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Pro graduni tavoite oli tarkastella millä tavoin Buffy, vampyyrintappaja rakentaa sukupuolta ja 
erityisesti tutkia tapaa jolla sarja representoi naisia ja naisten sankaruutta. Yhtenä teoreettisena 
lähtökohtanani käytin Judith Butlerin teoriaa sukupuolen rakentumisesta performanssina. Tämän 
lisäksi sovelsin Cloverin, Taskerin ja Brownin teorioita toimijanaisista kauhu- ja toimintagenreissä. 
Analyysiluvuissa nostin keskeisiksi kysymyksiksi väkivallan, kauneuden ja ”toiseuden”. 
     Vahvat naiset eivät ole uusi ilmiö amerikkalaisessa populaarikulttuurissa, mutta heidän määränsä 
nousi dramaattisesti 1990-luvulla. Buffy, vampyyrintappaja on osa tätä ilmiötä, joka nosti toimija- 
naiset keskeisiin rooleihin videopeleistä elokuviin. Ilmeisesti feministien ajatukset loivat sen 
kulttuurisen ilmapiirin, joka teki tämän ilmiön mahdolliseksi.  
     Toimijanaisten väkivaltaisuutta arvostellaan usein. Analyysini paljasti, että Buffyn väki-
valtaisuutta rajoitetaan monin keinoin, jotta hän sopisi tyylilajinsa konventioihin ja sarjaa olisi 
helpompi markkinoida. Joskus Buffyn väkivalta kuitenkin ylittää rajat. Löysin Buffyn väkivallasta 
myös emansipoivia piirteitä, koska Buffyn väkivaltaisuus rikkoo sukupuolen performanssin 
sääntöjä. Mielestäni Buffy ei myöskään toista maskuliinista sankarimallia, vaikka onkin 
väkivaltainen, koska hänen sankarihahmossaan yhdistyvät niin maskuliiniset kuin feminiinisetkin 
piirteet. En näe Buffya väkivaltaisena roolimallina, vaan tulkitsen hänen fiktiivisen väkivaltansa 
ennemminkin fantasiana voimakkuudesta, mistä naiset voivat nauttia. Buffy representoi naisia 
tavalla joka vastustaa heidän luokittelemistaan avuttomiksi uhreiksi. 
     Toinen analyysilukuni käsitteli kauneuden merkitystä sarjassa. Jotkut kriitikot ovat sitä mieltä, 
että Buffyn ideaaleja noudattava ulkonäkö tuhoaa Buffy, vampyyrintappajan feministiset 
mahdollisuudet. Buffyn ulkonäkö on epäilemättä markkinointikeino ja tapa pehmentää hänen 
maskuliinisia piirteitään, ja Buffyn pyrkiessä olemaan konventionaalisen feminiininen hän 
performoi sukupuoltaan oikein, mikä tukee sortavaa järjestelmää, joten tämä piirre lujittaa sarjan 
konservatiivista luentaa.  
     Buffyn asema seksisymbolina on ongelmallinen, koska häntä objektifioidaan, mutta samalla 
representaatio yhtäaikaisesti seksikkäästä ja voimakkaasta naisesta voi emansipoida naiskatsojia. 
Buffy on aktiivinen hahmo, joten häntä on vaikea lukea pelkäksi objektiksi, mutta Buffyn imago 
sekoittuu Buffyn/Gellarin kuviin toisissa medioissa, kuten lehdissä, joissa Buffy/Gellar 
objektifioidaan melko voimakkaasti. En kuitenkaan usko, että toisten medioiden representaatiot 
onnistuvat tuhoamaan sarjan tarjoamaa representaatiota.  
     ”Toiseus” esitetään sarjassa enimmäkseen negatiivisten stereotypioiden kautta. Mielestäni se, 
etteivät marginaaliset naiset pääse sankareiksi sarjassa rajoittaa sarjan feminististä visiota 
huomattavasti. Sarja onnistuu tekemään sankarin naisesta, mutta tämä sankari on keskiluokkainen, 
heteroseksuaali sekä valkea, ja siten hän edustaa vain etuoikeutettuja naisia, mikä osoittaa sarjan 
konservatiivisuuden ”toiseuden” esittämisessä. 
     Analyysilukuni osoittavat, että Buffy sekä rikkoo että noudattaa sukupuolen performanssin 
sääntöjä, joten hahmo on ongelmallinen. Myös miehet performoivat sukupuoltaan sarjassa väärin, 
joten sarjan tapa rakentaa sukupuolta on monilta osin kuitenkin hegemonian vastainen.  
     Buffy, vampyyrintappajassa Buffyn hahmoa sekä kontrolloidaan että valtautetaan. Mielestäni 
sarja kuitenkin onnistuu rakentamaan aktiivista naiseutta ja sankaruutta joka sisältää myös 
feminiinisiä piirteitä, ja siten tuo uusia merkityksiä sankaruuden käsitteeseen. Sarja valitsee lisäksi 
supersankariksi teini-ikäisen tytön, mikä on uraauurtavaa. Sarjassa on kuitenkin myös 
konservatiivisia piirteitä, jotka rajoittavat sen feminististä visiota. 
Asiasanat: Buffy, sankaruus, väkivalta, kauneus, toiseus 
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1. Introduction 

    Joss Whedon describes how he invented the idea for Buffy the Vampire Slayer:1 
 
          I saw so many horror movies where there was that blonde girl who would always get  
          herself killed, and I started feeling bad for her. I thought, you know, it’s time she had a  
          chance to take back the night. The idea of Buffy came from just the very simple thought  
          of a beautiful blonde girl walks into an alley, a monster attacks her, and she’s not only  
          ready for him, she trounces him.2 
 
Indeed, Buffy is not a traditional heroine, who needs men to rescue her: 
        
          Buffy: What are you doing here? 
          Angel: Not saving a damsel in distress, that’s for sure. 
          Buffy: You know me, not much for the damseling. 
          (“Chosen” 7.213) 
          
In this study, I will examine the TV series Buffy the Vampire Slayer.4 I will concentrate 

mainly on seasons two and three, although I will refer to other seasons as well. My study is 

located in the feminist television study and in the feminist popular culture study, and therefore 

I will use feminist theories of the construction of gender and of popular culture to deconstruct 

Buffy. As the quote above suggests, BtVS’s starting point was a feminist one; the creator of 

BtVS, Joss Whedon, tells that he came up with the idea to write BtVS after seeing too many 

horror films in which a beautiful blonde girl is killed, and he wanted to produce a show in 

which the main character is a girl who can fight back.5 The series has clear feminist 

aspirations, and I want to analyse whether Whedon succeeds in creating feminist horror.  

     My focus is on investigating the significance of female heroism and in what way the series 

represents women. Heroism has traditionally been constructed of masculine qualities and 

                                                 
1 USA, Fox/Warner Bros, 1997-2003, creator Joss Whedon. 
2 Joss Whedon, the creator of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, as cited in Holly Chandler, “Slaying the Patriarchy: 
Transfusions of the Vampire Metaphor in Buffy the Vampire Slayer” in Slayage: The Online International 
Journal of Buffy Studies 9  (August 2003) 1. Available on the Internet: www.slayage.tv (Retrieved 25 November 
2003). 
3 The first number is reference to the season and the second to the number of the episode in that season. 
4 Hereafter cited as BtVS. 
5 Interestingly, in the year that BtVS started, Sarah Michelle Gellar, who is the star of BtVS, acted in two horror 
movies: I Know What You Did Last Summer (USA, 1997) and Scream 2 (USA, 1997). In both of the films, 
Gellar played a beautiful blonde who is murdered. This fact tells quite a bit of the role of women in the genre of 
horror; most women in horror films and series are victims. However, in the role of Buffy, Gellar was able to 
escape the usual misogynist role of women in horror by becoming the hero of the show. 
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therefore it is interesting to study whether BtVS succeeds in creating a female hero who does 

not simply follow the traditional masculine model of heroes. I think that the questions of 

violence, beauty and “otherness” are central to the feminist potential of the show, thus I will 

focus on these issues in my analysis. Many critics have found violence and Buffy’s 

appearance as issues that are detrimental to the creation of a feminist hero, so I want to 

investigate whether Buffy’s violence and beauty delete her chance of becoming a feminist 

hero. I suspect that the solely negative readings of violence and beauty in the show are too 

simplistic. The critics have found violence and beauty central in their analyses of BtVS, but 

their interpretations are very conflicting, which convinces me that these questions need 

further study. I also want to examine whether the series is conservative in its representation of 

“otherness”. The question of “otherness” in BtVS has not been investigated widely, because it 

is mostly briefly mentioned in studies on BtVS, but I find this question very important to 

BtVS’s feminist vision, and for this reason I will use one chapter in analysing the issue. The 

few readings of the “otherness” in the series suggest that the show is conservative in its 

representation of “otherness”, and I want to find out whether this is an accurate analysis. 

     I think that studying the representations of women important because representations affect 

the way in which we see gender. Women have been widely represented through negative 

stereotypes, and because representations have an influence on our perceptions, negative 

representations of women can justify women’s bad treatment and lower women’s self-esteem, 

for example. I am especially interested in studying the representations of popular culture, 

because popular culture has such a great effect on people’s perception of gender due to its 

popularity.6 The representations of TV products have a great influence, because people spend 

a significant amount of time watching the images of television in the Western world. For 

instance, according to the A.C. Nielsen Co., the average American watches three hours and 46 
                                                 

6 Fictional genres of popular culture are interesting also because they can explore new possibilities about society 
and the roles and conceptions of women. See Anne Granny-Francis, Feminist Fiction: Feminist Uses of Generic 
Fiction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990), for example. 
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minutes of TV each day, which means more than 52 days of non-stop TV-watching per year, 

and by the age of 65, the average American will have spent nearly nine years in front of 

television.7 This proves the potential influence of TV representations and why it is vital to 

examine television programs. Because of the omnipresence of television, tough women like 

Buffy on TV might have a major impact on the American cultural imagination and for that 

reason, their investigation is needed in revealing whether they reproduce or challenge 

stereotypes. 

     BtVS has awoken quite a wide interest in the academia. For example, there have been 

Buffy conferences, there is an online journal of Buffy studies, The Slayage,8 which includes 

academic articles related to the show, and there are essays and academic articles concerning 

BtVS, too, most notably a book of essays called Fighting the Forces: What’s at Stake in Buffy 

the Vampire Slayer, which I will use as one of my references.  

     Generally, it appears that the character of Buffy is ambiguous and somewhat a stumbling 

block for feminist criticism. Feminist criticism of BtVS has been very conflicting; some see 

Buffy as a post-feminist hero and a feminist spectator’s dream, while others think that Buffy 

is only a typical sex object and a violent character, who reproduces masculine values. For 

example, Rhonda V. Wilcox and Susan A. Owen interpret Buffy as a feminist hero, whereas 

Anne Millard Daugherty points out that it is hard to overlook Buffy’s physicality and 

cuteness.9 

     BtVS is a part of vampire fiction that has a long tradition. The vampire folklore is rich, but 

the legend of Vlad Tepes alias Dracula is probably the most known one. For example, Bram 

Stoker based his novel Dracula (1897) on this legend and created the most influential piece of 
                                                 

7 A.C. Nielsen Co. (1998). Available on the Internet: http://members.iquest.net/~macihms/HomeEd/tvfacts.html 
(Retrieved 15 January 2004). 
8 Available on the Internet: www.slayage.tv. 
9 Rhonda V. Wilcox, ”There Will Never Be a ‘Very Special’ Buffy” in Journal of Popular Film and Television 
Vol. 27, Issue 2 (Summer 1999) and Susan A. Owen, “Vampires, Postmodernity, and Postfeminism” in Journal 
of Popular Film and Television Vol. 27, Issue 2 (Summer 1999) and Anne Millard Daugherty, “Just a Girl: 
Buffy as Icon” in Roz Kaveney (ed.), Reading the Vampire Slayer: An Unofficial Critical Companion to Buffy 
and Angel (New York: Tauris Parker, 2001) 148-149. 
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vampire fiction. For example, many features of BtVS continue the tradition established in 

Dracula and the character of Dracula even appears in one of the episodes (“Buffy vs. 

Dracula” 5.1). In the twentieth century, the vampires crept into the screen and later into TV. 

The most legendary vampire film is Nosferatu (1922), and BtVS makes an allusion to this 

film, too, because the vampire character Master is Nosferatu’s clear incarnation. BtVS does 

sometimes rely on vampire mythology of classic horror films, but vampires on screen and 

television have changed much from the times of Nosferatu or even from the classic vampire 

films featuring Christopher Lee. In modern vampire fiction, the vampires are rarely Romanian 

counts and vampire hunters are not necessarily old men like Stoker’s Van Helsing. In BtVS, 

vampires do not appear as mist, shadows or animal forms, or have old-fashioned clothes, but 

instead, they are trendy and sexy characters, who do not lurk only in cemeteries, but in clubs 

and shopping malls. Modern vampires do not have the hypnotic gaze and otherworldliness of 

the classic Hollywood vampires, and the number of screaming and swooning female victims 

has diminished, too. However, some of the traditional generic conventions, like crucifixes, 

holy water and mirrors are still visible in BtVS. 

    Women have traditionally been either victims or evil vampire temptresses in vampire 

fictions and have not tended to fight back- let alone be vampire hunters. Rather, vampires 

have lured women with their sexual powers and women have been defenceless under their 

sexual appeal. BtVS plays with the traditional gender roles, because the vampire hunter in the 

series is a teenage girl, who can be labelled as a modern female action hero; instead of the 

patriarchal male hero Van Helsing, BtVS introduces a teenage girl for a vampire hunter. 

     BtVS is a TV series spin-off of a film called Buffy the Vampire Slayer.10 BtVS started in 

1997 and lasted in the American TV for seven seasons, and consequently the viewers saw 

Buffy to grow from a high school girl into a college student and into adulthood. The series 

                                                 
10 USA, 1992, dir. Fran Rubel Kuzui. 
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was quite popular and gained some critical acclaim in the United States, too. In a nutshell, 

BtVS is a story of growing up and developing into a responsible adult, who can defend herself 

without losing connection to people surrounding her. Buffy’s life has dramatically changed 

during the seasons, as she has lost loved ones, gained new family members and died twice. 

The series is a mixture of many genres: it is a combination of teenage series, fantasy, horror, 

action, romance and humour, for example. The subgenre that BtVS represents combines 

foremost teenage series to horror and action, and perhaps this twist in the genre conventions 

has made it possible to create a teenage girl vampire hunter. 

     BtVS starts when sixteen-year-old Buffy Summers (Sarah Michelle Gellar) finds out that 

she is the Slayer, who is destined to fight against demons and to prevent the end of the world. 

There is always only one slayer and when the slayer dies, another rises, but not just anyone 

can be the slayer, because the slayer is always a teenage girl. At the beginning of the show, 

Buffy moves to Sunnydale with her divorced mother Joyce (Kristine Sutherland) and there 

she meets her watcher Giles (Anthony Steward Head), whose mission is to mentor and protect 

Buffy with the guidance of the Watcher’s Council that operates in London. Sunnydale is 

located on the Hellmouth, and for that reason Buffy’s presence there is badly needed there, 

because all kind of dark forces rise from the Hellmouth.  

     Buffy has a group of friends assisting her. Buffy’s closest friends are Willow (Alyson 

Hannigan), who becomes a witch, and Xander (Nicholas Brendon). The regular characters of 

BtVS also include superficial cheerleader Cordelia (Charisma Carpenter), good vampire Angel 

(David Boreanaz) and another slayer Faith (Eliza Dushku). Other important characters are 

vampire Spike (James Masters), Tara (Amber Benson), Riley (Marc Blucas), Buffy’s teacher 

Jenny Calendar (Robia LaMorte) and Buffy’s little sister Dawn (Michelle Trachtenberg). 

Buffy’s most important adversaries are the Master (a very old vampire played by Mark 

Metcalf), Principal Snyder (Armin Shimerman), Mayor Richard Wilkins (Harry Groener), 
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vampire Drusilla, Faith (when she turns into a rogue slayer), Angelus (Angel after he has lost 

his soul), the Initiative (a secret governmental organization), Adam (an evil cyborg created by 

the Initiative, played by George Hertzberg), Glory (a god, played by Clare Kramer), Warren 

(Adam Busch) and his gang, the First Evil and Father Jacob (First Evil’s helper, played by 

Anthony Johnson).  

     BtVS in part of the cultural phenomenon that started in the 1990’s and made tough women 

stars- Thelma and Louise were admired and hated on screen in 1991, Lara Croft became a 

videogame star and Xena of Xena:Warrior Princess (USA and New Zealand, 1995-2001) 

became a TV idol, for example. Sherrie A. Inness points out that strong women have always 

existed in the American mythology, which means that what has changed is their sheer 

numbers.11  

     Elyce Rae Helford offers a history of strong women’s representation in the American 

popular culture. According to Helford, women heroes did not really exist on American 

television in the 50’s and 60’s, but in the late 60’s and 70’s speculative or fantasy images of 

women began to appear on television; for example, Bewitched (USA, 1964-1972) and I 

Dream of Jeannie (USA, 1965-1970) portrayed women with magical powers.12 In the 80’s 

there was a new trend of female representation within the science fiction genre marked by 

tough heroines, such as Sigourney Weaver’s character Ellen Ripley in Aliens (USA, 1986). 

However, the television series of the 80’s concentrated on prime-time soap opera and male-

dominated action-adventure series.13 Frances H. Early contends that in the 80’s there was a 

                                                 
11 Sherrie A. Inness, “’Boxing Gloves and Bustiers’ New Images of Tough Women” in Sherrie A. Inness (ed.), 
Action Chicks: New Images of Tough Women in Popular Culture (New York: Palgrave McMillan, 2004) 1. 
12 In the 70’s there were also Charlie’s Angels (USA, 1976-1981), Bionic Woman (USA, 1976-1978) and 
Wonder Woman (USA, 1976-1979). 
13 Elyce Rae Helford, Fantasy Girls: Gender in the New Universe of Science Fiction and Fantasy Television 
(New York: Rowman and Littlefield, 2000) 1-4. 
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flux of tough-guy films, which led to the banishment of women from the screen and to the 

development of the violent and misogynous male warrior.14  

     However, things started to change in the 1990’s; Helford argues that the 1990’s presented 

a wider array of strong women than ever before, because many tough and independent 

women, such as Linda Hamilton’s character Sarah Connor in Terminator 2 (USA, 1992), 

featured in primary roles in the 1990’s science fiction and fantasy series and films. According 

to Helford, in terms of gender representation and feminist concerns, the 1990’s was a decade 

of a careful arbitration of the 1970’s activism and the 1980’s backlash, and science fiction and 

fantasy with strong central female characters is one of the most important media results of this 

arbitration. Helford thinks that the women of the 1990’s speculative television articulate more 

suggestively than any other group or character types the cultural mood on the 1990’s America 

that allowed women more space. 15   

     Strong women have a long history in the American popular culture, but seeing this many 

female action heroes is a fairly new phenomenon; recent years have witnessed an increase of 

tough women in the popular media including films, television shows, comic books and video 

games, for instance- women are increasingly allowed to be heroes in a variety of contexts. For 

example, the superhero discourse has been produced by men for men and boys, and therefore 

it is not surprising that superheroes have been men, but lately there has been a shift even in 

this genre and female superheroes have become more than just a marginal phenomenon. 

Inness thinks that the rise of the female action heroine in the 1990’s was a sign of the different 

roles available to women in real life.16 Jeffrey A. Brown agrees with Inness and contends that 

                                                 
14 Frances H. Early, “Staking Her Claim: Buffy the Vampire Slayer as Transgressive Woman Warrior” in Journal 
of Popular Culture Vol. 35, Issue 3 (Winter 2001) 11-12. Susan Jeffords gives a very good analysis on the 80’s 
tough-guy films and their muscular heroes in Hard Bodies: Hollywood Masculinity in the Reagan Era (New 
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1994). 
15 Helford 2000, 7. 
16 Inness 2004, 6. 
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the action heroines indicate the acceptance of non-traditional roles for women and awareness 

of the arbitrariness of gender traits, too.17  

     In the following chapter, I will introduce the theoretical background of this thesis and the 

theoretical tools that I will use in my study. I will offer a description of the tradition of 

feminist television and popular culture study, and I will demonstrate the specific theories that 

I will apply in my analysis. Chapter three addresses the question of violence in BtVS, and 

whether a feminist hero can be violent. I will investigate both the regressive and transgressive 

possibilities of the violence in the series, how the representation of aggressive and violent 

woman constructs gender, and how the feature of violence is toned down. Chapter four 

analyses the question of beauty in BtVS, and whether there can be a conventionally beautiful 

feminist icon. I will ponder the reasons of choosing a cheerleader type for the role of the 

slayer and I will also examine whether beauty is one of the ways in which the tough heroine is 

contained. It is necessary to study if Buffy is more than a sex symbol, too. Chapter five 

concentrates on how the series represents “otherness”, or different female identities, and 

whether all women are empowered in the framework of the series, because this question is 

vital to the feminist vision of BtVS. In my final chapter I will demonstrate my findings and 

how the feminist aspirations of the series succeed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
17 Jeffrey A. Brown, “Gender and the Action Heroine: Hard Bodies and The Point of No Return” in Cinema 
Journal, Vol. 35, No. 3 (Spring 1996) 52. 
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2. Deconstructing Buffy: The Theoretical Background 

My thesis is located in the feminist television and popular culture studies. This work is part of 

the trend of feminist studies that places more and more interest on the products of popular 

culture. I do not intend to search whether representations in BtVS are “good” or “bad”. What 

interests me is how BtVS constructs gender through the representation of the female action 

hero. Theories of representation, construction of gender, popular culture, horror, violence and 

beauty are useful to me. It is also essential to link my study to prior studies of tough women 

characters.  

     My study needs a context, and therefore I will start the presentation of my theoretical 

background by giving an introduction of the history of feminist television study based on Ann 

Kaplan’s, Suzanna Danuta Walters’s and Ameke Smelik’s accounts. The history of feminist 

television study reveals its issues, how the interests of feminist television study have shifted 

and how my thesis is located in this tradition. 

     How gender is produced is central for my thesis, too. In my thesis, I want to analyse how 

the show constructs gender mainly by looking at the representations of women. In the first 

subchapter, I will introduce Judith Butler’s concept of gender as performance, that she 

launched in her groundbreaking book Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of 

Identity in 1990, because I will use this theory in my analysis.  

     In addition, I will demonstrate how feminists have studied popular culture through 

Dominic Strinati’s account. I will move on from a general description of the feminist 

interpretations of popular culture to introduce specific areas of popular culture that are 

relevant to BtVS, most importantly horror and action. I have chosen Mark Jancovich and 

Sarah Trencansky to describe the relationship between feminists and horror, and then I will 

introduce theories of tough women in popular culture. I have selected Carol Clover’s studies 
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as a theory of active women in horror and Yvonne Tasker’s and Jeffrey A. Brown’s findings 

as a theory of action heroines. 

     E. Ann Kaplan provides a description of American and British feminist television studies, 

which still have a great influence on the feminist television studies. According to Kaplan, 

neither in America nor in Britain there was much feminist work throughout the 1970’s in 

television studies because the low academic standing of television, together with the often 

poor quality of American programs, made women - who were already having a sufficiently 

difficult time getting ahead in humanities departments - reluctant to engage with the form. 

However, the academics started to change their opinion in the early 1980’s, when a significant 

number of women finally began to study the representation of women on television.18 The 

interests of feminist television critics have shifted greatly from the 1970’s to today. According 

to Suzanna Danuta Walters, early feminist criticism investigated how “real” the images of 

women were, and stereotypes were given a great importance, too.19 Ameke Smelik argues that 

fixed and endlessly repeated stereotypes of women were considered to be objectionable 

distortions which would a have negative impact on the female spectator, and there was a call 

for positive images of women in cinema. However, feminist critics moved on to think that 

positive images were not enough to change the underlying structures in film, so feminists 

began to try to understand the all-pervasive power of patriarchal imagery with the help of 

structuralist theoretical frameworks, such as semiotics and psychoanalysis. These theoretical 

discourses have proved very productive in analysing the ways in which sexual difference is 

encoded in the classical narrative. For over a decade, psychoanalysis was the dominant 

paradigm in feminist film theory.20  

                                                 
18 E. Ann Kaplan, “Feminist Criticism and Television” in Robert C. Allen (ed.), Channels of Discourse: 
Television and Contemporary Criticism (London: Routledge, 1990) 212, 214. 
19 Suzanna Danuta Walters, Material Girls: Making Sense of Feminist Cultural Theory (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1995) 40, 42. 
20 Ameke Smelik, ”Feminist Film Theory” in Pam Cook and Mieke Bernink (eds.), The Cinema Book, second 
ed. (London: British Film Institute, 1999) 353. 
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     Smelik claims that more recently there has been a move away from a binary understanding 

of sexual difference to multiple perspectives, identities and possible spectatorships. This 

opening up has resulted in an increasing concern with questions of ethnicity, masculinity and 

hybrid sexualities.21 According to Walters, the attention of feminist critics shifted to how 

images are produced and constructed, and how their meanings are formed by the mid 90’s.22 

My thesis continues the trend set in the mid 90’s, because my interest lies in how the show’s 

representations construct and produce gender.  

 

2.1 Production of Gender: Gender as Performance 

I chose to use Judith Butler’s ideas because they are nowadays very central in feminist study 

and offer a very usable method for analysing how gender is produced. Foremost, I will use 

Butler’s idea of gender as performance in my analysis. Butler became a central critic in 

women’s studies after the publication of her book Gender Trouble: Feminism and the 

Subversion of Identity in 1990. Butler is a political and very ambitious feminist theorist. By 

making her standpoint as a lesbian known, she has made the personal political literally. For 

modern critics like Butler, feminist theory is not about creating something new, but debating 

with other critics, in which Butler has succeeded well. In her writings, Butler responses to the 

ideas of Freud, Lacan, Foucalt and Kristeva, for example. Butler has also contested some of 

the central ideas of feminist theory. 

     Butler asks what gender is, how it is produced and reproduced and what are its 

possibilities.23 Butler argues against the idea that gender is a natural state and investigates 

how gender is constructed to look as something innate, which means that she questions 

essentialism. Butler challenges essentialism by suggesting that the norms of behaviour do not 

                                                 
21 Smelik 1999, 353.  
22 Walters 1995, 47. 
23 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, second edition (London: Routledge, 
1990) xxiii. 
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reflect what men or women are like, because in fact, the norms only show that certain acts are 

used in the performance of genders according to one’s gender identity.24 Butler challenges the 

notion that gender is a basis for stable identity or a locus of agency from which various acts 

follow, and she states: “gender is an identity tenuously constituted in time and instituted in an 

exterior space through a stylised repetition of acts.”25 Butler’s central thoughts are that gender 

difference is not biological and has no essentialist origin, because she thinks that gender is 

rather doing than being. Butler argues that “Gender is the repeated stylisation of the body, a 

set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal overtime to produce 

the appearance of substance of a natural sort of being.”26 Butler portrays gender as a 

performative practice and challenges the notion of female identity that has not been 

questioned to this extent in women’s studies before. Mainstream feminist theory has generally 

seen gender as based on the experience of being a woman, whereas Butler considers 

behaviour more important than experience in the formation of the female identity.    

     As I pointed out before, Butler debates with the mainstream ideas of feminist theory. For 

example, Butler has criticized the “sex” and “gender” division, which is a quite established 

idea in feminist theory. Feminists, such as Gayle Rubin, launched the idea about “gender” and 

“sex” division from the 1960’s onwards. The concept means that “gender” refers to the 

practice of socializing people to their gender and “sex” refers to the biological basis of 

gender. Butler critiques this theory of gender as a division, because she thinks that “sex” is 

not a given or natural basis for gender, because it is produced as well. Biology is still 

generally seen as the basis of gender; it is used in determining whether a person is a woman or 

a man, and therefore Butler’s thoughts are somewhat radical. To sum up, Butler thinks that 

people do not have a certain gender because they have a certain body, but because culture has 

certain rules of how to be a woman or a man, and these rules can be performed and 
                                                 

24 Butler 1990,  passim. 
25 Ibid., 179. 
26 Ibid., 43-44. 
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naturalized by repetition- gender exists because there are certain gestures and roles of genders 

that can be adapted and performed. All in all, Butler refuses the belief that genders simply 

exist and rather thinks that genders are a consequence of doing certain acts.  

     Butler has challenged many ideas of feminist theory; for example, she also claims that 

feminist theory has assumed that there is an identity understood through the category of 

women, which initiates feminist interests and goals within discourse and constitutes the 

subject for whom the political representation is pursued.27 Butler contests this idea of the 

stable female subject and argues that “woman” is a term in process and a construction that 

cannot rightfully be said to have an origin or an end, thus as an ongoing discursive practice, it 

is open to intervention and resignification.28  

     The criticism of the universal female subject is linked to the fact that the differences 

between women have become an important issue in feminist theory from the 1980’s onwards. 

Butler has responded to this interest and questions the way that feminist theory has 

constructed the concept of “woman”, because she thinks that “woman” is too general a 

subject which blurs the differences between women, and in this framework class, ethnicity 

and sexuality are not taken into consideration and consequently “woman” only reflects the 

interests of middle-class, white and heterosexual women.  

     Butler’s works are important to queer theory, too. Queer theory has applied the theory of 

gender performance, but it is not the only idea that Butler has contributed, because she has 

also helped in the creation of the concept of “the heterosexual matrix”, which describes those 

power structures that rule out the possibility of homosexuality. Butler argues that excluding 

homosexuality is an essential part of the construction of heterosexuality. Gender performance 

is linked to the obligatory heterosexuality because Butler claims that acts, gestures and 

articulated and enacted desires of gender performance create the illusion of an interior and 

                                                 
27 Butler 1990, 3. 
28 Ibid., 43. 
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organizing gender core, which is an “illusion discursively maintained for the purposes of the 

regulation of sexuality within the obligatory frame of reproductive heterosexuality.”29 

     For my thesis the concept of gender performance is the most important method from 

Butler, because I will use it in deconstructing BtVS’s creation of female identity. In my thesis, 

I will analyse how gender is performed and constructed in BtVS and how the characters 

challenge and comply with the system of gender performance.  

     The concept of gender performance describes how genders are constructed as repeated 

acts. The performance of gender means that gender is produced by repeating familiar gestures 

that are culturally conventional. There are innumerable gestures and acts that can be used to 

construct gender, from moulding one’s body to the way people walk or express emotions. 

Butler argues that the credibility of gender performance is based on repetition that is “at once 

a reenactment and reexperience of a set of meanings already socially established and it is the 

mundane and ritualised form of their legitimation.”30 Butler points out that performativity is 

not a singular act, but a repetition and a ritual, which achieves its effects through its 

naturalization in the context of the body.31 If gender were something natural, it would not 

require this constant construction. Butler contends:   

          acts, gestures, and desire produce the effect of an internal core of substance, but  
          produce this on the surface of the body, through the play on signifying absences that  
          suggest, but never reveal, the organizing principle of identity as a cause. Such acts,  
          gestures, enactment, generally constructed, are performative in the sense that the  
          essence or identity that they otherwise purport to express are fabrications manufactured  
          and sustained through corporeal signs and other discursive means.32  

     Butler argues that gender performance is a set of imitative practices that refer to other 

imitations, which construct the illusion of a primary and interior gendered self, but “the 

original” is in fact a copy, and an inevitably failed one, an ideal that no one can embody.33 

                                                 
29 Butler 1990, 173. 
30 Ibid., 178. 
31 Ibid., xv. 
32 Ibid., 173. 
33 Ibid., 176. 
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Butler claims that there is no real womanhood or manhood; she challenges the whole concept 

of gender by suggesting that if the inner truth of gender is a fabrication, and if a true gender is 

a fantasy instituted and inscribed on the surface of bodies, it can be argued that genders can be 

neither true or false, because they are only produced as the truth effects of a discourse of 

primary and stable identity.34 Butler contends:  

          If gender attributes are performative, then there is no pre-existing identity by which an  
          attribute might be measured. There would be no true or false, real or distorted acts of  
          gender, and the postulation of a true gender identity would be revealed as a regulatory  
          fiction.35 
 
     Gender identity does not create itself spontaneously; rather, it is forced upon us. Butler 

summarizes her idea:  

          Gender as the tacit collective agreement to perform, produce and sustain discrete and  
          polar genders as cultural fictions is obscured by the credibility of those productions and   
          the punishments that attend not agreeing to believe in them; the construction “compels”  
          our belief in its necessity and naturalness. They are punitively regulated cultural  
          fictions alternately embodied and deflected under duress.36  
 
Butler believes that gender performance is a strategy of survival within compulsory systems 

with clearly punitive consequences if a person fails, because we regularly punish those who 

do not succeed in doing their gender right.37 Because the gender system is not natural, it has 

to control people in order to stop people from trying to challenge the system. 

     Butler admits that the repetition of gender conventions is based on a practice which is very 

influential, but she thinks that it is possible to break these conventions. For example, 

performing gender “incorrectly” can cause changes; “incorrect” gender performance is 

dangerous to the established gender system, because the possibilities of gender transformation 

are to be found precisely in the possibility of a failure to repeat, in deformity and parodic 

repetition.38 Repetition makes gender seem natural, but the artificiality of gender can be 

                                                 
34 Butler 1990, 174. 
35 Ibid., 180. 
36 Ibid., 178. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid., 180. 
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revealed by different means. For example, the notion of an original or primary gender identity 

is often parodied within the cultural practices of drag and cross-dressing. Butler sees that drag 

dramatises the gestures that are used in performing and constructing gender. In imitating 

gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself- gender parody can 

expose that the original identity after which gender fashions itself is an imitation without an 

origin.39 According to Butler, the performance of drag also plays upon the distinction between 

anatomy of the performer and the gender that is being performed.  

     Butler thinks that the gender system needs to be questioned because she argues that 

“naturalized knowledge of gender operates as a pre-emptive and violent circumscription of 

reality”; violent gender norms, such as ideals and rules of proper and improper masculinity 

and femininity, establish what is acceptable and limit people’s life and possibilities.40 Butler 

contests the habitual and violent presumptions about gendered life and thinks that feminists 

should be careful not to idealize certain expressions of gender, that in turn can produce new 

forms of hierarchy and exclusion: She opposes regimes of truth that stipulate how certain 

kinds of gender expressions are found to be false or derivative, while others are seen as true 

and original.41 Butler thinks that naturalized notions of gender, which gender performance 

creates, support the masculine hegemony and heterosexist power. Butler also argues that the 

gender system needs to be questioned because gender performance is linked to the strategies 

that aim to maintain gender within its binary frame that has historically been used in 

justifying men’s domination in the hierarchical gender system. The gender system can be 

challenged through the mobilisation of those categories that seek to keep gender in its place.42  

 

 

                                                 
39 Butler 1990, 174-175. 
40 Ibid., xxiii. 
41 Ibid., viii. 
42 Ibid., 44, 179. 
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2.2 Feminist Popular Culture Study: From Horror to Action 

BtVS is a product of popular culture and therefore my thesis is located also in feminist popular 

culture study. I will start by describing feminist popular culture study and then I will move on 

to demonstrate the theories about active women in horror and action that I use to analyse 

BtVS. 

     Feminist popular culture study has mainly investigated representations of women, women 

as producers and audience of popular culture and popular culture as a “feminine” 

phenomenon. According to the findings of feminist popular culture studies, popular culture 

has represented women mainly in conservative manners. For example, Dominic Strinati offers 

a depiction of the findings of feminist popular culture study: women have usually been 

represented by the mass media in conformity with the cultural stereotypes which serve to 

reproduce traditional sex roles: men have been shown as dominant, active and aggressive, 

performing a variety of important and varied roles, whereas women are have been represented 

as being subordinate, passive, submissive and marginal, performing a limited number of 

secondary tasks confined to their sexuality, their emotions and their domesticity, which means 

that popular culture has confirmed the “natural” character of the traditional sex roles and 

gender inequalities.43 However, Strinati admits that the media do not represent genders in a 

uniform manner. The action heroines of the 90’s TV series are an example of the gender 

representations that break the usual rules about the representation of women. Strinati thinks 

that popular culture does not only serve the hegemony, because popular culture is also a site 

where meanings are contested and where dominant ideologies can be disturbed.44 This aspect 

of popular culture is important to my study because one of my goals is to investigate the ways 

in which BtVS is conservative and transgressive. 

                                                 
43 Dominic Strinati, An Introduction to Theories of Popular Culture (London: Routledge, 1995) 184. 
44 Ibid., 216. 
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     Horror is clearly a part of popular culture because most of its subgenres are seen as “low” 

entertainment although some subgenres, such as Hitchcock’s films, have a quite high cultural 

status- horror films and TV series are often seen as low budget entertainment without artistic 

ambitions. Buffy is a teenage girl who lives in a world that is filled with vampires and demons 

she must fight and the episodes consist of supernatural events, so BtVS can be located in 

horror that is aimed at teenagers. It is intriguing that some critics, such as Early, claim that 

Buffy is a feminist role model, because she acts in the genre of horror, and many critics argue 

that horror is hostile towards women. For example, Barbara Creed claims that horror is 

founded upon patriarchal fear of female sexuality and argues that it is female sexuality, that is 

ultimately defined as monstrous, disturbing and in need of repression.45 Generally, horror has 

been interpreted as very negative about women’s sexuality, which can be seen in the way that 

the sexually active woman is punished and killed, while the virgin survives.46 Mark Jancovich 

does not see horror as women’s domain either, because he thinks that the genre has a 

patriarchal ideology and it is primarily produced and consumed by men.47 However, Creed 

and Jancovich analyse mainly the classic horror genres, so perhaps teenage horror, such as 

BtVS, does not reproduce the same misogyny that the classic horror has demonstrated. For 

example, Carol Clover has noted that in slasher horror of the 70’s and 80’s, where the main 

characters are teenagers, there has been significant female agency.48 Clover argues that in the 

more respected forms of horror, like in Hitchcock’s films, femininity is punished or destroyed 

                                                 
45 See Barbara Creed, “Horror and the Monstrous-Feminine: An imaginary Abjection” in James Donald, ed., 
Fantasy and Cinema (London: BFI, 1989) and Clare Hanson, “Stephen King: Powers of Horror” in Brian 
Docherty, ed., American Horror Fiction: From Brockden Brown to Stephen King (Macmillan, 1990). 
46 This logic is still apparent in American horror. In House of Wax (USA, 2005), for example, Paris Hilton’s 
character is brutally killed. Paris Hilton is as an epitome of female promiscuity in America at the moment 
because of her several boyfriends and her sex tape, which is still available on the Internet. When Hilton is killed 
in the film, it symbolises the repression of overt female sexuality. 
47 Mark Jancovich, Horror (London: Butford, 1992) 9-10. The major audience of BtVS are young females, which 
tells that modern horror products that combine different genres and have major female roles, clearly appeal to 
young women. 
48 Carol Clover, Men, Women and Chain Saws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film (London: British Film 
Institute, 1992) passim. 
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and masculine order returns by the end of films, but this does not apply to slasher horror.49 

BtVS can be seen as an example of the way that modern horror has developed and has been 

influenced by the feminist movement and its ideas, which has created more space for women 

in the genre.  

     Although some feminist critics have found positive features in certain genres of horror, 

many feminist critics still have a negative attitude towards horror. For instance, Sarah 

Trencansky describes the relationship of feminist critics to horror by explaining that a female 

viewer of horror is seen as a masochist, and the female fans are labelled apologists for a 

woman-hating genre, because it is assumed that there is no room for women’s pleasure in 

horror- the female horror viewer is a “sex traitor”, blindly perpetuating oppressive norms, or 

else misunderstanding what she is seeing, and therefore the only “proper” response to horror 

for a feminist is condemnation and avoidance.50 If most horror products are misogynist, it 

seems unlikely that a positive representation of women possible in this genre.  

     Is there any feminist potential in the genre of horror? In horror, the monsters are usually 

male and the victims are female, which implies that violence towards women is the bread and 

butter of the genre. However, Jancovich does not see female victims as a solely negative thing 

because he thinks that by placing women in the role of victim, the horror genre has been able 

to examine the forces that threaten women characters, at least potentially, with a greater space 

within which to act that is true of many other genres. Jancovich thinks that women have 

acquired a new importance by the 90’s in horror: 

          With a displacement of the male hero and a concentration on the victim, the figure of   
          female hero emerges. The female heroes who feature in contemporary horror take on  
          the monsters themselves. These female heroes refuse the role of simple victim, and in  
          the process of combating the monster, they discover resources within themselves which  
          are frequently unavailable to the male characters.51 
 

                                                 
49 Clover 1992, 59, 61. 
50 Sarah Trencansky, “Final Girls and Terrible Youth: Transgressions in 1980’s Slasher Horror” in Journal of 
Popular Film and Television Vol. 29, Issue 2 (Summer 2001) 2.  
51 Jancovich 1992, 86. 
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Jancovich argues that it would be a mistake to claim that this development was inherently 

feminist, but it is linked to the same processes which gave rise to the feminist movement and 

it has created the conditions within which self-consciously feminist horror texts have 

emerged.52  

     Jancovich’s ideas can be linked to the theories of Clover, whose ideas have been important 

references to the studies of active females in popular culture. According to Clover, tough 

female characters emerged in the horror film in the mid 1970’s, which leads her to think that 

the growing impact of the feminist movement was reflected on horror, and female characters 

were able to break away from their role as mere victims.53 Clover introduces the idea of 

“Final Girls”, who are survivors in slashers that are films in which there is usually a psycho 

killer who murders mostly young females in a short time period until he is subdued or killed 

usually by the last (female) survivor.54 I think that studies on slashers are very useful in 

analysing BtVS, because slashers are targeted to teenagers, feature teenagers, and their hero is 

often an adolescent girl (Final Girl), hence BtVS and most slashers have similar features. 

     Clover describes Final Girls as young women who fight back and who often have more 

courage than their male counterparts as they beat the killer, who is physically stronger than 

them. For example, Halloween’s (USA, 1978) Laurie and Nightmare on Elm Street’s (USA, 

1984) Nancy are Final Girls.55 Final Girls do not only try to escape the killer, because 

sometimes they even track him down in order to kill him, so they are far from passive.56 They 

have this in common with Buffy, because both Final Girls and Buffy enter places that women 

are expected to fear; they walk in dark alleys, go to cemeteries and parks at night, or go strait 

into the monster’s lair. Final girls are the characters who drive the narrative and develop in 

the slashers, whereas many male characters are killed off quickly, which means that the Final 

                                                 
52 Jancovich 1992, 86. 
53 Clover 1992, 17. 
54 Ibid., 21. 
55 Ibid., 36. 
56 Ibid., 48. 
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Girls seize themselves the main role overshadowing even the killer, because the point of view 

of the film is theirs by the end of the movie.57 Final Girls are important as Buffy’s 

predecessors, because female heroes have been so rare in this genre. 

     However, Clover does not see Final Girls only as a positive phenomenon and is critical 

about their masculine traits. Clover claims that Final Girls are phallic women, or figurative 

males, who even have boyish names like Max or Laurie.58 Clover argues that Final Girls are 

very unfeminine because they have masculine interests, they are sexually reluctant and are 

apart from other girls; they are masculine girls that are exceptional.59 In this aspect, Buffy is 

very different from Final Girls because she is a very feminine and sexually active girl- even 

her name reflects her girlishness and cuteness. Clover thinks that slashers regender their 

heroines as male and sees Final Girls as male surrogates or homoerotic stand-ins, who enable 

the male audience to have sadomasochistic fantasies when they identify both with the killer 

and the victim, and therefore she does not applaud Final Girls as a feminist development in 

films.60  

     BtVS is a mixture of many genres, but I think that action is one of the most significant ones 

in the series. Action genre is part of popular culture, too, which fortifies BtVS’s status as a 

product of popular culture. I believe that Buffy’s character owes to many action heroines that 

have preceded her, although she has some new qualities, too. For example, Buffy is very 

young and very feminine, which has not been very common among action heroines before 

her. Because Buffy can be defined as an action heroine due to her fighting skills, her character 

can be deconstructed with the help of theories about action women. Yvonne Tasker has 

created influential studies on the action heroines in the American films. Although Tasker 

concentrates on the action heroines in films, her theories can be applied to a TV heroine, too, 
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because many aspects concerning action heroines are similar both in film and TV, even 

though there are some differences. I have chosen Tasker, because her studies tackle with a 

wide range of issues concerning tough women characters, and she is also a very quoted critic, 

which reveals her influence.  

     Tasker has studied the history of action heroines and analyses the reasons why the number 

of tough women on screen increased significantly in the 90’s. Tasker reminds that there is a 

cinematic tradition which has displayed women as central characters in the action narrative 

that stretches back to the 1970’s and beyond.61 However, Tasker points out that women have 

tended to have supportive and romantic roles in the American action films, such as Janine 

Turner in Cliffhanger (USA, 1993).62 According to Tasker,  

          the heroines of the Hollywood action cinema have not tended to be action heroines.  
          They tend to be fought over rather than fighting, avenged rather than avenging. In the  
          role of threatened object they are significant, if passive, narrative figures.63    
 

Tasker argues that the beginning of the 90’s introduced heroines in action that were no longer 

passive in greater number than ever before.64 Tasker thinks that the move to a lighter tone in 

American action films permitted more space for female characters to take more central 

roles.65 It can also be argued that the action heroines are also a reflection of the women’s 

movement’s new rise after the backlash of the Reagan era as the American society moved into 

Clinton’s more liberal government and the politics of representation became a more 

prominent and talked about issue.  

     Tasker contends that tough women characters defy the gendered binaries because they are 

strong, determinate and physically strong and thus enact both femininity and masculinity; the 

action heroine’s ambiguous gender identity points out to the instability of a gendered system 

                                                 
61 Yvonne Tasker, Spectacular Bodies: Gender, Genre and the Action Cinema (London: Routledge, 1993) 3. 
62 Yvonne Tasker, Working Girls: Gender and Sexuality in Popular Cinema (London: Routledge, 1998) 67. 
63 Tasker 1993, 17. 
64 Ibid., 18. 
65 Tasker 1998, 73. 



 23

and to the production of an alternative space through that instability.66 In Tasker’s opinion, the 

masculinisation of the action heroines, such as Ripley in Aliens (USA, 1986), is due to the 

fact that “in order to function effectively within the threatening, macho world of the action 

picture, the action heroine must be masculinised.”67 However, Tasker has noticed that there 

often seems to be a need to reassert the heroine’s femininity because of her ambiguous gender 

identity.68 According to Tasker, action narratives define female action heroines as 

exceptional, so they do not empower all women in the text.69 In addition, Tasker claims that 

action heroines are often placed outside society and thus clearly represented as outsiders. For 

example, Sarah Connor in Terminator 2 is incarcerated in a mental asylum at the beginning of 

the film.70 

     Jeffrey A. Brown is another critic who has published influential studies on action heroines 

that are very useful for my thesis. Generally, Brown interprets the significance of action 

heroines in a positive way, and he concentrates especially in “feminine” tough women. Brown 

thinks that action heroines are a sign of the acceptance of females in roles that traditionally 

have belonged to men, and they raise an understanding of the arbitrariness of gender traits.71 

In Brown’s opinion, action heroines broaden the representation of women’s roles and 

abilities, but at the same time he admits that they can have the role of sexual objects as well.72 

However, Brown contends that it is difficult to label action heroines’ bodies only as sexual 

commodities because their bodies are very active and functional.73  Brown also admits that 

there is a possibility to use the beautiful action heroines as fetishization of violence.74  
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     Brown is against the idea that action heroines are figurative males because they do not 

enact only masculinity, and he thinks that rather than swapping their female identity for a 

masculine one, action heroines personify a unity of disparate signs in a single character.75 

Brown stresses that criticising action heroines of being “men in drag” undermines the 

revelatory possibilities of women taking new roles.76 Much like Tasker, Brown argues that 

action heroines have the potential to challenge the naturalness of gender roles because they 

enact both femininity and masculinity at the same time.77  
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   3. Buffy Kicks Ass: The Meanings of Buffy’s Aggression and Violence 

          Buffy: I wasn’t gonna use violence. I don’t always use violence. Do I? 
          Xander: The important thing is YOU believe that. 
          (“Inca Mummy Girl” 2.4) 
 

As the quote above reveals, Buffy is a violent character. In this chapter, I will consider how 

the aspects of violence and aggression affect BtVS’s feminist potential. Violence is one of the 

issues that feminist critics have found vital in analysing action heroines and violence has been 

a central issue also in studies on BtVS. I am interested in examining whether violence is only 

detrimental for BtVS’s feminist vision, or whether an image of a violent woman has some 

emancipatory possibilities, too. At first is seems that Buffy reproduces the masculine model 

of heroism because she is violent. I want to analyse whether this conservative reading is 

accurate, or whether Buffy succeeds in rewriting heroism.  

     The first subchapter will focus on how and why Buffy’s aggression and 

violence/”masculinity” are contained, and how Faith’s character is used in constructing an 

acceptable identity for Buffy. Because Buffy is a violent heroine, she can be read as a 

figurative male, because violence is a “masculine” feature. However, I suspect that this 

reading is too simplistic, so I will analyse whether this is the only possible interpretation in 

the second subchapter. I am interested in how Buffy’s aggressive and violent behaviour works 

as an “incorrect” performance of gender and how that constructs gender in the show, too. 

Then I will move on to examine how Buffy transgresses the show’s generic limits of violence 

and the symbolism of her fight with authority figures and monsters. I will end this chapter by 

pondering whether a feminist heroine can be violent and whether there are emancipatory 

possibilities for women audience of fictional female violence. 

     Violent female characters have become more and more common since the beginning of the 

1990’s, which reflects a cultural change, and BtVS is an example of a TV series that features a 

violent female protagonist. The slayer characters are physically very capable of violence; they 
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are supernaturally strong, heal fast and have superior fighting skills. Perhaps this is the reason 

why they are very self-confident and are not afraid of physical conflict or expressing anger in 

other ways either, because they often banter their enemies. The slayers have to use violence, 

because demons attack them and it is their duty to kill the monsters. However, the slayers are 

not simply dutiful women who kill monsters; Buffy and Faith sometimes enjoy violence and 

hurt even humans. 

     Female aggression and violence are taboos because culturally they are considered as 

antithetical to femininity, so violent women are often represented as “unnatural”, insane or 

not “real” women. Women are seen as people who create life instead of people who take 

lives, and therefore many find an image of a violent woman disturbing. For instance, James R. 

Averill contends that the general attitude is that anger and aggression are primarily male 

problems;78 violence is something that has been connected to men, whereas women have been 

expected to be nurturing and non-violent. Fictional violence is not the same thing as real 

violence, but cultural beliefs about violence affect the creation of fictional characters; the 

cultural belief that aggressive and violent women are “unnatural” in reflected in the manner 

that tough female characters have been constructed. The taboo status of violent women has 

probably been one of the reasons that violent female characters have been uncommon in 

entertainment and when they have appeared, they have usually been evil characters. For 

example, Kathleen Rowe points out that in film noir, for instance, women’s aggression 

appears as insanity or perversity, including grotesque images of lesbianism.79 Feminist 

criticism towards fictional violent woman characters has tended to be negative, but as I will 

demonstrate later, there are different kinds of interpretations. 

 

    
                                                 

78 James R. Averill, Anger and Aggression: An Essay on Emotion (NY: Springer-Verlag, 1982) 299. 
79 Kathleen Rowe, The Unruly Woman: Gender and the Genres of Laughter (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1995) 7. 
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3.1 The Limits of Violence 

This subchapter investigates what kind of generic limits an acceptable action heroine has in 

her use of violence, and how Faith’s character is used in constructing Buffy’s use of violence 

as more acceptable. Inness contends that action heroines have come a long way since Wonder 

Woman, but women are still allowed to be violent within certain parameters largely prescribed 

by what the audience and advertisers are willing to tolerate.80 The several features that 

moderate Buffy’s violence indicate that this concerns the slayer, too. 

     Helford argues that as long as Buffy does not seem to enjoy physical violence, she is not 

condemned within the framework of the series.81 For example, Buffy’s violence in the series 

is motivated by self-defence and protection of other people, which shields her image and 

makes her violence more acceptable. It is also significant that the slayers do not kill human 

beings, but demons. The demons Buffy kills do not even look like humans; for example, the 

vampires have usually their game face on when they are fighting, thus they do not look like 

humans at the moment Buffy kills them, and after the vampires are killed, they turn into dust, 

which means that Buffy does not leave a trail of bodies behind her.  

     It is very noticeable that the violence in the show is “clean”: there are not very many 

splatter or gore moments in the show, because usually the monsters simply disappear when 

they are killed. The show rarely depicts realistic human suffering or excessive gore. For 

instance, Buffy can receive very hard blows, but she is hardly ever injured or bleeding, so we 

do not see a black-eyed Buffy after the fight. The “clean” violence is a mark of the limits that 

Buffy’s violence has, because it would be significantly more challenging for the audience to 

see Buffy doing more “real” violence and spitting blood, and therefore her violence would be 

harder to accept. The fighting scenes are also carefully choreographed, which makes them 
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look like a dance that is very pleasurable to watch. The “clean” violence also tells that the 

series is targeted to a young audience, so the violence cannot be very graphic. In films aimed 

at adults, for example, female violence is sometimes very graphic, such as in Kill Bill Volume 

1 (USA, 2003). 

     Comedy can work as a method of “softening” tough heroines, too. BtVS entails much 

comedy, which is interesting, because critics such as Tasker argue that the uncertainties posed 

by tough women characters can be removed not only through their sexualisation, but also by 

using comedy.82 Buffy’s violence is often accompanied with her wisecracking. On one hand, 

it is emancipating to see a witty heroine, because there are not very many of them around, but 

on the other hand, wisecracking is one of the ways to make Buffy’s violence look less serious 

by making it funny. Other forms of comedy in the series are more problematic. Admittedly, 

comedy can “soften” a tough heroine like Buffy, but showing her as silly and very human also 

makes her a more complex character. Buffy is strong and violent, but at the same time she is 

far from a tough, lonely and silent hero, who keeps his cool image in all situations and 

instead, Buffy often acts like teenagers do and is silly and vulnerable sometimes. Because 

Buffy is not always cool and in command, she is a very human character. I think that this 

proves that comedy is not only a method of containing Buffy, because the use of comedy can 

also help in constructing a hero who does not have to conform to the traditional masculine 

model of the cool hero who is always in command. 

     Buffy’s identity as an “acceptable” action heroine is repeatedly constructed by juxtaposing 

her to another female character. For example, Faith’s very violent character serves this 

purpose. Usually there is only one slayer, but Buffy dies briefly in season one and the slayer 

Kendra is risen, but she dies, and Faith replaces her. Faith arrives in Sunnydale in “Faith, 

Hope and Trick” (3.3) pursued by the vampires who have killed her watcher, but together 
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with Buffy, they manage to slay the vampires and Faith becomes a regular character in the 

series. Faith is used as Buffy’s dark double; she is constructed as the slayer whose violent 

behaviour is evil and perverse, which helps in constructing Buffy’s violence as more 

acceptable. For example, Faith does not kill monsters with Buffy’s workmanlike attitude, 

because Faith thinks violence is fun. Faith’s capability of violence makes her very confident 

and she enjoys the power it gives her.  

     Faith has a corruptive influence on Buffy; when they fight together, Buffy starts to behave 

like Faith more and more and she starts to join Faith in the power trip of being a slayer, which 

becomes very evident in “Bad Girls” (3.14). This can be seen in their conversations after the 

fights: 

          Faith: Tell me you don’t get off on this. 
          Buffy: Didn’t suck. 
          (“Bad Girls” 3.14) 
 
Later, Buffy brags about their fight to Willow and Xander: 
 
          Buffy: It was intense. It was just like I just let go and became this force. 
          (“Bad Girls” 3.14) 
 
Buffy clearly enjoyed the fight and is excited about the experience. Buffy starts to feel 

omnipotent and to think she can do whatever she likes. For instance, Buffy skips class and 

parties with Faith after their patrols, which implies that being a slayer turns into having fun 

rather than protecting people for her, so her motivations are not “pure” anymore- as the title of 

the episode implies, Buffy and Faith act like “bad girls”. 

     However, Buffy begins to have doubts after they break into a gun store, where the slayers 

are arrested and they have to hurt the policemen in order to escape the law. Later, when the 

slayers fight with the vampires, Mayor Wilkinson’s deputy mayor comes to the scene 

probably seeking help to stop the evil mayor, but Faith thinks that he is a vampire, and stabs 

him to death. Buffy’s and Faith’s different reactions work as a way of showing that Buffy is 

the morally righteous character and Faith the evil one: 
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          Buffy: Faith, we need to talk about what we’re going to do. 
          Faith: There is nothing to talk about. I was doing my job. 
          Buffy: Being a slayer is not the same as being a killer. Faith, please don’t shut me out  
          here. Look, sooner or later we’re both going to have to deal. 
          Faith: Incorrect. 
          Buffy: We can help each other. 
          Faith: I don’t need it. 
          Buffy: Yeah, who’s incorrect now? Faith, you can shut off all the emotions that you  
          want, but eventually they’re going to find the body. 
          Faith: Ok, this is the last time we’re going to have this conversation, and we’re not even  
          having it now, do you understand me? There is no body. I took it, weighted it, and  
          dumped it… 
          Buffy: Getting rid of the evidence doesn’t make the problem go away. 
          Faith: It does for me. 
          Buffy: Faith, you don’t get it. You killed a man! 
          Faith: No, you don’t get it. I don’t care. 
          (“Bad Girls” 3.14) 
 
     Aggressive female characters are often connected to insanity or perversity,83 which is 

visible in the construction of Faith’s character, too. Buffy and her friends are worried about 

Faith because she denies the responsibility for killing the deputy mayor. Xander thinks he has 

a connection with Faith, because they have slept together once, and he goes to Faith’s place to 

talk with her, but Faith will not take Xander seriously and only flirts with him. Finally, Faith 

forces Xander to bed and starts to kiss him:  

          Faith: I see. I want. I take. I forget…I could do anything to you, right now and you  
          would want me to. I can make you scream. I could make you die. 
          (“Consequences” 3.15) 
 
Faith pins Xander down and begins to strangle him. Xander almost dies, but Angel intervenes 

and knocks Faith out. The deputy mayor’s death was an accident, but the sexual violence 

towards Xander is intentional. This means that the show depicts Faith as a character who 

enjoys not only violence, but also sexual violence, which makes her violent behaviour seem 

pathological.  

          Angel: I don’t want you to get your hopes up, Buffy. She may not want us to help her… 
          She killed a man, it changes everything for her…She’s taken a life [the deputy   
          mayor]…She’s got a taste for it now. 
          (“Consequences” 3.15) 
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Faith enjoys violence and “has a taste for it”, which means that she is condemned in the 

framework of the series and must be punished and contained.  

     Indeed, Faith’s character breaks the limits of acceptable violence to such a degree, that she 

needs to be subdued after she has fulfilled her task in constructing Buffy’s image as more 

acceptable. Angel takes Faith to his home from the motel and chains her in order to make her 

realize that her behaviour is evil. However, the new watcher Wesley has found out about 

Faith’s accident and the Council’s men come and kidnap her in order to convict her in 

England, which shows that the patriarchal Council wishes to control the slayers’ behaviour if 

they go too far, but Faith manages to escape and beats all the Council’s men. Faith goes to 

Mayor Wilkinson and tells him that she will work as his double agent. At his service, Faith 

hurts and even kills people remorselessly. For example, Faith is involved in planning 

Willow’s murder which fails, however, and she tortures Wesley. Finally, the show manages to 

contain Faith and she is incarcerated in jail, which means that the slayer whose violence goes 

too far is punished after she has served her purpose.  

     Even though violent female characters are toned down, they are often criticised, which can 

be seen as an effort to contain them. The responses of some critics towards violent female 

characters show that crossing the limits of acceptable female behaviour will raise opposition; 

especially male critics regularly dislike the female action heroines’ use of violence and 

condemn it.  For example, John Robinson of Boston Globe and John Leo of U.S. News and 

World Report condemned Thelma and Louise as man-bashers, who reproduce Hollywood 

machismo.84 There are many reasons for this kind of reaction. For example, Rowe thinks that 

expressions of women’s anger are disturbing to women and men alike, because they challenge 

the ideology of heterosexuality that identifies sadism with men and masochism with women, 

while Claudia Herbst points out that killing has been defined as the ultimate power that has 
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generally belonged to men, so perhaps men reject the fact that action women symbolically 

steal this power.85  

     Violence has been seen as a masculine feature, and therefore it is not surprising that 

violent men characters are not disapproved as much than the action heroines. The double 

standard shows in the way the violence of white male heroes is sometimes disapproved of, but 

not to the extent that violent female characters are criticised. For example, Clover notes that 

male critics were appalled by the violence of rape-avenge films of the 1970’s in which 

women took revenge, but praised Rambo and Dirty Harry at the same time.86 Helford 

contends that marginal groups like women are not allowed to show anger or act violently. On 

prime-time television, middle-class white female characters may be ostracized for expressing 

their anger, while white male characters may regularly be encouraged to vent their aggressive 

emotions. The aggression of women and men of colour is threatening and thus condemned.87 

This leads me to believe that most of the criticism of violent female action heroes is not about 

the destructive qualities of violence per se, but about women using violence. It seems that 

what (male) critics dislike is the breaking of gender boundaries; they do not like “masculine” 

qualities in women characters. This does not apply only to women’s use of violence. For 

example, Brown points out that many critics disliked muscular female heroes at the beginning 

of the 1990’s, such as Sarah Connor in Terminator 2, and labelled them as symbolically 

male.88 Especially most male critics do not accept that women characters that have 

traditionally masculine features, such as muscles or fighting skills. 
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3.2 The Vampire Slayer- A Male Hero in Drag or a Rewriting of Heroism? 

Is Buffy’s heroism constructed according to the traditional masculine model of heroism or 

does she create something new? It is not only men who condemn the violent women 

characters, because also feminist critics, like Clover, criticise violent women characters of 

reproducing masculinist values and acting as “figurative males”. If Buffy is a symbolically 

male heroine, who reproduces the idea of heroism as a masculine phenomenon, it is 

detrimental to the feminist vision of the series, so this argument demands further examination.  

     Clover claims that the role of the hero is a masculine one- the hero is active, violent, 

destroys the enemy and saves himself, and therefore female heroes are symbolically male.89 

Traditionally, heroism has been a very masculine phenomenon; the exclusion of femininity is 

an aspect that is visible on several layers of the traditional (male) heroes. For example, 

Heinecken points out that the hero rejects and punishes his body that is associated with the 

feminine and he dominates women, weaker men and the nature, that are all labelled as 

feminine.90 Heinecken adds that emotions and human relations have been seen as feminine 

qualities, and for that reason heroes have been isolated loners who work alone, which has 

fortified their masculinity.91 Heinecken also points out that the typical hero is enigmatic and 

silent, because speech suggests incompleteness and the need to be in relation to another, 

which is a threat to the hero’s masculine identity, because connecting with others has been 

seen as feminine behaviour.92 Heroism has meant that the hero has to be physically strong and 

capable of violence, too, which has been considered too difficult for women, who are seen as 
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weak, nurturing and non-violent. Because masculinity has been such a prominent part of 

heroism, it is not surprising that some critics have seen action heroines as pseudomen. 

     However, many critics contest the reading of action heroines as figurative males. For 

example, Creed claims: “because the heroine is represented as resourceful, intelligent and 

dangerous, it does not mean that she should be seen as pseudoman.”93 Brown is not convinced 

that masculine behaviour destroys the feminine identity either.94 In Brown’s opinion, to 

describe tough female characters as performing masculinity to the point of becoming “men in 

drag” undercuts the stereotype-breaking potential of these figures and undermines the 

revelatory possibilities of women taking new roles.95 Brown thinks that rather than changing a 

female identity for masculine one, the action heroine personifies a unity of disparate traits in a 

single figure.96 According to Tasker, suggesting that the action heroine is actually a man is 

based on the logic that “male” and “masculine” are the same, as well as “female” and 

“feminine”.97  

     What kind of model of heroism BtVS offers? Some critics, like Sharon Ross, claim that 

BtVS does not reproduce heroism as a masculine role, but rather adds feminine qualities, such 

as cooperation, to heroism, which means that the heroism in BtVS is not constructed totally on 

the masculine model of heroism. Buffy’s use of violence can be seen as a masculine trait, but 

I think that there is more to Buffy than violence. For example, Early argues that Buffy and her 

friends do not just slay monsters, but they often resolve conflict non-violently through 

tactfulness, compassion, and empathy that are seen as “feminine methods”.98 For example, 

when Willow almost destroys the world at the end of season six, Xander manages to stop her 

by convincing that he loves her unconditionally. 
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     It is also significant that Buffy does not comply with the traditional model of the lonely 

male hero. For example, Inness thinks that Buffy challenges the traditional notion of the hero 

as an independent and autonomous loner, because BtVS has a community of women that are 

involved in the heroic action, which makes heroism look like something that any woman can 

perform, creating a new idea who can be hero.99  

     Ross claims that Buffy breaks through traditional patterns of heroic toughness that 

prioritise male features such as individualism, isolationism and emotional withdrawal; in 

BtVS, “toughness” is constructed differently than in the traditional hero narratives. 100 

According to Ross, BtVS offers a worldview in which women cannot be tough without female 

support and without learning to communicate and trust their feelings, which redefines tough 

heroism as communal and respectful of emotions. Bonds between women are represented as a 

source of toughness because they provide the strength needed to resist oppression and affect 

change.101 

     However, Inness and Ross do not take into consideration the fact that Buffy’s community 

of women includes only white women- the women in Buffy’s community are Willow, Tara, 

Anya and Dawn, who are all white and middle-class young women. Besides, lesbian Tara and 

ex-demon Anya are killed, and lesbian Willow turns into an evil witch, which leaves only 

Buffy and Dawn, who represent middle-class, heterosexual and white women, and therefore 

their community’s core represents only privileged young women. I do not think that women 

are empowered to the extent that Ross suggests above and I will address this issue in more 

detail in chapter five. However, it is true that the series counterbalances the idea of the lonely 

hero with the presentation of a community of friends that is typically a female method of 
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operation like Wilcox suggests, for example.102 Buffy’s very feminine looks and typical 

teenage girl behaviour make it difficult to read her as a figurative male, too, even though she 

is violent. I will discuss the significance of Buffy’s appearance in more detail in the next 

chapter. I think it is a misreading to label Buffy as a male hero in drag because she produces 

heroism that has many feminine features instead of following only the traditional masculine 

pattern of heroism.  

  

3.3 Violence as “Incorrect” Gender Performance 

The fact that Buffy is aggressive and violent is significant to the way that BtVS constructs 

gender, because Buffy participates in the cultural phenomenon that represents the female body 

breaking the limits of gender performance with displays of aggression and physical violence. 

In Gender Trouble, Butler refers to the gender performance of real life, but I think that 

Butler’s theory can be applied in the investigation of media products, too, because 

representations are a way of constructing gender- so the construction of gender through 

performance can be studied also by analysing fictional characters. Butler contends that gender 

is constructed as something “natural” ,103 and women’s non-aggressive and non-violent 

behaviour is one of the “natural” gender traits of women. Butler’s theory contests the idea that 

women are naturally non-violent and suggests that non-violent behaviour can be a way of 

performing gender, rather than women’s innate quality. One of the reasons why the reception 

of violent female character has been negative must have been that the critics have internalised 

gender conventions well, and their reaction reveals that “incorrect” performance of gender is 

punished, which is demonstrated in the way that violent female characters are condemned.  
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     BtVS is full of “incorrect” gender performance, such as violent women, and the show 

constantly plays with gender roles. Brown thinks that the play with gender roles can show 

their artificiality, which Butler finds important in challenging the system of gender that limits 

possibilities,104 and thus the play fortifies BtVS’s feminist potential. In the series making fun 

of women and men’s stereotypical roles happens often through “masculine” Buffy and 

“feminine” Xander, who show that men are not necessarily masculine and women feminine, 

which contests the idea that gender roles are something natural. Buffy is masculinised through 

her physical power and ability of violence, whereas Xander is feminised through his 

incapability to perform the role of the alpha male, which is demonstrated in his physical 

weakness and bad fighting skills. In “Halloween” (2.6), Buffy, Xander and Willow hang out 

at school and Xander decides to buy a soda, but the school bully Larry comes to harass 

Xander at the vending machine. The bully calls Buffy easy and Xander starts to defend her, 

and when the bully is about to hit Xander, Buffy intervenes and easily pacifies the bully. 

Buffy’s physical strength and ability to fight is clear when she easily beats the bully and saves 

Xander, who is not able to protect himself, which reveals his physical weakness. Xander is 

upset: 

          Xander: Did you know what you just did?…Larry was about to pummel me.  
          Buffy: Oh, that. Forget about it. 
          Xander: Oh, I’ll forget about it. Maybe fifteen twenty years, when my reputation ref for  
          being sissy man finally fades…A black eye heals, Buffy, but cowardice has unlimited  
          self life. Oh thanks, thanks a lot for your help! 
          (Buffy goes to Willow) 
          Buffy: I think I just violated the guy code big time. 
          Willow: Poor Xander. Boys are so fragile. 
          (“Halloween” 2.6) 
           

     “The guy code” refers to the rules of the performance of gender, which young adults have 

already internalised very well. Butler contends that gender is constructed by a collective 

agreement to perform, produce, and sustain discrete and polar genders and there are 
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punishments for not agreeing with them.105 If a woman performs “masculinity” by being 

aggressive or violent, she performs her gender “incorrectly”. “Incorrect” gender performance 

has the power to challenge the gender system and mobilise the categories in which women 

and men are placed, but if people break the rules, they will be punished, so performing gender 

“correctly” is a strategy of survival, like Butler points out.106 Buffy reverses the traditional 

roles by saving Xander and fighting, which is a threat to the discrete gender boundaries. 

Xander is very aware of the punishments for failing to fight, that is part of the performance of 

masculinity, because he knows that he will have a reputation as a weak man. Both Xander and 

Buffy are punished by the high school community because others see them as outsiders and 

they never become popular or accepted; Xander is treated as a nerd and Buffy as a 

troublemaker because of their behaviour. It is not surprising that Buffy has this fate because 

Tasker points out that most action heroines have been represented as outsiders.107 Buffy does 

not succeed in her relationships with men either; Angel turns evil and abandons her, her high 

school boyfriend Scott leaves her, her college crush Parker uses her sexually, Riley cheats on 

her and Spike tries to rape her. Buffy’s boyfriends are threatened by Buffy’s physical and 

mental strength, as well as by her role as the slayer, so she ends up alone and does not 

succeed in creating a lasting relationship. The series reveals that society is very effective in 

forcing the gender roles on people and punishing those who break the rules. 

     “Incorrect” performance of femininity, that in the series is mainly Buffy’s aggressive and 

violent behaviour, fortifies BtVS’s feminist potential, because Butler thinks that “incorrect” 

performance of gender can challenge oppressive gender conventions and possibly bring 

changes.108 Butler argues that challenging the conventions of gender performance is necessary 
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because the norms limit people’s possibilities and lives, as well as support masculine 

power.109 

     Butler also claims that the term “woman” is under constant construction and it is open to 

resignification.110 Characters like Buffy create new meanings and enlarge the concept of 

woman with their behaviour that breaks the traditional limits of being a woman; by 

performing masculinity, Buffy participates in stretching the limits of the performance of 

womanhood. In other words, BtVS is part of a cultural phenomenon that brings new meanings 

to the concepts of “woman” and femininity. Action heroines like Buffy have been accused of 

not being real women, but Butler points out that there is no real or original womanhood, thus 

there cannot be true or false, real or distorted acts of gender.111 In the light of Butler’s 

argument, violent women are not less “real” women than the non-violent ones.  

 

3.4 Breaking the Limits and Defying Male Power 

This subchapter investigates how Buffy breaks the generic limits for action heroines’ violence 

and whether her aggression and violence are directed towards male power. Critics like 

Helford criticise Buffy for not showing her anger, but I think that Buffy often demonstrates 

her anger openly, even as very strong violence. This subchapter demonstrates that Buffy’s 

violence sometimes transgresses the generic limits, even though the writers try to contain her 

violence in many ways. In this chapter I will also show that Buffy’s adversaries have been 

seen as symbols or representatives of male power, which is very interesting in considering the 

feminist potential of BtVS. 

     Although Buffy’s aggression and violence is moderated in many ways, Buffy is often 

aggressive and acts violently, and sometimes this behaviour goes over the generic limits. In 
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“Anne” (3.1), Buffy saves people from a hell dimension sweatshop factory run by demons. In 

the showdown, Buffy fights with the leader demon, while Lily, whom she has released, 

watches by. When the demon is at her feet, Buffy says to the demon: 

          Buffy: Wanna see my impression on Gandhi? 
          (Breaks the demon’s head with an axe.) 
          Lily: Gandhi? 
          Buffy: You know, if he was really pissed off. 
          (“Anne” 3.15) 

Buffy is certainly no Gandhi, who will resort only to non-violent resistance, because she 

frequently expresses aggression and acts violently in the show, like breaking the demon’s 

skull in the quote above. Buffy expresses her aggression repeatedly and she sees her feelings 

of anger as an asset in her job. For example, Buffy criticises Kendra for suppressing her 

emotions because Buffy thinks that anger makes a slayer stronger: 

          Buffy: Anger gives you fire. Slayer needs that. 
          (“What’s my Line Part 1” 2.9) 

     However, some critics think that Buffy’s demonstration of aggression is very constrained. 

For example, Helford criticises Buffy for not showing her anger:  

          Buffy’s, Kendra’s and Faith’s display of anger determines their relative levels of  
          empowerment within the cultural setting of the series. Buffy, the white, middle-class  
          protagonist, carefully controls, redirects, and uses humour to diffuse her anger in order  
          to maintain heroic power while upholding a ladylike identity.112 
 
Helford’s interpretation suggests that the series constructs Buffy’s character as not too 

challenging by limiting the way she expresses anger. According to Helford, patriarchal norms 

teach girls quickly to shun anger and girls are taught to narrow their feelings and modulate 

their voices, thus Buffy’s direct expression of anger would defy cultural norms about 

women’s behaviour. However, Helford admits that Buffy rejects the idea that anger is entirely 

inappropriate for nice, middle-class and white girls; for example, Buffy displays her anger in 

the form of sarcasm and biting humour. Helford sees problems in this way of expressing 
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anger and contends that when Buffy displays anger as a combination of anger, humour, and 

violence, it simultaneously addresses and trivializes girl’s anger and denies the importance of 

direct, assertive expressions of anger.113 However, the fact that Buffy uses biting humour can 

be interpreted in a positive way, too. For instance, Rowe has noticed that there are only few 

wisecracking heroines, whom Katherine Hepburn epitomizes, in the current American 

entertainment. Rowe thinks that comedy can contest patriarchal power, and for that reason it 

can work as a weapon for women and all oppressed people.114 In fact, some critics see Buffy’s 

use of humour and speech as one of her weapons.115 Willow’s remark in “The Witch” (1.3) 

supports this interpretation: 

          Willow: The Slayer always says a pun or a witty play on words, and it throws off the  
          vampires. (“The Witch” 1.3) 
 
     Helford argues that Buffy rarely acts assertively with authority figures.116 I disagree with 

Helford, because I think that Buffy often confronts men and authority figures. For example, 

Buffy repeatedly disregards her watcher’s advice and orders, and Buffy also defies the 

Council. In “Helpless” (3.12), for instance, the Council prepares an initiation for Buffy for her 

eighteenth birthday. They make Giles to drug Buffy so that she will lose her physical strength, 

and plan a fight between her and a serial killer who has turned into vampire. However, the 

vampire escapes the Council’s men and kidnaps Buffy’s mother. Buffy does not have her 

physical power, which means that she has to survive and save her mother with her wit alone. 

In the house with the vampire, she is not her usual punning and confident self, but distressed 

and scared, which suggests that loosing her physical power weakens Buffy’s confidence. 

Giles comes for her rescue, but does not succeed in killing the vampire and finally Buffy 

survives by herself by fooling the vampire to drink holy water, which kills him. After the test, 
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she meets the representative of the Council and challenges their actions that risked her and her 

mother’s life. The Council member is condescending and only congratulates Buffy for 

surviving the test instead of showing regret. Buffy has a direct answer for him: “Bite me!” 

(“Helpless” 3.12). Buffy clearly shows no respect for the Council and directly expresses her 

anger towards them. This episode also demonstrates that Buffy can survive without using 

violence and does not need a male rescuer. After this episode, Giles is fired because he tried 

to protect Buffy, which the Council sees as unprofessional. This can also be seen as the 

patriarchal Council’s punishment for Giles for being nurturing, or “feminine”. Giles is 

replaced by Wesley, but Giles refuses to leave Buffy and he remains as a regular character. At 

the end of season three, Buffy refuses to take the Council’s or her new watcher’s Wesley’s 

orders anymore. Buffy becomes an independent actor; she will not take their orders anymore. 

     Moreover, the power relations become clear in “Checkpoint” (5.11), when an almost all-

male delegation from the Council comes to Sunnydale, but they refuse to give Buffy the 

information that she needs in order to save the world and her sister, unless she passes their 

tests. The leader of the delegation tries to reinstate their authority by speaking to 20-year-old 

Buffy as if she was a naughty child:  

          Mr. Travers: Perhaps you are used to sloppy discipline. But you are dealing with  
          grown-ups now. (“Checkpoint” 5.11) 
 
When the time comes for Buffy’s final evaluation, she has an epiphany, because she realizes 

that she does not need the watchers, but they in fact need her, and consequently Buffy no 

longer submits to their authority: 

          Buffy: Everyone is just lining up to tell me how unimportant I am. And I’ve finally  
          figured out why. Power, I have it. They don’t. This bothers them…You’re just  
          watchers, without a slayer you’re nothing. (“Checkpoint” 5.11) 
 

Buffy shows her aggression towards the male authority that tries to control her, and this 

emancipates her, which challenges Helford’s reading. When Buffy worked for the Council, 



 43

she was very much like the Charlie’s Angels, whom Susan J. Douglas compared to 

pseudoprostitutes, who worked for their “pimp” Charlie.117 The refusal to male authority 

supports a transgressive reading of BtVS as a feminist text. 

     Some interpretations of the monsters in BtVS suggest that Buffy does not defy male power 

only when she rebels against the Council and the watchers, because some see also her fight 

with monsters as a rebellion against male domination. Usually monsters have been interpreted 

as symbols of “otherness”, such as ethnicity or femaleness, and as those elements in society 

that are repressed. For example, Kent A. Ono, who reads the “dark” monsters as symbols of 

ethnic marginalities, thinks that the monsters in BtVS continue this tradition.118 However, 

others see the symbolism of monsters differently in the show. For instance, Holly Chandler 

thinks that the vampires are symbols that embody the dangers of the patriarchal society, and 

therefore BtVS offers a feminist narrative in which Buffy disrupts the oppressive system that 

the vampires represent.119 Wilcox interprets the monsters in BtVS the same way, because she 

argues that there hardly could be a nastier incarnation of the patriarchy than the ancient, ugly 

vampire Master.120 In addition, good vampire Angel, who is Buffy’s boyfriend, turns into an 

evil and psychotic stalker after they have sex in the second season, so he serves as a stark 

symbol of sexual violence towards women.121  

     However, not only vampires represent male power in the series because other monsters 

and male authority figures have this function, too, which enables the series to display the 

different layers of patriarchal power in society- Buffy’s adversaries represent several forms of 
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male power. When Buffy is in high school, she is in constant conflict with Principal Snyder, 

who labels Buffy as a troublemaker and frequently tries to punish her. In the third season, 

Buffy finds out that Sunnydale’s mayor Wilkinson is in fact an evil demon, who plans to 

destroy the world. Mayor Wilkinson can be seen to symbolise the right wing American 

politics that tend to be against women’s rights, too. For example, Wilkinson constantly states 

that he supports “family values”. Furthermore, Buffy and Faith become enemies after Faith 

goes to Mayor Wilkinson’s service and symbolically to the service of the forces of the 

patriarchy. In season four, Buffy fights with the Initiative, which is a secret governmental 

organisation that represents male power through its soldiers. The Initiative also builds cyborg 

Adam, who is created as the perfect soldier, but starts to kill everything on its way, including 

its creators. Adam exemplifies the consequences of men’s science that goes wrong. In season 

six, Buffy is harassed by Warren, who is a science nerd and a woman hater, which shows in 

the way he abuses his girlfriend, and he also creates a robot Buffy to use her sexually. In the 

last season, the First Evil’s most important minion is Father Jacob, who represents the 

patriarchal church. Father Jacob is a woman hater, whose misogyny is displayed in the way 

that he repeatedly calls women “whores” and “bitches”: 

          Father Jacob: You whore! 
          Buffy: You should watch your language. If someone didn’t know you, they might think  
          you’re a woman hating jerk. 
          (“Touched” 7.19) 
 

Later it is revealed that Father Jacob is a serial killer of women.  

     As I argued earlier, Buffy’s adversaries represent male authority on many levels: in 

education, local government, government, science and religion. There are many kind of 

“monsters” in the series: not only vampires are monsters, because “ordinary” men are often 

represented as monstrous in the series, too- it appears that male power is something 

monstrous in the series. If monsters and Buffy’s other adversaries are seen as symbols of the 
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problems that women face, or representatives of oppressive male power, Buffy’s battle with 

them fortifies her status as a feminist hero.  

     Buffy is a somewhat unruly character because the show does not succeed in moderating 

Buffy’s violence in all episodes; Buffy does not kill monsters always with a workmanlike 

attitude. For example, when Buffy feels angry, she is particularly violent and therefore uses 

violence to vent her anger; it is noticeable that when Buffy is angry, it intensifies her violence. 

For instance, Buffy hates Father Jacob, who severely hurt Xander, and when she kills him in 

“Chosen” (7.21), she literally cuts him to pieces, which is unusual because the show normally 

does not have such strong violence. Women’s revengeful violence towards men is usually 

condemned, but the killing of Father Jacob demonstrates that Buffy does not respect this 

taboo. The above example from the seventh and the last season also demonstrates that Buffy’s 

violence changes as the series continues; when Buffy is an adult character, the producers dare 

to exhibit stronger and more graphic violence. 

     Buffy kills monsters almost in every episode and her role as the slayer means that she must 

use violence in order to survive; thus, she is very violent, but like the example at the 

beginning of this subchapter shows, Buffy’s violence is usually directed at monsters, which 

makes her violence seem more acceptable. As I demonstrated earlier, the show uses several 

methods to moderate Buffy’s use of violence. For example, Buffy’s morality is fortified in 

contrast to another female character, Faith, whose use of violence is condemned in the series. 

However, there are similarities between Buffy and Faith; Buffy sometimes enjoys violence, 

too, which is very evident in “Bad Girls” (3.14), and sometimes there is erotised pleasure in it 

for her as well. For example, when Buffy is dissatisfied with her sex life with Riley in season 

four, she goes to hunt vampires in the middle of the night.  

     Buffy is usually violent only towards demons, but Buffy crosses this limit in some 

episodes by hurting humans. Buffy and Willow talk after Faith has killed the deputy mayor: 
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          Buffy: She’s [Faith] had it rough. In different circumstances it could be me. 
          Willow: No way. Some people just don’t have that in them. 
          (“Dobbelgangland” 3.16) 
 
However, Buffy seems to “have it in her” sometimes. For example, Buffy is easily seduced to 

fun violence in “Bad Girls” and Buffy does not only sometimes enjoy violence, but she hurts 

people, too, instead of killing only monsters. For instance, Buffy hurts Faith when she implies 

that they are the same:           

          Buffy: It’s not too late 
          Faith: For me to change and be more like you?…You know exactly what I’m about.  
          Because you have it in you, too. 
          Buffy: No Faith, you’re sick.  
         … 
          Faith: We don’t need the law, we are the law… 
          Buffy: No. 
          Faith: See you need me to draw the line because you are afraid you’ll go over it…You  
          can’t handle me living my own way. Having a blast. Because it tempts you… 
          (Buffy hits Faith) 
          (“Consequences” 3.15) 
 
I think that it is significant that Buffy is violent towards Faith. Certainly, Faith is Buffy’s 

equal and not a person who is weaker than Buffy, but she is still a human and Buffy does not 

have the right to hit her because Faith is not a threat in the scene.  

     The show reveals that Buffy is even ready to kill a human being. In “Graduation Day Part 

1” (3.21), Faith has gone to Mayor Wilkinson’s side and poisons Angel with an arrow. Buffy 

finds out that the cure for the poison is slayer’s blood and therefore Buffy decides to use Faith 

for cure and tracks her down: 

          Faith: Is he dead yet? 
          Buffy: He is not gonna die. It was a good try though… 
          Faith: Mayor got me the poison… 
          Buffy: There’s a cure. 
          Faith: Damn, what is it? 
          Buffy: Your blood… 
          Faith: Come to get me? You gonna feed me to Angel? You know you are not gonna  
          take me alive. 
          Buffy: Not a problem. 
          …. 
          Buffy: You tell me I was just like you. That I was holding it in. 
          Faith: Ready to cut loose? 
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          Buffy: Try me… 
          (“Graduation Day Part 1” 3.21) 
           
Buffy hits Faith and they start their fight to death. Buffy manages to stab Faith, but Faith 

throws herself from the building, which means that Buffy has to make Angel to drink from 

her and she nearly dies. It is very interesting that Buffy is ready to kill Faith, because even 

though Faith has become a rogue slayer, she is a human. Admittedly, Buffy appears 

somewhat timid when she is about to stab Faith, but she does it anyway. However, the show’s 

writers did not apparently want to make a killer out of Buffy and Faith does not die, and only 

goes into a coma. This shows that the writers try to prevent Buffy’s violence from going too 

far.  

     Buffy’s use of violence is morally ambiguous already in season two, which proves that 

Buffy does not act immorally only by Faith’s influence. In “Ted” (2.11), Buffy’s mother 

Joyce finds a boyfriend Ted, who begins to act in a threatening way towards Buffy, and one 

night Buffy comes home to find Ted reading her diary. Ted threatens to put Buffy in a mental 

hospital because she believes she is a vampire slayer. The confrontation develops into a 

physical fight and Buffy beats Ted until he stumbles and falls down the stairs. Buffy did not 

mean to kill Ted, but she did hurt him intentionally. What is important is that Ted is not a 

monster, but Buffy nevertheless uses her superior physical power to beat him. However, later 

in the episode Buffy finds out that Ted was an evil robot, whose creator downloaded his 

fifties attitudes to women in it, so Buffy is not in fact a killer, but she did think he was human 

when she beat him. In Ted’s case, Buffy has no excuses because he is not a monster, a 

vampire or an evil slayer; Buffy knows Ted is human, but is still excessively violent towards 

him. In this episode Buffy clearly goes over the limits of acceptable violence in the show and 

the generic conventions, but the writers correct this by making Ted a robot.  
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3.5 Can a Feminist Hero Be Violent? 

In this subchapter I will examine whether a feminist hero can be violent. Feminist critics have 

interpreted this issue in very different manners- some critics applaud the violent female 

characters, while others condemn them. Many women enjoy watching the violent action 

heroines, so is there something emancipatory for women in these figures, or does Buffy 

simply offer a violent role model for women? 

     The action and horror genre are violent, thus it is not surprising that there is violence in 

BtVS and that Buffy is violent. For example, Tasker claims that the action heroine has to be 

masculinised before she can act effectively within the threatening, violent and macho world of 

the action genre,122 and therefore Buffy’s violent behaviour seems necessary. Violence in 

horror and action is a genre convention, but usually the perpetrators of violence have been 

male characters, and hence the introduction of a female lead problematizes the use of 

violence. Practically all superheroes are violent, but can a feminist hero be violent? There is 

potential emancipatory pleasure for women in watching females who are aggressive and fight, 

because it breaks some of the traditions of representation that have oppressed women. 

However, violence is largely interpreted as a negative way of masculine behaviour and as a 

morally ambiguous solution, which many women do not endorse. Critics like Liz Kelly think 

that the heroification of aggressive women is problematic;123 on one hand, it is good that 

women stand up, but on the other, violence is hardly a positive model of behaviour. 

     How are fictional women’s violence and real violence connected and does women’s 

fictional violence encourage women to use violence? Some critics argue that violent heroines, 

such as Buffy, offer a violent role model for women. For example, Gwyn Symonds argues 
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that female empowerment in BtVS is linked to Buffy’s ability to fight,124 so the violence in the 

show has a positive connotation, which supports the reading of BtVS as offering a violent 

female role model. Symonds contends that Buffy seems empowered because the violence she 

uses works in the fight against evil and saving the world. Buffy knows that there is an art to 

her violence and she is proud of that, because it takes training and it is about survival.125 

Admittedly, Buffy’s power is very much linked to her physical power and ability to fight, 

because when she loses her strength in “Helpless” (3.12), for example, she loses her 

confidence. However, the episode also shows that Buffy can survive with other methods than 

violence, such as simple intelligence.  

     If Buffy offers a role model that encourages women to be violent, it does not support the 

reading of BtVS as a feminist text. For example, Germaine Greer argues that the way to 

women’s liberation is not mimicking men’s violent behaviour, and she is afraid that women 

will abandon compromises and peaceful problem solving methods, which can mean that 

women will become dangerous to other people if they show more and more aggression.126 It is 

clear that martial arts skills boost Buffy’s confidence, but is it necessary for real women to 

gain strong bodies and fighting skills in order to stop abuse, or are other, less aggressive 

methods better? For example, Herbst argues that the potential for violence and equality should 

not be equated as violence undermines the structure necessary for equality to flourish, because 

in democracy women can thrive unlike in a state of war or anarchy.127 Violence is hardly the 

best way to women’s emancipation because the social problems of which women suffer most, 

are unlikely to be solved with violence. Herbst is also worried that the ability of fictional 
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women to stand serious physical assaults largely unscathed inadvertently implies tolerance of 

violence.128  

     I do not think that BtVS tries to encourage women to be violent because BtVS demonstrates 

that violence can be destructive and shows the consequences of what happens when it is used 

on humans. I do not believe that mentally healthy women will use violence because they have 

seen violent women on TV. Women’s media reading skills should not be underestimated; 

people do not necessarily mimic what they see in television, and the fact that a person enjoys 

watching violence does not mean that s/he thinks that it is acceptable in real life. I think that 

rather than promoting violence, aggressive women characters can offer pleasure to the female 

audience- violent women characters can give a viewing experience that is emancipating for 

women because they represent active and resourceful women. Tiina Vares points out that 

some female viewers find violent action heroines offensive, but the action heroines appear to 

tap into other women’s fantasies of power at the same time.129 Neal King and Martha 

McCaughey support Vares’s view and claim that most feminists oppose violence because they 

define it as patriarchal and oppressive, but they cannot deny the fact that many women enjoy 

scenes in which females defend themselves.130 Buffy has appealed to a large audience of 

young women as well, which would seem to imply that many women endorse her character.  

     It is important to remember that the violence in BtVS is fictional violence. Judith 

Halberstam introduces the concept of “imagined violence”, that is the violence in popular 

culture which is a response to injustice, and also a fantasy of unsanctioned aggression from 

the “incorrect” people, of the “incorrect” skin, the “incorrect” sexuality or the “incorrect” 
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gender.131 Halberstam claims that women’s imagined violence does not advocate female 

aggression, but it might complicate an assumed relationship between women and passivity, 

and feminism and pacifism. Halberstam argues: “We have to be able to imagine violence, and 

our violence needs to be imaginable because the power of fantasy is not to represent but to 

destabilize the real.”132 Halberstam thinks that imagining the possibility of female violence 

creates a new psychic landscape in which women’s rage and resistance are a plausible 

reaction to gender injustice. Perhaps strong women characters who answer to violence with 

violence, affect the audiences so that it seems more dangerous to attack women than before, 

because these images make it clear that women are not necessarily helpless, but can in fact 

strike back: The action heroines break the dominant idea that a woman cannot or will not fight 

back to save herself and others. Some argue that violent female action heroes reproduce 

masculine values, but Halberstam thinks that women’s imagined violence can challenge 

powerful white heterosexual masculinity, and therefore women have much to gain from 

imagined violence.133 Buffy’s violence can be interpreted through Halberstam’s ideas because 

she is a woman- a “wrong” kind of person- and therefore the meanings of her violence are 

more complex than only reproducing machismo. Helford contends that females who enjoy 

watching horror are usually labelled as masochists,134 but using Halberstam’s theory in 

reading the violence in BtVS, shows that modern horror can offer the female audience 

emancipatory pleasures. 

     As Halberstam demonstrates, the images of violent women entail emancipatory 

possibilities for women, which proves that there are dangers in endorsing only non-violent 

representations of women. Charlene Tung contends that women’s caring and non-violent 
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nature is still favoured by many cultural feminists, who expect women to be caregivers, 

pacifists and moral guardians.135 King and McCaughey support this view and argue that many 

feminists insist that we should celebrate images that define women’s heroic power through 

giving birth, forming community and remaining non-violent even in the face of violence, 

because they see all violence as masculinist and morally incorrect.136 Butler thinks that 

feminists should be careful not to idealize certain expressions of gender, that in turn can 

produce new forms of hierarchy and exclusion: She opposes regimes of truth that stipulate 

how certain kinds of gender expressions are found to be false or derivative, while others are 

seen as true and original.137 Butler argues that naturalized notions of gender, which gender 

performance creates, support the masculine hegemony and heterosexist power, and therefore 

favouring only certain kind of images of females can support regressive power.138 

     Strinati says that popular culture has usually represented women as passive, marginal and 

performing tasks confined to their sexuality.139 Buffy’s fight with the monsters means that she 

is a very active character and her role as the slayer makes her the central character, so she is 

not marginal and she performs a task that usually has belonged to men, which means that the 

representation of women in BtVS does not follow the traditional oppressive models of popular 

culture. The representation of women as passive is still repeated in popular culture, but 

Buffy’s activity, which is often demonstrated as violence, interrupts this repetition, which 

helps to construct an alternative womanhood, which makes it possible to see females 

differently and to enlarge the space in which women operate. Buffy’s active body makes it 

also hard to read her only as a sex symbol, which I demonstrate in more detail in chapter four. 

Some feminist critics accept the violent action heroines, while others are very critical about 
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them. However, it can be dangerous to applaud only heroines who act in the traditionally 

feminine way, because as Halberstam demonstrates, women can benefit from the 

psychological landscape created by the images of violent women. 

    Buffy’s violence has been seen as a feature that corrodes the show’s feminist potential, but 

I found the questions of aggression and violence very complex issues in the series. The show 

uses many methods to contain Buffy’s aggression and violence, but sometimes her violence 

goes over the generic limits, which makes Buffy’s character ambiguous. Buffy does not only 

reproduce the masculine tradition of heroism due to her use of violence, because she creates 

heroism that includes “feminine” methods of problem solving, such as cooperation, as well. I 

also think that Buffy’s use of aggression and violence are often directed at male power, which 

means that Buffy is a heroine who defies patriarchy. Buffy’s aggression and violence can be 

defined as “incorrect” performance of gender, too, and therefore Buffy expands the limits of 

women’s behaviour symbolically. I do not believe that Buffy simply offers a violent role 

model for women. Women have usually been represented as passive and weak, but the image 

of an active and violent woman represents women as capable of defending themselves, which 

makes it harder to label women as victims, and these images offer pleasure for women 

audience that is tired of seeing passive women, rather encouraging women to be violent.  
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   4. Beauty as a Hero 

          Why did we hire a beautiful woman?…I know it’s revolutionary concept but I sold the     
          network on it somehow. Would a girl this pretty be an outsider? Probably not. But that  
          pretty girl isn’t expected to be anything but a bimbo. That’s why she keeps dying in  
          horror movies. She has no skills! To take that character and expect more from her is  
          what makes it tick for me.140 
           
Above Whedon argues that he wanted to make the character of a beautiful woman strong and 

resourceful. Can a “bimbo” be a hero or does she stay as a sexual object? The question of 

Buffy’s appearance comes up in most studies on BtVS, and her appearance is interpreted in 

very contradicting ways. In this chapter, I will address the significance of beauty in BtVS and 

I will ponder the reasons why Buffy looks like she does, and I will also consider whether 

Buffy relies on feminine masquerade by using Joan Riviere’s and Mary Ann Doane’s theories 

on feminine masquerade as a tool. I will analyse how gender is constructed in the show, too, 

by using Butler’s theory of gender as performance: I will investigate the ways in which Buffy 

and the other characters, such as Cordelia, perform femininity “correctly” and “incorrectly”, 

and the significance of these performances. I will pay attention especially to how Buffy 

constructs her gender identity by performing femininity through her looks. The third 

subchapter examines the generic limits that Buffy has in performing both femininity and 

masculinity. In addition of these questions, I find Buffy’s/ Sarah Michelle Gellar’s status as a 

sex symbol interesting and I will examine whether this status compromises Buffy’s heroism 

and feminist potential. The chapter also analyses how violent and beautiful women are 

reduced to sexual fantasy and how this applies to Buffy. I will end the chapter by 

investigating how Buffy’s/Gellar’s image is affected by the fact that she appears in several 

media.  

     Buffy’s image is part of the media’s overwhelming flow of beautiful women. For example, 

Mike Featherstone argues that the consumer culture, including commercials, magazines, 
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television and movies, supply a proliferation of stylised images of the body nowadays.141 Jean 

Kilbourne argues that women are vulnerable to the messages about beauty ideals, because 

their bodies have been objectified and commofied for so long, and cultivating a thinner body 

offers some hope of control and success to young women with poor self-image and other 

problems.142 The media’s pressure on women to look beautiful can be seen as oppression. For 

example, Kilbourne argues that thinness as an ideal has always accompanied periods of 

greater freedom for women.143 Naomi Wolf agrees with Kilbourne and states that Western 

women enjoy more freedom than ever before, but this has created a backlash from the late 

1980’s that Wolf calls “beauty myth”: “The more legal and material hindrances women have 

broken through, the more…cruelly images of female beauty have come to weigh upon us.”144 

In other words, Kilbourne and Wolf argue that beauty has become a political weapon against 

women’s advancement, that harms them physically and depletes them psychologically. 145  

     How does the image of Buffy relate to Kilbourne’s and Wolf’s interpretations of the 

media’s use of images of beautiful women? Buffy looks very beautiful most of the time in the 

show, although we also see her tattered sometimes, but in other mediums, such as magazines, 

Buffy/Gellar is usually represented as an epitome of flawless beauty. Critics like Kilbourne 

and Wolf think that women are controlled by beauty ideals represented in the media; by 

psychologically controlling women’s bodies it is possible to direct their behaviour, so that 

some women use their energy on looking beautiful rather than political activity that could 

change society. If BtVS is interpreted as a part of the process of controlling women with 

images of ideal beauty, it severely diminishes BtVS’s feminist potential. In other words, if 

pictures of beautiful women are simply a method of oppression, Buffy’s images are part of it.  
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     However, I think that this interpretation is too simple because images of beautiful women 

are not necessarily only detrimental to women, because they can represent emancipatory 

possibilities for women as well. Especially Buffy’s image in the TV series is very complex, 

which prevents an easy analysis. I do not believe that BtVS’s large female audience watches 

Buffy only because they are victims of internalised oppression, but due to the fact there are 

qualities in Buffy’s image that they find pleasurable and empowering. Admittedly, beautiful 

characters like Buffy create an ideal that is hard or impossible to achieve, but Buffy also 

breaks certain stereotypes linked to beautiful women. As Whedon commented, beautiful 

women characters often have no skills, and Buffy challenges this, thus it can be claimed that 

Buffy creates an image which shows that a beautiful woman does not have to be only an 

object, because Buffy is simultaneously beautiful, active, intelligent and resourceful. I 

recognise that Buffy is a beautiful female character, but she is also the star of the show rather 

than being a sidekick who serves as eye candy. There are many kind of images of beautiful 

women, some of which are clearly fetishistic, like women in most music videos, while Buffy 

is not a static object and she is never shown in a bikini unless she is on the beach, and the 

show does not fetishize her by cutting her body with close-ups, for example. Kilbourne and 

Wolf make interesting points, but I think that Buffy’s image is a very complex issue and thus 

her image entails more than oppression through beauty ideals. There is more to Buffy than her 

looks, which gives the character more possibilities than only sending out a message of how 

women should look like. 

 

    4.1 Why Did They Choose a Cheerleader? 

Why is Buffy’s character conventionally beautiful? Many factors constitute to the decision of 

choosing a blonde cheerleader type for the role of Buffy. In the mainstream American 

entertainment, whether it is TV series, films, musicals or music videos, the product is often 
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sold with the help of the attractive looks of the people who perform in these products. It has 

become more and more uncommon to see “normal” people in fictional products of popular 

culture or even in reality series. BtVS was initially marketed to a young male audience, and 

Whedon has commented that he wanted to give the adolescent males a chance to see a 

beautiful and strong female hero, while also creating a hero out of a woman character who 

never had the status of the hero: “If I can make teenage boys comfortable with a girl who 

takes charge of a situation without their knowing that’s what’s happening, it’s better than 

sitting down and selling them feminism.”146 However, young females soon became the main 

audience of the series; Early contends that girls and young women up to 34 are the majority of 

the viewers, but she admits that a significant number of young men regularly watch the show, 

too.147 Whedon’s goal is somewhat idealistic, because Buffy’s sex appeal per se was without a 

doubt a way of selling the series to the audience.148 I think that for some of the male viewers 

Buffy was and still is very much a sex symbol rather than a strong woman they admire, so 

Whedon’s feminist purposes have not succeeded entirely. 

     I believe that Buffy’s appearance was influenced by the fact that the producers wanted to 

please the young male audience, but Buffy’s looks also reflect the need for the audience’s 

acceptance, whether they are male or female. Gender norms and beauty ideals are something 

that most people, both men and women, have internalised very well, and it is risky to 

challenge them. Without a doubt, Buffy does break gender limits with her behaviour as I 

demonstrated in the previous chapter, but her looks follow the demands of how females 

should look to the extreme. By giving Buffy feminine looks, she can compensate the 

masculine qualities, and it is easier for the audience to accept a beautiful Buffy than a 

muscular and manly one, because the muscular heroines’ bodies transgress the limits that are 

                                                 
146 Joss Whedon as cited in Frances H. Early, “Staking Her Claim: Buffy the Vampire Slayer as Transgressive 
Woman Warrior” in Journal of Popular Culture (Winter 2001) 13. 
147 Early 2001, 15. 
148 Profiting on the ideas of the feminist movement and the fashionable “girl power” is also probably one of the 
reasons we started to see “girly” female heroes in the 90’s. 
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set to women.149 For example, Wendy Arons thinks that the threat posed by the active, violent 

woman can be contained by her confinement as a passive object of spectators’ desire, because 

then she will lose her power and only serves as an object of erotic consumption. On the other 

hand, Arons admits that it is possible that an image of a woman who is both erotic and heroic 

can be emancipatory for women.150 

     The action heroine must be constructed in certain way in order to assure that she will gain 

mainstream appeal.151 As I demonstrated earlier, an acceptable action heroine has certain 

limits concerning appearance and behaviour, and there are different methods for not breaking 

the limits too much. In considering Buffy’s techniques to gain acceptance, the idea of 

“masquerade” is useful. The concept of masquerade was invented in 1929 by Joan Riviere, 

who found that women in male dominated fields acted in overtly feminine ways. In other 

words, masquerade is a conscious accentuation of femininity. Riviere saw masquerade as 

consequence of wanting male approval and by masquerading women also protected 

themselves from male aggression when they entered men’s domains. Mary Ann Doane has 

studied the concept further. According to Doane, masquerade is about exaggeration and 

exploiting stereotypes, and it reveals the constructed nature of gender and exposes its 

artificiality- by exaggeration, femininity becomes a mask that people can wear or take off.152 

The idea of masquerade can be linked to Butler’s ideas of gender performance, because Butler 

thinks that gender is performance and therefore gender’s artificial nature can be exposed 

through the exaggeration of gender by such methods as drag, in which gender conventions are 

overstated and worn as a mask.  

                                                 
149 Manly women are also linked to lesbianism, so Buffy’s feminine looks are a way to confirm her 
heterosexuality, too. 
150 Wendy Arons, “’If Her Stunning Beauty Doesn’t Bring You to Your Knees, Her Deadly Drop Kick Will’: 
Violent Women in the Hong Kong Kung Fu Film” in Martha McCaughey and Neal King (eds.), Reel Knockouts: 
Violent Women in the Movies (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001) 41. 
151 Heinecken 2003, 14. 
152 See Joan Riviere, “Womanliness as Masquerade” in Burgil et al, Formations of Fantasy (London: Routledge, 
1989) and Mary Ann Doane, Femmes Fatales: Feminism, Film Theory, Psychoanalysis (London, Routledge, 
1991). 
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     Does Buffy rely on feminine masquerade? Tough female characters have tended to have a 

somewhat masculine appearance from the late 80’s to the mid 90’s, or they have at least been 

tomboys like the Final Girls. For example, action heroines, like Vasquez in Aliens (USA, 

1986) and Sarah Connor in Terminator 2 (USA, 1991), had muscles that most men envy. 

Action heroines’ masculinity, such as violent behaviour and musculinity, has irritated many 

viewers and tough women characters have been disapproved of because their critics claim that 

they look and act like men, which they see as negative development. Nowadays, we see less 

and less muscular and manly action heroines, and Buffy, who does not have muscles or guns 

that could masculinise her body, is a part of the trend that portrays action heroines as very 

feminine looking and not so masculine in their behaviour either. Governmental agent Nikita 

in La Femme Nikita (Canada, 1997-2001), genetically manipulated warrior Max in Dark 

Angel (USA, 2001-2002) and the very feminine contract killer Jill in Whole Ten Yards (USA, 

2004) are other examples of this trend.  

     Brown pointed out already in 1996 that action heroines do not perform masculinity only, 

because some of the action heroines rely on feminine masquerade. For example, Brown 

argues that Maggie’s character in Point of No Return (USA, 1993) is a female who 

masquerades in femininity in order to disguise her masculine role as assassin, which displays 

the performative nature of gender roles in Brown’s opinion.153 Brown sees feminine action 

heroines in a positive light and claims that the very feminine action heroines destabilize the 

audience’s gender beliefs, because the image of a pretty and feminine woman fighting denies 

the logic that action heroines are butch or try to be men.154 It is easy to compare Buffy to 

Maggie, because also Buffy has a very masculine role, but performs femininity through her 

appearance and “girly” behaviour. Some women use feminine masquerade as a defence when 

they enter male domains, so it is not surprising that the writers masquerade Buffy as a 

                                                 
153 Brown 1996, 54. 
154 Ibid., 63. 
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feminine woman. As I noted before, the role of the hero is traditionally very much a male 

role, because heroes have had qualities that are seen as masculine and belonging to men: they 

are active, they solve problems and fight. It softens Buffy’s image that she is very girly in 

behaviour and has very feminine looks- the audience’s perception of the character of Buffy 

might be very different if she looked masculine. In other words, by choosing a cheerleader 

type of girl for the role of the female action hero, the producers of the show can mask their 

female hero in femininity and make her more popular, and a feminine woman is also an easy 

identification target for the young female audience.  

     Beauty works also as a marker that shows some of the limits that Buffy has as an action 

heroine, because an acceptable action heroine does not challenge the gender norms too much; 

making Buffy beautiful can be used as a way to compensate her “masculine” use of 

violence.155 For example, Heinecken argues that tough women are frequently toned down to 

make them more acceptable; they are still expected to be feminine, attractive and 

heterosexually appealing.156 To sum up, beauty is one of the aspects that are used in making 

the action heroine more appealing to a large audience, because for both men and women it is 

easier to accept a heroine that does not break the boundaries too much. 

 

4.2 Failed Performances of Femininity  

In this subchapter I will concentrate on how gender is constructed in BtVS through gender 

performance. I approach BtVS’s episodes “School Hard” (2.3), “Halloween” (2.6) and 

“Homecoming” (3.5) by looking at them in the light of Judith Butler’s theory of gender as 

performance. I am especially interested in how Buffy performs gender through her 

appearance, although I will also take some aspects of her behaviour into consideration as well. 

                                                 
155 However, beauty is not the only way to “soften” tough women characters. For example, Tasker points out that 
the maternal recurs often as a motivating factor for action heroines (Tasker 1998, 69). This applies to Buffy, too, 
because Buffy has to protect her little sister Dawn from god Glory in season five.   
156 Heinecken 2003, 9,14. 
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It is interesting to study Buffy through Butler’s theory, because she enacts both femininity 

and masculinity, which defies the notion that women are “naturally” feminine. Because Buffy 

has both masculine and feminine features, she performs her gender both “incorrectly” and 

“correctly”. Buffy breaks the conventions of the performance of a woman when she uses 

violence, or is assertive verbally, so perhaps beauty is one of the aspects that Buffy uses to 

compensate for breaking the rules of gender performance. For example, Tasker contends that 

there is a need to reassert action heroines’ femininity because of their ambiguous gender 

identity that is a combination of masculinity and femininity.157 In BtVS, the reassertion seems 

to take place through her highly feminine looks to large extent, and therefore I want to 

investigate whether Buffy’s performance of ideal femininity through extremely feminine 

appearance prevents her chance to challenge the conventions of gender performance and 

construction.  

     In the first two seasons, the performance of masculinity is shown as distasteful for Buffy, 

because she gains pleasure from the performance of femininity, but is forced to perform 

masculinity because she is the Slayer. Because “incorrect” performances have the ability to 

mobilize gender boundaries,158 which have often oppressed women, Buffy appears as a 

conservative character due to her reluctance to act in masculine ways. Especially in the first 

two seasons, Buffy is somewhat unwilling in her role as the slayer and she misses being a 

normal high school girl, because she enjoys being a young woman, which she demonstrates 

especially in the way she uses a great amount of time maintaining her looks. Buffy longs for 

the life in which she was able to concentrate on the social matters in a teenager’s life and on 

being a girl: 

           
 
 
 

                                                 
157 Tasker 1993, 20. 
158 Butler 1990, 44. 
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          Angel: I thought we had a date. 
          Buffy: Dates are things that normal girls have. Girls who have time to think about nail  
          polish and facials. You know what I think about? Ambush tactics, beheading, not  
          exactly the stuff that dreams are made of. 
          (“Halloween” 2.6) 
 
Buffy would prefer to be a “normal” girl, who shops and adorns herself, but finds herself 

outside her “natural” role. Buffy’s initial reaction implies that the feminine role is more 

comfortable and natural to her. It can be argued, too, that Buffy has internalised her assumed 

role so well that she is reluctant to break from it. However, Buffy accepts her role as a slayer 

and takes pleasure in the power it gives her in the later seasons. As for all heroes 

conventionally, the acceptance of her role as a hero is a long process for Buffy.  

     In the first seasons, Buffy has often difficulties in combining her feminine and masculine 

roles, because in order to gain social acceptance, she needs to perform femininity and in order 

to survive as a slayer, she has to perform masculinity. For instance, Principal Snyder orders 

Buffy in “School Hard” (2.3) to be a hostess of a parent-teacher night as a punishment for her 

unruly behaviour, and Buffy has to prepare to battle with vampire Spike at the same time. 

Buffy’s punishment shows how Buffy is disciplined for “incorrect” performance of 

femininity- the principal orders her back to a traditional role of women. The combination of 

roles is a source of comedy in the series; Buffy uses her weapons to chop vegetables for the 

parent-teacher night, and when Spike arrives, Buffy fights with him with her apron on, which 

makes the simultaneous performance of femininity and masculinity very clear. Because Buffy 

performs femininity and masculinity simultaneously, she does not conform to the rules of the 

gender system, which confuses the binary system of gender that displays femininity and 

masculinity as exclusive, thus in this way the show widens the symbolic and literal space for 

women. Gender roles are mocked in other episodes, too. For example, in “Pangs” (4.8) Buffy 

wants to show that she can excel in the traditional women’s tasks and tries to prepare a perfect 

Thanksgiving dinner, but she also has to fight with spirits of angry Indians at the same time, 
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which leads to a situation where Buffy pastes the turkey while arrows are whistling in the air. 

In this case the simultaneous performance of masculinity and femininity implies that Buffy is 

so eager to be a “real woman” that she is able to ignore the life threatening spirits. 

     For the performance of femininity, feminine appearance is very important. Buffy is a very 

feminine character, but her slayer duties make it hard for her to maintain ideal looks; Buffy’s 

construction of her appearance is clearly disturbed by her masculine role as the slayer. At 

first, it appears that the constructing of ideal feminine beauty is no effort for Buffy and she 

repeats “acts of femininity” in her looks in every episode, which makes her appearance seem 

as something “natural” rather than a performance. However, some of the episodes reveal that 

Buffy has in fact often difficulties in maintaining her looks. For instance, Cordelia, who is a 

caricature of a superficial cheerleader, constantly reminds Buffy if she fails to perform 

femininity. Susan A. Owen thinks that Cordelia is utterly confident in the power of 

conventional femininity that is performed well, and she is very hostile towards Buffy’s 

unconventional power.159 This is not surprising, because Butler points out that gender is a 

performance with clearly punitive consequences to those who fail to do their gender 

correctly:160 

          Cordelia: You’re starting to look a little slagged. What, are you skipping foundation  
          entirely now? 
          Buffy: Cordelia, I have at least three lives to contend with. None of which really mesh.  
          It’s kind of like oil, and water and a third unmeshable thing. 
          Cordelia: Yeah, I can see the oil…Is that your mom? Now that is a woman who knows  
          how to moisturise. Did it like skip a generation? 
          (“School Hard” 2.3) 
 

Buffy is repeatedly reminded of her failure in the performance of teenage beauty. For 

example, at the beginning of “Halloween” (2.6), Buffy has a fight with a vampire. After the 

fight, Buffy goes to the Bronx club, where she meets Angel with Cordelia. Buffy has hay in 
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her hair because of the fight and Cordelia is again there to remind Buffy of her failure to keep 

immaculate looks: 

          Cordelia: Buffy, love the hair. It just screams street orphan.    
          (“Halloween” 2.6)     
 
     Buffy’s masculine role as a slayer is detrimental to her efforts to maintain her looks, but 

her feminine looks do not seem to harm her performance as an action hero. In season four, 

Buffy cooperates briefly with a secret governmental organisation Initiative that hunts 

monsters. The leader of the Initiative questions Buffy’s looks and suggests that Buffy should 

wear a soldier’s outfit. However, Buffy refuses because her feminine attire is part of her 

identity and does not stop her from being a good slayer.161 The leader’s attitude suggests that 

a fighter cannot look feminine, but Buffy defies this, because she is far more competent in the 

battle than the physically fit and big male soldiers, who wear soldiers’ clothes and carry guns.     

     When Cordelia asks why Buffy wants to be a homecoming queen, Buffy loads a rifle and 

says: “I look cute in a tiara” (“Homecoming” 3.5). Why does Buffy want to be crowned as a 

homecoming queen? “Homecoming” (3.5) proves how compelled Buffy feels to be feminine 

especially through her looks. In this episode, Buffy feels left out of the social events of high 

school life and misses her days as a popular girl, so she decides to run against Cordelia for 

homecoming queen. Buffy is convinced that being a beauty queen, in other words, performing 

her gender right, will gain her acceptance and respect in the high school community. 

However, at the same time the Slayer Fest arrives to Sunnydale and its participants prepare to 

hunt Buffy and Faith.  

     The homecoming queen is an epitome of the performance of femininity through the ideals 

of feminine beauty and “proper” female behaviour, because beauty queens are expected to 

fulfil the ideal Western concept of beauty and also act perfectly- if a beauty queen causes 

scandals she is dethroned. The homecoming queen is the most beautiful and popular girl in 

                                                 
161 Buffy’s attire works also as a mask that protects her from social condemnation, which I discussed earlier. 
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the school, thus gaining the crown means having succeeded in performing ideal female 

behaviour and appearance. The race for homecoming queen is very important for Buffy and 

she campaigns hard, which shows how much work social acceptance requires of teenage girls. 

Cordelia and Buffy even have an argument because they both want to be the queen, and 

therefore their friends decide to solve the problem by making Cordelia to share a limousine 

with Buffy to the prom instead of Faith, so the girls can make up on the way.  

     Butler argues that the stylisation and moulding of the body is a way of performing 

gender.162 Buffy and Cordelia have internalised this well because they have prepared for the 

night for a long time; in the limousine scene we see that they both have beautiful evening 

gowns and flawless make up and hair, and Buffy even confesses that she spent a year’s 

allowance on her dress. The effort that Buffy and Cordelia take to look like homecoming 

queens reveals that the construction of feminine beauty is hard work rather than something 

natural.  

     Buffy often succeeds in the stylisation of her body, of which the preparation for the prom 

is an example. In general, Buffy’s attire always follows the latest fashion for women. It is 

necessary for Buffy to continuously keep her style in check, which shows that gender 

performance is based on repetition and demands constant construction, as Butler points out.163 

Buffy also trains her body and she is fit, but in no way muscular, and therefore her body does 

not offend the traditional expectations visibly, but admittedly her physical strength, which 

stems from her supernatural powers, transgress the limits in which women have to operate. 

However, her thin body does not reveal her physical strength and thus it stays as a secret for 

her community and aids in masking her power. Tasker points out that muscles are a symbol of 

male power and Brown supports this view by arguing that muscularity is linked with the 
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“natural” supeority of men.164 Buffy’s thin body does not reveal explicitly her physical 

strength that empowers her like it has empowered men, which means that she can hide the 

fact that she steals a notion of power that has traditionally belonged to men.  

    Buffy yearns to be and look feminine because of the social demands, but her dangerous life 

means that a performance of masculine traits is needed in order to survive, because if she 

follows the rules of non-aggressive behaviour traditionally connected to females, she cannot 

defend herself in the way that it is needed against her enemies, who do not fear to use 

violence. Buffy’s and Cordelia’s driver kidnaps the girls on the way to the prom, and leaves 

them into a forest, where they find out that Cordelia is mistaken for Faith and they are being 

hunted, which means that the girls have to run for their lives in high heels. Eventually, they 

manage to take weapons from one of the hunters, whom Buffy manages to subdue, and they 

find a cabin in which they take shelter. The girls are found and their hunters blow up the 

cabin. Buffy and Cordelia survive, but their appearance is ruined; they look tattered and their 

make up and hair are ruined, which implies that the role of the action heroine does not go very 

well with the role of the prom princess.  

     The sight of a woman in an evening gown holding a rifle is comedic because it seems so 

unnatural; homecoming queens are supposed to be posing, passive and not aggressive, and for 

that reason the image of a homecoming queen fighting professional killers is confusing, which 

tells about our gender expectations and what we are used to seeing as “natural”. Buffy’s 

character shows that combining very different roles is possible, so perhaps she participates in 

challenging and changing the gender expectations of the audience, even though their first 

reaction might be laughter. 

     Buffy and Cordelia think that being beautiful and popular is very important. The girls 

survive the Slayer Fest, but arrive at the prom looking dirty and scruffy, which means that 
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they have succeeded as action heroines, but failed in the performance of ideal femininity that 

the homecoming queen represents. Their femininity does not stop them acting in a traditional 

masculine way, but acting that way makes it impossible to keep the appearance that is 

acquired from them. After all they have been through, they still want to win: 

          Cordelia: After all that we’ve been through, tonight, this all, who gets to be queen  
          seems… 
          Buffy: Damn important. 
          Cordelia: Oh yeah! 
          (“Homecoming” 3.5) 

Neither of them wins and two of their classmates are crowned. Cordelia and Buffy have 

beaten a professional team of killers, but they are not happy because their beauty was not 

recognised, which shows that if a woman fails to be beautiful, nothing else seems to 

compensate for that. The episode illustrates that the girls are equally capable of performing 

femininity and masculinity and therefore femininity is not something that comes more 

naturally to, because they can switch their roles effortlessly, which supports Butler’s claim 

that gender is not something natural.165 Being able to act in a traditionally masculine way 

saves their lives, but what they find more important is the recognition of their beauty, which 

shows how women internalise what is expected of them if they want to be accepted and 

successful, because for a woman, success is often looking beautiful in Western culture. 

However, the girls’ reaction can also be read as parody of female behaviour. 

     The fact that Buffy tries to be ideally feminine is not surprising, because people tend to 

internalise gender conventions. Because “incorrect” gender performance is punished, 

“correct” performance is an important method of survival in the punitive system.166 However, 

when Buffy tries to perform her gender “correctly”, it supports the conservative reading of the 
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show, because “correct” performance assists the system of gender performance that supports 

masculine hegemony, as Butler points out.167 

   

4.3 The Limits of Performing Femininity and Masculinity 

There are limits to what extent Buffy can perform masculinity and even femininity in the 

framework of the series. In this subchapter I will investigate what kind of performance of 

gender is preferred in the show. As an example I will use the very feminine version of Buffy 

in “Halloween” (2.6) and the macho version of Buffy in “The Wish” (3.9). 

     There are limits even for the performance of femininity in the show. For example, 

“Halloween” (2.6) shows traditional femininity, or the nineteenth century ideals of femininity, 

as dangerous for Buffy. In “Halloween”, Buffy is jealous of Drusilla, who was Angelus’s 

lover in the nineteenth century, and Buffy wishes she were more like Drusilla, because she 

idealises the femininity that the nineteenth century women represented:  

          Buffy: It must have been wonderful to put on some fantabalous gown and go to a ball  
          like a princess. And have horses and servants and yet more gowns. 
          Willow: Still, I think I prefer being able to vote. 
          (“Halloween” 2.6) 
 

Buffy’s comments suggest that there is something very comforting about strict gender 

boundaries for Buffy, because she is very nostalgic about the times when the gender roles 

were clear. Perhaps this reflects Buffy’s insecurity about her own gendered identity, which is 

challenged by her role as the Slayer- so Buffy sees the life of the nineteenth century woman 

as glamorous, romantic and simpler. However, Willow reminds Buffy that women’s rights 

were quite restricted at that time, because the clear gender roles also meant clear hierarchies, 

in which women had the subordinate role. In other words, strict rules of gender performance 
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meant less room for women in society. However, Buffy continues to fantasise about the past 

way of living after their conversation.  

     In “Halloween”, a spell turns Buffy briefly into a belle version of Buffy, who represents 

strictly feminine performance according to the ideals of the nineteenth century, which is 

depicted as a negative thing in the series. The episode begins when Principal Snyder orders 

Buffy, Xander and Willow, who he sees as troublemakers, to take some children to trick or 

treat rounds, so they have to rent costumes. Xander dresses up as a soldier, Willow as a ghost 

and Buffy as a nineteenth century belle, because the belle dress attracts her very much due to 

her fantasies. However, their costumes have been cursed and they turn into their characters on 

Halloween night; Xander turns into a very masculine soldier and Buffy into a helpless belle, 

who screams and faints when Willow expects her to take control like she usually does. The 

children turn to monsters because of the curse, which means that Willow and Xander have to 

protect the helpless version of Buffy and they take shelter at Buffy’s house. The belle Buffy 

has very traditional views on gender roles: 

          Willow: If something tries to get in just fight it off! 
          Buffy: It’s not our place to fight. Surely some men will protect us? 
          (“Halloween” 2.6) 
 
Buffy’s belle self will not defend herself and expects men to save her, and therefore she can 

be seen as a classic example of “damsel in distress”. The nineteenth century woman is 

represented as a passive being, whose goal is to look good and live through men: 

          Buffy: I was brought up a proper lady. I wasn’t meant to understand things. I’m just  
          meant to look pretty and then someone will marry me. Possibly a baron. 
          (“Halloween” 2.6) 
 
The belle is so much in contrast to the usual Buffy that it creates comedy, because the belle’s 

behaviour is so old fashioned and strange to BtVS’s audience, who are used to seeing Buffy in 

charge; “proper” behaviour of women is simply made to look ridiculous in the episode.  
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     Buffy’s very strict performance of the old-fashioned femininity endangers her in this 

episode. Angel arrives at Buffy’s house, but Buffy cannot remember him under the spell, so 

when Angel fights with the demons and Buffy sees his game face, she is terrified and escapes. 

Buffy runs into a dark alley, where the school bully Larry, who has turned into a pirate, stalks 

her. Because Buffy is not her usual self, she is unable to defend herself, thus the new macho 

Xander has to come for her rescue. The naturalness of gender roles is once again contested, 

because Buffy’s role as a victim and Xander’s role as a hero are not natural to them, which 

can be seen in the way they take on the traditional roles only under a spell. Drusilla foresees 

the spell because she is psychic and tells Spike, who starts to track down Buffy. Finally, Spike 

finds them and Buffy and her friends escape to a warehouse, but Spike and his gang break in. 

Meanwhile, Giles finds the man who cast the spell. Buffy’s friends are fighting with Spike’s 

gang, which means that there is no one to help her. Spike is very pleased: 

          Spike: Look at you. Shaking. Terrified. Alone. Lost little lamb. 
          (Spike hits Buffy and she starts crying) 
          Spike: I love it! 
          (“Halloween” 2.6) 
 
Buffy’s extreme feminine performance of nineteenth century womanhood disempowers Buffy 

and empowers Spike, because Spike is able to abuse Buffy when she is under the spell of 

being a “proper” woman. However, when Spike is about to bite Buffy, Giles finds the way to 

break the spell and Buffy wakes up as her witty and strong self. She smiles and says: 

          Buffy: Hi honey, I’m home. 
          (Buffy beats up Spike) 
          Buffy: It’s good to be me.  
          (Spike escapes) 
          (“Halloween” 2.6) 
 
     During the episode, Buffy has idealised traditional femininity, but she finds out that her 

modern identity that breaks the model of traditional femininity makes her strong. At the end 

of the episode, Angel and Buffy talk at her house: 
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          Angel: I don’t get it Buffy, why you’d think I liked you better dressed that way? 
          Buffy: I just wanted to be a real girl for once. The kind of fancy girl you liked at my  
          age. (“Halloween” 2.6) 
 

Buffy seems to think that her masculine role as the slayer means that she is not a real woman 

and she believes that Angel would prefer a traditionally feminine woman. However, the show 

depicts traditional femininity as archaic and dangerous, because the belle Buffy would have 

died in the hands of Spike, and therefore Buffy learns to appreciate her chance to take on a 

modern identity which is a combination of femininity and masculinity.  

     The belle version of Buffy reveals that performing very traditional femininity is seen as a 

negative thing in the series. The critique of this kind of feminine behaviour implies that it is 

outdated and even dangerous for women to stay in the bounds of the nineteenth century kind 

of conventional femininity. This suggests that the writers imply that a strictly feminine 

woman is not a very potential hero, which can be interpreted as a sign that a heroic woman 

must have masculine qualities, but this does not necessarily mean that the show constructs 

heroism in the terms of favouring the masculine only, because Buffy does not enact only 

masculinity when she operates as a hero. 

     What is preferred in the show is a combination of femininity and masculinity that Buffy 

represents; an ultra feminine Buffy cannot triumph but neither can a macho Buffy, which the 

failure of the macho version of Buffy demonstrates in “The Wish” (3.9). In this episode 

Cordelia makes a wish that transports her to an alternative reality where Buffy never came to 

Sunnydale. In this reality, the Master and his vampire army have taken over Sunnydale and 

even Willow and Xander have turned into vampires. Willow and Xander murder Cordelia in 

the alternative reality, but before she dies, she tells Giles that they need Buffy and Giles calls 

Buffy for help. In the alternative reality, Buffy is very butch and masculine both in her 

appearance and behaviour. The show depicts a masculine woman in a stereotypical way. For 

example, the macho Buffy has boyish clothes instead of the colourful ones, she has scars, dark 
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make up and her hair is tied back, which makes her look very different from the usual “girly” 

slayer. Buffy is known for her punning, whereas macho Buffy is silent and does not joke; this 

Buffy has no sense of humour, she does not smile or is in anyway similar to the talkative and 

witty Buffy, which means that the macho Buffy follows the example of the silent and serious 

male heroes. The macho Buffy has no friends, and therefore she follows in this way, too, the 

masculine model of a lonely hero, who does not believe in co-operation, whereas the normal 

Buffy works together with her friends. The macho Buffy’s attitude to her duty is: “We fight, 

we die” (“The Wish” 3.9), which reflects her masculine identity which includes seriousness, 

coolness and being in command all the time. Because she is a lonely hero, the macho Buffy 

goes alone to the Master’s lair to battle with him. In the fight Angel, Xander and Willow die, 

and when the macho Buffy reaches the Master, he breaks her neck and she dies: the macho 

Buffy fails in killing the Master, whom the usual Buffy slew in the first season. 

     The macho Buffy’s fate is an example of the generic limits within Buffy operates. Buffy 

succeeds in stretching the limits of different conventions, but characters like the macho Buffy 

are too risky and they are quickly killed off. At the end of “The Wish”, Giles finds out about 

Cordelia’s spell and breaks it. The show ends with a scene where we see Buffy happily 

chatting with her friends, and therefore the world of girly Buffy seems much brighter. The 

Slayer’s masculine behaviour combined with masculine looks is shown as destructive and 

unpleasant, and there is nothing very appealing in the macho Buffy, so it is hard to identify 

with her. “The Wish” (3.9) implies that very masculine women cannot thrive in the show and 

it seems like the macho Buffy is punished for breaking the boundaries of women’s 

masculinity too much- she fails to perform femininity, because both her looks and behaviour 

can be labelled masculine, thus she also fails as slayer. In short, if an action heroine is too 

masculine, she will not survive in the show, which reveals that Buffy’s masculinity has clear 
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boundaries. Buffy has both feminine and masculine qualities, but the writers construct her in a 

way that makes her more feminine than masculine. 

     “The Wish” suggests that Buffy’s power stems from her social skills, such as her 

connection to friends and ability to co-operate that can be labelled as “feminine methods”. As 

I noted in chapter three, the show does not construct femininity and heroism as exclusive, 

although the very feminine version of Buffy in “Halloween” (2.6) is helpless. On one hand, 

“Halloween” (2.6) implies that masculine behaviour is necessary for Buffy’s success as an 

action hero, but on the other, “The Wish” suggests femininity is not only a disadvantage to 

Buffy’s heroism, but rather an asset if Buffy when feminism is combined to masculinity. This 

indicates that a hero can look feminine and use “feminine methods”, too, which supports the 

reading of the show succeeding in the creation of a new kind of heroic model that is not 

constructed only as masculine. For example, Heinecken thinks that BtVS has been widely 

interpreted as a feminist show because of the way the series deconstructs the notion of 

femininity as exclusive of female power.168 Some critics, like Clover, see women heroes as 

symbolically male, but it is very hard to define ultrafeminine Buffy as figurative male, even 

though she enacts masculinity as well. Brown support this interpretation because he argues 

that a feminine looking hero who uses “feminine methods” can create an example of heroism 

that is not totally constructed on the tradition of masculine heroes.169  

     BtVS appears to advocate that acting only within the bounds of femininity or masculinity is 

detrimental; the show favours breaking the limits of gender performance, because both the 

female and male characters (feminised men Giles and Xander, for example) that we are 

invited to identity with, perform their gender “incorrectly”. Buffy needs to be able to enact 

both femininity and masculinity if she wants to succeed as a hero in the show. However, the 

show also has limitations as to what degree Buffy can challenge gender expectations, and 
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even though she has both masculine and feminine features, she needs to be more feminine 

than masculine. 

 

4.4 Buffy as a Sex Symbol 

Are beautiful women like Buffy on television mere eye candy? In this subchapter I want to 

examine whether Buffy can escape the role of being an object to the male gaze and how her 

status as a sex symbol affects her feminist potential. Are power and beauty incompatible and 

can there be a sexy and powerful action heroine? The relationship of beauty and feminism is 

uneasy, because conforming to beauty ideals has often been seen as conforming to patriarchy. 

Feminist film studies have examined women as objects of the male gaze. For example, 

theories such as Mulvey’s170 suggest it is very hard for female characters to break from their 

status as sexual objects.  

     It is significant that today’s action heroines, such as Buffy and Nikita, are no longer 

tomboys or very muscular and manly, but conventionally beautiful. The Slayer’s beauty 

means that she can be interpreted as a sexual object, whose purpose is to please the 

heterosexual male audience’s sexual appetites and as I argued earlier, many see Buffy as a sex 

symbol, which supports this reading. However, action heroines are not necessarily eye candy 

only to the male audience, because Xena, for example, has a significant lesbian audience, 

which has turned Xena into a lesbian icon.  

     Critics have interpreted action heroines’ sexiness in very different ways. Some of them see 

the beautiful action heroines as a way of giving visual erotic pleasure to the audience. For 

example, Daugherty argues that BtVS takes efforts to negate the traditional male gaze, but 

Buffy’s physical attractiveness is in itself objectifying.171 According to Patricia Pender, too, 

                                                 
170 See Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” in Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures 
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1989). 
171 Daugherty 2001, 148. 



 75

Buffy can be justifiably criticised of subscribing to commercial and patriarchal standards of 

feminine beauty because she is young, slim and vigilantly fashion conscious,172 and therefore 

critics like Pender reproduce the idea that femininity, beauty and feminism cancel out each 

other. If Buffy is only a sexual object, it can be claimed that her character is constructed in a 

way that Srinati173 describes as regressive and which women find oppressive; she is then 

constructed to please the male audience’s sexual appetites and reduced to her sexuality.  

     However, many critics interpret action heroines’ looks in a very different way. For 

example, Brown thinks that action heroines’ bodies are not solely sexual commodities, but 

also functional weapons that do not only exist to please men.174 Women’s sexiness is often 

equated with their subordination, but Brown thinks that sexiness does not necessarily destroy 

action heroines’ emancipatory possibilities for women: “the real liberating and stereotype-

breaking potential of female characters in action roles is that they can assume positions of 

power while also being sex symbols.”175 In addition, Irene Karras admits that Buffy does not 

challenge traditional definitions of feminine beauty, but at the same time she argues that 

Buffy does not simply stand around looking pretty, but, instead, she is physically and 

mentally active, which means that her body symbolizes resilience, strength and confidence.176  

     Brown thinks that it matters in which medium the action heroines appear and contends that 

the serial format of television makes it easier to grasp the heroine as more than a mere 

object;177 Buffy may be a sex symbol, but she is a sex symbol that the audience comes to 

know over time as a fully rounded character. Brown makes a good point, because Buffy’s 

character gains depth and complexity during the seven seasons. The audience that sees more 

                                                 
172 Patricia Pender, “’I’m Buffy, and You’re…History’: The Postmodern Politics of Buffy” in Rhonda V. Wilcox 
and David Lavery (eds.), Fighting the Forces: What’s at Stake in Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Lanham, Maryland 
Rowman and Littlefield, 2002) 36. 
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176 Irene Karras, “The Third Wave’s Final Girl: Buffy the Vampire Slayer” in Thirdspace Vol. 1, Issue 2 (March 
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than few episodes learns to know Buffy as a complex character rather than only as a pretty 

girl. Heinecken supports this claim because she thinks that TV heroine Buffy is not sexualised 

to the extent that many blockbuster heroines are.178  

     Some argue that Buffy is not necessarily the main object of the gaze in BtVS. For example, 

Owen thinks that “Angel is arguably the most sexualised and erotised of all the characters in 

the series”, because Angel’s body invites the constructed consumer gaze of romance novel 

covers and soft porn.179 Owen makes a good point because the majority of BtVS’s audience 

are heterosexual young women and therefore Angel, rather than Buffy, can be the object of 

the viewers’ gaze. BtVS’s genre is also an important factor, because the monsters of this 

horror series are a spectacle due to their horrific looks and often invite the gaze much more 

than human Buffy, thus the gaze is not directed only to Buffy. 

     The monsters are a possibility to reveal men’s voyeuristic tendencies, too. For example, 

Chandler thinks that by linking voyerism, stalking and violence, the series displays the 

sinister implications of the male gaze.180 Critics like Mulvey argue that the gaze of the male 

characters in classic Hollywood cinema is targeted to the females on screen, which objectifies 

the female characters,181 and the gaze of the male vampires follows this pattern as well in the 

series. However, I think that the male vampires’ gaze is so obvious that it has the potential to 

rather reveal than reproduce male power, because when a method of oppression is exposed, it 

can be challenged. For example, when Spike arrives in Sunnydale for the first time, he spends 

almost all his time stalking Buffy and watching her secretly when she dances in clubs or slays 

vampires, and at one point he even videotapes her secretly. Angel does not differ much from 

Spike because even when he is good Angel instead of Angelus, he constantly observes Buffy 
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without her knowledge. The characters of vampire males suggest that masculine men are 

“evil” in the series, and the show favours the feminised males, such as Xander and Giles. 

     I think that it is also vital to examine whether Buffy is fetishized as a dangerous sex object, 

because violent and beautiful action heroines like Buffy can operate as an erotic fantasy. 

According to Mulvey’s theories, a phallic woman like Buffy can induce castration fear, so 

voyeuristic or fetishistic mechanisms can be used to circumvent her threat.182 For example, 

Tasker claims that strong females are a source of fantasy in advertising and pornography and 

she describes their role as “erotised toughness”.183 Furthermore, Tasker argues that female 

heroes, such as Pamela Anderson’s character in Barbwire (USA, 1996), are fetishistic figures 

who have their roots in comic books and soft pornography.184 Buffy’s image is not as clearly 

indebted to comics and soft porn like Anderson’s in Barbwire, but there are factors which 

make it possible to read her character as a somewhat fetishistic figure. 

     How is Buffy’s toughness erotised in the show through her looks? Tasker thinks that in 

responding to feminism, image-makers have sought to present women as active and powerful, 

mobilizing already existing types and conventions of images of powerful women that have 

been established as a part of popular culture, such as the leather-clad dominatrix.185 It is not 

surprising that action heroines are linked to the dominatrix character, because Brown, for 

example, thinks that “the dominatrix and the action heroine combine disparate signs: male and 

female, subject and object, powerful and powerless, pleasurable and punishing” and therefore 

like the dominatrix, the action heroine is a mixture of many kind of qualities and can be 

interpreted in very conflicting ways.186 There are links between the dominatrix and the 

slayers. For example, Faith’s character is quite sexualised by showing that she has frequently 

sex with different partners, and her sexuality is pathologised by implying that she gains sexual 
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pleasure from violence and domination, which is made clear when she obtains sexual pleasure 

from strangling Xander in bed.  

     Even though Buffy is the good and sexually “normal” slayer character, the traits of the 

dominatrix can be linked to her, too. Buffy’s style is usually quite “soft” because she uses 

pastel colours and very girly clothes, but especially in the later seasons, after she has turned 

18, she is clad in leather, which makes her look a kind of semi-dominatrix.187 For example, 

when Buffy goes to kill Faith in “Graduation Day Part 1”, Buffy wears black leather trousers 

and a red leather coat.188 In this episode, Buffy is perhaps tougher than ever before because 

she is ready to kill a human being in order to save Angel. However, Buffy’s toughness and 

violence can be “softened” by making her and the violence she uses visually beautiful, and 

this way the audience is not too challenged by the tough heroine. Buffy’s and Faith’s fight is 

like a carefully choreographed ballet of violence in which the beautiful slayers’ looks are not 

tarnished despite the severe hits they receive, and therefore even in battle, they stay beautiful, 

which means that they and their fight is quite pleasurable to watch. The scene where the semi-

dominatrixes, Buffy and Faith, battle must be an erotic fantasy of tough women for both the 

male and female audience that gains erotic pleasure from such fantasies. This leads me to 

believe that the dominatrix is an example of how a powerful and violent woman is tamed by 

transforming her power into a sexual fantasy.189 Erotization of toughness is an example that 

shows the generic limits of Buffy, too; when she is tough, it is “softened” by different means 

in order to secure that she does not break the conventions of female characters too much and 

alienate the audience.190     

                                                 
187 In season six, Buffy has sadomasochistic sex with Spike so she literally takes the role of a dominatrix and the 
portrayal of her “pure” sexuality changes. 
188 However, the leatherwear is also a convention in the action genre from videogames to films like Matrix in 
which both the male and female stars wear leather because of the visual demands and conventions of the genre. 
189 This is a technique that is used in many forms of popular culture, such as music videos and computer games, 
so this does not concern only TV. 
190 Brown claims that fetishisation of heroes in also a generic convention of the action genre because male heroes 
are often fetishised, too, in this genre (Brown 1996, 60). However, I think that fetishisations of males and 
females are not similar because of power hierarchies and the traditions of the representation of genders. 
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     The limit between Buffy and Sarah Michelle Gellar is not clear, and the fact that she 

appears in several media such as TV, videogames, magazines, commercials and of course in 

the series’ merchandise, problematises Buffy’s/Gellar’s image. For example, Gellar appeared 

in very visible global campaign for Maybelline cosmetics and her pictures were everywhere 

from magazines to billboards on the streets. Because BtVS was at the height of its popularity 

at the time of the campaign, Gellar was Buffy in many people’s minds, which means that her 

images- even in the commercials- have been images of Buffy to many people. In these 

commercials, Gellar’s body and face are commercialised and her sexuality is used as a 

marketing method. The commercials offer Gellar’s body as a passive object, even if she 

watches to the camera, whereas in the show we also see her active body and she has a voice, 

but the commercials do not even include an interview like magazine articles, which means 

that Gellar is voiceless, passive and offered for consumption in these pictures.  

     Magazine articles are an important way to market the series and Buffy/Gellar has appeared 

in several publications. My three appendices offer some visual examples of Buffy’s/Gellar’s 

image in the secondary texts. For example, in the appendix one Buffy/Gellar appears in the 

cover of Entertainment, in which Buffy’s sexy image is clearly used as a way of marketing 

the magazine and the series. In this picture Buffy/Gellar has significant amount of make up, 

her hair is perfect, her clothes cover most of her body, but are still very tight and sexy, and her 

picture is so perfect that is has to be airbrushed. Her pose is also very seducing, so all these 

features mean that she is very sexualised in the picture. Appendix two features the cover of 

Evening Standard’s Hot Tickets supplement. This picture reveals that images in the secondary 

sources are not homogeneous, because in this picture Buffy/Gellar is not as sexualised as in 

Entertainment. In the second picture Buffy/Gellar looks more natural; her hair is not perfect 

and it is also darker, she does not have much make up, a smile makes her seem more relaxed 

and because her hands are in fist, it creates an unusual pose. Appendix three shows a picture 
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of Rolling Stone cover. In this picture Buffy is very sexualised and the picture takes the 

erotisation of her toughness much further than the series does, because in this picture she is a 

clear dominatrix character. Rolling Stones is known for its provocative pictures, and for that 

reason their way of portraying Gellar/Buffy is not surprising.191 In the show we never see 

Buffy/Gellar is such revealing and sexy clothes, which demonstrates that the secondary 

sources objectify her more than the primary text. Gellar is described as Buffy in all these 

covers, which shows how the primary and secondary sources intertwine, but her image is 

somewhat different from what we see in the series especially in the Rolling Stone cover. Due 

to the visibility of the pictures in the secondary sources, they are a part of Buffy’s image. For 

example, Sherryl Vint thinks that the boundary between Buffy’s character and Gellar is 

somewhat unclear. Vint contends that in the context of the show, Buffy is empowered and 

more than a sex symbol, but there is also another Buffy, a sexualised Buffy most often seen in 

the photos of magazine articles, in which her passive body is available to the male gaze.192  

     The show succeeds quite well in empowering Buffy even though she is a sexy character. In 

her article Vint tries to solve whether the sexualised readings of Buffy/ Gellar in magazines 

directed at male fans undo the powerful feminist role model that appears in the primary text. 

Vint thinks that the primary text does sexualise Buffy, although it always combines this 

sexualization with the demonstration of her power, hence Buffy is more than a sex object. 

Vint argues that Buffy does not have to deny being sexy in order to be a strong woman in the 

series. However, Vint claims that Buffy’s power is separate from her appearance in the 

secondary sources, in which the desire to show Gellar as an object for sexual consumption 

becomes the dominant meaning.193 It appears that the TV series is a more fruitful medium for 

                                                 
191 For example, a picture of underaged Britney Spears in a very sexy Lolita outfit in Rolling Stones cover 
created a scandal because of her young age and her “girl-next-door” image that she had at that moment. 
192 Sherryl Vint, “’Killing Us Softly?’ A Feminist Search for the ‘Real’ Buffy” in Slayage: The Online 
International Journal of Buffy Studies 5 (May 2002) 1. Available on the Internet: www.slayage.tv (Retrieved 14 
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creating both powerful and sexy female characters than magazines, for example, because in 

the pictures of the magazines, Gellar is frozen as a passive object, whereas on TV we see her 

power as well as her active body, as I observed earlier.  

     The question whether the objectifying pictures in magazines have such a strong influence 

that they overtake the image on TV is difficult. I think that the magazine articles have a clear 

influence on Buffy’s image, but I do not believe that they totally deplete the empowering of 

the character that appears in the series. Naturally, people who do not watch the show, and see 

Buffy/Gellar mainly in magazines, form their conception on her based on those pictures, but 

BtVS had very good ratings in the USA, which means that a large part of the public has also 

seen her image on TV in which her other qualities are shown as well. People have very 

different perceptions depending on which sources are familiar to them, and therefore for some 

she is an object rather than a strong female character, but the popularity of the series serves as 

a way of making the image in the primary text quite known.  

     Beauty has been one of the factors that have been interpreted as detrimental to Buffy’s 

feminist potential. However, my analysis shows that the Slayer’s beauty and femininity are 

complex issues. Buffy’s appearance is clearly a marketing method and a way to “soften” her 

toughness- Buffy is masqueraded in femininity in order to gain mainstream appeal. Buffy’s 

“correct” performance of femininity is not very transgressive, but the show also reveals that 

being feminine hard work for Buffy, which reveals that femininity is not something that is 

“natural” and easy for Buffy. The show favours certain kind of femininity, because the belle 

Buffy, who performs the nineteenth century ideals of femininity to the extreme, is a failure, 

and Buffy is not allowed to be too masculine either. The series constructs Buffy’s identity in 

contrast to the belle Buffy and the macho Buffy, which shows that the series favours Buffy 

who enacts both femininity and masculinity, but is still more feminine than masculine. Some 

read feminine and beautiful Buffy simply as eye candy. Admittedly, Buffy is a sex symbol in 
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many people’s eyes, and her toughness is sometimes sexualised in the show, but usually her 

power is displayed simultaneously. Especially in the secondary sources Buffy is a very 

objectified character, but this does not delete the image that the show creates in which Buffy 

is both sexy and active. By making Buffy simultaneously sexy and heroic, the series shows 

that a beautiful woman can be more than a mere object. 
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5. Who Can Become a Hero? 

In this chapter I will examine the limits of female heroism in BtVS by investigating what kind 

of women are chosen as heroes. I want to analyse how “otherness” is represented through the 

female characters and how marginal women are excluded from empowerment in the series. 

Heroism has usually been the property of white men, because a white and muscular male 

body has traditionally been the requirement for being a hero in Western world, and therefore 

we have not seen very many female heroes. For example, Heinecken claims that heroism has 

been constructed on exclusion of femininity.194 Heroes have been specifically white men and 

not just any men, which means that the position of power has not been denied only to women, 

but to marginal men as well; heroism has been largely defined in opposition to women and 

men from ethnic minorities that both have represented weakness. Therefore, heroism has been 

constructed on the exclusion all “otherness”.  

     In BtVS, Buffy seizes herself the role of the hero, which creates a female hero, but it 

appears that heroism in the series belongs only to middle-class, young, heterosexual and white 

women, who Buffy represents, which suggests that the series constructs female heroism on 

exclusion of “otherness”. Indeed, critics like Ross claim that there are limits to women’s 

empowerment in BtVS, because in the series ethnicity, age or sexuality are qualities that can 

exclude women from heroism.195 Differences between women is nowadays a very important 

issue in women’s studies, so I think my thesis would not be complete if I did not take into 

consideration how different womanhoods are depicted in the show.  

     BtVS succeeds in creating a female hero and placing her in a position that has normally 

belonged to men, but BtVS has been criticised of empowering only particular women at the 

same time. Who can become hero in BtVS and are only certain women empowered, while 

others are excluded? I will firstly examine how women of colour are represented in the series 
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and I intend to use mainly the non-white slayers as my case study. Next, I will study how 

working-class women are represented by investigating the construction of the working-class 

slayer Faith. I am also interested in the way that middle-aged women are depicted in BtVS and 

I think that the two major middle-aged women characters. I consider the representation of 

lesbian women as an important mark that tells about the representation politics of BtVS, too, 

thus I will analyse the representation of lesbian women by focusing especially on Buffy’s 

friend Willow, who is one of the major characters. The aim of my analysis is to reveal how 

marginal women- “others”- are excluded from empowerment, because it is an important factor 

to BtVS’s feminist vision. 

 

5.1 Kendra Has to Die 

BtVS is aimed at a white adolescent mainstream audience and thus it is not surprising that 

white teenagers are chosen as the main characters. However, this decision can limit the 

feminist potential of the show. How are non-white people and especially women of colour 

represented in the show and are non-white women excluded from empowerment?  

     BtVS’s main characters are all white, which some critics have noticed and criticised. For 

example, Ono does not only point out the small number of non-white people, but interprets 

the show as quite racist, because he thinks that there are only few characters of colour in BtVS 

who are neither evil, nor killed, or they are helpless minor characters, who need to be rescued 

by the white heroine Buffy.196 Ono makes a good point, because there are only few black 

characters and they are never in major roles in the series. In the last season, the show 

introduced black principal Robin Wood, who lasted the whole season, but even he stayed a 

relatively minor character, so there are not any significant black characters in the show. In the 

last season, when the potential slayers gather in Sunnydale, there are girls from different 
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ethnic backgrounds in the group. For example, black potential slayer Rona is one of the most 

important ones, but even among the potential slayers the most significant potential is 

Kennedy, who is white. Moreover, the Chinese potential slayer does not even speak English, 

which is a source of comedy in the series; the Chinese potential slayer has no voice in the 

series, and she only offers a comic relief because she does not speak English, which makes 

her look unintelligent. 

     Ono is very critical about the way that ethnic characters are depicted in BtVS because he 

thinks that BtVS contains negative images and ideas of people of colour. For example, Ono 

argues that in BtVS: “…the valorization and heroification of a white, female protagonist is 

constructed through an associated villanization and demonization of people of color.”197 I 

think Ono perhaps oversimplifies the series with his argument, because the demonization of 

black people is not a very visible thing in the series. Admittedly, one of the vampires in major 

roles is a black man Trick, but most of the vampires are white. Ono sees the “dark” monsters 

as representing “otherness”, so in this light it is admittedly disturbing that the white youths 

kill monsters. However, what I find more evident and disturbing than the demonization of 

non-white people, is that people of colour are represented in stereotypical manners and they 

are also almost invisible in the series, because they are never major characters- they are 

symbolically annihilated.  

     As I said before, all the major characters are white in BtVS, which marginalizes people of 

colour. However, after Buffy briefly dies in “Prophecy Girl” (1.12), another slayer called 

Kendra rises in Africa. In “What’s My Line Part 1” (2.10), Kendra arrives in Sunnydale and 

at first, the black slayer seems like a liberal racial attitude on behalf of the program’s 

producers. However, there are many disturbing qualities in the representation of Kendra. 

Firstly, Kendra is described only as African, which implies that the writers see Africa as one 

                                                 
197 Ono 2000, 163-164. 



 86

big entity rather than a continent with many countries and cultures. Kendra does not even 

know how to fly in a plane, because she travels in cargo, and Buffy has to teach her to book 

tickets, which makes African Kendra appear as an ignorant character, who needs to be 

civilized by the white Americans. Generally, Buffy is shown as a modern liberated and 

independent woman, whereas African Kendra is obedient to men. For instance, when Kendra 

first meets Xander she says: “I will be of service”, and does not even dare to look him in the 

eye.198 Kendra is also highly obedient to the Council and the watchers, who are mainly white 

Western men, whereas Buffy defies them. However, this behaviour is not consistent because 

Kendra is able to talk back to white vampire Spike when she fights with him. 

     Because there is usually only one slayer, Buffy feels threatened by Kendra. In Ono’s 

opinion, Buffy displays her insecurity as racism because Kendra is black, and this is an easy 

way to attack her. Ono’s argument is supported by the fact that Buffy is condescending 

towards Kendra and makes fun of her. For example, Buffy repeatedly mocks Kendra’s 

inability to speak English and implies that Kendra is slow-witted; Buffy speaks to Kendra as 

though she was an idiot when Buffy explains Kendra that she does not want to fight with the 

new slayer: 

     Buffy: No kickoo, no fightoo. 
     (“What’s My Line Part 2”  2.11) 
 

According to Ono, Buffy also starts to mimic Kendra and frequently talks over her.199 Buffy 

belittles and challenges Kendra’s skills as a slayer, too. However, after Kendra saves Buffy 

twice, Buffy’s attitude towards her changes and they become friends, but even after this, 

Buffy seems to think she is a better slayer because she is more in touch with her emotions.  

     Still, I do not think that Kendra’s representation is totally negative. For instance, it is worth 

noting that Kendra defends herself and talks back to Buffy, which Ono does not recognise. 
                                                 

198 This makes a disturbing allusion to the times of slavery in the USA when black people were not allowed to 
look white people in the eye, because it was seen as a sign of rebellion. 
199Ono 2000, 173-174. 
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Kendra has also been a more studious slayer than Buffy and she is a good fighter, who does 

not try to deny her responsibility like Buffy does. However, Kendra’s skills do not save her 

and vampire Drusilla kills her in “Becoming Part 1” (2.21) after only three appearances; the 

white female vampire ends the life of the black female slayer.  

     Is Kendra’s representation stereotypical? According to bell hooks, black female characters 

have often been constructed on negative stereotypes like the mammy, the Jezebel or the 

sapphire. The mammy is a model of black womanhood that is only present to serve the 

whites, whereas the Jezebel is an overtly sexualised black woman and the sapphire character 

is evil and potentially violent.200 Kendra can be linked to the mammy stereotype because she 

is clearly in service of the white Council, but she is somewhat equal to Buffy and she is not 

physically the stereotypical mammy, who is usually an overweight older woman. Kendra does 

not remind the evil sapphire either. Black women are often overtly sexualised, but I do not see 

Kendra as the Jezebel character. Kendra is admittedly an attractive young woman, who is 

dressed in beautiful clothes, but I do not think she is objectified any more than Buffy is. This 

is surprising because Tasker, for instance, claims that black female fighters have often been 

constructed as fetishistic representation of female power.201  

     In fact, Kendra is represented as asexual in her behaviour, because Kendra tells that she is 

not allowed to have boyfriends, thus she cannot be sexually active. For example, Kendra is 

terribly shy with boys, which can be seen in her behaviour towards Xander. At the end of the 

second season, when Kendra is killed, Buffy is sexually active, while Kendra is not, and 

therefore according to the conventions of classic horror and even classic slashers, Buffy 

should die instead of Kendra. For instance, Jancovich points out that sexually active women 

are usually punished in classic horror.202 BtVS succeeds in breaking one misogynist 

convention of horror, because Buffy does not die, but at the same time, the black slayer is 
                                                 

200 bell hooks, Ain’t I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism (Boston: South End Press, 1981) 175. 
201 Tasker 1993, 21. 
202 Jancovich 1992, 10. 
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killed, and consequently the position of the slayer stays in the hands of the white woman, 

which implies that Kendra is symbolically punished for aspiring to the position of power. 203 

For example, Ono argues that because black women cannot be allowed to be a hero, Drusilla 

kills Kendra.204 Helford points out, too, that Kendra’s character shows that the “wrong” race 

can stop a woman from attaining any empowerment.205 However, this does not apply to all 

TV series, because Dark Angel, for example, features a dark and multiethnic action heroine, 

but BtVS fails in this. 

     Kendra is not constructed on the stereotypes that hooks depicts, but the light-skinned black 

slayer has been analysed as an incarnation of another stereotype of African-American people; 

Lynne Edwards sees Kendra as a tragic mulatta character and argues that “in a narrative in 

which the black slayer is initially rejected and then accepted by the white slayer, only to 

sacrificially die, the black slayer becomes a new sign: an updated version of the tragic 

mulatta.”206 Constructing a black female character through a negative stereotype supports the 

conservative reading of the representation politics of BtVS.  

     Kendra is not the only black slayer depicted in a disturbing way. In “Restless” (4.21), 

Buffy, Xander, Giles and Willow sit down to watch videos after defeating the cyborg monster 

Adam. They all enter into a bizarre dream world, where they are pursued by a primitive force, 

that was released when they made the spell that they used in destroying Adam. The force 

turns out to be the spirit of the first slayer, who confronts them with their deepest fears before 

killing them in the dream, but Buffy eventually manages to dispatch the first slayer by 

                                                 
203 Buffy is not killed as a punishment for her sexual activity, but in a way she is punished since her good 
vampire boyfriend Angel turns back into evil Angelus after they have sex because “a moment of perfect 
happiness” is able to break the curse which gave Angel his soul back and turned him good, and Angel turns back 
into a homicidal stalker, Angelus. 
204Ono 2000, 174.  
205 Helford 2002, 33. 
206 Lynne Edwards, “Slaying in Black and White: Kendra as Tragic Mulatta in Buffy” in Rhonda V. Wilcox and 
David Lavery (eds.), Fighting the Forces: What’s at Stake in Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Lanham, Maryland 
Rowman and Littlefield, 2002) 87. 
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ignoring her and they all wake up.207 The first slayer is a primeval and very violent black 

woman, who wants to kill Buffy and her friends. Tung contends that violent black women are 

often seen as hyperaggressive, wild, untameable and vicious,208 which certainly applies to the 

first slayer, who kills Buffy’s friends mercilessly. Racist imagery has traditionally depicted 

black people as savages, and BtVS follows this tradition in the construction of the first slayer, 

because she hardly could be a more savage character- the first slayer looks like a stereotypical 

“wild” black person, or a “native”. The first slayer is very animal-like because her teeth are 

sharp, and she grunts and crouches like an animal: She cannot even speak, so she 

communicates through Tara’s character in the dream. Black people have often been connected 

to nature and animals in racist thinking. Because representing black people as animalistic has 

been essential part of racist thinking, the first slayer character is a very regressive image of 

black women. Springer thinks that racist thinking also tries to prove that because black 

women are “wild” and primitive, violent behaviour is their innate quality, whereas it is 

unnatural to white women, which means that black people are inherently violent due to their 

“savage” ancestry.209 The first slayer is definitely violent, “wild” and “savage”, which 

fortifies the negative stereotype that Springer depicts. 

     As we can see, ethnic women fail as slayers in the series. For example, it is worth noting 

that both the slayers that Spike has managed to kill in the past are non-white women; the first 

one is a Chinese woman and the second a black woman, who reminds Foxy Brown 

significantly (Spike even wears the black slayer’s leather coat as a trophy), while the white 

slayers Buffy and Faith survive. Because the black slayer from the 70’s looks like Foxy 

Brown, she is reminder of powerful black woman characters, but because she is killed, it 

                                                 
207 The episode makes a clear allusion to the Nightmare on Elm Street films, in which youths are killed in their 
dreams. In these films several Final Girls, who are important as Buffy’s predecessors, played a major role. 
208 Tung 2004, 111. 
209 Kimberly Springer, “Waiting to Set It Off: African American Women and the Sapphire Fixation” in Martha 
McCaughey and Neal King (eds.), Reel Knockouts: Violent Women in the Movies (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 2001) 173. 
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shows that BtVS refuses to continue this tradition. Tung points out that women of colour have 

been framed outside the American society’s boundary of acceptable womanhood and hence 

constructed as presumable failed women.210 Black women fail in BtVS, too, and therefore 

BtVS is conservative in this aspect, because the show does not aspire to challenge this racist 

stereotype, but instead reproduces the idea of black women as failures.211  

 
 
5.2 A White Trash Heroine and a Villain 
 
In BtVS, the heroes are middle-class youths, which reflects that the series is marketed to a 

middle-class based audience. In this chapter, I want to investigate how working-class 

characters are represented, and I will concentrate especially on the working-class slayer Faith. 

There are not very many working-class characters in BtVS. It is implied that one of the major 

characters, Xander, is working-class, but this is not emphasised in any way, and rather than 

being a hero, Xander can be described as Buffy’s sidekick. The potential hero with a working-

class background is the slayer called Faith, who is raised after Kendra’s death. Faith’s 

working-class background is made very clear because she is poor, lives in a cheap motel, talks 

in a colloquial way and does not wear the kind of expensive design clothes that middle-class 

Buffy has.  

     Faith is from a poor neighbourhood in Boston, was raised by an alcoholic single mother 

and dropped out of high school, thus Faith appears at first as an opportunity to make a hero 

out of someone who is seen as weak in society’s eyes. However, the writers have a different 

function for her character; they use Faith as a way to realize Buffy’s dark impulses for Buffy. 

It is not uncommon to use ethnic or otherwise marginal characters to express emotions that 

white and middle-class characters are not supposed to have. This technique has been used in 

                                                 
210 Tung 2004, 109. 
211 More on negative stereotypes of black women see bell hooks, Ain’t I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism 
(Boston: South End Press, 1981). 
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films and TV series very often.212 In other words, excess emotions and violence are 

transferred onto Faith, so that Buffy’s character can be constructed in a certain way, as I 

demonstrated in chapter three. For example, Early thinks that Faith represents the fearful 

disorderly woman of history and popular culture and is representative of Buffy’s darker 

self.213 Faith is Buffy’s dark double in many ways; she is dark haired, working-class, enjoys 

violence and is promiscuous. One of the show’s writers, Douglas Petrie, admits this: “She’s in 

many ways Buffy’s evil twin. She gets to do all the things Buffy wants to but can’t.”214 Faith 

is a strong and skilful slayer, but the series constructs Buffy as the good slayer and Faith as 

the bad one. According to Farah Mendlesohn, Faith is the dark, boyish, and richly sexual 

figure juxtaposed against Buffy’s fair, feminine, and oddly pure sexuality.215 Faith is a very 

unruly character, who does what she pleases; Faith does not go to school and breaks the rules 

much more than Buffy, which is shown as destructive to her and others. Buffy does break 

many conventions concerning heroines. For example, she is sexually active and uses violence, 

but Faith takes all these qualities further. It is hardly a coincidence that working-class Faith is 

the villain, while middle-class Buffy is the hero in BtVS, because traditionally heroines have 

been middle-class, young, blonde and virtuous women.216  

     Ross claims that working-class females appear often in stereotypical roles in popular 

media; working-class characters are exoticized, demonised, or sexualised in ways that serve to 

marginalize them from the “proper” female communities.217 Ross’s point is relative to the 

construction of Faith’s character, too, because Faith is demonised and sexualised in the show, 

and she is literally isolated from Buffy’s community, because she lives on the poor side of the 
                                                 

212 See Richard Dyer, White (London: Routledge: 1997). 
213 Early 2001, 19. 
214 Douglas Petrie as cited in Martin Tomlinson, “A Question of Faith: Responsibility, Murder and Redemption 
in Buffy the Vampire Slayer” in Chrestomathy: Annual Review of Undergraduate Research at the College of 
Charleston Volume 3 (2004) 212. 
215 Farah Mendlesohn, “Surpassing the Love of Vampires: Or, Why (and How) a Queer Reading of 
Buffy/Willow Relationship Is Denied” in Rhonda V. Wilcox and David Lavery (eds.), Fighting the Forces: 
What’s at Stake in Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield, 2002) 60. 
216 However, working-class heroines started to appear in the 80’s in detective stories, for example. 
217 Ross 2004, 245. 
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town, while Buffy lives in the middle-class suburb, and Faith does not even attend school 

with Buffy and her friends. In short, Faith is never really accepted to Buffy’s community of 

“proper” people. 

     Faith breaks the limits too much, and consequently she becomes a villain instead of a hero. 

After Faith poisons Angel, Buffy even tries to kill her in “Graduation Day Part 1” (3.21), but 

Buffy does not succeed in ending Faith’s life. The Council tries to capture Faith, who has 

become a rogue slayer, but they fail in controlling her, too. Finally, Faith goes to prison 

voluntarily and the dangerous woman is contained. When Faith goes to jail, Helford describes 

Faith as “quiet, penitent, desexualised, solemn…She is no longer the girl who loved to 

ridicule Buffy’s white middle-class America’s definitions of right and wrong.”218 In the last 

season, Faith is accepted back to Buffy’s team, but she stays a sidekick to Buffy, who is the 

superhero of the show. There is a mutiny at one point among the potentials in the seventh 

season, and Faith is chosen as their leader for a short period of time, but Faith fails, and Buffy 

takes over again as their general. A working-class woman does not achieve the role of the 

hero in BtVS. One of the reasons is that Faith breaks the boundaries too much: she is too 

violent, too sexual and too masculine, but I think it is also linked to her working-class 

identity. A middle-class heroine is a far more acceptable slayer than working-class Faith and 

an easier identification target to the middle-class audience, and for that reason the producers 

use her as an example of the detrimental traits of the slayers rather than emancipating her. 

 

 5.3 Middle-aged Women Stay Banished 

Teenage women are the heroes, while middle-aged women stay in the margin in the series. In 

this chapter, I will analyse how middle-aged female characters are represented in the series. 

BtVS is a teenage series and directed at adolescents, so it is not surprising that young women 
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have the major roles in the show. However, we have seen complex and interesting adult 

characters in other teenage series, such as My So Called Life (USA:1994-1995), and thus it is 

possible in the genre, but BtVS fails to introduce any major female adult character with depth, 

which means that adult women do not become heroes in the series. This is probably linked to 

the fact that the American mainstream film and television have almost banished middle-aged 

women characters- women characters have to be young and pretty. In BtVS, the young are 

usually against the adults, because the actions of most of the adult characters often threaten to 

destroy the world, and many of the villains are authority figures, such as Mayor Wilkinson. In 

teenage series youths are usually positioned against the adults, but this choice in BtVS is 

detrimental to its feminist potential, because it limits the possibilities of middle-aged 

women’s emancipation in the series. 

     Adult men are a more significant influence in Buffy’s life than adult women, which 

implies that there is no strong solidarity between the different generations of women in the 

series. For example, J. P. Williams thinks that Buffy is overfathered and undermothered.219 

This is supported by the fact that the most significant adult character in the series is Buffy’s 

watcher Giles, who is a middle-aged man, while Buffy’s mother Joyce often makes Buffy’s 

life difficult, especially before she finds out that Buffy is the Slayer. Giles is the one who 

teaches and guides the young stars of the show, while middle-aged women mostly fail to 

advice the young women. According to Williams, Joyce’s failure to comprehend her 

daughter’s special abilities makes Joyce seem foolish and negligent.220 In general, Joyce is 

presented as well-meaning but ineffectual. Karras describes Buffy’s relationship to her mother 

as a metaphor for the tenuous relationship between second and third wave feminists. Just as 

second wave feminists accuse third wave of perceived apathy for not embracing their politics, 

                                                 
219 J. P. Williams, “Choosing Your Own Mother: Mother-Daughter Conflicts in Buffy “ in Rhonda V. Wilcox and 
David Lavery (eds.), Fighting the Forces: What’s at Stake in Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Lanham, Maryland: 
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Joyce is often exasperated by what she sees as Buffy’ lack of motivation in the areas she 

considers to be most important.221  

     Williams argues that Joyce’s attempts to protect Buffy are unsuccessful.222 In fact, Buffy 

has to save her mother many times, but there are some exceptions and Joyce is not 

represented solely in a negative way. For example, in “School Hard” (2.3), Buffy fights with 

Spike after a parent-teacher evening and when Spike is about to kill Buffy, Joyce intervenes 

and Spike flees. The episode demonstrates that Joyce also supports Buffy, because Joyce 

helps her daughter to beat the vampire and she also discounts principal Snyder’s hostile 

comments on Buffy in the parent-teacher meeting because admires her daughter’s courage: 

          Joyce: Principal Snyder said you are a troublemaker…And I could care less. I have a   
          daughter who can take care of herself. Who is brave and resourceful and thinks of  
          others in a crisis. (“School Hard” 2.3) 
 
     However, mother-daughter relationships are not generally successful in the series; Buffy 

and Joyce mostly fail to understand each other and Willow’s mother neglects her daughter, 

for example. The failure of mother-daughter relationships is detrimental to BtVS’s feminist 

possibilities. Nancy Chodorow claims that the mother-daughter bond is a taboo in American 

culture and the patriarchy is deeply threatened by this bond, whether the bond is in the form 

of connection between mothers and daughters or as solidarity between women.223 Admittedly, 

there is some solidarity between women, because Buffy’s circle of friends consists mainly of 

women, but they are all young, and therefore the solidarity in the series does not concern all 

women, which benefits male power in the light of Chodorow’s argument. 

     Williams claims that mother-daughter relationships of the series are in fact downright 

deadly.224 For example, in “Gingerbread” (3.11) haunting by apparently sacrificed children 

sends Joyce and Willow’s mother on a rampage against occultism and Buffy and Willow are 
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condemned for witchcraft, which leads to situation in which their mothers are so strongly 

under the spell that they are ready to burn their daughters, which is a very stark image of the 

relationship between the different generations of women. However, Cordelia intervenes with 

a fire hose and Buffy breaks the spell, which reveals that the sacrificed children were in fact 

demons posing as children, and the mothers end their witch-hunt.  

     Other mother figures are dangerous in the series, too. In “Revelations” (3.7), a female 

watcher arrives in Sunnydale to guard Faith. The Council and the watchers consist mainly of 

men, so Gwendolyn Post appears as a possibility to defy the patriarchal guidance of the 

slayers and as a chance to introduce a major middle-aged female character. Gwendolyn warns 

Buffy of a magic artefact, the glove of Mynegin, but Gwendolyn in fact wants to use it herself 

to gain power from the dark forces. Gwendolyn is actually a watcher who has been fired for 

using black magic and she has deceived everyone in order to have to glove. Angel has the 

glove, hence Gwendolyn incites Faith to attack him, and while Faith beats Angel, Gwendolyn 

finds the glove and turns it into a weapon by wearing it. Gwendolyn tries to kill Faith, so 

Buffy has no choice but severe her arm, which kills Gwendolyn. Especially Faith trusted 

Gwendolyn and consequently she is very disappointed and depressed. Gwendolyn was a 

chance to create female influence and cooperation between generations of women in the 

series, but the show constructs her as a villain and this possibility is destroyed. 

     Gwendolyn is not the only middle-aged woman who fails in the series. Jenny Calendar, 

who is a teacher of computer science, is the most potential middle-aged female hero in the 

series. Calendar is a very positive figure because she is intelligent, funny and resourceful. 

Williams contends that Calendar talks about the patriarchal control of knowledge and how 

computers can be used to create a new society.225 With her knowledge of technology, 

Calendar is a character who is competent and strong in a field that has been dominated by 
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men, but she also masters witchcraft. In “The Passion” (2.17), Calendar prepares a spell to 

restore Angelus’s soul and to turn him back to good vampire Angel, but Drusilla foresees 

Calendar’s plans and she sends Angelus to murder Calendar. Angelus finds Calendar and kills 

her easily, which means that Calendar’s significant powers do not save her. Calendar manages 

to inspire especially computer wizard Willow, but her death in the hands of Angelus in “The 

Passion” leaves no strong older woman for the younger characters to consult. Williams thinks 

that Calendar’s death demonstrates the limitations of the feminist vision of BtVS and she finds 

it disturbing that not even Calendar, a woman who speaks against patriarchy and envisions a 

new society that marries magic and technology, cannot escape the influence of the patriarchal 

order. Calendar’s death leaves the young women of the series without positive female models 

to guide them.226  

     Williams makes a good point, because Calendar’s character makes it clear that strong 

middle-aged women are failures in the series. In addition, Buffy stays distant from her 

mother, whose character is often displayed as foolish and rather a burden than a support to 

Buffy, while Buffy’s relationship to Giles is very close, and Giles relentlessly and effectually 

helps her. The female watcher turns out to be a villain and Calendar, whom Willow admires, 

does not last even a season. BtVS concentrates on the empowerment of young women, leaving 

middle-aged women in the margin. The different generations of women fail to connect in the 

series, which is detrimental to the feminist potential of the series. 

      

5.4 When Will We See a Lesbian Heroine? 

Lesbian action heroines are small in number, and when we see tough lesbian women 

characters, they are usually villains.227 There have been some changes and lesbianism is not 
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solely a despised and invisible identity in popular culture anymore,228 but as Angela Galvin 

claims, the history of lesbians in mainstream film, for example, has been and to large extent 

and still is, a history of murderesses and suicides; lesbians have been represented through the 

concepts of “otherness”, threat and psychosis.229 In this chapter, I want to investigate the 

representation of lesbian women in the series and I will analyse especially Willow, because 

she is one of the major characters.  

     There are not any lesbian or gay characters in BtVS before the third season and Buffy’s 

heterosexuality, which is questioned by her masculine features that are often connected to 

lesbianism, is confirmed through her romance with Angel. At the beginning of the series, 

homosexuality is totally absent, which supports the heterosexual matrix; the possibility of 

homosexuality is ruled out at first, and this supports heteronormative power.230 Willow’s 

character interrupts this trend, because in the third season there are some hints that Willow is 

not heterosexual. In “Doppelgangland” (3.16), vengeance demon Anyanka wants to return to 

another dimension and deceives Willow, who has by now some witch powers, in helping her. 

When they are casting the spell, Willow realises that Anyanka wants to do something evil and 

she interrupts the spell. However, evil vampire Willow is thrown into Sunnydale from the 

other dimension as a consequence of the spell. The evil Willow differs very much from the 

good Willow; Willow is a nice and asexual character, even though she has a boyfriend, while 

the evil Willow wears black leather, heavy make up and is violent. The evil Willow enjoys 

SM sex and is bisexual, which means that sexual marginality and marginal sexual practices 

are linked to “deviant” sexuality in this character. The evil Willow first tries to seduce Willow 

and then kill her, but Buffy stops her. However, Willow does not want to kill the evil Willow, 
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229 Angela Galvin, “Basic Instinct: Damning Dykes” in Diane Hamer and Belinda Budge (eds.), The Good, the 
Bad and the Gorgeous: Popular Culture’s Romance with Lesbianism (London: Pandora, 1994) 230. 
230 However, the fan fiction, for example, reveals that some of the viewers read Buffy’s and Willow’s 
relationship as sexual. Still, Buffy and Willow have not become such lesbian icons as Xena, for instance, who 
has a large lesbian audience because of the strong lesbian undertones of the series. 
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so evil Willow is sent back to her own dimension. In this episode Angel hints to Buffy that 

vampire identities reveal the repressed qualities of people, and therefore Willow’s bisexual 

vampire self implies that Willow is not heterosexual. As they move into the university in 

season four, Willow meets Tara in a wicca meeting and they become lovers.231 After this, 

Willow remains a lesbian character and there is no implication that she is even bisexual.  

     In some of the episodes lesbianism in depicted through negative stereotypes. In general, 

lesbians have often been represented in a negative way in the media. For instance, lesbians 

have been connected to violence and pathological sexuality and they also have been depicted 

as predatory stalkers. For example, Arons contends that lesbians have been frequently used in 

representing female violence in its most negative and pathological manifestations.232 Galvin 

agrees with Arons, and contends that lesbians have been connected to sickness and criminality 

in popular culture.233 Arons points out that lesbians have been demonised for being a threat to 

stability and to the “proper” social order as women who usurp the male prerogative not only 

to violence and power, but also to sex with women.234 In the light of these arguments, the 

sixth season starting with the episode “Seeing Red” (6.18) has some disturbing qualities. In 

“Seeing Red”, Tara and Willow settle their argument and decide to continue their 

relationship, but their happiness is destroyed when Warren comes to Buffy’s house to shoot 

Buffy. Warren hits Buffy, but some of the bullets go through the window, and kill Tara. 

Willow is devastated and furious about Tara’s death, which leads her to use black magic and 

to kill Warren. Willow becomes an evil witch and she even hurts her friends when they try to 

protect Warren’s helpers, even if Warren tried to kill Buffy, because the helpers are humans. 

Finally, Willow tries to bring the world to an end, but Xander manages to stop her. I think that 

it is significant that Tara is murdered immediately after she has had sex with Willow, because 
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it appears as though the lesbian couple was punished. It is also worth noting that the first hint 

of Willow’s lesbianism comes through the evil vampire character. The psychopathic queer is 

a commonly used character in Hollywood films, such as To Live and Die in L.A. (USA, 1985) 

and Basic Instinct (USA, 1992). It appears that BtVS draws on this negative stereotypical 

representation, too. The politics of representation in BtVS does not come across as very 

positive when it continues the tradition of depicting sexual minorities through negative 

stereotypes.     

     However, there is some positive development is the seventh season. In the last season, a 

group of potential slayers comes to Sunnydale to Buffy’s protection. Kennedy, who is a 

lesbian, is the most significant and able potential slayer. Kennedy becomes Willow’s new 

girlfriend and she has a significant role in the showdown of the last season, too. Both 

Kennedy and Willow survive the final fight with the First Evil and are able to continue their 

relationship, thus Kennedy and Willow are allowed to fight as strong women on Buffy’s side 

and to have a relationship, which creates a positive endorsement of lesbian existence in the 

series, but I think it stays shadowed by the image of psychotic Willow. It is also very visible 

that the lesbians are very feminine in the series: Willow, Tara and Kennedy, are all “femme 

lesbians”, but admittedly lesbianism is not always toned down in the series, because in some 

scenes Willow passionately kisses Tara and later Kennedy, for example. However, the lesbian 

sex scenes are very carefully done, but because the series in targeted to teenagers, the 

heterosexual sex scenes are not very explicit either. 

     Buffy is the undeniable hero of the show, but Willow is her strongest sidekick, because 

Willow’s spells and computer skills often save Buffy. For example, Early thinks that Willow 

gains status as a warrior woman whose weapon is witchcraft.235 However, Willow is not the 

superhero of the show, even though she is the strongest sidekick character. It is also 

                                                 
235 Early 2001, 20. 



 100

disturbing that lesbians are symbolically punished and Willow is a murderous lesbian 

character, who is ready to kill humans and even her friends, at one point of the series. Willow 

is a powerful female character, but her demonization in the sixth season prevents a positive 

representation of a strong lesbian.  

 

5.5 There Can Be Only One 

Female heroism is quite limited in BtVS; Buffy is the hero because she is the slayer and “she 

alone will fight the forces of darkness”, like the opening credit states. Tasker claims that the 

action narratives have often defined female action heroes as exceptional: “she is characterised 

within movie discourse as a woman with a strength and spirit that is defined as atypical 

(sometimes through a contrast to other weaker women).”236 Tasker argues that because action 

heroines are shown as exceptional, all women in these narratives are not empowered, and 

usually the one empowered is a white female.237 Critics such as Inness contend that a 

community of women fights against monsters in BtVS, 238 as I demonstrated in chapter three. 

It is true that BtVS has many strong women characters, but their empowerment is limited in 

the ways I described earlier in this thesis and the real hero of the show is middle-class, white 

and heterosexual Buffy. All the other heroes stay in Buffy’s shadow in the series and not 

many women characters are really empowered.  

     In this context, the final episode of BtVS is very interesting. In the final episode of the 

series, “The Chosen” (7.21), Buffy and her supporters prepare for their final battle with the 

First Evil. They know that a massive army of über vampires expects them in the Hellmouth, 

and therefore Willow and Buffy make a plan that they will cast a spell that will turn all the 

potential slayers into real slayers, so that Buffy and Faith (who has returned to their side) do 
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not have to fight alone. When the battle is near, Buffy gathers all the potential slayers to give 

them a speech: 

          What if you could have that power [power of the slayer]? Now. In every generation,  
          one slayer is born. Because a bunch of men who died thousands of years ago made up  
          that rule. They were powerful men. (Buffy points to Willow) This woman is more  
          powerful than all of them combined. So I say we change the rule. I say my power  
          should be our power. … From now on, every girl in the world who might be a slayer,  
          will be a slayer. (Montage of a little girl playing baseball, a black woman, a white    
          woman lying on the floor, a Japanese housewife and an abused woman who stops her  
          abuser’s fist by raising her own hand) Every girl who could have power, will have  
          power. Can’t stand up, will stand up. Slayers, every one of us. Make your choice, are  
          you ready to be strong? (“Chosen” 7.21) 
 

The spell is successful and all the potentials turn into slayers, and in effect there is suddenly 

an army of slayers. This means that the world becomes filled with female superheroes of all 

ethnicities, sexualities, classes and sizes. It is significant that Willow and Buffy overrule the 

patriarchal power that has been behind the slayers. A group of men created the first slayer 

thousands of years ago and after that, the patriarchal Council and the watchers controlled the 

slayers. By the end of the series, Buffy no longer takes orders from the Council or has a 

watcher. In fact, the First Evil’s helpers blow up the Council by the mid seventh season. With 

their spell, Buffy and Willow steal the power from the men who created the slayers, and turn 

all the potentials into slayers breaking the patriarchal succession system. This episode 

empowers an army of women, but the fact remains that the show generally does not 

emancipate very many women. 

     All in all, the female heroes of television have tended to be white, pretty, thin, middle-class 

and straight. BtVS continues this trend by excluding marginal women from the position of 

power to large extent.239 Because BtVS empowers only white and heterosexual women, the 

show reproduces Western white heteronormative superiority, which supports the conservative 

reading of the show. Overall, female heroism is very much limited to young, pretty, middle-

                                                 
239 This trend is evident also in other TV series with female heroes, such as in La Femme Nikita. 
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class, heterosexual and white woman in the series. Sexual minorities and people of colour are 

symbolically annihilated in the series and when strong female characters with a marginal 

background appear, they cannot achieve the status of a hero; the black slayer is killed after 

only three appearances and the working-class slayer Faith turns evil, for example. Lesbian 

Willow is a female hero, but she remains as Buffy’s sidekick and even tries to destroy the 

world. The middle-aged women fail to be heroes in the series, too; Jenny Calendar, for 

example, is a strong middle-aged woman character, but she lasts only a half season before 

Angelus kills her. The last episode brings some hope about widely shared female heroism, but 

it does not change the fact that marginal women do not really achieve the role of the hero in 

BtVS- the spell comes too late. Buffy constructs female subjectivity in a way that follows the 

pattern of the traditional term “woman”, that Butler criticizes because it represents only the 

interests of privileged, white and heterosexual women. 

     A white and heterosexual heroine is a more safe choice for the producers and TV networks 

than a heroine who belongs to a sexual or ethnic minority, or both, because a less challenging 

heroine will probably gain mainstream appeal easier. Buffy already breaks the norms by 

taking the masculine role of a hero and using violence, so her other attributes cannot break the 

conventions too much. It is risky business to have a tough female lead, which Renny Harlin 

found out in making The Long Kiss Goodnight (USA, 1996) and Ridley Scott after the release 

of G.I. Jane (USA, 1997), because they both failed in the box office. If the female lead is a 

character who represents also other minorities than just women, the audience might not 

identify with her, because empowered minorities have been a threat to the white mainstream 

audience. Heinecken claims that television is able to take more risks with female characters 

and gender roles than mainstream film, for example, because TV producers can experiment 

with different roles for women, although these roles are still limited; it is less costly to 
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experiment with one episode of a series than with a major film.240 The number of tough 

leading women is greater in TV than on screen, which suggests that the TV producers indeed 

have been more experimental than their colleagues in the film production, but there are limits 

that even most TV producers are not willing to cross when they are creating female 

characters. Television has succeeded in creating female heroes and thus new roles for women, 

which is risky, but not even television necessarily experiments too much. BtVS could give 

powerful roles to marginal women, but apparently the producers of BtVS lacked the courage 

to do this.  

     If Buffy is a feminist hero, what kind of feminism does she represent and how does it 

affect to who becomes a hero in the show? Buffy has often been labelled as a third wave 

feminist hero, thus BtVS has a connection to power feminism and to the criticism it has 

received. Manuel de la Rosa argues that power feminism appeared during the late 1980’s as a 

response to the backlash the second wave feminists suffered, and describes the third wave as 

young women’s effort to have their voices heard.241 Helford contends that power feminism 

means a compromise with patriarchal culture in order to achieve increased social and 

economic power, and power feminist young women declare that they do not need to give up 

make-up, sexy clothes, or emphasis on the attention of the opposite sex to have independence, 

physical strength and moral courage.242 It makes sense that Buffy has been linked to the third 

wave because Buffy is a young powerful woman, who also looks very beautiful and places 

importance to her love life especially in the first three seasons. For example, Karras thinks 

that Buffy’s feminism can be labelled as “girlie” feminism, which is an intersection of culture 

and feminism that is unique to the third wave feminism. Karras argues that the power 

feminists claim that their femininity is a source of power: “By embracing the feminine, the 
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third wave feminists are sending the message to society that women are powerful on their 

own terms.”243 According to Karras, the third wave feminists have claimed pop culture as 

both their terrain and weapon of choice, believing that as participants to a greater degree in 

creating and supporting positive images of themselves, they will finally infiltrate the last 

vestiges of patriarchy.244 BtVS is very much a product of popular culture, so it is easy for the 

third wave to adopt Buffy as one of their heroes; Buffy appears as a powerful role model who 

shows that a feminine woman can be powerful, too.  

     In what way are BtVS’s conservative representation politics concerning ethnicity, sexuality 

and class linked to the third wave? Karras argues that the lack of people of colour in BtVS 

does not reflect the third wave’s inclusion and acceptance of women from different cultural 

and economic backgrounds.245 Is the third wave really as liberal as Karras claims it to be? 

Heinecken sees the third wave very differently from Karras: According to Heinecken, third 

wave feminism is the feminism of the privileged, wealthy, white and educated women, who 

have advantages not held by the majority of women in the world, and she thinks that the third 

wave is a cult of individualism that lacks possibilities for effective change. Heinecken claims 

that the third wave erases differences between people and dissolves social responsibility; by 

focusing on individual empowerment, the needs of others are dismissed, hence power 

feminists are irresponsible. Heinecken contends that the third wave lacks revolutionary power 

and fails in transforming society, which means that it promotes conservative values.246 As I 

pointed out before, Buffy has been seen as a power feminist hero. My analysis of the 

representation of “otherness” in BtVS supports Heinecken’s negative interpretation of the 

third wave feminism. Buffy represents clearly the elite of women, who identify with the third 

                                                 
243 Karras 2002, 7. 
244 Ibid. 
245 Ibid., 9. 
246 Heinecken 2003, 154-156. 



 105

wave, because like the third wave feminists, Buffy is a privileged white, middle-class and 

heterosexual young woman.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 



 106

6. Conclusion 

The aim of my thesis was to analyse how BtVS represents and constructs women and female 

heroism by examining especially Buffy’s image. The central questions of my analysis 

chapters are violence, beauty and “otherness”. My study is located in feminist television and 

popular culture study, and therefore I used theories of popular culture, including theories of 

active women in horror and action heroines. I found Tasker’s and Brown’s ideas very good 

tools for my analysis. In investigating how gender is constructed in the series, I used Butler’s 

theory of gender as performance. 

     Tough female characters have a long history in American entertainment, but in the 1990’s 

their number increased significantly, and tough women now appear in martial arts films, 

commercials, cop movies, cartoons, science fiction, detective stories and videogames, for 

example. Buffy’s character is part of the trend in the media that has placed action heroines as 

central characters from videogames to TV series, and this trend implies that feminism has 

created a cultural environment more receptive to female characters. Buffy is involved with the 

phenomenon in popular culture that offers new visions of heroism, and action heroines like 

Buffy test the possibilities for women to insert themselves in arenas of power from which 

they have long been excluded. Women’s popularity as heroes continues; female superhero 

Elektra stars in her own film this year and Whedon is directing a modern version of Wonder 

Woman at the moment, for example. 

     Many critics have disliked the action heroines, claiming that they are too violent and 

manly, but they have still been quite popular. This implies that Western culture has changed, 

because the audience is more willing to see women breaking the limits of the gender 

conventions. Especially women must be tired of watching damsels in distress, and therefore it 

is a relief for them to see a strong heroine, who can defend herself. For instance, Brown sees 

action heroines’ success as an example of the acceptance of new female identities that enter 
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masculine domains.247 However, the reaction of the critics shows that women’s behaviour is 

still more moderated than men’s. 

     My first analysis chapter investigated the significance of Buffy’s aggression and violence. 

Buffy’s use of violence is one of the features that has been seen as detrimental to Buffy’s 

status as a possible feminist heroine. Generally, the violent action heroines have been 

criticised for reproducing machismo and being figurative males. However, some critics, such 

as Creed and Brown, contest this view. I do not read Buffy as a figurative male, who 

reproduces heroism as a masculine concept, because Buffy is a very feminine character who 

often uses “feminine methods”, such as cooperation, which means that the heroism in the 

show includes femininity. The inclusion of femininity means that BtVS rewrites heroism that 

has been largely defined as masculine. Buffy’s aggression and violence also have some other 

features that support the reading of her as a feminist hero. For example, Buffy defies male 

power, such as her watcher and the Council, and some critics interpret her fight with the 

demons as a symbolic struggle against patriarchy. 

     However, the generic conventions have a clear impact on the construction of Buffy’s 

character. Buffy is aggressive and violent, but this “masculine” feature is toned down in many 

ways. For example, the show rarely depicts explicit violence or excessive gore, and Buffy 

kills in a workmanlike attitude. Buffy’s violence is also constructed as more acceptable by 

juxtaposing her to the “evil” slayer Faith. Violence is one of the features that shows that 

Buffy is both empowered and contained in the series. 

     Violence is also important to the way that the show constructs gender. Violence is a 

masculine quality, thus Buffy performs her gender “incorrectly” when she is violent. Butler 

sees liberating potential in the “incorrect” performance of gender, hence the “incorrect” 

performance strengthens BtVS’s feminist vision. However, it is not only Buffy who performs 

                                                 
247 Brown 1996, 69. 



 108

her gender “incorrectly”, because the major male characters, such as Giles and Xander, can be 

labelled as feminised males, who perform their gender “incorrectly” as well. Popular culture 

often affirms stereotypes, but BtVS shows that it is able to challenge them, too. The show also 

demonstrates how the rules of gender performance are forced upon us by punishing those who 

fail to perform gender according to the conventions, which reveals that the gender system is 

not natural, but constructed. 

     BtVS has been accused of offering a violent role model for women. In my opinion, this 

claim undermines women’s media reading skills because I think that it is unlikely that women 

will mimic the violence that they have seen on TV. Some women oppose all violence 

including fictional violence, but Buffy is power fantasy for many women at the same time. It 

is significant that the violence in BtVS is fictional violence. I used Judith Halberstam’s idea of 

“imagined violence” in analysing BtVS. “Imagined violence” is fictional violence in popular 

culture by marginalities that works as a fantasy of empowerment. If BtVS is defined as 

“imagined violence”, it does not promote violence, but rather creates a psychic landscape in 

which women defend themselves, which can be seen as empowering for women. 

     Chapter four handled the question of Buffy’s appearance and femininity. Beautiful female 

characters have often been analysed as mere eye candy, and some critics argue that Buffy’s 

beautiful and very feminine appearance compromises the feminist potential of the show. 

Buffy’s looks is one of the marks that shows how Buffy acts within certain generic 

conventions. Too masculine action heroines are challenging and widely criticised, and 

therefore Buffy’s beauty is a way to respect the generic limits and to gain the audience’s 

approval. Buffy’s femininity can also be read as feminine masquerade, which means that the 

writers can hide her masculinity in femininity, and therefore beauty (and “girly behaviour”) 

work as a defence when she breaks the conventions of gender. 
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     Buffy’s feminine appearance is an interesting part of the way that the series constructs 

gender. BtVS depicts how hard Buffy works to look beautiful, which reveals how difficult the 

“natural” gender performance in fact is, and how well Buffy has internalised the ideals of 

femininity. Buffy’s feminine looks do not disturb her work as a slayer, but “masculine” 

behaviour is detrimental to Buffy’s efforts to look beautiful. Buffy’s willingness to be 

feminine and attractive is not very revolutionary because “correct” gender performance 

supports the oppressive ideals of gender performance. Because Buffy’s performance of 

gender is both “correct” and “incorrect”, her character is quite ambiguous. 

     The show also proves that there are limits to what extent Buffy can perform masculinity 

and even femininity; Buffy’s extremely feminine belle self fails as a hero, and the masculine 

macho Buffy is quickly killed off. The series prefers Buffy’s model of heroism in which 

femininity and masculinity are combined, and thus produces heroism that includes femininity. 

However, the heroine has to be more feminine than masculine in the show. 

     Buffy is a known sex symbol and some critics claim that this disempowers her. However, 

critics like Brown think that action heroines are not mere sexual objects, because they are 

active characters. In addition, the format of TV assists in creating a character with depth, and 

as a result, the audience will learn to know Buffy as a full-rounded character. However, I 

think that the show erotises Buffy’s toughness by constructing her as a semidominatrix in 

certain scenes, which is again one of the ways that Buffy’s masculine features are “softened”.  

     Buffy/Gellar appears in several media, which problematises her image. The secondary 

sources, such as magazines, sexualise and objectify Buffy/Gellar much more than the series, 

and the popularity of these sources affects Buffy’s image. However, I do not believe that the 

secondary sources succeed in destroying the image of the series in which Buffy is both 

sexualised and empowered. 
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     Critics have usually concentrated on criticising Buffy’s violent behaviour and her beauty, 

but I think that the gravest problem to BtVS’s feminist potential is how “otherness” is 

represented in the series. In chapter five, I analysed how different female identities are 

represented in the show. BtVS succeeds in creating a female hero, who defies the masculine 

tradition of heroism, but it is significant what kind of female hero Buffy is- she is middle-

class, white and heterosexual. BtVS represents marginal and middle-aged women in ways that 

do not really empower them. For example, there are only few non-white people in the series, 

and at first it seems that the introduction of the black slayer Kendra is a positive development, 

but her character reveals disturbing qualities in the series, such as Buffy’s racist tendencies. 

Kendra is represented mostly in stereotypical and racist ways before she dies only after three 

appearances. The representation of other non-white women follows the same pattern in the 

series. 

     Working-class women are not treated very well in the series either. Faith appears as a 

chance to create a working-class heroine, but her character is ostracized in the middle-class 

world of Buffy, and instead of becoming a hero, she becomes a villain. The show reproduces 

negative stereotypes of working-class women when it demonises and sexualises Faith, which 

is not very flattering to the representation politics of BtVS.  

     The show concentrates only on the empowerment of young females, because there is no 

real solidarity between different generations of women in BtVS. Mother-daughter 

relationships are not successful in the series and the show fails to introduce any strong 

middle-aged female characters to advice and teach the young women. For example, Buffy’s 

mother is ineffectual, female watcher Gwendolyn Post turns out to be a villain and Jenny 

Calendar is killed by Angelus. This feature of the series is clearly detrimental to the feminist 

vision of the series, too.  
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     Lesbian heroines are scarce in popular culture and this applies to BtVS as well. In the first 

two seasons, homosexuals are invisible until Willow is revealed to be a lesbian. Willow is a 

powerful woman due to her computer skills and witchcraft, so she is a very potential heroine, 

but the show turns her into a psychotic killer, which reflects common negative stereotypes 

about lesbians and reveals that the show represents marginal women through negative 

stereotypes repeatedly.  

     Female heroism is very limited in the series because the hero of the show, Buffy, is a 

white, middle-class and heterosexual woman, while marginal and middle-aged women mostly 

fail as heroes in the show and are represented in a negative way. This shows that BtVS is very 

conservative in representing multiple female identities. 

     It appears that the women’s movement has succeeded in fracturing dominant culture, and 

opened up space for new images even in the mainstream, which series like BtVS prove. 

However, female action series are not only a positive development, because they have 

conservative qualities as well. Most importantly, female warriors, witches and superheroes 

remain overwhelmingly white, heterosexual and classless, and Buffy is no exception. The 

feminism that BtVS represents is a privileged version of feminism that excludes non-white, 

non-heterosexual and non-middle-class women, and to a large extent fails to introduce social 

issues and demand collective action or change.  

     However, the concept of heroism is widening in American popular culture because action 

heroes are no longer only white men or women. For example, black action heroines, such as 

Angela Basset’s Mace in Strange Days (USA, 1995), have emerged from the mid 1990’s. 

Nowadays, we see more and more black action heroines, like Jada Pinkett-Smith’s Niobe in 

the two last Matrix films (USA, 2003), Halle Berry’s Catwoman (USA, 2004) and Alexa, who 

is the last survivor from the monsters’ battle in Alien vs. Predator (USA, 2004). This change 

concerns also men, because non-white male stars, such as the Rock and Vin Diesel feature as 
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action heroes in the current action films, like The Scorpion King (USA, 2002) and The 

Chronicles of Riddick (USA, 2004). In fact, whole families can be heroes in the action 

narratives nowadays. For example, in The Mummy Returns (USA, 2001) and in the animation 

film The Incredibles (USA, 2004), both the parents and the children act as action heroes. 

     Butler argues that the term “woman” is under constant reconstruction.248 Buffy enacts both 

femininity and masculinity, and consequently represents a woman who does not have only 

“feminine” qualities. The representation of Buffy expands space for female identity, because 

she breaks the gender boundaries. It is very visible in the show that Buffy’s character goes 

over many limits of how female characters should be. However, Buffy’s character also shows 

that action heroines are toned down in many ways to make them more acceptable, which 

means that Buffy’s power is simultaneously shown and contained. 

     I think that the show succeeds in creating a new kind of representation of women through 

Buffy. Admittedly, there have been tough women characters in American entertainment 

before, but we have not seen the adolescent female body represented in this way before: 

Buffy’s body signifies toughness, resilience, strength and confidence. BtVS started a trend in 

1997, because TV series such as Charmed (USA,1998-) and Dark Angel (USA, 2001-2002) 

have continued Buffy’s model of tough teenage women in TV. 

     I believe that the issues that I chose assisted very well in examining how women are 

represented in BtVS and how the series constructs female heroism. I think it would be also 

interesting to study the way that the series embraces the American capital culture, but here I 

found the questions of “otherness”, violence and beauty as the most important ones, so the 

investigation of BtVS’s relation to capitalism remains as a subject of further study. The 

representation of men was very interesting in the series, too, but the representation of women 

in the show was such a complex issue that there was no space for studying it in this thesis. 
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