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Abstract:

This research paper examines the gender bias present in the Tintin graphic novels, created by the
Belgian artist Hergé (Georges Remi). The Tintin series, first published in the 1920s and running until the
1970s, is one of the most iconic and influential works in the history of graphic novels. However, a closer
inspection of the portrayal of gender roles within these stories reveals a distinct imbalance in the
representation of male and female characters. Through a critical lens, this paper aims to analyze how the
narratives, characters, and visual representation in Tintin reinforce patriarchal norms and contribute to
the perpetuation of gender biases, with particular focus on the absence and stereotypical portrayal of
female characters. It also considers the historical context in which the works were created, evaluating
how cultural and societal attitudes of the time influenced these gender portrayals.
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INTRODUCTION

The Tintin series, created by Hergé in the early 20th century, has been a cornerstone of European
comics. The series follows the adventures of a young investigative reporter, Tintin, and his companions
as they travel the world uncovering mysteries. While the series has been celebrated for its artistic style,
storytelling, and worldwide popularity, it has not been immune to criticism. One of the most significant
critiques revolves around the series’ treatment of gender roles and representation. Gender bias, or gender
inequality, refers to the unequal treatment or representation of individuals based on their gender, often
placing one gender in a dominant or privileged position while marginalizing or stereotyping others. In
this case, the dominant gender within the Tintin universe is male, and the portrayal of women is often
limited or shaped by traditional gender norms.

This paper will explore the gender dynamics within the Tintin universe, specifically addressing how
women are represented or excluded, the roles they play in the stories, and the underlying implications of
these representations. By critically engaging with the material, we will explore how Hergé’s work
reflects societal values, especially concerning gender, in a period of significant cultural and social
transformation.

Research Methodology:
This study employs a qualitative research methodology combining literary analysis with feminist and
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postcolonial theoretical frameworks. The research process includes the following stages:

a) Historical and Cultural Contextualization: A brief overview of the historical context (1930s-
1970s) will be provided to understand how gender inequality and cultural norms influenced Hergé’s
work..

b) Textual Analysis: The study will conduct close readings of selected Tintin volumes, particularly
those featuring prominent female characters like Bianca Castafiore and Coco in The Broken Ear.
Both textual (dialogue, character development) and visual elements (illustrations, body language)
will be analyzed to assess how gender is portrayed and whether women’s roles are marginalized or
stereotyped.

c) Theoretical Frameworks: Feminist literary theory will be used to analyze gender representation,
focusing on women as passive, ornamental, or sidelined figures. Postcolonial theory will explore
intersections of gender and race, especially in stories set in colonial or non-Western contexts.

d) Comparative Analysis: The study will compare Tintin with other contemporary European comics to
evaluate how Hergé’s portrayal of women aligns with or differs from wider trends in the genre.

e) Critique and Interpretation: The final analysis will critique the implications of Hergé’s gender
portrayals, considering their impact on contemporary discussions of gender equality in media.

Hergé’s Historical Context and Gender Norms:

Hergé's portrayal of gender in The Adventures of Tintin can be better understood when considered
within the historical and cultural context of the time in which the comics were created. Jean-Marc
Lofficier (2008) highlights that the social and cultural conservatism of the 1930s through the 1970s
shaped the way gender was represented in media and literature, including Hergé’s work. During this
period, women were often excluded from action-oriented roles and were largely confined to passive,
supportive, or domestic roles in both popular culture and real-life societal structures. The 1930s through
the post-World War 1l era, when Tintin first gained popularity, were characterized by strict gender
norms and a traditional understanding of masculinity and femininity. Women were generally expected to
remain in the domestic sphere, caring for children and managing households, while men dominated the
public, intellectual, and political spheres. The media and literature reflected these gender expectations,
with male protagonists occupying heroic and action-filled roles, and female characters relegated to
supporting roles or placed in positions where their primary function was to support or care for male
figures.

In the case of Hergé’s work, this cultural environment significantly influenced his decision to limit
female characters in Tintin. The absence of complex, independent women in his comics mirrors the
broader European tendency to exclude women from adventure and action narratives. While there were
certainly exceptions in literature and cinema, the mainstream portrayal of women was still largely tied to
traditional roles that reinforced patriarchal structures. Although Hergé’s personal views on gender and
his treatment of female characters are subject to debate, understanding the historical context of his time
provides valuable insight into why his comics predominantly featured male protagonists and sidelined
women. The societal pressures and cultural conservatism of the era contributed to a limited
representation of women, which, though reflective of the period, remains problematic by contemporary
standards.
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Gender Representation in Tintin: A Textual Analysis

O’Brien (2012) asserts that women in Tintin are “relegated to passive and decorative roles or completely
absent.” In a series spanning 24 albums, female characters rarely take central roles or exhibit significant
agency. Women often appear as background figures or play secondary roles to male protagonists,
reinforcing gender imbalances of the time. In The Secret of the Unicorn and Red Rackham's Treasure,
women who do appear are often faceless, given minimal dialogue, and serve the plot by assisting male
characters rather than influencing the story. For example, in The Blue Lotus, Chang’s mother plays a
brief, largely decorative role, fulfilling the traditional maternal role of emotional support rather than
engaging in any substantial action. This highlights the way female characters are reduced to roles of
care-giving, reinforcing the idea that their value lies in supporting male protagonists.

1. The ""Hysterical Woman'': Bianca Castafiore:

Michael McCarthy (2006) provides a critical analysis of Bianca Castafiore, one of the few recurring
female characters in Tintin. Although she is given a name and personality, Castafiore embodies the
stereotype of the "hysterical woman." In The Castafiore Emerald, she is portrayed as loud, intrusive, and
often ineffective. Her excessive emotionality contrasts sharply with the rational, composed male
protagonists like Tintin and Captain Haddock. Castafiore’s dramatic outbursts disrupt the male
characters' activities, reinforcing the trope of women as emotional and irrational. For example, in The
Castafiore Emerald, her inability to control her emotions is framed as a weakness, which makes her a
nuisance to Captain Haddock. This reinforces the societal stereotype of women being ruled by their
emotions, incapable of handling serious matters. Castafiore’s role as an exaggerated, comical figure
reflects patriarchal attitudes of the time, positioning her as subservient to male authority and rationality.
2. Women as Passive or Victims in Need of Rescue:

Another recurring theme in Tintin is the portrayal of women as passive characters or victims who require
rescue by male protagonists. In The Secret of the Unicorn and The Calculus Affair, female characters
often serve as helpless figures needing protection or rescue. In The Secret of the Unicorn, women are
largely absent from the main action, with any female characters existing as passive background figures.
Similarly, in The Calculus Affair, the character of Mrs. Phyllis is depicted as weak and fearful, whose
primary function is to be saved by Tintin and others. These portrayals further reinforce the notion that
women are secondary to male-driven action and incapable of addressing challenges on their own.

Feminist and Colonial Readings of Tintin:

Feminist readings of The Adventures of Tintin have been instrumental in highlighting the gender
dynamics that shape the narrative and its characters, particularly in terms of the marginalization and
underrepresentation of women. By applying feminist theory to Hergé’s work, critics like Frances Dolan
have emphasized how the comics reflect and reinforce patriarchal structures, where men occupy central
roles of action, power, and conflict resolution, while women are relegated to passive, stereotypical, or
subordinate positions. Dolan's work (2011) offers a comprehensive critique of the series, pointing out
the absence of women in positions of power and their lack of depth when they do appear in the stories.

1. The Absence of Women in Positions of Power:

One of the most striking aspects of Tintin that feminist scholars like Dolan note is the near total absence
of women in positions of power. In the world of Tintin, men dominate virtually every significant role,
whether as adventurers, leaders, or antagonists. Tintin himself is the quintessential active, heroic male
figure who constantly engages in physical and intellectual challenges. The power dynamics in Tintin’s
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adventures reflect a world in which men take charge of their destinies, while women are frequently
sidelined. Dolan (2011) points out that in nearly all the Tintin albums, the women who do appear are
largely confined to roles that serve the narrative or reflect traditional gender expectations. For example,
in The Blue Lotus, one of the rare appearances of a female character, the Chinese woman Chang
encounters is reduced to a passive background figure who serves as Tintin’s supporter, rather than a
character with autonomy or power. Her role is limited to the private, domestic sphere and is relegated to
merely being a helper to Tintin’s mission. In contrast, male characters like Captain Haddock, Professor
Calculus, and even the villainous characters, take on active roles, illustrating Dolan's assertion that
Hergé’s comics reinforce gender roles that place women on the periphery. Feminist scholars argue that
this imbalance is not just coincidental but rather a reflection of societal norms that prioritize male agency
over female participation.

2. Women as Passive or Stereotypical Figures:

Another key point raised by feminist readings is that when women do appear in Tintin's universe, they
are often depicted as passive, stereotypical, or functionally invisible in relation to the male characters. In
The Secret of the Unicorn, for example, while there are a few women in the background, they appear as
decorative or irrelevant figures, mainly contributing to the scenes’ aesthetic rather than the plot’s
progression. In the rare moments when women have speaking roles, they are typically characterized by
traditional femininity and often serve as love interests or victims in need of rescue. Feminist critic Judith
Butler’s (1990) concept of “gender performativity” can help us understand this aspect of Tintin.
According to Butler, gender is not an inherent trait, but rather something that is performed through
behavior, and these performances are influenced by social structures. In Tintin, the limited roles
assigned to women (as passive observers or passive victims) reflect the broader cultural and societal
understanding of femininity in mid-20th-century Europe. Women in Tintin’s world, then, perform
gender according to rigid and normative ideals, where their value is often tied to their relationship to
male characters rather than their independent actions. The most notable example of this is in Tintin in
the Congo, where the only woman of note is a figure of beauty who exists solely for the male gaze,
further reinforcing patriarchal gender norms. Such depictions align with Laura Mulvey’s (1975) notion
of the “male gaze,” where women are objectified and defined by their utility to the male characters, a
theme echoed in the feminist critique of Hergé’s work. In this way, the portrayals of women in Tintin
exemplify a broader cultural tendency to marginalize women’s agency in favor of male-centered
narratives.

3. Reinforcing Stereotypical Gender Roles:

Frances Dolan and other feminist scholars argue that even when women are depicted in Tintin, they are
often constrained by traditional gender roles, such as the nurturing mother figure, the helpless victim, or
the seductress. For instance, in The Shooting Star, the female characters are presented only as concerned
with the men’s well-being, rather than as independent or multidimensional characters in their own right.
There is a striking absence of women who challenge the conventions of the time by occupying roles
outside the domestic or supportive sphere. The portrayal of women in Tintin also speaks to the ways in
which popular media during the 20th century reflected broader societal expectations regarding gender. In
Tintin in the Land of the Soviets, for example, women are notably absent from the story altogether,
further solidifying the notion that the world of adventure and political intrigue is one designed
exclusively for men. This exclusion has been critiqued by feminist scholars for reflecting a limited
vision of what women could aspire to in the real world.
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4. A Feminist Lens on Heroism and Power:

Another way to understand the gender dynamics in Tintin is through the lens of feminist heroism. In
traditional narratives, male heroes often embark on grand adventures, overcoming obstacles and
demonstrating their mastery over a dangerous world. Tintin follows this pattern to an extent, but what is
significant is the total lack of female characters who participate in these adventures. While female
characters might occasionally be involved in secondary, passive roles, they do not engage in the
intellectual or physical feats that Tintin himself or other male characters regularly perform. For feminist
theorists, this exclusion can be seen as a reflection of how power and heroism have historically been
understood in masculine terms. Hergé’s narratives position men as the primary agents in the world,
while women’s presence is seen more in terms of needing to be saved or protected. This reinforces
societal views of women as dependent and in need of male intervention. In her feminist critique, Dolan
highlights that by presenting men as the central agents in Tintin while limiting women to supportive,
passive, or background roles, Hergé not only reflects societal gender inequalities but actively contributes
to their perpetuation. These portrayals align with feminist thinkers like Simone de Beauvoir (1949), who
famously argued that women have been historically defined as “the other” — defined in opposition to
the male subject, and thus often marginalized or excluded from important roles in society.

5. Colonial and Patriarchal Discourses in Tintin:

Postcolonial scholars like Antoine de Baecque (2003) have noted that Hergé’s Tintin stories are often set
in non-Western countries, yet the way women are represented in these foreign lands is also deeply
gendered. Women in countries like Congo (in Tintin in the Congo, 1931) are portrayed either as exotic
and passive figures or as non-Western, "othered" beings who do not partake in the active, heroic roles
that Western characters embody. This creates a dual sense of marginalization, where women are
subordinated both within the Western context of the narrative and in the non-Western contexts of the
story settings.

Conclusion

The Tintin series, while a beloved and groundbreaking work of comics, undeniably reflects the gender
biases of its time. The absence of fully developed female characters and the reliance on stereotypical
portrayals of women highlight the gender inequalities that were pervasive in early 20th-century
European culture. Despite this, it is important to view Tintin not only as a product of its time but also as
a starting point for conversations about gender and representation in media. Understanding the gender
biases within Tintin allows for a broader discussion about how media shapes and reinforces societal
norms, and how these representations have evolved over time.

While the Tintin series remains an important piece of literary and artistic history, its gender dynamics
reveal the ongoing struggle for more diverse and equitable representations of gender in all forms of
media. Further exploration of this issue can offer insights into how gender bias continues to influence
popular culture and the ways in which modern creators strive to break free from these outdated norms.
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