
Writing challenging and boundary breaking female characters for British 

television drama series  

Diane Barley (Leeds Beckett University) 

Panel 12 - FEMALE CHARACTERS 

Wednesday 8 September (Day 3), Session 2, 7.30 pm 

 

Abstract  

The writing of female characters from the perspective of a practicing screenwriter, is a subject that 

has received little academic attention with only a few, such as Linda Seger (1990), Maureen Murdock 

(1990) Helen Jacey (2010) and Levi Dean (2018) proposing frameworks for writing female gendered 

characters.  

Do these approaches give screenwriters the most useful models to develop challenging and 

boundary breaking female characters? Or do we remain reductive in the writing of these characters 

when thinking about them through these frames? Eva Wiseman suggested in the Observer when 

talking about the American series Girls (2012) ‘Just as soon as it began, is it over? That glorious 

period when it looked like Girls had changed the way young women were portrayed, and 

understood’ (2014). Wiseman argues playfully that the forms that defined the series have already 

become stereotypical and cliché with the female characteristics of fun, vulgarity and awkwardness 

replacing the previous characteristics of sweethearts, bitches and ciphers to push male characters 

forwards. 

This conference paper will examine and test these contributions through the examination of writing 

practices in their own work and by reference to current work broadcast in the UK. Although 

currently at an early stage of development, the findings of this study intend to determine, through a 

practical investigation, whether these four frameworks do provide practicing screenwriters with 

models to write challenging and boundary breaking female characters in British television or if such 

frameworks need constant revision and investigation to combat the way in which such practices 

quickly become stereotypical forms in themselves.    
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