()

ANUSANDHANVALLAN

Asee 1236 Lian

o

A Study on the Evolution of Female Representation in Select Hollywood
Superhero Movies.

IRasin V, ?Dr. S. Jenefa,
'Research Scholar, Dept. of Journalism and Science Communication, Madurai Kamaraj University, Madurai

2Professor & Head, Dept. of Journalism and Science Communication, Madurai Kamaraj University, Madurai

Abstract: Superhero cinema has become one of the most influential forms of popular culture in Hollywood. Over
the past few decades, superhero films have evolved from being primarily male-centred narratives into a major
cinematic space in which female characters increasingly occupy important roles. Through textual analysis of
selected films, this study focuses on dimensions such as female characterisation, narrative agency, physical and
emotional representation, relationships with male characters, leadership and power, stereotypes, and changing
constructions of femininity. The findings show that there is a significant structural shift in portrayal of female
characters. Women increasingly occupy the central protagonist/ superhero role. It is identified that a greater
emphasis is placed on women’s agency, personality, abilities and decision-making in these movies.
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Introduction

In recent years, superhero films have dominated the global box office, captivating audiences with their thrilling
narratives and iconic characters. Amidst the popularity of this genre, there has been increasing scrutiny on how
women is represented within these cinematic universes. Films produced by major studios such as Marvel Studios
and DC have introduced women as superheroes, protagonists, leaders, warriors, and central agents of the narrative.
This development reflects broader changes in social attitudes toward gender, female agency, and representation in
popular media. At the same time, the increased presence of women in superhero films does not necessarily indicate
that gender representation has become completely equal or free from traditional stereotypes.

The ways in which female superheroes are portrayed can influence understandings of femininity, strength,
leadership, independence, and power. Analysing these representations can therefore provide insight into the
changing cultural expectations surrounding women in society. Against this background, the present study
examines the evolution of female representation in selected Hollywood superhero movies. By comparing female
characters across different films, the study seeks to identify the major shifts in the representation of women and
to understand whether contemporary Hollywood superhero cinema represents a meaningful movement toward
more complex and empowered portrayals of women.

Rationale of the study

The study of female representation in superhero films is particularly significant because cinema is not merely a
form of entertainment; it also participates in the construction and circulation of cultural ideas about gender. This
study is necessary because it fills a conceptual gap by tracking the precise transition of female characters from
isolated, hyper-sexualised characters and secondary corporate sidekicks to sovereign blockbuster leads and
complex, multicultural matriarchies. Therefore, this research offers significant value to the fields of media studies,
feminist sociology, and contemporary film criticism.

Objectives of the study

1. To assess what extent, have female characters shifted from passive plot devices or sidekicks to
independent, active drivers of the narrative arc.
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2. To analyse how the visual presentation of female superheroes evolved away from the traditional gender
stereotypes and male gaze.

Literature Review

Historically, superhero films have functioned as cultural sites for constructing and reinforcing hyper-masculinity
(Brown, 2011). The born sexy archetype is a recurring screenplay dynamic identified by media critics (Mendelson,
2017), wherein a highly powerful female character lacks basic social experience, rendering her narrative
dependency on a male guide absolute despite her physical abilities. In early superhero literature and media studies,
scholars used Laura Mulvey’s (1975) concept of the "male gaze" to analyze how characters functioned primarily
as visual spectacles, romantic incentives, or damsels in distress whose sole purpose was to motivate the male
hero's journey. Even during the initial expansion of comic book franchises in the late 2000s, critics noted a
persistent narrative dependency in women characters whose personal goals remained subservient to the male leads
(Cocca, 2016).

As studios began integrating women into action sequences during the 2000s and early 2010s, scholars identified
a transitional phase marked by the tough girl archetype. While figures like Black Widow gained physical combat
competence, literature emphasizes that their agency was frequently undermined by hyper-sexualized framing and
a lack of autonomous backstory, leaving them framed as highly skilled yet secondary ensemble players (Inness,
2004; Neal, 2014). The portrayal of female characters in superhero cinema has undergone a significant structural
evolution, transitioning from passive narrative devices to self-determining protagonists. Recent academic
consensus highlights a major paradigm shift toward genuine narrative agency, catalysed by female-led films such
as Wonder Woman (2017) and Captain Marvel (2019). Contemporary media scholars argue that these modern
blockbusters allow female protagonists to operate as narrative subjects rather than objects, driving the primary
plot through choices rooted in their own moral frameworks, personal growth, and complex motivations rather than
male influence (Banet-Weiser, 2018; Curtis, 2019).

Conceptual Framework

The script, dialogue, character descriptions, and narrative structure of the movies will be systematically evaluated
across five core textual parameters, integrated with established film and gender studies literature.

1. Narrative Agency: Evaluates whether female characters function as goal-driven causal agents who
initiate crucial plot events. Textual analysis tracks character motivation, turning-point decisions, and resolution
impact rather than passive reactions to male-led narrative arcs (Bordwell, 1985; van Laer & Orazi, 2024).

2. Power Dynamics: Measures structural authority, command over narrative situations, and decision-
making power expressed in dialogue and scene hierarchies (Weber, 1947; Foucault, 1980).

3. Gender Stereotypes: Identifies script-level reliance on traditional gender archetypes (e.g., emotional
vulnerability, damsel in distress tropes, or narrative reduction via "Fridging") versus written subversions of these
expectations (Tuchman, 1978; West & Zimmerman, 1987).

4. Male Relationships: Assesses how interactions with male co-stars are written—evaluating whether
relationships are constructed as equal partnerships, romantic dependencies, mentorships, or subordinate support
roles (Bechdel, 1985; Connell, 2005)

5. Male Gaze: Adapted Mulvey's foundational gaze theory to textual content. Analyses written dialogue,
character descriptions, voyeuristic script directions, verbal diminutives, and script-level sexual objectification
(Mulvey, 1975; Berger, 1972).

Methodology

This study utilizes a qualitative textual analysis to examine the structural and narrative evolution of female
representation in selected Hollywood superhero films. Rather than analyzing visual composition or screen
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aesthetics, this research focuses strictly on the written and spoken narrative elements—dialogue, character arcs,
plot involvement, and thematic framing—to decode how gender power dynamics are constructed across different
eras of superhero cinema.

Sample Selection

The research utilizes purposive sampling to select four milestone Hollywood superhero films Rather than
analyzing every superhero film produced, these specific texts were selected because they represent distinct
industrial, cultural, and chronological shifts in female representation. The select films are as follows.

L. Catwoman (2004): Represents the early-2000s baseline. It is a solo, female-led superhero film heavily
criticized for prioritizing aesthetic objectification over narrative arc.

2. Iron Man 2 (2010): Marks the inception of the modern comic book movie boom (the Marvel Cinematic
Universe), introducing a foundational female hero strictly within a secondary, supporting sidekick role.

3. Wonder Woman (2017): Functions as the definitive industrial turning point, representing the first
critically and commercially successful female-fronted superhero film directed by a woman.

4. Black Panther: Wakanda Forever (2022): Represents the contemporary era, moving past singular
female archetypes to showcase a multi-dimensional, intersectional ensemble of female leaders.

Analysis and Findings

This study evaluates the text-based and visual data collected from the four selected films. To map the evolution
of female representation, the films are analyzed across five specific parameters: Narrative Agency, Power
Dynamics, Deconstruction of Gender Stereotypes, Dynamics of Male Relationships, and the Visual Politics of the
Male Gaze.

Narrative Agency

In terms of narrative agency, it is measured that whether a character possesses her on motivations that actively
move the story forward, or if they merely react to ideas and plans put forwarded by male characters.

There is a clear upward track in narrative agency of female characters. In Catwoman (2004), Patience Phillips’
transformation is entirely reactionary, born out of her murder by corporate villains. Her agency is immediately
compromised as she spends the film reacting to local crimes rather than actively dismantling the systems that
victimized her.

By 2010°s Iron Man 2, narrative agency drops significantly. Natasha Romanoff possesses zero personal autonomy;
she is a functional tool deployed by Nick Fury to monitor Tony Stark. She lacks a personal goal, a backstory, or
an independent arc, serving entirely as an asset to push the male protagonist's storyline forward.

A structural rupture occurs in Wonder Woman (2017), where Diana Prince acts as the absolute, self-motivated
engine of the plot. Her departure from Themyscira and her mission to defeat Ares are driven by her own internal
moral compass and philosophical beliefs. She does not wait for a male prompt to act.

This parameter culminates in Black Panther: Wakanda Forever (2022), where narrative agency is entirely
collectivized among a matriarchy. Shuri, Ramonda, and Okoye hold absolute narrative authority, making high-
stakes choices regarding warfare, technology, and global diplomacy that completely dictate the trajectory of the
film's plot without requiring external male validation or initiation.
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Power Dynamics

This parameter evaluates the nature of the power the female character wields—whether it is authentic institutional
authority, or if it is derivative of male hierarchies and tied to sexual manipulation.

In the earliest phase, Catwoman (2004) frames female power as feral, chaotic, and inherently linked to hyper-
sexualized behaviour. Patience gains cat-like agility, but this power is expressed through breaking minor laws and
domestic boundary-testing, lacking any systemic or institutional weight.

In Iron Man 2 (2010), Natasha Romanoff’s power is highly competent but strictly derivative. She possesses
formidable martial arts skills and intelligence, yet this power is entirely subverted under the authority of
S.H.ILE.L.D. (a male-led bureaucracy). Her power is also presented as a femme fatale weapon—deceptive,
corporate, and secondary to Tony Stark’s overt, weaponized engineering power.

Wonder Woman (2017) shifts this dynamic by introducing divine, sovereign power. Diana’s power is literal,
physical, and ideological; she is an demigod whose strength outmatches every male soldier on the battlefield.
However, her power is still operating outside of modern human political structures.

Wakanda Forever (2022) legalizes and institutionalizes this power on a global scale. Queen Ramonda wields
absolute, sovereign institutional power as a recognized Head of State addressing the United Nations. Princess
Shuri controls the world's most advanced scientific infrastructure, and Okoye commands a nation's military forces.
Their power is structural, systemic, and entirely decoupled from male permission or sexual allure. Thamanna, A.
T., & Subramani, R. (2024)

Gender Stereotypes

This parameter used to assess the degree to which these films reinforce traditional patriarchal gender binaries or
successfully subvert them to provide complex human depth.

Catwoman (2004) aggressively reinforces harmful gender stereotypes. Before her transformation, Patience is
written as the cliché "mousey, submissive woman" who cannot stand up to her boss. Post-transformation, she
swings directly into the opposing stereotype: the hyper-emotional, predatory, irrational woman guided by basic
animal instincts, obsessed with leather fashion and luxury setups.

Iron Man 2 (2010) replaces this with the "unshakeable, cold woman" archetype. Natasha Romanoff is denied any
emotional vulnerability, flaws, or psychological depth. To keep her from threatening the male hierarchy, she is
written as a flawless, clinical fantasy figure who possesses no internal conflict.

Wonder Woman (2017) begins the work of subversion by blending traditionally split gender traits. Diana is
allowed to be physically fierce and militarily lethal, while simultaneously remaining deeply empathetic,
emotionally expressive, and openly idealistic.

Wakanda Forever (2022) completely dismantles the "strong female character" cliché by allowing its women an
extraordinary, unrestricted emotional spectrum. Shuri is permitted to experience a dark, vengeful, and morally
gray rage that nearly consumes her—a trait historically reserved exclusively for male anti-heroes. Queen Ramonda
displays both monumental royal stoicism and the raw, unpolished devastation of a grieving mother. By allowing
these characters to fail, grieve, rage, and intellectualize simultaneously, the film shatters binary stereotypes.

Male Relationships

This parameter tracks how the female protagonist interacts with male figures, examining whether she is positioned
as an object of desire, a subordinate, or an equal/leader.
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The evolution within this parameter highlights a massive shift in narrative hierarchy. In Catwoman (2004),
Patience’s primary relationship is a romantic subplot with Detective Tom Lone. Her actions are consistently
designed to dance around his investigations, and her ultimate validation is heavily tied to this heteronormative
romance.

In Iron Man 2 (2010), Natasha’s relationship with men is defined by corporate subordination and objectification.
Tony Stark openly views her as an administrative plaything, famously stating, "I want one," upon meeting her.
Her interactions with male figures are transactional, performative, and entirely defined by her undercover mission
to serve or assess them.

Wonder Woman (2017) historicizes a radical flip in this dynamic. In Diana’s relationship with Steve Trevor, Steve
is explicitly coded as the traditional "damsel" or supporting sidekick. While they share mutual romantic respect,
Diana is the protector and the superior combatant. She repeatedly saves his life, and he willingly subordinates
himself to her mission, acknowledging her narrative primacy.

In 2022°s Wakanda Forever, the relationship dynamic moves entirely past the necessity of romantic pairing. The
female characters interact with male characters (like M'Baku, Namor, and Everett Ross) strictly through the lenses
of international geopolitics, military strategy, and scientific alliance. When M'Baku offers advice to Shuri, it is as
a tribal equal and political advisor, not a patriarchal superior. The women are the undisputed center of gravity, and
male characters exist to either ally with or challenge their sovereign leadership. Singh, P., & Pallavi, K. (2024)

The Male Gaze

Catwoman (2004) operates entirely within the boundaries of the Male Gaze. The camera continuously stalls
narrative momentum to pan slowly across Patience's body, utilizing tight, voyeuristic framing on her midriff, hips,
and chest. Her costume is designed entirely for visual consumption rather than physical combat.

Iron Man 2 (2010) maintains this objectification through high-production editing. Natasha is introduced via
lingerie modelling photos viewed by male characters, and her tactical uniform features a low-cut zipper designed
to emphasize cleavage. Her fight sequences are highly sexualized and performative, relying on acrobatic leg-
wraps around men's necks that prioritize erotic spectacle over practical tactical efficiency.

Wonder Woman (2017) marks a deliberate institutional shift in cinematography under director Patty Jenkins.
During the pivotal "No Man's Land" sequence, the camera deliberately avoids fragmenting Diana's body. Instead,
it utilizes wide, stable tracking shots that capture her full kinetic power as she charges across the battlefield. Her
armor is framed as a protective, ancient uniform of war, emphasizing her muscular stance and defensive
capabilities rather than her sexual appeal.

This parameter reaches its logical conclusion in Black Panther: Wakanda Forever (2022), where the Male Gaze is
completely dismantled. The costumes for the female characters are heavy, intricate, full-coverage tactical suits
designed for high-tech warfare and cultural preservation. The camera completely stops looking at these women
as erotic objects; instead, it focuses on tight close-ups of their faces to capture immense psychological weight, or
wide, dynamic angles that showcase their physical power and technological genius, replacing "to-be-looked-at-
ness" with absolute narrative authority

Results and Discussion

The findings from the movies reveals a profound structural shift in how plots are initiated and sustained. In the
early phase of the timeline (Catwoman, Iron Man 2), female characters operated purely within a reactive
paradigm—their actions were structurally dependent on male instigation or corporate subordination. However,
the transition to Wonder Woman and Wakanda Forever highlights a democratization of narrative agency. Female
characters evolved from narrative chess pieces into the primary architects of the plot.
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The nature of power wielded by female superheroes has undergone a profound transformation. Early depictions
framed female power as either feral and chaotic (Catwoman) or entirely derivative of male-dominated bureaucratic
hierarchies (Iron Man 2). By 2022, Wakanda Forever completely subverted this paradigm by legalizing and
institutionalizing female authority. Wielding absolute state, military, and scientific power, these characters proved
that female strength no longer needs to be framed as an anomaly or an offshoot of male permission. This directly
mirrors a real-world Hollywood transition: the industry has gradually moved away from viewing female-led
blockbusters as high-risk financial gambles, transforming them into foundational, high-budget pillars of studio
strategies.

The films show a successful dismantling of the binary traps that long plagued female representation. The
progression moves away from the harmful "submissive-to-predatory”" dichotomy seen in Catwoman and the
flawless, non-emotional "cool girl" archetype in Iron Man 2. By allowing characters like Diana Prince and
Princess Shuri to exhibit a vast emotional spectrum—ranging from deep empathy to vengeful, morally grey rage—
modern cinema has effectively retired the shallow "strong female character" cliché. Through an intersectional
lens, this parameter highlights that true progress is not achieved by stripping women of human flaws to make them
invulnerable, but by granting them the psychological depth, trauma, and vulnerability that makes their heroism
authentic.

The evolution of male-female dynamics across the selected films marks a radical restructuring of cinematic
hierarchies. The traditional heteronormative romance trap of Catwoman and the corporate, objectifying
subordination of Iron Man 2 have been completely replaced. Wonder Woman successfully flipped the script by
positioning the primary male figure as a supportive ally to a female hero's journey, while Wakanda Forever
bypassed romantic subplots entirely. By framing interactions with male peers strictly around global statecraft,
shared grief, and military alliance, modern superhero cinema demonstrates that a female character’s ultimate
narrative validation no longer requires a submissive relationship to a patriarchal figure or a heteronormative
romantic resolution.

The visual data yields the most explicit proof of evolution in this study, illustrating a deliberate dismantling of
Laura Mulvey’s traditional "Male Gaze." The transition from the voyeuristic, body-fragmenting cinematography
of Catwoman and the low-cut, sexualized fight choreography of Iron Man 2 to the wide, power-tracking framing
of Wonder Woman and Wakanda Forever marks an institutional shift in aesthetic values. This visual evolution is
directly tied to production leadership. Hiring female directors like Patty Jenkins and diverse creative teams has
fundamentally altered the positioning of the camera. The cinematic eye has shifted from treating the female body
as an erotic spectacle to framing it as an instrument of tactical utility, cultural heritage, and narrative gravity.

Conclusion

This research sought to investigate how the cinematic representation of female superheroes evolved in Hollywood
cinema. By executing a qualitative textual analysis across four films, this study concludes that female
representation has undergone a revolutionary upgrade. Hollywood has successfully transitioned from an era that
presented female heroes as isolated, hyper-sexualized, and narratively compromised spectacles to a present-day
landscape that celebrates them as complex, diverse, intersectional, and systemically empowered leaders. By
evaluating these changes across the five core parameters, this paper proves that female characters in superhero
movies have successfully transitioned from narrative objects who motivate male heroism to narrative subjects
who dictate their own destinies and redefine the genre.
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