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[bookmark: _Toc346898734]1. Introduction
Books help children to learn about the world they grow up in, and may contribute to their awareness of the morals and standards in their culture, and the different roles of men and women (Brugeilles, Cromer and Cromer 240). Aileen Pace Nilsen explains that children below the age of eight are in a phase in which they explore “their own sexual identity,” (919) and that the books children are exposed to could be defining during this process, because these books can teach them about the different characteristics of men and women. However, research by Carole Brugeilles, Sylvie Cromer and Isabelle Cromer and articles by Joy Worland, Aileen Pace Nilsen and Lois Rauch Gibson have shown that girls and women are underrepresented in children’s literature. They are not as often the protagonist of the story (Nilsen 922-923). Moreover, they are often depicted in a stereotypical way: passive, caring and wearing an apron (Gibson 177), while boys are depicted as active, adventurous and expressive (Nilsen 918-919). Nilsen was told by a children’s writing instructor that a children’s book must appeal to both boys and girls, and that the general belief is that boys will not read books about girls (918). Brugeilles, Cromer and Cromer also found that the protagonists in children’s books are almost always boys (252). This could affect a child’s view on men and women. 
 	British writer Roald Dahl (1916-1990) remains one of the most popular writers of children’s literature in the United Kingdom (Maynard and McKnight 153). In 2012, he was voted the favourite author of primary school teachers (Chilton). In 2000, he was voted the “nation's favourite modern children's author” by both adults and children in a survey conducted by the BBC radio programme Treasure Islands (Maynard and McKnight 154). From 1997 to 2000 his books were loaned in British libraries over a million times a year (Maynard and McKnight 154). Dahl has written several children’s books in which girls and women play a significant part, including The BFG (1982), The Witches (1983) and Matilda (1988). His work ranges from short stories for adults to poetry, but he became most famous for his children’s books (Powling 6-9). His books often deal with fantasy themes, like giants, witches, and supernatural powers, and with grim humour he describes the underdog fighting for acknowledgement. Despite his popularity among children, scholars like David Rees have raised concerns whether Dahl’s books are suitable for children. Rees, himself a writer of children’s books, believes that these books represent a binary worldview and this may affect young readers in a negative way (144). According to Rees, Dahl’s characters, and especially adults, are either good or bad, while the real world shows much more variety (154). Furthermore, Rees finds some of the books “disgusting” (147) and “tasteless” (143). He even goes so far as to state that “some of the books [should] never [have] been written” (154). Quentin Blake, Dahl’s favourite illustrator (Dahl, Matilda 242), defends Dahl’s work by stating that his books are “fairy stories” and that “people who criticise him don’t see that even the real people are simply ogres and witches” (Culley 63). 
 	So far, however, few articles have been written about the women in Dahl’s books. Donald Sturrock writes in Dahl’s biography Storyteller that women had a significant influence on Dahl. He was the only son in an all female family (44), and Dahl himself stated that his mother influenced him a great deal (42). However, the female characters in Dahl’s books seem to spark little interest. Only two articles have been found on women in The Witches and Matilda, respectively, and The BFG appears to be completely overlooked. If women are overlooked in children’s literature and if the portrayal of men and women in these books can influence the worldview of children, Dahl’s women certainly deserve more attention. His female characters vary from independent, clever heroines fighting for justice to evil child-hating crooks. These women can break female stereotypes, but they can also uphold them. The versatile nature of Dahl’s women deserves a closer analysis. 
 	 The aim of this paper is to examine how women are depicted in three children’s novels by Roald Dahl, in terms of appearance, character and behaviour. The books used for this study are The Witches, The BFG and Matilda. The Witches deals with a little boy and his grandmother, who tells the boy about the dangers of real witches. They then find themselves surrounded by witches in a hotel, and they come up with a plan to eliminate them. Matilda is about a little girl who is exceptionally clever. She lives with her parents who ignore her and mistreat her. She finds out that she has the ability to move objects with her eyes, and she uses her gift to save her teacher Miss Honey from Miss Trunchbull. The BFG is about the little orphan girl Sophie. She is kidnapped by a friendly giant, and together they come up with a plan to get rid of the evil, human eating giants. The female characters in these novels will be analysed to find out whether Dahl’s characters comply with the results of several studies on female characters in children’s books. Chapter 2 will discuss earlier research on girls and women in children’s literature and secondary literature on Dahl’s books. Chapter 3 deals with the young protagonists Matilda and Sophie. Chapter 4 will look at the good women Miss Honey, Grandmother and the Queen. The evil women Miss Trunchbull, Mrs Wormwood and the witches will be discussed in chapter 5. Finally, chapter 6 will analyse the men, their ideas about women and their behaviour towards them, and chapter 7 will conclude the findings of this paper. 



[bookmark: _Toc346898735]2. Critical Framework
A large and growing body of literature has investigated the depiction of women in children’s literature, often in relation to gender stereotyping. These articles mainly concern children’s picture books, for the ages 0 to 10. A survey performed by the website Teachit Primary among primary school teachers and pupils revealed that Dahl’s children’s books are much loved by children under the age of 11 (Chilton). Consequently, these articles and their theories are useful when analysing Dahl’s books, because they concern the same age category.
 	Alleen Pace Nilsen argues in her 1971 paper that children’s books are often “unfair to girls” (918): most books are about boys, and female characters often have a smaller part in the story than male characters (919). For her research, she examined the winners and runners-up of the Caldecott Award from 1951 to 1970, an American prize for the best children’s picture book of the year. According to Nilsen, the Caldecott winners are much respected, and she explains that these books can be regarded as some of the best for children (919). She found that all books contained male characters, while some books contained no female characters whatsoever (919). Furthermore, Nilsen noticed the pictures in the books often depicted women with an apron, and that they were almost always mothers, “looking out at the action” (919). In comparison to male characters, females are shown as passive and gentle, while the boys go out on adventure and take the lead (920). The girls who were portrayed as adventurous and active, became “very feminine” when in the presence of boys (923). She concludes that girls deserve more attention in American children’s books, and that girls should not be viewed different than boys: “girls like action too” (926). 
 	Lois Rauch Gibson refers to Nilsen’s article by asserting that the stereotypical woman in English children’s literature still wears an apron (177). Gibson wrote her article in 1988, seventeen years after Nilsen did, and she observes that women are still represented in the same manner as they were seventeen years ago when Nilsen wrote her article (177). She argues that all female characters have some mother-like features, even the young girls (177). She states that women in children’s literature are either archetypes or stereotypes. An archetypal woman would be for instance the goddess Demeter, who represents an array of features, such as fertility, nature, “mother” and “daughter,” and thus shows “infinite variety” (177).  The stereotypical mother, however, has been limited to aprons and domestic tasks (177). 
 	An extensive study was conducted by Brugeilles, Cromer and Cromer in 2002 on gender representations in French illustrated children’s books published in 1994 and how these affect their young readers and listeners, aged 0 to 10. Like Nilsen, they found that male characters are more abundant in many aspects: illustrations, characters and even animals (249-252). They have also noticed that the mother figure receives more attention in the books than the father figure in the family, and that work is the domain of fathers (253). Women are only active in housework (261). 
 	Many critics agree that books are important tools to “teach values” (Brugeilles, Cromer and Cromer 240) and help children to make sense of the world in terms of cultural standards (Gibson 177). Nilsen points out that children’s books “reflect adult values and at the same time influence the formation of early child values” (919). She advocates more gender diversity in children’s books: girl and boy readers should be seen as equals, and children’s books should not be biased towards either girls or boys (926). Joy Worland explains that storytelling is one of the most important devices for passing on the standards of a culture and that the illustrations in a book highlight the cultural ideas even more (42). Books are therefore important to teach children about moral values, but in a sense they also uphold the traditional view on gender, which is then transmitted to children (42). 
 	It is perhaps no surprise that women play an important part in some of Roald Dahl’s books. Dahl himself comes from a house full of women. His father died when he was three, and he grew up as the only son among three daughters, his mother Sofie Magdalene, a nanny and several maids (Sturrock 38-39, 44, 46). In Roald Dahl’s biography Storyteller, Donald Sturrock relates how Dahl was shocked by the transition from an all-female house to a boy’s boarding school (51).  Male role models were practically absent in Dahl’s early childhood. In his autobiography Boy, Dahl calls his mother “dauntless” (Dahl 55), and in Sturrock’s biography Dahl describes her as “undoubtedly the primary influence on my own life” (42). Dahl’s niece Bryony even claims that because of his mother’s love for storytelling, Dahl himself developed his talent for writing (Sturrock 44). His Norwegian mother would often tell Norwegian fairy tales to the children, the influence of which can be seen in The Witches (Sturrock 60), in which the grandmother is modelled on Dahl’s own mother (Dahl, The Witches 202). 
 	As the quotation from Quentin Blake in the introduction of this paper indicates, Dahl’s books are very much like fairy tales (Culley 63). Culley explains that Dahl’s books show many similarities to folktales. For instance, they both contain a clear division between good and evil, fantasy elements and a happy ending, with the underdog defeating the enemy (62). David Rees has expressed criticism on the binary nature of the characters in Dahl’s books, because this influences a child’s worldview in a negative way.  Good people are depicted as “childlike,” or as “supermen”, while bad characters are portrayed as “villainous” (154). However, “real life” shows much more variety (154).  Joan Brogan Wipf and Denise Da Ros- Voseles, on the other hand, argue that the binary divisions in fairy tales, like good versus bad and rich versus poor, are good for children (27). It helps them to make sense of the world, and teaches them moral lessons about human behaviour and culture (27). The binary nature of fairy tales makes it easier for young readers to understand the stories and draw lessons from them. 
 	Dahl’s Matilda and The BFG both have female protagonists, and Matilda and The Witches both contain female villains. The Witches has received criticism from David Rees, arguing that it is “sexist” (147), as the narrator points out that “all witches are women” (Dahl, The Witches 3). However, Dahl follows with the statement that “a ghoul is always a male” (Dahl, The Witches 3), which Rees does not mention. Furthermore, Anne-Marie Bird argues in her paper that this book is about “adult power” versus “the weak” and not about female stereotyping (121). She discusses the representations of good and bad women, with the good woman being “passive, helpless” and having mother-like features (121). The bad woman, on the other hand, is a “femme fatale” (122), and consequently defies the female stereotype (122). However, the witches are punished for their crimes and for being a threat to the social order: they are not kind, caring women, but evil women with supernatural powers (127). Bird argues that they are punished for being ambitious and unwomanly, which makes them a threat to a society where women are supposed to be submissive (127).  
 	Kirsten Guest takes a closer look at the women in Matilda, and how they conform to or defy to submission. Like Bird, Guest also mentions that there are good and bad women in Dahl’s book (247). She claims that the women in Matilda are represented in a binary fashion and that Matilda’s behaviour “reinforces existing norms of adult behaviour” (248), for instance when she asks Miss Honey if she can live with her (229). She ensures Miss Honey becomes a mother. 
 	Both Guest and Bird link Matilda and The Witches to Margaret Thatcher, the first female British Prime Minister during the 1980s. Bird argues that the 1994 film adaptation of The Witches can be seen as an “allegory” of Britain in the 1980s, with the Grand High Witch serving as Thatcher (126). The 1980s were a time in which more women went to work and made careers for themselves in a “male dominated” world (Bird 126). Bird explains that Thatcher was often satirised in papers and journals with features of a witch (126). Guest states that Thatcher’s right wing ideals made her unfeminine, because she seemed to be against the new opportunities women gained in the 1980s (250-251). The media described her as a “bad mother” (Guest 251). Guest draws a comparison between Thatcher and Miss Trunchbull: both women are “combative, argumentative, abrasive and domineering” (qtd in Rasumussen 44), and they both manage to stay in power despite being highly unpopular (251). Guest makes a point that by having a female prime minister, “the social order has been upset by changing ideas about gender roles” (251): more women went to work, and consequently they worked side by side with men. 
  	These articles show that, in general, female characters in children’s books are depicted as stereotypical, and that children’s books tend to uphold these stereotypes. Most of the articles discussed in this section are from the 1970s and 1980’s. The article by Brugeilles, Cromer and Cromer was published in 2002, and their findings correspond to the findings of Nilsen and Gibson. This seems to indicate that not much has changed about gender stereotyping in children’s literature. Guest and Bird argue that Dahl’s women are depicted stereotypically: women who differ from the social order, like the witches and Miss Trunchbull, are punished for their behaviour, while the loving and caring women, like Miss Honey, are rewarded. As indicated in the introduction, Dahl’s books are still widely read (Maynard and McKnight 154) and they are much loved by teachers in the United Kingdom (Chilton). His books could therefore still influence a child’s word view. 


[bookmark: _Toc346898736]3. The Girls
The girls in Matilda and The BFG seem to defy the statement that girls are unadventurous, silent onlookers, unlike adventurous boys (Gibson, Nilsen, Worland and Brugeilles, Cromer and Cromer). The schoolgirls in Matilda and Sophie from The BFG are nothing like that. Matilda, her friend Lavender and ten-year-old Hortensia are active and adventurous. They are inventive, brave and assertive and all three defy Miss Trunchbull’s authority. Matilda also punishes her father several times when he mistreats her (24, 32, 50). Lavender puts a newt in Miss Trunchbull’s jug of water (154) and Hortensia is a professional when it comes to playing jokes on Miss Trunchbull (98-103). According to the stereotypes in children’s literature, the girls’ mischief could be seen as something boys would do, rather than girls. The stereotypical girl in children’s books is silent and obedient, but the girls in Dahl’s books take action when they feel let down. In Matilda, boys are cheeky, and perhaps a little stupid. When Miss Trunchbull takes over Matilda’s class, Nigel, Rupert and Eric are questioned by Miss Trunchbull. They all give wrong answers (135-152). Furthermore, Bruce Bogtrotter cannot contain himself and eats a slice of cake that belongs to Miss Trunchbull (111-127). All boys are terrified, and they receive their punishment without any protest. In this case, it is the boys who appear to be somewhat passive, and the girls who take action. 
 	Matilda is clever enough to disguise her rebelliousness as innocence. She is tiny and quite girly. Quentin Blake’s drawings show a little girl with long hair and big eyes, who nearly disappears behind her books (47). She could never be mistaken for a “gangster,” like Miss Trunchbull does (81). She silently watches her father when his hat is glued to his head, “with large innocent brown eyes” (27). She acts as if she is clueless, and she plays along the game she created. “He does do some pretty silly things now and again, doesn’t he, mummy?” (59), she remarks after she switched her father’s hair oil with peroxide, which turned his hair blonde (52-53). She makes it seem as if her father is a clumsy and stupid man, to punish him for his arrogance. Matilda acts like a helpless doe, and no one suspects her. Her sex comes in quite handy, because her parents expect her to be silent and obedient, rather like the stereotypical girl. She hides behind the girl stereotype to conceal the fact that she is not stereotypical. 
 	Sophie in The BFG proves herself extremely courageous and inventive. Her character develops from scared and lonely to strong and brave. When Sophie is taken out of her bed by the BFG, she is shaking with fear, because she is afraid he will eat her (17). However, the BFG turns out to be a “Big Friendly Giant,” who is a vegetarian (22). The two strike up a friendship. She learns that the other giants go out every night to eat “human beans” (17), and that they bully the BFG (49). Sophie then comes up with a plan all by herself to stop the giants (110-116). She is anything but passive when she takes on the giants, and she is the clever mastermind behind most of the plans that save many lives. Sophie becomes the mother and teacher of the childlike and emotional BFG. Sophie acts as a guide when they go outside Giant Country (130), and she teaches him about her culture and standards (162-163). She also teaches him English (198). Sophie turns the BFG into a civilised person, but she also looks after his wellbeing: she gives him compliments when he is sad and worries about him when he is in trouble (45,184). 
 	Matilda and Sophie show many similarities. Both girls are very contained and calm, and very practical. When the BFG asks Sophie if she misses her parents, she replies: “not really, [. . .] because I never knew them” (30). When Matilda is humiliated by her father, the narrator remarks that “most children in Matilda’s place would have burst into floods of tears” (35). Instead of being emotional, they look at the situation in a rational way. Rather than admitting defeat, Sophie and Matilda take action to change the situation they are in. They are not the passive, emotional girls that are so abundant in children’s literature. Their gentle and sweet characters, however, can be regarded as typically girlish behaviour. Matilda and Sophie are quiet en introvert. Matilda is described by Miss Honey as “a very sensible and quiet little girl” (95), and “not a bit stuck up” (84). Kristen Guest says that her mild character “poses no threat to the existing social order,” which makes her a good girl (249). Being modest and calm seems to be a characteristic Dahl favours in his good characters. However, Matilda does threaten the existing order: she is determined to get rid of Miss Trunchbull, and she plays tricks on her father to punish him for his bad behaviour. No one suspects her, because her character makes her an unlikely suspect. Guest also states that Matilda is depicted as a good sort of girl, because she is “quiet and gentle” (Dahl, Matilda 84) and does not brag about her intelligence (Guest 249).
 	Moreover, both Sophie and Matilda have friends that need to be rescued. The BFG is bullied and humiliated by the giants and Miss Honey is under the dominance of Miss Trunchbull. They are both saved by a little girl. Like in fairy tales, Miss Honey and the BFG are the damsels in distress, and Sophie and Matilda are their knights in shining armour. Dahl’s stories can be seen as modern fairy tales. For instance, The BFG, Matilda and The Witches all have an unexpected hero, namely a little girl and a boy turned into a mouse. The three stories all have happy endings, and there is an evil power to be defeated (Culley 62). Dahl frequently uses magical creatures, such as the giants and the witches, and he gives them a modern spin. Joy Worland mentions a study conducted by Weitzman et al., who found that girls in children’s books were often being rescued by boys (43). In Dahl’s books, it is the little girls who save adults. Miss Honey is saved by Matilda, and even more surprising, Sophie saves the BFG, who is a man, while it usually is a man who saves a woman. Dahl uses the conventions of fairy tales and gives them a modern twist. 




[bookmark: _Toc346898737]4. The Good Women
[bookmark: _GoBack]Good women in Dahl’s books are intelligent and pretty, modest and quiet, and sometimes passive. They show an almost serene beauty, and they are often thin, pale and frail. For instance, Miss Honey form Matilda is “a mild and quiet person who never raised her voice” (60). Her caring nature makes her a stereotypical teacher and woman. Miss Honey, like her name suggests, is sweet and kind. She is described as having “a lovely pale oval Madonna face with blue eyes and her hair was light brown. Her body was so slim and fragile one got the feeling that if she fell over she would smash into a thousand pieces, like a porcelain figure” (60). Dahl compares Miss Honey to the Virgin Mary, who is described by Marina Warner as “the ideal woman”, and a symbol of “purity”, but also as “subservient” (Collard 920). Miss Honey shows bravery by escaping Miss Trunchbull’s house, but she cannot escape her influence. Perhaps her bravest decision is staying as a teacher, because she does not want to abandon her children and her job (198). 
 	Miss Honey cannot be clearly classified as stereotypical or not stereotypical. She is motherly, beautiful and quiet. She cares about her pupils, and she looks after them. She is also easy to defeat. For instance, when she visits Matilda’s parents, Matilda’s mother says that “books” brought Miss Honey nowhere, while “looks” brought Mrs Wormwood a nice house and husband (94). Matilda’s parents do not listen to Miss Honey, so she remains unsuccessful in convincing them that Matilda can go to university (94). Kristen Guest argues that the women in Matilda have to choose between “a life of action,” like the successful Miss Trunchbull, or a “life entombed in a symbolic coffin of silence,” like the domestic life of Mrs Wormwood (247). She too believes that Miss Honey does not match these descriptions. She suggests that Miss Honey is in a grey area between Miss Trunchbull and Mrs Wormwood (247). She is an independent woman, but she is also unable to escape Miss Trunchbull’s influence, and she endures this in remarkable silence (247). Miss Honey’s explanation for her passivity is perhaps the most fitting for her character. She explains to Matilda that she has become Miss Trunchbull’s slave: “that can happen, you know”, she says, as if she had no choice but to accept her situation (193). 
 	After her rescue, Matilda and Miss Honey live together in Miss Honey’s house. Guest argues that Matilda forces Miss Honey into traditional family life. Matilda and Miss Honey live together in Miss Honey’s house, “within the constraints of domesticity” (Guest 247). However, a loving family is something Matilda yearns for (43), and since Miss Honey also comes from a cruel family, it does not seem strange that this is their ideal. Miss Honey’s passive and caring traits are stereotypical features of mothers, like Brugeilles, Cromer and Cromer argued (261). However, she is also a modern, working woman who believes in her school children and in the power of intelligence, rather than the old fashioned and shallow ideals of Mrs Wormwood. This makes her a good mother for the intelligent and sensitive Matilda. 
 	Grandmother from The Witches, who was based on Dahl’s own mother, is a strong, independent and wise character, who does not care about social conventions. Her grandson, who remains nameless, describes her as the “only grandmother I ever met who smoked cigars” (9). This highlights her self-willed character, as smoking cigars is not very feminine. Blake’s pictures show a sturdy, big woman (11), which emphasise her stubborn and determined nature and manliness. Grandmother is a retired witchophile, an expert on the subject of witches, who travelled the world to find out more about the Grand High Witch (34). She is also described as “a wonderful storyteller”, just like Dahl’s mother (Dahl, The Witches 8, Sturrock 43).  Dahl described his mother as “dauntless” in Boy (55), which is the same attitude the Grandmother shows when she decides to exterminate all the witches (Dahl The Witches 196). Like many of Dahl’s good characters, she too is able to contain her emotions, and she shows a great deal of pragmatism when she finds out her grandson has become a mouse. She is shocked and sad at first, but she manages to pull herself together and listen to his story (119). Her emotions do not get in her way. The narrator says that he feels more attached to his grandmother than to his own mother (6). Because the boy’s parents are dead, his grandmother functions as a mother figure. Even though she shows motherly love and care, she defeats the motherly stereotype, and instead makes her own plans. Her ideas about education are not traditional. She believes, for instance, that bathing is a dangerous habit (122). What is striking about the relationship between grandmother and the boy is that they are equals. Grandmother values her grandson’s ideas, and she praises his cleverness. They complement each other in their quest to eliminate all witches. It is, for example, the boy’s idea to fetch the Mouse-maker formula from the Grand High Witch’s room (125-127), and it is grandmother who reminds the boy that as a mouse, he can use his tail to climb (151). She has authority over her grandson and he clearly looks up to her, but she values his opinion, which is perhaps why he feels so close to her. 
 	The Queen in The BFG remains calm, dignified and determined throughout the story, and proves to be a true leader. She does not judge the BFG, while the Army General and the Air Marshall do (172). When she learns about the man-eating giants, she immediately takes action (167). The Queen is a stereotypical leader and Queen. She is characterised as a monarch, and not necessarily as a woman. However, she does show some motherly features. Her children are mentioned briefly, and she takes great effort in making Sophie and the BFG comfortable (154-164). When Sophie and the BFG turn up in her bedroom, she is not distracted by it and she contains her emotions (146). Her maid, however, is shocked by the appearance of the BFG, and the Queen tells her that she needs to control herself (146). Her leadership skills become clear when she has sent for the Army General and the Air Marshall. The men cannot get along with the BFG, and they misunderstand each other. The Queen acts as a mediator, and comes up with a solution. The narrator says: “The Queen, with her usual admirable tact and good sense, came to the rescue” (171). Tact and good sense are useful qualities for a leader. The Queen is described in positive and respectful terms. The Queen also contributes to defeating the giants in another way. It is her brooch that Sophie uses to pinch the Fleshlumpeater, who can then be caught (184). In this way, she is actually involved in the action, rather than giving orders from the castle. 
 	Dahl’s good women are stereotypical, but they all show some features that defy the female stereotype. Miss Honey, for instance, is a working woman who believes in Matilda’s potential, but her passiveness makes it impossible for her to escape her situation. Grandmother shows stereotypical motherly features, but she has some manly traits and her ideas about education are not traditional. The Queen is dignified, calm and strong, but she has a caring nature, which makes her the perfect leader. 


[bookmark: _Toc346898738]5. The Bad Women
The strength of Dahl’s female villains lies in the fact that they are not stereotypical. Dahl’s good characters are sweet, modest, caring and they love children. The villains, however, are fat, greedy, angry, ugly, and they hate children. They are ugly inside and out. The stereotypical woman, and the mother in particular, is kind and gentle to children. Dahl’s evil women thus make the perfect villains, because they are the complete opposite of the motherly stereotype from the perspective of a child. In this respect, they become stereotypical because they differ from the existing, positive stereotype. 
 	Mrs Wormwood is very shallow and a terrible mother. She believes that she owes her comfortable and happy life to her “good looks”, as opposed to intelligence (91-92). She is described as a “large woman […] who wore heavy make-up and she had one of  those unfortunate bulging figures where the flesh appeared to be strapped in all around the body to prevent it from falling out” (21). Her appearance seems to be reflected in her character: the heavy make-up and her weight emphasise her laziness and superficiality. She is the opposite of the good mother and housewife: she neglects her daughter and the housework, and she spends most of her time playing bingo and watching television. She serves as a foil to Miss Honey, who loves reading and who believes in Matilda’s potential. Mrs Wormwood is not as bad as Matilda’s father, however. She gives her daughter some advice about men (59), and she is not the one who is punished by Matilda. 
 	Miss Trunchbull’s looks and character are almost those of a man, with her “big shoulders”, “thick arms” and “powerful legs” (76-77). Her aggressive temper and hatred of children make her the opposite of the female stereotype: soft, caring, domestic and passive. Dahl compares her to an “enraged rhinoceros” (61). Even her face shows her personality: she has an “obstinate chin, a cruel mouth and small arrogant eyes” (77). Dahl uses personality traits to describe her appearance, and the reader knows exactly what she is like. The narrator remarks, appealing to the reader’s imagination, that she looks nothing like a headmistress (77). Miss Trunchbull does not evoke femininity: she is rather like a man. Hating children is “unwomanly”, according to Guest (250). Miss Trunchbull even claims that she has never been a little girl (80), as if having been a little girl would make her weaker. Nonetheless, Miss Trunchbull is perhaps a feminist in disguise. “Why are all these women married”, she shouts when the children in Matilda’s class spell “difficulty” in the way Miss Honey taught them: “Mrs D, Mrs I, Mrs FFI”, etcetera (141). Furthermore, she is very successful in many fields: she used to be an Olympic athlete, and now she is a headmistress and a “respected figure in the community” (76, 104, 199). She is independent and she made a career for herself. Miss Trunchbull hates women and children: Amanda Thripp is punished for having long pigtails. When she is spotted by Miss Trunchbull, she mutters to Miss Trunchbull that her mother likes them. Her mother is then called a “twit”, and Amanda is thrown across the school grounds like an Olympic hammer (108). Miss Trunchbull is the anti-thesis of the traditional family values that are so often maintained in children’s literature (Brugeilles, Cromer and Cromer 249, 253, 257): she has a career and she is respected by her community. Kristen Guest compares her to Margaret Thatcher, who was often regarded as a “failure of femininity” (251), because she was away at work instead of being with her children. Mrs Wormwood and Miss Trunchbull both show “the disfiguring effects” of female stereotypes in the 1980s (Guest 247). Mrs Wormwood is not the good and dutiful housewife she is supposed to be, and Miss Trunchbull is a career woman instead of a wife and mother. 
 	In terms of fairy tale conventions, Miss Trunchbull is the evil stepmother, who makes her stepdaughter’s life miserable. After the death of Miss Honey’s mother, Miss Trunchbull moved in to take care of the young Miss Honey. She treats Miss Honey horribly. Like any other evil stepmother, Miss Trunchbull needs to be defeated. Christy Williams explains that the brothers Grimm rewrote the fairy tales, because they believed an evil mother would be too shocking for children (259). An evil stepmother is easier to digest for children. In this respect, Dahl follows the conventions of the Grimm brothers.  
 	The witches are perhaps the most dangerous of Dahl’s female villains. They look just like ordinary women, so anyone could be a witch. They wear beautiful wigs, gloves and pretty shoes (18-24). Their hatred towards children makes them scarier, because it is “unwomanly” (Guest 250). During their annual conference, the witches take off their disguise, and they become a horrible sight. The boy is shocked by the contrast between their “fashionable and rather pretty clothes” and the disgusting sight of the claws, bald scalps and “toeless feet” (65-66). The Grand High Witch is the ugliest and also mightiest of all. She wears a mask to cover her rotten face, and looks young and pretty when the mask is on (59). When the witches take off their disguise, they are no longer women. Perhaps this reinforces the existing stereotype: The witches hate children, while they are expected to love them: this makes them unfeminine.  The witches deny the female stereotype: they are the complete opposite of kind, nurturing ladies who love children. They loathe children, and the witches want nothing more than to get rid of all of them. They seem normal women, which is what makes them more scary: they could be everyone, including “your lovely school teacher who is reading these words to you this very moment” (5). As mentioned in chapter 2, The Witches is sometimes incorrectly regarded as being misogynist, for instance by David Rees. He argues that Dahl writes that “all witches are female” (The Witches 3). However, this statement is followed by “a ghoul is always a male” (3): this shows that Dahl does not mean to insult women. Furthermore, the BFG states that “giants is always men” (Dahl, The BFG 42). “Whoever heard of a woman giant?” (42), he asks. This has nothing to do with sexism. Dahl’s books contain many elements from fairy tales. He uses conventions children are familiar with, and in fairy tales, giants and witches are indeed always men and women. 
 	The witches, Miss Trunchbull and Mrs Wormwood are in a sense anti-stereotypical. They do not adhere to the stereotype of the loving, sweet and beautiful woman who wears an apron. They all hate children, while women are expected to love children. On the other hand, the fact that they are anti-stereotypical makes them stereotypical. They do not conform to the existing norms that apply to mothers and housewives, and thus they are depicted as ugly and evil. In this way, the existing stereotypes in children’s literature are preserved.

[bookmark: _Toc346898739]6. The Men
The men in Dahl s books seem to share certain assumptions about women’s behaviour. The boy in The Witches, for example, assumes that all ladies are nice and pretty and that they love children. When he watches the women entering the conference room, he sees them scratching their heads, and he thinks they must be embarrassed if somebody saw them (53-54). It is no surprise then that the witches pretend to be members of The Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children as a cover up (49). Women are expected to love children, and the evil witches will never be suspected when they are members of such a society. The boy feels perfectly safe when the ladies enter the conference room (55). When the witches take off their disguise, he is shocked by the contrast between their “fashionable and rather pretty clothes” and the disgusting sight of the claws, bald scalps and “toeless feet” (65-66). When his grandmother tells him that a witch is always bald, the boy writes: “I was shocked. There was something indecent about a bald woman” (19). 
 	The BFG also asserts the difference between boys and girls. When he shows his dream collection to Sophie, he tells her that he has dreams for boys and dreams for girls. He explains that if he gave a girl’s dream to a boy, that boy would “be waking up thinking what a rotbungling grinksludging old dream that was” (96). Sophie then reads some boy’s dreams, and she finds them “rather silly” (97). Later she adds that “boys are crazy” (98). The boy’s dreams are about suction boots, turning invisible and conversations with the President of the United States (96-100). Sophie’s reaction to the dreams confirms that the BFG is right about boys and girls. The contents of girl’s dreams are not explicitly mentioned, but Sophie does read a dream about someone who is able to fly, and the pictures show a girl in a dress flying (102). Nilsen found that boys are often the adventurous ones in children’s books, while girls are the silent bystanders (919). However, this girls’ dream sounds quite adventurous, and suitable for a boy. This does not seem to indicate a big difference between boys and girls. Nilsen states that “girls like action too” (926), and Dahl seems to know that as well.
 	Many male characters in Dahl’s books are described negatively, for instance Matilda’s father, the giants, the Army General and the Air Marshall from The BFG. Matilda’s father is an arrogant and dominant man, with traditional ideas about family. He is the head of the family, and his wife stays at home to take care of the children. Mr Wormwood’s attitude says, according to the narrator, that he is the “master of the house, […] the one who makes it possible for you to live so well” (53-54). While he has traditional ideas about family, he also undermines them. He calls dinner a “family gathering” where everyone needs to be present, but this gathering takes place in front of the television, with each member of the family eating silently (22). He believes dinner to be a means of spending time with one another, but nobody pays attention. What is more, he cannot stand it that Matilda is smarter than him. When Matilda tries to mingle in a conversation between her father and brother about the profit he made at work, her father scolds her by saying “don’t butt in, your brother and I are busy with high finance” (47). When Matilda gives him the right answer to his question, he becomes enraged (48-49). He cannot believe that a girl is smarter than he is. Matilda’s father expects her to be docile and quiet, and he often scolds Matilda for being smart. He is not used to being contradicted: Matilda is to obey her father. Furthermore, he finds the idea of Matilda going to university ridiculous (94). He is the one who denies Matilda an opportunity to develop herself, while Miss Honey encourages Matilda to learn. Perhaps Mr Wormwood is a reaction to Thatcherism, like Miss Trunchbull. Guest explained that in the 1980s more women were working than ever in “male dominated fields” (250). Matilda, in her own way, is a threat to her father’s position, because she is smarter and more sensitive than he is. 
 	The BFG contains few men. The man eating giants are male, and so are the stubborn Army General and the Air Marshall. They are put in a negative light. The Air Marshall and the Army General are arrogant, conceited and short-sighted. They are eager to kill the giants, while the BFG and the Queen show more empathy (168-169). “Two wrongs don’t make a right,” the Queen explains (169). The Queen seems to have a conscience, whereas the men do not think about moral standards or consequences of their deeds. 
 	The BFG has some features that contrast with the man eating giants. In a way, these can even be regarded as feminine. First of all, he is a great deal smaller than the man eating giants. He does not eat meat: he lives on disgusting Snozzcumbers. Instead of eating children, he delivers dreams to them while they sleep. He is also very emotional, which can be seen as unmanly. When Sophie explains that her parents are dead, he starts to cry (30). The BFG is sweet, caring and civilised, as opposed to the barbaric giants, who walk around in small skirts. This gives them a feminine touch, which undermines their threatening appearance. The BFG is fully clothed and smaller than the other giants. He is kind and caring towards Sophie, and he is worried about her when she is in danger (54). Worland mentions that boys too are depicted in a stereotypical manner in children’s books: they are expected to be “strong, brave and non-expressive emotionally” (43). The BFG is not like this. Like Miss Honey, the BFG needs to be rescued from evil, and he is too passive and scared to change his situation. “I has had to get used to it. There is nothing I can do” (107). 
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7. Conclusion
This paper set out to analyse the female characters in Matilda, The BFG and The Witches, and decide whether they correspond to the findings of several studies on the representation of female characters in children’s literature. Dahl’s characters are quite binary: they are either good or bad, but it was difficult to determine whether they are stereotypical or not. Characters from Matilda are difficult to classify, while the characters from The Witches and The BFG are more sketchy: less information is given about their personalities, and they are not commented on as much as Sophie, Matilda, Miss Honey and Miss Trunchbull.
 	Characters like Matilda, Sophie and Miss Honey are difficult to classify as stereotypical or not stereotypical. The girls show an adventurous attitude, and they are clever, resourceful and they take action to change their situation. They are not emotional but very rational and practical. The girls are anything but passive, and they are not onlookers, like Nilsen noticed when analysing children’s fiction. Dahl’s girls show a positive and diverse image of girls. They do show a kind, sweet and peaceful nature and they are modest and quiet, while the boys in Matilda are cheeky and careless. Miss Honey, as a working woman has a modern attitude towards girls and their capabilities, but she is unable to escape from the clutches of her aunt Miss Trunchbull. She remains passive throughout the story, making her a stereotypical woman. She needs Matilda to rescue her and enable her to lead a happy family life. This makes her difficult to determine, because she exhibits both stereotypical and non-stereotypical traits. The good women, like Grandmother, the Queen and Miss Honey show a determined attitude, but they are also loving and kind. They are not the stereotypical passive mothers with aprons, but they do have feminine qualities. 
 	The bad women in Dahl’s books are the opposite of the female stereotype. By not conforming to this stereotype they are seen as evil. In this way, they uphold the female stereotype: the good girls are rewarded, while the evil ones are punished.  Dahl’s evil women hate children, and they mistreat and disregard them. Gibson noticed that female characters in children’s books are often limited to maternal roles (177). Dahl’s evil women display no motherly traits or feelings whatsoever. Mrs Wormwood neglects her children, and she is a terrible housewife. Miss Trunchbull is a successful career woman, and much respected in her village. The witches’ mission is to get rid of all children. Dahl puts a great deal of emphasis on the appearance of his bad characters: they are fat, ugly and big, while the good characters are slender and tiny. The witches, without their disguises, no longer resemble a woman. Miss Trunchbull is portrayed like a man, and Mrs Wormwood is fat and covered in make-up, which highlights her shallow personality. 
 	The men in Dahl’s books occasionally express their opinions about women, and these are often old fashioned. The evil men try to reinforce their authority in the presence of women, for instance Mr Wormwood, the Air Marshall and the Army General. Matilda’s father is the man of the house and the bread winner for his family. He demands respect for this, and when he is contradicted by Matilda, he is enraged. The boy from The Witches believes that all ladies are kind and pretty, which is why the real identity of the witches shocks him so much. The BFG has different dreams for girls and boys: he knows that boys and girls have different interests. The men assert the difference between men and women, and consequently they uphold female stereotypes. 
 	These findings suggest that, in general, most characters are not so stereotypical as Nilsen, Gibson, Brugeilles, Cromer and Cromer and Worland found in their research. They found that girls rarely feature as the main character, and that they are often displayed as passive, emotional and less adventurous than boys. Most of Dahl’s women, whether they are good or bad, are strong, adventurous and they take action when they need to. The good women show stereotypical female features, but they are determined and forward thinking. The bad women are both stereotypical and anti-stereotypical. They confirm the existing gender roles, by being evil but they differ from the stereotypical mother that is so often found in children’s literature. Dahl’s male characters confirm the female stereotype as well: their ideas about women are traditional, and they see women differently than they see men. However, most of the girls and women are able to defy the men, and even have some authority over them, like Miss Trunchbull and Matilda. 
 	Even though Dahl’s women are not free from the gender roles imposed on them from society, they are certainly more diverse than the typical female characters in children’s literature. Dahl’s women will affect their readers in a positive way. He created a wide range of female characters, instead of sticking with the stereotypical girl and woman. Dahl shows his young readers that not all women are the same, and that girls can achieve happiness by taking action and believing in themselves. 
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