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INTRODUCTION

As a Women Studies major I have studied aspects of gender, class, race, sexuality, and disability in many areas of life—from the political to the social and from issues of international economics to those of domestic violence.  The purpose of these studies has largely been to challenge existing academic work and methodologies and to form a new structure and pedagogy for understanding human life.  Another aim of the Women Studies curriculum is also, however, to foster the formation of new consciences among its students and to enable them to apply the tenets learned in the Women Studies discipline to their daily lives.  This goal of the Women Studies department has encouraged me to look closely at the way constructs of gender, race, class, sexuality and disability are played out in my own life, and has particularly drawn my attention to one of the largest and most unguarded forums for the expression of such constructs in my life, the popular media of the Unites States, particularly television and film.

As a Caucasian and Hispanic female growing up in an upper-middle class family during the 1980s and 1990s, much of my youth was inundated with television, film and media.  Though I was restricted to educational public television during my early childhood, with the advent of cable television and MTV, television viewing soon became an integral part of my days.   I spent many hours after school watching the music videos of Madonna, re-runs of Cheers, the Cosby Show, and other 1980s television situational comedies (sitcoms).  In this way I am part of new generations of persons for whom, as Dr. George Gerbner comments in Sut Jhally’s film “The Electronic Storyteller: Television and the Cultivation of Values”: “...most of the stories, most of the time, to most of the children, are told no longer by the parent, no longer by the school, no longer by the church, but essentially by a shrinking group of global conglomerates” (Gerbner, 1997).  While many worry about the negative affects of such television watching, I am interested in the more nuanced and complex affects of such viewing.  For instance, in a highly conservative and antifeminist family I emerged as a political and personal dissident, largely, I feel, influenced by the images of powerful women that I saw on television.  Now, as a woman myself and a more conscious feminist I have become increasingly aware of the images of women I see in television and in film—thus leading to my investigations in this thesis project.    


U.S. popular media and popular culture, including music, magazines, film and television, among other things, are laden with expression and play between constructs of gender, race, class, sexuality and disability.  Perhaps because popular media is driven mainly by speculations of profit, the expressions of constructs found therein are often blatant and unmitigated by the caution and tact of intellectual discussion, thus making them extremely interesting for cultural study.  Some argue, however, that the media falsely directs and shapes public ideas of gender, class, race, sexuality, and disability—meaning that media expressions of such constructs are artificial and of little value to discovering the reality of such constructs in human life.  An underlying theme of my thesis will be that this argument is untrue—that media expressions are actually largely reflective and influential towards public ideas—a statement that I believe is not unsupportable by media occurrences.  For instance, when in 1998 Time magazine posed the question “Is feminism dead?” on its cover, it picked not a politician or activist as its example of the new woman, but rather television’s bumbling and lovelorn attorney, Ally McBeal (Time, 1998).  This instance shows that while the causal relationship between public sentiments and popular media expressions is unclear, the relationship between the two is a large part of the dialogue of our changing cultural values and constructs.  In this way, the study of popular media is largely important, particularly to a feminist and a Women Studies major.  

With this interest in mind, the US media trend of female action heroes, or action/adventure genre lead characters that are female, is especially relevant.  As a genre of television and film, action/adventure is defined by Steve Neale as having: “a propensity for spectacular physical action, a narrative structure involving fights, chases and explosions, and in addition to the deployment of state-of-the-art special effects, an emphasis in performance on athletic feats and stunts” (Neale, 2000).  Though this genre has been present in motion picture media for a long time (Neale, 2000), including examples with female lead characters (Bean, 2002), it experienced resurgence in the 1980s, a time which included particularly masculine examples of action heroes such as Sylvester Stalone and Arnold Schwarzenegger (Neale, 2000).  This resurgence, which was accompanied by enlargements of production and advertising budgets, and thus media exposure, has been argued as being largely influenced by the “re-masculinization” of the US after the Vietnam War and during the conservative Reagan years (Jeffords, 1989).  It is interesting to note then that this resurgence was not without its female examples.  Sigourney Weaver’s character “Ripley” in the Aliens (1979, 1986, 1992, 1997) film series and Linda Hamilton’s “Sarah Connor” in Terminator and Terminator 2 (1984, 1991) are prime examples of female action heroes that appeared early in this resurgence.  Even more recently, female action heroes have experienced particular success in television with shows like Xena: Warrior Princess, La Femme Nikita, and finally Buffy, the Vampire Slayer, of which I am personally a huge fan.  In particular, Xena, a spinoff of the male-centered Hercules, beat its parent show in the ratings within its first season in 1997, while the less prolific but still popular Buffy and Nikita had high enough ratings in their difficult weekly lineup spots to gain swift renewal after their inaugural 1996 seasons (Dempsey, 1997).  

The appearance and success of such television shows and films, when juxtapositioned with the generally more masculine context of their genre and the particular political reasons behind its resurgence, raises a slew of interesting questions.  For instance, if conservatism and strong ideas of masculinity fostered the growth of interest in action/adventure films and shows in the 1980s, then what sociopolitical factors influenced the appearance of female action heroes?  Are these characters and their popularity responses to feminism or to new and changing ideas of what it means to be female?  Is their appearance simply an anomaly in terms of reflecting public tastes?  Are there other reasons, such as finances, or the discovery of female viewer markets, that explain their appearance?  These are questions that have motivated my study of female action heroes.  While there have been theories put forth and research done on the basis of these questions, (which I will discuss later), such work still remains on a minimal level.  Through this thesis project I hope to add to this small body of theory and research on the subject, but in a new way, which focuses on direct connections between the construct ideas of the viewer and those being viewed on television, and in films.  

LITERATURE REVIEW

Defining Genre, the Action/Adventure Genre, and the Action Hero

Before studying the female action hero and the theories surrounding such characters, I found it necessary to first conduct some expository research into the idea of genre.  Genre, which usually means simply a type of something, becomes more complicated in the multivariate world of television and film.  Steve Neale, who often tackles the subject of genre and the intellectual debates around it, quotes the definition of Barry Keith Grant: “genre movies are those commercial feature films which, through repetition and variation, tell familiar stories with familiar characters in familiar situations” (Neale 2000: 9).  Neale also notes, however, the arguments of others that genre are patterns arising in media that are enforced through the relationships between the artist, film and audience.  From the arguments between these theories Neale concludes that genre must be thought of as “ubiquitous, multifaceted phenomena rather than one-dimensional entities” (Neale 2000: 28).  Yvonne Tasker, in her book Spectacular Bodies: Gender, Genre and the Action Cinema, notes that while Neale’s definition seeks to highlight the inconsistencies in Hollywood genre rather than to focus on similarities between genre examples, critiques of the 1980’s-born renewal of the action/adventure genre often do just the opposite (Tasker 1993: 58). Tasker is focusing, as am I, on that period beginning in the 1980s and continuing on today where the action/adventure genre has experienced particular growth and change.  I concur with Tasker that the majority of discussions of this particular phase of action/adventure genre seem to critique the genre and its examples as a large set rather than a more varied body.  

This leaves my own definition of genre for the purposes of this paper in somewhat of a disarray.  While I recognize the nature of the definitions of genre focused on repeating patterns, the diverse nature of action/adventure examples that I have encountered suggest Neale’s broader definition instead.  For the purposes of my project, then, I have chosen to think of genre as a fluid and varied phenomena defineable loosely by its recurring themes.  For instance, while the aforementioned definition of Neale of action/adventure films as having “a propensity for spectacular physical action, a narrative structure involving fights, chases and explosions, and in addition to the deployment of state-of-the-art special effects, an emphasis in performance on athletic feats and stunts” (Neale, 2000) still stands, for the purposes of this paper the definition will be broadened.  This broadening will include media that lack the larger special effects and explosions—interestingly, many action/adventure genre television shows that contain women characters lack such effects.  So, for the purposes of this paper action/adventure will be taken to mean those film and television media that include: “spectacular physical action”, fights, chases, and a particular focus on the body and actions of the hero.  In this vein, the action hero, female or male, is the central character in a media example of the action/adventure genre and is largely involved in the fight or action scenes.  So, in one of the most classic action genre examples, the film “Die Hard”, male lead Bruce Willis participates in a series of death-defying acts that incorporate special effects, during which his body maintains the focus of the scene in its ability to navigate such situations.  So too, in the television show Buffy the Vampire Slayer, female lead Sarah Michelle Gellar participates in multiples of intricately laid out fights each episode, during which the ability of her body to navigate such altercations is often the focus of the scene.

Discussing the History of the Action/Adventure Genre and the Female Action Hero

           The most prominent current visions of the action/adventure genre picture a largely modern phenomenon.  Indeed, the special effects mentioned before in Neale’s definition of the genre necessitate modern technology, and their overwhelming presence in the action/adventure genre today makes them seem even more particular to the genre.  The action/adventure genre, however, has been present throughout the history of motion pictures and definitely long before the 1980s and subsequent advances in special effects.  In her article “Technologies of Early Stardom and the Extraordinary Body”, Jennifer Bean seeks to uncover the ways in which early film stars, and especially early female film stars, were shown as particularly physically adept action heroes.  Bean notes that at the time when the phenomenon of film stars begins to emerge in the years between 1912 and 1922, many of the most famous female stars were pictured in films and shorter “serials” as heroine characters who participate in daring physical feats and adventures.  In speaking of these stars Bean writes “we find (a)…constellation of figures associated with thrilling modern film genres and praised for their superlative physical and psychical stamina” (Bean 2002: 8).  In two such serials (short films usually presented weekly in theatres) from later times, Nyoka and the Tigermen (1942) and Zorro’s Black Whip (1944), the leading female characters searched Africa for a cancer cure, and saved Idaho territory from criminals, respectively.  

                  Action/adventure films in particular are noted as reappearing intermittently in film history, though not with the same amount of female leads seen in the early serials that Bean notes.  The time period where critics again begin to notice the presence of female lead action heroes is during the 1960s and 1970s.  Tasker describes this trend as being first typified by the introduction of redefined roles for women in films such as Barbarella (1968) and Klute (1971) which starred Jane Fonda (Tasker 1993: 18-19).  Barbarella is a true female action hero, though in a science fiction sense, more so than Fonda’s character in Klute, which better fits the thriller or film noir genres.  This fore-fronting of female action characters also occurs in television, perhaps for the first time, with shows such as Charlie’s Angels, The Avengers, Policewoman, and Wonderwoman.  It is important to note here that though up until this time female action heroes and indeed most motion picture characters in general were white, a new genre was emerging of largely African-American cast action films.  Now called “blaxploitation”, these films featured “raw action, sex, and massive violence accomplished in flavorful style” (Parish & Hill, 1989: 1).  Specifically, films of this subgenre produced African-American female action heroes like Coffy (1973) and Foxy Brown (1974)—where notably, both lead female characters exact brutal revenge for the deaths of loved ones. (Parish & Hill, 1989: 100, 142).  


This short history of the action/adventure genre in film and television will help to put the examples of the 1980s into context.  Also, this history dispels any mistaken idea that female action characters first appeared on the scene or were first popular in the 1980s and 1990s.  The fact that female action heroes were popular long before these times could be seen as damaging to my intellectual pursuit, indeed, my focus on the female action heroes of my time may seem trivial or short-sighted in comparison.  However, I am focusing particular on the resurgence in presentations in the 1980s and 1990s because the examples of female action heroes in these times came in the wake of a more conservative and masculine shift of media in the 1980s.  My question about the gender ideas of audiences of these female action heroes in the face of such conservative culture shifts can be largely aided by this history in that most phases of female action hero popularity correspond with cultural shifts of their own.  Neale notes that “the female-centered adventure films of the 1910s were influenced by the advent of New Womanhood”, (Neale 2000: 57), and Tasker argues that woman-centered action/adventure films in the 60’s and 70’s were the result of studio reaction to the women’s movement. (Tasker 1993: 18).  James Parish and George Hill note this same instance of cultural and media correspondence in terms of blaxploitation films: “they represent a contemporary mixture of insight, reflection, and reaction to the effects of the 1960s Civil Rights movements…”(Parish & Hill 1989: 1).  The correspondence of Black action films with cultural revolutions in the late 1960s, when action films such as Sweet Sweetback’s Baddasss Song (1971) became required viewing for Black Panther Party members, is an even more direct connection of film and social movement than female action heroes and women’s liberation.  While these notations of culture and media center on perceived ideological shifts rather than on quantified public opinion, as I will in my work, the implications of such a history still provide a beneficial context and precedent for my work.
The Changes in Action/Adventure Genre and Hero Around the 1980’s

In her book The Remasculization of America, Susan Jeffords examines representations of the Vietnam War in a number of different media to reveal the particularly gendered nature of the war in the US mind.  What she finds is a conception of the pain and failure of the war that blames that failure on a feminization of the US during the women’s movement and the Civil Rights movement. (Jeffords 1989: xi-xii)  What follows from this is the “remasculization” of US culture after the war in the 1980s, or “a revival of the images, abilities, and evaluations of men and masculinity in dominant US culture” (Jeffords 1989: xii).  Within her scope of the subject of representations of the Vietnam War, Jeffords notes this remasculization in films like Rambo, a definite action/adventure example, where an ultra-masculine Sylvester Stallone fights against the feminized US government for the end result of the betterment of the US (Jeffords 1989: xiv).  Jeffords extends this remasculization beyond Vietnam War representations in her book Hard Bodies where she links the conservative Reaganite politics of the 1980s with particularly masculine “hard bodies” represented in popular media from the time (Jeffords 1994: 13).  These new hard-bodied films, in addition to the aforementioned Rambo, now included such examples as Die Hard and Terminator.   

Jeffords also alludes to a larger trend beyond the particular gendered physicality of the stars, that of the changes of the actual film industry in reaction to this new conservatism and masculinity.  Jeffords notes that the trend of new masculine blockbusters “indicated that (Hollywood) had overcome the ‘fragmentation’ and ‘distress’ of the late 1970s and come successfully into a multimillion dollar era of action films that seemed to be ‘what audiences wanted to see” (Jeffords 1994: 17).  In truth, this quote points to another facet of a larger trend of the time that came with the move towards more muscular and idealized male bodies—larger budgets for action films in terms of advertisement, special effects and profits.  This shift that Jeffords notes is the shift of the action/adventure genre into the aforementioned definition of Neale—the definition that includes “chases and explosions…state-of-the-art special effects…(and) athletic feats and stunts” (Neale 2000: 52).  With this new reincarnation and budget explosion of the action/adventure genre the hyper-masculine and muscular examples that Jeffords speaks of appear in films like the aforementioned Rambo, Lethal Weapon, Terminator, and also films like the Die Hard series, Indiana Jones, and Point Break.  These masculine examples were not, however, the only such action heroes to appear at the time.

Yvonne Tasker began her work on her book Spectacular Bodies: Gender, Genre and the Action Cinema, that I have quoted before, as an inspection of the masculine and muscular presentations of male bodies in 1980s action/adventure films that Jeffords described.  What she found, however was that female action heroes were also present in this trend of films, in just as muscular forms:

I originally intended to write about gender, masculinity in particular, concentrating almost exclusively on men in the action cinema.  The release and success of films such as Terminator 2 problematise such a schema.  These films reinscribe, in different ways, the female body in terms of masculinity.






(Tasker 1993: 3)

The examples of such, in her term,  “musculinized” female action heroes that Tasker finds are present in the 1980s, and then experience an increase in presentation in the 1990s.  Aliens (1986), the aforementioned Terminator 2 (1991), Thelma and Louise (1991), Blue Steel (1990) and Fatal Beauty (1987) are all examples of films where particularly fit women take lead roles as heroines participating in action, fighting or chase sequences.  Tasker, along with Sherrie Inness (1999) in her book Tough Girls: Women Warriors and Wonder Women in Popular Culture, both note the binary nature of these musculinized or tough presentations of women.  As Inness writes, “her tougher and more masculine image suggests that a greater variety of gender roles are open to women; at the same time, however, her toughness is often mitigated by her femininity, which American culture commonly associates with weakness” (Inness 1999: 5).  In this way, while the new trend of male action heroes often acts in reclamation of masculinity, female action heroes are exerting masculinity while still retaining feminine traits—most commonly overt sexuality in appearance and actions.  


These new trends in film present the context for my intellectual study.  While Jeffords and others have explained the trend of new hyper-masculine male action heroes in the 1980s and beyond with a masculine and conservative shift in US culture, the appearance of female action heroes is more difficult to explain.  Critics have argued that such characters, like the ones who appeared in the 1960s and 1970s, are reactions to feminism and to the discovery of female viewer markets—perhaps indicating that the women’s movement made gains that lasted long past the 1960s and 1970s.  As if to complicate the issue, female action heroes have experienced another renewal or burst of energy in television in the 1990s.

The Female Action Hero on Television


The trend of more female action heroes appearing on television has been a significantly more recent one than on film, and as such, is less well researched and has been thought about mainly in less academic contexts.  Shows that feature strong female action hero characters like Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Xena, Warrior Princess, Alias, and Dark Angel have all appeared in the 1990s and have been met with success in terms of viewer numbers.  As Joe Schlosser of Broadcasting & Cable wrote, “Buffy debuted last Tuesday with 7.7 million viewers, the second-largest audience in the shows six-year run…UPN (Buffy’s network) suddenly has a potent lineup”, (Schlosser 2001: 9).  Xena: Warrior Princess has had even more startling success: “Xena was on the air only a few months…before it pulverized its competition and climbed into first place among weekly syndicated action hours”, (Dempsey 1997: 25).  Most recently (ABC’s) Alias has perked up that sagging networks ratings, yet Alias is currently facing a drop in ratings during its second season.

A History of Women on Television

                   The recent trend of new female action hero television shows is particularly interesting when considered in light of the history of presentations of women in television programming.  In the 1950s and the 1960s, as television began to reach more and more homes (Helford: 2000) television programs such as The Donna Reed Show and Leave it to Beaver presented images of the ideal woman for those time periods.  Donna Reed and June Cleaver, respectively, were good-natured and industrious housewives who provided their family with steady streams of nutritious meals and moral support—and not unimportantly, were confined to their homes in popular post-WWII fashion, as Elyce Rae Helford notes in the introduction of Fantasy Girls (Helford, 2000).  These pre-second-wave feminism years were not, however, without their presentations of female characters that sought to break out of traditional female roles, such as Lucille Ball on I Love Lucy, as Bonnie Dow notes in her work Prime-Time Feminism (Dow 1996: xvii).  

In terms of female action heroes, television programming during these times would appear to be particularly void of such characters were it not for the borderline science-fiction genre shows of Bewitched and I Dream of Jeannie.  In these two shows the main characters, Samantha and Jeannie, respectively, possess supernatural powers not unlike the fantastical powers of many of today’s female action heroes.  Alternatively, however, both characters are still confined to the home and housewife status and most often curb the use of their powers at the request of their less-powerful male companions. Helford comments that these more powerful yet still restricted characters present 1960s responses to the fact that: “more and more white, middle-class women joined the employed masses of working-class white women and women of color who never had the privilege of a Donna Reed suburban lifestyle…” (Helford, 2000: 2).  These theories of television programming following social and cultural trends mirror the relationships that acamedicians such as Jeffords note concerning female action heroes in the 1980s and 1990s cinema.  This trend continues with discussions of 1970s television, where media examples move closer to the female action heroes that are the topic of this thesis.

Television programming of the 1970s, in terms of presentations of women, is dominated by the show that seems to have personified feminism, The Mary Tyler Moore Show.  Dow conducts a large investigation of the show in her work, and notes that: “Mary Tyler Moore is generally acknowledged as the first popular and long-running television series clearly to feature the influence of feminism”, (Dow, 1996: 24).  Indeed, the main character Mary Richards was not confined to the home like her predecessors, (and even like star actress Moore’s character had been on the Dick Van Dyke show), but rather centered her life on her work at a television station, and was of all things, single.  As Dow comments: “Mary Richards signaled a major difference from previous representations because she was single by choice, had no explicit familial protection, and saw her job as a career rather than as a stopgap on the journey towards marriage” (Dow, 1996: 34).  This enormously popular presentation of female life coincided with the watershed years of the second-wave of the feminist movement (Dow, 1996: xvi), and as such can be seen as a reflection of societal changes.  Mary Tyler Moore was not, however, without peers.  

During the 1970s female action heroes appeared on television in the aforementioned Charlie’s Angels and also in Wonder Woman, The Bionic Woman, and in a somewhat less action-oriented form in Star Trek’s notably African-American ship communications officer, Lieutenant Uhura.  Helford argues that “Uhura represented the ideal of women finding meaningful work outside of marriage and family and the potential for Blacks, and Black women in particular, to participate fully in the achieved promises of the American Dream” (Helford, 2000:3).  Helford’s unguarded optimism in terms of 1970s science fiction and action genre representations of women does not continue for long.  She also notes that Uhura is conveniently placed in the background of the Star Trek set in a miniskirt and go-go boots, and also that her role on the starship is akin to that of a “receptionist” (Helford, 2000:3).  Further, Helford comments that Wonder Woman and The Bionic Woman were not without flaws themselves, particularly in that they: “relied on the containment features of sexual objectification, white dominance, heteronormativity, and obedience to white male authority”—notably all traits common to female action heroes in film as well (Helford, 2000: 4).  

The 1980s, somewhat in coincidence with Jeffords’ theory of the remasculinization of American culture during the decade, present little in the way of televised female action heroes.  Dow does note that the 1980s introduced popular “post-feminist” female-centered shows such as Designing Women, and in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Murphy Brown, which centered on working women conspicuously content not to label themselves feminists.  Helford comments on the examples of female action heroes and women characters in science fiction in cinema during this time, but does not return to the female action heroes of television until the appearance of the aforementioned 1990s shows Xena, Warrior Princess and Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

With the coming of the 1990s and Clinton-era politics, Helford argues that while television presentations began to communicate societal constructs in a freer manner, they did so in a “don’t ask don’t tell” manner (Helford, 2000: 5).  This is to say that though television programming of the time places women in more non-stereotypical or powerful roles, they are still mired in less than pro-woman stereotypes such as hypersexuality, over-thinness, and neuroticism, or the more controversial aspects of the presentation are hidden.  For instance, though in Buffy the lead female character (Buffy Summers) repeatedly comes to the rescue of all those around her and saves the world from evil, she is still shown as excessively thin, often in tight or revealing clothing, and is often preoccupied, apart from her “slayer” duties, by boys, makeup and clothes.  Helford comments that this is a softer “girl power” image of female liberation as compared to the “deeper politics” of the women’s movement (Helford, 2000: 6).  More interestingly, Kent A. Ono notes in his article “To Be a Vampire on Buffy the Vampire Slayer: Race and (“Other”) Socially Marginalizing Positions on Horror TV” that Buffy contains hidden racisms that compromise the value of its pro-woman message.  Ono argues that the marginalization of rare non-white characters and the repeated “darkening” of villains on Buffy indicate a racial hierarchy that underlies many new media presentations of female power.  Ono states: “In order to promote this liberatory (female) aggression, the media rely on racial hierarchicalization of people of color… ‘Toward whom is girl power directed?’… ‘Predominantly, people of color” (Ono, 2000: 179).  

Helford argues that Xena possesses this same sort of subtextual problem through the supposed lesbianism of its main characters, Xena and Gabrielle.  Xena, an ancient female warrior clad in a leather minidress, and her “sidekick”, the blonde and also scantily clad Gabrielle wander through rather mystical times that are somewhat Greek in setting, periodically battling foes along the way.  Throughout the series Xena is pictured as strong and almost masculine, defeating many foes with a curious blend of strength, beauty and ruggedness.  Helford, in her article “Feminism, Queer Studies and the Sexual Politics of Xena” quotes fellow critic Debbie Stoller: “After Xena punches out some…guys, she has the chutzpah to…sniff her pit and sigh, ‘I love the smell of warrior sweat in the morning!” (Helford, 2000: 137).  This mix of female beauty, strength and brassiness is a far cry from the television presentations of domestically confined women in previous generations, however Xena is not without its own problematic elements.  Specifically, throughout the series a stereotypically butch/femme lesbian relationship is hinted at between Xena and Gabrielle, but is never fully acknowledged.  While this sort of fore fronting of lesbian imagery and relationships is groundbreaking and rare, Xena is still unable to verbally “out” the nature of Xena and Gabrielle’s relationship.  Even more troubling, as Helford notes, Xena’s lesbian relationship is one of violence, where butch Xena batters femme Gabrielle in several episodes (Helford, 2000: 158).  In this way, though Xena presents a strong and oft-labeled feminist presentation of its women characters, the “series’ sexual politics rely on patriarchal myths of gendered identities and relations that belie the feminist and queer pleasures so many critics and fans applaud” (Helford, 2000: 158). 

Buffy and Xena, two of the earlier examples of the female action hero shows presented on television in the 1990s, have been followed by many others such as Alias, V.I.P., Dark Angel, Birds of Prey, and La Femme Nikita, (a television adaptation of the earlier film).  This trend of female action heroes presents an interesting context for my study both in the increasingly pro-woman and non-stereotypical presentations of female characters, and also in their more negative subtexts.  Perhaps because of the recent status of this new trend in television female action heroes, less work in the way of theorization as to its connection to societal trends has been completed than has been for cinema.  Nevertheless, the surge remains an interesting phenomenon, particularly in light of its medium, television.

The Connection Between Television and Viewer

                This rise of female action heroes on television, and particularly the way viewer numbers have played a role in the rise, adds yet another component to my inquiry.  Though there has not been much comment in intellectual arenas about these shows, their presence might be seen as indicating the same cultural causes that critics have attributed the presence of cinema female action heroes to.  More interestingly, the popularity of female action hero television shows has the potential to be more helpful to me than that of films in figuring out the direct relationship between viewer ideas of gender and such media examples.  This is because the creation and survival of a television series is more directly related to its popularity or potential for drawing viewers than the creation of films is.  Films are written, receive funding, and are created in one series of production moves with only speculation as to the film’s potential popularity.  Television shows, on the other hand, go through constant checks on their viewer popularity in order to stay on the air.  

Television is also a more pervasive form of media than film.  A television is on an average of seven hours a day in U.S. homes, as Sut Jhally notes in his 1997 film “The Electronic Storyteller: Television and the Cultivation of Values”.  Empirically speaking, high rates of television watching has been correlated with believing that it is dangerous to walk alone at night, that there should be more police, and that even a qualified woman should not become president of the U.S. (Jhally, 1997).  These correlations indicate that television has a quantifiable effect on viewers’, or at least heavy viewers’, perceptions of the world.  This situation becomes more interesting with respect to recent times because of the change in viewer behavior away from channel loyalty, viewing adjacent programs, or different episodes of the same program, as Robert Abelman, David Atkin and Michael Rand describe in their article “What Viewers Watch When They Watch TV: Affiliation Change as Case Study” (Abelman et al , 1997: 1).  Abelman et al.’s study of viewer loyalty during station affiliation changes revealed that ritualized or habitual viewers—heavy viewers such as Jhally’s –do not base their viewing patterns on channel, but rather on particular programs (Abelman et al , 1997: 11).  Potentially, this could mean that those most susceptible to the messages of television are paying particular attention to the shows they watch, indicating greater links between viewers and the particular types of television they choose.  This more direct and consequential relationship between the existence of television shows and their viewers than between films and audiences will help me to better understand the relationship between the viewer and the media, and will help me to uncover the gender ideas of viewers through the media they choose to watch.

Studies and Hypotheses as to Reasons for the Success of the Female Action Hero

Hypotheses as to the reasons for the success of the female action hero and in particular her appearance in media during the 1980s and 1990s have been implicated already in my discussions of the history of the action adventure genre and particular changes within that history.  To recap, Susan Jeffords argues that American culture experiences a remasculization in the 1980s in reaction to the pain of the Vietnam War and a perceived feminization of the US during the women’s rights and Civil Rights movements. (Jeffords 1989)  Jeffords later argued that this remasculization fostered a move towards a particular focus in cinema on the muscular bodies of men—such as the male action heroes in Rambo and Terminator (Jeffords 1994).  While these two arguments provide explanations as to the rise of male action heroes, they leave questions as to the presence of female action heroes.  Yvonne Tasker notes two reasons: reactions to the women’s movement and a desire to “cash in on the emergence of new markets” as causes for the appearance of new female action heroes, (Tasker 1993: 18).  Sherrie Inness concurs with this theory in part by arguing that the appearance of “tough women” in cinema is a result of feminism: “as real women, influenced by ideas of feminism, step into even tougher roles, the media also change” (Inness 1999: 6).  Martha McCaughey and Neal King, in their book Reel Knockouts: Violent Women in the Movies, proffer the argument that trends as varied as the fitness movement, anti-rape movement, and the rise of feminism have encouraged the portrayal of violent women in film (King & McCaughey 2001: 5).  All of these arguments are, however, based on reviews of the media examples and the issues they reflect rather than connections to either the producers or consumers of the works. Neale points to this in his criticism of Jeffords’ connection between Reagan conservatism and masculine cinema: “she does not specify a mechanism through which the presidential ideologies she discusses find their way into films.  She is therefore forced to rely on analogy” (Neale 2000: 53).  This weakness, as Neale characterizes it, is one that I hope to remedy through my work by specifically trying to link viewer ideas to the shows or films they watch.

In this vein of directly linking viewer ideas with viewer preferences, two psychology articles have provided interesting answers.  Michael Ventura in “Warrior Women” argues that television shows like Buffy the Vampire Slayer, La Femme Nikita, and Xena: Warrior Princess are popular particularly among teens because they depict characters surviving in difficult worlds (Ventura 1998: 58).  In terms of the female action hero lead characters, Ventura argues that the female characters are accepted by younger male viewers who are more used to seeing strong women, and that the flexibility of the sexuality and morality of these female characters is more acceptable that the same would be in a man (Ventura 1998: 60).  In the second article, psychologists Sandra Calvert, Tracy Kondla, Karen Ertel and Douglas Meisel conducted tests on college students to determine the degrees to which they identify Xena: Warrior Princess as a role model.  Interestingly, students with more masculine personalities considered Xena a role model regardless of their gender, but women saw more feminine traits in Xena as a role model than men did (Calvert et al 2001: 47).  Calvert and her co-researchers concluded that female action heroes are more likely to be accepted if they exhibit more feminine traits, (Calvert et al 2001: 48).  These studies, if anything, indicate the complexity and the difficulty of the questions I want to ask.  Not only are there many elements at play in female action hero films and television shows, but also it seems that each viewer may appreciate such media for varied reasons.  It is my hope that I will be able to center on some of these reasons through my research.

Questions

For what reasons do viewers watch female action heroes TV shows and/or films?

How much do viewers of female action hero TV shows and/or films connect such media to their own lives?

Do viewers of TV shows and/or films that the academy labels as feminist believe such shows are beneficial to ideas of gender?

Methods

The questions that I posed concerning female action heroes center around three points of viewership: that which appeals to the viewer about female action heroes, the viewers’ connection of female action heroes to real life constructs, and viewer opinions as to the influence of such depictions on gender ideas.  I have centered upon direct questioning of viewers specifically because of the paucity of connections drawn in previous literature between theories of social ideas behind film and television and actual viewer opinions.  The task of getting multiple viewer opinions on a subject as complicated as female action heroes was, however, daunting.  

In order to best fulfill my goals of both getting a large amount of easily quantifiable information from many respondents and also allowing for the collection of information in-depth enough to counter the complicated subject matter, I chose to run an on-line survey.  Through its Internet setting my survey allowed individual respondents to answer my questions on their own and in privacy—thus promoting the expression of more personal and accurate opinions.  Having my survey administered through the Internet also helped me to reach a larger amount of people, as anyone with Internet access could fill it out without the restrictions of having to meet me or to use pen and paper.  Also, my survey was structured in such a way as to first collect easily quantifiable answers that would generate broad statistical information, but also to allow for the respondents’ personally constructed answers to be entered at several points.  In these ways, the Internet survey format of my data gathering made for an optimal compromise between reaching large numbers of people and getting personalized information, as well as getting both broad and in-depth answers.

 After investigating the possible samples of viewers around me, I centered on my fellow students at the University of Washington (UW).  Not only are my fellow students concentrated in one area and easily accessible to me through UW resources, but also most are at a particular age when TV and film life are an important part of socialization.  Throughout my college career I have noticed that in dorms, apartments or houses TV and film watching is a fairly frequent group activity.  This high level of viewing makes the sample especially able to answer my questions.  While centering on only university students acutely limited the ability of the data to be generalized across different groups, the accessibility of these students provided me with a larger amount of data that will hopefully make up for that loss.  I refused the participation of those who are not in order to facilitate the quick answering of questions concerning human subjects.

In terms of accessibility, students are quite accessible through the Internet.  While not all students own computers, most students can easily gain access to university computers throughout campus.  Also, communication and information dissemination through email and website play a large part in daily university life.  This daily interaction has elicited the construction of a vast Internet community and communication system at the UW—a system that was quick and easy for me to utilize in conducting research.  For these reasons I conducted my survey of student opinion specifically through the UW website and using UW webtools.  I used my student-allocated free webspace in order to put up my survey—making the survey accessible through the UW website—and I also used the UW’s “WebQ” program in order to set up my survey.  WebQ is a pre-existing university program that allows teachers and students to create Internet surveys for classroom or research purposes.  The creator of a survey simply enters the content of the survey and specifies his or her desired style of survey and the UW program places the survey in an indicated webspace.  In addition, the creator is allowed to choose whether or not to make his or her survey accessible to all internet users, only UW students and faculty, which as mentioned before, my survey will be restricted to, or only specific UW students and faculty.  

The particular content of my website included first a referral page (Appendix 1), which gave notice that all participants had to be above the age of eighteen, and also textboxes where participants had to enter their UW internet ID and password (thus restricting participants to UW personnel) in order to enter the site (Appendix 2).  While I did not have the ability to restrict respondents to only students, the requirement of having a UW net ID and password set a pool of respondents the majority of whom were students.  Thereafter, my marketing of the survey to only students further centered my sample, though not completely, on students.  The first three questions of the survey gathered expository and biographical information by asking participants to check boxes next to their particular gender, age and ethnic origin.  Participants were only able to enter one choice for age and sex, though there was a transgender or “other” option.  For ethnic origin, however, participants were able to check as many ethnic origins out of seventeen that were applicable, including other.  This list of ethnic origins, in particular, included different groups within Asian and Hispanic peoples as well as African-American/Black and Caucasian/White (Questions 1-3, Appendix 3).

In the body of the survey, the first four female action hero-oriented questions sought to gather information on the participants’ television and film viewing practices by asking them to check appropriate boxes concerning their enjoyment of action heroes, female action heroes, and the particular shows and films they had seen (Questions 4-6, Appendix 3).  Also, a fourth question allowed respondents to write in any other action films or shows that they wanted to mention (Question 7, Appendix 3).  The next two questions sought to find the elements of female action hero shows or films that the survey participants found attractive.  One question asked participants to check as many of a list of nine pre-formulated elements of female action hero shows and films, while the following provided a text box for participants to enter in any other facets of the shows/films they enjoyed (Questions 8-9, Appendix 3).  The two following questions centered on the connections, if any, the viewer made between the female action heroes they view and their own “real” life.  The questions asked if the viewer could relate at all to female action hero characters, and if they felt that the themes of such shows and films were relevant to their own life, and also allowed the participant to check an appropriate box or fill in their own answer (Questions 10-11, Appendix 3).  The last two questions sought information concerning female action hero viewers’ beliefs in the gender-construct changing power of the characters, allowing them to check an appropriate box with regard to whether or not such characters are beneficial to gender equality, and to whether or not such characters had changed the gender ideas of the viewers themselves (Questions 12-13, Appendix 3).  Lastly, participants were allowed to write out how female action hero shows or films had changed their ideas of gender, if at all, and to write out any additional comments (Questions 14-15, Appendix 3).  

After forming the website on February 4, 2003, I tested accessing the website from many different locations to make sure that respondents would not have trouble using the survey.  Then I deconstructed the site in order to add more content—in particular Question number 7 where I allowed participants to write in the names of action TV shows or films they enjoyed.  Before I dismantled and reconstructed the site, however, 8 respondents who new about the site either through word of mouth or web surfing filled it out.  While I have kept and recorded the results of these first 8 participants it is important to note that they were unable to answer number 7 as other respondents have.  I re-opened the site on February 16, 2003, and immediately began to see a trickle of responses despite the fact that I had not marketed the survey.  After receiving 31 responses and no complaints as to technical difficulties I began to email particular departments within the UW, centering particularly on departments with large numbers of students or departments with thesis programs that would be particularly sympathetic to my need for data.  On February 21, 2003 I emailed the UW Political Science department and the UW Honors College requesting that the Internet address for my survey be sent out to their students within inner-department “weekly announcement” emails (Appendix 4).  While only the Honors College responded I soon found that this was an extremely effective way of garnering responses, and on March 4, 2003 I contacted six other departments: American Ethnic Studies, the Business School, Comparative History of Ideas, Chemistry, Biology (which includes the majors of Biology, Microbiology and Zoology), and Anthropology.  While only American Ethnic Studies, Comparative History of Ideas and Biology responded, within two weeks my mass emails to these three departments moved my number of survey responses up to 271.  Also, during this time I received several emails notifying me that the survey was not accessible through the web-browser Netscape.  

In collecting the responses to the survey from the WebQ program I downloaded them as answers ordered by respondent and then simply printed them out.  In order to organize the information received I created Excel spreadsheets, two for each separate thematic group of questions (one for each gender—no transgender responses were received).  Information gained from the first three survey questions concerning gender, age and race constituted the first two spreadsheets, from which I calculated demographic statistics for my sample group.  Information from questions number four and five, because of the simplicity of answer choices, were also entered into these first spreadsheets, and statistical answers for them were thus calculated.  Answers for questions six and seven concerning the shows and films that respondents watched were also recorded in two spreadsheets, and write-in answers were tallied as to the amount of times certain shows or films were written in.  Data from questions eight and nine concerning the reasons why respondents were drawn to female action heroes were tallied statistically in the same manner six and seven were, but write-in answers were grouped thematically.  

After organizing and coding the data collected from my web survey I investigated it for certain trends in answers.  I looked for correlations between answers and gender, as well as answers and race that occur over the whole of the respondents.  Then, I will took a closer look at the answers of individual respondents, particularly those who wrote lengthy text answers, hoping to construct more personalized accounts of individual viewer positions and reactions to go along with the larger statistical vision.

Results

I received a total of 290 responses to my web survey during an approximately six-week period of February 5, 2003 to March 21, 2003.

Demographics


Of 290 responses 208 have been female and 82 have been male—roughly 72% female and 28% male.  Of the females, 86.54% are White/Caucasian, 12.5% are Asian-American, 9.13% are Hispanic, 1.92% are Native American, 1.92% are African-American, and 1.44% listed themselves as “other”.  Those who listed themselves as belonging to multiple ethnic groups were counted as one person in each of those groups.  
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Of the 82 men, 86.54% are White/Caucasian, 12.5% are Asian American, 4.88% listed themselves as “other”, 3.66% are Native American and 1.22% are Hispanic.  African American males are not represented at all in this sample.  
[image: image2.wmf]0

20

40

60

80

Percent of Male Respondents by Race

White-Caucasian

Asian-American

Other

Native-American

Hispanic


In terms of age, 90.47% of the respondents of either sex were 18-25 years old, 8.13% were 26-35 years old, 0.35% were 36-45 years old, and 1.06% were 46-55 years old.

Liking Action Heroes


 In terms of liking to watch action films and/or TV shows, 72.97% of the females answered that yes they did, 20.27% answered no, and 6.76% answered that they didn’t know.  The same percentage, 72.97%, of females answered that they also liked to watch females action heroes, while a lesser 16.22% said that they did not, and 10.81% answered that they did not know. 
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 For the men only 64.52% answered that the liked to watch action films and/or TV shows while 32.36% said that the did not and 3.23% said that they didn’t know.  Interestingly, an even lower 45.16% of males answered that they liked to watch female action heroes, while 29.03% said that they did not, and 25.81% said that they didn’t know.
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TV Shows and Films Watched


For the males, the most popularly viewed piece of action-genre media is the male-centered film James Bond, which 97.56% of the male respondents reported viewing.  Die Hard, a male character-centered film was the second most popular with 85.36% of the respondents viewing.  Next was Aliens, a female-centered action film with 80.49% of males viewing, Lethal Weapon, a male-centered film with 79.27%, and Charlie’s Angels, a female-centered film at 59.76%.  Cliffhanger, a male-centered film was next with 56.1% of males watching, with Xena, Warrior Princess, a female-centered TV show close behind at 54.87%.  Buffy the Vampire Slayer, a female-centered TV show was viewed by the next highest percentage (48.79%) of male viewers.  Two female-centered films were next, Tomb Raider at 45.12% and Long Kiss Goodnight at 30.49%.  Hercules , a male-centered television show tied with Tomb Raider at 30.49%, followed by two female-centered television shows, Alias and Dark Angel  at 24.39% and 23.17%, respectively.  Finally, male-centered Martial Law and Angel  rounded out the list with 14.63% and 9.76% of male viewers, respectively. 
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Of the films and TV shows that were written in by male respondents, the somewhat more gender equalized film The Matrix was cited by 7.3 of respondents, and Fight Club, Star Wars two male-centered films, and The Simpsons (notably not an action TV show) each were watched by 2.44% of male respondents.  Finally, the following films or types of films were each cited once by the male respondents: Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, Rambo, “Schwarzenegger films”, “Bruce Lee films”, Indiana Jones, The Fugitive, Rush Hour, Dirty Harry, Seven, The Terminator, Daredevil, X-men, Lord of the Rings, “kung fu movies”, Superman, Batman, and The Element.


For the female respondents the film James Bond was also the most popular at 79.81%  while Charlie’s Angels was second with 73.08%.  Buffy the Vampire Slayer was notably the third most viewed at 60.58% and was closely followed by Lethal Weapon at 57.21%.  The film Die Hard and the TV show Xena, Warrior Princess were close with 56.25% and 53%, respectively.  The film Aliens was next with a 45.67% popularity, followed by Tomb Raider at 43.75% and Alias at 33.17%.  The male-centered Hercules  was watched by 30.33% of female respondents, followed by the show Angel and the film Cliffhanger which were tied at 27.4%.  Finally, Dark Angel was watched by 20.04% of the female audience, followed by The Long Kiss Goodnight  at 17.31% and then Martial Law at only 7.21%.
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Of write-in responses the rather “close to gender-equalized in players” film X-Men was cited by 4.3% of the viewers, Spiderman was cited by 2.9% of viewers, and The Matrix, Batman, and Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon were all also cited by 2.9% of respondents.  The following films were written in once, or by 0.48% of the female viewers: Indiana Jones, Run Lola Run, Dick Tracy, Minority Report, Seven Samurai, Full Metal Jacket, Shanghai Noon, The One, Gladiator, and The Recruit.  The following TV shows were also cited once: Law & Order, Birds of Prey, Frasier (not an action show), and the cartoons Powerpuff Girls, Batman, Superman, He-man, and She-ra.  Interestingly, the cartoon She-ra also appeared twice in the long textual responses of two females answering questions number thirteen and fourteen.  Also noted once were “Disney films, particularly Mulan” and Star Trek, but there was no specification as to whether the respondent meant Star Trek the TV show or film.

Reasons for Viewing Female Action Heroes


For the male respondents, the most often cited reason for enjoying female action heroes was the physical attractiveness or sexuality of the female action hero at 74.39%, with the storyline of the film or TV show second at 57.32%.  Violence or action was cited by 51.22% of the respondents, and technical effects by 46.35%.  Humor played a role in male viewer enjoyment to the tune of 40.24%, while seeing a woman in a powerful role and relating to the main character weighed in at only 25.61% and 11%, respectively.
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Quite differently, the female respondents were drawn to female action hero TV shows and films much more for the ability to see a woman in a powerful role at 73.56% of respondents, and then by the storyline at 60.58%.  Humor was the next most popular element, drawing 57.7% of the respondents while special effects then drew 40.87%

and the ability to relate to the main character drew 32.21%.  Next, elements of violence and action drew 28.38% of the female viewers and the physical attractiveness and sexuality of the female action hero drew 25.96% of the viewers.  For write-in reasons, 2 female respondents or 2.7% cited a certain role model status of female action heroes, while 1 respondent or 1.35% each cited the elements of stereotype breaking, being strong without being manly, personalities of characters, balances of gender representation, and the spectacle of seeing a woman save the world.
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Relating Personally to Female Action Hero Media


Of female survey respondents, 41.35%  say that they can somewhat relate to female action hero characters, but only 4.33% say they can relate to female action heroes very much.  34.62% say that cannot relate to female action heroes very much and 15.38%

cannot relate to the characters at all.  Further, 4.81% of female respondents answered that they didn’t know if they could relate or not, and 2 wrote in answers of “not any more than to male characters” and “in terms of how they approach their problems”. 
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 When asked if the themes of female action hero TV shows or films had relevance for their own lives, 1.44% of the females responded very much, 32.21% responded somewhat, 42.31% answered not very much, and 21.63% said not at all.  Finally, 4.33% responded that they did not know and no respondent wrote in an answer.
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Of male survey respondents, 2.4% believe that they can relate to female action heroes very much, while 31.71%  believe they can somewhat, and 24.39% believe they can’t relate very much.  Then 35.37% of the men replied that they cannot relate to female action heroes at all and 12.51% replied that they did not know.
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When asked if the themes of female action hero TV shows or movies had relevance for their own lives, 0% of the male respondents replied that they did very much, while 27% replied that they did somewhat.  Of the males then 25.61% replied that they could not relate very much, 37.8% said that they could not relate at all, and 9.76% replied that they did not know.  In addition, one male respondent or 0.48% wrote in the response “with some imagination”.
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Female Action Heroes and Ideas of Gender


When asked if they felt that presentations of female action heroes were beneficial to ideas of gender equality, 55.77% of female respondents replied that yes they are while 18.27% of respondents replied that they were not.  Then 10.1%  of the female respondents replied that they did not know, and 12.5% wrote in answers that can be thematically grouped as “depends on the media presentation”.  Finally 2.4% wrote in answers that can be thematically grouped under the statement “female action heroes have a dichotomous or two sided effect on gender ideas.
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When asked if they felt that female action heroes had changed their own ideas of gender, 71.63% of the female respondents said no, while only 12.5% said that yes they had.  Finally, 13.94% replied that they did not know about the affect of female action heroes on their own ideas of gender, and no one wrote in an answer.
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For the males, when asked if they thought the female action heroes were beneficial to ideas of gender equity, 36.6% replied that yes they did, while 31.71% responded that no they did not.  Then, 19.51% of the males replied that they did not know, and three or 3.66% of the respondents wrote in answers that can be thematically grouped under the statement “depends on the media presentation”.  Finally, 2 male respondents or 2.43% wrote in answers that can be thematically grouped under the statement “female action heroes have a dichotomous or two-sided effect on gender ideas” and then one respondent or 0.48% each wrote in the answers “a little” and “I don’t see that the costumes are beneficial”.  
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When asked if they felt that presentations of female action heroes had changed their own ideas of gender, 70.73% of the males answered no, 11% answered yes, and 15.85% responded that they did not know—no males wrote in answers.
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Additional Comments


When asked to write in their own additional comments, 24 of the respondents did so.  Notably, question number fourteen, which asks respondents to describe how their ideas of gender have been changed was not often answered even if the respondent noted that yes, their ideas of gender had been changed.  Nevertheless, of the lengthy textual comments entered there emerged two arguing sides.  One side, consisting of six respondents, three male and three female, commented that female action heroes are detrimental to ideas of gender because they: oversexualize women, create unreal expectations, present characters that are unequal to male action heroes, and they seem to implicate that in order to be strong women have to be abnormal.  As male respondent number 62 commented: “(female action heroes affect gender ideas) negatively, meaning that they strike me as anomalous…they must be special somehow to be heroes”.  Another group of six respondents, again three males and three females, argued that female action heroes have positive effects on gender ideas, largely because they break stereotypes of females in our society.  Female respondent 2a commented: “In the context of the ‘action hero’ in film and TV, women are free to explore traditionally male characteristics…and at the same time embrace feminine qualities without these being seen as weaknesses”.  Another group of three respondents commented on the dichotomous effects of female action heroes, particularly in that such heroes were both strong by oversexualized, and capable but somehow abnormal. 

Interestingly, another group of three respondents wrote in personal stories of how female action heroes had positively affected them in their own lives, most of them during childhood.  Female respondent number 27 noted: “When I was little, my mom was really happy when I’d watch and role play She-Ra, because I was usually a physically unactive (sic), timid child.”  In addition, male respondent number 70 replied: “(My ideas of gender have been changed) in ways difficult to trace, I’m sure.  What if I had never seen She-Ra? Or for that matter female track and field athletes…”.  Finally, two respondents wrote in answers that argued that female action heroes and media presentations in gender had no effect on gender ideas, and rather that they were unrelated.  In particular, female respondent number 41 called into question the value of my research: “I think that stories with male action heroes and female action heroes are not all that different…The context of action movies or shows are not usually realistic or relevant to real life and it can be dangerous to try and draw parallels to gender equality and views of women.”

Discussion


My study of viewership of female action heroes possesses many limitations, particularly in terms of its sample.  By only targeting university students I have centered on a group of respondents who are not particularly diverse in terms of age, race or class.  Specifically, in terms of the University of Washington (UW), the pool of potential respondents are more upper-class, more highly educated, more caucasian, and more female than a representative population of U.S. media audiences would be.  Also, because my survey has been restricted to the UW, it is restricted geographically.  Any results I may garner must be qualified with potential prejudices that those living in the northwestern U.S. might have.  More critically, I have centered on the action genre because of its more popular appeal, an epidemiological move that is seemingly canceled out by my sample choice.  While some critics shun the study of this genre because of its perceived lack of sophistication and appeal to large masses of viewers rather than more erudite minorities, I have chosen to investigate the genre particularly because of its large pool of viewers and thus potential greater societal influence.  By only surveying a small and non-diverse section of the population, I move against this goal.


The mode of information gathering that I have chosen also brings limitations.  Firstly, my pre-formatting of questions that respondents could pick may have influenced the answers respondents gave.  Even when given the opportunity to write in their own answers, respondents may have decided instead to check a pre-formatted box that did not fit their opinion simply in order to save time.  Also, some of the questions I posed have proven to be confusing for respondents.  In particular, I first asked respondents to check boxes next to films or TV shows that they had seen, and then asked them to write in the names of shows or films that they had enjoyed.  Some respondents have written in shows that they have seen and noted that they did not enjoy them, or written in that they did not enjoy the pre-formatted shows and films they cited in the previous question.  Also, I neglected to note whether or not the Charlie’s Angels I refer to in question number four is the film or TV version.  Though all comments registered about the title have been concerning the movie, I can only presume that they are noting the more recent film rather than the TV version.


The medium I chose through which to conduct my survey also presents limitations.  By conducting the survey through the Internet I restricted respondents to those who have Internet access and inconvenienced even those who do have access.

  Though most UW students have easy access to the Internet, some may not have the time or ability to get to a computer on campus or to access the Internet at home.  Also, because I marketed the survey through departmental email lists, I restricted my sample to those who check their email often, have declared majors, and who receive departmental emails.  Also, late in my data collection two respondents notified me that my survey was inaccessible to some.  I do not know the reason for the accessibility problems in all cases, but I have learned that at times the survey is inaccessible through the web browser “Netscape”.  If my survey is inaccessible to all Netscape users, then I have significantly restricted my respondents, not only in terms of numbers, but also in terms of  “pc” users and/or Microsoft loyalists.  Despite these limitations, however, I did collect a large amount of extremely interesting data.  So much in fact that the sheer volume of information collected alone can speak to the importance of my subject.


The responses to my survey produced a complex and varied set of results about the relationship between viewers and female action hero media.  The amount and the nature of the responses, however, produces foremost a validation my argument that female action hero characters are important to people—that there is a particular set of politics occurring behind the media presentations.  The first sign of this overwhelming response was the high number of completed surveys I received within weeks of launching the site—a total of 290 in about six weeks.  In addition, I only succeeded in marketing the survey to a total of three departments and one college, making the rate of response even more interesting and implicating a genuine interest in the subject matter on the part of the respondents.  What is more interesting is that there was a particularly gendered nature to the response rates.  Females responded in higher numbers and with longer, more involved answers.  Out of 290 respondents 208, or 71.7% were women.  The departments marketed to (Contemporary History of Ideas, American Ethnic Studies, Biology, Zoology, Microbiology) and the Honors College don’t necessarily bespeak of a high prevalence of female students.  This indicates a higher interest in, or desire to contribute to, the subject matter and particular assumptions of my study on the part of women—those who would seem to have the highest investment in the ideas of gender equality that female action heroes may or may not promote.

This interest played out further in the reactions of respondents of both gender, though more often in females.  The personal, sometimes intense, and highly thought-out reactions of the respondents to the subject matter indicated high emotion and interest on the part of the participants.  Some respondents reacted negatively to what they perceived as the arguments underlying the survey, as male respondent #47 noted: “The context of action movies or shows are not usually realistic or relevant to real life and it can be dangerous to try and draw parallels to gender equality and views of women”.  The comments of other respondents indicated that they had already questioned the relationship of female action heroes to gender equality, prior to taking the survey.  Female respondent 2a offered: “Portrayal of females as ‘action heroes’, I feel, is a more socially acceptable manifestation of female power than images of females successful in politics/business/sciences.”  Of all these indications of respondents’ interests in female action heroes, the examples that most implicate a hidden politics of gender in viewership are the respondents’ personal experiences with the media.  These examples show the influence of female action heroes on the respondents, as female Respondent 70 asks, “What if I had never seen She-Ra?”  and male Respondent 105 recalls, “…both of these women, in these ‘action hero’ contexts, were the first crushes I developed on women…the fact that they were in roles of power definitely had an effect on the way I viewed women.”  In this way these intricate and personal responses made to the survey show that a particular politics of gender exists in the relationship of viewers to female action heroes in film and television.  Beyond simply showing that this politics exists, the survey results also indicate the form that these politics take—the why and how of the respondents’ feelings of the gender ideas behind female action hero characters.

The first elements of the relationship between viewers and the female action hero media they watch are the reasons why they enjoy such media—the characteristics that draw them to the media indicate both their pre-existing gender ideas and their gender-idea reactions to the show.  The reasons for enjoying female action hero media found most often through my survey seem to fit stereotypical ideas about gendered likes and dislikes for both males and females.  For instance, 74.39% of the male respondents watch female action heroes for their sexual attractiveness, as opposed to only 23.08% of the females.  Some male respondents supported this statistic by commenting that they were drawn to female action heroes by “less clothes” (Respondent 223), and “hot women stars” (Respondent 152).  In addition, Respondent #208 noted, “I think that the only reason I would (or anyone else would for that matter) watch them is for the physical appearance.”  These results lend support to the idea that male viewers are particularly drawn to the sexualization of women via female action hero roles, thereby supporting those who cite a negative connection between female action heroes and gender equity.  However, this is only at first glance, the results show that while sexualization is a key factor of viewership, other elements reveal a more complex relationship.

Beyond the statistical preference of male respondents for the physical attractiveness of the female action hero lies their preference for action scenes and special effects.  Special effects were the 3rd most noted element drawing males to female action hero media, and action scenes the 4th.  These elements of film and television are most often characterized as particularly male tastes, found most often in action and western films starring men.  The respondents’ continued citation of these elements in action films and television starring women is thus particularly interesting.  Specifically, the prominence of women in media traditionally used to elevate male characters and masculinity suggests a greater ease with the elevation of women, or expressions of female power.  Though a desire to see women in power was the 6th least cited reason for male respondents to watch female action heroes, it was still cited by 25.62% of the male respondents.  This means that a quarter of the male viewers of female action heroes surveyed made some specific connection between the films or television shows and expressions of female empowerment, a definite hint at positive effects of female action heroes towards gender equity.

While the male respondents reasons for enjoying female action hero films and television hint at a connection between the media and ideas of female empowerment, female respondents’ reasons plainly point to such a connection.  The most-cited reason that female respondents watch female action hero media is to see women in powerful roles, which was noted by 73.56% of the women.  In addition, many female respondents wrote in reasons that elaborated on this empowerment-of-females theme, such as “they break stereotypes of women” (Respondent 14), and “(I like to) see women save the world” (Respondent 34).  This enjoyment of seeing women in more powerful roles could be interpreted as more of a desire to see more women rather than a specific cognizance of empowerment, as Respondent 90 notes, “I really just like balance. I don't have a great deal of interest in movies where one guy is toting a gun around and the only woman you see is sitting at home crying on the phone (Die Hard).”  I would argue, however, that this desire to simply see a better inclusion of women within the action genre is implicitly a move towards empowerment, whether it is recognized as such by respondents or not.  In addition, this desire to see more women in action on the part of the female respondents is not for the simple representation of women, but rather for a particularly complex female.

A strong undercurrent of female respondents’ enjoyment in seeing women in powerful roles is their desire to see complexity in female action hero characters.  This preference gives a face to the gender ideas that female respondents may be seeking when they look to the powerful women in female action hero media.  This complexity includes the attractiveness cited by many of the male respondents, but that also includes other factors.  As female Respondent 189 comments: “The most interesting characters are the multi-dimensional ones (intellect, humor, powerful and sexy).”  Respondent 206 concurs, “I like to see women in roles that emphasize their inherent strength.  I don’t like it when the woman is based purely on sexuality, like Bondgirls.”  These notations on the part of respondents for both representation of females and complexity in those representations found in female action hero media show the ability of the media to provide something to particularly its female viewers. Whether the female viewers specifically enjoy the powerful women in female action hero media, or simply the presence of complex female characters, the fact that they look to the genre to provide these supports a link between female action heroes and female-positive gender ideas.  This link is not the end of the story, however.  Comments made by many respondents indicate more nuanced reasons for watching that are not unambiguously connected to gender upliftment.

Comments made by female respondents concerning their reasons for enjoying female action hero media, along with the films and shows they noted viewing, point to gendered facets in their viewing.  These facets are not decisive with regard to the issue of the gender positivity of female action hero media, but they do illustrate the mass of gendered issues involved in the viewer-media relationship.  One of these issues is an evident preference on the part of female viewers for a certain type of attractive female action hero.  This desire for attractiveness in the female action hero character is indicated as heterosexual on the part of female viewers, and centers on the character’s clothing, ability to retain their femininity, and their body strength.  As Respondent 235 notes, she likes seeing “good fashion, famous people”, indicating issues of commercialism in viewership.  Respondent 132 notes how she likes how “many female action heroes manage to remain feminine also, have a softer side—not just castrated men!” which indicates a pleasure in femininity, but an aversion to masculine women and hidden heterosexism—an issue which will emerge again in the data.  Also, female respondents also noted appreciating physically fit female characters, particularly ones that are strong rather than thin: “The actress worked out and took care of her physical well-being, but not thin.  I look at Alias and see the lead female character looks as if she suffers from anorexia” (Respondent 197).  This concern alludes to the large issue of female body image in the media, which is an issue far too large to incorporate into this thesis.  However, respondents’ comments that mention this issue show that body image plays out in a gendered manner in female action hero media, with both physically fit and muscular as well as thin portrayals.  A final issue that arises in female respondents’ data is a preference for male attractiveness, which is evident from the fact that though no male respondents had seen the Buffy the Vampire Slayer spinoff Angel, which features a male action hero of sorts, 30% of the women had.  This rate of viewing indicates that though male heroes are not the focus of this work, their sexualization is also an issue.  Also, this preference for male attractiveness hints at a sort of “genre difference” between female and male preferences, which emerged particularly in film and television show viewer rates.

Male and female respondents’ comments as to what they enjoy about female action hero media, as well as the films and shows they watch reveal a particular dynamic of taste by gender.  Specifically, while female respondents prefer action media with less violence, more humor and more emphasis on story than action, while male respondents prefer more violence and action and less emphasis on humor.  This can be seen in that while 51.22% of males noted being drawn to violence or action in female action hero media, only 25.96% of females said the same.  With relation to humor, 57.7% of women noted enjoying the element in female action hero media, while only 40.24% of males did.  The comments of female respondents at times hinted at this difference in preference.  As Respondent 142 noted: “(I like) interactions between different characters, not just smash/bash/shoot/explode, etc.”  Respondent 90 continued “I suppose women action heroes usually approach conflict in a more subtle and crafty way”.  Connecting these statistical differences and comments with the shows and films that respondents noted viewing yields an interesting trend.  While female viewers most often watched female action hero media with less violence or gore like Charlie’s Angels (73.08%) or Buffy the Vampire Slayer (60.58%), they did not watch more traditionally violent or gory examples like Aliens (45.67%) or The Long Kiss Goodnight (17.31%).  Males, however, watched the former two examples in numbers of 80.49% and 30.49%, respectively.  These viewing patterns match the preferences above in terms of violence and in humor, but also seem to fit a trend of traditional versus new and masculinized versus feminine.  For example, while male viewers seem to prefer the more traditional action/adventure style of Aliens as well as it’s more masculinized lead, female viewers prefer more modern or nontraditional action examples such as Charlie’s Angels or Buffy the Vampire Slayer, where the female leads are quite feminine.  This is interesting in that it contradicts the notation of male viewers’ desire for sexually attractive female leads in the traditional sense, indicates again female viewers’ aversion to masculine females and the heterosexism therein, as well as female viewers’ affinity for nontraditional action genre examples.

One of the goals of my investigation of the gender politics of the viewer-media relationship with respect to the female action hero has been to hone in on the individual viewer.  In this way I wanted to focus in on what I see as the neglected story of the individual human experience of media watching, as opposed to common theorizations of group viewing behavior.  However, the part of my survey most pointed towards this goal—my questions about viewers’ connecting media to their own lives—seems to have been the least successful.  Respondents did not write in comments on these questions in large numbers, and even worse, the questions seemed to have confused many respondents, and thus to have produced unreliable data.  Despite these shortcomings the data from these questions does provide some interesting insights.  The most overriding of these is the seemingly impersonal nature of gender politics in the minds of respondents that their disengagement with these particular questions suggests.  Though their answers were thus lukewarm, participants’ responses did suggest differences in connection to female action hero media according to gender.

Female reactions to survey questions concerning their personal connections to female action hero media suggest, again, the greater interest of females in such media, as well as their tempered but definite personal connection to the characters and themes.  Particularly, 41.35% of female respondents noted that they could relate to female action hero characters “somewhat”, and a sum of 75.4% said they could apply female action hero media themes to their own lives “somewhat” or “very much”.  This reaction on the part of female respondents could be seen as simply an illustration of their ability to connect with those of their own sex, or to stories featuring character of their own sex—particularly in comparison to the lesser connections to the media made by male respondents.  Even a simple sex-solidarity connection, however, reiterates that female action hero television and films are particularly personally important for women.  This notation, coupled with the data that suggests that female viewers enjoy female action hero media for its presentations of strong women, supports the idea that such media does or can contribute to the strengthening of positive gender ideas.  The data collected from the survey that indicates female respondents’ personal connections with female action hero characters and themes must be qualified, however, with the aversions of respondents to particular answer choices.  While the majority of female respondents’ answers to questions of personal connection with characters or themes were on the positive end of the answer spectrum, only 4.33% and 1.44% answered that they could relate to either element of the media “very much”, respectively.  Also, 42.31% of females answered that they could relate female action hero media themes to their own lives “not very much”.  These results suggest trepidation on the part of female respondents to outright connection of the media to their own lives, and also perhaps problems with my wording of answer choices.  Accordingly, the results herein indicate the weakness of my methods with respect to these questions, and also a lack of clear cognizance of personal connections with media on the part of female respondents—a phenomena that occurs repeatedly in the survey results. 

Male responses to questions of their personal connections to female action hero media further indicate the failure of my formulation of the questions and their possible answers, but with an interesting side-effect.  Male respondents noted their personal connection to female action hero characters and themes in a very mixed fashion—for either question nearly equal numbers of males answered on the positive side of the spectrum as did negative.  The reverse-bell curve of this data indicates either extreme bifurcation of male opinion, or confusion about the question.  This has lead me to hypothesize that a certain number of male respondents assumed maleness, and answered the question “how well can you relate to male action heroes”, or to the action genre’s themes.  This assumption on the part of male respondents could be a matter of their automatic cognition of male identity, or their association of the action genre with male characters.  Regardless, these reactions of the male respondents illustrates a great ability on the part of males to relate to male action heroes—assuming largely heterosexual and masculine gender concepts on the part of the male respondents.  This facet of the survey results indicates a large issue apart from the main focus of this thesis, which is the connection of males with male action heroes and the action genre.  The data thus harkens back to the masculine traditions and purposes of the action genre—the same dynamics that Jeffords deconstructs in her work The Remasculinization of America.  More interestingly, this data connects to the original element of interest in female action heroes—their very state of being females in a traditionally male genre.

Overall, respondent reactions to questions of their personal connections to female action hero media seem to contradict the highly personal and intense reactions made to the subject matter elsewhere in the survey.  This contradiction has led me to believe that while the gender politics of female action hero media play a very real role in the lives of viewers, viewers do not often recognize this personal connection.  Rather, viewers seem to be somewhat ignorant to their own involvement in the gender politics at hand—the gender issues of the media seem to become subliminal when they enter the realm of what the viewer considers personal rather than political or theoretical.  Though this situation may seem to debunk the connection of female action hero media to the politics of gender ideas, I will argue that the subliminal nature of the gender issues strengthens its ability to intrude on the viewer.  

Respondent answers to questions concerning the gender idea-changing effects of female action hero media, and of such effects on the respondents themselves, yielded a large amount of information that reiterated and caudified issues raised through other questions.  While a large number of both males and females noted believing that female action hero characters were beneficial towards ideas of gender equality, 55.77% of females did so as compared to 36.6% of males.  Collectively this data gives strong support to the idea that female action hero media has a positive affect on gender politics—particularly from the perspective of the viewers.  The difference in response between males and females, however, points once again to the idea that females take much more notice and have much more invested in the gender politics of female action hero media.  Comments from both sexes, however, concurred on the complexity of the dynamics of female action hero media’s affect on gender ideas.

Respondent comments concerning questions of the affects of female action hero television shows and films on ideas of gender equality overwhelmingly noted the dual affects of such media.  While earlier male respondents had noted reacting more to the sexualization of female action hero characters, and female respondents to the empowerment of the same characters, at this point in the survey both sexes agreed that the sexualization and empowerment of females via female action hero media had contradictory affects.  As female Respondent 7 noted “I think the role of women in action films/shows has a dual effect…having a powerful female lead show(s) that women are capable…I think there are plenty of men who choose to watch these women not because of their intelligence...but because they get off on watching take-charge, sexually attractive females.”  Male respondent 59 concurred “There are 2 sides – one as that of the degraded female either by sexuality or some other mechanism.  But also as a female in position to ‘fight crime’ and be the powerful guy.”  The many notations of the duality of female action hero media’s affects on gender ideas were accompanied by many other issues and comments—too many for me to delve into in this thesis.  These comments do prove, however, the true complexity of female action hero presentations, and thus the complexity of the gender politics that surround viewing female action heroes.  The final recurring issue involved is the perception of respondents that their own personal viewing experience lays outside of this politics.

Much like respondents minimized their personal connection to female action hero media in previous questions, male and female respondents denied that such media affected their own ideas of gender, though conceding the media did change societal ideas.  In fact, an overwhelming number of males (70.73%), and an even larger number of females (71.63%) noted that female action hero television and films did not change their ideas of gender.  Considering the intense reaction to the survey, as well as the many personal comments concerning relations with the media that respondents offered, respondents’ denial that the media has affected them seems to be a case of ignorance.  This situation gives additional strength to the idea that the gender politics behind female action hero media, while noticed by viewers, often has subliminal effects.  The subliminal nature of these gender politics, or rather the subliminal nature of their intervention into the lives of viewers, can be argued as adding to the power of the media.  For example, if female action hero media were to have explicit, pro-female political messages, those with aversions to such messages (those who might be changed most by such messages) would avoid the media altogether.  Some respondents’ comments corroborate or reveal this situation.  Respondent 89 notes the subliminal nature of the politics by saying “Not that I am aware of but I suppose at a subconscious level I can now more strongly believe in women as heroes.”  Respondent 113 refers to the “othering” of the effects of the gender politics: “Not me specifically, but I know other women are effected by them (female action heroes).”  Finally, Respondent 87 seems to speak to the dynamic of subliminal gender politics at large: “…I think by exposing the mass(es) to a role they may not immediately picture a female in, that is creating an awareness, and at least will make the watcher have second thoughts about women only being in submissive roles.”  These respondent comments, as well as the statistical answers, point to the silent power of female action hero media.  Not only do they indicate how this media power works, but they also illustrate its effects.

In these ways the varied answers and comments of the over 300 respondents coalesced into several concrete repeating themes.  This is not to say, however, that these repeating themes are the only possible situations of female action hero media that respondents’ contributions could have revealed.  The depth of the data provided in this survey alone allows for many more interesting discussions.  The discussion herein, however, serves to tease out themes and subjects that are most pertinent to this thesis.

Conclusions


The theories and histories of film and television that I have read, and the data I collected through my survey have answered many of the questions I had about the presentations of female action heroes in film and television, as well as viewers’ relationships to such media.  In addition, specifically my empirical research has opened up even more questions and issues for study with respect to female action heroes in film and television than it has answered.  With respect to questions that arose through my review of literature on female action heroes, however, I did find information that both corroborates and furthers the work previously presented.


The general assumption or argument that has underlined my work is that the visual media of television and film plays an important role in the formation and expression of political ideas, on both an individual and generational level.  To this end I cited the work of communications theorists George Gerbner and Sut Jhally, both of whom have worked to expose the influence of specifically television on personal psychology, as well as the politics of television presentations.  However, while the research of Gerbner as shown in “The Electronic Storyteller: Television and the Cultivation of Values” asserts a statistical relationship between viewing television and having certain beliefs (Gerbner, in Jhally, 1997), the empirical evidence that I gathered reveals a much more complicated sort of “struggle of interaction” between viewers and female action hero media underneath this generalization.  Truly, the comments of my survey respondents resemble more closely the reactions of Jhally’s interviewees regarding his deconstruction of The Cosby Show in Enlightened Racism: The Cosby Show, Audiences, and the Myth of the American Dream.  The intricate and varied responses that Jhally found to The Cosby Show suggested the power of not only that particular show, but of television.  As Jhally commented: “most of us feel far more able to comment on the merits of TV fiction than on news or current affairs.  It is revealing to think about how people talk about different forms of television” (Jhally 1992, 17-18, emphasis in original).  In this vein, the overwhelming and impassioned nature of the responses I received reveals the power of female action hero media—vindicating my assumptions and corroborating Gerbner and Jhally’s work.


A particular facet of the responses I received serves to tie together the work of Gerbner, Jhally, and my own research—the facet of the subliminal nature of media’s effects on viewers.  As mentioned before, the nature of the responses I received indicated the presence of a huge set of politics within viewers’ relationships to female action hero media.  Even more indicative of this politics was the indication of half of all the respondents (50.3%) female action hero media had a positive effect on ideas of gender.  Contradictory to this evidence is the fact that about 71.37% of all respondents noted that female action hero media did not change their personal ideas of gender.  It would seem then that though the media had an effect on viewers, they were unaware of such an effect—the media’s influence was subliminal.  This occurred also in Jhally’s work, where white viewers often did not view The Cosby Show’s Huxtable family as a black family, but rather subverted the element of skin color under the family’s class. (Jhally 1992, 98)  Though this subverting of the Huxtable’s blackness by white viewers is a complex situation, it did lead to the increased viewing of a show with an all-black cast by white audiences, thus suggesting the power of subliminal media to submit messages to the viewer through false guises.  This same dynamic is indicated as occurring with respect to female action hero media, where viewers may watch the shows or films without pretenses of gender equality (as in males, 74.39% of whom were drawn to female action hero media by the attractiveness of the female lead), have extremely politicized and gendered reactions, and still believe the media did not change their gender ideas.  This is what Gerbner refers to as “cultivation”, where “when the same images and patterns are shown on television over and over…viewers tend to mistake the fictional world of TV for the real world…(the images) become part of how we perceive reality” (Gerbner, as paraphrased in Jhally, 1997).  In this way the responses to my survey that I received are not only indicative of the large gender politics behind female action hero viewing, but also of the power of the subliminal manner in which the internal messages of such media reach viewers.  Thus, female action hero media commits a sort of double-punch, where most often non pro-female elements of sexuality or action may draw in particularly male viewers, who then also receive subliminal media messages of female power.


A second argument that my work has revolved around has been the assertion of theorists, mainly in regard to films, that female action hero media presentations are reflections of certain temporal political trends.  Susan Jeffords argued that the transformation of action films in the 1980s into big-budget masculinized features was a Reaganite reaction to the feminization of the US during  the Vietnam War. (Jeffords, 1989)  Yvonne Tasker continued this argument, stating that female action heroes intermittent in 1980s media, and proliferated in 1990s media, indicated a change in the status of women and the ideology surrounding them in these new post-1970s feminism eras. (Tasker, 1999)  Bonnie Dow illustrates this same sort of phenomena with respect to television, where she argues that traditional family-focused sitcoms signified the 1950s, new roles for women appeared in the 1960s, and a dearth and then multiplication of roles for females occurred in the 1980s and 1990s, respectively. (Dow, 1996)  


While these authors offer little in the way of instrumentation through which to connect the personal viewer experience with these movements or to the media (though they do speculate on causes such as commercialism), my research indicates a complex but definite connection.  For instance, comments made by respondents noted how female action hero characters are linked to what they see as the current conception of women in society ideology, as Respondent 99 noted “The powerful roles that are given to women serve as a reminder to me that yes, society is beginning to recognize that women are powerful and have a great amount of influence on society.”  Respondent 144 concurred: “I’ve also seen a big trend in “woman power” if you will, of society thinking that women can kick ass just as well as any guy.  I think that is kinda cool.”  Other respondents have noted the changes of female action hero characters through time—mirroring the notations of Jeffords, Tasker and Dow.  Respondent 34 commented: “No longer are women always the sidekick or bad imitation (i.e. traditional Batgirl), damsels in distress (Mary Jane in Superman), but can be the main character in charge (i.e. Kim Possible cartoon show…)”.  Through these comments it can be seen that viewers are conscious of the ideological and social trends that are reflected and supported in female action hero media, though they may not articulate them as such.  In this way female action hero media becomes not only a subliminal expresser and influencer of cultural change, but also a large-scale signifier of socio-cultural trends that viewers recognize and connect with.


Beneath this general reflexive relationship between female action hero media and socio-cultural trends lay a mass of complex issues of viewership that cannot be subsumed in one movement.  Issues like body type, sexuality, masculinity and violence proliferate within the respondents’ comments, indicating that their relationship to the media, the relationship underneath Jeffords, Takser, and Dow’s temporal trends, is much more intricate than simply a generalizable trend.  All of the elements of this intricate relationship do, however, revolve around one facet of female action hero media—that of the image of the female action hero herself.


Both my research and several theorists place the image of the female action hero at the center of the politics behind viewership of the media, though in quite different ways.  The placement of the female body into a space of typically masculine action and roles creates an area for expression of the differences between men and women, and thus a location for commentary on gender politics.  In both the comments of respondents, and in the works of Tasker and Inness, the corresponding elements of the sexualization and masculinization are the main players in the location of struggle that is the image of the female action hero.  Tasker asserts that corresponding with shows of increased masculinity in male action stars in the 1980s, female action stars increasingly show “musculinized” articulations of strength, where “qualities associated with masculinity are written over the muscular female body” (Tasker 1993, 149).  Tasker retains that this is not a show of woman in drag, but rather an illustration of how women too can be strong.  Inness, on the other hand, centers her work on the argument that portrayals of “tough” women in media reclaim the wrongly given male dominance over the characteristic of toughness and allow more women to be tough without fear of being termed too masculine or lesbian. (Inness 1999)  Both authors pay less attention to the sexualization of female action heroes, privileging what they see as the overriding positive effects of shows of female strength.  The comments of respondents to my survey, however, reflect a much more pained interaction with the sexualization and masculinization of female action heroes than either Tasker or Inness note.


Overwhelmingly, respondents concurred with Tasker and Inness that the presentation of strength in a female body—the deportation of “male” characteristics to the female—is beneficial to ideas of women.  For instance, Respondent 89 seems to agree with Tasker and Inness exactly: “It shows that masculinity like femininity is a trait that can be expressed, thus behind those characteristics the essence of a woman and a man are equivocal.”  Respondent 192 concurs, saying, “Female heroes like Sigourney Weaver in Alien…do portray a positive woman’s role.  She was not a woman playing a man, but a strong female.”  While many respondents agreed with Tasker and Inness with regard to portrayals of the strength of female action heroes, just as overwhelmingly, respondents problematized the issue of the sexualization of female action heroes that Tasker and Inness minimize.  Respondent 68 commented on this dichotomy of effects, noting, “I suppose it (female action heroes) shows physical strength amongst women, but TV tends to hugely sexualize them as well.”  Respondent 193 continued, “Female action heroes are all too often portrayed as sex objects.  One is hard-pressed to find a female action hero in anything but spandex (or) leather…”.  In this way theorizations of authors viewing female action heroes as beneficial to ideas of gender in their showings of strong women are corroborated by my respondents, but contradicted as well.  The lack of attention these theorists gave to the sexualization of female action heroes onscreen and on TV seems to have missed a large difficulty viewers have with translating such presentations to ideas of gender equality.  


A final element of viewership of female action heroes that theorists have undervalued is the particularly gendered nature of such viewership.  This omission is most likely a side effect of the aforementioned lack of discussion of actual connections between ideology, media and the individual viewer.  Particularly, while Jeffords, Tasker, Inness, Dow and others ruminate on the reflexive relationship of female action heroes and the action genre with socio-cultural trends and gender ideas, they neglect the fact of difference between viewers’ perceptions of the media, particularly according to gender.  My finding that while male viewers overwhelmingly (74.39%) were drawn to female action hero media by the sexual attractiveness of the female lead, and female viewers  just as much (73.56%) by the opportunity to see a woman in a powerful role, would have no doubt been useful to particularly Tasker and Inness.  Also, my finding that female and male viewers seem to prefer two different types of female action hero presentations—for the females the more feminine, as in Charlie’s Angels, for the males, the more masculine, as in “Aliens”—would further complicate the questions that Tasker and Inness deal with.  Even more interesting is the indication of the responses that males have a greater ability to connect with action characters, to visualize themselves as such characters, than females do.  These three gendered dynamics of the politics behind female action heroes illustrate that while such media possesses a reflexive relationship with socio-cultural trends, and a particularly complex relationship with individual viewers, these connections are gendered at their base.  This is to say that despite the power such media have as influencers and signifiers of culture and gender ideas, the reception of this power is still guarded by existing gender ideas within viewers—a necessary qualification to the discussion.


The responses garnered through my survey show that the presentation of female action heroes in film and television is a hugely involved and varied subject, one with many facets that could serve as the focuses for many works.  Particular among these is the issue of race.  While African-American action films have played a large role in the genre in the US, (Parish & Hill 1989) female action heroes of color are largely absent from recent proliferations.  Indeed, as the work of Ono suggested about the show Buffy the Vampire Slayer, people of color often receive disparate representation in these new female action hero shows and films—some groups even less than others.  As Respondent 197, a Filipina, commented, “I long to see minorities besides black females featured as action heroes.”  An investigation of the absence of people of color, as well as of the presentations of those included, would no doubt reveal much about the intersections of race and gender in media presentations.  Perhaps Ono’s insight that in Buffy the new “girl power” is directed towards people of color, is true for other media presentations. (Ono in Helford, 2000)  


Another facet of female action hero media that deserves further study is that of the sexuality of the female action hero herself.  While respondents to my survey rarely mentioned the sexual expression or identification of the female action hero, the issue that they took with her sexualization and masculinization hints at underlying concerns.  For instance, female respondents’ concerns that female action heroes be feminine and “not just castrated men” (Respondent 266 ) indicate an aversion to “butchness” and perhaps, homophobia.  I found only one comment on the part of respondents that could be connected to Helford’s deconstruction of the stereotypical butch/femme lesbian relationship between Xena and Gabrielle in Xena, Warrior Princess.  This was the notation of Respondent 5a that “for most guys, watching Xena meant watching the quasi-lesbian interaction between Xena and Gabrielle…”.  This suggests yet another issue of sexual identity in female action hero media, that of marginalized sexual expressions as a form of entertainment.  I have no doubt that this is just the surface of a mass of issues around sexual identity and the female action hero that could be researched further.

Finally, however unintentionally, the results of my survey revealed more about female viewers than male.  The indication that male viewers have a greater ability to connect with the action genre lends itself to the idea that perhaps male action heroes need as much study as female action heroes.


The completion of this work comes at a particularly interesting time with regard to female action heroes.  Nearly three years after the attacks of September 11, 2001 the US has experienced a conservative shift in culture and in politics.  The presidency of Bill Clinton and the 1996 “Year of the Woman” are long gone, and Reagan-reminiscent George Bush, Jr. is leading a particularly popular administration in the white house.  Yet, as the nation once again experiences a conservative shift as it did in Jeffords’ 1980s, female action heroes are still on the rise.  During the completion of this project the newest installment of the James Bond series Die Another Day met great success with the least passive Bondgirl to date.  Actress Halle Berry portrayed the action role of US agent “Jinx” in such a manner as to spur discussions of a Jinx-centered rather than Bond-centered sequel.  As the summer film season of 2003 begins, several films are on the horizon that feature female action heroes.  X2: X-Men United, the second installment of an action-genre story featuring several female leads, has already met great success.  The Matrix Reloaded, another sequel, does feature mostly male action heroes, but also features two female heroes, including African-American Jada Pinkett-Smith as Niobe.  And, surprisingly, one of the less popular female action hero films from my survey Tomb Raider, will be continued in a sequel as well this summer.  

On the television front, ABC’s Alias finished the season with a jump in ratings.  Finally, but certainly not least in importance, Buffy the Vampire Slayer finished its final season after seven years on the air.  This show, which many believed would never be a success, has instead lasted through a network change and garnered many Emmy nominations.  The final episode of Buffy, the show that first piqued my interest in female action heroes, provides the timeliest corroboration of this thesis.  In the final episode Buffy neglects to choose a final love, as so often occurs in series finales, and instead leads an army of young women against the ultimate evil.  Even more interestingly, Buffy’s best friend, the lesbian witch Willow, uses her magic in the presence of her lesbian partner to empower all of the potential female “slayers” in the world to become their destiny.  This scene features clips of girls of different ethnicities realizing their power and strength to fight—one of whom gains her power just in time to prevent a man from beating her.  As hokey as this series of events may sound, they are the distinct vision of writer and series creator Joss Whedon, notably a former Women Studies student.  As Whedon commented to “US Weekly” magazine, “ I always intended it to have the kind of impact on popular culture that it did. I wanted Buffy to be a pop icon… I wanted her to be a hero to kids…”.  As the situation of Buffy shows, female action heroes are more than simply entertainment but are also expressions of cultural and political desires, as well as reflections of those desires manifest.  As the times continue to change, so will female action heroes—hopefully into presentations that retain the potential for empowerment and become more inclusive with regard to race and sexuality.
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