is, without undue commotion but with
         the kindness and assurance she requires, is potentially the king, the incarnate god,
         of her created world.[23]  Since then, some new heroines have emerged, but their characterizations are bound
         by significant gendered restrictions. These restrictions are in place because heroines
         are easily rejected as heroic figures.[24]  Some gendered female characteristics are not valued in heroic forms, and heroines
         are more valued when they behave as men. Thus, by imbuing Harry, a male hero, with
         characteristics of a female one, and perhaps hiding a heroine as Harry, Rowling allows
         for a greater stretching of heroine narratives to reimagine spaces of un/gendered
         agency. Let me build this argument by reviewing a short history of Rowling hiding.
      

      
      It is well known that Scholastic editors encouraged Rowling to hide her female identity
         when the Harry Potter series was first released. On her website, Rowling writes that “use of a pen name
         was suggested by her publisher, Barry Cunningham. He thought that young boys might
         be wary of a book written by a woman, so Joanne chose ‘K,’ for ‘Kathleen,’ the name
         of her paternal grandmother.” In other words, Rowling hides her female identity to
         remove some of the restrictions binding (not only fictional heroines but also real
         life) women. In 2013, Rowling published an adult crime fiction under the male pseudonym
         of Robert Galbraith. She once again concealed her female identity. Ironically, that
         new series earned better critics’ reviews when the books were authored by the male
         Galbraith instead of the female Rowling.[25]  Inside of Harry’s story world, Rowling also hides traits that may bind perceptions
         of her characters.
      

      
      During a book tour stop at New York’s Carnegie Hall, Rowling revealed that Harry’s
         mentor, Dumbledore, was in love with, and in a homosexual relationship with, another
         wizard, Gellert Grindelwald. In the books, this homosexual relationship was never
         outed. However, during a promotional appearance in New York, she addressed the audience,
         “I would have told you earlier if I knew it would make you so happy.”[26]  With this in mind, I believe that Rowling has shown a pattern for hiding: (1) J.
         K. Rowling was more acceptable than Joanne Rowling, (2) Robert Galbraith was more
         praiseworthy than J. K. Rowling, and (3) Dumbledore was more acceptable as a heterosexual
         mentor to a young male hero than as a gay one.
      

      
      By hiding and then revealing after mass acceptance, Rowling creates an “illegitimate
         extra-curricular culture.”[27]  This allows a space as the beginnings for fandom-based social revolutions because
         the popularity surrounding Harry Potter creates “emotional energy that unites the
         group.”[28]  It is not just the mass popularity but the relationship between the story world
         and ours. Pugh and Wallace explain that Harry’s story world (similar to the fans’
         realities) is bound and limited by dominant ideologies. The massive success of the
         franchise and Rowling’s revelations in New York unbind the characters and narrative
         from the books. Harry’s story is not finished, and the characters (along with their
         narratives) reach beyond the written pages (and films) and continue in fandom.[29] 
      

      
      As the stories continue in fandom, one of the more overt ways that fans have unchained
         the characters from the pages bound in a book and borders of the screen is via online
         fan fiction. Instead of reading, rereading, watching, and rewatching the fixed narratives,
         fans have taken the popular and fictional characters to weave their own stories. We
         see that in fan fiction, “the Harry Potter saga lives on . . . just not written by J. K. Rowling. Others are taking over her
         characters out of love, respect, and inspiration.”[30]  In the popular press, Time magazine reports that in the early days “it was apparent that fan fiction was not
         just an homage to the glory of the original but also a reaction to it. It was about
         finding the boundaries that the original couldn’t or wouldn’t break, and breaking
         them.”[31]  As of the time of the writing of this chapter, fans have written over 659,000 fan-fiction
         stories based on the Harry Potter story world.[32] 
      

      
      This massive continuation of the characters in fandom-created narratives allows a
         heterotopian space that is separate but also connected to Harry’s story world/our
         reality, and it “can be powerful means of opposing the abuses that permeate the spaces
         in our own world.”[33]  In the story world, Harry uses a magical map to find physical spaces inside of Hogwarts
         to help train and plan for the fight against Voldemort. This magical Marauder’s Map
         also shows the location of everyone in the mapped spaces so that Harry can avoid detection.
         To activate the map, wizards incant, “I solemnly swear that I am up to no good.” Cantrell
         argues that this conception of being up to no good carries into fandom as a way to
         exercise agency to subvert domination in order to positively “transform the spaces
         and places in the world at large.”[34]  An example is also found in fan fiction after Rowling revealed Dumbledore’s homosexuality.
      

      
         Fans celebrate Dumbledore’s sexuality by depicting his youthful passion in all its
            glory and his dignity and integrity even in loneliness. Dissatisfaction with the source
            text is an equally compelling motivation to write fanfiction, and fans examine his
            isolation and heartbreak, explore the possibilities of other lovers . . . for him,
            and invent alternate universes where he can be happily in love. In slash fandom, Dumbledore’s
            sexuality can achieve expression beyond what Rowling was willing or able to put on
            the page, and fan responses are an invaluable resource for assessing the ultimate
            implications of his outing.[35] 
         

      

      Thus, instead of simply relying on narratives provided by others, in some fan fiction
         writers have reappropriated characters in order to express, reimagine, and perhaps
         even reclaim agency in order to oppose ideological abuses their own realities. These
         new narratives “offer new metaphors, alternate designs for the fictional heroine’s
         life” that may allow for growth and perhaps lessen some of the bindings that restrict
         heroines (and, by extension, women).[36]  I have used overt examples from fan fiction, but these themes of liberation extend
         beyond writing stories about characters in and inspired by Harry Potter.
      

      
      Outside of fan fiction, popular press writers have also found feminist messages in
         Harry Potter. For example, Wilson explains important feminist lessons she found in the last film
         and encourages readers “to wield our own personal wands.”[37]  These takeaway lessons include that (1) patriarchy (symbolized as Voldemort’s quest
         for domination) is evil, and it can be destroyed; (2) the personal is political in
         that oppressive power should always be denounced (when Harry chooses to destroy or
         not keep a powerful weapon, the Elder Wand); and (3) oppression and emancipation are
         both participatory (as Harry had a choice, and he chooses to fight instead of participating
         in his own oppression). Thus Harry’s story provides some useful models for feminist
         action. Next, let me conclude with a few reflections about Harry’s power of love.
      

      
      This sense of selfless love is a commitment to shared bonds in which loyalty overrides
         selfishness.[38]  Although love is most associated with heroines today, selfless love and sacrifice
         for love are not strictly female tropes. In fact, this love may be traced back to
         the Bible. In the first epistle to the Corinthians, we are told about this selfless
         type of love:
      

      
         Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.
            It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice
            in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things,
            hopes all things, endures all things. . . . And now faith, hope, and love abide, these
            three; and the greatest of these is love.[39] 
         

      

      Also, in the Bible, Jesus, because of his selfless love, willingly sacrificed himself
         to save/redeem those he loved,
      

      
         For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it
            up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power
            to lay it down, and I have power to take it up again. I have received this command
            from my Father.[40] 
         

      

      Harry follows a similar script as he willingly sacrifices himself based on faith in
         his father figure’s design. Harry is narrativized as a Christlike figure in that he
         is written as a loving and sacrificial hero. Thus, redemption based on love is not
         a new male heroic trope, nor is it one that is strictly associated with female heroes.
         So, by reaching back into this well-known and moral story, Rowling further relaxes
         the binds of gendered agency as humans (not based on binaries of perceived gender)
         have the potential to cause change.
      

      
      Some might suggest that despite feminist readings, Harry Potter ultimately supports
         patriarchy. For example, in the films, Hermione is considerably more attractive as
         compared to the book.[41]  Also, Rowling indicted that falling in love with another male wizard was Dumbledore’s
         “great tragedy,”[42]  thus indicating that his gay relationship was punishable or disciplined. However,
         and as Brown indicated, these heroines exist as both subjects with agency and objects
         of domination. To simply ignore these potential spaces of change and agency might
         be, as Wilson puts it, making a choice to not fight oppression. So, instead of insisting
         that concepts of loving heroines limit women’s agency, love could be considered a
         legitimate source of change. bell hooks writes, “All great movements for social justice
         in our society have strongly emphasized a love ethic.”[43]  Thus, I do not suggest that acting out of love is a passive enterprise.
      

      
      Instead of a passive act, Stuller writes that “love, when motivated by a spiritual
         interdependency, can show us how an act of compassion—regardless of who acts and who
         receives—can change lives, heal past wounds, and even save the world.”[44]  Instead of simply uncovering sites of domination, feminists and the greater community
         of humanists might help promote social change by also supporting un/gendered agency
         in heroic narratives. These heroines may also promote a positive imaginary along with
         their potentially transgressive heroic narratives. These loving heroines might also
         help to provide positive images that influence identities and may have the potential
         to cross traditional boundaries of gender, race, class, and sexuality.[45]  In conclusion, I return to hooks to articulate my hopes for the future with loving
         hero/ines; she urges that “to speak of love is not ‘preaching,’ for the simple reason
         that it means to speak of the ultimate and real need in every human being. . . . We
         can collectively regain our faith in the transformative power of love by cultivating
         courage, the strength to stand up for what we believe in, to be accountable in both
         word and deed.”[46] 
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Chapter 16

      “It’s about Power and It’s about Women”

      
         
         
         
         Carolyn Cocca

         
         Gender and the Political Economy of Superheroes in Wonder Woman and Buffy the Vampire Slayer

         
         
      

      
      
         Earth girls can stop men’s power for evil when they refuse to be dominated by evil
            men. —Diana (Wonder Woman), in Wonder Woman Vol. 1 #5, by creator William Moulton Marston, 1943
         

      

      
         It’s about power and it’s about women, and you just hate those two words in the same
            sentence, don’t you? —Buffy (the Vampire Slayer), in Buffy Season 8 #4, by creator Joss Whedon, 2007
         

      

      Power and Women

      
      Wonder Woman debuted seventy years ago, and Buffy, twenty years ago.[1]  Their male creators intended the two characters to build male acceptance of female
         power.[2]  As strong community-minded “woman warriors” who consult, protect, and rely on friends,
         both of these superheroes present an alternative to a hierarchical, individualistic,
         patriarchal society. But at the same time, both conform to some gender stereotypes,
         as they are white, heterosexual, and middle (to upper) class, battling their enemies
         while managing to keep their long hair, beautiful faces, and attractive bodies unharmed.
         That the characters embody these seeming contradictions broadens their potential audiences
         as well as widening the possibilities for different receptions by those audiences.
      

      
      In this chapter, I analyze the transgressive possibilities of and the constraints
         on the portrayals of gender and power in Wonder Woman comics (1941–2012) and the Buffy television show and comics (1997–2012). To do so, I approach comics as interactive
         public spheres in which editorial boards, writers and artists, parent companies, and
         competing constituent audiences empower and constrain each other as to how articulations
         of gender are produced and how they are received.[3] 
      

      
      I find that moments of more fluid representations of gender in most of Wonder Woman’s history were followed by periods of backlash and containment, that the similarities
         between the two characters illuminate how female heroes are produced for maximum resonance
         (and maximum profit) across different audiences, and that the differences between
         the two characters are related to their bodies and their sexuality. I conclude with
         reflections on how the Third Wave feminist sensibilities and aesthetics of Buffy, and of Wonder Woman in the 2000s, may serve to moderate those cyclical swings and those differences by
         simultaneously embodying, parodying, and subverting traditional articulations of gender.
      

      
      Wonder Woman from the 1940s to the 1990s: Transgression and Containment
      

      
      William Moulton Marston created Wonder Woman in 1941. His Princess Diana of the Amazons was “a woman with the eternal beauty of
         Aphrodite and the wisdom of Athena, yet whose lovely form hides the agility of Mercury
         and the steely sinews of Hercules.” Her mission was to subdue Axis spies, common criminals,
         and mythical characters, as well as to teach “Man’s World” the peaceful and equal
         ways of the Amazons.[4]  She and her female friends often had to rescue her boyfriend Steve Trevor as well.
         Diana loved Steve, but refused his proposals: “If I married you, Steve, I’d have to
         pretend that I’m weaker than you are to make you happy—and that, no woman should do.”[5]  Space for such subversion of gendered binaries was created through the wartime flux
         of gender roles.[6] 
      

      
      After the war, all of this changed. Comics were among the many sites that materially
         articulated multiple Cold War ideologies that worked to construct an American national
         consensus, reconfiguring order in the face of numerous challenges.[7]  Femininity and marriage became central in Wonder Woman. A backup feature called “Wonder Women of History” that profiled prominent (mostly
         white) women was replaced in 1950 by “Marriage a la Mode,” which documented marriage
         customs around the world; similar romance supplements continued for twenty years.[8]  Diana’s costume covered less, her boots were replaced with laced sandals, and her
         hair grew longer and her eyes larger. Steve’s (and others’) marriage proposals became
         constant. Instead of fighting fascism and crime with other women, she fought fantastic
         monsters alone, sometimes infantilized as herself at younger ages, “Wonder Girl” and
         “Wonder Tot.” These changes cast her more as object than subject; it became more difficult
         to read the character as presenting challenges to traditional hierarchies.
      

      
      “I’ll lose him forever if I don’t do something to keep him interested in me!” lamented
         Diana in 1968, as she gave up her powers to be with Steve.[9]  While the creative team saw this big change as feminist in that she would have to
         rely on her wits and not her superpowers,[10]  some fans and some feminists didn’t see it that way.[11]  After lobbying by these groups, her powers were restored in 1973. But under the
         next editor, who said he “never cared for Wonder Woman,” many of the 1970s and early
         1980s stories showed Diana in a smaller costume and more suggestive poses as she fought
         similarly curvy women.[12]  Gender-neutral public service announcements and romance supplements were replaced
         by ads for BB guns and bodybuilding, and letter authors were more often male and adult.[13]  From 1974 to 1983, only a handful of letters referred to her as a feminist icon.[14]  The portrayals were often campy, sometimes with “battle of the sexes” stories that
         negatively stereotyped feminism as antimale rather than proequality,[15]  indicative of misunderstandings of and backlash against the civil rights movements
         of the previous decades.
      

      
      But this would change in the late 1980s when DC Comics relaunched its superhero titles
         in order to increase profits. The question was whether the crosscutting pressures
         of the times would push those titles toward the increasingly homogenous fan market
         and the conservatism that could be inferred by its demographics (male, white, and
         older)[16]  or toward a more inclusive readership and authorship represented by the underground
         comix movement, identity politics activism, and the growing diversity of writers and
         artists in mainstream comics.
      

      
       Wonder Woman’s reboot was shepherded by writer and artist George Pérez, who represented the latter
         trend. His Amazons were created by Greek goddesses from the souls of women who’d been
         murdered by their male partners. As in the 1940s, Diana forged a new circle of female
         friends who worked with her to bring “lessons of peace and equality” to Man’s World.[17]  Pérez drew the Amazons as a more diverse group and implied they might be in relationships
         with one another. He drew Diana as looking more “ethnic,” saying, “I picture her with
         a deep tan and a foreign accent.”[18]  She had a strong, fit body with a costume that covered her, wore flat instead of
         heeled boots, and battled Greek mythological foes.
      

      
      This portrayal was out of step with most superhero comics at the time, as others had
         begun to feature hypersexualized, violent “Bad Girls.” Why Wonder Woman was not pushed in this direction (yet) seems to be because Pérez’s vision was supported
         by three female DC editors, including the title’s first female editor, Karen Berger.[19]  She wrote, “The overwhelming majority of comics [are] geared to and read by males.
         . . . [This] new Wonder Woman comic . . . serves as a great role model to young women,
         but also contains many elements that appeal to males as well. Wonder Woman crosses
         the gender line.”[20]  Fan letters were very positive. “You can’t keep a good feminist down! WW is back
         and looking better than ever!”[21]  “I fully agree with your perception of Wonder Woman as a positive and strong model
         for girls/women. It also, hopefully, will take some of the chauvinism out of the male
         readers brought up on macho men and weak women.”[22]  Pérez’s run sold quite well and remains a touchstone for fans and creators alike.
      

      
      But by the mid-1990s, the superhero comics market crashed, reduced to the base noted
         above: about 90 percent male, predominantly white, heterosexual, and young adult.[23]  In contrast to Pérez’s run, Diana’s look was changed drastically as DC Comics played
         to the presumed wishes of the base fans, “emphasizing her sexuality and downplaying
         her feminism.”[24]  This recalls the way in which the 1950s and 1960s hyperfeminized Diana followed
         the more hybridized gender portrayals of the 1940s. Written by William Messner-Loebs
         and drawn by Mike Deodato Jr., Diana was often portrayed fighting in a hyperviolent
         manner, and was often posed in sexually objectified ways.[25]  Deodato noted that he asked to draw Wonder Woman, even though, as he said, “I hate drawing women. I prefer drawing monsters and stuff
         like that.” But he also noted the sales success of the run: “In three months, the
         sales doubled and tripled or something like that. . . . Every time the bikini was
         smaller, the sales got higher.”[26] 
      

      
      Letters from several issues praise Deodato’s art: “Mike Deodato, Jr. is brilliant!”[27]  “Mr. Deodato drew at once a beautiful princess and a fierce warrior.”[28]  Others were not thrilled with the objectification: “That thong-back thing is not
         flattering. . . . Through the entire comic, every woman’s cheeks are out flapping
         in the breeze. Give them some rear coverage and some dignity.” Another wrote, “Personally,
         it’s a little heavy on the T&A for me, but then, I’m female and that’s to be expected.
         . . . [P]lease get Diana out of that slutty new outfit.”[29]  There was criticism of the content, too: “The stereotype that men are stronger than
         women is affirmed.”[30]  Editor Paul Kupperberg responded that male superheroes were also drawn as “idealized
         versions of men” and said, bristling with annoyance, “I am, both by temperament and
         by politics, a feminist.”[31] 
      

      
      As with the portrayals of the late 1960s and early 1970s, when Diana lost her powers,
         the writer and editor in the mid-1990s felt they were presenting a feminist character
         and comic. But in both time periods, the way in which the character was often drawn
         as object rather than subject skewed toward the presumed base audience of young adult
         white males in a way that undercut a feminist reading of the material for others.
      

      
      Buffy the Vampire Slayer Enters the Dark Alley in the Dark Age of Comics: The Late
         1990s and Early 2000s

      
      As this time period in comics was described by writer Grant Morrison, “the gender
         confusions and reorganizations of masculine-feminine boundaries that marked the eighties
         had outgrown their welcome, so men became lads and women were babes.”[32]  Wonder Woman fell squarely into this area. Further, wrote Morrison, “no story could pass without
         at least one sequence during which an unlikely innocent would find herself alone and
         vulnerable in some completely inappropriate inner-city back alley setting . . . a
         skimpily attired naïf penetrating the seedy underbelly of the urban nightmare.” Threatened,
         she would always be rescued at the last minute by a superhero.[33]  Joss Whedon thought the hero should be the skimpily attired naïf: “There’s the girl
         in the alley . . . and then the monster attacks her and she kills it.”[34]  Whedon both subverted the genre and made a political point: the petite Valley girl
         cheerleader, societally dismissed as frivolous, has superstrength and is critical
         to the world’s safety.[35]  Enter Buffy.
      

      
      The Buffy the Vampire Slayer film ran in theaters in 1992; the television series, darker in tone and much closer
         to its creator’s vision, premiered in 1997. This was at a time during which the Third
         Wave of feminism became more prominent, grounded as it was by young women organizing
         in reaction to the conservative politics of the 1980s and 1990s. It retains the Second
         Wave’s emphasis on equality but extends it by building on critiques by feminists of
         color who saw the Second Wave as having a predominantly white, heterosexual standpoint.
         The Third Wave sensibility is antiessentialist and nonjudgmental, embracing not only
         a variety of identities among people but also within people. This includes not only
         openness to a continuum of race and sexuality but also the reclamation of signs of
         femininity as empowering. While the slogan “girl power” was used by some Third Wavers
         early on, it rather quickly became depoliticized and commodified, a slogan on T-shirts
         to be purchased rather than a description of a collective movement by young women.
         However, capitalizing on the marketization of the term probably enabled shows such
         as Buffy to get on the air.[36]  Pop culture and mass media are important in the Third Wave, not just for deconstruction
         but also for production, which foregrounds personal narrative and tonally is often
         playful, campy, and ironic—using humor rather than preachiness to move people toward
         feminist ideals. Such a frame easily encompasses a female superhero who is comfortably
         strong in her body and sexuality and is also vulnerable in love, who uses humor and fights injustice, who is inclusive and compassionate and decisive and deadly.
      

      
      Although they appear quite different at first glance, Diana and Buffy share a number
         of commonalities. Both superheroes have an origin and mission that stresses their
         uniqueness; both are referred to as “the chosen.”[37]  Both repeatedly show transgressors compassion and allow them a path of redemption.
         Both have a relationship with a military man that shows a traditional view of opposite-sex
         relationships and how our heroes do not fit so neatly into such gendered binaries.
         But at the same time, both characters have a number of “others” that serve to construct
         them, in their white, heterosexual, middle-class-ness, as “normal” females.
      

      
      Both, before and after the deaths of their (single) mothers, surround themselves with,
         love, and rely on others. The ways in which they encourage these chosen families to
         work with them makes them unlike most other superheroes, male or female.[38]  For both characters, these families include their foils: for Diana, this is Artemis;
         for Buffy, it is Faith.[39]  The characterizations of Artemis and Faith can be read as shoring up the main characters
         as “proper” female warriors, but can also be read as challenging what it means to
         be a “good” superheroine. Readers and viewers were clear that they wanted both the
         hero and the dark doppelganger. Writers listened and had both Faith and Artemis eventually
         embraced by other characters, fighting alongside them.[40] 
      

      
      Both Diana and Buffy were constructed to unsettle gender boundaries and especially
         to push males to embrace strong females. Just as Wonder Woman creator William Moulton Marston sought to engender “male acceptance of female love
         power,” Buffy creator Joss Whedon said, “The one thing I had hoped to take part in was a shift in
         popular culture in the sense of people accepting the idea of the female hero.”[41]  As “others” among us, they live in a liminal space in which they embody gender norms
         while also questioning and subverting them. In this way the characters can open up
         more of a “range of gender possibilities” that “baffles the binary” and “create a
         new gender system in which [they] can enact ‘woman’ in nontraditional ways.”[42] 
      

      
      Convergence in the 2000s: Feminism with Irony and Humor
      

      
      The way in which both characters house great strength in female bodies destabilizes
         traditional gender norms. But the bodies themselves are quite different. In contrast
         to Diana’s six-foot, solidly muscled, curvy, womanly frame, Buffy is nearer to five
         feet, slim, and blond. One is a commanding, stunningly beautiful presence; the other
         is seemingly unthreatening and girlishly cute.[43] 
      

      
      Buffy embodies the attractive female warrior while parodying it through her body and
         speech, criticizing the superhero and horror genres and gendered inequalities with
         humor. This complicates the show’s politics. Was this show feminist in its strong
         female characters, or was it reinscribing patriarchy through a cast of pretty, white,
         stylish girls?[44]  Can we reconcile the strong female agency, the friendship and community building,
         with the commercialized violence and the emphasis on individual consumer power through
         merchandizing? Do viewers and readers see the big picture about gender and power if
         the story focuses on the individual hero and delivers its message through irony?[45] 
      

      
      Joss Whedon basically answers yes to all of these questions: “If I can make teenage
         boys comfortable with a girl who takes charge of a situation without their knowing
         that’s what’s happening, it’s better than sitting down and selling them on feminism.”
         He also said, “[If I made] a series of lectures on PBS on why there should be feminism,
         no one would be coming to the party, and it would be boring. The idea of changing
         culture is important to me, and it can only be done in a popular medium.”[46]  Pender sums up the problem with those who would criticize Buffy’s adherence to traditional forms while delivering a powerfully threatening message
         about those forms: “If you say Buffy’s form and her content are incompatible, then
         you have to conclude she can’t be feminist because she has cleavage.”[47] 
      

      
      Buffy and other shows and comics like it created a space for a different Wonder Woman, one that would take the character back to the visions of Marston and Pérez while
         also incorporating more of Whedon’s sensibility. By the mid-2000s, Buffy became more overt about its feminism and its messages about empowerment, and Wonder Woman became more self-conscious and self-referentially humorous. Buffy could afford to do the former after having done it gently with its viewers for the
         previous five years; Wonder Woman could leverage increasing audience comfort with a postmodern ironic sensibility to
         broaden its base beyond the core fans who were already on board with its feminism.
      

      
      “Diana is an inherently political character—she’s about feminist politics, humanist
         politics, sex politics, the politics of war, etc.,” summed up writer/artist Phil Jimenez.[48]  He made Diana’s mission explicit through her founding of the Wonder Woman Foundation:
         to promote “the liberation of men, women, and children from the terrible problems
         that stem from antiquated religious philosophies and patriarchal fear—by educating
         them about alternatives.”[49]  The Foundation ideas received mostly positive fan responses; a few were negative,
         such as, “Gentlemen, your soapbox is showing.”[50]  Another fan disliked hints that some Amazons might have same-sex relationships:
         “Lemme get this straight—you’ll slight the Christians, but encourage and empower homosexuality?
         It is clear that homosexuality is not normal.”[51]  In response, the editor wrote, “For the record, Phil is working on giving Diana
         a boyfriend. . . . Letters like yours make it easy to use the word ‘intolerant.’”
      

      
      Phil Jimenez created Trevor Barnes, a dark-skinned, dark-haired, and dark-eyed man
         who worked with Diana at the UN. With some Buffy-esque humor not often displayed previously
         in Wonder Woman, she approaches him and asks him out, and he turns her down. After a panel depicting
         her shocked face, a male friend of Diana’s consoles her, “For god’s sakes, even I’d
         sleep with you! Honey, if he said no to you, he’s gay!”[52]  The spoiler leaked that Diana might have sex with him. Jimenez commented at the
         time, “Empowering her when it comes to sexual choices is important. If it’s still
         allowed to happen and all goes well [it] will be done in a respectful and peaceful
         manner.” There was largely positive fan feedback to the idea, recalled Jimenez later,
         but also very “negative and often racist reactions,” as well, that “undermined my
         goals.”[53]  What appeared was one panel in which Trevor’s parents find them lying on a couch,
         mostly clothed—a polysemic image.
      

      
      At the same time, there was more Wonder Woman–ness in the Buffy universe. In its last television season, 2002–2003, Buffy increasingly made speeches
         about power, about the strength to be found within each of us, about teamwork and
         compassion. “I say my power should be our power. . . . Slayers, every one of us. Make your choice. Are you ready to be strong?”[54]  These somewhat more earnest moments in Buffy, in and around its usual humor and irony, are a device more identified with Wonder Woman: “Girls, there’s nothing to it. All you have to do is have confidence in your own
         strength!”[55]  particularly as written by Marston, Pérez, and Jimenez.
      

      
      The convergence of the two universes occurred in other ways as well. Buffy creator Joss Whedon became attached to write a Wonder Woman live-action feature film, later canceled by DC/Warner Bros.[56]  At the same time, writer Greg Rucka had penned a short story for a Buffy project in 2001, called Tales of the Slayer. The following year, he began writing Wonder Woman, having Diana work at the UN with a strong supporting cast, battling gods, and teaching
         nonviolent conflict resolution to kids.[57] 
      

      
      Rucka’s highly praised run was grounded in the real world, portraying those for and
         against Diana’s ideals as explicated in a book she wrote. The character nixes the
         first book cover suggested by the publisher, which showed her lying sexily on her
         stomach with a small pink drape covering very little of her—a meta-image that plays
         on the readers’ savvy in recognizing the objectification of women and its use as a
         marketing ploy, as well as its inappropriateness for capturing the essence of Diana.[58]  Rucka had some characters frame her and her book as “nontraditional”: Greek, pagan,
         probably lesbian, vegetarian. One says of Diana, “I have no problem with her heroics,
         but the moment that woman gets in front of children to promote a life style and a
         belief system that right-thinking Americans find, frankly, disgusting, well, enough
         is enough. . . . She flies in the face of core family values. . . . She needs to remember
         her place.” “As a woman?” he is asked.[59] 
      

      
      The Buffy Season 8 comic, launched in 2007, contained a similar plot point about the “Americanness”
         of the main character, grounded in sexism. Says a military general of the slayers,
         “They got power, they got resources, and they got a hard-line ideology that does not
         jibe with American interests. Worst of all, they got a leader: charismatic, uncompromising,
         and completely destructive.”[60]  It is to this general that Buffy says the epigraph that opens this chapter, “It’s
         about power and it’s about women and you just hate those two words in the same sentence,
         don’t you?” Buffy Season 8 also stated its ideals more directly than had the first several years of the series:
         “Once upon a time, I did something good. . . . I found a way to share my power. Girls
         all over the world were given power—not just strength, though that does come in handy—but
         purpose, meaning, connection.”[61]  Along with this stating and restating of her mission, Buffy’s adventures became
         increasingly fantastical, with more monsters and demons, alternate dimensions, and
         large-scale battles—in other words, more akin to Wonder Woman.
      

      
      Wonder Woman writer Gail Simone has noted that her style of writing has often been compared to
         Joss Whedon’s.[62]  Like Pérez, Jimenez, and Rucka, she portrayed Diana in the late 2000s as a feminist
         icon who related well to our world but remained enough of an outsider to comment on
         its norms, often with humor. In one issue, Diana and the Black Canary team up. The
         latter informs her that they have to go undercover, and “the sexier the outfit, the
         fewer questions asked.” Once dressed, she comments, “Ah, we look like high-end trashy
         hookers in a Tarantino nightmare. Perfect!” Diana looks down at herself, uncharacteristically
         awkward in expression and posture, and asks, “Do we need to expose quite so much of
         . . . [my breasts]? And these [high-heeled] boots seem completely impractical in a
         combat situation! I can’t believe women are expected to wear these every day.”[63]  This simultaneous display of and parody of their usual costumes and those of other
         women may strike more of a chord with some readers than would a lengthy speech about
         the objectification of female superheroes. The next arc portrayed two kids being saved
         from a giant serpent by Diana. The girl says, “You’re so pretty. I got your lunchbox,”
         and the boy next to her says, “Who cares about that? She’s tough!”[64]  She is both, destabilizing our gendered expectations.
      

      
      This mixing of genres, juxtaposing a fantastic monster with talk of merchandising
         and kids’ traditionally gendered comments, along with the importance of protecting
         the vulnerable, isn’t what earns Wonder Woman mainstream attention, though. Rather, a short run in summer 2010 was covered broadly
         in mainstream media because she was wearing pants. In an example of life imitating
         Rucka’s story about the divided reactions to Diana’s book, the Huffington Post wrote, “It’s about time [she] got a pair of pants! Crimefighting pants!”[65]  Fox News was less enthused because the pants were black, rather than blue with white
         stars: “Has she been stripped of her patriotism?”[66] 
      

      
      That outfit looks almost exactly like what Buffy is wearing in the first Season 8 comic: dark red and gold tank top, tight shiny black pants, and black boots. But
         by this point in 2010, Buffy Season 8 was winding down. In its last issue in January 2011, Joss Whedon noted that the comic
         had diverged somewhat from the series, “We’ve learned what you like, what you don’t.
         . . . [In Season 9, we’ll go] back, a bit, to the everyday trials that made Buffy more than a superhero.
         That made her us. I was so excited to finally have an unlimited budget that I wanted
         to make the [Season 8] book an epic, but I realized along the way that the things I loved the best were
         the things you loved the best . . . the down-to-earth, recognizable people.”
      

      
      Divergence in the Comics, Convergence for Television in the 2010s

      
      From this point, the preachiness and the fantastical content would decline in Buffy, and the self-referential commentary about gender and power would decline in Wonder Woman. For Buffy this seemed to be a response to fans by the creative team, as described by Whedon
         above. For Wonder Woman, this was due to DC Comics rebooting all of its superhero books in 2011, as it had
         in 1987, to improve profits. Mainstream news outlets covered DC’s initiative, and
         sales of all of their titles initially skyrocketed.
      

      
      This “New 52” Wonder Woman has been praised for its writing, its focus on the Greek gods, its story about Diana’s
         protection of a young woman, and its art. It has also been criticized for its revision
         of her origin story and its level of violence. After seventy years, Diana is no longer
         born of clay and given life by goddesses; rather, she is the product of her mother’s
         secret affair with king of the gods Zeus. The Amazons are no longer immortal and peace
         loving. Instead, they seduce, have sex with, and then kill passing sailors. They keep
         the female babies and sell the males into slavery in exchange for weapons. No longer
         is the god of war Ares Diana’s nemesis; rather, he is her mentor. Writer Brian Azzarello
         has described this work as “a horror story.” Never before would Wonder Woman have been described that way, but Buffy often has been.
      

      
      The new backstory gives our hero some family angst to deal with and a hero’s journey
         to take as she rises above her heritage; it also hews more closely to Greek myths.
         And the portrayal of Diana is far from sexually objectifying. Artist Cliff Chiang
         has noted that at conventions, the split is almost half and half between women and
         men who say they love the comic.[67]  Writer Brian Azzarello has said, “We’ve definitely de-sexualized her,” and “we’ve
         made her a very powerful woman.”[68] 
      

      
      However, she also sticks a broken bottle in a demigod’s hand when that demigod goads
         her. She grabs another irritating character’s testicles, tells him to respect her
         or she’ll rip them off, and then punches him when he reacts by calling her “cute.”
         She puts a sword through Ares, becoming the goddess of war in his place.[69]  This stands in sharp contrast to the character who, for decades, called all women
         “sister” instead of stabbing them, opened her hand to those who disagreed with her
         rather than using a closed fist, and avoided war at all costs. She seems less proactive
         and more reactive, less a leader and more part of a secondary player in an ensemble.
      

      
      The question is whether these story elements, coupled with the desexualization and
         physical strength, still serve to enable new gender possibilities in a female body.
         I would like to say yes, but rather I agree with Phil Jimenez, who once said that
         this kind of portrayal makes it easy for people who “prefer to see her as just ‘one
         of the guys’ so they aren’t confronted with the very deep issues she was created to
         contend with.”[70]  Her unique, antinormative mission to both embody and teach Amazonian principles
         of peace and love and equality, always intimately bound with her origin and her upbringing
         and her woman-ness, seem to have fallen away in this incarnation.
      

      
      Fans are similarly torn. Podcasters on ten comic-book-centered podcasts initially
         loved the new comic; seven stayed with it after the first several issues. A few noted
         that they had never before devoted time to even talk about previous Wonder Woman comics on their podcasts. Some who were displeased with her rebooted origin were
         willing to go with it due to the other assets of the book.[71]   On three of the ten, the podcasters liked the first issue. But it was downhill
         after that, particularly after the new origin of Diana and backstory of the Amazons
         appeared and the violence increased. Some have said that while it’s a good story,
         it does not read like a Wonder Woman story.[72]   Postings to message boards reflect the same divide. Unlike the last few writers,
         and unlike Buffy’s writers, the current Wonder Woman writer has said that he doesn’t go on any message boards or blogs or look at reader
         comments.
      

      
      At the same time, in the new Justice League comic, which has triple the sales of Wonder Woman, Diana’s face is drawn younger and sexier. She has the same new outfit, but it’s
         smaller—she spills out of her top and bottom. It made news, as DC intended, that Diana
         and Superman were portrayed kissing on the cover of the September 2012 issue of Justice League. Good Morning America showed the cover with the headline, “Superman! New sexy sidekick!” and referred to
         Diana as a “homewrecker.”[73]  Both are more traditional views of gender—the Justice League portrayal clearly objectifies her, and the mainstream media coverage sees the female
         character as an accessory to the male, tempting him away from his wife, Lois Lane.
      

      
      These two new portrayals of Diana constitute yet another cycle in her history. Marston’s
         empowering creation in the 1940s was followed by the more traditionally gendered narratives
         of the 1950s through 1970s. Pérez’s antipatriarchal, propeace mission of the late
         1980s was followed by the sexualized bad girl of the 1990s. The overt and playful
         Third Wave feminism of the 2000s has been followed by a violent portrayal in her own
         title alongside a more sexualized portrayal in Justice League.
      

      
      Former Wonder Woman writer Greg Rucka has observed that portrayals of women and people of color improved
         in the mid-2000s but have gotten worse in the last few years. He noted that comic
         book readership has diversified somewhat, but “[the editors and publishers of mainstream
         superhero comics] reject the presence of a female audience, and a broader readership,
         and instead embrace a belief in a much smaller readership that is apparently this
         theoretical 18–34 year old white male who likes his beer cold and his tits big and
         his superheroes bloody.” But statistics show, he and the podcasters continued, that
         more women go to movies and buy books than men, and that women are more likely to
         control household spending than men, so the decision to focus on what that audience
         may want is not economically sound. “In the main, it’s a bunch of guys who don’t get
         it. It’s very, very gendered with [Wonder Woman].”[74]  More recently, he said that the publisher hasn’t allowed the character “to have
         a voice that is a political voice, because they’re afraid of controversy, because
         they’re afraid that controversy will cost them money.”[75]  Phil Jimenez, too, has cited “corporate involvement” and “trepidation with labeling
         anything overly feminist for fear of economic and social backlash” as contributing
         to Wonder Woman’s swings in portrayal.[76] 
      

      
      Buffy, which as a TV show had an audience in the millions, has gone back to its roots in
         the comic as promised by Whedon in 2011. Season 9 has backed away from the large-scale otherwordly action and is more focused on Buffy,
         her friends, and the dark-alley slaying of vampires. She works in a coffee shop and
         briefly as a bodyguard. When her client asks if her company has anyone bigger to guard
         him, she replies, “I only come in Buffy size. And it’s kind of the point. No one will
         ever think I’m a bodyguard.”[77]  Her body is a disguise for her strength. She reaches out to new allies, such as
         the teen Billy, who wants to slay vampires in part to offset the bullying he has endured
         for identifying as gay. He worries, “I’m not a real slayer. . . . They’re special.
         They’re called. They’re strong. . . . They’re always girls.” His friend assures him,
         in a compliment that subverts the usually insulting use of the phrase, “I think you
         can punch like a girl,” and Buffy welcomes him to the team.[78] 
      

      
      So in 2013 in their comics, Diana and Buffy remain powerful women fighting dark forces,
         but the Third Wave similarities, in the mixing of fantastic plot and social commentary
         and humor, in having a family of friends and foils, in the sharing of power, have
         faded. There is, however, a potential area of convergence for the two characters on
         the horizon. A new TV show, Amazon, is being cast at the CW network. It is to take place in Diana’s pre–Wonder Woman
         teen years, placing Wonder Woman in a girl-power “box.” The producers may be trying
         to recapture the Smallville and Buffy audiences through a strong yet vulnerable female character who is younger, prettier,
         quippier, and more palatable and less threatening than a grown woman—at least to those
         whose dollars advertisers want to reach whom Rucka mentions above. Jeffrey A. Brown
         describes the girl-power genre and its limits as follows: “It can depict challenging
         images of powerful girls without challenging cultural expectations of women.”[79]  This can certainly be the case, but it may also be pessimistic—couldn’t the girls
         who felt empowered watching the young female hero bring that empowerment into their
         adulthood? Couldn’t the boys who respected that hero bring that respect into adulthood?
      

      
      What some may see as apolitical, postfeminist, commodified girl power can be someone
         else’s thoroughly political and thoroughly feminist activism, so the potential is
         still there for innovative, intersectional, and inclusive reworkings of gender and
         power in this new TV show. As Buffy has shown in that medium, the boundaries of a gendered box can certainly be rattled,
         bent, and pushed through while in some ways relying on the traditional boundaries.
         Indeed, familiarity can help smooth the path to change. As Anne Marie Smith notes
         about gender, “the effectiveness of new articulations depends on two basic factors:
         the extent to which traditional articulations have become increasingly weakened .
         . . and the extent to which new articulations borrow from and rework various traditional
         frameworks so that they already appear somewhat familiar.”[80] 
      

      
      Conclusion: The Politics of Negotiating 
the Female Superhero
      

      
      Superhero stories don’t just reflect elite narratives of gender, or race, or class,
         or sexuality that are then accepted by passive readers. There is always room for queering
         the text and for forging spaces for empowerment that may or may not have been intended
         by writers or editors or corporate owners. But neither are dominant cultural narratives
         always resisted by consumers actively reading against a hegemonic grain, and producers,
         mindful of profit and of broadening their characters’ appeal, are clearly mindful
         that different audiences have different levels of power. In the end, Wonder Woman and Buffy and other titles like them are “read, reworked, or reinvented in quite unpredictable
         ways”[81]  by a variety of constituencies.
      

      
      Our task is to interrogate the “articulation of larger social and political struggles”
         that occurs through the site of comics.[82]  Why this can and should be done through the genre of the superhero in particular
         is summarized well by Grant Morrison: “Superhero stories . . . contain at their hearts
         all the dreams and fears of generations in vivid miniature. . . . They tell us where
         we’ve been, what we feared, and what we desired, and today they are more popular,
         more all-pervasive than ever because they still speak to us about what we really want
         to be.”[83] 
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. 

               Buffy the Vampire Slayer debuted as a live-action theatrically released movie in 1992 and ran as a live-action
                  television show from 1997 to 2003. A comic book series with the same title, from Dark
                  Horse Comics, ran from 1998 to 2004; not all parts of it are considered canon. The
                  current comic book series, also from Dark Horse, has run from 2007 to the present
                  and is canonical and continuous. Picking up directly after the end of the seven-season
                  TV show, its volumes are titled Season 8 and Season 9. There was a pilot for an animated series that wasn’t picked up.
               

               Wonder Woman debuted in the comics in 1941 and as part of the team of superheroes in Justice League of America in 1960. These were produced by DC Comics. She appeared in a live-action television
                  show from 1975 to 1979. There was a pilot for a new live-action television show in
                  2011 that wasn’t picked up; a second television pilot is currently being cast, tentatively
                  titled Amazon. A Wonder Woman movie, written by Joss Whedon (the creator of Buffy the Vampire Slayer) in 2005–2006, languished in development and was canceled. Wonder Woman could be
                  seen in animated form in the 1973–1986 Superfriends and its updated version from 2001 to 2006, Justice League, as well as in the direct-to-DVD animated film Wonder Woman (2009) and four other Justice League films: The New Frontier (2008), Crisis on Two Earths (2010), Doom (2012), and Flashpoint Paradox (2013). There are also two comics for young kids, DC Superfriends and The Justice League Adventures, that have more simplistic and nonviolent story lines and portray all of the characters
                  smiling and with nonsexualized bodies.
               

               The consumers of these various media—and of widely available merchandise—extend well
                  beyond the stereotypical comic book–reading audience (eighteen- to thirty-four-year-old
                  white males) to other demographic groups.
               

               

            

         

         
            2. 

               Wonder Woman’s creator, William Moulton Marston, sought to create a “feminine character
                  with all the strength of Superman plus all the allure of a good and beautiful woman.”
                  W. M. Marston, “Why 100,000,000 Americans Read Comics,” American Scholar 13, no. 1 (1943): 42. He opined that war would not end “until women control men,”
                  but he was optimistic that this would occur because “Wonder Woman, and the trend toward
                  male acceptance of female love power which she represents, indicates that the first
                  psychological step has actually been taken.” Quoted in Olive Richard, “Our Women Are
                  Our Future,” Family Circle, August 14, 1942, http://www.castlekeys.com/Pages/wonder.html (accessed January 1, 2013). Marston’s editor at DC Comics, Sheldon Mayer, commented
                  that Marston “was writing a feminist book but not for women. He was dealing with a
                  male audience.” Quoted in Les Daniels, Wonder Woman: The Complete History (New York: DC Comics, 2009), 33.
               

               Buffy’s creator, Joss Whedon, said in 2001, “I always wanted the character to be an
                  icon. I wanted her to be a hero that existed in people’s minds the way Wonder Woman
                  or Spider Man does.” That same year he stated, “If I can make teenage boys comfortable
                  with a girl who takes charge of a situation without their knowing that’s what’s happening,
                  it’s better than sitting down and selling them on feminism.” These quotes are from
                  two interviews with Whedon, respectively, Shawna Ervin-Gore, “Interview with Joss
                  Whedon,” Dark Horse News, 2001, http://web.archive.org/web/20080211141837/http://www.darkhorse.com/news/interviews.php?id=737 (accessed January 1, 2013); and Ginia Bellafante, “Bewitching Teen Heroines,” Time, June 24, 2001, http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,137626,00.html (accessed June 24, 2013).
               

               

            

         

         
            3. 

               In using the phrase “interactive public spheres,” I am drawing from Lisa Duggan’s
                  analysis of mass circulation newspapers in Sapphic Slashers: Sex, Violence, and American Modernity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2000). In speaking of the production/reception
                  binary as more of a collaboration and negotiation, I am drawing from Jeffrey A. Brown’s
                  analysis in Black Superheroes, Milestone Comics, and Their Fans (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2000). I am not asserting that producers
                  and consumers are equal in this space. I am asserting that there is a mutually productive
                  relationship between producers and consumers and that each constrains the other in
                  different ways. See Will Brooker, Batman Unmasked: Analyzing a Cultural Icon (London: Continuum, 2000); Duggan, Sapphic Slashers; and Anna Marie Smith, New Right Discourses on Race and Sexuality: Britain, 1968–1990 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), on reception, resistance, and constraints.
                  Jennifer Reed uses the phrase “competing constituent audiences” in her 2009 article
                  “Reading Gender Politics on The L Word: The Moira/Max Transitions,” Journal of Popular Film and Television 37. See also Carolyn Cocca, “Negotiating the Third Wave of Feminism in Wonder Woman,”
                  PS: Political Science and Politics 47 (January 2014).
               

               I am speaking here of how active comic readers engage with authors, artists, editors,
                  and publishers, traditionally through letter columns (letters from fans, chosen by
                  editors, appearing in the back of new comics) and through comic book conventions.
                  Today, this also occurs through websites sponsored by the publishers, editors, writers,
                  or artists themselves, as well as in reader-sponsored blogs and podcasts. A number
                  of prominent writers sign in to such websites and blogs anonymously to read posts;
                  others do so openly and engage with readers. On the many podcasts geared toward the
                  medium of comics, podcasters discuss particular issues, or story arcs, or characters;
                  a number of them read e-mails, blog posts, or tweets from listeners so as to engage
                  with their concerns. Some of them interview writers, editors, and artists as well.
               

               

            

         

         
            4. William Moulton Marston (w) and Harry Peter (a), Sensation Comics #1, 1942; and William Moulton Marston (w) and Harry Peter (a), Wonder Woman [hereafter, WW] Vol. 1 #1, 1942.
               

            

         

         
            5. William Moulton Marston (w) and Harry Peter (a), WW Vol. 1 #13, 1945.
               

            

         

         
            6. Subversions of narratives of gender and power are not just about women, as a few works
                  on superhero comics note when they write about their appeal to queer youth, particularly
                  in terms of the resonance of a secret identity, for example, Roz Kaveney, Superheroes: Capes and Crusaders in Comics and Films (London: I. B. Tauris, 2008); and Brian Mitchell Peters, “Qu(e)erying Comic Book Culture
                  and Representations of Sexuality in Wonder Woman,” Comparative Literature and Culture 5 (2003), http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/clcweb/vol5/iss3/6 (accessed January 10, 2013). A number of gay male Wonder Woman fans have expressed that they found in her a strong role model without her strength
                  being linked to being macho, that she was accepting of everyone, that she was true
                  to herself regardless of gendered expectations, and that she didn’t bow to cultural
                  stereotypes; Trina Robbins, “Wonder Woman: Queer Appeal,” International Journal of Comic Art 10 (2008): 89–94; Gail Simone, “Five Questions with Phil Jimenez,” 2008, http://fivequestionswith.wordpress.com/phil-j (accessed January 1, 2013); Comic Book Queers podcasts #49, 2007, and #125, 2010;
                  see also Kaveney, Superheroes; and Peters, “Qu(e)erying Comic Book Culture” on the resonance of a secret identity
                  for closeted gay youth).
               

            

         

         
            7. For historical overviews of comics and the comics industry particularly grounded in
                  this time period, see Matthew Costello, Secret Identity Crisis: Comic Books and the Unmasking of Cold War America (New York: Continuum, 2009); Marc DiPaolo, War, Politics, and Superheroes: Ethics and Propaganda in Comics and Film (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2011); Jean-Paul Gabilliet, Of Comics and Men: A Cultural History of Comic Books, trans. Bart Beaty and Nick Nguyen (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2010);
                  David Hajdu, The Ten-Cent Plague: The Great Comic Book Scare and How It Changed America (New York: Macmillan, 2008); Stephen Krensky, Comic Book Century: The History of American Comic Books (Minneapolis, MN: Twenty-First Century Books, 2008); and Bradford Wright, Comic Book Nation: The Transformation of Youth Culture in America (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001). None of these addresses gender
                  at any length. Paul Lopes, Demanding Respect: The Evolution of the American Comic Book (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2009), and Mike Madrid, The Supergirls: Fashion, Feminism, Fantasy, and the History of Comic Book Heroines
                     (Minneapolis, MN: Exterminating Angel Press, 2009), are exceptions.
               

            

         

         
            8. Marina Hollon, “Superheroine History, 1959–1984: Wonder Woman and Supergirl” (master’s
                  thesis, CSU San Marcos, December 2012), 89, https://csusm-dspace.calstate.edu/handle/10211.8/261 (accessed January 1, 2013). Such supplements appeared in twenty-seven out of thirty-one
                  issues from 1962 to 1971.
               

            

         

         
            9. Dennis O’Neil (w) and Mike Sekowsky (a), Diana Prince: Wonder Woman, vol. 1 [collecting Wonder Woman Vol. 1, #178–184, 1968] (New York: DC Comics, 2008), #178–179.
               

            

         

         
            10. Quoted in Daniels, Wonder Woman, 126. O’Neil spoke about it in this way at the Denver Comic-Con on May 31, 2013,
                  as well. He also admitted that while he was coming from the left politically, and
                  thought he was serving the cause of feminism, he looks back now and sees that his
                  ideas about gender politics were not as advanced as he thought they were. See also
                  Hollon, “Superheroine History,” 102.
               

            

         

         
            11. Ms. and DC Comics co-published a collection of Wonder Woman stories with a heartfelt
                  introduction by Gloria Steinem on what the character’s strength, compassion, and sense
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            , 13.1-13.2
            , 14
            , 15.1-15.2
            , 16
            
         

         
      

      
      
         business,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6.1-6.2
         , 7
         , 8
         
      

      
      
         Butler, Judith,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Buzzanell, Patrice M.,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         
      

      
      C

      
         Callahan, Nancy [character in Sin City],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Campbell, Joseph,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         Captain Amelia [character in Treasure Planet],
         
      

      
      
         Card Captor Sakura [television series],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Casablanca [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Casino Royale [2006 film],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         Castle in the Sky [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         castration,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         Cathouse [television series],
         1
         
      

      
      
         children,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6.1-6.2
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         
         
            heroines as,
            1
            , 2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            
         

         
         
            heroines’ protection of,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6.1-6.2
            , 7
            , 8.1-8.2
            , 9.1-9.2
            , 10
            , 11
            
         

         
         
            See also motherhood
            See also teenagers
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Chloe, Love Is Calling You [film],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         Chocolat [novel],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Choosers of the Slain [novel],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Cinderella [character],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Cixous, Hélène,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Clarke, Ardy Sixkiller,
         1
         
      

      
      
         class,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         
      

      
      
         Cleopatra Jones [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Cloud, Dana L.,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Clover, Carol,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         Coffy [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Cold War,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Coleman, Robin Means,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         collaboration,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         
      

      
      
         Colombiana [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Connor, Sarah [character],
         1
         
      

      
      
         conspiracy theories,
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         constraint,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16
         
      

      
      
         Cornog, Martha,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         clothing,
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         
         
            costume as,
            1
            , 2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            , 5.1-5.2
            
         

         
         
            in Bollywood films,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            
         

         
         
            sexualized,
            1
            , 2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7.1-7.2
            , 8.1-8.2
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            
         

         
         
            wedding,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Cowboys and Aliens [film],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         Crane, Harry [character in Mad Men],
         1
         
      

      
      
         critical discourse,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13.1-13.2
         , 14.1-14.2
         , 15
         , 16
         , 17
         , 18
         , 19
         , 20
         , 21
         , 22.1-22.2
         , 23
         , 24
         , 25
         , 26
         , 27
         
      

      
      
         Curse of the Undead [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         cuteness,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         
      

      
      
         Cutthroat Island [film],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         
      

      
      D

      
         D’Enbeau, Suzy,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         damsel-in-distress [archetype]
         See archetypes, female
         
      

      
      
         DC Comics,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         Def by Temptation [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Dennis, Ysabeau “Bo” [character],
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Descent [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         discourse,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         discursiveness,
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
         
      

      
      
         Disney,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         Dissanayake, Wimal,
         1
         
      

      
      
         diversity,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8.1-8.2
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11.1-11.2
         
      

      
      
         divorce,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Dolarhyde, Woodrow [character],
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         domesticity,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         
      

      
      
         domination,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
         
            of non-white races,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            
         

         
         
            of women,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            
         

         
         
            See also patriarchy
            See also racism
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Dr. Who [television series],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Draper, Don [character in Mad Men],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Driver, Elle [character in Kill Bill],
         1
         
      

      
      
         drugs,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         
      

      
      
         Dumbledore, Albus [character in Harry Potter],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         Dunn, Jennifer,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Dykes to Watch Out For [comic],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Dyson [Lost Girl character],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      E

      
         Eagle [ship],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Eastwood, Clint,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         Ebert, Roger,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         Edwards, Tim,
         1
         
      

      
      
         empowerment,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6.1-6.2
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         
         
            magical,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2
            
         

         
         
            media as a tool for,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            
         

         
         
            women’s,
            1
            , 2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            , 13
            , 14
            , 15
            , 16
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Enduring Woman [archetype]
         See archetypes, female
         
      

      
      
         Enough [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         erasure,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         Erin Brockovich [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Erotic Heroine [archetype]
         See archetypes, female
         
      

      
      
         eroticism,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         
      

      
      
         Estes, Clarissa Pinkola,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Eureka [television series],
         1
         
      

      
      
         exploitation,
         1
         , 2
         
         
            of Blacks,
            1
            , 2
            
         

         
         
            of women,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            
         

         
      

      
      
         exploitation films,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      F

      
         Faith [character in Buffy the Vampire Slayer],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         fallen man/woman,
         1
         
      

      
      
         fandom,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12.1-12.2
         , 13
         , 14.1-14.2
         , 15.1-15.2
         , 16
         , 17
         , 18
         , 19
         , 20
         
      

      
      
         fantasies, sexual,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         fantasy [genre],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13.1-13.2
         , 14
         , 15
         
      

      
      
         Farwell, Marilyn,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         father,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16
         , 17
         , 18.1-18.2
         
      

      
      
         Favreau, Jon,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         femininity,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         
         
            characteristics associated with,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            , 13
            , 14
            
         

         
         
            displayed by heroines,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            , 13.1-13.2
            , 14
            , 15
            , 16
            , 17
            
         

         
         
            linked to traditional gender roles,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            
         

         
         
            seen as empowering,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            
         

         
         
            See also beauty
            See also body, female
            See also clothing
            
         

         
      

      
      
         feminism,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8.1-8.2
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         
         
            See also heroines, feminist interpretations of
            
         

         
      

      
      
         feminization,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Fetterly, Judith,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Fight Club [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         film,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6.1-6.2
         , 7.1-7.2
         , 8.1-8.2
         , 9.1-9.2
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14.1-14.2
         , 15
         , 16
         , 17
         , 18
         , 19
         , 20
         , 21
         , 22
         , 23
         , 24
         
      

      
      
         film noir,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         Fin Raziel [character in Willow],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         Final Fantasy X [role-playing game],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         , 6.1-6.2
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         
      

      
      
         Final Girl [archetype]
         See archetypes, female
         
      

      
      
         Fistful of Dollars, A [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         folklore,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
         
            See also mythology
            
         

         
      

      
      
         For a Few Dollars More [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Foucault, Michel,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Foxy Brown [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Frankel, Valerie Estelle,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         Frentz, Thomas S.,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Friday the 13th [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Friedman, Liz,
         1
         
      

      
      
         friendship,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         , 7.1-7.2
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16
         , 17
         , 18
         , 19.1-19.2
         
      

      
      G

      
         G. I. Jane [film],
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Gabrielle [character in Xena, Warrior Princess],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Gail [character in Sin City],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         Game of Thrones [television series],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Garrett, Amanda Lee [character in Choosers of the Slain],
         1.1-1.2
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         gay
         See sexual orientation
         
      

      
      
         gaze,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
         
            distorted,
            1.1-1.2
            
         

         
         
            female,
            1
            
         

         
         
            male,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            
         

         
      

      
      
         geek culture,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         gender,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7.1-7.2
         , 8.1-8.2
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16.1-16.2
         , 17
         , 18
         , 19
         , 20
         , 21
         , 22.1-22.2
         , 23
         , 24
         , 25.1-25.2
         , 26
         , 27
         , 28
         , 29
         , 30
         , 31
         
         
            critique of media depictions,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11.1-11.2
            , 12
            , 13
            
         

         
         
            fluidity of,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6.1-6.2
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            
         

         
         
            in maritime culture,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2
            
         

         
         
            in non-Western cultures,
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            
         

         
         
            in workplace culture,
            1.1-1.2
            
         

         
         
            reinforcement of disguised as subversion,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6.1-6.2
            , 7
            , 8
            
         

         
         
            subversion of,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4.1-4.2
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10.1-10.2
            , 11.1-11.2
            , 12
            , 13
            , 14
            , 15
            , 16
            , 17
            , 18
            , 19
            , 20
            , 21
            , 22
            , 23
            , 24
            , 25
            , 26
            
         

         
         
            See also femininity
            See also masculinity
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Gherardi, Silvia,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Gilpatric, Katy,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, The [novel & films],
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         gods and goddesses,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         
         
            Aphrodite,
            1
            
         

         
         
            Ares,
            1
            , 2
            
         

         
         
            Artemis,
            1
            
         

         
         
            Athena,
            1
            
         

         
         
            Kali,
            1
            , 2
            
         

         
         
            Radha-Krishna [avatars],
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            
         

         
         
            Ram-Sita [avatars],
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5.1-5.2
            , 6.1-6.2
            , 7
            , 8.1-8.2
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            
         

         
         
            Shiva-Parvati,
            1
            , 2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            , 5
            
         

         
         
            Mercury,
            1
            
         

         
         
            Zeus,
            1
            , 2
            
         

         
         
            See also mythology
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Gokulsing, K. Moti,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Goldfinger [1964 film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Goldie [character in Sin City],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Good, The Bad, and the Ugly, The [1966 film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Goodale, Jane [character in Someone Like You],
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         
      

      
      
         Goodale, Tess [character in Someone Like You],
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Gramsci Antonio,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Granger, Hermione [character in Harry Potter],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         graphic novels,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Green, Vernita [character in Kill Bill],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Greenlaw, Linda,
         1
         
      

      
      H

      
         Halabi, Karen [character in the “Axis of Time Trilogy”],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Halberstam, Judith,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         Halloween [1978 film],
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Hard Candy [2005 film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Harrington, Honor [character],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Harris, Dr. Greg [character in Mad Men],
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Harris, Joan Holloway [character in Mad Men],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         Harry Potter [media franchise],
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         
      

      
      
         Hartigan, John [character in Sin City],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Haywire [2011 film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Heidi Redeemer [archetype]
         See archetypes, female
         
      

      
      
         Help, The [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Hercules [character],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Hero with a Thousand Faces, The [book],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         hero’s journey,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9.1-9.2
         
         
            adapted for women,
            1
            , 2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8.1-8.2
            , 9.1-9.2
            , 10
            
         

         
         
            closed to women,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7.1-7.2
            
         

         
         
            undertaken by women,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5.1-5.2
            , 6.1-6.2
            , 7
            , 8
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Heroes [television series],
         1
         
      

      
      
         heroines
         
         
            as role models,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8.1-8.2
            , 9
            , 10
            
         

         
         
            as victims,
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            , 5.1-5.2
            , 6.1-6.2
            
         

         
         
            relationship to cultural norms,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4.1-4.2
            , 5.1-5.2
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            
         

         
         
            defined by actions/abilities,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4.1-4.2
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8.1-8.2
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12.1-12.2
            , 13
            , 14.1-14.2
            , 15.1-15.2
            , 16.1-16.2
            , 17
            , 18
            , 19
            , 20
            , 21.1-21.2
            
         

         
         
            defined by lack/absence,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            
         

         
         
            feminist readings of,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4.1-4.2
            , 5.1-5.2
            
         

         
         
            sexualization of,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6.1-6.2
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            , 13
            , 14
            , 15
            , 16
            , 17
            , 18
            , 19
            , 20
            , 21
            , 22
            
         

         
         
            See also archetypes, female
            See also beauty
            See also body, female
            See also class
            See also clothing
            See also empowerment
            See also femininity
            See also hero’s journey
            See also identity
            See also masculinity
            See also liminality
            See also mothers
            See also powers, magical
            See also race
            See also revenge
            See also sacrifice
            See also sexual orientation
            See also sexuality
            See also specific characters, genres, and works
            See also superheroines
            See also violence
            See also wives
            
         

         
      

      
      
         heterosexuality
         See sexual orientation
         
      

      
      
         High Noon [film],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         High Plains Drifter [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Hill, Diana “Sugar” [character],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         Holla [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Hogwarts,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         holodeck,
         1
         
      

      
      
         homosexuality
         See sexual orientation
         
      

      
      
         hooks, bell,
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Höpfl, Heather,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Hornblower, Horatio [character],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Horsley, Jake,
         1
         
      

      
      
         How To Lose a Guy in 10 Days [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Howard, Ron,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Howl’s Moving Castle [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Hum Aapke Hain Koun . . . ! [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Hum Saath-Saath Hain [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Hunger Games, The [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         hybridity
         
         
            in characters,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            
         

         
         
            in narratives,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2.1-2.2
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         I Spit on Your Grave [1978 film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Ibanez, Carmen [character in Starship Troopers],
         1
         
      

      
      
         identity,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16
         , 17
         , 18
         , 19
         , 20.1-20.2
         , 21
         , 22
         
         
            heroines’ explorations of,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            , 13
            , 14
            , 15
            , 16
            , 17
            
         

         
         
            fluidity of,
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3
            
         

         
         
            secret,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            
         

         
      

      
      
         ideology,
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         India, film industry
         See Bollywood.
         
      

      
      
         Inness, Sherrie,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Ishii, O-Ren [character in Kill Bill],
         1
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         James, E. L.,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Janeway, Kathryn [character in Star Trek: Voyager],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5.1-5.2
         
      

      
      
         Japan,
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         
      

      
      
         Jeffords, Susan,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Jeremiah Johnson [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Jim Crow era,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         Jimenez, Phil,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Jonah Hex [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Jowett, Lorna,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      K

      
         Kaczynski, Theodore,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Kaname, Madoka [character in Puella Magi Madoka Magica],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Kane, Amy Fowler [character in High Noon],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Kelley, Karol,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Kennedy, Jacqueline,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Kent, Thomas,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Kenzi [character in Lost Girl],
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         Kahbi Alvida Naa Kehna [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Khal Nayak [film],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Kiddo, Beatrix [character in Kill Bill]
         See Bride, The
         
      

      
      
         Kiki’s Delivery Service [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Kill Bill [film],
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
         
      

      
      
         Kinky Boots [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Knee, Adam,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Knocked Up [film],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Knowles, Deborah,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Kon, Satoshi,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Konig, Christina,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Kord, Susanne,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Kotani, Mari,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Krimmer, Elizabeth,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Kupperberg, Paul,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Kyle, Selina [character],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Kyubey [character in Puella Magi Madoka Magica],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
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         Lajja [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Last House on the Left [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Lawrence, Jill [character in The Man Who Knew Too Much],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Le Chiffre [character in Casino Royale],
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         lesbians
         See sexual orientation
         
      

      
      
         Lewis, Dr. Lauren [character in Lost Girl],
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         liminality,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14.1-14.2
         , 15
         , 16.1-16.2
         , 17
         , 18
         , 19
         , 20
         , 21.1-21.2
         , 22
         
      

      
      
         Lonergan, Jake [character in Cowboys and Aliens],
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         Long Kiss Goodnight, The [film],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      

         Lost [television series],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Lost Girl [television series],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         love,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11.1-11.2
         
         
            parental,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            
         

         
         
            redemptive power of,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            , 5
            
         

         
         
            romantic,
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8.1-8.2
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            , 13
            , 14
            , 15
            , 16
            , 17
            , 18
            , 19
            , 20
            , 21
            , 22
            , 23
            , 24
            , 25
            , 26
            , 27
            , 28
            , 29
            
         

         
         
            See also friendship
            See also marriage
            See also motherhood
            See also mothers
            See also sexual orientation
            See also sexuality
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Love Interest
         See archetypes, female
         
      

      
      
         Lovretta, Michelle,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         
      

      
      
         loyalty,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         
      

      
      
         Luo, Wei,
         1
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         MacKinnon, Catharine,
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Mad Men [television series],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         Madmartigan [character in Willow],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         , 7.1-7.2
         
      

      
      
         magic,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10.1-10.2
         , 11
         , 12
         
         
            See also archetypes, female
            See also Magical Girl
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Mahabharat [Bollywood epic],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         mahō shōjo (“magical girls”) [anime genre],
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         maleness,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
         
            See also masculinity
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Man Who Knew Too Much, The [1934 film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Man With No Name, The [character],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Mandy [character in Chloe, Love Is Calling You],
         1.1-1.2
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         manga,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Manifest Destiny,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Marauder’s Map,
         1
         
      

      
      
         marginalization
         See domination
         
      

      
      
         marijuana
         See drugs
         
      

      
      
         marriage,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8.1-8.2
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12.1-12.2
         
         
            in romantic comedy films,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            
         

         
         
            in Bollywood films,
            1.1-1.2
            
         

         
         
            See also weddings, wives
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Marshall, Neil,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Marston, William Moulton,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         masculinity,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         
         
            association with heroism,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            
         

         
         
            characteristics displayed by heroines,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4.1-4.2
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            
         

         
         
            torture and,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2.1-2.2
            
         

         
         
            traits associated with,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            
         

         
      

      
      
         masochism,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         McAdams, Dan P.,
         1
         
      

      
      
         McCarthy, Dwight [character in Sin City],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         McCoreighan, Fitzpatrick “Trick” [character],
         1
         
      

      
      
         McGee, Michael,
         1
         
      

      
      
         McKerrow, Raymie,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Melley, Theodore,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Meslin, Dave,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Miki, Sayaka [character in Puella Magi Madoka Magica],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Miller, Frank,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         mining,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         Missee Lee [novel],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Miyazaki, Hayao,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Monroe, Marilyn,
         1
         
      

      
      
         monsters,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7.1-7.2
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         
      

      
      
         Monster [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Morrison, Grant,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Mortimer, Claire,
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Mother India [film],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         motherhood,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         , 7
         
      

      
      
         mothers,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
         
            characters’ own,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4.1-4.2
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8.1-8.2
            , 9
            , 10
            
         

         
         
            heroines as,
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5.1-5.2
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8.1-8.2
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11.1-11.2
            , 12
            , 13
            , 14
            , 15
            , 16
            , 17
            , 18
            , 19
            , 20
            , 21
            , 22
            , 23
            , 24
            , 25.1-25.2
            , 26
            
         

         
         
            social perceptions of,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6.1-6.2
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Ms. .45 [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Mulvaney, Becky Michele,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Mulvey, Laura,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         Murdock, Maureen,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         My Neighbor Totoro [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         myths,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9.1-9.2
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16
         
         
            about African slaves,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2
            
         

         
         
            about modern superheroes,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4.1-4.2
            
         

         
         
            Greek,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            
         

         
         
            Hebrew,
            1
            
         

         
         
            Indian,
            1.1-1.2
            
         

         
         
            Native American,
            1.1-1.2
            
         

         
         
            See also gods and goddesses
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         “Nantucket Trilogy” [novel series],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      N

      
         Napier, Susan,
         1
         
      

      
      
         narrative conventions,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         
         
            comic book,
            1
            
         

         
         
            epic fantasy [genre],
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            , 5.1-5.2
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            
         

         
         
            horror,
            1
            
         

         
         
            Indian (Bollywood),
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            
         

         
         
            Indian (traditional Hindu),
            1.1-1.2
            
         

         
         
            neo-noir,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            
         

         
         
            rape/revenge,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            
         

         
         
            science fiction,
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            
         

         
         
            shōjo,
            1.1-1.2
            
         

         
         
            superhero,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            
         

         
         
            Western,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4.1-4.2
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Native Americans,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6.1-6.2
         , 7.1-7.2
         
      

      
      
         Nausicaä and the Valley of the Wind [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Neale, Steve,
         1
         
      

      
      
         New York [city],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Nichols, Jane [character in 27 Dresses],
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         
      

      
      
         Nijhawan, Amita,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Nikita [character],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         Nikita [television series],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         Nishabd [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         nonviolent (nonviolence),
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         , 7
         
      

      
      
         nostalgia,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
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         Oedipal complex,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Omkara [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         On Basilisk Station [novel],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Otto, Jeff,
         1
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         pain,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7.1-7.2
         , 8
         , 9
         
      

      
      
         Pale Rider [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         paranoia,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         Pascal, Blaise,
         1
         
      

      
      
         patriarchy,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         
      

      
      
         Pearson, Carol,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Pender, Patricia,
         1
         
      

      
      
         penis
         See phallus
         
      

      
      
         Pérez, George,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         Perper, Timothy,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         phallus,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         , 7
         
      

      
      
         Phantom Empire, The [film serial],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Phillips, Mary,
         1
         
      

      
      
         police,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9.1-9.2
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         
      

      
      
         Pope, Katherine,
         1
         
      

      
      
         pornography,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         post-9/11 era,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         postfeminism,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         postmodernism,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         
      

      
      
         Potter, Harry [character],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         Potter, Lily [character in Harry Potter],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         power,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6.1-6.2
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14.1-14.2
         , 15
         , 16
         , 17
         , 18
         , 19
         , 20
         , 21
         , 22
         , 23
         , 24.1-24.2
         , 25
         , 26
         , 27
         , 28
         , 29
         , 30
         
         
            exercised by media,
            1
            , 2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            , 5.1-5.2
            , 6
            
         

         
         
            exercised by men,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            , 13
            , 14.1-14.2
            , 15
            , 16.1-16.2
            
         

         
         
            exercised by women,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4.1-4.2
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9.1-9.2
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            , 13
            , 14
            , 15
            , 16
            , 17
            , 18
            , 19
            , 20
            , 21
            , 22.1-22.2
            , 23
            , 24.1-24.2
            , 25
            , 26
            , 27
            
         

         
         
            limits on women’s,
            1
            , 2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6.1-6.2
            
         

         
         
            socio-political dimensions of,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            
         

         
         
            See also patriarchy
            
         

         
      

      
      
         powers, magical,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9.1-9.2
         , 10.1-10.2
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         
         
            See also superpowers
            
         

         
      

      
      
         pregnancy,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         
      

      
      
         Pretty Woman [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Prime Directive,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Prince, Diana [character in Wonder Woman],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7.1-7.2
         , 8.1-8.2
         , 9.1-9.2
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16.1-16.2
         , 17
         
         
            See also Wonder Woman
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Princess [archetype]
         See archetypes, female
         
      

      
      
         Princess Mononoke [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         prostitutes,
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6.1-6.2
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         
      

      
      
         pseudonyms,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         Puella Magi Madoka Magica [television series],
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         
      

      
      
         Pugh, Tison,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Pullens, Alison,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Pulp Fiction [film],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Purse, Lisa,
         1
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         “Queen of the Black Coast” [short story],
         1
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         Queen of the Damned [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         queens,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         queer sexuality
         See sexual orientation
         
      

      
      
         queer theory,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         queering,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         quests,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8.1-8.2
         , 9
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            for power,
            1
            
         

         
         
            for revenge,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            
         

         
         
            for romance,
            1
            , 2
            
         

         
         
            for self-knowledge,
            1
            
         

         
      

      
      R

      
         Raavan [film],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         race,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8.1-8.2
         , 9.1-9.2
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         
      

      
      
         racism,
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         Ramayan [Hindu epic],
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Rambo, John [character],
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         rape
         See violence, sexual
         
      

      
      
         redemption,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9.1-9.2
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         
      

      
      
         Rendino, Christine [character in Choosers of the Slain],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Rennet, Herb [character],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Reservoir Dogs [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         responsibility,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         
      

      
      
         resurrection,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         revenge,
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6.1-6.2
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16
         , 17
         
         
            See also violence
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Revolutionary Girl Utena [anime],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         
      

      
      
         Reyes, Esteban [character in Weeds],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         Rhodes, Carl,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Rich, Adrienne,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Ripley, Ellen [character],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Robertson, Jennifer,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Rodriguez, Robert,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         
      

      
      
         role-playing games,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         romance,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         
      

      
      
         romantic comedy [genre],
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Rosenberg, Alyssa,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Ross, Sharon,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Rowdy Rathore [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Rowling, Joanne “J. K.”,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         Rushing, Janice H.,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         Ryan, Maureen,
         1
         
      

      
      S

      
         sacrifice,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14.1-14.2
         , 15
         , 16
         
      

      
      
         sadomasochism,
         1
         , 2
         
         
            See also sexuality
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Sailor Moon [television series],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Sakura, Kyoko [character in Puella Magi Madoka Magica],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Salaam Namaste [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Salander, Lisbeth [character],
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
         
      

      
      
         Salt [film],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Salt, Evelyn [character],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Samantha/Charly [character in The Long Kiss Goodnight]
         See Baltimore, Charly
         
      

      
      
         Sarkeesian, Anita,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Savran, David,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         science fiction,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16
         
      

      
      
         Scott, Alison [character in Knocked Up],
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Scream, Blacula, Scream [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Sea Fighter [novel],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Sea Strike [novel],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Searchers, The [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Secretary [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Serenity [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Sex and the City [television series],
         1
         
      

      
      
         sexual orientation,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
         
            bisexual,
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5.1-5.2
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            
         

         
         
            gay,
            1
            , 2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8.1-8.2
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            
         

         
         
            lesbian,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            , 13
            
         

         
         
            queer,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            
         

         
         
            straight,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7.1-7.2
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            
         

         
      

      
      
         sexual tension,
         1
         , 2
         
         
            See also romance
            
         

         
      

      
      
         sexual assault
         See violence, sexual
         
      

      
      
         sexuality,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16
         , 17
         , 18
         , 19
         , 20
         , 21
         , 22
         , 23
         , 24
         , 25
         , 26
         , 27
         
         
            as source of power,
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3
            , 4.1-4.2
            , 5.1-5.2
            , 6.1-6.2
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            
         

         
         
            cultural attitudes toward,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4.1-4.2
            
         

         
         
            display of,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            
         

         
         
            exploitative depictions of,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            
         

         
         
            women punished for expressing,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Sheba Baby [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         shōjo ,
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Shugart, Helene,
         1
         
      

      
      
         sidekicks,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Silverman, Kaja,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Sin City [film],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         Singer, Alvy [character in Annie Hall],
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Singer, Ben,
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Siren [archetype]
         See archetypes, female
         
      

      
      
         Sleeping Beauty [character],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Smith, Anne Marie,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Snape, Severus [character in Harry Potter],
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Snow White [character],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Someone Like You [film],
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Sorsha [character in Willow],
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Sound of Music, The [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Spartacus [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Spicer, Andrew,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Spider-Man [character],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Spirited Away [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Stabile, Carol A.,
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Stackhouse, Sookie [character in True Blood],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Stagecoach [1939 film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Star Trek: Voyager [television series],
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5.1-5.2
         
      

      
      
         Star Wars [film],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Stark, Hayley [character],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Starship Troopers [1959 novel; 1997 film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Strode, Laurie [character in Halloween],
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Studlar, Gaylan,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Stuller, Jennifer K.,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         style
         
         
            cinematic,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            
         

         
         
            literary,
            1
            
         

         
         
            personal,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            
         

         
         
            visual,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4.1-4.2
            , 5.1-5.2
            , 6
            
         

         
      

      
      
         subjugation
         See domination
         
      

      
      
         submission,
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         
      

      
      
         suburbia,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         succubi,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         
      

      
      
         Sugar Hill [film],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         Summers, Buffy [character],
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9.1-9.2
         , 10.1-10.2
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         
      

      
      
         Sunset Boulevard [1950 film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Super Antihero,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         superhero story [genre],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8.1-8.2
         
      

      
      
         superheroes,
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8.1-8.2
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         
         
            See also names of specific characters
            
         

         
      

      
      
         superheroines,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         
         
            See also specific characters
            
         

         
      

      
      
         superpowers,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         
         
            sexuality as a form of,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            
         

         
      

      
      
         supervillain
         See archvillain
         
      

      
      
         Swenson, Ella [character in Cowboys and Aliens],
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         , 6.1-6.2
         
      

      
      
         symbols,
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11.1-11.2
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16
         , 17.1-17.2
         , 18
         , 19.1-19.2
         , 20
         , 21
         , 22
         
         
            of archetypal figures,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2
            
         

         
         
            of castration/emasculation,
            1.1-1.2
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            
         

         
         
            of power,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11.1-11.2
            , 12.1-12.2
            
         

         
         
            sexual,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            
         

         
         
            mythological,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4.1-4.2
            , 5.1-5.2
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            
         

         
      

      
      T

      
         teenagers,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8.1-8.2
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         
      

      
      
         television,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7.1-7.2
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12.1-12.2
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16
         , 17
         
      

      
      
         Thompson, Jason,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Thriller (They Call Her One-Eye) [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Tidus [character in Final Fantasy X],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Toepfer, Susan,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Tomoe, Mami [character in Puella Magi Madoka Magica],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Top Gun [1985 film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         torture,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6.1-6.2
         , 7
         , 8
         
      

      
      
         transformation (of characters),
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7.1-7.2
         , 8.1-8.2
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         
      

      
      
         Treat, Shaun,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Trevor, Steve [character in Wonder Woman],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         Trick [Lost Girl character]
         See McCoreighan, Fitzpatrick
         
      

      
      “

      
         “Tropes vs. Women in Video Games" [short film series],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      T

      
         True Blood [television series],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         
      

      
      
         trust,
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         
      

      
      2

      
         27 Dresses [film],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3.1-3.2
         
      

      
      U

      
         Ugly Truth, The [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Unabomber
         See Kaczynski, Theodore
         
      

      
      
         Unfaithful [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Utena [character in Revolutionary Girl Utena],
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      V

      
         Vamp [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         vampires,
         1
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         
         
            See also Buffy the Vampire Slayer
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Vanger, Harriet [character in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo],
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Vanger, Martin [character in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      
         villain,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         
         
            See also archvillain
            
         

         
      

      
      
         villainesses,
         1
         
      

      
      
         violence,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         
         
            against women,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5.1-5.2
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9.1-9.2
            , 10
            , 11
            
         

         
         
            by women,
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3
            , 4.1-4.2
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8.1-8.2
            , 9
            , 10.1-10.2
            , 11
            , 12
            , 13
            , 14
            , 15
            , 16
            , 17
            , 18
            , 19
            , 20
            , 21
            , 22
            , 23
            
         

         
         
            redemptive,
            1
            , 2.1-2.2
            , 3
            
         

         
         
            sexual,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9.1-9.2
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            , 13
            , 14
            , 15
            , 16
            , 17
            , 18
            , 19
            
         

         
         
            See also nonviolent, revenge, torture, weapons
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Vivian, Bradford,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Voldemort, Lord [character in Harry Potter],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         , 6
         
      

      
      
         Voodoo,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6.1-6.2
         , 7.1-7.2
         
      

      
      
         Voorhees, Pamela [character in Friday the 13th],
         1
         
      

      
      W

      
         Wallace, David L.,
         1
         
      

      
      
         War of the Worlds [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Warrior (Woman) Princess [archetype]
         See archetypes, female
         
      

      
      
         Washburn, Dennis,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Washburne, Zoe [character in Firefly],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Water [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         weapons,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         
         
            bombs,
            1
            , 2
            
         

         
         
            guns,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            , 13
            , 14
            , 15
            , 16
            , 17
            , 18
            
         

         
         
            knives,
            1
            , 2
            , 3
            , 4
            , 5
            
         

         
         
            swords,
            1
            , 2
            , 3.1-3.2
            , 4
            , 5
            , 6
            , 7
            , 8
            , 9
            , 10
            , 11
            , 12
            , 13
            , 14
            , 15
            , 16
            , 17
            
         

         
      

      
      
         weddings,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         , 7.1-7.2
         
      

      
      
         Weeds [television series],
         1.1-1.2
         
      

      
      
         Western culture,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         
      

      
      
         Westworld [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Whedon, Joss,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6.1-6.2
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         
      

      
      
         Whore [archetype]
         See archetypes, female
         
      

      
      
         Wild Wild West [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Wild Woman [archetype]
         See archetypes, female
         
      

      
      
         Wilkinson, Eleanor,
         1
         
      

      
      
         Willett, Jane [character],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Willow [film],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         
      

      
      
         Wilson, Natalie,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         witches,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5.1-5.2
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         
      

      
      
         wives,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7.1-7.2
         , 8
         , 9.1-9.2
         , 10.1-10.2
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         
         
            See also marriage
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Wizard of Oz, The [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Wonder Woman [character],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         
         
            See also Prince, Diana
            
         

         
      

      
      
         Wonder Woman [comic book series],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4.1-4.2
         , 5
         , 6.1-6.2
         , 7
         , 8
         
      

      
      
         work,
         1.1-1.2
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         , 9
         , 10
         , 11
         , 12
         , 13
         , 14
         , 15
         , 16.1-16.2
         , 17
         , 18.1-18.2
         , 19
         , 20
         , 21.1-21.2
         , 22
         
      

      
      
         World Is Not Enough, The [film],
         1
         
      

      
      
         World War II,
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      X

      
         X-Files, The [television series],
         1
         
      

      
      
         Xena [character],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3
         , 4
         
      

      
      
         Xena, Warrior Princess [television series],
         1
         , 2.1-2.2
         , 3.1-3.2
         , 4
         , 5
         
      

      
      Y

      
         Yuna [character in Final Fantasy X],
         1
         , 2
         , 3
         , 4
         , 5
         , 6
         , 7
         , 8
         
      

      
      Z

      
         Zayer, Linda T.,
         1
         
      

      
      
         zombies,
         1
         , 2
         
      

      
      
         Zuazo, Pilar [character in Weeds],
         1
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         how representations have evolved over time. A regular contributor to national publications
         and organizations, including Bitch Media, Ms. Stuller has been invited to speak at conferences in the United States and internationally,
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