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Foreword

Alexandra Heller-Nicholas

For a girl to make it through adolescence to womanhood is of itself a major
victory. In a world where so much attention is placed on policing women’s
bodies — how they should look, what they should do and, most of all, what
they should not do — the teenage years for so many young women is a period
where enormous pressure is placed on transformation. On one hand, teenage
girls especially have great social and cultural power, the figure of the nubile
young woman broadly deemed the ideal state of feminine sexuality. Yet so
much of the world we live in seeks to repress that power, deny girls and teens
any sense of agency, and portray any attempts to utilise their power as poten-
tially dangerous, devious, or monstrous.

This book is about that power and asks questions about what shapes it
can take when that power is allowed to roam free in screen culture, literature,
and music. Women — all women, young and old, cis and trans — are fighting
to stay alive, to stay safe, every single day, in every corner of the world.
Sexual, domestic, and intimate partner violence are a global epidemic. The
fantasies of agency, dreams of equality, and aspirations of empowerment
presented in the myriad texts this book explores therefore offer very real-
world responses through the imagination of their creators to the gaps and
ellipses that have formed between the cold hard reality of how things are and
our shared, visceral gut feeling of how they should be.

More than merely mapping out the ambitions for girlhood these diverse
texts offer, this book looks ahead, into the future, united by a shared vision
of something better that this range of different girl heroes collectively ges-
tures towards. It is in their shared articulation of this fundamental spirit of
hope that the detailed analyses that make up the bulk of this collection come
together to form amongst themselves a critical manifesto of sorts, where girls
are revealed to be as deserving of agency, liberty, and safety as anyone else
— even white, powerful men. As such, this book is so much more than the
sum of its parts; built on that fundamental spirit of hope, it is nothing less
than a blueprint for the future.
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Introduction

Simon Bacon

Heroic Girls looks at the proliferation of young girl heroes in many recent
mainstream films and books. This is obviously not a new phenomenon, but
since the 2010s it seems to have taken on a new significance. In this time
frame, real-life figures such as Malala Yousafzi, Greta Thunberg, and Amanda
Gordon have entered the popular consciousness as symbolising the potential
and power within the figure of a young girl and as one that might change the
future rather than reinforce the hierarchies and mistakes of the past. Indeed,
contemporary ‘final’ girls, to use Carol Clover’s often overused term, do not
just survive but rather suggest that in doing so they have fundamentally
changed something about themselves and/or the world around them, and not
just for themselves. Films and texts, such as Girl with All the Gifts (Carey
2014; McCarthy 2016), Doctor Sleep (King 2013; Flanagan 2019), and
Enola Holmes (Springer 2006—10; Bradbeer 2020), to name but a few, reflect
this view. They all feature young female protagonists that resist the strictures
of the world they are born into to create something new. This collection will
look at the recent history and cross-cultural diversity of such final/first figures
to ascertain if their 21st-century manifestations indeed mark not just an evo-
lution but a turning point. More specifically, it answers the question of
whether we have finally realised that the future is no longer to be left in the
hands of the forms of manhood that have brought the world to its current
position but should rather be passed over to the girls.

There is much here of Simone de Beauvoir, Luce Irigaray, and Rosi
Braidotti that sees the necessity of a language, a system, and an imaginary
that is specifically about, for, and of women. In part this is a means of gaining
agency over one’s identity as a women in the patriarchal order that catego-
rises everything in relation to itself, but it is also a way of establishing, quan-
tifying, and controlling their difference to men — difference being an
important aspect here, especially in relation to becoming as Braidotti in par-
ticular has viewed Deleuze and Guattari’s description as rooted in the very
system they are trying to find a trajectory away from (1991). Of further note
is the sisterhood of women and the individual identities within it. So one can
still talk about ‘women’, as a whole, but one that is made up of myriad sub-
jectivities in relation to cultural, ethnic, and personal histories. In relation to
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this we can then say that Heroic Girls is not about young women who are on
the ‘Heroes Journey’ but ones who are, at the very least, on the ‘Heroines
Quest’ if not on a trajectory completely separate to both. Trajectory is also
useful here, not just in terms of the evolution of the Heroic Girl within the
narrative in which she appears but as a category or trope over time — not
that she is defined by a particular genre even if here we focus mainly on
Gothic horror, or fantasy narratives. This in part speaks to the times or cul-
tural moments that she appears in — emerges from — and also the wave of
feminism that was occurring at the time. Coincidentally, and importantly for
this study, this corresponds strongly to Clover’s idea of the Final Girl ([1992]
2015), which has equally changed over time, and will be looked at in more
detail later. Here though it is worth noting that Clover identified the figure in
relation to slasher movies such as Halloween (1978) and Friday the 13th
(1980), where a psychopathic killer hunts down and kills a group of teenag-
ers but a single girl survives. Importantly the girl has a special link to the
killer — or at least the killer thinks he does to her — and it is her own
resourcefulness that leads to her survival. Of importance here is that the girl
is often the one that most closely corresponds to patriarchal demands on the
female body — demure, sober, and virginal — while the other victims are all
socially and sexually transgressive. Of further note is that it is often only the,
always white, Final Girl that survives while everyone else dies (Means
Coleman 2011). There is a sense here that the original Final Girls where the
ones that affirmed the patriarchal order and so did not need killing — this did
not prevent them from going through various kinds of abuse and torture to
survive — though it also clearly aligned the psychopathic murderer as repre-
senting patriarchal society itself. Over time this has changed, partially due to
the sequel — and certain slasher films have produced substantial franchises —
that had to evolve the original story and the character of the Final Girl that
consistently appeared in them. This has more closely aligned the Final Girl
with the Heroic Girl and a variety of other female characters who are survi-
vors and gain revenge and/or agency over the men — symbols of patriarchy
— that have sexually and physically victimised them. In this sense Heroic
Girls is less a strict and focused trope in the way that Final Girls can be and
is more an umbrella (nomadic) term that describes the ways that young
female characters with various cultural and ethnic backgrounds find the
agency and their authentic selves in the face of patriarchal prohibition and
violence around them. More so, this is an act they do not attempt just for
their own sake but equally for those — sisters, mothers, daughters — around
them.

Heroic Girls in the 21st Century

Heroic Girls have become a surprisingly common trope in the past 10 years:
Amy in The Passage (Cronin 2010 & Heldens 2019), Arya Stark in Game of
Thrones (Benioff 2011-19), Melanie in The Girl with All the Gifts (Carey
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2014 & McCarthy 2016), Sabrina in Chilling Adventures of Sabrina (Aguirre-
Sacasa 2018-present), Abra in Doctor Sleep (King 2013 & Flanagan 2019),
Rey in Star Wars (Various 2015-19), Eleven in Stranger Things (Duffer
Brothers 2016-present), and Enola in Enola Holmes (Springer 2006-10 &
Bradbeer 2020), amongst many others. All of these suggest a shift in terms of
the anticipated audience response as well as their preferences. In part it can
be seen to be led by a greater influence of literature and films intended for
young adults and which also appears to have a certain appeal beyond their
intended audience, with The Twilight Saga (Meyer 2005-08 & Various
2008-12) a good example of this phenomenon. Bella Swan is 17 when the
story begins and, whilst it largely attracted a young female audience, it also
gained appeal in older women as well. Alongside this, as Anita Harris
explains, this increase in attention on the lives of young women, particularly
via social media, suggests that, just as the category of adolescence becomes
central to envisioning a future at the end of the 19th century (fin-de-siecle),
so the adolescent girl performs a similar function at the start of the 21st. In
particular, the young girl is seen to embody a kind of self-reliance, flexibility,
and resilience that are seen as key features of coping with the future as the
21st century progresses (2004, 8). Resultantly, authors and producers tailor
their narratives and series to appeal to a younger female audience — DC
Comics released Super Hero Girls in 2016, which showed many of the estab-
lished female superheroes such as Wonder Woman, Supergirl, and Harley
Quinn when they were at school, specifically to bring young girls into the
wider DC Universe (Walsh 2019). Likewise, the Heroic Girls of sci-fi and
Gothic fantasy or horror are often cast as ‘warriors’ as they regularly need to
fight, metaphorically and literally, the forces of the old order within the nar-
rative worlds they inhabit.

Svenja Hohenstein sees these ‘girl warriors’ of the 2010s — Katniss from
The Hunger Games (Collins 2008-10 & Various 2012-15) and the Disney
Princesses (specifically Merida in Brave (Andrews and Chapman 2012) — as
something of a fruition of a 1990s ‘girl power’ agenda (2019). The focus on
and depiction of girlhood in Hohenstein’s reading is necessarily complicated
as it is as much constructed by outside forces as by the young girls who are
actually living it. However, a focus on the ‘heroic’ or ‘warrior’ girl can in part
elide fears over the influence of society on the construction of the heroic girl
as they often specifically resist the social constraints around them, at least in
the recent examples cited here, to establish their heroic status. Harris trans-
lates fictional heroics to real-world actions and describes the new ‘hero girl’
as one that “lives large” in a world of “celebrities, pop stars, supermodels,
actresses and entertainers ... [and is] encouraged to become somebody’
(2004, 120). In this sense, it is the ability of young girls to visibly populate the
spaces of social and wider mainstream media that has made their migration
to the role of hero, warrior, and auger of the future possible, and indeed a
necessity.! As such heroism in the 21st century is a networked term, one that
reverberates across the myriad webs of the internet and social media. Not
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unlike Buffy then, the new female hero is one that resonates with and empow-
ers many other heroes. This is given real-world embodiment in figures such as
Malala Yousafzai, who in 2014, at the age of 17, became the youngest Nobel
laureate, and Greta Thunberg who has become a globally recognized envi-
ronmental activist, addressing the United Nations at the Climate Change
Conference in 2018, then only 15 years old. Both these figures have stood up
against patriarchal traditions — for Malala this was traditional religious val-
ues under the Taliban in Pakistan that sought to stop her getting an education
and force her into an arranged marriage, whilst for Thunberg it is the forces
of consumerism — to example the need for resistance and change.?

As mentioned previously there is much overlap, at least within the horror
genre, between Heroic Girls and the ‘Last’ or Final Girl, and it is worth look-
ing at this a little more closely here. The Final Girl, particularly in relation to
what has been discussed in the context of heroes, heroines, or warriors,
would seem to indicate the last girl left alive or to survive an ordeal. And to
some extent, it is just that; the one who made it to the end or the one that
reached their goal. As Clover saw it, many horror films of the late 1970s and
80s, featured a young(ish) girl who survived the continual attacks of a homi-
cidal maniac, a psychotic family, or an unstoppable serial killer, who man-
aged to escape without the help of a male rescuer. Obvious examples of this
are Laurie Strode (Jamie Lee Curtis) in the Halloween films (Various 1978-
2018), Nancy Thompson (Heather Langenkamp) in Nightmare on Elm Street
(Craven 1984), and Ellen Ripley in the Alien films (Various 1979-97). In
Clover’s reading the horror genre is viewed as one intended for a young male
audience and, subsequently, for the male gaze and male pleasure.? Yet the
films themselves manage to shift the sympathies of audiences from identify-
ing with the male killer to the female victim; they follow the Final Girl and
feel for her ongoing plight. For the most part this has been interpreted as
pro-feminist, with a conclusion that no matter how dangerous the plight, or
the tortures she suffers, the Final Girl still prevails (though, as fans of the
genre will know, this ‘prevailing’ only lasts until the sequel and that cinematic
victims such as Laurie Strode have been ‘prevailing’ for 40 years now which
rather goes against the initially positive reading of survival*). Still, Clover
herself notes in the 20135 reissue of her book that the true focus of the films is
not really the survival but the extreme pain and brutalisation the victim goes
through. She says: ‘““Tortured surviver” might be a better term than the
“female hero.” Or, given the element of last-minute luck .... “accidental sur-
vivor.” Or, as I call her “victim hero” with an emphasis on the victim’ ([1992]
2015, x). What is important in Clover’s reading is that survival is an end in
itself and understandably so when most horror films end at the moment when
the Final Girl survives. The literal “pains” one must go through to achieve
survival, whilst being heroic, never really lead anywhere.

Interestingly, characters such as the aforementioned Laurie Strode and
Ripley actually accumulate their ‘pains’ — over much time — in their horrific
versions of Bildungsroman, during their journeys of ongoing survivorship, so
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they might better survive next time. It is this idea of a journey that becomes
an important phase between being the Final Girl of the previous narrative
and becoming the Heroic Girl of a new one — this change is often noticeable
in how she no longer just manages to survive by herself but tries (however
ineffective that might ultimately be) to help others. This further reveals how
the ‘birth’ of the Heroic Girl is often not an immediate change, but a slow
evolution, showing how the victim grows and transforms, even if the world
around them seems resistant to this change. The girls depicted in films and
stories are often on the upper end of their teens, if not early twenties, yet their
‘journey’ and survival never signals the same kind of things as it does for
boys, and that too is of interest for the present collection. In the 1980s, when
the early slasher films were being made, horror films quite often used the idea
that by killing the ‘monster’ the male survivor matures as a man and is ready
to start a family (vampire films in particular showed this in Fright Night
(Holland 1985), Near Dark (Bigelow 1987), The Lost Boys (Schumacher
1987)). In contrast then, whilst the boys went on to become men — and
repeat the same ideological narrative that created them — the Final Girl was
something of a full stop, where survival itself was the endgame. This conclu-
sion was predominant at least until the appearance of Buffy Summers in
Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Whedon 1997-2003) — though not the earlier film
by Fran Rubel Kuzui (1992). There is a reason why the series succeeds in this
where the film fails as the latter shows Buffy as a Final Girl, when, in fact she
is not — she is actually more of an Heroic Girl. And it is the series that shows
this virtually for the entirety of its seven seasons as she learns, evolves, and
tries to save not just her friends and family but the society of girls around her.

The idea behind Buffy was to act as a contrast to the expectations of the
genre in which vampire hunters, such as Van Helsing and Blade, tend to be
male and often, in the case of those actually tasked with killing vampires (the
crew of light in Bram Stoker’s Dracula), athletic young men. Whedon’s nov-
elty, or one might say spoof, was to make this person a young girl and one
who is literally genetically engineered to do so.’ Buffy does not learn of this
preordained fact of her life until she is a teenager, and in this way her subse-
quent and ongoing battles with the monsters of the dark more closely follow
the ‘coming of age’ trope from the 1980s mentioned earlier. The series, then,
follows Buffy from the moment when she finds out about her ‘hidden’ powers
and goes through the trauma of killing her first vampire. Afterwards, she has
to revisit this trauma over and over again — oddly not that dissimilar to
Laurie Strode in the Halloween films. As such, Buffy’s credentials as a Final
Girl stem from that original kill and then the continual physical abuse and
torture she receives at the hands of the various ‘big bads’ that populate the
ongoing series. Alongside this, of course, is the fact that Buffy dies ... and
comes back to life twice. In this sense, Buffy is in fact multiple Final Girls and
multiple Heroic Girls; first she follows the normal course of a Final Girl until
her first kill, when she no longer just prevails, but fully embraces her new
identity as an Heroic Girl — a new kind of vampire hunter within a largely
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male-led genre; second, she becomes another Final Girl, when she dies for the
first time, and then, thirdly, another Heroic Girl when she is resurrected,
again providing a new path from what had gone before; fourth, and finally
with her second death and her final position as another new Heroic Girl she
actually creates many other Heroic Girls who will all go on to write their own
stories — the power of writing one’s own story or even giving voice to the
story that has already happened being central to the subjectivity of an Heroic
Girl. As seen, then, the idea, or even function, of the Heroic Girl is to origi-
nate a new path or direction from the one previously taken. More specifically,
it describes a girl who, by surviving the old order — in most cases hyper-
masculinities created by patriarchal normativity — is able to change her own
life, and quite often, the lives of those around her. The apocalyptic story like
The Girl with All the Gifts is an obvious example of this — Melanie effec-
tively brings about the end of human life and is the first of a new species.®
The Heroic Girl is one who literally defeats the world she was born into to
become something she was not before. In this sense then, the Final Girl sym-
bolises the period when she has struggled and fought against the often deadly
violence of the ideological system which refuses to let her change or evolve,
and holds her in its undying grasp until she can no longer breathe. Yet this
resistance marks the point and process of this Final Girl to create a different
starting point so that an alternate outcome may occur. As described by
Stephens and McCallum, ‘the female hero will have a different starting point
and will arrive at an alternative outcome by inhabiting a different mode of
existence’ (1998), that of the Heroic Girl, the girl that exists beyond the old
order and makes her own future and identity with every step she takes.

The Journey from ‘Last’ to ‘First’

This collection brings together a wide range of perspectives and cultural
viewpoints that describe many recent narratives that explore the idea of a
Final Girl and her “after-story”. More often than not, it describes the emer-
gence of a First Girl, though the actual nature and intent of their ‘new’
existence, and rightly so, can vary greatly from individual agency to post-
apocalyptic reimagining. The essays are divided into five sections, beginning
with more theoretical approaches; cross-cultural examples; the ways in
which fictional narratives bear strong relation to real world circumstances;
examples that more strongly depict themes of resistance, survival, and indi-
vidual agency; and, finally, those that describe something more fundamental
and transformative.

Part I, “Theoretical Approaches’, begins with “The Narratives of Survival:
Final Girls in Videogames’ by Carl Wilson and considers the idea of Heroic
and/or Final Girls in relation to video games and the problematics of these
terms in relation to audience/player agency. This results in an in-depth study
of what exactly might constitute a surviving-victim, last-woman-standing, or
agentic heroine. Following this is ‘Fighting Fate: Representations of a ‘New
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Order’ in Beautiful Creatures’, by Lauren Christie, which more closely
focuses on the novel Beautiful Creatures (Garcia & Stohl 2009) to examine
how the heroic girl is configured in contemporary YA fiction. Further she
looks at how it is used to help construct the possibility of change for the
central female protagonist and her struggle for a life beyond traditional
familial and cultural expectations. Next is “The Shadow Self and the New
Girl: Breaking Down the Old Worlds in Ursula Le Guin’s The Tombs of
Atuan and N.K. Jemisin’s The Stone Sky’ by Bronwen Calvert, who looks at
the Jungian idea of the ‘shadow-self’ in relation to the female teenage pro-
tagonists of Ursula Le Guin’s The Tombs of Atuan (1972) and N K Jemisin’s
The Stone Sky (2017). Therein the author describes, utising the idea of the
heroine’s quest, how the respective female characters use their shadow-self to
discover and utilise their authentic selves both to survive and exceed the
world they were thrown in to, though to as-yet unwritten futures. Next is
Robyn Ollett’s ““She would never fall, because her friend was flying with
her”: Gothic Hybridity, Queer Girls and Exceptional States in Helen
Oyeyemi’s The Icarus Girl (2005) and M. R. Carey’s The Girl with all the
Gifts (2014)’, who applies the theory of New Queer Gothic to the two texts
mentioned to explore how the evolving identities of the girl protagonists
relate to real-world events and how they necessarily queer normative, patri-
archal frameworks and categories. The section ends with ‘Cheerleaders,
Orphans, School Girls: The Persistent Sounding Riot (Grrrl) in the (Televisual)
Apocalypse’, by Renée Coulombe, which examines the sonic tropes of the
resistant ‘Grrrl” and how they have been employed in fictional narratives and
in real-life representations of adolescent female heroes, such as Greta
Thunberg and Malala Youszafai, subsequently revealing the punk feminism
at the heart of heroic Grrrls who endure and survive, not just for themselves
but for world(s) around them.

Part II, ‘Cross-Cultural Heroes’, looks at the ways in which heroic girls
have found different kinds of expression across multiple cultures, which often
also include forms of resistance to, and re-appropriation from, colonial
(patriarchal) cultures that have long suppressed them. This begins with
“Tranquilas: Monstrous Resistance and Feminist Storytelling’, by Inés Ordiz,
which features short pieces written by young women describing their lived
experiences of actual and lived spaces of male violence in Latin America and
Spain. Here the act of writing — becoming female writing as Deleuze describes
it — breaks the silence of oppression, facilitating new forms of female resis-
tance, control, and even agency. Phil Fitzsimmons, in ‘Sister-matic Cannibalism
in the Dying Breed: Heterotopic Representations of Australia’s Lingering
Colonial Connectivity’, shifts to Australia and, more specifically, Tasmania,
where a young girl turns the violence of the colonial society that created her
back on itself. This heroic girl then becomes a symbol both of the loss of
Tasmanian identity and its natural innocence as well as the colonial savagery
that came to consume it for individual wealth. The location shifts in ‘Seeking
Resistance in Tropes: A Reading of the Final Girl Trope’s Use in NH10 and
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Stree and Its Socio-Cultural Significance’, by Debaditya Mukhopadhyay and
reveals not so much a decolonisation but an appropriation of tropes from a
colonial and all-colonising power, that of Hollywood. Here, in Bollywood
‘horror’ films from the past ten years, the trope of the Final Girl has evolved
into that of the ‘take-action’ girl that reflects real-life events of the abuse of
women on the streets of India but also symbolises hope and a wider call for
change. ‘A Gothic Agent of Revolt: The Rebel Female Hero in Pan’s
Labyrinth’, by Michail-Chrysovalantis Markodimitrakis looks at the young
girl hero in del Toro’s 2006 film to examine how she both resists and imagines
a world beyond the one she is trapped in, so much so that she is finally able
to escape to it to be her true self. Finally, ‘From Vancouver Island to the City
of Troy: Prophecy, Heroism, and Indigenous Classical Reception in Catherine
Knutsson’s Shadows Cast by Stars’ by Svetlana Seibel completes the section,
moving to the Indigenous peoples of North America. In this paper, indigenous
storytellers intersect traditional styles with Eurowestern classical epics to cre-
ate young female protagonists that reconfigure the idea of the hero and hero-
ism to create unique visions of possible indigenous futures.

Part III, ‘Resistance, Revenge, Reimagining’, focuses more obviously on
the intersections and complications of the figure of the Final Girl. Here she
becomes an evolving figure that encompasses the tropes of surviving-victim,
rape-revenge, proactive and focused aggressor, and heroic champion for non-
normative identities. The first essay, ‘Coralie Fargeat’s Revenge (2017) and
the Rape-Revenge Action Hero’ by M. Keith Booker is a close reading of
Fargeat’s rape revenge film which turns the genre on its head by reversing the
traditional male gaze that has featured so heavily in depictions of the objec-
tification of, and violence towards, women. The positions of victim and
abuser are exchanged, revealing the heroine’s quest as one of wresting control
of the camera and the power of being the one whose view of the world is the
dominant one. Stephanie Schoellman, in ““What about you, Maxine? What’s
your American Dream?”: X and Pearl Radically Refit the Final Girl with an
Axe and Hack Apart the American Pastoral’, further complicates the roles of
victim and killer which for the dynamic thrust of the Final Girl narrative is so
central. Here it is the American Dream that itself becomes the insidious, mur-
derous danger to the aspirations of young girls — hopes that the patriarchally
constructed ‘Dream’ itself engenders — revealing it as a system that inher-
ently turns all its victims into killers, who are then inevitably become victims
again. Next is ‘After the Credits Roll: Jade Daniels, Trauma and the
Postmodern Final Girl’, by ]J. Simpson, who looks at the female protagonist,
Jade Daniels, from Stephen Graham Jones’ Indian Lake Trilogy. Jade, being
of indigenous descent, has always been excluded from the American Dream
but not of the on-screen American nightmare of the slasher film. Becoming
her own version of the Final Girl she decides she not only has the right to live,
but to also take no more shit! Following this is Cristina Santos’ ‘Killer Girls:
Red Riding Hood, Girlhood and the Final Girl,” who further considers the
relationship between the victim and killer, applying the idea of the Final Girl
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to modern interpretations of fairytales. Here though, the violence perpetrated
by the victim turned killer — in the spirit of Buffy the Vampire Slayer — is
controlled and purposeful as a calculated act of individual and collective
resistance and feminine empowerment. Lastly, Agnieszka Stasiewicz-
Bienikowska in ‘A Girls Agency and Rebellion in The Witcher Saga’, exam-
ines the role of the young girl protagonist Ciri, who follows a similar arc to
the characters from Santos’ chapter. However, her development from helpless
victim to accomplished killer does not inevitably result in revenge upon those
that have assaulted her, but rather in reclaiming her own agency in the face
of those that would have power over her.

Part IV, ‘Into the Future’, continues the themes from the previous section
around Heroic and Final Girls but reads them in ways that connects them
more strongly to otherness and agency in the 21st century and how this can
be more supportive of contemporary concerns around sisterhood, the envi-
ronment, and an ongoing legacy of female empowerment. The first essay here
is ‘Persephone Distorted: From Teen Witch to Queen of Hell — The Evolution
of Sabrina’ by Karen Graham, which looks at the figure of the teenage witch
Sabrina who has been featured on multiple mediums over the years. Her
steady evolution has revealed her as a resilient figure but one who only really
became heroic in the recent series on Netflix. Her transgressive positioning as
a ‘good’ witch who cares and even sacrifices herself for friends and family has
made her a very 21st century Final Girl and an example of feminism that
aims to change the oppressive nature of the system for everyone. Next is
““The Witch Forever Lives”: Redefining the Path for Empowered Final Girls
in the Trilogy Fear Street’ by Bruna Foletta Lucas, which continues on the
themes of witches and how a once monsterised category under patriarchal
oppression is becoming a means of individual and collective agency. Further,
it examples the evolving nature of the Final Girl which is becoming increas-
ingly pluralised in terms of heroic surviving and thriving girls, daughters,
mothers, and grandmothers. ‘First Girl, Last Jedi, Final Girl: Rey, Resistance,
and the Future of Star Wars’ by Cathleen Allyn Conway continues this idea
of the heritage of heroic girls to establish a lineage of agentic women and one
that wrests power from the hands of patriarchal societies and ideologies. The
collection closes with Ildik6é Limpar’s ‘The Environmental Context of Hope
in Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger Games trilogy and M. R. Carey’s The Girl
with All the Gifts’ considers the post-human and ecological possibilities
offered by young female protagonists of two futuristic texts. More so, she
relates these narratives to contemporary political and ecological crises to
reveal the hope that is embodied in these fictional representations of young
girls that might offer a way to reconfigure the established gender hierarchies
both within human society and the environment we depend upon.

Ultimately, this collection shows how the figure of the heroic girl, the girl
who survives and prevails, is no longer a rare exception. Indeed, whilst the
world appears to be intent on limiting the freedoms and choices open to
women, young girls are the ones that are still able to envision and make
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possible an environment that is different than what existed before. These young
women are no longer Final Girls in the singular, but Heroic Girls in the plural
who care equally for their sisters, friends, family, and the environment who
more than ever before are fighting to not only be heard and take control of who
and what they are, but to change the very nature of today and tomorrow.

Notes

1 Kathryn Wright equally argues for the importance of new technology to the idea
of the female hero in the twenty-first century and how the idea of the new female
hero is in part embodied through it — this idea plays out equally in contemporary
society as it does in contemporary popular culture. In this sense heroism, though
constructed by singular acts of resistance and change amount to nothing if not
recognized by a wider, connected, audience (see Wright 2016).

2 At the time of writing this Malala is now 26 and still an activist for female educa-
tion, and Greta Thunberg, who is now 20, continues to be a highly regarded
public figure and environmental activist.

3 This point has been called into question particularly in relation to modern audi-
ences and to some extent the realization of that has been partially responsible for
the evolution of the Final Girl.

4 Ripley from the Alien franchise is one of the few to have broken the cycle by actu-
ally becoming the monster herself (Alien Resurrection, Jeunet 1997).

5 It should be noted that Buffy was by no means the first fictional female vampire
hunter and the trope goes back as far as Paul Féval’s Vampire City (1867) which
featured the wryly named vampire hunter Anne Radcliffe.

6 Humanity in Girl with All the Gifts being symbolised by the patriarchal human-
centric racism and military authoritarianism of Sgt. Eddie Parks and the medi-
calised hierarchies of control and worth of Dr. Caldwell. Consequently, the death
of humanity is actually about a radical change of ideological imperatives.
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1 The Narratives of Survival

Final Girls in Videogames

Carl Wilson

The Tortured Survivor

In the 2015 preface to Men, Women, and Chainsaws, Carol J. Clover con-
cisely explains that within slasher movies the Final Girl is ‘the character whose
story we follow from beginning to end, and the one from whose vantage, even
through whose eyes, we see the action; and it is she who, at the end of the film,
brings the killer down’ (20135, x). Writing from a point some 20 years after the
first publication of her original 1992 thesis, Clover goes on to add that the
Final Girl, has, through further circulating discourses, become something of a
‘female avenger’ or ‘triumphant feminist hero’. Gladys L. Knight offers a
slightly different approach within her discussion of female action heroes, sug-
gesting that ‘the term final girl was originally associated with horror and
slasher films, but it is now associated with any female lone survivor in a film’
(2010, 99). This intertwined development is understandable, given that any
female lone survivor in a media text who manifests their position through
autonomous action is likely to be engaging with some form of power fantasy
narrative, be that against the male killer in the slasher genre, or any other of
the countless ways in which female power has been restricted. Significantly,
these heroes can be disruptive to patriarchal structure, causing ‘male anxiety’
around gender norms, for example, as Amy Taubin notes in the now classic
example of Alien (1979) (1993, 94). But, in broadening the scope of the Final
Girl, with a focus on what Carolyn Cocca calls ‘the often-sexualised “women
warriors” of today’s media’ (2016, 6), as Jennifer K. Stuller observes, there is
still often the same reliance on masculine power strategies, so ‘there is little
room for female experiences to be considered heroic’ (2010, 4).

While Clover, in her preface, does not entirely disagree with the reformu-
lated iteration of the Final Girl, and the new directions that the term has
taken, she is keen to stress that critics and commentators engage with a pro-
cess that decentres the successful dénouement of the story for a focus on the
journey instead. Framed in this way, Clover suggests that ‘victim-hero’ or
“Tortured survivor’ might be better terms to use than just ‘hero’ when describ-
ing the Final Girl (20185, x), because to focus only on the heroic ‘last minute
reversal is truly missing the point’ (xi).
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The purpose of this chapter will be to apply this approach to the video-
game medium. Clover refers to an understanding of the Final Girl through
plotted action (the ‘surviving’ part of the ordeal), which culminates at the end
of a film’s predetermined narrative, yet the functions and types of narrative in
videogames differ significantly from that within film. This chapter will
explore how these differences can create new ways to explore and compre-
hend the possibilities afforded by the recontextualised Final Girl.

The Final Girl and Videogame Genre

Clover writes about the ‘slasher (or splatter or shocker or stalker) film’ that
lies ‘At the bottom of the horror heap’, from which the Final Girl could origi-
nally be found (2015, 21). There are titles that adapt, incorporate, and fore-
ground the aesthetic and narrative conventions of these movies into
videogames, such as Splatterbouse (1988) or Night Trap (1992), neither of
which feature Final Girls, but these are not genre types that typically exist
within videogame definitions. As David Myers asserts, ‘The representational
form of video games may be distinguished in terms of the relationship the
game establishes among out-of-game objects and in-game representations’
(2009, 53), which indicates a key difference to the formation of film genre:
Videogame genres can also be culturally codified by a description of the dom-
inant gameplay mechanics within them, such as ‘beat ‘em up’ for Splatterhouse,
or ‘interactive movie’ for Night Trap. Dawn Stobbart discusses how in video-
games, ‘genre classification has become the norm for videogames as it occurs
across mass media, with gamers, retailers, and also the videogame industry
itself using classifications that have become part of the everyday language of
gaming’ (2019, 25). Yet, where Stobbart then argues that there is a cultural
space for formalised splatter and slasher genres, the examples that she pulls
from for splatter games, Mortal Kombat (1992) and DOOM (1993), are
again, widely known by their underpinning mechanics: ‘Fighting game’ and
‘first-person shooter’, respectively (for example, see Maine 2022). This does
not mean that videogames with slasher genre elements do not exist, but shift-
ing the governing rules and terms from one media type (and audience) to
another is not a matter of direct transposition. For example, Steam — an
online marketplace of digital videogames — allows users to ‘tag’ any video-
game with a term that they ‘think [is] appropriate or relevant to that title’
(Valve Corporation n.d.-b). A search of their store shows that there are 9,828
results for games tagged with ‘Horror’ and there are 0 (zero) results tagged
with ‘Slasher’ (or splatter or shocker or stalker). Simply put, the videogame
Final Girl cannot be easily found within the videogame ‘slasher’, as it is a
game genre that itself is not easily located; it does not currently exist in any
(commercially/culturally/formally) meaningful way.

As outlined in the introduction, the cinematic Final Girl has become unte-
thered from their slasher genre roots, but how then has the videogame Final
Girl also found traction, if at all, as a ‘lone survivor’ within the wider horror



The Narratives of Survival 15

genre? Within pop-culture media, the difficulty in locating the Final Girl can
be seen in attempts to present definitive list articles (or ‘listicles’) of Final
Girls in videogames. A list of ‘6 Best Final Girls In Games’ published by The
Gamer offers caveats for Clementine from The Walking Dead (2012) as ‘“The
game slightly goes against the traditional Final Girl convention due to the
lack of a major antagonist’ and the end of Prey (2017) ‘isn’t a perfect Final
Girl scenario because it also means Morgan kills all the living people left on
the station, which isn’t typically a Final Girl move’ (Jessey 2023). In their
‘6 Best Final Girls from Horror Games’, Game Rant suggests that ‘Resident
Evil doesn’t have a “true” final girl’, due to the presence of other survivors,
before going on to place Claire Redfield of the Resident Euvil series in their
number one spot (Davison 2022). In establishing their terms and criteria,
both of these listicles acknowledge that the Final Girl is a trope that comes
from horror films, but these lists, in having to bend the rules that govern only
a short selection, imply that within horror games there may only be a limited
number of Final Girls to choose from, or that their working definition, taken
from film theory, is not entirely viable.

The lack of confidence in finding the ‘true’ Final Girls in videogames
invites a further question: What other comparable types of female survivor
are there? A potential shift in focus within horror game titles is acknowl-
edged by Ashley Bardhan in her Destructoid article, ‘Terrible Females: Video
games’ Forever Girls’, where the term Forever Girl is promoted because
“When video games do focus on a single woman character, she tends to be a
subversion of the typical Final Girl’ (2021). Thinking about female-led hor-
ror titles such as Lollipop Chainsaw (2012) and Parasite Eve (1998), Bardhan
sees the strength and agency of Forever Girls as being an advantage, because
‘unlike movies, which necessitate a passive audience, video games anticipate
an active, and often even aggressive, audience’ (2021). However, such a for-
mation of the female action hero also reiterates Stuller and Cocca’s concerns
with the representation of female power, as Shira Chess observes that while
female characters are also portrayed as physically powerful in game worlds,
this ‘resonates with those who play video games that have been designed for
intended masculine audiences’ (2017, 165). In 1998, Justine Cassell and
Henry Jenkins observed that ‘Violent games without positive representations
of women [...] continued to dominate the field’ (1998, 10), and in a 2016
update, Cassell noted that ‘It is tragic that still today the norms of gender and
of gamer collide in such dangerous ways’ (2016, vii). Where Bardhan finds
positive representation within the aggression of the phallic-chainsaw-
wielding, high-school hero of Lollipop Chainsaw, in Amanda C. Cote’s com-
prehensive study on female players, ‘One game players frequently said they
avoided was Lollipop Chainsaw’, with participants recognising ‘the need for
games to treat women more seriously’ (Cote 2020, 155). Bardhan’s Forever
Girl offers a direction for female protagonists out of the genre restrictions of
horror videogames, but in doing so, they become part of a missed opportu-
nity in line with Laurie N. Taylor’s observations that horror games have the
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potential to use ‘the game’s control and world structures to subvert dominant
western — and masculine — modes of representation and play’ (2009, 59).

In being oppositional and antithetical to the Final Girl, the Forever Girl
de-emphasises the struggle, torture, and victimisation that the Final Girl
undertakes. Chess cautions that ‘we must take care to make sure that these
narratives do not so overtly reify tragedy that they cast these stories only in
terms of victimization’, but where the Final Girl represents the accretion of
transformative power through the narrative process, the Forever Girl repre-
sents power as Final Product, with their survival being guaranteed (and
baked into the ‘Forever’ moniker) before the game story even starts.

There are other ways in which the empowered ‘female lone thriver’ is
manoeuvred into making a space for themselves within horror games.
Synthesising Clover’s aforementioned work, and Mary Ann Doane’s work on
the femme fatale, Stephanie C. Jennings points towards Ada Wong’s playable
chapter in Resident Evil 6 (2012) as an example of the ‘feminine gaze’ in
videogames, whereby ‘the game invites players to play with femininity
through their embodiment of Ada, subverting and challenging traditional
gender roles and conceptualizations of gaze along with her’ (Jennings 2018,
247-8). Notably, Ada’s level of narrative interactivity also changes through-
out the series. In Resident Evil 2 (1998), she is a supporting character that
appears in non-interactive cut scenes to assist/tease the male lead, Leon
Kennedy, with his story quest. In Resident Evil 4 (2005) and Resident Evil 6,
Ada is again interwoven as a supporting figure within the main storyline, but
she is also controllable in scenarios that only become available, and their
existence only known to the player, once the initial game chapters have been
completed. In both cases, Ada’s story has a heightened difficulty, reflecting
her increased capabilities (and that the player should have also mastered the
controls, and be looking for further challenges). Moving beyond the original
series, in the remake of Resident Evil 2 (2019), Ada is present once again, but
she is now playable within the main body of the storyline, with the mission
of proactively saving the injured male-in-distress, Leon, countered against
the fact she then has to be rescued herself by Leon. By comparison, should
Claire be selected as the main character, the player is later made to play an
escape plot segment as Sherry Birkin, a 12-year-old girl who is unarmed and
entirely vulnerable to zombies and the aggressions of middle-aged male fig-
ures. Therefore, while a playable version of Ada has been brought in from the
fringes of the story and is becoming incorporated within the central narrative
to a greater extent, her appearance is currently still contingent on the pres-
ence of female narrative counterbalances, such as Sherry (and Ashley in
Resident Evil 4) and a male narrative lead.

Malkowski explains, there are few femme fatales in games with a pre-
sumed male purchaser because ‘the femme fatale must seem like too clear and
present a danger to be allowed to manifest in games in her most empowered
forms’ (2017, 34). It is equally significant then that in her analysis of Ada
Wong, through exploring Yvonne Tasker’s definition of the femme fatale,
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Jenny Platz constantly reiterates that because ‘the puzzle of Ada is never
solved, she is also never viewed as a monster’ (2014, 118). Although Samantha
Langsdale and Elizabeth Rae Coody acknowledge that ‘monstrous women
evoke damaging cultural norms in patriarchal contexts’ (2020, 5), Ada’s
actions and governing female framework permit her to continue avoiding the
limitations of comparable fatales in ensuring her survival within the horror
genre while still challenging masculine modes of play. However, potentially
indicating where the boundaries of the femme fatale are in subverting mascu-
line modes of representation for a certain demographic of gamer, in response
to her appearance in the remake of Resident Evil 4 (2023), it has been
reported that the voice actor, Lily Gao, was openly harassed on social media
because ‘her dialogue has been changed to be slightly less openly flirtatious/
sexy’ (Terasaki 2023a). Lily Gao’s response was that ‘It is time we stop only
capitalizing on the sexualized, eroticized, and mysterious Asian woman’, and
with resonances of the Final Girl once more fighting male power: ‘My Ada is
a survivor’ (Terasaki 2023b).

Within horror videogames, the Forever Girl and the femme fatale can
operate within and against masculine narrative frameworks, although there
is an inherent risk to themselves. The complex relationship that both types of
women share with masculine constructed notions of feminine ideals can elicit
(masculine) cultural criticism; but separately, the Forever Girl offers a way of
defeating the (masculine) killer as an action hero, but does so at the cost of
female experiences, whereas the seductive actions of the femme fatale may
eventually undercut their own position of feminine strength within the (mas-
culine) narrative.

The Forever Girl and the femme fatale are comparable to the Final Girl,
with whom they share several overlapping features, but they do not function
in exactly the same way. Where Clover reframes the Final Girl as a “Tortured
survivor’, she also inadvertently points