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 Witty. Spirited. Sassy. These are a few of the hallmark traits attributed to women 

of the screwball comedy. The rise of this genre revolutionized the roles that women could 

play in film, and by extension, in life, by creating a template female lead that was feisty, 

fun, and fulfilled. This fueled the fire of feminism by breaking the preexisting mold and 

reshaping the classical romance story by giving the woman more of a voice, personality, 

and strength. Although many may argue otherwise, with the support of several feminist 

and filmic texts as well as the synthesis of specific plots and characters within films of 

the movement, I will argue that screwball comedy made and continues to make a positive 

impact on women. Screwball comedy, although short-lived, has been remarkably 

persistent. By influencing and evolving into the modern day romantic comedy, screwball 

comedies have proved their lasting entertainment value as well as the impact of the 

genre’s themes and characters, most especially the headstrong women within them. This 

is most meaningful in the sense that gender equality is still an issue today, an issue that is 

and has been directly tied to the depictions of women in mainstream media. The 

perceptions that society as a whole has of women often come from Hollywood, thus 

solidifying screwball comedy and it’s modern revivals, as pertinent and important pieces 

of women’s history.  

 Screwball comedy women, or as Maria DiBattista calls them, “Fast Talking 

Dames,” are independent, sexually liberated, and always armed with a sharp comeback. 

DiBattista describes them as: “These women were sexy, but they were sassy, too. They 

were quick on the uptake and hardly ever downbeat. They seemed to know what to say 

and when to say it” (1). The screwball film centralized women, and made them a driving 

force behind the humor. Prior to this, the world of comedy had been dominated by the 
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likes of Chaplin and Keaton. While screwball drew from these masters by using slapstick, 

the screwball made being funny into a desirable quality for women to possess. Although 

these films still primarily revolve around romance, they do so in a more two-sided way in 

which the woman is proactive, and pursues what and whom she wants. In David 

Shumway’s Modern Love, he speaks to the genre: “We find examples of weak, bumbling 

men being pursued by strong, competent women” (103). He cites examples like The Lady 

Eve and Adam’s Rib. In Bringing Up Baby, Katharine Hepburn, as Susan, wants to be 

with David, and so, begins a ruthless chase to achieve her want. “Susan is prepared to lie, 

cheat, steal, kidnap and generally behave irresponsibly with enormous spontaneity and 

gusto” (Jeffers 612). This description proving that Susan acts as the main catalyst for the 

entire plot simply by going after what she wants. A founding film of the genre It 

Happened One Night, exemplifies the combination between the typical “boy meets girl” 

format with a dash of feminism. We still have the ‘happily ever after’ ending with Ellie 

choosing to marry Peter. However, her affection for him is reluctant at first, and 

gradually deepens when he is not put off by her independence, but rather drawn to her 

because of the grasp she has on her own individuality. In Neo-Feminist Cinema, Hilary 

Radner examines the evolution of female protagonists, and references feminist scholar 

Imelda Wheelhan saying “The establishment of the autonomous individual who must 

apprehend her pleasure for herself (psychological and physiological)” (Radner 13). 

Essentially, these women became true women, separating themselves and their identity 

from that of their male counterparts. They were beautiful, but outspoken and brave. They 

still believed in the fairytale of love but dictated this on their own terms.  
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 Although the screwball comedy no longer exists under that moniker, it undeniably 

set the stage for many women and their stories that we still watch today. Reaffirmed by 

Tamar Jeffers McDonald here,  “I suggest rather than having a fixed end, screwball 

comedy’s popular tropes became integrated into the wider romantic comedy form” 

(Jeffers 415). Romantic comedy is a wildly successful genre of film, thusly; the 

importance of the screwball comedy romance, and what it lent to the current ‘romcom’ 

cannot be overlooked. In the increasingly popular sub-genre of ‘indie-romance’ the 

woman of screwball comedy takes a new shape in ‘the manic pixie dream girl.’ This 

term, coined by film critic Nathan Rabin, refers to love stories featuring a girl composed 

of equal parts pretty, quirky, and happy-go-lucky. At its core, this love interest is 

attractive because she is everything that the male lead is not. 500 Days of Summer and 

Garden State are two very prominent purveyors of the Manic Pixie Dream Girl, 

embodied in the 100 pound bundle of bubbly brunette broadcasting her message to loosen 

up and bask in the beauty the present moment. Similarly to screwball, both films finish 

with the females implicitly ending up with a male other half, however, this happens after 

both women are the source of much laughter, and are actively agents of change 

throughout. Also, Hilary Radner speaks to the similarity in their feminist undertones by 

stating: “More recently, I have concluded that this is not the result of feminism gone 

awry, or of women more generally abandoning feminism, but of the influences of other 

templates for feminine behavior” (Radner 2). Showing again the trend of females 

embracing their unique identities onscreen and encouraging the women who watch them 

to do the same. Less obvious descendants of the screwball women are Maude of Harold 

& Maude and Penny Lane of Almost Famous. In an article about the pixie dream girl, 
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Esther Zuckerman, a writer for The Atlantic Wire claims “All of these male characters 

find a Manic Pixie to help them out of their depressed, uptight, and doom and gloom state 

so that they can be happy functioning members of society again.” (1). This could not be 

more true of the storyline in Harold & Maude, with the death obsessed introvert Harold 

being totally transformed by Maude’s zeal, by which both come to share the same 

propensity for enjoying life and disregard for any obstacles that might stand in the way of 

them doing so. This could not be a clearer echo of precisely the function women were in 

screwball comedies. David Shumway sums up the connection between screwball women 

and those of the modern romantic comedy with: “They suggest that spunky, strong 

women are attractive” (98).  

 “I say this to the modern young girl—be free—express yourself. Take your life in 

your own hands and mold it” (Sennett 209). The analysis can be made that the women in 

all these stories are still subject to the conventions of marriage and domestication, and 

consequently are often looked down up as still derogatory by many feminists. However, 

Ted Sennett, quoting Theodora Goes Wild above clearly resounds a message of positive 

empowerment—making it nearly impossible to discredit the strides that the screwball 

genre has helped to make in the women of today’s society and silver screen alike. In her 

Feminism and Film, Maggie Humm sets out “All variants of feminist theory share the 

major assumption that gender is a social construction that oppresses women more than 

men. This shared premises shapes a double agenda: the task of critique, attacking gender 

stereotypes—and the task of construction, sometimes called feminist praxis—creating 

new models” (Humm 5). If nothing else, the charismatic females of romantic comedy and 

their predecessors in screwball comedies are concrete feminist praxis, showcasing new 
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models of what it meant to be a lover and a woman. This can be argued against by the 

following: “Screwball comedy seems tied by form to the medieval, the battles of husband 

and wife, which end up as homiletics about the need for wives to obey husbands” (Kay, 

64). And in the 21st century context: “The Manic Pixie Dream Girl is a supporting 

character used to further the storyline of the male hero. She really has no life of her own” 

(Zuckerman 1). However, upon further examination, both claims can be rebutted. In both 

cases, the women wind up with the men of their choice because that is what they want for 

themselves. This same response is put forth in Modern Love, “Other critics have found 

the films to depict a greater gender equality than typical Hollywood products and to 

reflect a contemporary endorsement of “companionable” marriage” (Shumway 95). 

Regarding the Pixie, from a practical standpoint, the argument of the girl being static is 

simply not true. The first time we meet Natalie Portman’s Sam in Garden State, she is at 

the doctor’s office waiting to be seen for her epilepsy (harkening back to Susan regularly 

seeing a psychiatrist in Bringing Up Baby) and lies about having anything wrong with her 

when she meets her match, Andrew, but later, comes clean about her condition, learns to 

stop lying as much, and become more comfortable with herself simultaneously as she 

teaches Zach Braff to do the same. Another parallel between these two leading ladies that 

is unmistakably feminist, is their toeing the line into masculine territory. For her time, 

Hepburn was an alternative sex symbol to Marilyn Monroe, being revolutionary for even 

wearing pants, but still being a crown jewel of the screwball era. Then there is the fact 

that Natalie Portman’s character in Garden State is given the name Samantha, but even 

into adulthood, chooses the shortened tomboy version “Sam.” This shows both women 

testing the boundaries of their gender roles successfully.  
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 The very fact that there is controversy and argument over the feminist ideals in 

relation to screwball comedy and it’s modern rebirths shows that these films have 

brought attention to those ideals, caused audiences and scholars alike to contemplate 

what women and feminism in film mean, reflexively making them positive points of 

interest and inseparable from the feminist theories that lie within them. On a more macro 

level, these films are being produced within the Hollywood industry that is notoriously 

stereotyped as a male dominated industry, even more so at the time in history when 

screwball comedies came to popularity, a fact which only strengthens the feminist agenda 

of such films. Ted Sennett comments on this “These, then, were the forceful ladies who 

made their mark and cut their professional niche in Hollywood’s Never-Never-Land” 

(Sennett 224). Looking at these films in an even larger sense, as Radner does here: “In 

many ways, cinema is perhaps the most logical arena in which to analyze dominant 

trends in popular thought, because feature films provide a dense articulation of the 

contemporaneous discursive formations in which a film participates—formations that it 

may reproduce, modify, and critique” (Radner 2). This shows precisely the impact that 

these films, and more specifically the women within them are able to have on everyone 

who watches them and reacts to them, essentially reflecting society’s evolution as a 

whole to accept and even desire more unique and independent women.  “I still believe 

that they offer the most exhilarating and empowering model for American womanhood” 

(DiBattista 2). This model that she speaks of is one that has been admired, followed and 

replicated to create some of the most iconic heroines from some of the most beloved 

films of both the 1940’s and my own generation.  
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