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1.	  How	  NOT	  To	  Write	  A	  Female	  Character	  
 

Female characters are in the spotlight at the moment, especially on social 

media. Audiences – particularly women - are making it clear they’re BORED 

with “the usual” characters they see on screen and in fiction generally. They’re 

demanding more varied role functions and representations in fiction for female 

characters ... And what’s more, they’re getting them! 

 

In novels, we’ve been treated to female protagonists like Jane in CL Taylor’s 

bestseller The Lie; or Jenna in Clare Mackintosh’s Kindle number one, I Let 

You Go; there’s also uber-antagonist Amy Dunne in Gillian Flynn’s modern 

classic Gone Girl. Active female protagonists have exploded onto the silver 

screen such as Ryan Stone in Gravity; Mallory in Haywire; or Luc Besson’s 

heroine of the same name in Lucy. Women of colour are finally leading TV 

drama, such as Olivia in Scandal and Cookie in Empire; plus transwomen like 

Sophia in Orange Is The New Black and Judy in BBC’s Boy Meets Girl have 

appeared in comedies, not just “worthy” Oscar bait dramas like Dallas Buyers 

Club. There have even been TV shows in which the entire storyworld is a 

matriarchy, like The 100.  

 

And all this is just for starters! 

 

So, after an extended period in which female characters were seemingly 

samey or even sidelined altogether, audiences are finally being treated to the 

female characters they deserve. Whilst there’s still some way to go, it’s 

definitely a step in the right direction!  

 

Yet even with all this GREAT recent output, writers are still struggling with 

female characters in their DRAFTS. But why? Well chew on these reasons for 

size and discover how NOT to write a female character ... Enjoy!  
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i) Give her a TRAUMATIC PAST 
	  

	  
 
Traumatic pasts become a problem when they are reductive. In other 

words, they are a “shortcut” for characterisation in terms of 

understanding who she is. Most commonly, female characters will have 

dead parents, a dead sister and/or have been raped in the spec 

screenplays and unpublished novels I read. This becomes reductive 

when it’s shoved in simply as that aforementioned shortcut, ie.  
 

“She can handle [THIS PRESENT SITUATION] in the story, 
because [THIS TERRIBLE THING] happened to her *before* the 

story began”. 
 

It’s not difficult to see why this is a favourite of writers: a traumatic past 

for your protagonist can be a GREAT move and work well. In movies, 

female characters often have dead children, such as Ryan Stone in 

Gravity. We assume Stone will give up, in order to “be with” her 

daughter. Instead, the opposite occurs: Stone decides on a fatalistic 

attempt to reach Earth – “get there or die trying” - in the name of her 

daughter Sarah, whom Stone describes to dead colleague Matt as she 

free-falls through Space. In the police procedural novel Someone 

Else’s Skin by Sarah Hilary, DI Marnie Rose is haunted by the brutal 

murder of her parents by her foster brother, Stephen. This informs 

Rose’s character and the way she relates to other victims of crime, 
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particularly the women who have suffered domestic abuse at the heart 

of the story.  
 

MORAL OF THE STORY: If your female character has a traumatic 

past, it needs to INFORM her actions in the story, not create an 

automatic “shortcut” to understanding who she is. 

 

ii) Make her a facilitator of male emotion 
 
This one is very simple. A female character needs her own AGENCY – 

that is, her own ability to drive the story through any variety of actions. 

She should NOT just be there as a sounding board for other characters 

in order to “crack them open”. This is lazy writing, yet wives, girlfriends, 

work colleagues and psychologists often provide this facilitating 

function in spec screenplays and unpublished novels I read. Stamp this 

out in your edit, however you can! (NOTE: This does not mean your 

character *can’t* be a wife, girlfriend, work colleague or psychologist 

OR that they have to “not care” about that male character ... It just 

means they CAN’T “make it easy” for the male character to describe 

his pain or motivations.) 
 

MORAL OF THE STORY: Don’t *allow* your female character to fall 

into a place where she exists solely for the male character/s to use as 

a sounding board.  
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iii) Think she has to be a ROLE MODEL 
 
 

 
 
One of the biggest myths the internet likes to spread – especially 

Twitter and Tumblr – is that representations of marginalised characters 

(such as, but not limited to, women) must be POSITIVE and a thus a 

ROLE MODEL to “inspire” others.  
 

Whilst seemingly a good idea on the surface, writers soon realise “the 

road to Hell is paved with good intentions”. Why?  

Because every single time a female antagonist appears, especially in 

movies, such as Catherine Trammel in Basic Instinct (1992) or Amy 

Dunne in Gone Girl (book AND film), cries of “misogyny!” abound ... As 

if women CAN’T be manipulative or have bad intentions to others??  
 

Now, I would dearly like to see more infamous women represented in 

fiction, both made up and true story – men aren’t the only ones capable 

of crime and mayhem!! I think the little-used “Femme Fatale” character 



	  

	   www.bang2write.com 	  

	  

is a huge loss to cinema in particular. Far from being a stereotype, 

“Femme Fatale” is a ROLE FUNCTION that can be utilised well, just 

like its male equivalents, such as “villain”. 
 

But sometimes criticisms attempt more nuance, with well-meaning 

people suggesting that *because* such a character is a representation 

of a marginalised group of people, writers have a “responsibility” to try 

and help change society’s viewpoint of that group. I have a certain level 

of sympathy for this idea and certainly, if a representation is 

*unthinkingly* prejudiced in some way, then YES, obviously that 

character needs more development, STAT.  
 

However, I do think ultimately a writer’s only responsibility is to tell the 

best story s/he can. This may include a character in the story who is 

perhaps racist or misogynist, but the context and storytelling should let 

us know the writer does not condone that character’s behaviour. In 

short, it should not be assumed that the mere inclusion of a despicable 

character means the writer behind it is secretly thinking the same thing!  
 

MORAL OF THE STORY: Positive representations *can* be great, but 

they’re not always necessary or even desirable in a particular story. A 

considered story choice should not reflect badly on the writer, even if 

we don’t like that character.  
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iv) Write “The Girl Character” 
 

 
 
This appears most often to be a spec screenwriting issue, though 

occasionally I will see it in unpublished novels as well (especially 

fantasy and science fiction “quest”-type narratives).   

 

“The Girl Character” happens when scribes attempt to write a group of 

characters – particularly in action and/or comedy screenplays – but 

also ensemble casts of characters in spec TV pilots. In such works, 

there will be a group of seven or eight characters, only one of which will 

be female (occasionally, two). Each male character may represent 

some sort of skill or attitude, such as The Leader; The Second In 

Command; The Maverick; The Funny One and so on. Most of the male 

characters will usually be exceptional: they will be incredibly brave; 

incredibly shrewd; an incredible risk taker; incredibly funny and so on. 

 

In comparison, the only thing that may set the woman in the group 

apart will be her FEMALE-NESS. This means she is probably one of 

the group’s girlfriends (or a wannabe girlfriend) and/or she will be 

“vampy” or “slutty”, using her “assets” (!) to get what she wants ... 

Either from the group and/or their enemies. If there are two women in 

the group, the other one is invariably an ice maiden-type who’s manlier 

than the men! The men may confess to being scared of her and/or 

make fun of her, the subtext being that she’s “less” than a woman 

somehow.  
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Now, I’m a proponent of “if you’ve got it, flaunt it” AND that some 

women are indeed more hardcore than a lot of men. Why not?? Writers 

can totally pull off a vampy female character or a hardcore hottie who is 

rounded and authentic. So the problem is not these two character role 

functions per se, just the fact they are OVERUSED, reductive and thus 

BORING.  

 

MORAL OF THE STORY: Don’t be reductive in your female character 

choices. “The Girl Character” is boring, whether you have one OR two of 

them. Try something new! 
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v) Go OTT on The Bechdel Test 
 

 
The Bechdel test asks whether a work of fiction features at least two 

women “who talk to each other about something other than a man”. 

The Bechdel test is named for the American cartoonist Alison Bechdel 

and this idea appeared in her comic strip Dykes to Watch Out For in 

1985. The test is used as an indicator for the active presence of 

women in films and other fiction, as well as to call attention to gender 

inequality in fiction due to sexism.  
 

Contrary to popular belief, I don’t hate The Bechdel Test. I actually 

think it can be really useful, especially for those who have never 

considered gender roles and characters in fiction before. I have taught 

many classes and workshops where I have mentioned this test, so I’ve 

seen teenagers’ eyes light up as they recognise inequality on screen. 

This is obviously great.  
 

I am however frustrated by modern femcrit’s seeming reliance on it. At 

the end of the day, The Bechdel Test is a thirty year old joke in a comic 

strip, not some deep analysis of where we’re going wrong in female 

characterisation. Because of the fact it’s just a joke, The Bechdel Test 
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cannot include important factors in female characterisation, or the state 

we find ourselves in: 
 

a. By virtue of considered story choice, such as isolating a 

female protagonist to make her journey more perilous, then your 

project can’t pass The Bechdel Test – ie. Ryan Stone in Gravity, 

or Amber in Deviation (2012). Simply counting women does not 
guarantee effective, or even interesting, characterisation.  

 

b. Sometimes a female secondary character is the only one in a 

group in an otherwise male-centric environment. This is 

usually to underline notions of sexism in the workplace, such as 

Lindsay in The Abyss (1990) who works on an oil rig; or female 

fishing captain Linda in A Perfect Storm (2000). In both stories, 

the women have the answers for the men ... if the men JUST 

LISTENED. This is arguably an authentic representation of the 

ongoing battle between the sexes regarding communication, but 

again: neither film would pass Bechdel.  
 

c. If the majority of female characters are secondary characters 

(and they are, because there are more male-centric stories than 

female-centric ones) then OF COURSE they’re talking about a 

man ... They’re talking about the male protagonist! We see 

this in The Wolverine (2013), when Mariko and Yukio discuss 

Logan’s motivation for meeting with their master, which is 

necessary exposition for understanding what happens next.  
 
I have other issues with The Bechdel Test, but these are the three main ones. 

My issue with it is not that we shouldn’t be examining stories for sexism, but 

rather The Bechdel Test is too NARROW a framework in which to do so.  

 

MORAL OF THE STORY: The Bechdel Test is a starting point for thinking 

about female characterisation – nothing more, nothing less. 
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vi) Forget her ROLE FUNCTION 
 

 
Regardless of gender, characters need role functions – a reason to 

be IN the story, in effect. At foundation level, characterisation in all 

fiction, no matter the medium, *generally* works like this: 
 

§ Protagonist versus Antagonist – protagonist has a 

goal; antagonist wants to stop him/her *for some reason* 
§ Secondary characters work to HELP or HINDER the two 

main roles in their respective goals.  

§ Peripheral characters usually perform a thematic or tonal 

function, ie. The Jobsworth in comedy that turns the 

protagonist away and ALSO creates a problem for the 

antagonist in some way as well, all in the space of one or 

two moments in the story.  
 

Female character role functions are typically more reductive and less 

varied than their male counterparts: they’re more likely to be known by 

their label and/or by their relationship to a man and/or to a child. 

Women are the wife and mother; the love interest; the Mom warrior; the 

mistress/tart with a heart; the hardcore hottie; or the damsel in distress 
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that needs rescuing. Alternatively, these female characters may be 

known solely by their job: as the secretary, the ball-breaking boss, the 

stripper. In other words, female characters are often not rounded, 

authentic-feeling PEOPLE.  
 

Because of all this then, writers will try and do something “different”, 

which sometimes means forgetting to give their female character a role 

function altogether. This is because the writer has usually not checked 

out what’s gone before in their genre and how it worked previously. 

The writers needs to know this, so s/he can work out what can be kept 

the same and what can be changed, which adds up to layered 

characterisation.  
 

Example: When I develop role functions with a writer, s/he might say 

s/he HATES love interests and Manic Pixie Dream Girls (even though 

s/he is writing a Rom Com)! Yet you can write a GREAT love interest 

or Manic Pixie Dream Girl, in an original way – YOUR WAY. But if you 

hate love interests and don’t want to do your research into how role 

functions work in the genre, then don’t write a bloody Rom Com! 
 

MORAL OF THE STORY:  Do your research. Find out what works in 

your genre or type of story, versus what feels stale and old. Put your 

own spin on it. Come up with something new, but don’t reinvent the 

wheel. TWIST IT.  
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vii) Neglect the STORY and create a “Reactress” 
part 

 

 
In recent years, the demand for more female characters has seen a 

new problem emerge, as described here by Gabrielle Moss in Slate 

Magazine: 

 
“[The	  female	  character]	  is	  trapped	  in	  a	  sad	  little	  emotional	  cycle	  ...	  You	  could	  

call	  it	  the	  plight	  of	  the	  “reactress”:	  female	  stars	  cast	  in	  roles	  that	  require	  little	  

more	   than	   glumly	   registering	   the	   drama	   dished	   out	   by	   their	   male	  

counterparts.”	  	  

READ	   MORE:	   The	   Rise	   Of	   The	   Reactress	  

http://www.slate.com/blogs/browbeat/2015/02/20/sienna_miller_and_the_

rise_of_the_reactress_what_her_roles_in_american_sniper.html	  	  

 
Where once male-centric stories would have concentrated on – quelle 

surprise! – the main male character’s story, many are now literally 

SHOE-HORNING female characters in. Have you noticed how many 

modern female characters are on the end of the phone in recent 

movies, crying and wailing, hoping for husbands and boyfriends to 

come home?? THAT. It’s basically a bad combo of points 2 and 4 in 

this list: a “facilitator of male emotion” meets The Girl Character”! YUK. 
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Nowadays, when a male-centric screenplay or novel turns up in the 

pile, script readers, copy editors etc will want to plant some female 

characters in. This is not necessarily an issue and *can* work, but 

becomes an issue when the story does not CALL for female 

characters. Why? Because not only is this neglecting the story, as we 

can see, we end up with two-dimensional female characters crying at 

the end of the phone. UGH. No thanks! Women are not teabags ... 

Don’t kneejerk and shove them in for the sake of it! Why not keep the 

male-centric story AS male-centric ... Create some female-centric 

stories IN ADDITION??? D’oh! 

 

 

MORAL OF THE STORY: The answer to there being too many male-

centric stories is NOT simply shoving some female characters in. 

Create female-centric stories instead!! 
 

Read on for more on HOW you can do this, too ... 
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2.	  The	  “Chick	  Flick”	  Is	  DEAD!	  
	  
 

GOOD NEWS: Tides are turning. In this day and age, the outdated notion of 

the “male” and “female” story is GONE. Women, just like men, want a “great 

story, well told”. Fancy that!  
 

Women now watch genres and types of story traditionally associated with 

“male” tastes such as Horror, Blockbusters, gross-out comedies and stories 

full of extreme violence (even torture!).  
 

In other words, what Women personally find entertaining. This may include 

traditional fare like Rom Coms (and why not), but is just as likely to include 

high-octane action thrillers, reflected in characters like Furiosa and The Wives 

featured in movies such as Mad Max: Fury Road (2015).  
 

One of the biggest hits of this decade, Mad Max: Fury Road not only made its 

filmmakers bundles of cash, the movie got critical acclaim AND was an 

audience favourite, scoring 88% on Rotten Tomatoes.  
 

WHAT A LOVELY DAY!!! (To be a writer). 
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3.	  $$	  Show	  Me	  The	  Money	  ££	  
	  	  
NEWSFLASH: Women are FIFTY PER CENT of your potential audience, 

whether you’re writing movies, short films, TV pilots, novels, or transmedia 

projects.  
 

If you get on Google, you’ll discover that surveys consistently find that women 

read more than men, especially fiction; they also note women stream more 

movies and TV than men; plus they’re far more likely watch television 

(especially box sets). Women even use social media and the internet more 

than men!  
 

What’s more, far from that mythical 15-25 year old male demographic that’s 

bandied about by (out-of-date) producers, the MPAA have revealed the 

majority of cinema audiences in the USA are actually FEMALE!  
 

So in other words, ignoring your female characters is literally leaving money 
on the table. Feminism might be the buzzword of the moment, but regardless 

of gender politics or general philanthropy, ignoring the women in your 

audience is BAD BUSINESS SENSE. 
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4.	  Why	  Female	  characters	  Are	  Important	  	  
	  

	  
 

So, female characters are important. It’s probably not for the reason you think, 

either. Forget everything you know - or THINK you know – about this issue.  
 

Writers often have a social conscience, but good female characterisation is 

NOT about ticking boxes, or educating anyone. It’s about ENTERTAINMENT. 

At grass roots level, entertainment means, “Can this make money??” 
 

We can see this as depressing, or liberating. I’m going with the latter, because 

these are the facts: we are currently seeing a breadth of female 

characterisation that is unprecedented in its diversity. More marginalised 

voices and worldviews are being recognised and championed than ever 

before: advances in technology like the Kindle, VoD and TV on Demand 

means there’s literally thousands of hours to FILL with stories.  
 

These stories can be YOURS!! But, a note of caution: you’ve got LOTS of 

competition. It’s very fashionable to say that all modern books, movies and TV 

programmes are “terrible” for a variety of reasons. The reality is, this is simply 

not true. There is GREAT published and produced content out there, both 

mainstream and indie. All potential audiences have to do is dip in and grab it.  
 

So if you want YOUR novel, screenplay or transmedia project noticed out of 

the hundreds of thousands in that pile, you’ve got to take this point and run 

with it. You MUST nail your female characters and make them as interesting 

as possible. It’s what makes money, because it’s what audiences 
DEMAND in the noughties! 
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5.	  How	  TO	  Write	  A	  Female	  Character	  ...	  
	  
... Well, that’s up to you, Dear Writer!!! J  
 

 
 

It’s a sad fact that female characters are always under greater scrutiny than 

male characters ... And yep, this includes specs and unpublished works, too!  

 

You’ll find well-meaning office juniors on work experience and inexperienced 

script readers will overly criticise every little thing about your female 

characters. In addition, they will want to shove female characters in absolutely 

everything (whether it serves the story or not), as the “kneejerk” I mention in 

point vi of this blueprint.  

 

In films and TV, Directors and Producers with agendas of their own may 

shove in tried-and-tested shortcuts like rape/revenge! (Ugh). In novels, copy 
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editors and translators may remove or reword important paragraphs about 

your characters’ motivations that fundamentally change their outlooks in the 

story. Shit happens.  

 

Then on top of THAT, whilst audiences are very vocal on what they want – 

and are getting it, remember – you’ll discover that for some, it’s simply not 
good enough. These vocal people will view your story through their own 

filters, rather than what’s actually THERE.  

 

 
 

Example: Claire Dearing, female protagonist in Jurassic World (2015).  A 

bemusing amount of shade was thrown at this character online. Most of the 

fury was directed at the fact Claire keeps her high heels on throughout the 

movie and was even able to outrun a T-Rex in them. Some articles even cited 

it as “proof” that Hollywood hates women. Yikes.  
 

Erm, hello? Claire outran a bloody T-Rex and she did it in heels! I think that 

that’s pretty awesome. Few things epitomise femininity more than high heels 

and I love the fact Claire is able to grapple with a survival situation without 

discarding this aspect of her personality for once. In my view, Jurassic World 

goes against the notion that feminine = “the weaker sex”, a POV echoed by 
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Jefferson Grubs in his Bustle.com article, “Why Jurassic World’s Claire 

Dearing Is Actually A Feminist Hero”: 

 

“It's a common trope of action movies that a female character only becomes 

badass when she sheds such typically female trappings. In 1984's Romancing 

The Stone, for example, Kathleen Turner is forced to modify her footwear in 

order to more effectively tromp through the jungle. Not only that, but a man 

does it for her: Michael Douglas chops the heels off her shoes with his 

machete. "These were Italian," Turner moans. "Now they're practical," 

Douglas shrugs.”	   READ	   MORE:	   http://www.bustle.com/articles/91024-‐why-‐

jurassic-‐worlds-‐claire-‐dearing-‐is-‐actually-‐a-‐feminist-‐hero	  	  
 
 
NEVER FORGET: “Good” characterisation means different things to different 

people. Something that had you gnashing your teeth in fury might be 

enlightening, charming, funny or even – gasp! - FEMINIST to another. There’s 

no accounting for taste and there’s always more than ONE way of seeing a 

character.  

 
Jurassic World was, incidentally, co-written by a female screenwriter, Amanda 

Silver, who also co-wrote the apparently “sexist” Dawn Of The Planet Of The 

Apes (2014). So, why was Dawn considered sexist by online commentators?  

‘Cos apparently the writers FORGOT to include women (!).  

 

This seems unlikely. Dawn Of The Planet Of The Apes is not only a male-
centric movie about patriarchy, the film actually has a number of female 

characters, two in major roles: Ellie, a human and Cornelia, the queen ape. 

There are also many, many shots of female children throughout the movie ... if 

you actually look. READ MORE: 5 Reasons “Missing” Female Characters 

Might Not Actually Be Missing After All (Plus What Writers Can Do Instead)  

http://www.bang2write.com/2014/09/5-reasons-missing-female-characters-

might-not-actually-be-missing-after-all-plus-what-writers-can-do-instead.html  
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6.	  Time	  To	  Get	  REAL?	  
 

Feminist critique of fiction has EXPLODED online in the last few years – 

which is great, because female characterisation is finally getting the attention 

it deserves. The chatter online is prompting writers to examine their own 

female characters and their places in the storyworld, which can only be a 

good thing EXCEPT ... Ironically, we’ve swung from one extreme to the other!  

From not giving female characters enough attention, I argue we’re actually 

possibly giving them TOO MUCH now.  
 

WTF? I can hear you say ... How can we possibly give female characters “too 

much” attention?? 
 

WHAT I’M *NOT* SAYING: Look. I’m not saying female characters aren’t 

important. That would be ridiculous. I focus on female characterisation in my 

own novels, as well as on my site at Bang2write. I place female 

characterisation at the heart of my screenwriting book, Writing And Selling 

Thriller Screenplays, as well as female-centric projects as case studies in its 

follow up, Writing And Selling Drama Screenplays. 
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WHAT I *AM* SAYING: The never ending scrutiny of female characterisation 

is good ... but only to a point. Movies, TV, novels and transmedia are 

entertainment, not education. What’s more, as we have established, there is 

no such thing as a universally “good” character, anyway. The female 

characters I love may be the ones you hate or vice versa, but that doesn’t 

make either of us wrong. By the same token, writers MUST be able to have 

creative freedom, free from political agendas, regardless of how “helpful” 

positive representations might be to marginalised voices.  

 

There’s a lot of talk online about writer responsibility. It’s argued that creatives 

MUST use their writerly power for “good” rather than “evil”. “Problematic” has 

become the go-to buzzword, especially for the Twittersphere. Those that write 

male-centric stories; or stories about the non-marginalised; or even those 

whose work fails The Bechdel Test are often condemned as over-privileged 

arseholes who don’t deserve their success. Some Twitter users seem to 

imagine their criticism in 140 character sound bites *must* be justified by 

creators, as shown by many high profile writers quitting the platform to avoid 

them, such as Joss Whedon and Steven Moffat. 

 

As a result, there’s a generation of writers PARALYSED by fear of getting it 

“wrong”. Yet there is not “right” answer ... So this is online “conversation” 

about female characters has effectively ground to a halt. We’re going around 

in circles, it has become UNproductive. Time to reframe it? 
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7.	  What	  “Good”	  Representation	  Is	  	  
	  

	  
 
This is what I tell my Bang2writers when it comes to “good” representation: 
 

ADD to the picture, don’t TAKE from it. 
 
Representations of ANY character become two-dimensional, clichéd and even 

offensive because of these reasons: 
 

1) The character is not rounded (2D) – ie. They exist solely to serve the 

plot in some way, whether that’s to hand over some important 

exposition, or to give the audience or reader a laugh. (Whilst this *can* 

work, these sort of characters can usually be combined with another 

that has a specific role function in helping or hindering the protagonist).  
 

2) Clichéd characters. Characters begin to feel stale and old very 

quickly. This is because they get used over and over again as initially, 

that role function WORKS and audiences like it. The thing is, 

audiences have to express widespread dislike for a role function for 

creatives to drop it.  
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Example: in Poltergeist (1982), we have Tangina, a medium who is 

brought in to “guide” Carol Anne back from the spirit world. Back then, 

Tangina seemed cool and relevant. Fast forward thirty-odd years and 

we’ve now had COPIOUS numbers of such Mediums in this genre! The 

pinnacle is probably Supernatural Horror prodco Blumhouse. They 

spew out content in this sort of vein to varying degrees of success, 

clearly using the likes of the original Poltergeist as a template, ie:   
 

i) Child is in danger, but parents don't know/don't act 
ii) Child is taken somehow; parents have to call in an expert 
(psychic, medium, academic) 
iii) Parents rescue child somehow (or lose them)  
 

It’s a winning formula and audiences LAP it up. Movies like Insidious 

(2010), Sinister (2012), Dark Skies (2013) and The Conjuring (2013) all 

did very well at the Box Office, building on the rampant success of the 

Paranormal Activity franchise (2007 onwards).  

 But importantly, note how Blumhouse’s “experts” vary, not only 

in whether they are male or female, but also in what they DO to help 

rescue the child. Some are mediums or psychic, like Elise in Insidious 

(echoing Tangina most obviously here; they’re even the same kind of 

age). But others may be academics, like Professor Jonas in Sinister; 

plus the other male “expert” is Edwin in Dark Skies, a UFO “survivor”. 
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Alternatively, there might be two experts, ie. a husband/wife team like 

The Warrens in The Conjuring, one of whom is psychic, the other not.  

 

With this in mind then, characters become clichés when audiences see 

them TOO MUCH ... In other words, they simply get bored of them. So, 

time to mix up the character role functions and create a new way of 

looking at a character! 

 

3) Offensive Characters. This is the easy one. Examine your own 

motives in using a particular character. Does s/he being a certain way 

SERVE the story? Or are you simply recycling old stigmas, 

stereotypes, prejudices?  

 
Example: Teen mothers fare extremely badly in spec screenplays and 

produced content alike. They’re very often poor, living in shithole 

estates and probably living on benefits and the proceeds of criminal 

activity, like handling stolen goods. They will be portrayed as bad 

mothers who neglect their children; very often they are drug addicts, 

too. In other words, most representations REFLECT and REINFORCE 

society’s view that “teen mums are bad mums because they’re too 

young and irresponsible to be anything else.” 
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The obvious thing here is presenting a Teen Mum who is NOT like the 

above – suddenly you have a whole new way of looking at a character. 

This can get your work serious attention. It’s no accident that Diablo 

Cody wrote Juno, an alternative look at teenage pregnancy, and got an 

Oscar. I wrote, The Decision: Lizzie’s Story, a prochoice novel about 

the same subject and it sold immediately to Rowohlt, in Berlin. But as 

mentioned in section 6, writer responsibility is about telling the BEST 

STORY you can, not ticking boxes. This means your Teen Mum who is 

a bad mum may well be justified.  
 

Example: Sara in Looper (2012) might be a good mother NOW and full 

of remorse for abandoning her child with her sister, but ironically it’s 

because she has stepped up as a parent that son Sid is now in turmoil. 

He misses her sister, the woman who initially raised him, and resents 

Sara for taking him back. As a result, Sara’s actions *may* have 

resulted in Sid becoming the fearsome “Rainmaker” of the future, 

whom the two Joes have travelled back in time to kill.  
 

REMEMBER: Good representation is NOT some magical tick box exercise for 

the sake of political correctness, nor is it about merely counting women like 

The Bechdel Test. Good representation is about ensuring your characters feel 

authentic, rounded and RELEVANT, for good OR ill in the story.  
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8.	  The	  Moral	  Of	  **This**	  Story	  	  
 
Your female characters can be absolutely anything you choose – just 

choose wisely! Not for the sake of Twitter – those buggers are never satisfied! 

– but for the sake of your STORY. Summing up, then:  
 

• Remember, audiences want “a great story, well told” and you can do 

that literally any way you want.  

• If you’re going to include female characters, make sure they’re rounded 

and not mere plot devices or decoration.  

• Don’t sweat over The Bechdel Test and whether your story passes or 

not ... It’s a thirty year old joke in a comic strip. Writers should be 

concerned with telling the best story they can, not ticking boxes.  

• Make sure your female characters are not clichés: check out what has 

gone before in your genre. See what you can twist, mix and combine to 

make NEW ways of looking at them.   

• Don’t shove female characters in for the sake of it, as a kneejerk 

response to appease some imaginary audience. Women are not 

teabags and we DON’T want “reactresses”! 

• When it comes to representation, think about what you can ADD to that 

picture ... Don’t just blindly take from it.  

• Give your female characters meaningful actions to fulfill that help push 

the story forward. Don’t worry about political agendas.  

• Thanks to way too much scrutiny, someone out there will always loathe 

your female character ... Haters gotta hate! But if you’ve put thought 

into it, you *know* you can still be confident in your work.  

 
Get tips, leads, offers NOT on the blog by signing up for the B2W Writer 

Wednesday & Scriptchat Sunday email updates:  

https://madmimi.com/signups/81230/join 
 

PLEASE FEEL FREE TO SHARE, COPY [IN PART OR IN FULL], ETC BUT 

ATTRIBUTE TO @BANG2WRITE. ©Lucy V Hay, September 2015 


