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Abstract

As the romantic comedy has evolved through indie cinema in the 2000s, a new character trope

has seen a huge surge of use, popularity, and backlash: the Manic Pixie Dream Girl, or MPDG.

Through three key films in the MPDG canon, Garden State (2004), (500) Days of Summer

(2009), and Scott Pilgrim vs. the World (2010), this thesis explores the meaning of the trope as

well as its implications on modern pop culture and gender relations. Integral to this is an analysis

of the MPDG and her relationship to her protagonist informed by queer theory and feminist

theory.
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Process Analysis Statement

In 2018, I read the Scott Pilgrim series for the first time and became fascinated by the

Manic Pixie Dream Girl. Something in the trope spoke to me, and I began amassing as many

books and movies as I could find featuring the trope. It was this process of information gathering

that planted the first seed for what would become this thesis: the more I learned about the

MPDG, the more I wanted to learn, and an early prototype of this thesis began to form in my

mind. The concept for this thesis has evolved quite a bit since my freshman year, but the idea

remained—I may have changed my major three times, but the MPDG followed me through each

iteration of my college career.

As I tried to explain my idea for my thesis to people, I was almost always met with “wait,

what’s that? What’s a manic… pixie… girl?” and I realized that a decent amount of the thesis

was going to have to be devoted to simply explaining and defining the trope, providing

examples before diving into the feminist analysis I wanted to explore. With guidance from Dr.

Bascom and Dr. Rutter, I chose my three examples (Garden State, (500) Days of Summer, and

Scott Pilgrim vs. the World) and began the incredibly daunting task of putting all of the thoughts

that had been swirling in my head for four years into writing. After rereading Siobhan

Somerville’s essay “Queer” in Keywords for American Cultural Studies, I had a key

breakthrough where I realized that the MPDG is an inherently queer trope in that the character

subverts the common conception of a romantic comedy love interest, and the final iteration of

this project began to take full form. Ryan Lizardi’s “Scott Pilgrim vs. Hegemony: Nostalgia,

Remediation, and Heteronormativity” was another key text in this process, as it provided the

most clear crossover between scholarship on the MPDG and scholarship on queer media. This

thesis, then, is the synthesis of 4 years of reading theory for the Women’s and Gender Studies
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program and later in the English department, a personal interest in indie film, and the hours I

have spent poring over commentary on the MPDG online, both in academic circles and more

casual social media interactions. I hope that I have offered the MPDG a voice she lacks in her

original context: an explanation of her frustrating shortcomings and a celebration of her

progressive unconventionality, a chance to explore the trope’s mechanism without demonizing

her or her creators. The MPDG is, ultimately, a rehashing of some of our most timeless gendered

anxieties in a uniquely twenty-first century context, and recognizing that is key to understanding

her and the overall impact of the stories in which she appears.
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Queering the Love Interest: Manic Pixie Dream Girls, Gender Archetypes, and

Heteronormativity

“This is a story of Boy Meets Girl, but you should know up front, this is not a Love Story.”

- (500) Days of Summer

She is not like other girls. She is cooler than other girls, sexier than other girls, more

offbeat than other girls. She has a big smile in a room of frowns, a sense of style unlike anyone

else in her town, great hair days every day, and incredible taste in music. She is the Manic Pixie

Dream Girl, and she is here to save you from yourself. Manic Pixie Dream Girls (MPDGs) have

become common in literature, film, and pop culture at large, particularly in the twenty-first

century. Nearly every new fictional woman who dyes her hair, is not conventionally beautiful,

and comes off as “quirky” gets saddled with the title, whether it is an accurate descriptor or not.

But an MPDG is not a typical love interest—she represents a queering of the character because

she is so contradictory in nature and interpretation, as she subverts expectations for a love

interest.1 She is also available for feminist critique because she operates in the gendered

framework of post-second wave sexual liberation, but also wrestles with complex questions

about femininity: she may be sexually liberated but she is still subservient to the lackluster male

hero and tied to him as an object of desire rather than as the hero of her own story. Through a

brief survey of this trope from three key films in the genre—Garden State (2004), (500) Days of

Summer (2009), and Scott Pilgrim vs. the World (2010)—one can analyze the evolution of the

trope as indie cinema embraced her in the mid to late 2000s. This analysis grants an

understanding of the MPDG herself, the limitations of the trope, and the implications for how the

MPDG shifts cultural expectations for gender and sexuality within her textual context while

ultimately upholding a heteronormative narrative of romance.

1 See Siobhan Somerville’s essay “Queer,” pgs 203-207 in Keywords for American Cultural Studies.
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1. Case Studies: Sam, Summer, and Ramona

As defined by the film critic who coined the term, “[the] Manic Pixie Dream Girl exists

solely in the fevered imaginations of sensitive writer-directors to teach broodingly soulful young

men to embrace life and its infinite mysteries and adventures” (Rabin; emphasis added). Though

the term was first used in 2007, examples of this trope have been written into existence for much

longer than we have had a name for them. The MPDG is a quirky woman who is just beautiful

enough to be desirable without sexually overpowering the protagonist, whose function as a love

interest leaves her with no character drive of her own. She often shows signs of serious mental

illness, has sometimes had relationships with other women—solely for the protagonist to

fetishize—and she has only one purpose: to make the hero a better person. When her mission is

accomplished, she almost always leaves him or dies. He comes out of this experience a changed

man, a better person. She is not a character so much as a plot device; a puzzle or conquest for her

protagonist. While there are male versions of this character—think Jack from Titanic—very

rarely does the burden of this trope fall onto a character who is not a woman.

Take, for instance Sam (Natalie Portman) in Zach Braff’s 2004 film Garden State. In

critic Roger Ebert’s review, pre-MPDG terminology, he describes her as

a local girl who is one of those creatures you sometimes find in the movies, a girl who is

completely available, absolutely desirable and really likes you. Portman's success in

creating this character is all the more impressive because we learn almost nothing about

her, except that she's great to look at and has those positive attributes. (Ebert)

Sam is childishly exuberant to the point of being mildly off-putting, seeming far younger than

her counterpart in Braff’s character Andrew “Large” Largeman. In one scene, she wiggles her

entire body and shouts a nonsense word to prove a point about individuality (see Fig. 1): “That
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was so dumb. You know what I do when I’m feeling completely unoriginal?

LABA-LABA-LABA-LABAL. I make a noise or I do something that no-one has ever done

before. And then I can feel unique again; even if only for, like, a second…. You just witnessed a

completely original moment in human history.”

The audience knows virtually nothing about her personal life, with few exceptions. One

is the key reveal that her oft-worn helmet is not a unique affectation, but a medical necessity per

her job’s liability insurance after a severe seizure due to her epilepsy. She is a self-described

chronic liar, because “I’m weird, man. [I lie] about random stuff too; and I don’t even know why

I do it. It’s like a tick” but also that “I always feel bad and admit them when they’re lies.” On

screen, Sam is charming and funny, if a bit odd. If someone in real life writhed and yelled to

shake off a bad feeling, actor Mindy Kaling points out, most people “would cross the street to

avoid her. But she is essential to the male fantasy that even if a guy is boring he deserves a

woman who will find him fascinating and perk up his dreary life by forcing him to go

skinny-dipping in a stranger’s pool.” Yet the elements of whimsy in Braff’s directorial style and

the distance between audience and character make clear a fact consistent across MPDG stories:

as Jordynn Jack notes in a study of gender presentation in autistic communities, the “Manic Pixie

Dream Girl offers ‘the only acceptable way for a girl to be weird’” and still be cool (11).

Sam’s out-there attitude serves as a pointed contrast to Large’s hyper-medicated, dull

state; he spends the beginning of the film staring, dead eyed, into the middle distance, slowly

regaining focus as Sam’s cheery influence spreads to him. Large’s slow reanimation while Sam

remains statically devoted to him demonstrates comparative literature professor Claire

Solomon’s argument that “[by] definition, the MPDG exists in the measure that the male

protagonist needs her. She has no backstory, no inner life” where Large's inner life and backstory
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take up the entire focus of the film, and any glimpses into Sam's inner workings serve solely to

further enlighten his (3). Garden State is, then, the story of Large’s inner life—his transformation

from hollow shell to reborn man. The film begins with his mother’s death and a sullen visit to a

psychiatrist and ends with him confessing the deepest and darkest parts of his past to a girl he has

known for four days. She becomes a sounding board, a diary, and a therapist, all in the body of a

beautiful girl. “It's an archetype,” Rabin wrote in a 2014 online Salon article reflecting on his

creation of the MPDG title, “that taps into a particular male fantasy: of being saved from

depression and ennui by a fantasy woman who sweeps in like a glittery breeze to save you from

yourself.”

If Sam is a glittery breeze, then Summer Finn is a summer breeze. (500) Days of Summer

does not lie to itself or to its audience about the nature of its central romantic narrative. “This is a

story of boy meets girl,” the narrator warns during the initial montage, “but you should know up

front, this is not a love story.” Protagonist Tom Hansen, played by Joseph Gordon-Levitt, and

love interest Summer Finn, played by the oft-cited “real life” MPDG Zooey Deschanel—who

gained a reputation for playing offbeat, indie film darlings—are two people with a lot of

emotional growing up to do and a mutual physical attraction to each other, if not a mutual

romantic one. “While the usual function of the MPDG is to facilitate an increase in

self-awareness in the central male character prior to the establishment of the central couple,”

explains scholar Anthony McIntyre, “in (500) Days of Summer, this learning process is rendered

traumatic through the emotional turmoil” experienced by Tom (427). Summer still functions as a

learning process and period of maturation for Tom, but the experience is much more emotionally

fraught. In an interview with The Guardian as the film was coming out, Marc Webb, the director

of (500) Days of Summer, explained the dynamic of the film by saying that it is really a story
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about heartbreak at the hands of “perfect girls. But of course there's no such thing. In Tom's eyes,

Summer is perfection, but perfection has no depth. Summer's not a girl, she's a phase"

(Wiseman). Summer is, quite literally, a time period in Tom’s life rather than a character with her

own internal workings. She is the embodiment of a plot device. In the same interview, Webb

went on to say that “Summer has elements of the manic pixie dream girl—she is an immature

view of a woman…. She's Tom's view of a woman. He doesn't see her complexity and the

consequence for him is heartbreak." As Summer was clearly created, at least on some level, to

function as a critique of the trope, (500) Days of Summer is already a further evolved example of

the trope when compared to Garden State, released five years earlier. In the first draft of the

script, Summer is even described as having “cropped blonde hair almost like a boy’s,” which

may not be a deliberate pun, but the idea of a Manic Pixie Dream Girl having a pixie cut (prior to

the casting of Deschanel and her somewhat iconic curtain bangs) is certainly noteworthy

(Neustadter 4).

It is Tom’s inability to conceptualize Summer as a whole person with her own wants and

needs, regardless of his own wants or needs, that is ultimately the downfall of their relationship.

There is, of course, nothing wrong with wanting a serious relationship or wanting to find “the

one,” as Tom does, nor is there something wrong with wanting a casual relationship as Summer

does. The problem is that Summer repeatedly and consistently states that she does not want a

boyfriend, that she does not want a formal relationship, but Tom insists that because he does, she

must too. The “friends with benefits” relationship they develop is inherently a self-destructive

one because of this imbalance of emotional power. Tom wants Summer to change his life, and

Summer wants to live her life; this is a typical manifestation of the MPDG trope. In Jennifer
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Guock’s doctoral thesis “The Manic Pixie Dream Girl in US YA Fiction: Introducing a Narrative

Model,” she argues that

[in] each of her manifestations, the Pixie exists solely to enrich the life of the…

protagonist, who is often in a state of ennui before the MPDG’s arrival or, at the very

least, lives an almost overwhelmingly unremarkable life. This enrichment usually comes

in the form of interactions filled with whimsy and adventure, leading to a gradual

opening of the protagonist’s eyes so he can see the extraordinary in the ordinary and

undergo personal growth. The Pixie is built on that which is visible and visual and,

because of this [the protagonist’s] focus [is] on surface rather than depth. (5)

From shower sex to drunk karaoke to playing house in IKEA, Summer and Tom have plenty of

whimsical adventures, all of which are juxtaposed with timeskip scenes of Tom after the

breakup, bleary-eyed and disillusioned. This comes to a head in a split-screen segment where

Tom’s idealized version of a party is juxtaposed with his actual experience of being alone while

Summer mingles with guests in a literal “Expectations versus Reality” side by side (see Fig. 2).

Tom’s perception of Summer shatters here, and he is finally faced with the reality that his

conception of her is based entirely on his own desires. “The film struggles at times to find things

for the couple to do and ways to indicate her fluctuating moods,” complains critic Kirk

Honeycutt, “[Tom’s] mood, curiously, never really changes; he's too infatuated with her to have

moods that don't directly relate to hers. When a friend says Tom acts like a stalker, he's not

exactly wrong” (9). Tom’s inner life in the film is dedicated to his feelings for his dream girl;

Summer’s inner life in the film is nonexistent. Summer only exists in Tom’s perception of her.

When Summer behaves in a way that is not in accordance with Tom’s expectations, she

disappears from the narrative.
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Where (500) Days and Garden State offer MPDGs who are more subtle variations, Scott

Pilgrim’s MPDG offers a more self-aware twist to the idea of a “dream” girl: she travels, quite

literally, through the protagonist’s dreams. Ramona Flowers (Mary Elizabeth Winstead)’s first

entrance in Scott Pilgrim vs. the World is during a desert dream sequence where the titular Scott

(Michael Cera) watches her zoom through his lonely mind. This is described in the screenplay as

“A MYSTERIOUS GIRL rollerblades across the shifting sands. She wears fishnets, an army

jacket, skirt and goggles. Her pink hair is funky but cool. She is hotter than the desert sun”

(Wright 16).  Film scholar Lida Zeitlin Wu describes Scott Pilgrim as “taking the idea of

‘emotional baggage’ to a whole new level. Video games …, comics, and dream logic merge to

create an utterly implausible scenario” in the 2010 adaptation of Bryan Lee O’Malley’s comic

series of the same name (418). While six volumes of the comic allow characters to grow and

develop, the time constraints of a film necessitate that the large cast of “characters are highly

abstracted and depth is downplayed in favor of dynamism and layout” (422).

Humanities professor Ryan Lizardi argues in “Scott Pilgrim vs. hegemony: nostalgia,

remediation, and heteronormativity” that “[in] many ways, Ramona represents Scott’s reluctant

transition into adulthood, as she embodies the changes and responsibility he needs to embrace”

in order to mature (247). She is constantly shifting in looks and personality, warm and joking one

minute and cold and emotionally distant the next, changes marked by her oft-changing hair color

(“dude, I change my hair every week and a half, get used to it”). She becomes a video-game style

mission for Scott, who must defeat her “seven evil exes” if they are to pursue a relationship. This

direct evidence of Ramona’s past sexual history causes a certain degree of friction for Scott, who

must come to grips with his own past, as well as Ramona’s past, if he is to move on and

grow up... [which] creates a gendered past in many significant ways. Scott takes on the



10

role of the dominant male who must prove that he is ‘better’ than those boyfriends who

came before him, as well as vanquish Ramona’s past to become her past, present and

future. (Lizardi 248)

While Scott thus takes on more agency in his own story than other MPDG protagonists, it is

Ramona’s past and Ramona’s experiences that serve as the catalyst for his transformation over

the course of the film. His transformation still depends on his muse.

2. Heteronormativity, Queerness, and the MPDG

The MPDG’s spirited casting aside of societal norms offers the opportunity to explore the

trope through a queer theory lens, as her transgressions could be seen as a “queering” of the

image of a romantic interest, both in the sense that she is queer as in odd but also in the sense

that many MPDGs have had queer relationships in their past, whether they be explicitly stated or

implied. The queerness of the MPDG is often overlooked when she is examined from an

academic perspective. There is, however, a repeated trend where the MPDG has been in these

homoerotic relationships and this combined with her (seemingly) complete casting aside of

societal norms creates a trope which queers the romantic comedy genre.

In Scott Pilgrim vs the World, Ramona Flowers repeatedly corrects Scott when he says he

must defeat her “evil ex-boyfriends” so that he is instead saying “evil exes” as one of those exes

is not a boyfriend but is in fact a woman named Roxy Richter, who Ramona brushes off by

saying their relationship was “just a phase” and that she “didn’t think it would count.” Scott

responds by saying “you had a sexy phase?” The film repeatedly uses the language of queerness

(“I’m in lesbians with you” is a Freudian slip and running joke for Scott, who owns a poster of

two girls making out) while keeping gay womanhood as something to be ogled at or fetishized as

a joke, but never as a serious relationship option for its characters outside of the male gaze. This
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is expanded upon in the comics, where female characters will kiss while drunk but no sapphic

couples exist within the canon of the text. Scott Pilgrim is markedly more progressive in terms of

representation of queerness than its MPDG predecessors—Garden State has no queer characters,

and (500) Days skims over its queerness briefly—but this representation is riddled with

problematic stereotypes. Roxy, for example, is depicted as being angry, bitter, and comparatively

unattractive to the other women in the film (see Fig. 5), referring to Ramona as a “hasbian” and

playing into the stereotype of the angry lesbian. While Scott’s roommate, Wallace Wells (Kieran

Culkin), is openly gay, it is worth noting that his queerness also plays into homophobic

stereotypes, such as the predatory gay man preying on straight men to “turn” them and gay

people in general being unfaithful to their partners (“I didn’t make up the gay rulebook. You got

a problem with it, take it up with Liberace’s ghost”). Scott Pilgrim then ultimately “caters to a

heteronormativity that implicitly looks at lesbians as sexually enticing to heterosexual males, and

homosexual men as a threat” (Lizardi 253).

Scott Pilgrim is not the only mention of homoromantic encounters for the MPDG. While

Garden State never acknowledges Sam’s past romantic or sexual partners, male or female, in

(500) Days of Summer, Summer Finn is asked if she is a lesbian at the beginning of the film as a

response to her asking a male coworker “You don’t believe a woman could enjoy being free or

independent?” Summer responds “No, I’m not a lesbian. I’m just not comfortable being

somebody’s ‘girlfriend.’ I don’t want to be anybody’s anything, you know?” It is, however,

revealed later in the film that she had a female partner named Charlie—a male name, perhaps to

grant heteronormative gendered implications to a sapphic relationship—who is never brought up

again after that conversation. What is it that allows the female portion of a heterosexual—or

het-passing—romantic trope to dabble in queerness without losing her desirability to male
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audience members and the protagonist? Is it the fetishization of sapphic desire or the way these

relationships are written off as experimentation or a “glitch” in her romantic history?

Offering the protagonist a love interest who has had the opportunity to explore

homoromantic relationships but is ultimately choosing to stay in a heterosexual partnership while

completely rejecting her past lesbian encounters enforces a narrative of heteronormativity. When

these relationships are written off as a phase or an experiment, the narrative context rejects the

idea of bisexuality or sexual fluidity, opting instead for a distinct dichotomy between gay and

straight, enforcing heterosexuality as the “correct” sexual expression for female characters. In the

end, the homoerotic reading of the MPDG trope functions by “showing that the true purpose of

this narrative is to restore a normalized brand of romantic love” (Lizardi 255).

3. Ambiguous Endings and Gendered Metatextuality

One factor all three of these films share is an ambiguous ending. In Wes D. Gehring’s

essay “Movies Without Endings: Artist Comfort vs. Chaos,” the film scholar argues that “the

beauty of realism’s ambiguous nature frees viewers from rigid spoon-fed conclusions . . .  while

filmmakers labor long over creating the perfect final cut movie, every individual’s life is in

perpetual rough-cut mode, with a sudden ambiguous ending the fate of many” (261). This

ambiguity is perhaps one of the factors that sets these three films apart from other films in the

MPDG “canon;” they offer the viewer the opportunity to interpret their own next stage for the

characters. Garden State ends not with a declaration, but with a question: Large chooses to stay

in New Jersey with Sam instead of going back to LA because Large thinks “I can do this. I mean

I want to. We have to. Right? So, what do we do? What do we do?” (see Fig. 3). They kiss, and

the camera pans out to credits. Choosing to end the film with an open-ended question allows

audiences to bring themselves into the film more than a solid statement of an ending would. By
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leaving this question for viewers to ponder, the audience is able to imagine themselves in Large’s

position, projecting their own ideas, thoughts, and memories onto the future of the characters.

This ambiguous end is not dissimilar to the end of (500) Days of Summer. After his final

encounter with a now-married Summer, married because “[she] woke up one day and [she] knew

what [she] was never sure of with [Tom],” it seems he has finally learned his lesson. Until, at the

very end of the film, Tom meets a girl at a job interview—a new job and a new suit and a new

life post-Summer. This is the first time he has shown interest in actively participating in his life

since Summer broke up with him. As the girl shakes his hand, she introduces herself as Autumn.

Tom breaks the fourth wall, and he and the audience share a glance before the screen goes back

to the sketch viewers have seen so many times, now saying “(500).” The number blurs, the

background turns from tan to a deep amber, and the screen now reads “(1).” This screen

transitions into the credits. This final scene complicates the interpretations of the ultimate

message of (500) Days of Summer. Is Tom simply beginning the cycle of idealization and

devaluation again, going literally from one season to the next, girl-as-phase to girl-as-phase? Or

has he learned that “miracle” girls do not exist, but that this does not mean love is not real? Has

he learned that relationships take work and the willingness of both parties? Is Autumn meant to

represent a period of maturation in contrast to Summer’s season of youth?

In keeping with these question-riddled endings, Scott Pilgrim vs. the World follows its

roots in video games in its final segment. After defeating all seven of Ramona’s evil exes as well

as an evil, shadow version of himself with glowing red eyes, Scott is finally able to confess his

love for his dream girl. She takes his hand and they walk through a magical realism Toronto

snow to the door to the subspace highway she uses to travel through his mind. As they walk

through the door, the camera pans to the sky and a voiceover reads the words in the clouds:
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“Continue? 4. 3. 2. 1.” This end sequence mimics many classic arcade games where the player

has lost, but they can add more quarters to try again before the countdown ends. This is Scott

Pilgrim’s way of asking Garden State’s “what do we do?” and (500) Days’s way of resetting the

countdown at 1. Scott and Ramona can open that door and end up—quite literally—anywhere.

Yet this is the same door Ramona uses to travel through Scott’s mind, perhaps suggesting that the

ability to choose a new direction and start over for Scott comes with a new self awareness, one

that he would not have if not for Ramona’s guiding hand (see Fig. 4). While Ramona uses the

door to travel from real place to real place, the route is always through Scott’s subconscious, and

she serves as a tour guide on his journey into emotional awakening. This is, perhaps, the ultimate

demonstration of the MPDG at work: guiding the protagonist not simply through a metaphorical

awakening or maturation but through a literal door into himself. Throughout the film, as Lizardi

notes, “Ramona is such a master of these areas that she uses them every day for work. Scott, on

the other hand, can barely conceptualize their existence let alone navigate them successfully”

without Ramona to guide him (248). Ending the film with the couple choosing to dive into

Scott’s mind together offers an interesting ambiguity. Has Scott become self aware? Or does he

require Ramona as a spiritual crutch to understand his own existence?

These ambiguous endings are noteworthy because they allow audiences to participate in

each of these films more than in a film with a more concrete conclusion. As Gehring puts it,

“while art traditionally has given us a chance to create a brief sense of order in life’s chaos,

today’s greater appreciation of open-ended movies could be interpreted as an increased sense of

heightened interactive maturity. It’s your call to make” (261). By creating a sort of “choose your

own adventure” for audiences, these films become metatextual, with audiences projecting onto

the films in much the same way the protagonists project onto their MPDG love interests. This is
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not unique to these three films, and as critics like Claire Solomon have noticed, seems to be a

feature of the MPDG trope, not a glitch:

Though Rabin mocked the ‘fevered imaginations’ of the trope's creators, who conflated a

formal trope with an audience response… in his mockery he criticizes the trope for

hypostasizing a type of girl that isn't real, but also uses it to criticize a real girl who

perhaps shouldn't be the way she is [in his book My Year of Flops, which]...makes it

impossible to define the trope as only textual: its definition conflates the textual and the

metatextual. (3–4)

The metatextual nature of the MPDG is such that not only does the trope seem to reference itself,

audiences repeatedly respond to it as though it is referencing their own lives. English professor

Paul Eisenstein’s critical essay on psychoanalysis in film argues that viewers of Garden State are

able to give into “our voyeuristic tendencies as spectators, letting us glimpse, get closer to, and

ultimately identify with a vision of romantic love in which each half of a couple finds… the

solution to his or her anxieties and vulnerabilities” (3; emphasis added).

4. Feminine Archetype Repackaged

The Manic Pixie Dream Girl has been described as sexist, archetypically feminine,

subversive, oppressive, misogynistic, feminist, postfeminist, anti-feminist, and reductive. She

seems to elude her readers, viewers, and critics nearly as much as she eludes the understanding

of the hero of her story. On the one hand, she is utterly devoted to her mission of “saving” the

protagonist. On the other hand, she is fickle, flighty, and moody—Sam’s shifting lies, Summer’s

shifting moods, Ramona’s shifting hair color. The MPDG is “[lightly] pathological, largely

mythic, the character is the latest version of the eternal feminine” (Solomon 2). From an

archetypal standpoint, the MPDG is a mother figure in that she instructs the hero and nurtures his
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development; she is also a Madonna/whore figure, in that she offers a push and pull between her

complete devotion and her history of past sexual relationships. This hegemonic feminine is “the

ultimate symbol of human desire,” explains contrarian feminist critic Camille Paglia, “[the]

feminine is that-which-is-sought; it recedes beyond our grasp.” The MPDG then falls into this

category of the “ever-elusive” feminine, one the protagonist and audiences find themselves

chasing but unable to find completely satisfactory (32). The MPDG is then not a “new” trope at

all, but merely a repackaging of traditional hegemonic gender expectations in a

transgressive-looking package. In this way, the trope “organizes female characters into a master

narrative by which political and aesthetic experimentation and innovation is reinterpreted”

through an unconventional but still decidedly feminine role (Solomon 2) and “although she is

hailed as being ‘quirky’ and ‘not like other girls’, the MPDG … [masquerades] as difference

while reinforcing the norm” (Gouck 4).

Additionally, gendered expectations in media not only reflect but can help shape gender

norms of the culture at large, especially for a trope which already plays with metatextuality and

is met with widely differing responses from audiences. Ramona Flowers has become the poster

child for the MPDG in internet memes and discourse; in 2019, a YouTube user called r7cky A

uploaded a music video called “Scott Pilgrim vs. the World Ruined a Whole Generation of

Women,” which features montages of photographs of real women juxtaposed over a still of

Ramona Flowers with lyrics like “she’s a whore, a hole, a dime-a-dozen Jezebel” and “it’s sad to

think she’s someone’s daughter / like a lamb to the slaughter.” Whether satire or not, the video

engages in blatantly misogynistic and violent imagery. The use of everyday people’s images with

no accreditation to the women photographed in comparison to a fictional character is a uniquely

clear example of the potential implications of the MPDG’s cultural impact, where the viewer
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takes what they have “learned” from the fictional MPDG and applies it to real women. Videos

and internet memes such as this one are prevalent in online “incel” (involuntary celibate) spaces.

Incel culture is based in far-right ideology, a general hatred of women and their refusal to grant

sex to the incel, and a propensity for “trolling,” or making deliberately offensive jokes on social

media in order to “own the libs2” and act out against neoliberal political correctness (see Fig. 6).

“We must look beyond the façade of humour and irony to appreciate the gravity of the messages

being communicated and consumed” by men in these spaces, as sociologist Winnie Chang argues

in “The monstrous-feminine in the incel imagination: Investigating the representation of women

as ‘femoids’ on /r/Braincels” (256).

Therefore, as feminist critic Lucia Gloria Vázquez Rodríguez argues, “subjecting the

MPDG trope to thorough scholarly scrutiny is indeed relevant in terms of unpacking the gender

ideology it perpetuates” (170). This is particularly evident when the MPDG is left in line with

her many archetypal predecessors; she represents a shift in presentation for the traditional love

interest. All put together, with her “girlish femininity, her vulnerability, her neoliberal sexual

freedom, and, above all, her being-for-the-Other, the Manic Pixie Dream Girl perhaps constitutes

the most powerful embodiment of postfeminist ideologies within independent cinema” (Vázquez

Rodríguez 170). Despite her seeming representation of a postfeminist equality between men and

women, she has been used within the context of her romantic comedy origins as a recycled

version of a centuries-old Madonna/whore character, and used outside of her context to bolster

misogynistic attitudes. When (500) Days of Summer was described as “male-centric in the

extreme” since it “obsesses too much in its heroine without plumbing her depths” and “[you're]

not going to understand the girl very well, and you might learn more about the boy than you

2A term used in online political discourse by conservatives wanting to make liberals upset, to win an argument, or to
mock liberal attitudes.
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really want” (Honeycutt 9), the description could have been applied with equal accuracy to

Garden State, Scott Pilgrim, or any other film which relies on the MPDG.

5. Conclusion

The Manic Pixie Dream Girl has been an increasingly popular trope in indie films since

the early 2000s, and her status as romantic comedy heroine raises questions about feminist

representation, queerness, and the implications of both in culture at large. In films like Garden

State, (500) Days of Summer, and Scott Pilgrim vs. the World, the female heroines serve less as

key cast members and more as “muses, whose vague ambitions are shadowed by the success of

their delicate admirer” (Wiseman). They inspire the protagonist to grow and develop through

their out-there attitudes and motherly nurturing of his needs, interests, and emotional wounds.

While critics argue as to whether her surface level transgressions of romantic comedy norms

make her a queer feminist figure, her internal function within the larger framework of her context

shows her to uphold traditional gender ideas of femininity and heterosexual relationships, despite

her postfeminist sexual freedom and queer overtones. She is contradictory, both progressive and

regressive, liberated and frustratingly tied to the development of the protagonist of her story. In

some online communities, she has come to represent, in part, the failings of feminism for the

expectant male, waiting for his MPDG to rescue him from incel-dom and isolation. She is both a

uniquely twenty-first century figure and a timeless one.
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Figures

Fig. 1. Sam (Natalie Portman) in a moment of complete originality. Garden State.

Fig. 2. Tom (Joseph Gordon-Levitt)’s delusions become clear. (500) Days of Summer.
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Fig. 3. “What do we do?” Garden State.

Fig. 4. Continue? Scott Pilgrim vs. the World.
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Fig. 5. Roxy (Mae Whitman), Ramona’s “sexy phase.” Scott Pilgrim vs. the World.

Fig. 6. A typical incel “wojack” style antifeminist meme from Reddit board r/IncelTear.
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