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Abstract 

The science fiction genre has evolved from space travel in Star Wars and Star Trek and 

time travel in Doctor Who to explorations of paranormal activity, incredible scientific 

advancements, and speculation about both the present and future. The X-Files (1993-2002), 

Fringe (2008-13), Parable of the Sower (1993), and Nope (2022) all follow forensic pathologist 

and FBI agent Dana Scully (Gillian Anderson), FBI agent Olivia Dunham (Anna Torv), prophet 

Lauren Olamina, and jack-of-all-trades Emerald Haywood’s (Keke Palmer) search for a truth at 

the center of the texts’ larger narratives. In different mediums and different decades, these four 

characters not only inspire complex discussions of the intersection of race and gender in science 

fiction but also reflect the evolution of popular and contemporary feminist thoughts and practices 

as well as the science fiction genre. By challenging and shaping the portrayal of female 

characters in science fiction, these four characters helped define feminist science fiction in the 

last thirty years and offer complex representations of gender in science fiction. 
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(Sometimes You Find) the [Only Lasting] Truth Is [Change] Out There {So, What 

Happened Really?}: The Female Protagonist in Modern Science Fiction 

“The truth is out there” (Carter, 1993-2002, 4:38). “When you open your mind to the 

impossible, sometimes you find the truth” (Abrams, 2008-2013, 9:40). “The only lasting truth is 

change” (Butler, 1993/2020, p. 3). “So, what happened really?” (Peele, 2022, 20:27). The X-Files 

(1993-2002), Fringe (2008-13), Parable of the Sower (1993), and Nope (2022) all follow the 

characters’ search for truth – spreading Earthseed, videoing a skyborne terror, proving the 

government knows about extraterrestrials, or preventing a parallel universe’s invasion. All four 

texts have strong female leads: The X-Files’ forensic pathologist and FBI agent Dana Scully 

(Gillian Anderson), Fringe’s FBI agent Olivia Dunham (Anna Torv), Parable of the Sower’s 

prophet Lauren Olamina, and Nope’s jack-of-all-trades Emerald Haywood (Keke Palmer). These 

women specifically reflect characteristics of the third and fourth feminist waves while they 

actively prevent or uncover large-scale threats and defend their community or the world.  

It’s All a Conspiracy: The X-Files and Fringe 

The X-Files encouraged the intersection between secret agent stories and science fiction 

through the government’s cover-up of aliens’ existence. Chris Carter of Ten Thirteen Productions 

developed and produced the show’s eleven seasons (1993-2002, 2016, 2018) and 1998 and 2008 

films. Gillian Anderson plays Agent Dana Scully, a forensic pathologist who joined the FBI and 

received orders to supervise Fox Mulder’s (David Duchovny) work on the X-Files, unsolved FBI 

cases associated with the paranormal, extraterrestrials, and the government’s cover-up. The 
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show’s main arc follows Mulder and Scully’s search for “the truth” as they solve X-Files cases 

and run into the larger conspiracy and the shadow government.  

Fringe, created and produced by J.J. Abrams and Bad Robot Productions, follows Special 

Agent Olivia Dunham (Anna Torv) from the FBI’s Boston office as she begins to work on cases 

involving the “Pattern,” a series of events tied to the paranormal and fringe science. Olivia 

Dunham, with Special-Agent-in-Charge Phillip Broyles’s (Lance Reddick) approval, locates 

Peter Bishop (Joshua Jackson) and gets him to discharge his estranged mad scientist of a father, 

Dr. Walter Bishop (John Noble) from an institution. Dunham, Broyles, and the Bishops also 

collaborate with Agent Astrid Farnsworth (Jasika Nicole) and Nina Sharp (Blair Brown), the 

Chief Operative Officer of Massive Dynamic, an advanced biomechanical company founded by 

William Bell (Leonard Nimoy). Eventually uncovering a parallel reality, Fringe Division and 

Massive Dynamic must stop agents from the parallel universe from merging both realities.  

As white women employed by the FBI in major cities (Washington, D.C., and Boston), 

Dana Scully shares many similarities with Olivia Dunham. Both Chris Carter and J.J. Abrams 

utilize the contrasting genres of espionage and science fiction to diversify their interpretations of 

both genres (Garin, 2013, p. 55-6). Scully has a background in medicine, while Dunham 

previously worked as a special investigator; Dunham’s skills as an investigator lead to her 

reliance on Walter Bishop’s scientific knowledge, but Scully provides the scientific knowledge 

for Mulder. Olivia Dunham engages in romantic relationships with John Scott and Peter Bishop 

in her reality (and with Frank Stanton in the alternate universe); while The X-Files implies that 

Mulder and Scully have a romantic relationship, it is less accepted by fans as canon. Both 

women experience privilege based on their class, race, ability, education, and employment; their 

hardships are associated with their nontraditional work, not their gender or other identity factors. 
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It’s Here (Let’s Go): Nope and Parable of the Sower 

Ironically, Susan Sontag notes that “the typical science fiction film has a form as 

predictable as a Western” (Sontag, 1966, p. 209), yet Jordan Peele joins a long cinematic 

tradition of space or weird Western in his 2022 film Nope (Walters, 2022). Produced by 

MonkeyPaw Productions and Universal Pictures, the film upholds Peele’s high standard of work 

and focus on Black individuals. Peele’s mastery of misdirection and uncanny ability to subvert 

expectations makes Nope an unexpectedly complicated and unpredictable film (Henderson, 

2022), contrary to Sontag’s claims of science fictional predictability. With Otis Haywood 

Senior’s (Keith David) strange and sudden death, Otis “OJ” Haywood Jr. (Daniel Kaluuya) and 

Emerald (Keke Palmer) inherit the family horse training business in California. However, 

electricity fluctuations and vanishing horses lead to their discovery of an unidentified flying 

object (UFO) near the ranch. Eventually, the Haywoods, Angel Torres (Brandon Perea), and 

Antlers Holst (Michael Wincott) devise a plan to capture footage of the UFO, named Jean Jacket 

by the Haywoods and the Viewer by Jupe Park (Steven Yeun). Successful in their mission, the 

film ends with a climactic, strategic confrontation while generating further, unanswered 

questions about Jean Jacket’s existence.  

Written by Octavia Butler, a notable Black and women science fiction author, Parable of 

the Sower (1993) takes place in a dystopian 2024 Los Angeles with a destroyed infrastructure, 

unsafe streets, unreliable public servants, exorbitantly expensive basic goods, rampant crime, 

escalating violence, and drug use (particularly of a new arsonist drug called pyro). Lauren 

Olamina’s her home with her Baptist preacher father, teacher stepmother, and half-brothers, 

along with her religion Earthseed, is a temporary haven from the outside world. Lauren’s birth 

mother abused a prescription drug while pregnant, leading Lauren to develop hyperempathy 
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syndrome, which makes her feel the pain or pleasure of others. After her neighborhood burns to 

the ground and her family and community die, Lauren travels north with Harry and Zahra and 

ally with other strays along the way. While not all of them make it north, the group eventually 

begins to build Acorn, the first Earthseed community.  

Emerald Haywood and Lauren Olamina experience double jeopardy, which emphasizes 

the intersections between race and gender that specifically affect Black women and other women 

of color. Olamina exists as an incredibly intersectional character who interacts daily with 

multiple forms of oppression. Olamina’s gender makes her vulnerable to sexual violence, while 

she also experiences racism from neighbors and other travelers; her hyperempathy syndrome also 

results in an additional level of vulnerability, as Lauren notes that “‘in this world, there isn’t any 

room for housebound, frightened, squeamish people” and hyperempathy can completely 

incapacitate her when she perceives intense pain (Butler, 1993/2020, p. 194). Emerald primarily 

experiences racism and sexism in her attempts to seek employment in Hollywood, though she 

may also experience hiring discrimination based on her age or experience. While both experience 

discrimination, the amplified intersectional discrimination that Lauren experiences reflects the 

variety of intersectionality and the different circumstances that Lauren and Emerald live in.  

The Female Protagonist in Science Fiction 

Parable of the Sower is most explicitly a feminist text created by a Black woman for 

women, but especially Black women. These other productions created for the screen primarily 

appeal to the male audience. Dynamic female figures give viewers the opportunity to explore 

female and feminist perspectives, yet these texts remain in the masculine science fiction genre. 

However, all four texts contain elements of feminist science fiction in their portrayals of Olivia 

Dunham, Dana Scully, Lauren Olamina, and Emerald Haywood. Butler and Peele have done so 
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through their characters and genre expansion, while Carter and Abrams instead chose to 

experiment with the genre's classic tropes. Through their science fictional texts, the creators 

utilize and adapt the alien invasion and advanced society tropes. Fringe, Nope, and The X-Files 

all have “the arrival of the thing” in their main story arc (Sontag, 1966, p. 209-11); while 

Parable lacks the “arrival” element, it shares the “confirmation of the hero’s report” of the 

realities of the science fictional world, specifically through the break-ins and destruction of her 

neighborhood (Sontag, 1966, p. 209-11; Butler, 1993/2020, p. 68, 73, 143, 153). Fringe, given 

the centrality of the parallel universe to the main story, combines the invasion with the advanced 

society trope; the more advanced parallel universe uses technology to invade the main world.  

Feminist science fiction came from women writers’ reaction to the portrayals of women 

in popular science fiction franchises. N.K. Jemisin, a Black woman science fiction writer, 

remarks on the modern diversity in science fiction in her foreword to the 2019 edition of 

Parable, noting that “now there are dozens of published [Black] writers – and disabled writers, 

queer writers, [and Indigenous] writers” in the genre (Butler, 1993/2020, p. xi). By diversifying 

the creators and characters, the genre not only becomes more inclusive but also expands the 

narrative and creative possibilities. Feminist science fiction allows the creators and actors to 

depict and explore “structures of differentiation, such as gender, sexuality, and race” while also 

addressing “the [positive and negative] ways in which identities are embodied, represented, and 

enacted” (Braidotti and Haraway in Hellstrand, 2017, p. 19-20). These science fiction texts have 

main female characters who are dynamic, diverse, and serve a larger plot-related purpose. Side 

characters such as Zahra, Allie, and Natividad from Parable and Astrid Farnsworth and Nina 

Sharp from Fringe provide other female perspectives within the science fiction genre. 
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Feminist science fiction writers note that, historically, science fiction (as created by and 

for men) has not treated its female characters well (Roberts, 1995, p. 185). Yet despite having 

mostly male creators and directors, The X-Files, Nope, and Fringe have created powerful and 

empowered female characters. Scully, Haywood and Dunham at first appear to give up the 

trappings of femininity given their focuses on their careers, yet they maintain emotional private 

sphere relationships and other feminine qualities. As for Parable, Olamina’s agency and 

centrality to her own narrative places her in the feminist protagonist realm. However, reading 

these texts as feminist science fiction becomes challenging when considering the few production 

roles held by women and the shows’ largely male target audience. Scully and Olamina clearly 

interact with feminism through their integration into a masculine workplace and their 

demonstrations of intersectionality and womanism respectively; Dunham and Haywood are the 

products of third wave feminism and interact with elements of fourth wave feminism. If Dana 

Scully, Lauren Olamina, Emerald Haywood, and Olivia Dunham become feminist through fans’ 

interpretations, they may be feminist while the text is not in the feminist science fiction genre.  

However, if only some of the characters read as feminist (such as Scully and Dunham, 

both white women with privilege), feminist science fiction runs into the problem of the white 

feminist narrative seen in the first and second waves. If critics do not consider Olamina and 

Haywood feminist, then it forces individuals to question whether the genre is truly feminist 

(applying to all individuals who identify as women) or selectively feminist (only applying to 

liberal, cisgender, heterosexual, middle-class, educated, and white women). The negative 

differential treatment of white women and women of color in feminist science fiction could lead 

to a split in the genre, perhaps creating feminist science fiction and womanist science fiction. 
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Instead, critics should evaluate the feminist nature of women in science fiction based on their 

connections to feminist theory and the text’s depiction of its female protagonist.  

Third Wave Feminism in The X-Files and Parable of the Sower 

The X-Files first aired in September 1993, and Octavia Butler also published Parable of 

the Sower in 1993. As such, both reflect critical elements of the 1990s’ third wave of feminism. 

The major aspects of third wave feminism are Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality, 

new theories such as womanism, and an emphasis on women in the workplace and public sphere. 

Parable of the Sower particularly emphasizes intersectionality and womanism, while The X-Files 

focuses on working women and the public sphere. However, Parable does not encourage gender 

nonconformity through the notable absence of LGBTQ+ characters and Butler’s emphasis on 

patriarchal structures and gender conformity. 

Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality identifies the intersection of multiple 

socio-political structures, which generates multiple levels of discrimination (or privilege) as 

experienced by different social groups (“The Urgency of Intersectionality,” 2016, 4:54-5:08, 

8:59-10:53). For women of color, especially for Black women, “double jeopardy” highlights the 

two base forms of discrimination they face (race and gender) (“The Urgency,” 2016, 6:23-7:09). 

Olamina and most of the other women experiences intersectionality as impoverished women of 

color who lack socio-economic security and belong to a spiritual minority; Olamina and the other 

women with hyperempathy syndrome add another level of intersectionality as disabled women in 

the context of their world (Butler, 1993/2020, p. 193). Olamina and the other Acorn women are 

at risk for sexual, gender-based, and race-based violence, while the sharers add their experiences 

of perceived pain, thus representing their vulnerability to a multiplicity of discriminations (“The 

Urgency,” 2016, 11:45-12:19). Intersectionality enables Butler to explore characters from a 
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multiplicity of situations, and she particularly highlights this in her female characters. 

Womanism, conceptualized by a Black feminist thinker, seeks to create a broader understanding 

of feminist thought that emphasizes the experiences of Black women. Most of Butler’s female 

characters are women of color and Olamina is a Black woman, which emphasizes the centrality 

of the narratives of women of color, specifically Black women.  

However, Butler’s use of intersectionality as seen in her characters is lacking in the 

absence of LGBTQ+ and non-cisgender characters; Butler makes one brief mention of queerness 

in the entire text (perhaps playing off the fear of the HIV/AIDS epidemic of the 1980s and 

1990s) when Zahra remarks that, outside the neighborhood, interracial couples are more 

noticeable and receive worse treatment than gay partnerships (Butler, 1993/2020, p. 171-2). 

Butler also does not encourage gender nonconformity, instead maintaining a rigid gender binary; 

while Olamina dresses as a man, she does so only for survival and protection (Drzata, 2019, p. 

19). Olamina’s desire to pass as a man so encompasses her thought process that she internalizes 

masculine traits, such as a willingness to kill (also a result of her hyperempathy syndrome) 

(Drzata, 2019, p. 20). Olamina also promotes heterosexuality as the norm. She perceives Zahra’s 

femininity as a weakness and assumes that every man who eyes her is heterosexual; however, 

Olamina does not consider Harry to be a threat, and the individuals who join Olamina, Zahra, 

and Harry are all gender-conforming and heterosexual (Drzata, 2019, p. 20). Butler’s exclusion 

of LGBTQ+ characters reflects an interesting absence of key aspects of intersectionality (non-

cisgender and non-heterosexual) in science fiction. 

Parable’s characters, Olamina included, idealize masculinity and patriarchy despite 

having a woman leader. The Acorn and Robledo women exist as wives or mothers though the 

line between the home and the workplace blur throughout Parable. In Robledo, most of the 
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community works from home, with some exceptions, and when Olamina and the Acorn group 

are walking north, they all share in the defense (a traditionally male role) and building (a 

traditionally female role) of their community and camp. However, Olamina internalizes and 

recreates traditional ideas about gender and patriarchy. Lauren’s father emphasized his position 

as a spiritual leader and the head of his household, verbally and physically demonstrating his 

authority over his wife and children (Butler, 1993/2020, p. 92-3, 97-8). In the group of travelers, 

Harry, as the first male member of the group, and Bankole, as Olamina’s consort, both occupy 

patriarch-adjacent roles (Drzata, 2019, p. 19). Olamina largely conforms to familiar gender 

norms, recreating such roles in her own society and considering marriage with Curtis and 

Bankole (Drzata, 2019, p. 19, 22; Butler, 1993/2020, p. 142, 277-8). Despite a majority cast of 

color with intersectionally diverse characters, Parable of the Sower reinforces ideas of patriarchy 

and gender role conformity.  

On the other hand, The X-Files emphasizes third wave feminism’s emphasis on women in 

the workplace as equals to their male counterparts; Dana Scully acts as the idealized 1990s 

woman: educated, employed, intelligent, practical, and taken seriously. The X-Files is a science 

fiction and detective series, and Scully’s work as a scientist and FBI agent are critical to the 

narrative. Female fans most often seek out camaraderie with the character of Scully as the lone 

woman lead and identify with her around issues of gender inequality and female solidarity 

(Wakefield, 2001, p. 132). Scully’s experiences with the boys’ club nature of the FBI force her to 

adopt pseudo-masculine attributes: living for her work, remaining single and childless for most 

of the show, and wearing pantsuits paired with sensible shoes or heels to reinforce her femininity. 

In extraordinarily nontraditional careers for women (at the time of the show’s release), Scully 

represents the third wave feminist generation who could work in traditionally male occupations. 
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Female fans have tracked a variety of archetypes onto Scully: the saint, the everywoman, 

and the sexpot (Wakefield, 2001, p. 131). As a saint, Scully is the idealized female figure of the 

1990s; as everywoman, Scully represents all female viewers through their shared experiences as 

women facing some level of progress and some level of discrimination; as a sexpot, Scully is an 

object of desire for male characters and women fans. These female fans use Scully as a gateway 

into the genre and freely criticize male directors and critics who interpret Scully as unfeminine 

according to hegemonic standards. These fans crack down on the objectifying shots in season 

six’s episode “Milagro” while also emphasizing what Wakefield dubs the “CHarc” that 

chronicles Scully’s clothing choices and hairstyles, which emphasize her performance of 

femininity throughout the show (Wakefield, 2001, p. 133). Critics reject Scully’s femininity on 

the grounds of her nontraditional job and her scientific logic; the latter defines the critics’ 

argument because of its historical association with men, yet Mulder relies more on emotions, 

hunches, and instincts than Scully, who should, by stereotypical standards, be more emotional 

(Wakefield, 2001, p. 134). Female fans instead transform her “masculine” traits into explicitly 

feminist qualities resulting from the social and political progress made by third wave feminists. 

By degendering these traits, female fans then make Scully a complete and dynamic figure, from 

saint and sexpot archetypes to the more realistic everywoman and feminist figures.  

The Modern Woman in Fringe and Nope 

Fringe and Nope embody aspects of fourth wave feminism which rely on twenty-first 

century developments such as modern technology in addition to the continued growth of the 

female workforce. Intersectionality remains a large part of the fourth wave, and gendered norms 

and the marginalization of women are other central issues. Emerald Haywood and Olivia 

Dunham participate in a proto-fourth wave because they do not completely use fourth wave 
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characteristics and they also utilize aspects of the third wave. Both women rely on modern 

technology, while Haywood experiences intersectionality and Dunham prosecutes a sexual 

assault case. Olivia Dunham and Emerald Haywood also challenge gendered norms and the 

marginalization of women in their respective careers.  

In Nope, Emerald Haywood (Palmer) represents a modern and ambitious woman. Feeling 

left out of the family business of training horses, Emerald has a relatable relationship with OJ 

(Kaluuya) that they manage to reclaim and repair throughout the film (Henderson, 2022; 

Castillo, 2022). However, Emerald refuses to let Hollywood marginalize her and her family, 

advertising herself on the set of a commercial and taking control of their attempt to capture the 

Viewer on film by bringing in Antlers Holst (Wincott) (Peele, 2022, 10:22-12:02, 1:32:13). 

Haywood actively goes out to claim fame; self-control, and self-agency are incredibly feminist 

characteristics not attached to a specific feminist wave. By promoting her family’s business and 

her own, Emerald Haywood seeks to continue the progress made by third wave feminists in 

integrating the workplace and breaking glass ceilings to diversify the movie industry. By 

broadening her skill set, Haywood seeks to increase the marketability of her skills in the 

cutthroat Hollywood environment. She continues to break these preconceived notions throughout 

the film as one of the masterminds behind capturing the Viewer on camera.  

In Nope, Peele explores race in Hollywood and minority groups involved in such 

productions. The Viewer is omniscient yet hidden, only visible (and a threat) with direct eye 

contact; if it is indeed always watching, as Jupe claims, then Peele integrated the topic of human 

surveillance and the more loaded surveillance of Black figures into the film (Chow and Zornosa, 

2022; Walters, 2022; Peele, 2022, 1:08:22).When OJ arrives at the commercial set, he is, until 

Emerald arrives, the only person of color present, and the white crew both ignores his expertise 
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and orders him around (Peele, 2022, 8:19-9:58). When Emerald arrives, she immediately leaps 

into an advertisement for their family’s history in the film business; uninvolved with training 

horses, Emerald instead turned towards being behind the camera and seeks to create her own 

identity in Hollywood (Peele, 2022, 10:22-12:03). Her identity as a Black woman still limits her 

success, and her double jeopardy of race and gender discrimination, coupled with visual effects 

companies replacing her family’s business, makes her invisible in Hollywood (James, 2022). 

Emerald Haywood does not experience as much intersectional discrimination, appearing to 

occupy two, perhaps three, forms of discrimination (race, gender, and perhaps age or 

inexperience). Peele’s strong emphasis on race makes Emerald Haywood a dynamic, if limitedly 

intersectional, figure. 

Both Emerald Haywood and Olivia Dunham rely on modern technologies and the 

Internet within their science fictional universes. Haywood’s time in Hollywood allowed her to 

become familiar with a variety of cameras and technologies, and she, along with OJ, Angel 

Torres (Perea) and Antlers Holst (Wincott) use a variety of technology to capture the shots of the 

Viewer in the film’s climax. Technology plays a key role, as devices and electricity short out 

when the Viewer is nearby, while both the Viewer and the Haywoods surveil their environment 

for food or for the predator (Chow and Zornosa, 2022). Emerald pushed OJ into purchasing a 

variety of modern security cameras to find the Viewer, and she often sits in the chair watching 

the cameras intently for footage of the Viewer. While preparing for the film’s climax, Emerald 

scouts out inflatable men at the car dealership and sews her own sewing (a historically feminine 

skill) being central to their overall plan (Peele, 2022, 1:32:34, 1:33:15). Further, Emerald, not 

any of the men, drives the motorcycle to the abandoned theme park and eventually captures the 
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footage of the Viewer with the well camera, her technology enabling her to successfully capture 

the Viewer on film (Peele, 2022, 1:57:03, 1:59:10-2:01:00, 2:03:33). 

Olivia Dunham, as an FBI agent, has access to a variety of criminal and federal databases 

and resources, while through Fringe Division, she has access to Massive Dynamic in addition to 

what Astrid Farnsworth and the Bishops build in the laboratory. Astrid Farnsworth (Jasika 

Nicole) has significant technology skills which Dunham often relies on, as Farnsworth typically 

runs federal and criminal database searches while also supporting Walter and Peter Bishop in the 

lab. Both Fringe Division and Massive Dynamic think beyond the constraints of current 

technologies to develop tools that can match the capabilities of the alternate universe; when she 

was a child, Walter Bishop (Noble) and William Bell (Nimoy) experimented on Olivia and other 

children, using a drug called Cortexiphan to unlock her abilities to fight the alternate universe’s 

incursions (Abrams, 2008-2013, season one episode fourteen, “Ability”). Technology is central 

to her universe’s ability to compete with the more advanced alternate universe, and Dunham’s 

use of technology facilitates her ability to defend her reality from internal and external threats.  

Olivia Dunham, like Scully, experiences little intersectional discrimination given her race 

and socio-economic class, but she also challenges the gendered norms of the 2010s. Dunham 

previously worked as a Marine special investigator before joining the FBI and had an illicit 

relationship with her coworker Agent John Scott which ended with his death in the show’s pilot. 

Dunham occupies a prominent position in the FBI’s Boston office and in Fringe Division, only 

reporting to Senior-Agent-in-Charge Phillip Broyles (Reddick) for both Fringe Division and her 

regular work. While Broyles facilitated her assignment to Fringe Division, Dunham generally 

operates without his supervision. Through her nontraditional employment and high status in 

Boston’s FBI division, Dunham experiences significant social and workplace power; her Special 
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Agent status and connection to Massive Dynamic grant her access to incredible resources and 

technologies, while her FBI identification grants her a level of public authority that most women 

do not experience. Dunham uses her power in a hegemonically feminine manner for the 

protection of others, yet her use of federal resources in self-defense or in the defense of others 

empowers her to authorize tactical strikes, a power historically denied to women.  

Prior to her assignments to the FBI and Fringe Division, Olivia Dunham reveals that she 

worked as a Marine Corps special investigator and successfully prosecuted Sanford Harris 

(Michael Gaston) for sexual assaulting three unnamed women. When the Pentagon assigns 

Harris to review Fringe Division, both Broyles and Dunham suspect that he plans to discredit 

Dunham out of revenge (Abrams, 2008-2013, season one episode eleven, “Bound”). Dunham, 

throughout the show, reveals an intolerance of gender-based abuse; Dunham reveals that she shot 

her abusive stepfather as a child, and she supports her sister Rachel and niece Ella during 

Rachel’s divorce (Abrams, 2008-2013, season one episode six, “The Cure,” and season one 

episode eleven, “Bound”). As part of Fringe Division, Olivia Dunham investigates cases 

associated with the paranormal and the parallel universe, yet she also captured the Artist, a serial 

killer who murdered women and then manipulated their corpses into idealized women (Abrams, 

2008-2013, season one episode fifteen, “Inner Child”). Dunham’s intolerance for the abuse of 

women reflects the fourth wave, which saw the rise of #MeToo and allegations of sexual 

harassment, assault, and rape. This is one of Fringe’s most fourth wave qualities, especially 

given Olivia Dunham’s stance on the matter and her use of power to protect women and their 

right to physical and mental safety. 

Neither Olivia Dunham nor Emerald Haywood demonstrate purely fourth wave feminist 

qualities. While Olivia Dunham embodies traits from both, she belongs to neither wave, as she 
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uses traits of both third and fourth wave feminism. In a multiple genre (espionage and science 

fiction) text set across multiple universes, Olivia Dunham also possesses multiple identities, from 

her public identity as a federal agent to her private identity as a sister, aunt, friend, pseudo-

daughter, and romantic partner (Garin, 2013, p. 62). These multiple identities are not only 

characteristic of composite genres but also of modern women who navigate both the public and 

private worlds of the workplace and the home. Emerald Haywood occupies a similar limbo, also 

benefiting from the progress made through intersectionality, womanism, and workplace 

opportunities from the third wave while interacting with modern technology. Third and fourth 

wave feminism both influenced the experiences of Olivia Dunham and Emerald Haywood. 

Scully, Dunham, Olamina, and Haywood: Feminist Science Fiction? 

These four women depict different perspectives and performances of gender in science 

fictional universes, and they are feminist or empowering fictional women. Octavia Butler, as the 

only woman creator and one of the first feminist science fiction writers, explicitly set out to 

challenge the representation of women of color in science fiction, while J.J. Abrams, Jordan 

Peele, and Chris Carter incidentally challenged gender norms by creating female characters who 

challenged their prescribed gender and social roles. The third and fourth wave feminist qualities, 

such as nontraditional careers, intersectionality, the use of technology, and the protection of 

women, allow these women to transcend the limited depictions of female characters in science 

fictional texts (Garin, 2013, p. 53). These four female protagonists, through their strength and 

self-empowerment, push Nope, Parable of the Sower, Fringe, and The X-Files towards the 

feminist science fiction genre. While these texts may not fully belong to feminist science fiction, 

their female protagonists certainly do, and their presence encourages the creation and 

development of strong and diverse female leads in (feminist) science fictional texts.  
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