


PART 1: Introduction
Contemporary and historical research identifies a disparity between the way women are represented on screen. The number of ‘good’ female characters represented on screen outweighs the number of women defying traditional expectations of femininity and rejecting the role of obedient wife or loving mother, commonly perceived as the ‘anti-heroine’. The promotion of the family unit and the female role within it, has never been more rife, nor problematic within mainstream US media, with heightened attention given over to the role of women due to the current political landscape. Critical discussions point to a lack of maternal women as a key cause of economic downfall. In response to a potential Democratic presidential win in the 2024 US election, US Senator JD Vance famously likened democratic female career women such as Kamala Harris to ‘a bunch of childless cat ladies who are miserable at their own lives and the choices that they've made and so they want to make the rest of the country miserable, too’ (2024). There have been numerous supporters of Vance’s unsettling comments, not least mainstream journalist Michael Cook who goes on to suggest that ‘if people want to be happy, a life with babies is infinitely preferable to a life of empty leisure, languorous holidays, and middling job satisfaction’ (2024). Cook goes on to argue that we should not be celebrating or encouraging childlessness amongst women as this will, in turn, contribute to the economic demise of America.   These repetitive social expectations placed upon women are mirrored within female representation in popular film and TV fiction. In examining the obstacles that hinder the creation of more multi-layered complex female characters that do not simply fall into the palatable bracket of ‘good mother and wife’, Castellano (2023) argues that such creations are limited by social expectations of how women should act, stating that these expectations are ‘related to a very traditional view of womanhood, which associates the woman to the domestic space, to a position of submission to her husband, and denies her right to pleasure and libido’ (1499:2023). This ‘very traditional view of womanhood’ is sadly, not an old, outdated view held by a select few, but one that has been fuelled by current political debate and has appeal to mass audiences.

With a social and contextual shift occurring, statistical data identifies that more than half (50.1%) of women in England and Wales turning 30 in 2020 were the first generation to be more likely to be child-free than mothers (ONS, 2024). This could point to a renewed interest in representations which reflect these social changes. For creators of film and TV this reveals an opportunity to tap into an audience of female spectators who want to see stories that more accurately reflect their own experiences that allows female characters a happy ending that doesn’t revolve around having children or a traditional family unit. 

The aim of this research project is to conduct a detailed review of literature related to these issues of female representation within contemporary Hollywood film & TV. The ‘umbrella’ question behind the research is ‘How are female characters who defy social expectations portrayed by contemporary Hollywood Film & TV productions?’ This will include a particular focus on Hollywood’s treatment of non-maternal or childless women, career women and images of women who reject traditional family values or are seen to transgress social norms. Contemporary for the purpose of this study is defined as the past five years, though some literature draws upon important historical examples that also feature within this review. 

Future research for this ongoing project will involve quantitative primary examinations of audience reception of these characters from a female spectator’s point of view within the current social and cultural context. The chosen literature this time will therefore pay some attention to audience reception and current debates surrounding spectatorship.  The research undertaken in this, and future projects will be used to inform teaching practice on the BA Film & TV studies programme at the University of Wales: Trinity Saint Davids, including a lecture series on representation in Hollywood cinema. 

The aims of this literature review are to find the answers to the following sub-questions:
· How do Hollywood narratives promote the ideas of traditional family values through the representation of female characters?
· What are the new emerging ‘anti-social’ female archetypes within contemporary research (post-2020) of popular film & TV? 
· Are there any trends in audience reception to non-traditional female representations?

PART 2: Methodology
Stage 1: Ontology - Identifying a useful research question
The first stage of methodology for this project was identifying a useful research question. A key aim of the study was to be able to apply the findings to professional practice. The chosen research question ‘How are female characters who defy social expectations portrayed by contemporary Hollywood Film & TV productions?’ was therefore designed to allow the development of content for a series of lectures for the undergraduate Ways of Thinking module for the BA Film programme at UWTSD. 

My professional development plan conducted for BMP7010, identifies three actions for which this project could help to inform:
1. An externally recognised research profile
2. Published research
3. Work on collaborative research projects

With this in mind, I identified two opportunities which could stem from the findings of this research. The first, to present a conference paper proposal to the International Conference: Fight Clubs, American Psychos and Girls Interrupted at the University of Salford; the second, a call for essay proposals on Cultural Studies and Post-feminism in Film & TV for a collaborative project. The research undertaken here has allowed me to write and submit proposals for both opportunities.

Stage 2 – Epistemology & Methodology: Selecting literature for review
Subjectivism and interpretivism are the primary research positions of the film theorist as illustrated by the nature of the qualitative studies under investigation. Coming from a feminist standpoint as someone who believes in equality, has some influence on the likely interpretation of the findings.   In terms of the methodology for this review, ten papers in total were chosen. The papers were selected using keywords central to my research question. The words searched were chosen to locate studies with case study approaches and textual examples: Bad Girls; Rebels; Anti-Heroine; Mistress; Female Spectator; Wife; Mother; Cinema; Hollywood. The literature review was designed to reflect on contemporary thinking on the key questions posed. 50% of the papers reviewed are from the last five years to ensure I am aware of recent debates and archetypes or as Lotz (2001) coins it, the current ‘cultural atmosphere’ (106:2021). The most recent papers were chosen with the hope that they might illuminate any research gaps and issues within contemporary thinking. To gain a fuller understanding of the research question under investigation, the selection of papers offers historical insights into the emergence and development of female archetypes (Zimmerman, 1985; Gabbard & Gabbard, 1993). Shwartz (2023), Klecker (2020), and Greven’s (2021) studies in particular were useful in identifying and deconstructing contemporary archetypes using a case study approach to analysis – these papers will prove useful in providing a model from which to structure a primary research investigation. All ten papers reviewed use a subjective ontological approach and interpretivist epistemology. All are ethnographic studies, using inductive research methods leading to subjective, exploratory analysis. Commonly, the papers reviewed used quantitative research methods, using cinematic case studies and film analysis to inform qualitative findings. Textual analysis of film sequences and theoretical analysis and interpretation are the most popular quantitative methods used. All papers reviewed use a case study approach, using a film text or character on which to scaffold a wider discussion of representation in a given context. Two studies (Deepika, 2024; Kaklamanidou, 2018) use mixed methods of quantitative research to inform qualitative findings. 

Feminist film theories are cited across the studies. Social contexts are an important feature to framing this type of research, particularly the contexts of Patriarchy and Post-Feminism. Some reviews build on this, offering new, emerging contexts such as ‘Post-Post Feminism (Castellano, 2023) and New Liberalism (Kaklamanidou, 2018).  Some of the research findings use historical case studies to add new perspectives on contemporary case studies.

A full summary of all papers cited can be found in Appendix 1. 

Stage 3: Analysis – 
Lotz (109:2001) outlines three different approaches to undertaking research within this domain:
· Examining the theme and context of feminism in relation to representation construction
· A focus on female character types
· The study of narrative strategies (including codes of representation and structures of looking)

This research report will offer a literature review based on Lotz’s framework, exploring subversive female character types identified within recent academic research (undertaken between 2020-2024) in contemporary film & TV. The research presented has been analysed in terms of Lotz’s three categories, firstly addressing the contextual factors behind on-screen representations, looking at two key ideas: The gender burden and what it means to uphold ‘traditional family values’. The second part of the analysis focuses how new characters types have emerged within new film & TV texts. Thirdly, by analysing narrative structures, it is possible to identify patterns in the representation of characters and the emergence of common narrative tropes and how these work to promote or reject specific ideologies regarding traditional family values and gender roles.

PART 3: Literature Review
Context: The gender burden
Social context emerges as a key consideration across all the papers reviewed and an area which requires essential consultation when undertaking research into representation. The concept of the ‘gender burden’ and societal expectations on women from an early age appears to have a direct corelation with the representations of gender we see on film and TV. Castellano (2023) identifies that female characters carry ‘a heavy gender burden’ that does not apply to their male counterparts due to the gender expectations placed on them within society, stating that women ‘can’t be manipulative, dysfunctional, or even unethical without being criticised for their attitudes.’ (1497:2023). Castellano argues that the gender burden becomes more complex as often the qualities displayed by any form of anti-heroine clash social expectations of femininity or relinquish these traditional roles to embrace qualities such as betrayal or violence (1500:2023). This therefore has an impact on audience response to unusual gender representations as the viewer carries expectations of gender with them into the viewing experience.

The gender burden is constantly perpetuated as identified by Greven (2021) who recognises that repetitive imagery continues to be disseminated through American culture via nostalgic images of the female nurturer within Hollywood cinema and beyond. Greven (2021) explores expectations of gender in a study of the film Get Out (Peele, 2017) which features numerous female villains, arguing that the film ‘illuminates the ongoing burden placed on female-gendered people to be nurturing caregivers’ (193:2021). Greven (2021) argues that the representation of femininity has proven controversial due to the implicitly bad nature of the two female villains of the piece, Missy and Rose. The study argues how problematic the representation of female evil is, suggesting that the film has misogynistic undertones as a result of the presentation of such ‘wholly negative’ female figures. The problem here is the underlying suggestion that horrors more traditional final girl/victim would be more positive. 

Get Out strongly conveys the message that the mother who fails to give care is far more horrifying than a similarly non-nurturing father (198:2021). In this case, these women are villainised to the extreme as psychologically unhinged murderers. As the wife and daughter of a corrupt and murderous husband and father, Greven argues that the female characters ‘fully uphold the patriarch’s evil regime’, fundamentally attributing their badness to the male character rather than considering that the women themselves could be truly evil. This suggests that the women are merely puppets of the male mastermind, even though this is not alluded to by the events of the film’s narrative. While it is common for the male anti-hero to posses a violent mentality, the female anti-hero possesses ‘emotional, psychological and mental instability’ (1501:2023).  Where male characters can be understood to be naturally evil by the spectator who does not need to view and understand the male character’s backstory, women are often viewed as psychologically damaged by a narrative moment which sheds light on the cause of the badness. A common narrative trope reveals the loss of a child as the moment which damages the female character to the extent that she becomes murderous, as seen in films such as The Hand that Rocks the Cradle (Dir. Hanson, 1992) and more recently A Mother’s Instinct (Dir. Delhomme, 2024)

Theme 1: Traditional Family Values/The maternal instinct
The issue of Hollywood as a vehicle used for the promotion of traditional family values is a theme consistently emerging within the research reviewed through the idea that female characters should possess a maternal instinct.  Family values are the ‘ideological substance’ from which narratives and representations are constructed (Zimmerman, 1985). The presentation of ‘familialism’ and the endorsement of traditional male and female roles within mainstream media is a concept which deserves attention. Shwartz (2023) explores how women who don’t adhere to traditional gender roles within society have historically been presented as a menace to social order. This is commonly seen through characters who are childless or have no maternal instinct. Their typical presentation as ‘abnormal, pathological and socially and psychologically challenged’ (22:2023).

The quality of ‘hypersexuality’ and related characteristics of being morally questionable, manipulative or a threat to family values was a common emerging descriptor of women perceived as ‘bad’ in the ten papers reviewed. Zimmerman (1985) argues that women who pose a threat to traditional family values are presented in a negative light through an exploration of the popular historical text, Dynasty (1982-83). Zimmerman’s study discusses the concept of ‘familialism’ in detail when exploring the representation of bad women in relation to good women, offering that good female characters exhibit controlled sexuality, instinctual love, monogamous coupling and a ‘natural, biological urge for motherhood’ (70:1985). Zimmerman offers that female characters who uphold these values are positioned in a wholly positive light, one far removed from women situated outside the boundaries of the nuclear family. Women engaging in wholesome and ‘good’ behaviour, have their ‘sexuality and mobility controlled’ primarily through the institution of marriage. Female characters who hold power within the public sphere and have control of their own independence from marriage, both sexually and socially, are presented as ‘an evil force that annihilates natural family relations’ (71:1985). This is seen through the character of Alexis played by Joan Collins where there is a distinct blurring between character and star as Collins is often viewed as having a ‘diva’ persona off screen as well as on.

Where female characters dare to possess traits traditionally associated with males, the result is rarely viewed as progressive through a feminist lens as it is received as a woman becoming more masculine in order to assume a powerful position. Qualities such as physical power, hard-bodied physique and emotional coldness are assumed synonymous with maleness. Castellano explores the problematic notion that the female anti-heroine is in possession of qualities traditionally and socially associated with a masculine ethos, stating that ‘to appear strong, deep, and multi-layered, women must exhibit behaviours decoded by the public as masculine’. (1501:2023). Klecker (2020) agrees that strong and progressive female characters lead to the natural adoption of traits stereotypically associated with masculinity (444:2020). There is no assumption addressed by the research reviewed that the gender burden works both ways or that the construction of complex male characters may be hampered by societal expectations of gender.

[bookmark: _bookmark7]Gabbard & Gabbard (1993) argue that ‘women who stray from traditional female roles are increasingly likely to take monstrous forms in Hollywood movies’ (421:1993). It would be interesting to look at representations of ‘absent fathers’ and men situated outside of the private sphere as it is clear from this study that they are not vilified in the same way. Greven also argues that the repetition of archetypal associations of females as nurturing and maternal can result in misogynistic reactions ‘when the female caregiver fails to give care, or, worse, betrays the trust of those she cares for…especially if the caregiver is a mother.’ (198:2021).  This idea suggests that audiences en-masse do not respond well to representations of women who do not embrace the role of caring mother above all else. Further research expects to see a shift in these imagined ‘misogynistic reactions’ as societal expectations on women change and modernise within contemporary society. 

Shwartz refers to Edelman’s concept of Reproductive Futurism – the idea that only a child can give meaning to women’s lives (19:2023), further exploring the thought that women without children within TV and film are presented as a ‘morally questionable outcast’ or monstrous figures. Carroll (2012) in Kaklamanidou (2018) also argues that ‘American culture can’t accept the reality of a woman who does not want to be a mother. It goes against everything we’ve been taught to think about women and how desperately they want babies’ (288:2018). Female characters who opt out of the traditional realms of motherhood are seen to ‘corrupt the natural order of things’, as laid out by patriarchal social systems (20:2023). This is a common theme throughout the research – that women who are not mothers have an ulterior motive within society to dismantle the norm of the family by being sexually corrupt or morally bankrupt. They cannot simply exist as unproblematic individuals – instead it is assumed there is something fundamentally ‘wrong’ with them. By the same token, uncaring/emotionally cold/sexually assertive males appear frequently within popular culture in uncomplicated terms.

In an interesting quantitiave study, Kaklamanidou (2018) finds the promotion of pronatalism in US TV shows is something that is increasingly prevalent. In a quantitative study of 42 sitcoms, Kaklamanidou (282:2018) finds that 61.9% centre upon the traditional patriarchal model of the nuclear family with the majority featuring mother characters. The study finds that TV with rare exceptions, ‘avoids representations of childless females’ and that motherhood is still the predominant narrative focus to move a female orientated plot forward within certain genres, such as the sitcom (2018:275).  

Kaklamanidou suggests that, perhaps as a punishment to representations of independent career women, the theme of ‘motherhood lost’ is used as a narrative tool. This sees narrative conclusions in which otherwise powerful and successful career women, in TV dramas such as How to Get Away With Murder and Damages face personal battles related to estranged offspring or the prior death of a child. Kaklamanidou states that ‘the narratives suggest that if both women had brought their children into the world, they would have been fulfilled and would probably not need to validate themselves through their careers (280:2018). One can still see this trope today, most recently in the female fronted True Detective (2024) which sees Jodie Foster’s professional duties disturbed by frequent flashbacks to happier days as a mother until the untimely death of her child, despite being a successful well-regarded detective. Kaklamanidou also identifies a similar narrative trope where ‘a career woman who wanted to be childless was turns into a model of motherhood’ (282:2018).

Klecker (2020) argues that ‘the trope of ‘the bad mother’ stands in stark contrast to how fatherhood tends to be depicted’ (438:2020) with frequent, unproblematic representations of absent or working fathers prioritising their professional careers above family life. In terms of motherhood, Klecker (2020) identifies that ‘the only logical explanation for woman defying this natural choice must be a mental issue’ (439:2020), using examples from Homeland and The Killing to support this hypothesis. These perceived deep-seated problems are used to rationalise why these characters rebuff romantic relationships.

Theme 2: Narrative Punishment 
Regester (32:2015) argues that ‘women in a patriarchal society who do not adhere to prescribed norms of behaviour are punished’. This translates frequently to how representations are handled within the media. The closure of a text’s narrative is an important element when looking deeply at the presentation and promotion of certain ideologies and messages. Zimmerman (1985) argues that ultimately, the narrative constructs good women as victim to villainous females who are instead viewed as the disruptive force with the nuclear family acting as a ‘recuperative narrative mechanism’ (69:1985) and apparent promotion of the ideologies of familialism. Ultimately within these narratives, the unruly woman, as is common within Hollywood narratives, provides a ‘rationale for the narrative to punish her deviance’ (74:1985). 

Gabbard & Gabbard (1993) provide substantial case study evidence that aberrant women receive ‘cinematic punishment’ (425:1993) in part for their exhibition of nonmaternal qualities. Kaklamanidou (287:2018) agrees that representations of female non-conformity ultimately lead to the punishment of female characters for their supposed ‘disobedience’. In the case of Fatal Attraction (Lyne, 1987), Gabbard and Gabbard observe that the audience ultimately sees the death and mental demise of the ‘highly sexed career woman’ – Alex, played by Glenn Close at the hands of the ‘good mother’ (2023:32) and the wife of the man she was having an affair with, with some semblance of family harmony restored. These binary oppositions of femininity are present in opposing moral contrast to one another with the errant female often presenting as psychosocially unhinged, throwing metaphorical grenades at the family unit, in the case of Fatal Attraction by boiling to death the family pet rabbit. This is not the only text whose conclusion sees the death of women who do not uphold patriarchal values. The ending of Thelma and Louise (Dir. Scott, 1991) sees the suicide of two women on a road trip escape from the confines of domesticity.  Gabbard and Gabbard argue that putting an end to female power is a ‘collective fantasy’ from which Hollywood can only capitalize (421:1993) and that this conclusion enables the male spectator to leave the cinema ‘knowing that their threat to patriarchy has ended’ (435:1993). This fantasy, as with many academic studies of spectatorship, assumes a male spectator/reader. The natural assumption would be that the female spectator would scuttle off back into the confines of patriarchy for fear of death or punishment should she dare to stand against it. However, as Cooper (1999) finds, the female reception to the film has been much more positive than men who for the most part ‘hated’ the film. Numerous articles revisiting spectator response to Fatal Attraction in the post ‘Me Too’ era also see female viewers condemn the treatment of Alex with Glenn Close even speaking out in favour of a contemporary re-write stating ‘how wonderful it would be to write that story from [Alex's] point of view. That, I think, would be really interesting’ (2018).

The theme of motherhood is commonly addressed within film & TV naratives. Kaklamanidou identifies a common narrative trope in which female stories are concluded by an apparent reversal of their initial resistance to motherhood, posing the question ‘is motherhood an inescapable element when writing (a finale) that includes women of child-bearing age?’ (2018:280). It would be interesting to further analyse these findings into whether the gender of the creator has an impact on the outcome of such stories. Klecker (2020) also argues that ambitious women are seen to sacrifice ambitions and ‘do the right thing’ (436:2020) and withdraw from the public sphere.  Within storylines that have a tendency to challenge the life choices of women who do not fulfil traditional female roles there appear to be only two options - ‘creators either punish (these characters) or restore the norm of women fulfilling traditional roles’ (450:2020).

Theme 3: Spectatorship
Castellano (2023) argues that female characters receive criticism when challenging traditional gender norms, stating that the lack of these types of representations is ‘associated with the fact that female characters are more likely to be criticized for their actions differently than antiheroes, who have received critical accolades and scholarly attention’. (1499:2023). It would be helpful to define where and who this criticism is coming from. I hope that future research will identify that female spectators love these flawed characters more than those displaying traditional and compliant behaviours. As Castellano identifies, an abundance of texts featuring flawed male anti-heroes (Breaking Bad, Dexter, The Sopranos) have proved immensely successful and popular with audiences but does not acknowledge how women perceive flawed female characters, especially when revisiting historical texts within a contemporary context.

Deepika’s quantitative audience study (2024) uncovers some essential audience research related to the audience reception to representations of ‘bad women’ within media texts. The study finds that respondents viewed bad female characters as unrealistic and not representative of their own real-world experiences – ‘rather than looking at them as role models, they appreciate the characters for their entertainment values’. (241:2024) Deepika draws upon the context and the culture of the women sampled within the study who felt that women within society are primarily caring and loving. These associations illuminated the idea that representations of bad women are unrealistic and imaginary and not representative of them as individuals leading to audience rejection of negative stereotypes and traits. Deepika draws upon the reception theory of Thurston (1993), arguing that audience reception is influenced by one’s own social and cultural values.  The study points to the work of Ang (1985) as connecting viewing pleasure and the context of consumption and acknowledges that gender, age, class caste and religion should be examined as factors which can influence audience consumption.

The women sampled recognise that whilst the representations have ‘no relation to their everyday lives but are fun to watch’ (220:2024), alluding to some level of cathartic, pleasurable experience to be gained from viewing these representations on an entertainment level as opposed to an identification level. 

Shwartz (2023) addresses the concept of spectatorship in relation to these representations, arguing that we are not positioned to identify with women presented as social deviants and they are presented as either ‘unworthy of recognition and identification’ (26:2023) or antagonists or evil villains whom we should fear or despise (31:2023). This is only enhanced by their supposed aggressive and deviant sexuality which acts as a tool to ‘legitimize the viewer’s dislike of them’ (27:2023). Viewers are positioned to fear the childless woman as she is shown engaging in threatening behaviour. As Shwartz puts it, ‘she is the enemy partly because she is oversexed and tries to steal people’s husbands’ (32:2023). In the case of texts which show male characters succumbing to the charms of a mistress in the form of a shallow narcissist, Shwartz argues that viewers will likely side with the male who inevitably returns to the sanctity of his wife and the nuclear family (32:2023).

Shwartz perhaps points to a change in audience response within a contemporary female spectator and the burgeoning, less reactive concept of ‘allegiance’ put forward by Felski (2015) offers that some contemporary female characters such as Tanya from The White Lotus are viewed with empathy due to her failure to conform. One imagines that this positive reception is in part down to the cult appeal of the actress Jennifer Coolidge and the blurring of the boundaries between character and cult comedic actress. 

The spectator is acknowledged in Klecker’s study (2020) where it is argued that unlikeable female characters make audiences feel uncomfortable and that likeability is ‘most easily achieved by adhering to familiar relational roles’ (448:2020). Further contextual factors could be analysed to understand the profiles and intersectionality of the spectator, rather than assuming one mass audience, separated only by gender differences.

Moving forward: New emerging Deviant archetypes
Two of the most recent studies reviewed here identify new emerging female archetypes who display traits that do not upload traditional family values and expectations of women, exploring the treatment of these women by the films’ narrative trajectories. 

The Duplicitous Girlfriend & the Hypnotic Mother (Greven, 2021)
Greven (2021) provides an insight into two new bad female archetypes – that of the ‘duplicitous girlfriend’ (Rose) and the ‘hypnotic mother’ (Missy). Betrayal is identified as the defining quality of both women, particularly as both characters wear masks of traditional femininity ultimately relinquishing these roles to engage in violence and betrayal. Greven identifies that Rose appears nurturing and protective, whilst Missy is ‘seemingly benign’ with a caring, patient and sensitive demeanour. Greven argues that Missy is a ‘failed maternal figure’ as she is abusive, controlling and manipulative and ‘actively reneging’ caretaking duties. 

The Shallow Narcissist and the Sad Spinster (Schwartz, 2023)
Schwartz (2023) identifies two archetypes of childless women – the shallow narcissist and the sad spinster, creating distinctions between the two based on whether the characters are voluntarily childless, in the case of the shallow narcissist, or involuntarily childless, in the case of the sad spinster.

Shwartz offers that the voluntarily childless shallow narcissist is presented as selfish, manipulative and dangerous due to her lack of maternal instinct (21:2023). Drawing on the roots of the femme fatale archetype, these character types are often aesthetically sexy.  They are often rich and successful with high levels of intelligence; ‘they can be ambitious and competent but are still considered failures’ (22:2023) due to their non-traditional qualities and how they live their lives.  Shwartz argues that any positive attributes are instead framed as pathological qualities which enable the characters to manipulate and control. The sad spinster character on the other hand, is presented as aesthetically plain and leads a meaningless, sad life with a loose grip on reality which causes destruction within the narrative. This destruction is usually targeted towards a representation of traditional family values. Shwartz states that both character types stand in opposition to the caring mother figure and heteronormative order (21:2023). 

The Lone Wolf (Klecker, 2020)
Klecker (2020) explores the concept of the ‘lone wolf’ character and the differences in the presentation of this character type based on gender. The female lone wolf has much in common with her male counterpart, for example, single-mindedly focused on her profession and the deprioritising of personal relationships (431:2020). Klecker finds this character type rare amongst females but popular amongst males, historically those within the western, action and superhero genres in which the male lone wolf is presented as heroic. However, for female characters, ‘not seeking a steady relationship and never wanting children still seem to be transgressions of norms’ where the behaviour is only tolerated within villainous female characters as opposed to the heroine (431:2020). Often single career women, the lone female wolf is seen to be ‘selfish, emotionally stunted and ultimately regretful about ‘forgetting’ their essential roles as wives and mothers’ (436:2020).

Part 4: Future Actions
This review identifies a number of actions for undertaking future research into this area. 
It would be useful to engage with new and emerging and contemporary examples to examine current female characters in the wake of a number of current contexts, including post-‘Me Too’ and the changing social contexts of more child-free career women.  Schwartz (2023) identifies some contemporary exceptions which defy common tropes and old archetypes including Tayna (White Lotus), Diana (The Good Fight) and point to the possibility of new concepts of the child-free woman. Schwartz recognises that these characters have the potential to become feminist heroines but infrequently possess the likability and empathy required to connect with female viewers. Schwartz provides the recent example of Shiv from Succession as someone who viewers are unlikely to empathise with due to a ‘general lack of empathy and lack of interest in motherhood’. More detailed analysis of what female spectators want within a contemporary context is needed as this appears to assume spectators who themselves are mothers. Increased intersectionality across a wider cross section of female spectators of all backgrounds and circumstances should be consulted in order to understand a fuller picture. 

Schwartz study finds that representations of childless women from working class or lower-class backgrounds within the realms of film and TV are almost non-existent. All of the examples provided show upper class, successful women from wealthy story-worlds who are framed as having ‘too much discipline and ambition’ to be wives and mothers (30:2023). This feeds into the popular myth that women cannot successfully occupy both the public sphere of work and successful career and the private domestic sphere of home life and motherhood. Schwartz states that ultimately ‘viewers cannot imagine a good life for a childless female character (23:2023), making identification and any form of self-recognition from female viewers unlikely. 

Future research should attempt to define whose interests traditional social expectations serve and whether these expectations have evolved over time. This links to debates about creators and the creative voice. Who are the creators of these representations and does this make a difference to what is made, what is seen? Who are the representations aimed at? How are they received? Hollywood and the media and film insutries are widely regarded as fundamentally patriarchal institutions with female creators still very much in the minority. As Schwarz states, ‘there are possible industrial obstacles for the creation of antiheroine narratives to be investigated in future works’ (1500:2023) – this suggests that women’s stories for the most part are still being told by men. This needs to change.

There have also been to date relatively few academic studies that address representations of childless female characters on television shows and/or films, particularly in UK TV & Film. As Kaklamanidou (2018) points out, motherhood and childlessness are two equally acceptable decisions for contemporary women and as such both narrative arcs should be represented on screen for female spectators to see. Popular media narratives play an important role in shaping views and promoting representations and values. These should therefore incorporate stories about the rich life that women of all life experiences can have. At the same time, serious discussion is needed to distinguish the reasons behind the stigmatization of women who do not choose a traditional life trajectory.











Appendix 1
	Paper Details
	Purpose/Ontology/
Epistemology
	Research Design
	Future

	Paper (Author, Year) No. of View/Citations)
	What question/s does it address?
Philosophy/Position
	Research Methods

	Theories/Contexts 

	Recommendations for further research practice

	1 Castellano (2023)
	What are the obstacles/difficulties that hinder the creation of anti-heroines?


Ethnographic Study, Subjective, Interpretivism
	Qualitative research methods – an interpretative study which focuses on film & sequence analysis. 

Analysis and interpretation of case studies and associated papers
	Feminist
Post Feminist
Post-Post Feminist
Neo Liberalism
Social and Political Contexts

	How certain stereotypes negotiate with social practices and expectations of the female audience?
Female audience only briefly considered.
Female creators and production context only briefly considered.  

	2 Deepika (2024)
	How do female audiences intersect with bad female characters? (A small community of Indian Women focus)

Ethnographic Study, Subjective, Interpretivism
	Mixture of qualitative and quantitative research methods:

Quantitative data used to: Measure women’s responses to a selection of film texts 

Researcher immersed into the cultural context of India – conducted participant observation of sampled community

Interviews/Field notes

Application of range of theories

TV Analysis

	Notable quantitative audience studies:
Ang 1985
Joshi 2001
Morley 1980 & 1986
Radway 1985

Audience Theorists:
Bentham 2021
Mills 2015
Katz 2008
Stall 2004
Spiegelman 2010
Barthes 1973
Mulvey 1989
Zillmann & Cantor 2017
	Not identified 


	3
Greven (2021)
	An exploration of the gender politics behind the controversial female representations in the film Get Out (Peele, 2017)

Ethnographic Study, Subjective, Interpretivism
	Qualitative research methods – an explorative ethnographic study of a filmic case study (Get Out) from a range of different theoretical perspectives.

Film sequence analysis
	Feminist Film Theory:

Clover 1992/2015
Pinedo 1997

Intersectionality
	Not identified

	4 Zimmermann (1985)
	An exploration of what constitutes a bad woman Vs a good women within the TV Show ‘Dynasty’ (1982-83)

Ethnographic Study, Subjective, Interpretivism
	Qualitative research methods – an interpretative study which focuses on sequence analysis. 

Analysis and interpretation of social and political contexts of the time
	Familialism
Patriarchy
Capitalism

Political context – Reagan Administration/The values of the New Right 

	How can these ideas be applied to a contemporary text?

	5 Gabbard & Gabbard (1993)
	The concept of the ‘phallic woman’ in cinema. How does the representation of bad women reflect male fear?

Ethnographic Study, Subjective, Interpretivism
	Qualitative research methods – an interpretative study which focuses on sequence analysis. 

Analysis and interpretation of associated theories and contexts
	Psychoanalytic theory (Freud, Mulvey)
	Apply idea to current thought/films

	6 Schwartz (2023)
	Ho ware childless women portrayed in contemporary US Film & TV?

Ethnographic Study, Subjective, Interpretivism
	Qualitative research methods – an interpretative study which focuses on the analysis of characters from a range of film & TV texts. 

Analysis and identification of two character tropes
	Social context
Neo-liberal society
Patriarchy
Feminism
Concept of ‘allegiance’ in relation to identification
Reproductive Futurism - Edelman
	Investigations of the possibility of new conceptions of the childless woman seen in contemporary texts (White Lotus, Succession, The Good Fight)

A change in audience response to these women within the contemporary viewer

	7 Kaklamanidou (2018)
	An analysis of the atypical instances of voluntarily childless heroines on contemporary US TV between 2010 – 2015


Ethnographic Study, Subjective, Interpretivism
	Mixed methods 

A quantitative content analysis of mothers and families depicted across 42 sitcoms

Uses to some historical secondary quantitative data to explore percentages of childless-ness in US women.

Qualitative analysis of narratives and representations from a number of TV texts
	Post Feminism
New Liberalism
Pronatalism
	Author recommends that ‘serious discussion is needed at a political level to distinguish the reasons behind the stigmatization of female childlessness and also to plan for a solid social structure that will incorporate the voluntarily childless, rather than marginalize them.’

	8 Klecker (2020)
	An exploration of some recent changes in the depictions of female television characters focusing on antisocial heroines and the ‘lone wolf’ in contemporary American television. 

Ethnographic Study, Subjective, Interpretivism

	Qualitative research methods – an interpretative study which focuses on the analysis of characters from a range of film & TV texts. 

Analysis and identification of the ‘lone wolf character trope and an exploration of this in terms of the gender differences presented in mainstream US TV
	New Traditionalism
Transgressive social norms
	Author concludes that domesticity and romance is not necessarily the focus of female storylines and offers that contemporary examples are lacking from current academic discussion as the representation of the ‘lone wolf/anti-heroine’ is still problematic.



	9. Lotz (2001)
	This article surveys the varied applications of post-feminism in recent media scholarship and considers the utility of reclaiming the term as a descriptor that delineates recent developments in feminist theory and representations, instead of its more negative connotation.
	A review of a range of feminist and post-feminist academic theories
	Feminism
Post Feminism

Key feminist theorists:
Rowe 95
Mayne 97
Clark 90
	Author notes ‘Feminist media scholarship must adopt new ways to identify and explore textual developments as theorists recognize new ways of understanding relations of power and gender
circulating in societies, and the women living in those societies redefine their concerns and priorities.

	10. Regester (2015)
	A discussion of the Monstrous mother applied to the text ‘Precious’

Ethnographic Study, Subjective, Interpretivism
	Qualitative research methods – an interpretative study which focuses on the analysis of a film text

Analysis and identification of a range of transgressive ‘mother’ character tropes.
	Feminist Horror film theorists i.e. Carol Clover
	Interesting re-appraisal of a film text using alternative genre codes
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