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Here’s to strong women.


May we know them,


may we love them,


may we be them,


may we celebrate them.









Foreword


Throughout these pages you will find the fictional characters I treasure the most, all of whom have helped shape me in a small way, expanded my world, and taught me what it means to be a strong woman.


While writing this book, I found it extremely hard to narrow the scope down to just fifty inspiring female characters. A glance at my overflowing bookcase or a look back in my Netflix history shows just how obsessive my consumption of strong fictional women is! I wanted to feature characters that not only represent a variety of genres, but also a variety of backgrounds and periods in history, with each character representing different qualities and perspectives on what it means to be a strong woman. It would be easy, for example, to fill these pages with feminist superheroes, but there is a lot more to being a strong woman than donning a flattering spandex suit and high kicking your problems away.


The time in history and the places in which these characters exist are key to understanding what make them strong women. With our views on feminism and gender constantly evolving, what made sense two hundred years ago can seem wildly outdated by today’s standards. For example, you won’t see Elizabeth Bennet burning her corset or telling Mr. Darcy to shove his outdated gender views up his ass. Nonetheless, for her time and place she was a truly radical feminist icon.


In truth, there is no perfect fictional feminist out there, no goddess-like woman who exhibits every desired trait of femininity and strength (and if there was, what a boring character she would be anyway). The characters featured here are flawed individuals, all figuring it out as they go along—much like we are.









Introduction


I expect that everybody has read a book or seen a show at some point and really identified or felt drawn to a certain character. That feeling of being immersed and seeing the world through a different perspective, gaining an insight into what makes that character tick, is a luxury we seldom have in our daily lives. Even if you are surrounded by friends and family members who are emotionally honest, it is human nature to conceal some of our innermost feelings. Living in a world where everyone says they’re “fine,” fictional characters can be some of the most transparent individuals in our lives, making them easier to relate to.


The fictional stories we grew up with can play a huge role in shaping our lives and leave a lasting impression. Whether it’s in books or on-screen, fiction enables us to experience new worlds and characters we wouldn’t normally meet and see the inner workings of other people’s minds—all from the comfort of our own sofa. The fictional environment that we are exposed to as we grow helps determine our values, ambitions, and imagination so it makes sense that for many young people, the female characters they encounter influence their own views on femininity, feminism, and what it means to be a strong woman.


In this book I will introduce you to the stories that influenced me throughout my life and to the exceptional fictional women I have met along the way. Whether it is having a crush on someone at school, overcoming adversity, dealing with racism/sexism, or surviving a dystopian future (thanks, global pandemic!), there is a fictional character for every experience. And by reading about or watching their triumphs, fears, and struggles, it can help you with your own.


A strong woman is not just a kick-ass lady who solves her own problems and goes off on her own adventures. She also encapsulates many qualities such as inner strength, bravery, intelligence, determination, and resilience. In a world where much of how a society perceives its women is shaped by the media, it’s important for books, TV shows, and films to offer positive role models for girls and women to look up to, who can hold their own, and are not just waiting for their knight in shining armor to deliver them to their happily ever after! There are so many strong women who meet these criteria, and the following pages include just a short selection of fifty.


NOT ALL SUGAR AND SPICE AND EVERYTHING NICE …


Particularly in children’s literature and media, it is hard to escape the overplayed gender stereotypes of princesses dressed in pink waiting for their perfect Prince Charming to come along and save the day. These lazy damsel in distress narratives have been a blueprint for much of what many of us consumed as a child. From Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty to Snow White, the building blocks for what was meant to interest young girls were always the same: A demure and delicate woman valued only for her exceptional beauty who has no control over her own destiny and needs saving from her hardships by a man. This played out storyline had remained popular since Victorian times when most stories aimed at young girls were supposed to instill a strong moral code with tales of wicked women being punished for their unruly willfulness while virtuous women are rewarded with a happily ever after. I’m happy to report that these storylines are destined for the history books, with even Disney undergoing a feminist reboot in recent years with films like Frozen, Moana, and Encanto showing the next generation that girls are perfectly capable of solving their own problems.


Many of the characters featured in this book come from books which have, over the years, been repeatedly banned from school classrooms or entire countries. For example, The Color Purple, The Scarlet Letter, and To Kill a Mockingbird, to name a few. I find this extremely telling of society’s fear of narratives that feature strong women and the often “unpalatable” stories they have to tell. By choosing to exclude a narrative, it sends a clear message that society is actively trying to silence women. Unfortunately, the problem still persists, and as recently as 2020 a high school in Georgia pushed for the removal of Margaret Atwood’s feminist classic The Handmaid’s Tale from the curriculum due to vulgarity and sexual overtones.


If we censor the stories that don’t have a happily ever after, we are not getting a true snapshot of the human experience. Life can be devastating, cruel, and painful, something most women are very aware of. But if these experiences are seldom reflected, how are we as women expected to feel represented?


FEMINISM IN FICTION


Throughout the course of history, literature and film are embellished with spectacular works of fiction, theory, and criticism all revolving around one thing: feminism. Even when women had less of a voice in the literary world, you still see strong female protagonists.


The history of women in fiction is a complex one. Historically, women were the storytellers, the ones who would enchant children with tall tales to impart wisdom and life lessons to the next generation. For thousands of years, mothers, aunts, and grandmothers held the narrative, telling stories by the fire or in the nursery. The problem was that for the better part of history, men were the only ones allowed to write down and record these narratives. Until the mid-nineteenth century, women were discouraged from education and forbidden to publish or make a career in storytelling. It all boils down to the point Virginia Woolf made in her essay A Room of One’s Own, that society has different expectations for women and as a result creates no space for them. Woolf argued this point with Judith, the fictional sister of Shakespeare. Judith may have had the same aptitude for playwriting as her brother William, maybe even greater. However, as Judith was banned from receiving a formal education and unable to seek her own fortune, the world never knew her or her stories.


The Brothers Grimm, often labeled as the fathers of fairy tales, published stories that were not plucked from their own imaginations, but were in fact a collection of folk tales they composed from the words of generations of mothers and grandmothers. It can be argued that the Brothers helped save these stories from fading into the passages of time, preserving them for many generations to enjoy. However, it is undeniable that the Brothers profited hugely from their ability to publish and be heard, something that would not have been possible for two sisters to do at the time.


Enter the world of film and television where women, especially women of color, have been underrepresented. According to a study conducted in 2014 by the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media* which analyzed 120 films made worldwide from 2010 to 2013, only 31 percent of named characters were female and 23 percent of the films had a female protagonist or co-protagonist while only 7 percent of directors were women. This study is not alone in reflecting the underrepresentation of women in film. Another study published by the Media, Diversity & Social Change Initiative† examined the 700 top‐grossing films from 2007 to 2014 and found that only 30 percent of the speaking characters were female, which translates to a gender ratio of 2.3 men to every woman.


In 1985, comic strip illustrator Alison Bechdel proposed a way of assessing the gender equality of a film. She outlined three criteria to gauge whether women actively feature in a film, which are:




	The presence of two named female characters.


	These two female characters have to talk about something …


	… that has nothing to do with a man.





This test isn’t used to measure feminist content, just the mere existence of women in a movie. For example, you could have a film which features, for just thirty seconds, two women named Becky and Jennifer, having a conversation about how overrated they feel feminism is, pining for the good-old-days before women were weighted down with the pressures of voting or autonomy over their own bodies. This one scene would cause the film to pass the Bechdel test. Sounds simple, right? Wrong. In a 2021 article from the Journal of the Data Visualization Society*, it was reported that 40 percent of movies still fail the Bechdel test, and among those, 10 percent fail to satisfy even one of the three criteria.


BRIEF HERSTORY OF FEMINISM


Feminism is often described as happening in waves and, just like coastal erosion, each new wave hopes to take a chunk out of the gargantuan sheer cliff which is the patriarchy. Below is a brief summary of the history of feminism.


THE FIRST WAVE


Historically, the mid-seventeenth century is often cited as the beginning of the first wave of feminism, as it features some of the first texts that discuss the women’s liberation movement. However, this feels slightly unfair to most of human history, as scientists have recently revealed through the analysis of hand size that three quarters of cave paintings were created by women†. These cave paintings often depict game animals such as bison, reindeer, horses, and woolly mammoths. It had always been assumed that these images were made by male hunters, as a way to chronicle their skills, but perhaps this was the first wave of feminism, with cave women celebrating their own hunting skills or being the bearers of knowledge. These simplistic drawings are some of the earliest evidence of storytelling. With little evidence to go on, we might never know why women were the predominant artists in the Paleolithic Era, but the cave paintings made 2 million years ago give a faint echo to the voices of these early women.


A voice which was very clear in its disdain for how women were portrayed was that of Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797), an English writer and philosopher. In her 1792 essay A Vindication of the Rights of Women, she wrote “I may be accused of arrogance; still I must declare, what I firmly believe, that all the writers who have written on the subject of female education and manners … have contributed to render women more artificial, weaker characters, than they would otherwise have been; and, consequently, more useless members of society.” Wollstonecraft’s essay brought the discussion of a woman’s place in society into the mainstream.


The term feminism itself was first coined in 1837 by French philosopher Charles Fourier. It originally referred to feminine qualities or character, but toward the end of the nineteenth century it became inextricably linked with equal rights for women and the suffrage movement.


The first wave really started at New York’s Seneca Falls Convention of 1848, the first women’s rights convention. This two-day convention produced the Declaration of Sentiments (based on the Declaration of Independence) and was primarily authored by Elizabeth Stanton. In it she wrote “The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpation on the part of man toward woman, having in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her.” This declaration called for women to recognize the injustice they were held under, and it was this declaration that set the fire under the heavily corseted dresses of many women to start the suffrage movement. However, votes for women took more than seventy years, with Congress only passing it in 1920, sadly something Elizabeth Stanton never lived to see.


While votes for women may have been the beginning for the suffragettes, other minorities were also demanding equal freedoms such as the end of enslavement. Perhaps the most notable woman to have been active in both movements was abolitionist Sojourner Truth, a former slave who was the first black woman to successfully sue a white slave owner to reclaim her children. Truth’s famous speech “Ain’t I a Woman?” was in response to the all-male jury who presided over her trial that discussed the nature of women as being delicate and should be treated as such. Truth’s legacy is linked to the foundations of the theory of feminism and many years later her speech was performed again by actress Kerry Washington as part of Voices of People’s History of the United States.


The first wave of feminism influenced the popular culture of its time. Mary Shelley, English Gothic novelist and daughter of feminist icon Mary Wollstonecraft, published her novel Frankenstein in 1818, first anonymously but then under her own name in 1823. Frankenstein contained many references to her mother’s ideology and work. It is also clear to see the influence of first-wave feminism in the works of Jane Austen, who wrote female-centered stories often portraying the struggles of a woman’s place in society. See page 89 for a full discussion of the feminist icon that is Elizabeth Bennet and why she is still such a beloved fictional heroine to this day.


THE SECOND WAVE


Feminism’s second wave (often referred to as “women’s lib”) is characterized by the women’s rights movement of the sixties and seventies. This wave focused on women pursuing a career, reproductive rights, equal pay, and highlighting the horrific violence women were experiencing. Spurred on by activist Betty Friedan’s 1963 book The Feminine Mystique, many women responded to the “problem that has no name.” Friedan was dismissed from her journalism job in 1952 because she became pregnant with her second child. Forced to be a stay-at-home mom, Friedan began to question why women were expected to face the brunt of childcare, putting their own education and careers to the side in order to raise a family. This opinion was echoed the more Friedan talked to other women, yet she was floored that she had never seen it reported before. Instead, media and society were pushing the message that a woman can only be fully content in life if she is raising children.


The second wave came to its peak with French philosopher Simone de Beauvoir’s groundbreaking book The Second Sex. Simone declared that women in society are labeled as “Other.” She writes, “The category of the Other is as primordial as consciousness itself. In the most primitive societies, in the most ancient mythologies, one finds the expression of a duality—that of the Self and the Other.” Her works talk about women’s position in society as secondary, almost as an afterthought, and how this has become the norm through generations. The messages of Friedan and de Beauvoir, combined with the changing political climate of the 1960s, created a generation of women who were willing to expand upon the work from the previous generation of women.


The second wave of feminism saw some historic events emerge, such as the mass production of contraceptives, laws in place to protect the equal rights of women, and more women being involved in politics. These events had an influence on the pop culture of the time with television shows such as The Lucy Show and Bewitched showing women as independent individuals.


However, criticism of the second wave of feminism was that race, sexuality, and social class were not equally addressed. Patricia Hill Collins’s book Black Feminist Thought does not specifically call out the lack of inclusion in the second wave movement, but it does address the need to place the voice of women of color at the forefront of feminist theory, as often they are the ones who face the greatest prejudice. This prejudice is still felt today with one 2020 study on the earning differences by gender, race, and ethnicity showing that for every dollar a white man earns, a white woman earns $0.79 cents, while a black women earns 20 percent less than the white woman (altogether 37 percent less than the white man) at $0.63 cents.


The works of strong women such as Patricia Hill Collins, Gloria Anzaldua, and Audre Lorde contributed to what is known as the third wave of feminism.


THE THIRD WAVE


Although it is unclear where the second wave ended and the third wave began, bestselling book Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism, and the Future is accredited with bringing the third wave into the mainstream. Feminism’s influence over pop culture was pivotal during this time. A good example is in the music scene of the mid 1990s with the “Riot Grrrl” movement. Starting as an underground feminist punk movement, it quickly spread to over twenty-six countries. This movement allowed a new generation to become politically conscious and fight out against the patriarchy. However, unlike the women of the second wave who grew up in the sixties, the women of the third wave are said to have been raised in a “post-feminism era,” not having to fight for the rights to play sports, get birth control, or pursue a career. The third wave had the biggest impact on Hollywood when the moviemaking industry realized there was a lot of money to be made in feeding the high demand for female-led shows. This has resulted in some of our most beloved fictional feminists like Princess Leia and Buffy Summers.


The third wave also shifted its focus to non-Western women in the discussion of women’s rights.


THE FOURTH WAVE


The fourth wave brings us into the twenty-first century, and although the attention may still be on questions raised by earlier waves, through the use of social media, feminism found a new platform. The hashtags #MeToo and #TimesUp rocked the world in 2006, spotlighting the sexual harassment and abuse women were subjected to on a daily basis. The media covered some of the biggest sex scandals in Hollywood, although the effects were felt in many countries, with politicians taking notice of this global movement.


In 2012, British writer and activist Laura Bates started up the Everyday Sexism project (www.everydaysexism.com) to record women’s impressions of the ingrained sexism they experience. The project saw over a hundred thousand women’s experiences of sexism and discrimination being recorded, from the classroom to the workplace, in the media and in public spaces.


Fourth wave feminism also reevaluated the definition of who a woman is and has become more LGBTQ+ inclusive, acknowledging the previously marginalized trans community.







* Smith, S. et. al.: Gender Bias without Borders: An Investigation of Female Characters in Popular Films across 11 Countries. Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media. 2015.


† Smith, S. et al.: Inequality in 700 Popular Films: Examining Portrayals of Gender, Race & LGBT Status from 2007 to 2014. Media, Diversity & Social Change Initiative. 2015.


* Viswanathan, G. What Is the Bechdel Test and What Is Its Relevance to Today’s Film Industry? Journal of the Data Visualization Society. July 2021.


† Snow, D. Sexual Dimorphism in European Upper Paleolithic Cave Art. American Antiquity, 2013;78(4), 746-761.
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