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Feminism has really changed women’s lives for the better. Globalization of the feminist agenda was one of the most important breakthroughs of the 20th century. One of the most important events that caught the attention of many people was the “Fourth World Conference on Women”. A strong international consensus to fight for the rights of girls and women was established at this event. Government leaders were forced to revise how they were dealing with the concerns of women. The conference also recognised how the media plays a critical role in the portrayal of the image of women in communities. The resulting action plan from the conference (The Beijing Platform for Action) contained strategies and plans by which information technology advances could be used to facilitate the development and empowerment of women. It was noticed that there was continued portrayal of women using degrading and negative images in print, visual, audio and electronic media and the women called for action by the media to change this. Many other women organizations also began to call out the media for its negative portrayal of women. 
While we have come a long way in terms of female representation on the media, portrayal of women on the media is still to some extent backward. There are differences in the way male and female professionals are portrayed on the media. Interest in the media and how it relates to gender was first addressed during the second wave of feminism in the 1960s and 1970s. The media plays a big role in maintaining patriarchal values and reinforcing gendered stereotypes and roles. This has been the case for the superhero franchises for a long time and female characters have been portrayed as side characters with no compelling stories to tell. Even the superhero fandom is rife with misogyny and their media consumption is often sexist, with most fans dismissing female led films as feminist propaganda.  There are think pieces all over the internet on how feminists have ruined every major film franchise. One in particular reads “… they are being allowed to take every major film franchise, established, popular, money-making franchises and turn them into feminist franchises.” However, feminist narratives continue to prevail in various superhero movies (as they should) and one of the movies which display girl power through third wave feminism is Birds of Prey. This paper seeks to show how girl power through third wave feminism is shown in Birds of Prey. 
The second wave movement of the 1960s and 1970s did a lot for women’s rights. It was deeply concerned about the systemic and casual sexism that existed in society and fought against systemic inequalities such as the gender pay gap, educational inequality and obstruction of reproductive freedom. Feminists of this wave managed to get marital rape outlawed and domestic violence among other achievements such as application for mortgages by women (Grady, 2018). However one of the flaws of this movement is that it rejected femininity in all totality, make up and “girlie” culture was considered playing in to the patriarchy and frowned upon. Third wave feminists however played into their femininity and in the mid-90s, Riot Grrls introduced the concept of girl power (Wright, 2016). This concept quickly became popular and began being deployed in mainstream pop culture. The relationship between girl power and feminism has greatly been debated. Some scholars argue that girl power is at the center of the third-wave feminism’s girlie culture. According to Baumgardner and Richards (2004), “Girlies are adult women who are usually in their mid-twenties to late thirties, whose feminist principles are based on a reclaiming of girl culture (or feminine accoutrements that were tossed out with sexism during the Second Wave), be it Barbie, housekeeping or girl talk.” Therefore we can define girl power as a representation of female empowerment and independence with an approach of girlishness and “traditional” femininity rather than the approach of total rejection of femininity used by second wave feminists (Munford, 2015). Third-wave feminists also embraced intersectionality and sought to address the needs of women of color as well as LGBTQ people and sought to break the classism within women. Basically, third wave feminists sought to question, redefine and reclaim ideas on beauty, gender, sexuality, womanhood, femininity, masculinity etc. 
Birds of Prey is not the first film to play into the girlie culture of third-wave feminism. One of the first shows to depict and show girl power as a fun crossing between female empowerment, autonomy and girlishness was The Gilmore Girls which was released in 2000. Birds of Prey is however more diverse since it was released in 2020 and features various women on a quest to fight Sionis, the main antagonist in the movie while also searching for their identity. The full title of the film is Birds of Prey: and the Fantabulous Emancipation of One Harley Quinn which sort of plays into the emancipation pushed for by second-wave feminists. The post-world War II feminist movement was the first to push for the idea of emancipation as used in today’s era. The post-world War II feminist movement which eventually became known as the second-wave viewed men as the enemy and fought for sex equality and emancipation from men through things such as getting the ability to apply for mortgages independently. However, a closer look reveals Birds of Prey to be bigger than just emancipation and instead a narrative of Girl Power. The men vs. women trope does not really exist and the power dynamics where women are seen as victims are not really portrayed and fixated on despite instances. This is despite the inclusion of scenarios where the men take credit for the work of the women. For example, Harley’s work is credited to the Joker instead of to Harley but we do not see Harley really do anything about this. 
A desire to explore and search for different jobs as part of their own personal careers is one of the characteristics of third-wave feminists. This is shown in Birds of Prey where the main characters show a desire to find their purpose in the world without being tied down to a certain job. While taking down the patriarchy still remains a priority for third-wave feminists, they do not face the problem of being below men as their predecessors did. Opposition to the patriarchy does not equate a power struggle with men and in the film; Harley Quinn is simply trying to be independent but has no plans to overthrow the Joker. Harley breaks up with the Joker at the beginning of the movie but continues getting immunity using the Joker’s man. This however results in her underestimation as people think of her as the Joker’s pet without realizing Harley is on a journey of self-discovery and she realizes she must make detachment from the Joker public. She does this by blowing up the chemical factory where her love story with the Joker began. She also throws away her J necklace and cuts her hair shorter. She begins the journey of freeing herself from Joker’s shadow and finding her value. After she tells the story of frees herself from the Joker she says “I have to correct the mistake I have made in the past, I need to find a new identity.” This is however just the beginning of her journey to find her role in the world. In one of the scenes where she is making a business card, she struggles to identify herself with one occupation and ends up writing several occupations on the card. When she defeats Sionis towards the end of the movie, she finally realizes what she really wants to do, which is to start her win company. Harley’s exact business is not mentioned but her company’s name “Harley Quinn & Associate” is shown on a business card. 
Cassandra Cain, a character who grows close to Harley Quinn throughout the story. Cain is the youngest character yet she seems to have already found her role in society and is independent. She finds herself having to survive by stealing as her foster parents often leave her uncared for. She is an icon of Girl Power as she has already gained independence and her journey of independence is not really shown in the movie. Eventually, Cain becomes Quinn’s apprentice. Women of color are represented by Dinah Lance who is another main character in the story. Dinah emancipates herself from a man, just like Harley but in her case, she frees herself from Roman Sionis, the antagonist who uses her as his toy. Dinah started off as a singer in Sionis’ night club is eventually promoted to Sionis’ driver after he sees her fighting several men as she rescues Harley Quinn. Sionis refers to her as “Little bird” and this metaphor seems diminishing and shows that Sionis sees her as dependent, controllable and weak. Dinah is afraid of Sionis and struggles to free herself from him even when she gets a chance to do this when Montoya, a police detective approaches her. As Dinah and Zsasz who is Sionis’ right hand man are sent to retrieve a diamond that Sionis is after, Cain steals the diamond from Zsasz. Cain is now tangled in Sionis’ mess and Dinah finally decides to work with Montoya to free Cain from the mess. She struggles with her self-discovery as she tries to keep up appearances with Sionis while working with Detective Montoya. When Zsasz finds out she is betraying Sionis, he attempts to kill her but dies in the process as he is killed by Helena Bertinelli, who is seeking revenge for the murder of her family by Sionis’ men. After that incident, she joins the other women as they fight Sionis and finally frees herself from him and stands for her own principles. Detective Montoya begins her quest for independence after getting tired of having credit for her work taken by her male partner. She quits her job in the police force and seeks to serve justice as a member of the Birds of Prey. Lastly, Helena Bertinelli joins the crew already a Girl Power figure. She seeks to serve justice for the death of her family and is an assassin. She succeeds despite working alone and funds the Birds of Prey with the money she gets from Sionis. 
Second-wave feminists seem to reject femininity and consider it a way of caving to the patriarchy. They seemed to think that someone or something that is fun, popular and appealing cannot be affiliated to feminism. Third-wave feminists sought to change this. Riot Grrrl in particular sought to create a space where women could choose how to self-represent (Munford, 2004). In Birds of Prey, this self-representation is embraced and women are shown to interact with men as equals while choosing their own sexuality be it heterosexual or homosexual and actively embracing femininity. Femininity does not necessarily exist to cater for men’s pleasure and expectations; women can also embrace femininity as a way of self-expression. Baumgardner and Richards (2004) write, “Girlie says we’re not broken, that our desires aren’t simply booby traps set by the patriarchy. Girlie encompasses the tabooed symbols of women’s feminine enculturation. Using makeup isn’t a sign of our sway to the marketplace and the male gaze.” Throughout the movie, a lot of femininity is shown and being feminine is shown as fun and not weakening or catering to the male gaze, much like with Riot Grrrl. Girls in the movie are free and feminine. Harley Quinn has dyed hair which she holds up in ponytails and wears high heeled shoes and fishnet stockings. She is shown to express her feminine and unique self without seeming to mind others. Detective Montoya and Cain dress tomboyishly while Quinn, Lance and Bertinelli dress in an effeminate manner. 
Second-wave feminists were often humourless and came off as frumpy. Third-wave feminists deviate from this and do not limit the style or vocabulary of women. They reclaimed words traditionally used to bring down women such as dyke, cunt and slut and integrated them into their daily vocabulary (Currie et al., 2009). In Birds of Prey, the characters show off their rich humour whether through personal style or speech. Detective Montoya wears a t-shirt with the phrase “I shaved my balls for this” at work while Harley Quinn’s business card reads “Badass Motherfucker”. Birds of Prey is also intersectional, with the characters being of different racial backgrounds and having different sexual preferences. This is one of the main characteristics of third-wave feminism and the movement prides itself in acknowledging the struggles of women of colour and LGBTQ people. Harley Quinn is bisexual and Detective Montoya is a lesbian. 
In conclusion, Birds of Prey, the movie, manages to represent third-wave feminism, specifically the Girl Power aspect of it. Feminism has changed women’s lives for the better. This paper shows how Girl Power as part of third-wave feminism is shown in the movie by analysing the stories behind the characters and their journeys of self-discovery and autonomy. The movie shows how women can embark on their journeys of self-discovery and autonomy while embracing their femininity as way of genuine and unique expression through its characters. All women should know that empowerment and femininity are not mutually exclusive.
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