
General Theme or Issue: Lady Bird 

Context and Overview 

Lady Bird explores the challenges of adolescence, identity, and relationships within the 

backdrop of a struggling working-class family in early 2000s Sacramento, California. Greta 

Gerwig examines themes of family conflict, the pursuit of individuality, economic hardship, 

and personal growth. Through the lens of Lady Bird’s final year of high school, the film 

highlights universal issues of self-discovery and the desire to forge a meaningful path in life. 

These themes resonate with audiences by offering a realistic yet hopeful portrayal of the 

struggles and triumphs of growing up. 

 

Family Dynamics and Conflict 

One of the central themes in Lady Bird is the tension within family relationships, particularly 

between Lady Bird and her mother, Marion. Their interactions reflect both love and conflict, 

illustrating the challenges of communication and understanding between generations. 

• Example and Quote 

Marion tells Lady Bird, “I want you to be the very best version of yourself that you 

can be,” to which Lady Bird responds, “What if this is the best version?” This 

exchange highlights the emotional tension and high expectations within their 

relationship. 

• Analysis 

The relationship between Lady Bird and Marion is emblematic of the struggles many 

families face, where love is expressed through criticism and misunderstanding. 

Marion’s expectations are driven by her desire to see Lady Bird succeed, while Lady 

Bird yearns for acceptance as she is. Gerwig uses this dynamic to explore the theme 

of familial conflict, showing how these tensions can shape identity and growth. The 

ultimate reconciliation between mother and daughter offers a hopeful resolution, 

suggesting that love endures despite misunderstandings. 

 

The Pursuit of Individuality and Identity 

Lady Bird’s journey to define herself and assert her independence is a central theme of the 

film. Her desire to be seen as unique and separate from her family drives much of the 

narrative, reflecting the universal adolescent struggle for identity. 

• Example and Quote 

Lady Bird insists on being called by the name she gave herself, saying, “It’s given to 

me, by me.” This declaration symbolises her attempt to establish her individuality. 

• Analysis 

Lady Bird’s choice to rename herself reflects her desire to break free from familial 

and societal expectations. Her rebellious nature and determination to carve out her 

identity highlight the universal theme of self-discovery. Gerwig critiques the 

pressures society places on young people to conform while celebrating the resilience 

and creativity of those who strive to define themselves. 



 

Economic Hardship and Social Class 

The theme of socioeconomic struggle underpins much of Lady Bird, influencing the 

characters’ choices and relationships. The McPherson family’s financial difficulties create 

tension and shape Lady Bird’s aspirations for a better life. 

• Example and Quote 

Lady Bird expresses frustration with her socioeconomic status, saying, “I hate 

California. I want to go to the East Coast. I want to go where culture is.” This 

statement reflects her longing for escape and dissatisfaction with her current 

circumstances. 

• Analysis 

Lady Bird’s desire to leave Sacramento and attend an East Coast college reflects her 

belief that a different environment will provide greater opportunities. The film 

critiques societal structures that tie class to opportunity while also showing how 

economic hardship fosters resilience and ambition. Gerwig portrays the struggles of 

working-class families with empathy, highlighting the sacrifices parents make and the 

impact of financial pressures on personal relationships. 

 

Friendship and Belonging 

Lady Bird’s relationships with her friends reveal the importance of connection and loyalty 

during adolescence. The theme of friendship highlights the value of authentic relationships in 

shaping identity and providing support during challenging times. 

• Example and Quote 

After a period of estrangement, Lady Bird apologises to her best friend, Julie, saying, 

“I’m sorry I was so hard on you.” This moment marks a turning point in their 

friendship. 

• Analysis 

Lady Bird’s reconciliation with Julie underscores the importance of genuine 

connections over superficial relationships. Gerwig explores the evolving nature of 

adolescent friendships, showing how loyalty and understanding can overcome 

mistakes and misunderstandings. The theme of friendship emphasises the need for 

acceptance and support, reinforcing the idea that belonging is a fundamental human 

need. 

 

Self-Discovery and Growth 

The process of self-discovery is central to Lady Bird, as the protagonist navigates her final 

year of high school and prepares for adulthood. The film captures the universal theme of 

growing up, balancing moments of rebellion and self-realisation. 



• Example and Quote 

At the end of the film, Lady Bird reflects on her hometown and her mother’s 

sacrifices, saying, “Do you think maybe they are the same thing? Love and 

attention?” This moment signifies her growth and newfound appreciation for her 

family and roots. 

• Analysis 

Lady Bird’s reflection shows her journey toward self-awareness and gratitude. While 

she initially resents her circumstances, her experiences help her gain a deeper 

understanding of herself and her family. Gerwig presents a hopeful vision of growth, 

suggesting that self-discovery often involves reconciling personal aspirations with an 

appreciation for one’s origins. The theme of growth resonates universally, affirming 

that challenges and mistakes are essential parts of personal development. 

 

Conclusion 

The general theme of Lady Bird is one of self-discovery, shaped by family dynamics, 

economic hardship, and the pursuit of individuality. Greta Gerwig’s portrayal of these themes 

offers a realistic yet hopeful perspective on the challenges of adolescence and the process of 

personal growth. Through Lady Bird’s journey, the film explores the complexities of identity, 

relationships, and belonging, providing a nuanced commentary on the universal struggles of 

growing up. This balanced perspective encourages viewers to find meaning and growth 

within life’s challenges, making it an ideal text for the comparative study. 
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