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ABSTRACT 
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February 2022 
 

The focus of this thesis will be the secondary female characters of Naomi Novik’s Uprooted. The book was 
published in 2015 and is based on Russian and Polish folklore and fairy tales. This thesis examines how the 
secondary female characters of Uprooted differ from those depicted in other fairy tales, specifically if they could 
be viewed as more feminist. Female characters of older fairy tales are often defined by their beauty and their 
character arcs are usually tied to those of their male love interests or their fathers. Secondary female 
characters are better suited for this study because the protagonists of modern fairy tales are progressively 
more free of the stereotypes of traditional fairy tales, which is not the case with secondary characters. 
Additionally, the protagonist of Uprooted differs greatly from traditional female characters, mainly in her active 
character and plain looks, and it will be more interesting to analyze how a character, that on the surface 
resembles a traditional female character, breaks those stereotypes in a fairy tale that reflects modern feminist 
standards, 

In order to study the secondary female characters, the thesis draws on multiple different works concerning 
how women are depicted in traditional fairy tales. The most prominent fault that has been found by feminist 
studies of fairy tales, written about for example by Bacchilega and Jorgensen, is the prevalence of assigning 
value based on beauty and connecting it to passivity, as well as ascribing these two characteristics as 
something to strive for. Relying on Ann Schmiesing’s writing on disabilities in the Grimms Fairy Tales and how 
disabilities of male and female characters differ, especially regarding beauty and passivity, this thesis will show 
how Uprooted assigns the attributes of typically male disabilities to a female character. The thesis also 
considers what kinds of archetypes female characters are assigned, as written about in Vladimir Propp’s 
Morphology of the Folk Tale, which also helps to better understand how the relationships in Uprooted between 
men and women differ from traditional fairy tales. Lastly, although the thesis focuses mostly on how Uprooted 
differs from traditional fairy tales, it will also compare it to other modern fairy tales that distance the female 
characters from passivity by subverting gender roles, but which have been criticized for not upholding feminist 
values by, for example, prioritizing traditionally masculine violence, specifically focusing on trauma rather than 
healing, to demonstrate how differently gender issues have been handled in Novik’s novel.  

I conclude that Novik has written a modern fairy tale with female characters that can be considered more 
feminist than those of traditional fairy tales while also avoiding some faults of modern fairy tales. Although 
some of the female characters are described as beautiful, their beauty is not tied to passivity, and instead they 
embrace more active, traditionally masculine character traits, such as having superior strength or being 
proficient in sword fighting. Additionally, female characters are allowed platonic relationships that are relevant 
to the plot, instead of only romantic relationships, as well as supportive female relationships instead of the 
jealousy that is usually so pervasive in traditional fairy tales. Overall, Uprooted depicts female characters that 
challenge how women are represented in traditional fairy tales by taking modern feminist concerns into 
consideration. 
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Tutkielma keskittyy Naomi Novikin Uprooted-kirjan naissivuhahmoihin. Romaani julkaistiin vuonna 2015 ja 
perustuu Venäjän ja Puolan kansanrunouteen ja satuihin. Tutkielmassa tarkastellaan, miten naissivuhahmot 
Uprooted-kirjassa eroavat muiden satujen naishahmoista, ja voiko heitä kutsua enemmän feministisiksi. 
Vanhempien satujen naishahmot määritellään usein kauneutensa perusteella ja heidän henkilöhahmon 
kaarensa on yleensä sidottu mieheen, perinteisesti romanttisen kiinnostuksen kohteeseen tai isään. 
Keskitytään erityisesti sivuhahmoihin, koska heihin kohdistuu nykyaikaisissa saduissa enemmän 
antifeministisiä stereotypioita. Lisäksi Kasia, pääasiallisesti tutkittava sivuhahmo, edustaa nykyajan 
feminisitisiä arvoja, vaikka näennäisesti muistuttaa enemmän perinteisen sadun naishahmoa, joten on 
mielenkiintoisempaa tutkia häntä kuin kirjan päähahmoa, joka eroaa selkeästi tyypillisestä sadun 
naishahmosta aktiiviselta luonteeltaan ja tavalliselta ulkonäöltään. 
           Tutkielmassa hyödynnetään useita eri lähteitä, jotka kertovat, miten naisia kuvataan perinteisissä 
saduissa. Suurin vika, jonka feministiset tutkimukset saduista ovat tuoneet esille, ja jota tutkitaan myös tässä 
tutkielmassa, on miten naisten arvo perustuu kauneuteen ja passiivisuuteen, sekä miten niitä kahta 
ominaisuutta ylistetään. Tutkitaan miten vammaisuus esitetään mies- ja naishahmoissa, erityisesti liittyen 
kauneuteen ja passiivisuuteen, ja miten tyypillisesti miespuolisille hahmoille annetut ominaisuudet esiintyvät 
Novikin romaanissa myös naishahmoissa. Tutkielmassa tarkastellaan myös laajemmin minkälaisia 
henkilötyyppejä ja niiden ominaisuuksia naishahmoille on annettu käyttäen Vladimir Proppin Kansansadun 
rakenne -kirjaa. Lisäksi tutkitaan, miten suhteet miesten ja naisten välillä Uprooted-romaanissa eroavat 
perinteisistä saduissa esitetyistä suhteista. Lopuksi, vaikka tutkielma keskittyy lähinnä perinteisiin satuihin ja 
niiden eroihin Uprooted-kirjaan, vertaillaan romaania nykyaikaisiin satuihin näyttääkseen miten eri tavalla 
sukupuoliongelmia käsitellään. 
           Tutkielmassa todetaan, että Novik on kirjoittanut nykyaikaisen sadun naishahmoista, joita voi pitää 
feministisimpänä kuin perinteisten satujen naishahmoja. Novik on myös välttänyt nykyaikaisten satujen 
virheitä, kuten maskuliinisen väkivallan priorisoimisen ja traumaan keskittymisen. Vaikka joitakin naishahmoja 
kuvaillaan kauniiksi, heidän kauneutensa ei ole sidottu passiivisuuten, ja heillä on aktiivisempia, perinteisesti 
maskuliinisia piirteitä. Lisäksi naishahmoilla ei ole vain romanttisia suhteita, vaan myös platonisia suhteita, 
erityisesti muiden naishahmojen kanssa, jotka ovat juonelle merkityksellisiä. Uprooted kuvaa naishahmoja, 
jotka haastavat, miten naisia yleensä edustetaan ottamalla huomioon nykyaikaiset feministiset huolet. 
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Introduction 
 

Uprooted, published in 2015, is considered feminist despite being based on fairy tales and 

folklore, which often get criticized for anti-feminist themes that perpetuate harmful gender 

roles, with for example Jeana Jorgensen writing that “women’s bodies are represented in 

fairy tales differently than men’s bodies, in normative and sexist ways” (36) and Lieberman 

condemning the “dichotomy between those women who are gentle, passive, and fair, and 

those who are active wicked, and ugly” (393). This thesis will focus on analyzing if and how 

Uprooted has managed to avoid the anti-feminist gender roles and themes of the fairy tale 

genre.  

These problems, as well as others, do not extend only to classic fairy tales, but 

also to modern ones, whether they are retellings or originals, with the addition of problems 

that have ironically developed as a response to trying to correct the anti-feminism of 

traditional fairy tales, which is discussed more later. Although modern fairy tales have been 

steadily getting better in regard to feminism, with Jena Stephens noticing in her study of the 

three most recent Disney princess movies at the time, in 2014, that “the characterization of 

the princess has definitely developed into one of a more independent, strong, self-sufficient 

female character” (105-6), most movies still end with the princess being rewarded by ending 

up in a romantic relationship with a man.  

D’Amore writes in “Vigilante Feminism: Revising Trauma, Abduction, and 

Assault in American Fairy-Tale Revision” that “contemporary American fairy-tale revisions 

in popular film and young adult fantasy literature subvert the socialization of prescribed 

gender roles” (386). Although Uprooted is based on Russian and Polish fairy tales, it is not 

a retelling of any specific story as many modern fairy tales and young adult novels tend to 

be, like for example the books of the Lunar Chronicles series by Marissa Meyer, in which 

every book of the series focuses on a character based on well-known female characters of 
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fairy tales. However, D’Amore’s thoughts about “subverting the socialization of prescribed 

gender roles” (386) can still be applied to this book. The protagonist of Uprooted, Agnieszka 

fits into the described category perfectly, and manages to fight the expectations placed on 

her quite well. 

Despite this, or even because of this, the focus of this thesis will not be 

Agnieszka primarily, but the secondary female characters of the book. While the protagonist 

usually manages to break free from stereotypes in newer fairy tales, as is the case with 

Agnieszka, side characters are often left without the same consideration, which is why 

focusing on them specifically will be more beneficial in ascertaining if the author has truly 

managed to avoid the disempowering gender stereotypes and anti-feminist themes that 

commonly appear in fairy tales. 

 The main focus will be on the character that, at first, wholly depicts the perfect, 

and also stereotypical, female protagonist of a fairy tale. Kasia, in truth the real main 

character’s best friend, is written with an introduction that makes it seem as though she is 

no different from those main female characters so criticized by feminists for their beauty and 

passiveness. She nevertheless manages to differentiate herself from them throughout the 

course of the story, primarily by casting off passivity. 

The other important characters analyzed in this thesis are Alosha, a warrior 

wizard who seems to be the complete opposite of Kasia, although in a different way than 

Agnieszka, and the antagonist Wood Queen. Jorfensen writes that “women characters in 

fairy tales tend to be split into opposing categories of the good, kind protagonist or the evil, 

wicked antagonist” (53). In this sense Alosha and the Wood Queen are the perfect 

characters to study, as the Wood Queen is the antagonist and Alosha is at first depicted as 

distrusting of the main character and only later in the story is recognized as part of the “good” 

side. Because the main female characters are so often completely separated into these two 



3 
 

categories, it will be interesting to focus a on side character who, even in the original fairy 

tales, fit into neither, even if they are associated more with the protagonist.  

Christina Bacchilega prefaces her study of fairy tales in her book Postmodern 

Fairy Tales with the observation that “abundance rather than lack, motivates this study. 

Reproduced in a variety of discourses, fairy tales in the second half of the twentieth century 

have enjoyed an explosive popularity in North America and Western Europe” (2). She 

focuses on modern retellings of fairy tales like Snow White and Little Red Riding Hood, but 

there is no lack of new, original fairy tales being written. Therefore, with the amount of 

literature being composed in the fairy tale genre, it is important to analyze this content.  

Lately the major focus of study for feminism in fairy tales has been specifically 

on Disney princesses, because they are part of the modern fairy tales, both re-tellings and 

originals, that have become the most renown, and thus the most influential. Jena Stephens 

for example has written “Disney’s Darlings: An Analysis of The Princess and the Frog, 

Tangled, Brave and The Changing Characterization of the Princess Archetypes” (2014), 

which concludes that the princesses have started to step out of the previously pervasive 

passive role, which is notable because movies made ten years earlier, a relatively short 

amount of time considering how long fairy tales have been told, could not say the same. 

However, it is also notable that the princesses still rely on princes to rescue them and often 

end the story in a heteronormative relationship, most often marriage, proving that even the 

newest fairy tales still have room to improve in regard to female characters. 

Fairy tales are often thought of as written for children, especially as nowadays 

they are most often linked to Disney’s animated films for children. Consequently, feminist 

research is often more concerned with how fairy tales affect children, and therefore most 

new research on fairy tales focuses on those that are written for children. Zipes, however, 

insists that “adults have always read, censored, approved and distributed the so-called fairy 
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tales for children” (The Changing Function, 23) and therefore it is necessary to analyze these 

works, such as Uprooted by Naomi Novik, which are written for adults, because it is 

important to investigate whether fairy tales have, throughout the many years that they have 

been told, improved in terms of feminism, regardless of the age of the target audience.  

  



5 
 

1. Beauty and Passiveness 

Jeana Jorgensen summarizes the traits of female protagonists in fairy tales in her article 

“The Most Beautiful of All: A Quantitative Approach to Fairy-Tale Femininity” (2019), writing 

that these characters “must be beautiful; their beauty includes Western stereotypical 

attributes like white skin and blonde hair, their bodies are passive, pliant, and patient; and 

their beauty correlates positively with other features such as kindness” (38). While the main 

character Agnieszka differs from that entirely, Kasia’s descriptions fit Jorgensen’s definition 

perfectly. Agnieszka, thinking of Kasia’s appearance, notes that “she had thick wheat-golden 

hair that she kept in a braid to her waist, and her eyes were warm brown, and her laugh was 

like a song that made you want to sing it” (Novik, 5). Kasia’s skills and talents, listed, among 

others, as “could cook fit for a feast, and when she spun the wool from her father’s sheep, 

the thread came off the wheel smooth and even without a single knot or snarl” (5), make her 

appear better than anyone else in the village, with not a fault to be found.  Agnieszka notices, 

while describing Kasia, that “I know I’m making her sound like something out of a story” (5), 

further establishing Kasia’s role as the perfect fairy tale woman. 

As the most beautiful girl in the village, Kasia is expected to be the next victim 

of the Dragon, a wizard who protects the village and in payment takes a girl from there every 

ten years. He is said to not always “pick the prettiest girl, but he always took the most special 

one, somehow: if there was a girl who was far and away the prettiest, or the most bright, or 

the best dancer, or especially kind, somehow he always picked her out” (Novik, 5) and it is 

then pointed out that “Kasia was all those things” (5). It is not only Agnieszka that notices 

this, but the whole village, placing the burden of being sent away on Kasia’s shoulders at a 

young age. 
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Kasia accepts her duty of being sent to the Dragon graciously and without 

complaint (Novik 5), demonstrating the passivity that is one of the biggest faults that been 

criticized in feminist studies of the fairy tale women (Yolen, 1988). Kasia’s entire existence 

is contrasted with Agnieszka’s plain appearance, meager talents, and explosive 

temperament, far removed from the beautiful and passive princess that is usually the main 

character of a fairy tale. This is a fact which Agnieszka laments often, especially after she is 

chosen by the Dragon, a surprise to everyone in the village, and she always remembers 

how much better Kasia would have fared at every single task she is assigned (Novik 23, 42).  

Thus far, Kasia is characterized by her beauty and passiveness, but that is not 

the case for the rest of the book. After being freed of having to be sacrificed in order to save 

her village, Kasia is allowed to live her life however she desires, and henceforth takes an 

active role in her own life. Her need to protect the people of her village is changed from the 

passive act of allowing the Dragon to take her from the village into actively fighting against 

whatever threatens the village. The very first chance she is given, she immediately takes; 

when their village is attacked by the creatures of the Wood, it is Kasia who leaves the village 

to get help (Novik, 64), after which she is more often described as with a sword than without.   

Agnieszka, the protagonist, is allowed to be an active participant in the plot 

because, from the start she is described as plain and awkward, defying the character traits 

usually given to female characters in traditional fairy tales and is thus exempt from the 

passivity that is assigned to beautiful female characters. However, Kasia is allowed to fight, 

despite being beautiful and still possessing all her feminine traits and talents, which is proof 

that the female characters of Uprooted are not all assigned the one-dimensional roles that 

female characters in fairy tales usually are.  
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While Kasia’s beauty, as one of the good characters, is explainable within fairy 

tale conventions, the Wood Queen’s, the story’s antagonist, is not. While mostly the Queen 

is described, from the moment she is freed, as empty and blank, her hair is still golden 

(Novik, 209) and her face beautiful (220). Baker-Sperry notes that in fairy tales “there is a 

clear link between beauty and goodness… and between ugliness and evil” (718), which 

appears clearly in the deformed bodies of those taken by the Woods, with the people that 

come back from the woods being described as “not whole and themselves… twisted and so 

misshapen they couldn’t be recognized” (Novik, 49) or even “with their own faces, but murder 

behind them, something gone dreadfully wrong within” (49), which is distinctly untrue for the 

Queen. 

The creatures that come from the Wood are described as, while not ugly, still 

frightening, but the exact opposite is true of the Wood Queen. Throughout the entire book, 

she is only described as beautiful, in her own body or even while occupying the body of the 

Queen of Polnya (Novik, 235). Only when magic is used to see inside of her is it revealed 

that “nothing was inside her… She was rotted out from the inside, her body just the skin of 

bark around an empty space” (Novik 382), but still she is beautiful outside. Even when she 

chooses to stop hurting others, she simply turns into a tree, no more beautiful or ugly than 

she had been (Novik, 430), her appearance not tied to her morality. 

Significantly, there is not a single female character that is described as ugly 

throughout the story. Alosha, the female wizard who acts as a knight, is no uglier for her 

masculine profession. The creatures that come out of the Wood are terrifying, but never 

significantly categorized into either male or female, except of course for the Wood Queen, 

who is noticeably female and continuously described as beautiful. Consequently, it is clear 
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that neither gender nor morality are tied to each other nor to physical beauty, breaking the 

stereotype familiar from traditional fairy tales. 

Furthermore, while the appearance of male characters has definitely not been 

as essential to their character as it is for female characters, it is interesting to note that the 

Dragon’s face, while Agnieszka still views him as the antagonist, is specifically described 

with “it wasn’t an ugly face, even so, but coldness made it unpleasant,” (Novik 11). This 

further reinforces that the physical characteristic, mainly facial features, of people, whether 

they are considered bad or good, would not reflect their character, even if a frowning face is 

considered unpleasant. Additionally, it subverts the expectation of a good-looking main 

couple fighting against the unattractive villains, with instead Agnieszka and the Dragon both 

being described as not especially beautiful, and the Wood Queen as beautiful.  

Additionally, high-society women who bully Agnieszka or look down on her do 

not suddenly lose their beauty once Agnieszka discovers their true nature (Novik, 260), just 

as the Wood Queen does not gain any beauty by deciding to become good. However, taking 

into account the societal pressure of beauty standards, it must be noted that Agnieszka 

herself, the main character, often describes herself as plain, and was not taken seriously in 

high society unless she dressed like them, and that she does learn to weaponize the skill in 

order to be heard (254-57). This, however, is more a commentary on the society than a 

reflection of her character.  

In conclusion, beauty is not related to passivity in Uprooted, nor is female 

agency villainized. Regardless of appearance, characters can be active in the plotline. 

Neither is beauty or ugliness associated with the morality of the characters, with both good 

and evil characters being described as beautiful, and their appearance not changing if they 
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are revealed as the opposite of what they were thought of at first or decide to embrace the 

morality of the other side.  
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2. Disability 

The first hint of divergence in Kasia’s character from the usual fairy tale princess archetype 

appears when she chooses to pick up a sword and fight against the creatures from the 

Wood, meaning she is no longer a passive character. However, the biggest change happens 

after her rescue from the Wood, because it affects her appearance, the other major piece of 

her character. If she were to follow the usual plot in fairy tales her capture could be the start 

of her tale as an antagonist, with her change in appearance signifying her change from one 

of the good characters into one of the evil ones, which it very much seems like at first, since 

she is not the protagonist. Saved by Agnieszka, Kasia at first appears the same as before, 

but it is quickly revealed that she has been overtaken by the corruption of the Wood.  

According to Schmiesing, “female villains are often depicted with a disability or 

other physical anomaly that is meant to further mark their wicked deeds without in any way 

compromising their ability to perform them, but this has the effect of casting female agency 

as wicked,” (84) In this case, this anomaly is noticeably not given to the villain, the Wood 

Queen, but to one of the good characters, Kasia, thus further de-villainizing female agency. 

As far as Agnieszka or anyone else in the story is aware, every other human 

that has seemingly escaped from the Wood has quickly transformed into someone, or 

something, different. Although their appearances might stay the same, their body is turned 

into wood and their mind is overtaken by the Wood (Novik 49). The same is somewhat true 

for Kasia. She is described as “heavy as solid oak, as though the Wood had somehow left 

her transmuted and changed” (147) and Agnieszka further notes that “someone who didn’t 

know her would see a strangeness in her at once” (151), which seemingly robs her of her 

beauty, if it were not immediately followed by “she had always been beautiful; now she was 

unearthly so, preserved and shining” (151). With her new, cumbersome body, she has to 
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learn how to move again, not even able to walk without stumbling or knocking over 

Agnieszka who tries to help her (149). The cost of saving Kasia from the influence of the 

Wood is leaving her body in that state forever, giving her the physical anomaly that 

Schmiesing noted is given to female villains, and, by making her inhuman, seemingly 

robbing her of the attractiveness, which seemed so central to her character before.  

Additionally, Schmiesing write that “females are typically given disabilities that 

make them more passive, whereas males often – but not always – have disabilities that 

mark them as Other without significantly reducing their agency (82-3). According to this, 

Kasia’s disability also has the characteristics of a disability given to males, with Agnieszka 

specifically using the word “other” to describe Kasia after cleansing her of the Wood’s 

corruption (Novik, 151), and since the superior strength that is left over is decidedly not a 

passive ability, and in fact increases Kasia’s agency. She has now transformed first from 

her stereotypical feminine role, almost into a monster that could then have become the 

antagonist, and then again into something “other”, with typically male qualities.  

It is also typical of a male hero, that “when a disabled hero is portrayed, his 

heroic qualities are often brought to the fore as he triumphs despite the social stigma of his 

disability – a triumph typically rewarded in fairy tales with the magical erasure of his physical 

anomaly” (Schmiesing, 1-2). While the rest of it is true, Kasia even almost being put to death 

for her strange new body, she is not cured with the defeat of the Wood Queen. Neither do 

any of the characters think to look for a cure after the fact. This implies that the disability is 

not a punishment and not something that should be cured, and further strengthens the 

message of appearance not being tied to morality. 

In fact, although the superior strength brings with it the ability to be more useful 

in the fight against the Wood, the wooden body also has a weakness, which is only revealed 
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at the end of the story. Aside from the fact that she is no longer flesh and blood, Kasia also 

now sinks in water, as her wooden body is not capable of floating and therefore swimming. 

She also weakens the farther away she is from the source of her power, the Wood, and thus 

requires Agnieszka to send her water from the Wood when she is too far away (Novik, 328). 

This particular characteristic of the curse would have significantly reduced her agency had 

this been revealed during the battle against the Wood Queen, instead of at the very end, 

when it could no longer significantly change the course of the story.  

Kasia’s disability is deeply connected with passivity and beauty, further 

strengthening the points made in the previous chapter. She is still beautiful, if slightly 

inhuman, and the inhuman qualities are not cured when they triumph over the evil. Her 

superior strength reinforces her role as a fighter, far from the passive princess archetype 

that she previously epitomized.  
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3. Relationships 

The passivity of female characters in fairy tales is strongly related to their relationships with 

the male characters. Zipes writes of female characters in fairy tales that “she lives only 

though the male and for marriage. The male acts, the female waits” (Fairy Tales, 41). Female 

characters are tied to male characters, whether under the rule of their father or waiting for 

the male love interest for marriage, with the female character assuming the passive role 

while the male character actively moves the plot forward. 

Kasia’s role as a stereotypical female character in a fairy tale continues as she 

is kidnapped by the Wood. Baker-Sperry and Grauerholz note in their analysis of Grimm’s 

fairy tales, that “while beauty is often rewarded… it is also a source of danger” (719), as is 

the case with Kasia. She has lived her whole life, praised by the villagers for her beauty, yet 

also knowing that she would, because of her beauty, be taken by the Dragon, whom they all 

feared. However, it is not her beauty that places her in danger later in the story. 

At first thought to be the one that would be picked by the Dragon because of 

her beauty, she is later taken by the Wood to lure Agnieszka into a trap. At this point a 

dashing prince should come to save her, or as Lieberman writes, “the sexes of the rescuer 

and the person in danger are almost as constantly predictable; men come along to rescue 

women who are in danger of death or are enslaved, imprisoned, abused or plunged into an 

enchanted sleep which resembles death” (391). And yet it is Agnieszka who comes instead, 

despite the Dragon, a male character, strongly warning her against doing so (Novik, 101). 

This is the first of many instances showing how the strongest relationship in the story is not 

the one between the male and female lead, but instead between these two childhood friends, 

with multiple instances of one saving the other and deep heartfelt conversations confirming 
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their connection. Not only are they connected by the shared childhood, but by their character 

motifs as well.  

Although the protagonist, Agnieszka, will not feature prominently in this thesis, 

her relationships with the side characters and overall, the relationships in the novel are a big 

part of how Uprooted differs from how female relationships are usually depicted in fairy tales. 

Kasia’s existence as Agnieszka’s foil starts at their opposing temperaments and 

appearances, but continues to grow from there. The first moment of change from typical 

fairy tales, which defines both of their characters, happens as they are fighting against a 

creature of the Wood. While Agnieszka uses her magic for protection, creating a shield for 

them to hide behind – a traditionally feminine tactic, as female characters are often given 

more passive roles in battle, such as healing or otherwise protective roles in fights, which is 

later reinforced when Agnieszka thinks of herself “I could be a shield for them” (Novik, 319) 

– Kasia instead begs her to make a sword so that she might fight against the creature. Her 

previously passive nature is forgotten as she takes up a weapon and fights for the survival 

of them both. 

Agnieszka and Kasia’s differences are not only there to emphasize how strange 

it is for the Dragon to pick the clumsy Agnieszka instead of the graceful Kasia, but they also 

cause real problems as well. As Bacchilega notes, “Within this narrative of female 

development, jealousy seems a necessary ill” (31), and jealousy is definitely not missing 

from this tale either. Kasia’s beauty, while correlated with goodness, invites jealousy as well. 

Kasia, because she is not the protagonist of the story, should have turned vicious with envy 

as soon as Agnieszka was instead of her. Like the Stepmother Queen being envious of 

Snow White’s beauty, Kasia should have at this point revealed herself the villain. That is, if 

this story followed a classical fairy tale structure. 
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 Contrary to expectation, the envy is not one-sided, but reciprocated. As a main 

character of a fairy tale, such ugly emotions should be beneath Agnieszka, confirming her 

as the typical good, kind-hearted protagonist. This should have applied even more so to 

Kasia, who had thus far been depicted as utterly perfect. Instead, Agnieszka admits that she 

resents Kasia for her beauty, while Kasia herself admits to feeling betrayed that Agnieszka 

was picked by the Dragon when that has been, while not exactly the goal, the culmination 

of her life, with everything she has been taught being picked specifically so she that could 

use those skills to serve the Dragon. This jealousy is what the antagonist of the story had 

been counting on, a last effort to take over Kasia’s body while Agnieszka tries to purify her 

of the corruption left over from her kidnapping. What separates this jealousy from what is 

typically portrayed in fairy tales is the fact that they do not allow themselves to be poisoned 

by it. They admit to it and grow from it, using the newfound connection to defeat the shards 

of corruption in Kasia and saving her life in the process, also managing to continue their 

friendship, thus replacing the narrative of female rivalry with solidarity instead. 

 Kaisa’s second important relationship in the story also does not fit into the 

typical fairy tale. Vladimir Propp categorizes fairy tale characters into seven different so-

called dramatis personae, all of them with their own spheres of action, based on Russian 

folklore and fairy tales, which is perfect for this thesis because the book Uprooted is also 

based on Eastern European fairy tales and folklore. Kasia, of course, fits the best into the 

archetype of the princess, or “the sought for person” (Propp, 79), however in this case Propp 

has not categorized the archetype as one person but two, listing them together as “a 

princess (a sought-for person) and her father” (79), the only such instance in the list. This is 

also the only dramatis personae that Propp has gendered, because although the princess 

is also called the sought for person, the father remains male. The other dramatis persona 

all have gender-neutral titles such as the villain, the donor, or the hero (79).  
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The princess is tied inescapably to her father, with Propp writing that “the 

princess and her father cannot be exactly delineated from each other according to functions” 

(79-80) but for Kasia this is not true at all. Or rather, this role of the father is filled by 

somebody else. In fact, her father does not even have a speaking role in the story. Kasia is 

instead closest to her mother, and when she is kidnapped, it is her mother that comes to 

beg Agnieszka to save her, essentially filling the role of the father by “giving the task” (79), 

as Propp defines one of the defining actions of the father. The role of giving a task is 

assigned to Kasia’s mother instead of her father, and the role of the one who receives the 

task, typically filled by the hero, is now assigned instead to Agnieszka instead of a male 

character. By forcing Agnieszka into the role of the hero, the one who usually marries the 

princess, it is further emphasized that the greatest relationship in the story is not the one 

between the Dragon, a romantic interest, and Agnieszka, the protagonist, but instead 

between Agnieszka and Kasia, who are platonic friends. It is also notable that it is often the 

case that the Dragon, a male character, if left behind to wait while Agnieszka acts, giving 

him the passive role more typically seen in female characters.  

Indeed, Agnieszka and the Dragon, despite their romantic relationship, do not 

end up married, as is the norm: “marriage is the fulcrum and major event of nearly every 

fairy tale; it is the reward for girls, or sometimes their punishment” (Lieberman 386). For 

Agnieszka and the Dragon, the ending is left open, the characters not even definitively 

ending up in a relationship. In addition, Agnieszka also rejects the marriage offer of the 

prince (Novik 194), even though, as Lieberman notes, “marriage is associated with getting 

rich,” (386) and further clarifies that “good, poor and pretty girls always win rich and 

handsome princes, never merely handsome, good, but poor men” (386). Agnieszka, 

however, does not end up with either the rich prince or the poor wizard. 
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There is no male romantic match for Kasia in the story, although she does not 

lose her desirability after being cursed with a wooden body. During the end of the book, it is 

said that “two lords and an archduke had asked her to marry them, and so, she wrote to me 

in outrage, had Solya” (Novik, 429), demonstrating that she had not suddenly turned asexual 

in society’s view, as Hall had remarked about women with disability.  

Instead of featuring romantic heterosexual relationships or father-daughter 

relationships where the female character is made to passively accept her fate and wait for 

male assistance while the male character drives the plot forward, Uprooted focuses on 

female characters and their relationships. The female characters are given traditionally male 

roles, fighting and saving others. While there is jealousy, it is addressed, and more focus is 

given to supportive female relationships.   
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4. Character Archetypes 

As discussed earlier, multiple female characters reject the harmful stereotypical roles they 

have traditionally been assigned in fairy tales, for example the princess being passive 

despite her central role in the story, and the female characters take on traditionally male 

roles, which are much more active. Kasia, who, as discussed earlier, at first fits into the role 

of the princess, beautiful and passive, manages to change her character arc so that she is 

no longer passive, and Agnieszka takes on the role of the hero. Although even Propp notes 

that it might in some cases happen that “one character is involved in several spheres of 

action” (80), such as Kasia is, female characters do not usually take on such masculine 

roles, even if they happen to take on certain characteristics of other archetypes. In this case, 

the sought-for person, Kasia, quickly rejects passivity and picks up a sword to protect 

herself, even before she gains superior strength from her curse of a wooden body, turning 

from a princess to a knight instead.  

 It is important to note Kasia’s brief interlude as the antagonist, when she is 

almost taken over by the Wood. Once again it is Kasia’s beauty which brings her misfortune, 

being the object of Agnieszka’s envy, and thus it could have been made her defining 

characteristic, along with her passiveness. As discussed earlier, it is only by overcoming 

jealousy that it is possible for Agnieszka and Kasia to fight against the Wood Queen’s power, 

demonstrating how the supportive relationship between women is one of the most important 

aspects of the story. 

There is another character that significantly diverges from the original outline of 

a female fairy tale character as well. Alosha, a warrior wizard, who despite her youthful 

appearance is several hundred years old. A character who is not a pretty, young protagonist 
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nor an older, wicked antagonist, Alosha fits better into the role of a mentor, although female 

mentors for female characters are typically the non-fighting sort, namely fairy godmothers. 

Lieberman describes older women as “rarely on the scene; they only appear in 

order to save young people in distress, and then they’re off again… they are human beings, 

they are asexual, and many of them old… they do not provide meaningful alternatives to the 

stereotype of the younger passive heroine” (391). Just as Agnieszka is not a passive, 

beautiful heroine, Alosha is not the asexual, rarely present fairy godmother type. She speaks 

of her family, saying that she has “sixty-seven great-great grandchildren… perhaps more by 

now” (Novik, 317) as well “lovers, now and then” (318). To fit into the stereotype, she could 

have simply handed Agnieszka the Wood-killing sword and been no further part to the plot. 

Instead, she is an important part of the castle and clearly has goals of her own, saying that 

what she fears most is “the king dead, Ballo dead, the crown prince lured off to a battle-field 

where anything might happen” (316), clearly the thoughts of a loyal warrior.  

Despite being a warrior, Alosha reminisces about her now deceased husband, 

their children and her descendants, and despite being an older woman, her goal is only to 

be a good warrior and protect the kingdom. Additionally, while she does have children and 

other descendants, they are all out in the world living their own lives, freeing her from the 

role of a mother and leaving her only a fighter. Kasia follows in her footsteps in that while 

she also takes up the sword to fight the Wood, and her story ends in a mix of traditionally 

feminine and masculine roles – she continues training to become a knight while also taking 

care of the royal children that were left without parents because of the war.  

 In conclusion, even when portrayed in the beginning as a perfect stereotype, 

characters are allowed to grow, despite their morality, gender or appearance. They are 

allowed to fill roles that are typically assigned to the opposite gender. 
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5. Vigilante Feminism 

Thus far the female characters of Uprooted differ from traditional fairy tale female characters 

in that they are not passive nor defined by their beauty. However, while older fairy tales have 

their flaws, so too do modern ones. Some modern fairy tales, in trying to shift the genre into 

something more feminist, as suggested by the name of the term, have taken an extreme 

approach by using vigilante feminism to transform passive female characters into active 

characters, to empower them, but have managed instead to overcorrect into distinctly 

masculine violence that is not in line with feminism. 

In Laura D’Amore’s “Vigilante Feminism: Revising Trauma, Abduction, and 

Assult in American Fairy-Tale Revisions” (2017) the term vigilante feminism is coined and 

defined as “the performance of vigilantism by girls and women who have undertaken their 

own protection, and the protection of others, against violence – such as sexual assault, 

abduction, abuse and trauma – because they have been otherwise failed in that manner” 

(387). While the characters of Uprooted experience sexual assault and abduction, as well 

as protect themselves and other women, they do not take part in vigilantism as would be 

expected.  

While D’Amore notes that “vigilante feminist characters are represented in 

contemporary American fairy-tale revisions across television, film, literature and comics,” 

(387). Novik has not gone that route with any of the characters, not even the antagonist. The 

Wood Queen's origin could have easily been changed to turn her into a victim of sexual 

abuse. In a book already filled with characters that break away from traditional roles, the 

Wood Queen’s motives could have been changed from the usual jealously, as is the case 

in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, to instead a reaction to being assaulted. Neither of 

these, however, make an appearance in this novel. Instead, it is revealed that she willingly 
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married a human man and was only imprisoned, not physically harmed, after his death by 

fearful humans (Novik, 384).  

The same could be said for the Wood itself, especially concerning Kasia’s 

abduction. Following the motif of “young women to be brides of fairy king and princes,” 

(Garry & Hasan, 385), had the Wood Queen instead been a Wood King, the ‘corruption’ that 

happens to all of the victims of the Wood would have been connected to rape immediately. 

However, even while not yet knowing the gender of the Wood, or how it was controlling the 

creatures, none of the characters gave even a mention of fearing the kidnapped had been 

raped, even though they were so sure of it when concerning the Dragon. Two characters 

important to the plot, Kasia and Queen Hanna, both females, are abducted and corrupted, 

and yet nobody suspects they had been assaulted by the antagonist. Instead, it is the main 

male character who is suspected of it. 

Kasia is abducted and suffers at the hands of the Wood, but she did not turn to 

violence either. While she does in fact pick up a sword, it is not with the intent of punishing 

anybody, nor to specifically protect others from being abducted or assaulted. She does it in 

order to fight against the Wood, and to protect herself as well as the children and Kasia, but 

not in the sense of vigilantism, not in order to enforce the law. She, as well as other main 

characters, do at one point fight against the main law enforcers, the royal family, but not in 

order to get revenge or to protect anyone from sexual assault, simply to protect themselves.  

If not to avenge herself, Kasia could have also chosen to uphold Agnieszka’s 

honor. If there is one thing that Novik has not changed from classic fairy tales, it is sexual 

assault, and a particularly note-worthy scene is the attempted rape of Agnieszka. Walker, 

among others, notes that women, unlike men, are often made to accept the attack and not 

fight back to make sure the attacker does not get angrier or do something even worse in 
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response (128-30), and such is the case here as well. Agnieszka manages to fight off Prince 

Marek but is later chastised by the Dragon for her attire, asking why she put herself “in that 

ludicrous dress if you didn’t want him to seduce you,” (Novik, 46) and laying the blame of 

the attack on Agnieszka instead of the attacker. He also says outright that rather than 

protecting herself and knocking out the attacker, she should have let him have his way.  

A scene like that, telling somebody to accept rape and not fight back, in a story 

that otherwise has managed to free the female characters from anti-feminist themes in fairy 

tales, is obviously eye-catching, and could be understood to show that while the characters 

themselves are multidimensional and not shackled to harmful stereotypes, the world around 

them mirrors how situations such as these are handled in the real world, if it were 

condemned within the story in any way. The attempted rape could have been the start of, 

as stated before, Kasia’s vigilante feminism, or even Agnieszka’s. Instead, the attack is not 

brought up again, not even when she meets the prince later, nor does she appear to harbor 

any trauma from the event.  

That, however, is not the only rape-related plot point that could have been 

addressed in the book. While the villagers consent to the Dragon taking a girl from the village 

every ten years, there is the consensus that the Dragon takes advantage of those girls. 

Kasia herself, although she does accept that she will be taken, secretly believes these 

claims, asking Agnieszka’s mother for tips on how to make it less painful (Novik, 16) and 

only agrees under duress, believing that the village would be destroyed without the Dragon’s 

protection (3).  

Agnieszka spends the first few months of her stay at the tower terrified of the 

Dragon, of him deciding to use her against her will. In fact most of her training to use magic 

does happen against her will, but it is never brought up again after she learns his true 
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intentions, which are in fact good, and why he had been taking people in in the first place, 

which turns out to be to free them from the grasp of the Wood. Neither is she scared of 

Prince Marek after his attack, the event does not even pass her mind when he unexpectedly 

announces that they are to be married despite her wishes (Novik, 322).  

Consent in fairy tales, however, has not been talked about much academically, 

although many non-academic articles have been written about the subject, for example in 

conjunction with Sleeping Beauty or Snow White, with the act of freeing the princess from 

the curse being a kiss, and the prize being a hand in marriage, although the princess herself 

had not agreed to it, or stories of princesses being held in towers against their will, like in 

Beauty and the Beast, with Belle agreeing to stay with the Beast only so that he would free 

her father. Multiple older fairy tales deal with princess being married against their will, or 

forbidden from marrying, like in Maid Maleen. Even when they are saved from captivity, they 

are not free, because the price of freedom is marrying the captor or savior. These fairy tales 

and tropes remove agency from the female characters, further rooting them in passivity. 

Ultimately, the female characters of Uprooted do not display the flaws that 

traditional fairy tale female characters are criticized for, nor do they resort to vigilante 

feminism, a tactic used by modern fairy tales to change passive characters into active ones 

by overcorrecting the passiveness with a violence that is distinctly masculine. However, 

while the female characters themselves appear to be feminist, the society around them still 

holds anti-feminist ideas and expects women to be passive in the face of assault, which 

further highlights the feminist way the female characters are written by contrasting the still 

flawed society with characters that manage to rise above it.  
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6. Conclusion 

Uprooted by Naomi Novik does not ascribe certain physical features like beauty or physical 

disabilities to only one type of character, as is the custom in many fairy tales. Although none 

of the characters are called ugly, there are main characters, on the so-called ‘good side’, 

who are described as plain or unpleasant. Likewise, although some female characters, both 

good and evil, are described as beautiful  –  as in fulfilling Western beauty standards  – the 

beauty is not tied to passiveness. Therefore, regardless of looks, a character can be called 

evil or good, and their agency is not vilified, and in this way the book is freed from one of the 

biggest criticisms that fairy tales often receive from feminists.  

 The characters are certainly archetypes of classic fairy tales, but do not fill the 

usual gender roles nor are they tied to stereotypes, and are therefore not victims to their 

archetypes, not even the character most like a regular fairy tale princess. Kasia, the perfect, 

beautiful girl is not married off to a prince, although she does receive marriage proposals, 

nor helpless, instead casting off her destined passiveness and picking up a sword to fight. 

Her mother as well fulfills the archetypical role usual for a father. Agnieszka, the main 

characters, fits into the role of a hero, typically male. Additionally, Alosha, who would usually, 

as an older woman, have been cast in the role of a fairy godmother, is instead a warrior, but 

not without empathy or love for her family, and the Wood Queen, whose motive should have 

been scorned love or jealousy, is driven insane from the loss of her family, and while her 

character is romantically involved with a man her actions are not dictated by him. While they 

all have their own specific roles, none are bound to archetypes that could be construed as 

harmful stereotypes. 

Despite being a more modern fairy tale, Uprooted does not fall into the pitfall of 

other modern fairy tales, of having a female character succumb to vigilante feminism, even 
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after having the characters going through traumatic experiences, like almost being raped by 

a prince, or kidnapped by a powerful, ancient wizard.   

 To conclude, in studying the secondary female characters it has become clear 

that they do not display the anti-feminist characteristics apparent in female characters of 

other fairy tales, traditional or modern, because they are not subjugated to passive roles, 

defined by their beauty nor their relationships to men. Thus, at least on the subject of how 

the secondary female characters are written, the book can be considered feminist. 
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