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best female characters literature have long captivated readers with their complexity,
strength, and enduring influence. From classic novels to contemporary works, these
characters embody a diverse range of personalities, challenges, and triumphs that reflect
societal changes and the evolution of storytelling. The portrayal of women in literature has
shifted from traditional archetypes to multifaceted individuals who challenge norms and
inspire audiences worldwide. This article explores some of the most iconic and compelling
female characters across literary history, highlighting their significance and the qualities
that make them unforgettable. By examining these characters, readers gain insight into the
cultural and thematic richness of literature and the vital role women play in it. The following
sections detail notable characters, their defining traits, and their impact within and beyond
their narratives.

Classic Female Characters in Literature

Modern and Contemporary Female Literary Figures

Characteristics That Define the Best Female Characters

Impact of Female Characters on Literature and Society

Notable Female Characters by Genre

Classic Female Characters in Literature
Classic female characters in literature often serve as foundational figures in the
development of literary themes and feminist discourse. These characters frequently
emerge from works written during periods when women’s roles were restricted, yet they
exhibit remarkable depth and resilience. They have become archetypes, influencing
generations of readers and writers alike. Their stories often explore themes of love,
morality, independence, and societal expectations.

Elizabeth Bennet from Pride and Prejudice
Elizabeth Bennet, the protagonist of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, epitomizes wit,
intelligence, and moral integrity. Her spirited independence and critical view of societal
conventions make her one of the best female characters literature has produced. Elizabeth
challenges the gender norms of Regency England while navigating love and family
dynamics with nuance and humor.



Jo March from Little Women
Jo March, created by Louisa May Alcott in Little Women, represents ambition and self-
expression. As a fiercely independent and creative young woman, Jo rejects the traditional
expectations placed on women in the 19th century. Her determination to pursue a literary
career and maintain her individuality has made her a lasting symbol of female
empowerment in literature.

Jane Eyre from Jane Eyre
Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre introduced readers to a character marked by resilience,
intelligence, and moral conviction. Jane’s journey from orphaned child to self-assured
woman highlights themes of autonomy, social class, and love. Her complex personality and
refusal to compromise her values distinguish her as one of the best female characters
literature offers.

Modern and Contemporary Female Literary
Figures
In modern and contemporary literature, female characters have evolved to reflect changing
social attitudes and increased diversity. These characters often challenge traditional roles
and embody complex psychological and emotional experiences. They are portrayed with
greater nuance, addressing contemporary issues such as identity, trauma, and
empowerment.

Offred from The Handmaid’s Tale
Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale features Offred, a female character navigating a
dystopian society that severely restricts women’s rights. Offred’s resilience and subtle acts
of rebellion underscore themes of oppression, resistance, and survival. She exemplifies the
power of female characters in literature to critique social and political structures.

Lagertha from The Saxon Stories
Lagertha, a legendary figure portrayed in Bernard Cornwell’s The Saxon Stories, embodies
strength and leadership. As a shield-maiden and warrior, she defies gender expectations
within a historically patriarchal setting. Lagertha’s character highlights the role of women
as powerful agents in both historical and fictional narratives.

Celie from The Color Purple
Alice Walker’s The Color Purple introduces Celie, a woman who overcomes immense
hardship and abuse to find her voice and independence. Celie’s transformation throughout
the novel represents themes of self-discovery, healing, and female solidarity. She is



celebrated as one of the most profound female characters in contemporary literature.

Characteristics That Define the Best Female
Characters
The best female characters literature offers are distinguished by several key characteristics
that contribute to their memorability and impact. These traits often transcend time and
genre, resonating with readers across cultures and eras.

Complexity: Multi-dimensional personalities with strengths, flaws, and evolving
motivations.

Agency: Characters who make decisions that shape their destinies rather than being
passive figures.

Resilience: The ability to overcome adversity, whether social, emotional, or physical.

Authenticity: Genuine emotions and believable interactions that engage readers.

Growth: Development and transformation that reflect inner or external changes.

Relatability: Traits or experiences that readers can identify with or empathize
toward.

These characteristics enable female characters to transcend their narratives and influence
literature and culture broadly.

Impact of Female Characters on Literature and
Society
Female characters in literature have played a significant role in shaping societal
perceptions of women and their possibilities. Through storytelling, these characters
challenge stereotypes, inspire social change, and provide representation that fosters
empathy and understanding.

Influence on Feminist Thought
Many of the best female characters literature presents have become icons of feminist
ideals, illustrating autonomy, equality, and resistance to patriarchal constraints. Their
stories have influenced feminist theory and activism by highlighting issues such as gender
discrimination, autonomy, and identity.



Representation and Diversity
The evolution of female characters also reflects a growing emphasis on diversity and
intersectionality in literature. Characters representing a broad spectrum of racial, cultural,
and socio-economic backgrounds enrich literary landscapes and promote inclusivity.

Inspiration for Readers
Strong female characters serve as role models for readers of all ages. Their courage,
intelligence, and perseverance encourage readers to challenge societal norms and pursue
their goals. Literature’s portrayal of women’s varied experiences fosters empathy and
breaks down barriers of misunderstanding.

Notable Female Characters by Genre
The best female characters literature offers span various genres, each bringing unique
qualities and narratives that contribute to the richness of literary tradition. Highlighting
these characters by genre underscores the versatility and breadth of female
representation.

In Classic Literature

Hester Prynne from The Scarlet Letter – A symbol of strength and redemption in1.
Puritan society.

Anna Karenina from Anna Karenina – A complex figure grappling with love, society,2.
and tragedy.

Madame Bovary from Madame Bovary – A nuanced portrayal of desire and3.
disillusionment.

In Science Fiction and Fantasy

Daenerys Targaryen from A Song of Ice and Fire – A powerful leader and liberator with1.
a complex moral compass.

Hermione Granger from Harry Potter – Intellectual, brave, and loyal, she exemplifies2.
intelligence and courage.

River Tam from Firefly (literary adaptations) – A gifted and troubled character3.
representing trauma and resilience.



In Contemporary Fiction

Katniss Everdeen from The Hunger Games – A symbol of rebellion and survival in1.
dystopian fiction.

Celie from The Color Purple – An inspiring figure of personal growth and2.
empowerment.

Offred from The Handmaid’s Tale – A poignant representation of resistance under3.
oppressive regimes.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is considered one of the best female characters in
classic literature?
Elizabeth Bennet from Jane Austen's 'Pride and Prejudice' is often regarded as one of the
best female characters in classic literature due to her wit, intelligence, and strong sense of
independence.

What makes Jo March from 'Little Women' a standout
female character in literature?
Jo March is celebrated for her ambition, creativity, and rejection of traditional gender roles,
making her a pioneering and relatable female character in literature.

Which female character in literature is known for her
complexity and moral ambiguity?
Lady Macbeth from Shakespeare's 'Macbeth' is known for her complexity and moral
ambiguity, portraying ambition, guilt, and psychological depth.

How has Hermione Granger from the 'Harry Potter'
series influenced modern literature's portrayal of
female characters?
Hermione Granger is praised for her intelligence, bravery, and loyalty, serving as a positive
role model and influencing the portrayal of smart and strong female characters in modern
literature.

Why is Scout Finch from 'To Kill a Mockingbird'



considered an important female character in literature?
Scout Finch is important for her innocent yet insightful perspective on issues of race and
morality, highlighting themes of justice and empathy through the eyes of a child.

What qualities make Katniss Everdeen from 'The
Hunger Games' a memorable female protagonist?
Katniss Everdeen is memorable for her resilience, resourcefulness, and willingness to
challenge oppressive systems, embodying strength and vulnerability in a dystopian setting.

Additional Resources
1. Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen
This classic novel features Elizabeth Bennet, one of literature's most beloved female
protagonists. Elizabeth is witty, intelligent, and strong-willed, challenging societal norms
and expectations of women in the 19th century. Her character's growth and her dynamic
with Mr. Darcy have captivated readers for generations.

2. Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë
Jane Eyre is a pioneering female character known for her resilience, moral integrity, and
independence. Orphaned and mistreated, Jane rises above her hardships with dignity and
strength. Her journey toward self-discovery and love is a profound exploration of identity
and empowerment.

3. Little Women by Louisa May Alcott
This novel centers around the four March sisters, each with distinct personalities and
dreams. Jo March, in particular, stands out as a fiercely independent and ambitious
character, challenging traditional gender roles. The book explores themes of family, love,
and personal growth through the eyes of strong female characters.

4. To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee
Scout Finch, the young narrator, is a courageous and curious girl growing up in a racially
divided Southern town. Her innocence and sense of justice provide a powerful lens on
complex social issues. Scout's character embodies empathy, moral clarity, and the
questioning of prejudice.

5. The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood
Offred, the protagonist, is a complex and resilient character navigating a dystopian society
where women’s rights are severely restricted. Her inner strength and subtle acts of
rebellion make her a compelling figure of resistance. The novel explores themes of power,
identity, and survival.

6. Anne of Green Gables by L.M. Montgomery
Anne Shirley is an imaginative and spirited orphan who transforms the lives of those around
her with her optimism and creativity. Her strong sense of self and determination to belong
resonate with readers of all ages. Anne’s character celebrates individuality and the power
of hope.



7. Beloved by Toni Morrison
Sethe, the protagonist, is a former enslaved woman haunted by her past and the ghost of
her child. Her character is a profound exploration of trauma, motherhood, and identity.
Morrison’s narrative gives voice to the strength and complexity of black women’s
experiences.

8. The Color Purple by Alice Walker
Celie’s journey from oppression to self-empowerment is at the heart of this powerful novel.
Through letters, we witness her growth into a confident and independent woman who
reclaims her voice. The book addresses themes of abuse, resilience, and sisterhood.

9. Emma by Jane Austen
Emma Woodhouse is a clever and somewhat spoiled young woman who matures through
her experiences with love and friendship. Her lively personality and mistakes make her a
relatable and memorable character. Austen’s sharp social commentary is enriched by
Emma’s personal development.
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German Women offers a critical interpretation of six canon-worthy German novels written by women
in the period, for which it coins the term 'Age of Emotion.' The novels are chosen because they
depict women's ordinary yet interesting lives and, equally, because each displays formal strengths
that yield prose particularly able to express emotion. The first, Sophie von La Roche's Die
Geschichte des Frèauleins von Sternheim (The History of Lady von Sternheim), draws on the
tradition of the epistolary novel while also finding new ways to depict empathetic emotions. The
second, Friederike Unger's Julchen Grèunthal, brings to the Frauenroman or women's novel the use
of irony to portray a heroine's emotions during her coming of age. The next novels add lyricism to
their prose to capture sensual emotions: Sophie Mereau's Blèutenalter der Empfindung (The
Blossoming of Feeling) imagines women's affinity for the philosophical sublime, while Caroline
Wolzogen depicts female desire in her Agnes von Lilien. The fifth novel, Die Honigmonathe (The
Honeymoon), by Karoline Fischer, explores the agony that extreme emotions cause--not only for
women but also for men. The last novel, Caroline Pichler's Frauenwèurde (The Dignity of Women)
expands the focus from a young heroine to multiple mature characters while maintaining the
centrality of women's talents and emotions. Finally, this study accords honorable mention to some
other women's novels before concluding that the influence of these six works was in no way trivial,
either in portraying women's lives and emotions or in the history of German literature--
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Arts Kazlitt Arvine, 1851
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2009-05-05 Dead and dying women are surely an age-old narrative trope. While associations of
femininity with death have become almost prototypical in literary criticism and are familiar fodder
for cultural conversations, the editors of Death Becomes Her offer us an opportunity to investigate
the values that underlie such associations. But from where does our tireless investment in what
constitutes a feminine death, a feminine reaction to death, and death’s courting of women emerge?
These essays give voice to the idea that power and victimization are not opposites, but rather are
complements in an operatic fantasy of intrigue, agency, absence and presence that pervades
American writing and experience. Each chapter of Death Becomes Her offers a different lens to
investigate the nature of death as surely more than just an anatomical matter: The penny press
obsessively covers the death of a beautiful prostitute in 1840s Chicago; a novel of seduction becomes
also a narrative of autopsy; a story of haunting allows women outlets for sexual license and the
polemics of desire. Overall this volume invites readers to explore the ways in which death is
portrayed as both an ornamentation of femininity and an ontological reality of it: how, put simply,
“death becomes her.” Essays include analyses of women’s deathbed scenes, suicides, murders,
funerals, and autopsies in literature and other nineteenth-century media. As such, the chapters in
Death Becomes Her show how the authorial and readerly interest in scripting and staging women’s
deaths is both intricate and abiding. They tell us that death is never, of course, simply about death,
and they make relevant other issues, from linguistics to politics, as they inform the literature and
lives of women from the late-eighteenth to early twentieth-century America. Taken together, the
pieces in Death Becomes Her allow us greater access to the surrounding culture out of which the
American woman emerges, performs, lives and dies. In doing so, they offer fresh insight into the
often unsettling and highly relevant role of death in feminism.
  best female characters literature: Literature for Young Adults Joan L. Knickerbocker,
2017-03-15 Young adults are actively looking for anything that connects them with the changes
happening in their lives, and the books discussed throughout Literature for Young Adults have the
potential to make that connection and motivate them to read. It explores a great variety of works,
genres, and formats, but it places special emphasis on contemporary works whose nontraditional



themes, protagonists, and literary conventions make them well suited to young adult readers. It also
looks at the ways in which contemporary readers access and share the works they're reading, and it
shows teachers ways to incorporate nontraditional ways of accessing and sharing books throughout
their literature programs. In addition to traditional genre chapters, Literature for Young Adults
includes chapters on literary nonfiction; poetry, short stories, and drama; cover art, picture books,
illustrated literature, and graphic novels; and film. It recognizes that, while films can be used to
complement print literature, they are also a literacy format in their own right-and one that young
adults are particularly familiar and comfortable with. The book's discussion of literary
language--including traditional elements as well as metafictive terms--enables readers to share in a
literary conversation with their students (and others) when communicating about books. It will help
readers teach young adults the language they need to articulate their responses to the books they
are reading.
  best female characters literature: Best Fiction Fall 2012 Sampler Random House, 2012-12-04
From Random House of Canada Limited, a must-read collection of this fall’s best fiction. It is our
richest season yet, and we’re thrilled to share a taste of some of our most dazzling, engaging, and
compelling fiction titles with you. Be transported from the boulangerie-lined streets of Paris to the
tension and uncertainty of the Vietnam War to the magical coast of East Africa; see moments in time
through the grey eyes of Aristotle’s daughter, a day in the life of a woman longingly awaiting her
adventurer husband’s return home, and the reflections of Mary, years after her son’s crucifixion;
experience suspense like never before in thrillers so deliciously chilling, they’ll stay with you long
after the last page is read; and, get to know a new generation of Canlit humour that will take you
from the most famous address in the country to a place beyond this world—and every place
in-between. Boasting only the best in fiction from literary stars like Governor General
Award–winning Linda Spalding, Annabel Lyon, Colm Tóibín, Ian McEwan, Vincent Lam, Justin
Cronin, and Shauna Singh Baldwin, as well as showcasing some of Canada’s brightest voices, among
them Kim Thúy, Linwood Barclay, Terry Fallis, CS Richardson, Christine Pountney, Tanis Rideout,
and Linda Svendsen, Best of Fiction Fall 2012 will capture your imagination and spark your
curiosity, and introduce you to some of this season’s most charming, haunting, and enjoyable reads.
  best female characters literature: The Cyclopædia of Anecdotes of Literature and the
Fine Arts, Etc Kazlitt ARVINE, 1852
  best female characters literature: Fairy Tales and the Fiction of Iris Murdoch, Margaret
Drabble, and A.S. Byatt Lisa M. Fiander, 2004 The Grimm brothers' fairy tales have long
fascinated readers with their violence and frank sexuality. Three of Britain's most important
novelists, Iris Murdoch, Margaret Drabble, and A. S. Byatt, have shared this fascination. Their fiction
explores the darker themes of fairy tales - bestiality, cannibalism, and incest - and finds within them
reasons to be optimistic about our fractured modern world.
  best female characters literature: Boston Monday Lectures Joseph Cook, 1879
  best female characters literature: The Bibliophile Library of Literature, Art and Rare
Manuscripts Forrest Morgan, Caroline Ticknor, 1904
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  best female characters literature: The Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science
and Art , 1860
  best female characters literature: 1,014 GRE Practice Questions Neill Seltzer, Princeton
Review (Firm), 2009 The best way to prepare for standardized tests is to practice, and this resource
offers you plenty of opportunities to do just that.1,014 GRE Practice Questionsincludes: *over 1,000
practice questions *detailed answer explanations for all practice questions *a focused and
informative overview of what’s on the GRE and how it’s tested
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Patricia Thornton Emenyonu, Jane Bryce, Maureen N. Eke, Stephanie Newell, Charles E. Nnolim,



Alphonse Kwawisi Tekpetey, Iniobong I. Uko, Obi Nwakanma, Chimalum Moses Nwankwo, 2015
Contributors analyse the theories behind children's literature, its functions and cultural significance,
and suggest the new directions this literature is taking in terms of its craft, themes and intentions.
Africa's encounter with the West and its implications and consequences remain far-reaching and
enduring in the craft and thrust of its creative writers. The contributors to ALT 33 analyse the
connections between traditional stories and myths that have been told to children, as well as the
work of contemporary creative writers who are writing for children in order that they understand
this complex history. Some of these writers are developing traditional myths, folk tales, and legends
and are writing them in new forms, while others focus on the encounter with the West that has
dominated much modern African literature for adults. The previous neglect of the cultural
significance, study, criticism and teaching of children's literature is addressed in this volume: How
can the successes and/or failures of stories and story-telling for children in Africa be measured? Are
there models to be followed and whatmakes them models? What is the relationship between the text
and the illustration of children's books? What should guide the reader or critic of children's
literature coming out of Africa - globalism, transculturality or internalregionalism? What problems
confront teachers, students, publishers and promoters of children's books in Africa? Ernest
Emenyonu is Professor of Africana Studies at the University of Michigan-Flint, USA; the editorial
board is composed of scholars from US, UK and African universities. Reviews Editor: Obi Nwakanma
HEBN: Nigeria
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Robert Walsh, Eliakim Littell, John Jay Smith, 1833
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