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Abstract- This paper shows the evolution of female cast 

in super hero films from the last two decades. This study 

starts with the Early stage, depicted by films like Elektra 

and Catwoman, In this female lead cast projects were 

usually commercial setbacks and critical failures, and 

female cast then suddenly moved to symbolic roles such 

as "damsel in distress" or the "love interest." 

This paper then shows a game changing moment in the 

late 2010s with the release of movie wonder woman 

(2017) and captain marvel (2019). These movies show 

how important female lead movies are with their success.  

This research shows how female casts changed the 

historical male domination and introduced more 

complex and autonomous female leads. 

At last, the study targets the modern era, which results 

in major change toward a more complex and diverse 

showcase. This report shows examples from recent 

movies and series like Harley Quinn's journey to 

independence in Birds of Prey and Shuri's leadership in 

Black Panther: Wakanda Forever. It also explores the 

addition of cultural specific stories, such as that of 

Kamala Khan in Ms. Marvel, showing a wider society 

demand for authenticity and diversity. 

The findings show a clear improvement and growth from 

simple characters to complex, lead stars with their own 

unique cast arcs, agency, and thematic depth. This 

growth shows and impacts wider cultural conversations 

about gender, feminism, and representation in media. 

INTRODUCTION: THE SUPERHEROINE AS A 

CULTURAL BAROMETER 

In the last two decades, the female cast in the 

superhero film has undergone a dramatic and big 

transformation, shows a broader cultural change in 

conversations about gender, representation, and 

power. What was once a landscape dominated by male 

heroes and female characters was given supporting 

roles has evolved into a vibrant and diverse cinematic 

universe where women stand at the front, leading their 

own narratives and defining their own heroic legacies. 

The journey from a passive to a powerful portrayal 

was not a simple, linear progression. It was a complex, 

two-decade-long process influenced by a perfect storm 

of factors: the increasing financial power of the 

superhero film genre, the rise of a more diverse and 

critically-minded audience, and the impactful cultural 

pressure from social movements and fan communities 

demanding change. In the early 2000s, the blueprint 

for a female character in a superhero film was usually 

limited—she was the damsel in distress, the love 

interest whose primary function was to motivate the 

male hero, or the mysterious, hyper-sexualized 

sidekick. Her story was rarely her own. 

However, as the super hero films started growing and 

making fans, so did the study on its portrayals. This 

led to a crucial turning point—a moment where the 

industry’s long-held assumptions were challenged and 

ultimately abolished. The success of a select group of 

films proved that audiences were not only ready for 

female-led stories but were actively hungry for them. 

This shift enhanced an irreversible change in how 

female heroes were conceived, written, and visualized 

on screen. 

This paper explores this remarkable evolution by 

examining the key stages of this transformation. We 

will begin by analyzing the limitations and stereotypes 

of the early era, using characters like Pepper Potts and 

Black Widow as case studies. We will then identify the 

key moment—the film that proved the market for 

female-led stories was not just alive, but immensely 

profitable. Finally, we will explore the modern era, 

exploring the complex, multidimensional portrayals of 

contemporary heroines, the significant changes in 

costume design, and the powerful influence of fan 
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culture and social commentary that makes the way 

good for this new, more inclusive cinematic universe. 

The central thesis of this report is that the evolution of 

female portrayals in superhero films reflects a 

fundamental and ongoing shift in Hollywood's 

approach, driven by a changing cultural dialogue and 

consumer demand. This journey has moved from a 

reliance on stereotypical, male-centric narrative 

functions to a focus on female-led narratives that 

explore complex, multi-dimensional identity, 

emotional depth, and non-romantic relationships. This 

progression is more than just a matter of increasing 

screen time; it represents a deep change in the very 

purpose and design of the female protagonist. To 

provide a clear chronological framework for this 

evolution, the following table visually organizes key 

films and their leading female characters, serving as a 

foundational guide for the analysis that follows. 

Table 1: A Chronology of Female Portrayals (2004–2024) 
 

Film/Series Title Release 

Year  

Key Female Characters Narrative Function & Trope Analysis 

Elektra 2005 Elektra Natchios Early solo lead; 

commercial and critical misstep; 

"Tough Girl" trope. 

X-Men: The Last Stand  2006 Jean Grey, Storm, Mystique  Ensemble players; 

traditional gender roles; 

supporting roles in male-centric narratives. 

The Avengers  2012  Black Widow  Ensemble player; 

defined by her relationship to male heroes; 

emotionally reserved. 

Mad Max: Fury Road  2015 Imperator Furiosa  Action hero; 

defined by a clear mission and her agency, 

independent of a male narrative. 

Wonder Woman 2017 Diana Prince  Breakthrough solo lead; 

commercial and critical success; 

re-defines intrinsic strength. 

Captain Marvel 2019  Carol Danvers  First solo MCU lead; 

box ofice titan; 

praised for lack of romantic subplot. 

Birds of Prey  2020  Harley Quinn, Black 

Canary,Huntress 

Ensemble of anti-heroes; 

focused on emancipation and found family; 

non-sexualized. 

Black Widow 2021 Natasha Romanoff, Yelena 

Belova 

Psychological and emotional character study; 

explores trauma, grief, and sisterhood. 

Ms. Marvel  2022 Kamala Khan  Intersectional heroine; 

narrative rooted in cultural specificity and 

family bonds. 

Black Panther:Wakanda 

Forever 

2022 Shuri Grief-led arc; 

intellectual and emotional journey to accept the 

mantle of leadership. 

The Marvels  2023 Carol Danvers, Kamala Khan, 

Monica Rambeau 

Team-up of solo heroines; 

explores relationships between powerful 

women. 
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The Early Milestones and Missteps (c. 2004–2015) 

The early-to-mid 2000s were a period of trial attempt 

for female-led superhero films, largely characterized 

by a hesitant approach and a trend  to use old ideas. 

This era began with significant commercial setback 

and critical failures that left a lasting impression on the 

industry. The 2004 film Catwoman and the 2005 film 

Elektra were both widely panned and failed 

financially, reinforcing a long-standing industry 

perception that female-led superhero films were a box 

office risk. However, this narrative of failure was not 

a review of the genre itself, but rather a reflection of 

the creative missteps in these specific productions. 

This is evidenced by the fact that these failures 

occurred shortly before Christopher Nolan's Batman 

Begins was released, a film adaptation that received 

widespread praise and revitalized the genre. The 

takeaway for the industry was not that "women don't 

sell superhero movies," but that a compelling, well-

executed narrative was the true key to success, 

regardless of the gender of cast.    

The dominant archetype for female strength during 

this time was the "Superwoman" or "Tough Girl" 

trope, which portrayed characters with "excessive 

masculinity" and relied solely on their physical 

capabilities to earn respect. This one-dimensional 

portrayal was critiqued for mimicking men rather than 

allowing female characters to form a unique identity. 

These "quasi-strong" characters were often defined by 

their brute force, lacking the emotional and intellectual 

depth of their male counterparts. This trend was 

prominent in ensemble films of the era where female 

heroes were significantly outnumbered and often 

portrayed as sexualized, helpless, or existing as 

support systems for the male heroes. Early portrayals 

of characters like Jean Grey in the X-Men films or 

Black Widow in the nascent Marvel Cinematic 

Universe (MCU) often fell into this category, with 

their narrative functions defined in relation to the men 

around them.    

This period's approach to female characters was also 

heavily influenced by the lingering shadow of the 

long-standing "reporter girlfriend" archetype, 

introduced by Lois Lane. Tracing its history reveals 

how female agency was historically linked to, and 

often diminished by, romantic relationships with male 

heroes. The Golden Age of comics portrayed Lois 

Lane as a fiercely independent and heroic journalist, 

but this character was later "weakened" in the Silver 

Age, with her primary motivation shifting to tricking 

Superman into marriage or revealing his identity. This 

concept of a female character being primarily 

"romantically driven" created a narrative ceiling on 

complexity, as her purpose became subservient to the 

male hero's arc.  

The early 2000s, by not fully shaking off this narrative 

baggage, limited the potential for female characters to 

stand on their own. The subsequent evolution of the 

genre can therefore be seen as a direct effort to break 

free from this historical model and grant female 

characters true narrative independence, moving them 

from a state of subordination to one of self-defined 

agency.    

 

The Breakthrough Era (c. 2017–2019) 

This period marks a deep change in the superhero 

genre, as the industry finally achieved both 

commercial and critical success with female-led films, 

forcing a complete re-evaluation of long-held 

assumptions. The exceptional success of Wonder 

Woman (2017) and Captain Marvel (2019) was the 

definitive commercial tipping point that proved, 

beyond a doubt, the immense profitability of female-

led narratives.    

Wonder Woman was a critical and box office smash, 

making good way for Captain Marvel to become the 

first female-led superhero film to pass one billion 

dollars in global sales. This success was not merely 

about box office numbers; it was a direct challenge to 

the industry's conservative marketing strategies. The 

criticism surrounding the "Where's Rey" campaign for 

Star Wars: The Force Awakens, which highlighted the 

absence of the female lead in merchandise, stood in 

stark contrast to the robust marketing for Captain 

Marvel, which was well-represented in a wide range 

of toys, books, and clothing. This demonstrated a 

newfound commercial confidence in female heroines, 

a direct result of the clear financial data from Wonder 

Woman's success. 

Beyond commercial success, these films actively 

challenged traditional narrative tropes that had long 

limited female characters. Captain Marvel was 

particularly praised for its "absolute lack of a romantic 

plot line," a radical departure from the historically 

"romantically driven" female character. Instead of 

being defined by a relationship with a male 

protagonist, her arc was focused on self-discovery and 

agency. Both films also directly faced "toxic 
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masculinity" by featuring untrustworthy male mentors 

as antagonists. These villains, such as Yon-Rogg in  

Captain Marvel, were portrayed as "nice guys" who 

pretended to be in the hero's corner while secretly 

furthering their own misogynistic motives. This choice 

in villain served as a powerful representation for the 

best systems that had historically troubled the 

heroines.    

A defining feature of this era was the re-definition of 

a female hero's strength. While still physically 

powerful, their heroism was also rooted in their basic, 

non-physical qualities. Carol Danvers was shown to 

thrive with her "emotional and compassionate" nature, 

while Wonder Woman’s heroism was an act of 

courage and kindness against the backdrop of war. 

This narrative shift moved beyond the one-

dimensional "Superwoman" trope that relied solely on 

physical prowess and embraced a more "full-

dimensional" characterization that valued intelligence, 

emotional depth, and moral belief. This allowed these 

heroines to connect with a broader audience who saw 

themselves reflected in the characters' vulnerability 

and resilience, not just their physical abilities.    

 

The Rise of Nuanced and Intersectional Identity (c. 

2020–Present) 

The period following 2020 has seen a significant 

growing of female character portrayals, moving 

beyond only being the solo lead and into a new phase 

of narrative complexity. This era is characterized by a 

departure from strict archetypes in favor of creating 

"three-dimensional people who happen to be female". 

The narrative focus has shifted from facing external 

threats to exploring internal, psychological journeys.    

The Black Widow film (2021) released after the 

character's death, serves as a powerful case study in 

this evolution. The film provided Natasha Romanoff 

with a complete, memorial character arc, focusing on 

her "unclear psychological journey" and confronting a 

past rooted in grief, pain, and abuse. Her strength is 

defined not by a super-serum but by her selflessness, 

compassion, and the deep loyalty to her "found 

family". This stands in stark contrast to her early-era 

portrayal, where she was primarily an group player 

and a love interest for male heroes, her backstory and 

motivations largely underdeveloped. The film's 

emphasis on her emotional evolution, and her sister-

like relationship with Yelena Belova, solidified her 

transition from a supporting player to a fully realized, 

independent protagonist.    

The most significant development of this era is the 

planned and authentic exploration of intersectional 

identities. The genre is now being used as a vehicle to 

tell stories about a wider range of human experiences. 

Ms. Marvel is a prime example of this trend, serving 

as a "breakthrough against the negative representation 

of Islam" in a post-9/11world. Her character is a 

"hybrid" of American and Islamic cultures, with her 

narrative rooted in "cultural specificity" and "family 

bonds". Her story is a direct reflection of a globalized 

society struggling with questions of identity and 

belonging. The film's positive recognition, which 

praised its "risk-taking structure" and "character-first 

tempo," validated the financial and cultural 

importance of non-white narratives.  

Similarly, Black Panther: Wakanda Forever gives 

Shuri a "grief-led" arc, forcing her to accept the role of 

leadership in the face of immense loss. Her story is 

defined by her "engineering brilliance" and emotional 

courage, a evidence to her intellectual strength over a 

purely physical one. This evolution demonstrates that 

the genre has expanded its "literary ecology" to 

process larger geopolitical and cultural anxieties, 

transforming the superheroine into a complex, 

transnational icon who is individual yet communal, 

religious yet secular, and rooted yet uprooted.    

 

The Critical and Audience Dialogue 

The evolution of female characters has sparked a rich 

and ongoing dialogue among critics, scholars, and 

audiences, highlighting both the genre's successes and 

its lingering challenges. The following table 

systematically compares and contrasts a selection of 

heroines across time, visually representing the 

evolution of their narrative function and motivations. 

 

Table 2: Character Archetype Progression 

Character Name  Primary Film/Series  Narrative Function  Key Motivations  Character DefiningTraits 

Elektra Natchios Elektra (2005)  Solo Protagonist  Revenge Physical Prowess; 
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Excessive Masculinity 

Black Widow  The Avengers (2012)  Ensemble Love 

Interest 

Redemption; 

Atoning for Past 

Espionage; 

Stoicism; 

Physical Prowess 

Wonder Woman  Wonder Woman 

(2017)  

Solo Protagonist  Justice; 

Ending War 

Compassion; 

Courage; 

Naivety; 

Super Strength 

Harley Quinn  Birds of Prey (2020)  Ensemble Anti-Hero  Emancipation; 

Establishing Identity 

Unpredictability; 

Emotional Vulnerability; 

Wits 

Ms. Marvel  Ms. Marvel (2022)  Intersectional 

Heroine 

Self-Discovery; 

Protecting 

Community 

Fandom;  

Family Bonds; 

Cultural Identity 

Shuri Black Panther: 

Wakanda Forever 

(2022) 

Grief-Led Heroine  Accepting the Mantle 

of Leadership 

Intellectual Brilliance; 

Engineering; 

Courage 

 

This table shows a clear progression from one-

dimensional archetypes to multi-faceted individuals. 

However, this progress is not without its academic 

critiques. Scholars argue that while films like Wonder 

Woman and Captain Marvel are celebrated for 

empowering women, they also reinforce 

"conservative, neoliberal values" and a "glorified 

military aesthetic". This concept, known as 

"militainment," can be seen as using women's military 

service to uphold a system that, while appearing 

progressive, may still marginalize others. This critique 

suggests that the films' empowerment narrative is a 

form of "white hegemonic feminism," using the 

success of some women to reinforce a problematic 

status quo.  

Furthermore, academic research from the 2010s 

confirms the survival of traditional gender norms in a 

genre often lauded for its progressiveness. A content 

analysis of superhero films found that female heroes 

were significantly outnumbered, often portrayed as 

more emotional, and more likely to need a mentor or 

work in a group than their male counterparts. This 

highlights the slow pace of change and the lingering 

tendency to adhere to gender stereotypes, which can 

have real-world implications for how gender is 

perceived. These findings serve as a crucial 

counterpoint to the celebratory narrative of recent 

films, demonstrating that while progress is being 

made, the genre still has a long way to go in achieving 

true equality in representation.    

Despite these academic concerns, audience studies 

provide compelling evidence of the positive impact of 

this evolution. Research shows that viewers form 

stronger "parasocial relationships" with characters 

played by women, and feel a stronger virtual 

connection to characters of the same gender or race. 

This is particularly true for women and people of 

color, who have historically been under represented in 

mainstream media. The fact that some of the most 

popular female characters—Shuri, Valkyrie, and 

Rey—were not portrayed in a hyper-focused on 

physical attractiveness challenges the long-held 

industry assumption that such emphasis is necessary 

for appeal. The audience response proves that viewers 

are ready for and desire female characters who are 

intelligent, independent, and defined by their actions 

and internal struggles rather than their appearance or 

romantic entanglements.    
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GRAPH 1: TOP FIVE GROSSING SUPER HERO FILMS OF 2005 (IMDB)

 
● The graph illustrates the top five superhero films of 2005, ranked by their box office earnings. 

● The Y-axis represents revenue figures in millions of dollars. 

● The X-axis displays the titles of the respective films. 

● Elektra is positioned as the fifth highest-grossing superhero film of that year. 

 

GRAPH 2: COMPARISON OF BUDGET AND COLLECTION OF RESPECTIVE FILMS  
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MOVIES BUDGET (MILLION) COLLECTION (MILLION) 

CAPTAIN MARVEL 152 1128 

WONDER WOMAN 149 822 

BIRDS OF PREY 82 201 

BLACK WIDOW 200 379 

ELEKTRA 43 57 

SOURCE: IMDB 

 

LOKAH CHAPTER 1  

❖ Lokah Chapter 1: Chandra is the first-ever Indian 

superhero film with a female lead.  

❖ Kalyani Priyadarshan plays Chandra, a 

mysterious woman with supernatural powers who 

fights against dark forces in Bangalore. 

❖ It’s a Malayalam-language film that broke 

records, earning over ₹300 crore worldwide. 

❖  It’s also the first chapter in a planned superhero 

universe, kind of like Marvel but rooted in Indian 

culture. 

 

CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK 

 

The journey of the female superheroine over the last 

two decades is one of deep transformation. The genre 

has successfully moved from the ill-conceived, one-

dimensional "Tough Girl" trope of the early 2000s to 

the complex, emotionally driven, and intersectional 

heroines of the present day. This evolution was made 

possible by the commercial breakthroughs of the late 

2010s, which gave studios the confidence to invest in 

and market a new kind of female protagonist. The 

subsequent shift in focus from external, physical 

threats to internal, psychological ones has allowed for 

a much richer and more powerful storytelling, where 

characters grapple with issues of grief, trauma, and 

identity in ways that were previously reserved for male 

heroes.    

 

Despite this progress, significant challenges remain. 

The academic critique of "white hegemonic feminism" 

and the lingering tendency toward gender-normative 

portrayals demonstrate that the fight for truly inclusive 

and diverse representation is not over. The commercial 

success of female-led films does not automatically 

guarantee narrative freedom, as studios still grapple 

with how to integrate these new heroines into a long-

established, male-centric cinematic universe.    

 

The future trajectory of female portrayals will likely 

continue to lead narrative innovation in the genre. 

With the proven commercial success of solo female 

heroes and the increasing demand for authentic, 

diverse stories, the focus will continue to be on "full-

dimensional" characters who tackle human-centric 

problems, not just cosmic threats. The era of the 

"female who happens to be a character" has arrived, 

and it promises to introduce a new and exciting era of 

storytelling for the genre as a whole. As the superhero 

film continues to reflect and shape society, the 

evolution of its female heroes will remain a critical 

metric of its ability to adapt and grow.    
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