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Dawn Heinecken  
Fan Readings of Sex and Violence on Buffy the 

Vampire Slayer  
  

“Par t  o f  me be l ieves  rea l  love and pass ion have to  go hand and hand with  pa in  and 

f ight ing.”   

Buffy ,  Someth ing B lue (4009) 
  

(1)  In her  art ic le ,  “ I ’m Buf fy and You’ re  .  .  .  H is tory ,”  Patr ic ia  Pender  d iscusses  the 
postmodern po l i t ics  o f  Buf fy .  Pender argues that  the quest ion o f  whether Buf fy  i s  “ femin is t ”  or  
not  is  less  usefu l  than v iewing the ser ies  as  “a  s i te  o f  in tense cu l tura l  negot ia t ion in  which 
compet ing def in i t ions  o f  the centra l  terms in  the debate  .  .  .  can be tested and re f ined.”  
Among one of  the centra l  issues  in  femin is t  debate is  female sexua l i ty  and the dep ic t ion o f  
female des i re .  Buffy ’ s  representat ion o f  female sexua l i ty  and des i re  is  complex and o f ten 
contrad ic tory ,  and serves  as  a  s t rong example  o f  the way the ser ies  inv i tes  negot ia t ion over  
mean ing (Heinecken,  Warr ior) .   
  

(2)  Created by Joss  Whedon as  an ant idote to  the defense less,  sexua l ized female 
v ic t im of  count less  horror  f i lms,  Buffy  nonethe less  has  a  long h is tory  of  s i tuat ing i ts  hero ine 
in  a  wor ld  fu l l  o f  monstrous men and in  wh ich sex is  cons is tent ly  l inked to  death and v io lence 
(Re id-Walsh,  Braun) .  Whi le  the dangerous nature  o f  female sexua l  des i re  has  a lways p layed a  
par t  in  Buf fy ,  in  the ser ies ’  s ix th season,  th is  theme was foregrounded in  the s tory  o f  Buf fy ’ s  
sexua l  re la t ionsh ip  with  Sp ike.  The dep ic t ion o f  the ir  exp los ive,  v io lent  and graph ica l ly  sexua l  
a f fa i r  generated a  great  dea l  o f  press.  C l ips  o f Buf fy/  Sp ike sex scenes were featured in  a  Fox 
News Spec ia l  t i t led  “The Corrupt ion of  Amer ican Youth”  and the re la t ionsh ip  was d iscussed in  
such stor ies  as  “Buf fy  Rela t ionsh ip  T ips  in to  Domest ic  V io lence”  (O’Hare) .   
  

(3)  In the ser ies ,  the Buf fy/Sp ike re la t ionsh ip  is  presented in  an ambiguous fash ion.  In 
many ways i ts  rep l icates  s tereotyp ica l  not ions  of  pass ive  female and aggress ive  male  
sexua l i ty .  Sp ike is  the verba l  aggressor ,  who is  ab le  to  speak h is  des i re  for  Buf fy .  An ev i l  
vampire ,  he pursues her  unre lent ing ly .  Buf fy  repeated ly  den ies  her  des i re  for  Sp ike,  but  is  
repeated ly  shown g iv ing in  to  i t .  At  the same t ime,  Buffy  demonstrates female sexua l  
aggress ion and male vu lnerab i l i ty .  Buf fy  takes the super ior  pos i t ion in  the i r  sexua l  scenes and 
even beats  Sp ike in to  unconsc iousness  in  one ep isode,  whi le  Sp ike takes the “ femin ine”  ro le  in  
h is  emot ional  openness  to  Buf fy .  In  add i t ion,  the re la t ionsh ip  draws upon the idea o f  natura l  
antagon ism between men and women.  The two f i rs t  come together  in  the midst  o f  a  f is t  f ight .  
Throughout  the season,  they a l ternate  between taunt ing or  punch ing one another  and hav ing 
sex.  The re la t ionsh ip  cu lminates  with  Sp ike ’s  a t tempt to  rape Buf fy .   
  

(4)  The contrad ic tory  story l ine  launched a  hot  debate  among fans,  who genera l ly  
reacted to  the re la t ionsh ip  e i ther  w i th  ecstat ic  de l ight  or  horror .  Fan read ings o f  the 
representat ion o f  sexua l i ty  and des i re  w ith in  Buf fy ’ s  s ix th  season are  in terest ing because they 
t ie  to  how fans  understand and d iscuss  the show as  promot ing messages o f  female 
empowerment .  For example,  many fans  are  cr i t ica l  o f  the ep isodes “Smashed,”  “Wrecked”  and 
“Gone,”  in  wh ich Buf fy  f i rs t  den ies ,  then g ives  in  to ,  her  des i re  for  Sp ike.  They see the 
ep isodes as re f lec t ing t rad i t iona l  not ions  o f  female pass iv i ty  and male sexua l  aggress ion which 
do not  j ibe  with  v iewers ’  understand ing o f  the ser ies  as  a  “ femin is t ”  text .  Mrs .  Poet ,  for  
example,  wr i tes  that  “As  a  femin is t  I  have a b ig  prob lem with  the way Buf fy ’s  sexua l i ty  has  
been por t rayed in  ser ies  s ix  .  .  .  [ that]  has  Buf fy  say ing ‘no ’ .  ‘ s top i t ’  e tc  ( to  sex)  over  and 
over  aga in  when she c lear ly  means the oppos i te . ”1 Chr is  L  is  d ismayed how when Buf fy  says  
no,  Sp ike is  por t rayed as “ in tent iona l ly  d is regard ing Buf fy ’ s  expressed wishes.”2 Other fans 
f ind the v io lence in  the re la t ionsh ip  d is taste fu l .   
  

(5)  However ,  the Buf fy/Sp ike s tory l ine  was very  popu lar  among a par t icu lar  group o f  
on- l ine  fans,  known as  the B/S “sh ippers”  (Buffy/Sp ike re la t ionsh ippers) .  These fans are  
devoted to  the re la t ionsh ip  and d iscuss  i t  on numerous webs i tes  and l is t  serves.  In  a TV Guide  
on- l ine po l l  Buf fy  and Spike won “ favor i te  TV coup le ,”  w i th  35% of  the votes ,  ahead of  
Fr iends ’  Chand ler  and Monica  (19%).3 Sp ike a lso  won 83% of  the votes  in  Zapt2 i t ’ s  rank ing o f  
Buf fy ’ s  boyf r iends.4 The unof f ic ia l  fan webs i te  for  the actor  who p lays  Sp ike,  
www.jamesmarsters .com, crashed because o f  too much t raf f ic  a f ter  the a i r ing o f  “Smashed”  
and “Wrecked,”  the ep isodes which dep ic t  Buf fy  and Sp ike ’s  f i rs t  sexua l  encounter  and the 
morn ing a f ter .  I f  some fans  were cr i t i ca l  o f  the dep ic t ion o f  the re la t ionsh ip  because i t  
re in forced ideas  of  female sexua l  pass iv i ty  and antagon ism between the sexes,  does  th is  mean 
that  the B/S sh ippers  subscr ibe to  these s tereotypes?  
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(6)  Th is  paper  examines the var ious in terpret ive  s t rateg ies  employed by sh ippers  in  
the ir  read ings o f  the ep isodes “Smashed”  through “Dead Th ings,”  based on the ir  on l ine-
comments ,  d iscuss ions  and fan f ic t ion.  Two major  deve lopments  in  the ser ies  have s ince 
occurred:  Spike ’s  a t tempt  to  rape Buf fy  and h is  w inn ing o f  a  sou l .  Whi le  read ings  o f  
Buf fy/Sp ike re la t ionsh ip  wi l l  undoubted ly  change based of  these deve lopments ,  fan read ings  
f rom th is  par t icu lar  per iod are  nonethe less  o f  in terest .  They not  on ly  revea l  the way fans  
respond to  spec i f ic  textua l  cues  but  h igh l ight  fan des i res  and expectat ions  based on these 
cues  and textua l  in format ion ava i lab le  at  the t ime.   
  

(7)  A l though “ femin ism” is  a  term rare ly  used,  sh ipper  comments  demonstrate  a  
sens ib i l i ty  that  may eas i ly  be as  femin is t  in  that  the ir  read ings re f lec t  a  concern with  female 
agency and aggress ion,  a  des i re  for  ega l i tar ian re la t ionsh ips ,  and a  des i re  to  see express ions  
o f  an uncha ined female sexua l i ty .  Sh ipper  read ings  are  cons is tent  w ith  ways that  fans  have 
read other  texts  such as contemporary romances.  Understanding Buffy  as a  popu lar  romance 
he lps  exp la in  readers ’  p leasure in  dangerous men as  a  s ign o f  female power  and aggress ion.  
B/S Sh ippers a lso  show an understand ing that  the dangerous sexua l i ty  presented is  a  method 
o f  deve lop ing the ident i ty  o f  the hero ine.  F ina l ly ,  sh ipper  read ings see the re la t ionsh ip  as 
potent ia l ly  represent ing a  sh i f t  in  the ser ies ’  ep is temology and po l i t ica l  message.   
  

(8)  In the wor ld  o f  Buf fy  sex is  dangerous and to be a rea l  man is  to  be a monster .  
Buf fy  s leeps with  her  f i rs t  vampire  lover  Ange l  and causes  h im to  loose h is  sou l .  He then goes 
on a murderous rampage.  Sp ike is  l ikewise  monstrous.  A  vampire  without  a  sou l ,  he is  
sexua l ly  and mora l ly  dev iant .  For  example,  in  the f i f th  season, Sp ike s ta lked Buf fy .  He s to le  
her  pant ies ,  bu i l t  an a l te r  for  her ,  cha ined her  up and even had a robot  bui l t  in  her  image to  
use as a  sex toy.   
  

(9)  Sp ike has been descr ibed as  “ impotent”  for  the last  three years  a f ter  he was 
captured by a  government  agency that  implanted a  ch ip  in  h is  bra in  that  prevents  h im f rom 
harming humans. However ,  as  he says,  he gets h is  “ rocks” back in  Season S ix  when he 
d iscovers  that  he is  ab le  to  h i t  Buf fy.  Not  co inc identa l ly ,  i t  i s  that  moment  that  he and Buf fy  
beg in  the ir  sexua l  re la t ionsh ip .  The dangerous nature  o f  the ir  un ion is  underscored by Sp ike,  
who te l ls  Buf fy ,  “I  knew the on ly  th ing bet ter  than k i l l ing  a  S layer  wou ld  be fuc-…,”  before  
be ing s i lenced by her .   
  

(10)  Sh ippers  are  qu i te  cogn izant and cr i t ica l  o f  the l ink  the ser ies  makes between sex 
and v io lence .  They acknowledge the fact  that  the aggress ion in  the B/S dynamic  is  not  a  
“good”  th ing,  but  s t i l l  f ind  themselves  aroused or  emot iona l ly  sucked in to  the text .  Indeed,  in  
some cases,  the sexua l  scenes between Buf fy  and Sp ike seem to  have funct ioned as  a  mar i ta l  
a ide  for  some coup les:  Midn ightdancer  wr i tes ,  “My husband caught  me watch ing the end scene 
o f  “Smashed”  for  the tenth t ime and k inda got  jea lous  o f  Sp ike.  S ince then,  the pass ion has 
returned to  our  re la t ionsh ip  and th ings have never  been bet ter  ( I  even had to  f ind a  
tur t leneck to  wear  to  h ide the b i te  marks!)”   
  

(11)  The e f fect iveness  o f  these ep isodes and the ir  ab i l i ty  to  suck v iewers  in  desp i te  
themse lves  is  perhaps due to  the fact  that  sexua l  v io lence is  inherent  to  our  cu l tura l  
mytho log ies  about  love and male/ female  re la t ions.  Sp ike is  presented as the “bad boy” who 
may be bad but  who is  u l t imate ly  des i rab le .  The text  makes i t  c lear  that  h is  appea l  to  Buf fy  is  
a t  least  par t ly  based on h is  darkness.  As  Sp ike te l ls  Buf fy ,  “I  may be d i r t ,  but  you ’ re the one 
who l ikes  to  ro le  in  i t ,  S layer . ”  A  number  o f  fans l ikewise  v iew danger  ( i f  on ly  in  fantasy)  as 
par t  o f  Sp ike ’s  sexua l  appea l .  One poster ,  for  example,  descr ibes  Sp ike as  a  “wonderfu l ,  
sens i t ive,  sweet  guy and a dangerous impuls ive k i l le r  a l l  a t  once.  .  .  .  A  guy you ’d  love to fa l l  
in  love with  and mary (s ic)  but  wou ldn ’ t  want  to  meet  in  a  dark  a l ley .”   
  

(12)  G iven th is  in terpretat ion o f  Sp ike ’s  character ,  why do sh ippers  see h im as  a va l id  
love in terest  for  Buf fy?  I t  is  important  to  note  that  readers tend to  read texts  based on a  
hor izon o f  expectat ions formed by fami l ia r i ty  w ith  other texts  (Jauss) .  The Buf fy/Sp ike 
s tory l ine rep l icates  imagery  and codes drawn f rom other  s tor ies  about  female maturat ion,  
such as  contemporary romance nove ls .  Two of  the most  obv ious  codes are the combat ive  
re la t ionsh ip  between lovers  and a  myster ious,  dangerous man as  a  love in terest .  Sh ippers  use 
in terpretat ive s t rateg ies  s imi lar  to  those o f  romance fans in  the way they read the v io lent  
hero.   
  

(13)  As Tan ia  Mod lesk i  exp la ins ,  the p lo t  o f  contemporary goth ic  romances is  bas ica l ly  
th is:  a  young g ir l ,  i so la ted f rom f r iends and fami ly ,  comes to a  s t range,  threaten ing space fu l l  
o f  ambiguous characters.  Her  surv iva l  is  dependent  upon her  ab i l i ty  to  in terpret  and def ine 
the emot ions o f  a  myster ious  and dangerous male.  Does he want  to  k i l l  her  or  k iss  her? The 
ambiguous nature  o f  men is  a t  the heart  o f  these s tor ies;  the ir  v io lence is  ever  present ,  but  
the hero ine saves herse l f  by  learn ing to  re interpret  h is  apparent ly  v io lent  act ions  as  a s ign 
act  h is  love (168) .  The hero is  e f fect ive ly  tamed by nove l ’ s  end.   
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(14)  Buf fy  descr ibes  a  s imi lar  journey for  i t s  hero ine.  A l though Buf fy  has f r iends,  in  
the s ix th  season,  she is  iso la ted f rom them and is  even an orphan.  Throughout the ser ies  she 
has had to  nav igate  dangerous spaces whi le  dea l ing with  the quest ion o f  the “ t ruth”  about  
ident i ty—part icu lar ly  men.  Men in  Buf fy  are unpred ic tab le ,  dep ic ted as  dangerous at  hear t  and 
the ir  sur face appearances are  o f ten mis lead ing (see He inecken,  Warr ior) .  The “ t ruth”  o f  
Sp ike ’s  character  and h is  love for  Buf fy  ( is  he ev i l  or  good;  is  h is  love rea l ly  lus t?)  was a  hot  
debate  between sh ippers and other  fans  dur ing Season S ix .   
  

(15)  Textua l  ana lyses  o f  romances would  suggest  that  romance readers ’  p leasure in  
the domineer ing and dangerous hero is  masoch is t ic .  However ,  in  her  groundbreak ing study o f  
romance fans,  Jan ice  Radway found readers  were o f ten se lect ive  in  terms of  the character  
t ra i ts  on which they chose to  focus.  Radway, for  example,  found that  the hero ’s  appeal  to  
readers  was not  based on h is  domineer ing or  v io lent  qua l i t ies .  Instead,  readers  in terpreted 
the hero as  someone who is  s t rong and mascu l ine  but  “equa l ly  capab le  of  unusua l  tenderness ,  
gent leness  and concern for  her  p leasure”  (81) .   
  

(16)  Sh ippers  seem to  be per forming the same k ind of  se lect ive read ing of  Sp ike.  
A l though Sp ike is  c lear ly  a  v io lent  character  who t r ies  to  b i te  a  g i r l  in  the very  same ep isode 
he consummates h is  re la t ionsh ip  with  Buf fy ,  sh ippers  tend to  focus the ir  d iscuss ions  around 
h is  nurtur ing qua l i t ies .  Even though many sh ippers  acknowledge Sp ike ’s  dark  s ide,  they 
repeated ly  st ress  a l l  the  th ings  that  he has  done to  care for  Buf fy .  These inc lude tak ing care 
o f  her s is ter  Dawn even a f ter  Buf fy ’ s  death,  serv ing as  Buf fy ’s  conf idant  when she f i rs t  
re turns  f rom the dead,  and sav ing her  f rom danc ing herse l f  to  death under  the in f luence o f  a  
danc ing demon.  They in terpret  Sp ike ’s  in teract ion with  the Buf fybot ,  h is  robot sex toy,  as  
ev idence o f  h is  concern for  Buf fy ’ s  p leasure,  s ince h is  f i r s t  act  w i th  i t  is  to  perform 
cunn i l ingus.   
  

(17)  Whi le  some on- l ine  fans are  ins is tent  that  the sou l less  Sp ike is  i r redeemably  ev i l  
and cannot  change ( th is  is  based on the mytho logy of  the Buf fyverse  in  which a  sou l  
d is t ingu ishes  good characters  f rom ev i l  characters) ,  a lmost  a l l  sh ippers  agree that  Sp ike ’s  
love for  Buf fy  has changed h im—his  behav ior  i f  not  h is  inner  se l f .  Mace wr i tes ,  “Sp ike  wi l l  
a lways be bad,  but  he can contro l  h imse l f  fo r  love o f  Buf fy . ”5 One group o f  sh ippers ,  ca l led  
the “ redempt ion is ts”  be l ieve that  Sp ike wi l l  make a  complete  t rans i t ion to  the s ide o f  good.   
  

(18)  The focus on the change in  Sp ike ’s  character  rep l icates  one o f  the centra l  themes 
o f  many romances:  the dangerous man tamed by the love o f  a  woman.  H is  appea l  l ies  in  h is  
power ,  but  a power that  is  harnessed. As  “PWAC” says,  “Sp ike is  smolder ing and sexy .  .  .  and 
that  is  the fantasy that  we a l l  want .  We want  the myster ious,  bad guy with  the heart  o f  go ld  
to  fa l l  in  love with  the g i r l  and save the day.”  Mod lesk i  sees  the popu lar i ty  o f  romances as  
based on the fact  that  they speak to  the fears of  women who have l i tera l ly  had to  depend 
upon the ir  ab i l i ty  to  “ read”  the t rue nature  o f  men in  order  to  surv ive (34) .  The idea o f  a  
v io lent  hero tamed by the hero ine is  seduct ive  because i t  is  a  way o f  conquer ing fears  about  
the rea l-wor ld  potent ia l  o f  men to  harm women (Radway 169) .   

   
(19)  Th is  k ind of  re f raming o f  male  v io lence cer ta in ly  has  the e f fec t  o f  mask ing and 

mainta in ing unequa l  power  re la t ions  between the sexes.  However ,  i t  a lso  expresses women’s  
des i re  for  power .  Many romances feature  heroes who are emot iona l ly  wounded and suf fer  for  
love o f  the hero ine.  Mod lesk i  sees  such texts ,  in  wh ich the hero is  reduced to  “ in terna l ly  
grove l ing”  as  a  female revenge fantasy (45) .  Even i f  revenge is  not  the mot ive,  w ie ld ing such 
excess ive emot iona l  contro l  over  a man is  a  potent ia l  fo rm of  power  for  women. In  add i t ion,  
Radway conc ludes that  the ind iv idua l  qua l i t ies  o f  the hero are  less  important  to  romance 
readers  than the ro le  he per forms v is-à-v is  the hero ine.  The romance is  f ina l ly  about  readers  
des i re  to  be cared for ,  loved and va l idated in  part icu lar  ways (83) .   
  

(20)  The ep isodes “ Intervent ion”  and “Dead Th ings”  h igh l ight  Sp ike ’s  w i l l ingness to  
suf fer  for  Buf fy .  In one he a l lows h imse l f  to  be tor tured by an ev i l  god to save Buf fy ’ s  s is ter ,  
because “ I ’d  cou ldn ’ t  l ive ,  her  [Buf fy]  be ing in  that  much pa in.”  In “Dead Th ings”  Buf fy  
be l ieves  she has k i l led  an innocent  g i r l  and at tempts  to  turn herse l f  in to  the po l ice .  Sp ike 
t r ies  to  s top her .  When she exp lodes in  rage at h im he te l ls  her  to  “put  i t  a l l  on h im,”  and 
a l lows her  to  beat  h im a lmost  to  unconsc iousness,  absorb ing her  emot iona l  pa in  in to  h is  body.  
Sp ike ’s  w i l l ingness to  love Buf fy  uncond i t iona l ly  appea ls  to  the sh ippers .  A f ter  “Dead Th ings”  
Re ia  wrote:  “Sp ike s t i l l  loves  her  so s t rong ly ,  is  ab le  to  forg ive her  and understand,  st i l l  want  
to  be with  her  .  .  .  s igh!! ”6  
  

(21)  In add i t ion,  sh ipper  comments  make c lear  that  at  least  par t  o f  the att ract ion of  
Buf fy/Sp ike re la t ionsh ip  is  that  h is  s trength and aggress ion serves  as a  way of  express ing 
Buf fy ’ s  power  and des i re .  Most  sh ippers  asser t  that  Buf fy  is  phys ica l ly  s t ronger  than Spike and 
the v io lence between them is  consensua l .  Sh ippers  react  negat ive ly  to  other  fans ’  suggest ion 
that  the “Smashed”  sex scene,  in  which the two punch and pummel each other  as  a  form of  
forep lay,  impl ied that  Buf fy  was be ing forced.  One fan wr i tes ,  “Forced? I  w i l l  keep that  in  
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mind the next  t ime I  watch that  scene and watch how Buf fy  mounts  Sp ike l ike  a  s teed,  and 
then ends up on top o f  h im in  the f ina l  scene.  Oh my,  the submiss ion.”7 Fans o f  the 
re la t ionsh ip  c lear ly  see th is  k ind o f  representat ion o f  female sexua l i ty  and des i re  as 
empower ing.  A f ter  watch ing “Smashed”  one fan wrote:  “I  don ’ t  know about you guys but that  
sex was great  and wow i t  is  even better  when both are  in  powered (s ic)  buy (s ic)  i t .  I t  shows 
that  not  on ly  guys want  t rue hot  and pass ion f i l led  sex but us women too.”8  
  

(22)  The fact  that  Buf fy  and Sp ike come together  on ly  a f ter  he learns  he can h i t  her  
impl ies  that ,  in  order  to  be sexua l ly  v iab le ,  men need to  be v io lent  and ab le  to  dominate  the ir  
women. However ,  B/S sh ippers  see th is  as  a  necessary  move to  imply  equa l i ty  between the 
two.  Aure l io  wr i tes  that  “As  long as  he cou ldn ’ t  phys ica l ly  hurt  her ,  he was for  a l l  in tents  and 
purposes,  “ impotent . ”  And now he’s  not  anymore.  .  .  .  Buf fy  can enter  in to  a re la t ionsh ip  o f  
equa ls  w ith  h im.”9 Shade says that  “There rea l ly  is  on ly  one person equa l  to  Buf fy  .  .  .  (how 
cruc ia l  was that  get t ing back of  the rocks dea l?  Very.  Buf fy  can ’ t  have love for  a  doormat) .10  
  

(23)  One reason that  these fans  fee l  the need for  Sp ike to  be seen as  Buf fy ’ s  equa l  is  
because i t  supports  the not ion of  Buf fy  as  a  power fu l  woman.  Tora says,  “ I ’d  l ike  to  see them 
deve lop th ings  between Sp ike and Buf fy  as a  re la t ionsh ip  o f  equa ls  .  .  .  I  rea l ly  don ’ t  want  
them to  p lay in to  the “s trong woman emascu lates  the men around her”  c l iche.  .  .  .  they ’ re  
put t ing her  in  a  pos i t ion where she can ’ t  look down on Sp ike,”  11 A.Zae l  wr i tes ,  “ever  s ince 
“Smashed,”  i t  seems l ike  they want  both h im and Buf fy  to  be equa ls .  .  .  .  In  too many shows,  
wr i ters  th ink  the on ly  way to make a  s t rong female protagon is t  is  to  surround her  w ith  weaker  
males  or  on ly  females .  I  be l ieve the fact  that  they a l low a s t rong male lead,  shows the fa i th  
the creators  have in  the power  o f  the ir  female character . ”12   
  

(24)  Sh ippers  want to  see a  power fu l  woman who is  loved,  not  in  sp i te  o f ,  but  because 
o f  her power.  As  Cumbayaya says,  “ to  have her  f ind someone she is  compat ib le  w ith  on ly  to  
loose h im to  the compl icat ions  that  comes with  the s layer  package is  get t ing o ld .  I  wou ld  love 
i t  i f  she cou ld  f ind  a  re la t ionsh ip  with  Sp ike who excepts (s ic)  and in  a warped way loves  who 
she is  and s t ick  with  i t . ”  13 Latestake says that  “Buf fy  is  a l l  about the femin is t  parad igm sh i f t  
so  that  wou ld  be an in terest ing p lay on that  theme.  .  .  .  A  man reve l ing in  the power  o f  a  
woman without  los ing h is  own power.  Sp ike and Buf fy  are  qu i te  even ly  matched,  and as they 
are  worthy opponents  for  each other ,  so  shou ld  they be worthy o f  each other  as  lovers .”14  
  

(25)  Sh ippers  a lso  seem to  enjoy the way the Buf fy/  Sp ike dynamic  foregrounds what 
rev iewer  Stephan ie  Zacharek ca l ls  the “mess iness and potent ia l  danger”  o f  sex.  In her 
Salon.com  rev iew of  “Smashed”  and “Wrecked,”  Zacharek wrote  that  “I  can ’ t  th ink o f  a  recent 
mov ie  that  dea l t  w i th  the emot iona l  r i sks  and dangers  of  sex in  such a s tar t l ing  and a f fect ing 
way.  .  .  .  they ’ve so s t ra ight forward ly  def ined the usua l ly  b lur ry  mer id ian between aggress ion 
and sex.”  On- l ine fan Haunt  s imi lar ly  wr i tes:  “Wel l  I  LOVE sensua l i ty ,  more than the wi ld  
an imal  abandon that  we saw in  Smashed,  but  to  l imit  one ’s  v iew of  sex that  way is  we l l ,  
l imit ing.  .  .  .  i t ’ s  unhea l thy to  assume that  anger and pass ion are  never a par t  o f  sex.”  15 
S lyv ie  agrees,  say ing that  “ the gen ius  of  Joss is  not  wr i t ing sex for  sex.”16  
  

(26)  These read ings suggest  that  fans  enjoy the break f rom the t rad i t iona l  media  
representat ion o f  sex as  a  sor t  o f  l im ina l  space,  set  outs ide o f  t ime,  in  wh ich a l l  tens ions  and 
conf l ic ts  between partners  are  reso lved.  As  I  have wr i t ten e lsewhere,  the dep ic t ion o f  such 
“messy” sex d isp lays  a  k ind o f  femin is t  consc iousness  because i t  “prob lemat izes  the 
concept ions  o f  sex as  a context- f ree,  natura l  ac t , ”  po l i t ic iz ing sex by reveal ing the way power 
re la t ions  are constructed and contested with in  a  re la t ionsh ip  (He inecken,  “Chang ing,”  169) .   
  

(27)  I t  must a lso  be noted that  in  add i t ion to  present ing Buf fy  as the sexua l  
aggressor ,  the s ix th  season sex scenes prov ided another ro le  reversa l  in  the ir  presentat ion o f  
the male  body as  v isua l  object .  Whi le  Buf fy  is  covered or  c lo thed in  each scene in  “Wrecked”  
for  example,  Sp ike is  nude.  Whatever  ar t is t ic  dec is ions  in f luence th is ,  by the vast  number  o f  
de l ighted posts  about “nekk id  Sp ike,”  and d iscuss ions  about  the body sock worn by the actor ,  
i t  i s  c lear  that  many fans  are  tak ing extreme p leasure in  the opportun i ty  to  gaze at  the male  
body.   
  

(28)  Fur thermore,  wh i le  i t  is  poss ib le  to  assume that  v iewers  ident i fy  pr imar i ly  w i th  
the character  o f  Buf fy ,  processes  o f  ident i f icat ion  are  mobi le .17 I t  is  usefu l  to  cons ider  what  
female v iewer ’s  ident i f icat ion with  Spike  means.  Important ly ,  a t  the same t ime Sp ike is  
dep ic ted as excess ive ly  hard and mascu l ine  and an object  o f  erot ic  des i re ,  he is  a lso  
femin ized,  possess ing femin ine t ra i ts  l ike emot iona l  openness,  a  w i l l ingness  to love 
uncond it iona l ly ,  and a des i re  to  ta lk  about  the re la t ionsh ip .  He is  “ love ’s  b i tch,”  end less ly  
suf fer ing for  love.  Desp i te  h is  phys ica l  s t rength,  Sp ike is  revea led to  have l i t t le  power  in  the 
re la t ionsh ip .  As  he tear fu l ly  te l ls  Buf fy  “A l l  you ’ve ever  done is  p lay  me.  And keep p lay ing 
with  ru les  you make up as  you l ike .”  Spike ’s  emot iona l  power lessness  and in terna l  pa in  are  
emphas ized to  the po int  o f  excess  with in  fan f ic t ion,  ind icat ing that  Sp ike embodies  what  Ien 
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Ang ca l ls  “a  t rag ic  s t ructure  o f  fee l ing”  for  fans.  He funct ions s imi lar ly  to  Dal las ’  Sue E l len,  
a l lowing fans  to take p leasure in  h is  excess ive emot ions and melodramat ic  suf fer ing (78-79) .   
  

(29)  V iewers ’  p leasure in  the way Sp ike suf fers  for  love is  part icu lar ly  in terest ing 
cons ider ing the materna l  funct ion of  romance heroes  noted by Radway (139-40) .  In  much 
sh ipper  f ic t ion,  Sp ike is  dep ic ted as a  long-suf fer ing mother .  H is  love ho lds  Buf fy  and her  
Scooby fami ly  together ,  but  h is  e f forts  are  never  apprec ia ted.  As  Gwyneth wr i tes ,  “Everyone 
e lse  except  her  mother  had cond i t ions  for  the ir  love.  .  .  .  Sp ike had never  asked for  
cond i t ions.  He wanted a l l  o f  her ,  but  took whatever  she would  g ive.”18 Sp ike ’s  uncondit iona l  
love s imultaneous ly  a l lows female v iewers  to  ident i fy  w ith  the exper ience o f  be ing loved 
in tense ly  and expresses  many women’s  exper ience o f  under-apprec ia t ion.   
  

(30)  However ,  Sp ike is  not  read on ly  as  a “whipp ing boy.”  As  K insa le  argues,  “ the of t -
der ided happy end ing”  of  romances in  wh ich the v io lent  hero and hero ine are  jo ined,  “ is  a  
dramat izat ion o f  the in tegrat ion of  the inner  se l f ”  (39) .  The acceptance of  the hero  is  thus a 
way for  women to  acknowledge impulses  such as aggress ion,  anger ,  and sexua l i ty  that  are  
unacceptab le  for  women even in  today ’s  wor ld  (Bot ts  69) .  S imi lar ly ,  in  her  ar t ic le  “Every N ight  
I  Save You,”  Rhonda Wi lcox has  demonstrated that  Sp ike funct ions  as  Buf fy ’s  shadow with in  
the text .  Sh ippers  a lso  see Sp ike as  Buf fy ’ s  shadow.  Shade wr i tes  “Sp ike .  .  .  seems to  be 
a lmost  the other  ha l f  o f  Buf fy . ”19 Whi le  Scar let t f ish  wr i tes  that  “Maybe we wi l l  d iscover  that  
s layers  and vampires  are  two ha lves  o f  a  who le—that  cou ld  t ie  in to  her  and Sp ike ’s  
re la t ionsh ip  rather  n ice ly .”20  
  

(31)  The ep isode “Dead Th ings”  is  a t  pa ins  to  po int  out  that  Sp ike is  Buf fy ’ s  shadow. 
The ep isode has severa l  sequences which show th is ,  par t icu lar ly  one scene in  which a  gu i l t -
r idden Buf fy  beats Sp ike,  te l l ing  h im “There is  noth ing good or  c lean in  you.  You are dead 
ins ide.”  She is  c lear ly  ta lk ing to  herse l f  and sees herse l f  in  h im.  Re ia  wr i tes  o f  the scene 
“sudden ly  Buf fy  is  the monster ,  beat ing up on someone innocent . ”21 Whi le  “Dead Th ings”  does 
not  reso lve whether  Buf fy ’ s  fee l ings  for  Sp ike are “good” or  not ,  i t  i s  c lear  that ,  a t  th is  po int  
in  the ser ies ,  she fee ls  bad for  hav ing them. A poss ib le  read ing is  that  Buf fy  is  conf ront ing the 
depths of  her  sexua l  des i re .  Can she be a  good g ir l  i f  she l ikes  sex? What  does i t  say about 
her  that  she des i res  an ev i l  c reature? The ser ies  is  thus present ing a  hero ine who is  act ive ly  
grapp l ing wi th  the ramif icat ions  of  acknowledg ing her  own sexua l i ty ,  aggress ion and anger .   
  

(32)  The appea l  to  sh ippers  may be due to  how the B/S re la t ionsh ip  dramat izes  
fee l ings  and impulses  which women are s t i l l  supposed to keep h idden.  For  example,  S layer  
Ch ica  wr i tes ,  “ [Buf fy ’ s]  had a  taste  o f  what  i t  fee ls  l ike  to  .  .  .  we l l  not  be miss  per fect .  And 
she loves i t ! . ”22 Anna lore  wr i tes ,  " I  th ink Buf fy ’s  rea l ly  acknowledg ing that  she’s  drawn to the 
darkness,  that  she wants i t .  Th ink ing that  she came back wrong,  and that  these des i res  
weren ’ t  rea l ly  hers  has a l lowed her  to  exp lore  them in  depth.  But  they ’ve a lways been there.  
I t ’ s  a lways been her  .  .  .  Now that  she knows that  she ’s  herse l f ,  she aga in  fee ls  the need to  
adhere to  her  mora l  code,  and she doesn ’ t  know i f  she can.  Because now she doesn’ t  on ly  
want  i t ,  she ’s  had i t .  She knows what i t ’ s  l ike .  And i t ’ s  obv ious  she was lov ing i t . ”23  
  

(33)  B/S sh ipper  fan f ic t ion l ikewise  ar t icu la tes  fans ’  des i re  to  see a hero who accepts 
her  anger and sexua l i ty .  Fan f ic t ion make i t  c lear  that  many fans  be l ieve sou l less  Sp ike is  
a l ready worthy of  Buf fy ’s  love,  not  desp i te ,  but  because o f  h is  aggress ive  and dangerous 
qua l i t ies .  For  example,  in  Ann ie  Sewel l - Jenn ings ’  Waking the Dead ,  Buf fy  yearns  for  Sp ike and 
“ the f ierce fury  of  h im, the maels t rom made of  musc le  and mal ignance.”24 Dangerous Sp ike is  
necessary,  because he makes room for  dangerous Buf fy .  Many fan wr i ters  dep ic t  anger  and 
aggress ion as  essent ia l  components  of  Buf fy ’ s  character  and l inked to  her des i re  for  Sp ike.  
Gwyneth wr i tes ,  “Buf fy  wants  h im so  bad her  chest  aches.  .  .  .  Wants  to  know the thr i l l  o f  
darkness  as i t  over takes  her ,  when i t ' s  a l l  r ight  to  fee l  fu l l  on ly  of  hate  and b leakness and 
ug l iness .  He le ts  her  be whatever  she wants  to  be.”25  
  

(34)  As sh ipper  comments  h igh l ight ,  the representat ion o f  sex in  Buffy  expresses  what 
is  go ing on ins ide characters  as  we l l  as  the ser ies ’  wor ld  v iew.  See ing Sp ike as  the “other  ha l f  
o f  Buf fy”  impl icates  Buf fy  in  darkness  and Sp ike in  l ight .  Th is  move actua l ly  makes a  dramat ic  
change in  the ser ies ’  overa l l  ph i losophy in  which the separat ion between good and ev i l  has  
been c lear ly  marked,  at  least  between vampires  and humans.  Whi le  the show has shown a 
great  dea l  o f  mora l  complex i ty  in  terms o f  human re la t ions ,  Buf fy ’ s  r ight  to  k i l l  demons and 
vampires  without  gu i l t  has  never  been quest ioned. Whedon has sa id  that  he made h is  vampires  
exp lode in to  dust  when staked because “ i t  shows they ’ re monsters .  I  d idn ’ t  rea l ly  want  to  
have a h igh schoo l  g i r l  k i l l ing  peop le . ”26 Th is  Other ing o f  the vampires  means that  there has 
been l i t t le  re la t iv ism,  no b lurr ing between r ight  and wrong in  the ser ies ’  overa l l  wor ld  v iew.  
As  Kent A.  Ono has  po inted out ,  among the resu l ts  o f  such Other ing is  to  convey “deb i l i ta t ing 
images o f  and about peop le  o f  co lor”  (163) .   
  

(35)  Fans are qu i te  aware o f  the po l i t ica l  imp l icat ions  o f  such b inary  th ink ing as  a way 
o f  just i fy ing re la t ions  o f  dominance.  Haunt says,  “ I f  the show had s tayed as  s t ra ight  forward 
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and s impl is t i c  as  i t  t r ied  to  make us  th ink i t  was in  Season One I  wou ldn’ t  be  here  r ight  
now.”27 RomanceLady wr i tes ,  “ In  the beg inn ing i t  was no sou l=ev i l ,  and now .  .  .  maybe we 
are  a l l  meant  to  re-eva luate  our rac ism.  .  .  .   Maybe a l l  ‘ sou l less ’  c reatures aren’ t  bad and 
need to  be k i l led.”28 Many sh ippers are  qu i te  cr i t ica l  o f  what they see as the ser ies ’  s impl is t ic  
wor ldv iew.  Scar let t f ish  sees  the B/S re la t ionsh ip  as  part  o f  the “ ‘oh grow up ’  lesson that  is  
go ing to  be taught th is  year—th ings  aren ’ t  as  s imple  as  b lack  and white”29  
  

(36)  Buf fy ’s  acceptance of  Sp ike as a  lover  is  l inked to a  complex mora l i ty  in  wh ich the 
d is t inc t ion between good and ev i l ,  r ight  and wrong,  human and nonhuman,  is  unc lear .  Newly  
r isen wr i tes ,  “ I  th ink i t ’ s  pret ty conven ient  for  humans to  th ink of  demons and vamps as  not  
hav ing sou ls .  .  .  .  As long as they are  thought  o f  as  not  hav ing sou ls ,  the S layer  can go s take 
them (or the In i t ia t ive  can exper iment  on them) without  compunct ion.  .  .  .  I f  vamps have 
sou ls ,  then Buf fy  is  no  d i f ferent  f rom Fa i th  when she s taked the mayor ’ s  a id .  She ’s  not  a  
S layer .  She ’s  a  murderer . ”30 SockPuppet  argues that  “be ing ab le  to  see her  former  morta l  
enemy as  a  human be ing .  .  .  adds so  many shades o f  grey to s lay ing.  What  i f  Sp ike isn ’ t  
un ique? What  i f  o thers are  capab le  o f  change?”31 U l t imate ly ,  sh ippers  see the Buf fy/Spike 
romance as  ca l l ing  in to  quest ion the mora l i ty  o f  the funct ion o f  the S layer .   
  

(37)  Whi le  par t  o f  the appea l  o f  the B/S re la t ionsh ip  is  undoubted ly  based on the 
erot ic  appeal  o f  the actors ,  sh ipper  read ings  demonstrate fans ’  ab i l i ty  to  read metaphor ica l ly .  
They do not  read the sexua l ized v io lence o f  Season S ix  as  s imply  representat ive  o f  or  
promot ing abus ive re la t ionsh ips  and/or  female pass iv i ty .  Instead,  Sp ike ’s  “badness”  is  read in  
ways that  are  cons is tent  w ith  the way romance fans  read the hero:  he is  appea l ing because of  
h is  nur tur ing,  “ femin ine”  qua l i t ies  and because h is  s t rength re f lec ts  Buf fy ’s  power .  These fans  
want  to  see a  female hero who both in tegrates  and accepts her  aggress ive  tendenc ies  as  we l l  
as  acknowledges her  des i res  in  a l l  the ir  messy complex i ty .  They read Buf fy  as a  powerfu l  
f igure  and want  her  to  f ind love with an equa l .  B/S sh ipper read ings suggest  that  the ser ies ’  
re ject ion o f  a  wor ldv iew based on b inary  oppos i tes  and Buf fy ’s  acceptance o f  her  own 
sexua l i ty  and capac i ty  for  anger are  re f lec ted in  her  acceptance o f  Sp ike as  a  lover .   
  

(38)  Sh ipper comments  dur ing th is  per iod demonstrate  how textua l  producers  and 
textua l  rece ivers  may d iverge in  the ir  read ing o f  a text .  In  contrast  to  fans,  Buf fy ’ s  producers  
repeated ly  descr ibed the re la t ionsh ip  as  “unhea l thy”  and as  a s ign that  Buf fy  was s t ray ing 
f rom her  t rue se l f .32 Co-execut ive  producer Mart i  Noxon has stated that  Sp ike ’s  a ttempted 
rape of  Buf fy  in  “See ing Red”  was constructed as a  correct ive  to  fans who read Sp ike as  
worthy o f  Buf fy ’s  love (Got t l ieb) .  The rape was intended to  demonstrate  that  Sp ike was,  in  
essence,  ev i l .  Buf fy ’s  re ject ion o f  Sp ike is  u l t imate ly  f ramed by the show’s c reators as a  
pos i t ive  move because her  at t ract ion to  an ev i l  be ing was “k i l l ing  her . ”  Sp ike seeks a  sou l  to  
become “what  Buf fy  deserves.”  Fan f ic t ion wr i t ten dur ing the ser ies ’  summer h ia tus  ind icates  
that  there  cont inues to be a  d iscrepancy,  however ,  between what  fans want  to  see and what  
producers  w ish to show.   
  

(39)  Jenk ins has  observed that  when texts  “ fa i l  to  sat is fy , ”  fans  t ry to  recover  them 
for  the ir  own interests  (23) .  Fan f ic t ion o f ten serves  as a  way for  fans  to  repa ir  the text .  I t  is  
there fore  s ign i f icant  that  a  la rge percentage o f  recent  f ic t ion dea l ing with  Sp ike ’s  return to  
Sunnyda le  features  Buf fy  acknowledg ing her love for  Sp ike pr ior  to  learn ing he has a sou l ,  a  
seeming d ismissa l  o f  h is  c r ime.   
  

(40)  Fan react ion to  the at tempted rape and Sp ike ’s  w inn ing o f  a  sou l  deserves  far  
more at tent ion than i t  can be g iven here,  but  severa l  po ints  are  notab le .  Some fans are  
d isappo inted by Sp ike obta in ing a  sou l  because they read i t  as  reaf f i rming not ions o f  essent ia l  
ident i ty .33 In  add i t ion,  some fans  cr i t ic ize  the ways that  the rape was used to  ret roact ive ly  
just i fy  Buf fy ’ s  emot iona l  abuse o f  Sp ike.34 Desp i te  these cr i t iques,  i t  i s  important  to  observe 
that  sh ippers  do not  condone the at tempted rape or  note  that  Buf fy  deserved i t .  In fac t ,  most  
recent  B/S sh ipper  f ic t ion accepts  the text ’ s  presentat ion of  the sou l  as necessary  for  Sp ike to  
change for  the bet ter .  Th is  acceptance revea ls  that  whoever  the perpetrator ,  they f ind 
uncontro l led  mascu l ine  sexua l  aggress ion in to lerab le .   
  

(41)  Whi le  Sp ike ’s  behavior  is  condemned, fans ’  repeated dep ic t ions  o f  Buf fy  lov ing 
what  she th inks  is  a  sou l less  be ing re i terate  the ir  des i re  to  see Buf fy  acknowledge her  own 
aggress ion.  In  many o f  these f ic t ions ,  Buf fy  rea l i zes  she is  not  mora l ly  super ior  to  Sp ike and 
accepts respons ib i l i ty  for  her  behav ior .  She f inds  love and happ iness  through lov ing her  
shadow and recogn iz ing her  own capac i ty  for  anger  and aggress ion as  we l l  as  f rom the 
in tens i ty  and depth o f  her  sexua l  des i re .  In  th is  way,  many fan representat ions  of  female 
aggress ion and sexua l i ty  s tand in  contrast  to  the text .   
  

(42)  E lyce Rae He l ford has observed that  Buffy  works  to  conta in  female anger  in  
var ious  ways.  Un less  proper ly  channeled through wit  and ind irect ion,  female anger  is  o f ten 
dep ic ted as dest ruct ive  and t ied  to  insan i ty and perverse sexua l i ty .  Female power  and 
sexua l i ty  are  l ikewise l inked and dep ic ted as dangerous (He inecken,  Warr ior) .  Th is  t rend 
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cont inues in to  the ser ies ’  seventh season,  in  wh ich Buf fy  and Sp ike ’s  re lat ionsh ip  is  d iscussed 
as  a s ign of  Buf fy ’ s  se l f - loath ing,  f rom which she has  now recovered.  Th is  “hea l thy”  Buf fy  is  
d is tanced f rom the v io lent  impulses  which drove her  to  s leep with  Sp ike,  say ing “I  don ’ t  hate  
l ike  that .  .  .  .  Not  anymore.”  The aggress ive sexua l i ty  o f  the s ix th  season (which we are  to ld  
in  “Wrecked” is  the best  sex she has ever  had)  is  thus  f ramed by the current  text  as  
patho log ica l ,  an outcome of  Buf fy ’s  urge to se l f -dest ruct ion.  In  add i t ion,  Buf fy  cont inues to  
deny her  own sexua l  agency,  re fer r ing to the sexua l  aspect  o f  the ir  re la t ionsh ip  as  someth ing 
Sp ike d id  to  her  and as Sp ike “ tak[ ing]  me over complete ly . ”  Midway through the ser ies ’  
seventh season,  Buf fy ’ s  sexua l i ty  cont inues to  be f ramed by the ser ies ’  c reators  as  
overwhe lming and out  o f  her  contro l .  I t  remains  to  be seen whether  Buf fy  w i l l  eventua l ly  
sat is fy  sh ippers ’  des i re  for  the text  to  acknowledge the rea l i ty  of  women’s  anger  and sexua l  
aggress ion.   
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