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Gabrielle Moss  
From the Valley to the Hellmouth:  

“Buffy”’s Transition from Film to Television  
  
(1)  The Buf fy  who f ights demons in  Sunnyda le  today is  a  far  c ry  f rom the a i r -headed Buf fy  
who fought  vampires  on the b ig  screen in  the ear ly  n inet ies .  In  the t rans i t ion f rom f i lm to  
te lev is ion,  Buf fy  has  mutated f rom a bubb ly  Va l ley  g i r l  in to  a  femin is t  hero ine more in 
accordance with  Joss Whedon's  or ig ina l  v is ion.  In th is  essay,  I  wou ld  l ike  to  examine the 
cu l tura l  currents  which a l lowed for  the emergence o f  a  s t ronger ,  more complex Buf fy ,  the 
d i f ferences  in  medium that  fac i l i ta ted  th is  change,  and the consequences o f  th is  t rans i t ion on 
the dep ic t ion o f  young women in  the media .  I  wou ld  l ike  to  examine the G ir l  Power  wave o f  
the mid-n inet ies ,  i t s  impact  on the character  o f  Buf fy  as  part  o f  a  la rger  media  impact ,  and, in  
turn,  Buf fy ' s  impact  on the por t raya l  o f  young women on te lev is ion and beyond. 
  

(2)  The f i lm Buf fy  the Vampire  S layer was re leased in  1992 as a  campy send-up o f  the 
era ’ s  re ign ing teen f i lm genres,  supernatura l  horror  as exempl i f ied  by the Nightmare on E lm 
Street  ser ies  and The Lost  Boys (a  f i lm Pau l  Reubens ’  g lam vampire  henchman is  c lear ly  meant  
to  lampoon) and teen comedy such as  Fast  T imes at  R idgemont  H igh  and Val ley  G i r l .  “Buf fy”  
the f i lm ex is ted as paper- th in  parody,  w ith  many of  the laughs at  the expense o f  i t s  Va l ley  
G ir l  car icature  hero ine.  Buf fy ’ s  vap id i ty  and s tereotyp ica l  femin in i ty  repeated ly  p lace her  in  
danger ,  and her  lack  of  ownersh ip  o f  her  own sexua l i ty ,  d isp layed when she is  reduced to a  
t rance s tate  dur ing her  pseudo-seduct ion at  the hands o f  vampire  Lothos,  resu l ts  in  the death 
o f  her Watcher .  Buf fy  is  marked for  s layersh ip by a  mole  on her  neck,  her menstrua l  c ramps 
act  as a  danger-detect ion system, Lothos seduces her  in  her  dreams—she is  a  s layer  bare ly  in  
contro l  o f  her  own body. “Buf fy”  s t icks  to an obv ious  and phys ica l  gender  log ic ,  d isp lay ing her  
t r iumph over femin ine weakness by wear ing pants.  Buf fy ’ s  s t rugg le  as  a  woman and s layer  is  
one to  fee l  comfor tab le  in  both her womanly  body and power fu l  ro le ,  and in  the end,  she is  
ne i ther;  at  the f i lm ’s  c lose,  danc ing with  her  boyf r iend P ike,  Buf fy  te l ls  h im she does not  want  
to  lead,  and he says  the same.  Not  comfor tab le  lead ing or  being led,  “Buf fy”  ex is ts  in  a  l imbo,  
not  ready to  be a power fu l  warr ior  nor  content  be ing her former beaut i fu l  a i rhead se l f .  
Potent ia l ly  a  powerfu l  s tatement about  the drama of  growing up and womanhood,  th is  
sent iment  is  not  fu l ly  tang ib le  under  the f i lm ’s  many layers  of  d is t ract ing parody. 
  

(3)  U l t imate ly ,  Buf fy  the Vampire S layer  sees  i tse l f  as  a  comedy rather  than horror  
f i lm,  and much of  the f i lm’s  humor is  der ived f rom the perce ived incongru i ty  o f  “Buf fy”  and 
“Vampire  S layer , ”  o f  a  gum-crack ing Va l ley  teen be ing accorded power  and respons ib i l i ty .  
Desp i te  her  vampire-s lay ing prowess and hero ism, Buf fy  is  por t rayed as  a  comic  f igure,  and 
any poss ib le  soc ia l  s ign i f icance to  be found in  th is  dep ic t ion o f  one teenage g ir l ’ s  s t ruggle  to  
understand herse l f  as  a power fu l  f igure  is  undermined by the f i lm ’s  car toon ish campiness  (a  
h igh schoo l  pr inc ipa l  p laces  detent ion s l ips  on the corpses  o f  s la in  s tudents;  Buf fy  dec lares ,  
“ I ’m the chosen one and I  choose to  go shopp ing”) .  Though creator  Joss Whedon mainta ins  
that  the scr ip t  for  “Buf fy”  was created as a  t r ibute  to  the g i r l s  who were v ic t imized in  the 
era ’s  s lashed f i lms,  “Buf fy”  the f i lm drowned in  i t s  own campiness  and l imp parody of  teen 
horror  f i lms.  Whedon h imse l f  la ter  sa id ,  “When you wink at  the aud ience and say noth ing 
matters ,  you can’ t  have per i l ”  ( Jacobs 20) ,  and far  f rom be ing any sor t  o f  femin is t  parab le  
about  tak ing back the haunted n ight ,  “Buf fy”  was an extremely  t imely  f i lm dependant on the 
mov ies  i t  mocked,  w ith  a teen sav ior  hero ine who was a lmost  a  decade away f rom be ing 
anyth ing other  than a  joke.  
  

(4)  The teen f i lms “Buf fy”  sought  to  lampoon fe l l  out  o f  fash ion soon a f ter  Buffy  the 
Vampire S layer  was made,  lead ing popu lar  c inema into  severa l  years  of  dominance by act ion 
f i lms and the occas iona l  “ch ick  f l i ck”  emot iona l  drama. At  the same t ime,  in  other  forms o f  
media ,  the roots o f  the G ir l  Power  movement  which would  one day a l low “Buf fy”  to  ex is t  as  a  
ser ious  g i r l  power  femin is t  hero ine were beg inn ing to grow. 
  

(5)  G ir l  Power  as  we know i t  can debatab ly  be t raced back to  the “R io t  Grrr l ”  
movement o f  the ear ly  1990 ’s .  Loca l ized in  the Pac i f ic  Northwest ,  R iot  Grrr l  was a  femin is t  
movement composed most ly  o f  teenage and twenty-someth ing and genera l ly  wh ite  and midd le-
c lass  young women, w ith  a  focus  on the ar ts  and media .  Though o f ten the aud ience of  popu lar  
media  such as  f i lms,  teenage g ir ls  were rare ly catered to .  M iramax F i lms ch ie f  Bob Weinste in  
asser ted that  “ [ t]wenty years  ago,  convent iona l  w isdom was that  you had to  make mov ies  for  
seventeen-year-o ld  boys.  They drove the market  p lace.  G ir ls  deferred to  boys”  (Bernste in  88) .  
R iot  Grr r l  was an anger-based femin ine subcu lture,  expos ing and ce lebrat ing the anger  young 
women were usua l ly  encouraged to  h ide,  d i rected main ly  at  soc ieta l  ins t i tu t ions,  expectat ions,  
and pressures.  R iot  Grr r l  a lso  focused on a  c lear  conveyance o f  the teenage female 
exper ience,  and how i t  d i f fered f rom the one dep ic ted by the media .  “R io t  Grr r ls  fe l t  ab le  to  
open up,  to  wr i te  honest ly  about the ir  exper iences  o f  be ing in a  band, of  sex and sexua l  
harassment ,  o f  persona l  po l i t i cs  and revo lut ion”  (Raphae l ,  xxv i i i ) .  R io t  Grrr l  fo rged a  l ink  
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between young women and creat ion and cr i t ic ism of  med ia ,  wh i le  demand ing attent ion about  
issues  a f fec t ing the l ives  o f  young women. 
  

(6)  Over  the next  severa l  years ,  young women began coming to  med ia  prominence,  
par t icu lar ly  in  popu lar  mus ic .  Female mus ic ians,  many with  current  or  former  R iot  Grrr l  
a f f i l ia t ions ,  such as  the bands Ho le  and B ik in i  K i l l  and s inger-songwr i ter  L iz  Pha ir ,  began what  
was perce ived as a  female takeover  in  near ly  every  form of  popu lar  media .  R iot  Grr r l  
“unden iab ly  gave women more conf idence to make mus ic”  (Raphae l ,  xx ix) ,  but  as  the top ic  o f  
“Women in  Rock”  ga ined in terest  and support ,  i t  expanded f rom R iot  Grr r l ’ s  express ion o f  se l f -
r ighteous anger  to  a  movement  to  express  the spectrum of  women’s  exper iences.  The ear ly  
n inet ies  saw vast  amounts  of  a t tent ion lav ished on the concept  of  Women in  Rock,  in  the form 
of  magaz ines  and te lev is ion spec ia ls ,  and the concept  snowbal led out  f rom there in to  other  
ar t - forms,  a l l  taken with  the concept o f  female as  creator . 
  

(7)  By the mid-n inet ies ,  a  c ross-media  change appeared to  have occurred in  at t i tudes 
toward women,  par t icu lar ly  young women as  creators  and per formers.  At  the same t ime,  
at tent ion was for  the f i rs t  t ime be ing g iven to  the var ious  issues  o f  female ado lescence.  A  
generat ion of  g i r ls  growing up in  the wake of  1970 ’s  femin ism,  as  they h i t  ado lescence,  was 
sudden ly  in  the l ime l ight  regard ing se l f -esteem, eat ing d isorders ,  and other  long- ignored 
per i ls  o f  g i r lhood.  In  her Generat ion X femin is t  antho logy,  L isten Up! ,  Barbara F ind len sa id ,  “  
We are the f i rs t  generat ion for  whom femin ism has been entwined in  the fabr ic  o f  our  l ives”(  
x i i ) ;  log ica l ly ,  th is  was the f i rs t  generat ion o f  teenage g ir ls  to  have issues  wide ly  addressed 
by femin is t  media .  The wounded teenage g ir l  became an icon o f  the mid-n inet ies .  She got  
s ing le-sex math c lasses  and se l f -he lp  books (Mary P ipher ’s  Rev iv ing  Ophel ia ,  Peggy 
Orenste in ’ s  Schoo lg i r l s) ,  a l l  os tens ib ly  to  ra ise  her  se l f -esteem. To empower the white ,  midd le  
c lass  teenage g ir l  became a major  media  goa l ,  w i th  count less  news magaz ine covers  and 
pr ime-t ime spec ia ls  devoted to i t ,  many with  portra i ts  o f  in tense teenage v ic t imhood l ike  th is  
one f rom Mary P ipher ’s  Rev iv ing  Ophel ia:  

  
Cayenne was a  typ ica l  therapy c l ient .  She had had a reasonably  happy ch i ldhood.  With  
puberty ,  the changes and cha l lenges in  her  l i fe  overwhe lmed her .  Her  grades fe l l ,  she 
dropped out o f  spor ts  and re l inqu ished her  dreams of  be ing a  doctor .  As  she moved 
f rom the re la t ive ly  protected space o f  an e lementary  schoo l  in to  the more complex 
wor ld  o f  jun ior  h igh,  a l l  her  re la t ionsh ips  grew turbu lent .  She had dec is ions  to make 
about  adu l t  i ssues  such as  a lcoho l  and sex.  Whi le  she was f igur ing th ings  out ,  she 
contracted herpes.  (35)  

  
Though i t  c la imed to des i re  to  empower  teenage g ir ls ,  the mid-n inet ies  v ic t im-centr ic  media  
wave t ru ly  d iscovered a new demograph ic .  The f i rst  generat ion o f  g i r ls  to  have grown up with  
femin ism was now ready to  be catered to .  The teenage g ir l ,  once a  shadowy f igure  to  the 
media  at  best ,  was now a target  market .  
  

(8)  The phrase “G ir l  Power”  was or ig ina l ly  co ined in  assoc ia t ion with  R iot  Grr r l ,  but  
G ir l  Power  as  we now know i t  is  a  cur ious  mix  of  so f tened femin is t  po l i t i cs  and economics .  By 
the mid-n inet ies ,  “  many .  .  .  o f  us  have in tegrated femin is t  va lues  in to  our  l ives ,  whether  or  
not  we choose to  use the labe l  ‘ femin is t ’ ”  (F ind len  x iv) ,  and “G ir l  Power ,”  a  term that  not  on ly  
lacked many o f  the negat ive  assoc ia t ions  the word “ femin ism” but open ly  dec lared i ts  focus  to 
be teenage g ir ls ,  a  group rare ly  spoken to  or cons idered by mainst ream femin ism,  came to  
represent  a new k ind of  femin ism for  midd le-c lass ,  teenage Amer ica.  The subject  o f  var ious  
mal l -so ld  t -sh ir ts  and Sp ice G ir ls  songs,  G ir l  Power  ex is ts  as  imag ined empowerment  through 
se l f -esteem but  actua l ized empowerment  through purchase.  Po l i t ica l  ac t iv ism marketed with  
match ing na i l  po l ish ,  G ir l  Power  has  come to  mean a  fuzzy,  de- fanged femin is t  ph i losophy of  
“G ir ls  K ick  Ass!”  combined with  mass rea l izat ion by marketers o f  the $82 b i l l ion  d isposab le  
income teenage g ir ls  have every year  (Bernste in 87)  The l i t t le  s is ters  o f  those who had been 
the targets  o f  the mid-n inet ies  se l f -esteem campaign,  the g i r ls  o f  G ir l  Power  came of  age 
d i rect ly  a f ter  Ophe l ia  was rev ived.  In her  book,  Rais ing The i r  Vo ices ,  Lyn Mike l  Brown 
suggests  that  “g i r ls ’  increased anger  and asser t iveness  at  e leven and twe lve re f lec ts  the ir  
emerg ing comprehens ion o f  the cu l ture  they are about  to  enter  and the ir  p lace as  young 
women in  i t ”  (15) .  “G ir l  Power”  tended to reach younger  g i r ls  most  s t rong ly ,  g i r ls  who had 
reached the ir  age o f  anger  dur ing a t ime when they were encouraged by the wor ld  at  la rge to  
indu lge i t .  Perhaps the mass hea l ing worked;  midd le-c lass  white  g i r ls  were now “more se l f -
re l iant”  (Bernste in  88)  and were chang ing the shape of  media the on ly  way ado lescents  can—
through the ir  spend ing hab i ts .  In the second ha l f  o f  the n inet ies ,  g i r ls  who had grown up in  
the era  o f  var ious “Year(s)  o f  the Woman” in  everyth ing f rom f i lm to po l i t i cs ,  began mak ing 
box of f ice  successes  o f  f i lms with  s t rong teen female leads,  such as  Wil l iam Shakespeare ’s  
Romeo and Ju l ie t  and T i tan ic .  The next  cha l lenge G ir l  Power  wou ld  take on in  i t s  takeover  o f  
modern media  was to  re-create  the t rad i t iona l ly  misogyn is t ic  teen horror  f i lm in to  someth ing 
teenage g ir l s  cou ld  ident i fy  pos i t ive ly  w ith .  
  

(9)  The f i rs t  s tep toward the modern rec la iming of  horror  as  a genre in  the name of  
G ir l  Power  occurred in  1996 ’s  Scream .  Desp i te  a  heavy dose o f  parody,  Scream  bent  
t rad i t iona l  horror  f i lm ru les  per ta in ing to female sexua l  independence and mores,  and 
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conveyed a  st rong message of  female empowerment  ( the f i lm ’s  hero ine shoots the v i l la in  w ith  
the assurance that  in  “her  movie”  he won’ t  come back) .  Scream  ex is ted as a  mi les tone in  G ir l  
Power ,  the f i r s t  rea l  mass media  document to champion i t .  Scream  set  o f f  the c inemat ic  arm of  
the media  wave that  G ir l  Power  rode,  and l ike  the teen media  wave before  i t ,  th is  one would  
soon come to  be dominated by romant ic  comedies  and gore- f i l led  horror  out ings.  However ,  
th is  media  wave catered to  young women,  and soon se l f -determined young women became 
centra l  f igures  in  teen-or iented f i lms.  One o f  G ir l  Power ’ s  f i r s t  major media  coups was to  
rec la im the teen horror  f i lm,  a  t rad i t iona l  s i te  o f  female degradat ion,  and force i t  to  become 
re-shaped into  a veh ic le  for  female empowerment.  “ In the 70’s  and 80 ’s ,  the women in those 
types o f  f i lms used to be the v ic t ims,”  sa id  Miramax mogul  Bob Weinste in .  “They were there  
for  eye candy .  .  .  What ’s  happened in  the n inet ies  is  that  females  are  the hero ines.  Young 
women have someth ing to  ident i fy  w ith”  (Bernste in  88) . 
  

(10)  Two years  before  Scream ,  in  1994,  whi le  s t i l l  l i t t le  more than a  footnote  in  the 
“Women in  Rock”  issue o f  Rol l ing Stone ,  G ir l  Power  saw i ts  f i rs t  impact  in  te lev is ion,  “My So-
Ca l led L i fe . ”  Though cance l led a f ter  one season due to  poor rat ings,  My So-Ca l led  L i fe  was a 
cr i t ica l ly  pra ised dramat ic  exp lorat ion o f  the l i fe  o f  a  teenage g ir l .  Dea l ing  with  issues  o f  
sexua l i ty ,  scho last ic  and fami l ia l  pressure,  and female independence,  My So-Ca l led  L i fe  was a 
watershed in G ir l  Power  media  h is tory .  A lso,  the s t rong grass- roots  campaign to  return i t  to  
the a i r  a f ter  i t s  cance l la t ion,  a  le t ter-wr i t ing campaign that  la ter  led  to  the broadcast  o f  re-
runs o f  the show’s  f i r s t  season on MTV,  was spearheaded by ado lescent  g i r ls ,  foreshadowing 
the media  power  the teens o f  the G ir l  Power  generat ion would soon wie ld .  Severa l  years  
passed af ter  the cance l la t ion o f  My So-Ca l led  L i fe  w i th  no rea l  a t tempts to  create  fur ther  G ir l  
Power  te lev is ion,  unt i l  ear ly  1997,  when Buf fy  the Vampire  S layer  a i red on the f ledg l ing WB 
Network.  
  

(11)  A d i rect  descendant o f  My So-Ca l led  L i fe  —creator  Whedon h imse l f  has  re fer red to 
i t  as  a  cross between My So-Ca l led  L i fe  and The X-F i les  (Tracy 22)—Buffy  debuted in  the midst  
o f  G ir l  Power ’ s  c inemat ic  pr ime but  was the f i rs t  te lev is ion show of  the la te  n inet ies  teen 
media  wave. D i f fer ing f rom i ts  c inemat ic  predecessor  in  many ways,  such as  locat ion and 
premise (part ia l ly  for  metaphor ’s  sake,  par t ia l ly  due to  the chang ing t imes,  and par t ia l ly  out  
o f  conven ience for  the show’s p lo t) ,  the Buf fy  who now protected Sunnyda le  bore  many 
sur face s imi lar i t ies  to  the Buf fy  who roamed the Va l ley  but  immediate ly  proved d i f ferent .  The 
change in  med ia—f i lm to te lev is ion—was more conduc ive to the dep ic t ion o f  a  mult i - faceted 
Buf fy  than a n inety-minute f i lm,  but  more had occurred than s imply  more screen t ime.  In the 
wake o f  the G ir l  Power  takeover ,  Joss  Whedon ’s or ig ina l  v is ion,  o f  the t r iumph of  the bouncy 
b londe v ic t im f rom s lashed f i lms “who was a lways get t ing herse l f  k i l led“  (Whedon) ,  cou ld  ex is t  
as  a rea l i ty .  
  

(12)  The Buf fy  o f  te lev is ion was a s ign i f icant ly  s t ronger  character  than the Buf fy  o f  the 
screen;  as  the f i r s t  te lev is ion ambassador of  G ir l  Power ’ ’ s  “Take Back the N ight”- type 
rec la iming of  horror ,  Buf fy  became a far  d i f ferent  s layer  than her  screen s is ter .  With  the loss  
o f  the f i lm ’s  precogn it ive  menstrua l  cramps,  Buf fy  was no longer  v ic t im to  her  fa te  but  master 
o f  i t ,  determin ing danger w ith  keener  than average senses and f ight ing sk i l l s .  Buf fy  Summers 
is  a  g i r l  t ight ly  in  contro l  o f  herse l f  and her l i fe  in  a l l  the  ways the prev ious  Buf fy  was not . 
  

(13)  Buf fy ’ s  appropr ia t ion o f  horror  as  a  femin is t  form is  so dramat ic  because,  desp i te  
s teps  forward made in  f i lms such as Scream ,  v io lence on the par t  o f  female characters  in  
horror  f i lms is  s t i l l  accepted on ly  in  terms o f  se l f -defense.  The typ ica l  female horror  mov ie  
hero ine—the “ last  g i r l  s tand ing”—is  permit ted to use v io lence o f  any sort ,  because she is  
“ [p]reyed upon,  tormented,  and terror ized,  she is  pushed to  the l im it  and dr iven to  f ight  by 
any means necessary”  (P inedo 77) .  Though “Buf fy”  ex is ts  more in  the ve in  o f  the goth ic  and 
supernatura l  (where,  f rom Mary She l ley  to  Anne R ice,  there  has  t rad i t iona l ly  been a  p lace for  
females ,  a t  least  as creator)  rather  than the more recent  “sp lat ter”  genre,  Buf fy  inver ts  a l l  o f  
s lash c inema’s  c l ichés  about  female v ic t imizat ion.  Joss  Whedon has sa id ,  ”[T]he idea of  ‘Buf fy ’  
came f rom, a  beaut i fu l  b londe g ir l  wa lks  in to  an a l ley ,  a  monster  at tacks  her ,  and not  on ly  is  
she ready for  h im,  she t rounces h im” (Whedon),  and with in  the ser ies ’  f i r s t  ep isode,  Buf fy  has 
done just  that ,  in  a  sequence mode led on c lass ic  s lash c inema: Buf fy  runs  down a dark dead-
end a l ley  l ike  a  thousand pret ty b londe g i r ls  on ce l lu lo id  before  her ,  but  she is  the f i rs t  not  
on ly  to  come out a l ive ,  but  w ith  her  foot  across  her  s ta lker ’ s  neck. 
  

(14)  Buf fy  ex is ts  as  a show f i l led  with  sexua l i ty ,  both l i tera l  and metaphor ica l .  The 
d ichotomy of  young women’s  sexua l i ty—the soc ie ta l  push to  be a  v i rg ina l  “good g ir l ”  yet  
sexua l ly  ava i lab le  and des i rab le—is  a  theme repeated ly  approached by the show,  f requent ly  
represented by the use of  doub l ing,  par t icu lar ly  in  the show’s  th i rd  season. In that  season ’s  
“Fa i th ,  Hope,  and Tr ick”  (3003)  the character  o f  Fa i th  is  in t roduced,  a  fe l low vampire  s layer  
who acts  as  Buf fy ’ s  raw id ,  seduces  Scooby Gang member  (and long-t ime wannabe-paramour)  
Xander  and open ly  admits  to  (and enjoys)  the sexua l  nature  o f  vampire  s lay ing.  C lad in  b lack  
leather  and tat tooed,  Fa i th  presents  Buf fy ’ s  dark s ide,  wh ich she occas iona l ly  tempts  Buf fy  to  
indu lge ( “Bad Gir ls , ”  2012) ,  and with  her  absentee parents and dead Watcher ,  Fa i th  is  perhaps 
a  nod to  the f i lm ’s  Buf fy,  a  g l impse o f  what  rea l i ty  may present  for  a  g i r l  in  the f i lm ’s  
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c i rcumstances.  “Doppe lgäng land”  dea ls  w ith  the theme of  sexua l  doub l ing  even more 
exp l ic i t ly ,  w i th  the re- in t roduct ion o f  “ev i l  Wi l low,”  a  sado-masoch is t ic  (see “The Wish ’s”  
extremely  sexua l ized tor ture  o f  Ange l  by Wi l low)  sexpot doub le  o f  shy Wi l low,  suggest ing a 
power fu l  sexua l i ty  bubb l ing beneath Wi l low’s  book ish exter ior  (  and prompt ing the c lass ic  
Wi l low remark ,  “  I ’m so ev i l  and skanky.  And I  th ink  I ’m k inda gay”) .  The top ic  o f  the dua l  
l ives  o f  teenage g ir ls  and the cho ices  they must  make regard ing them is  dea l t  w i th  in  s impler  
terms in  the show’s f i r s t  ep isode,  “Welcome to the He l lmouth,”  in  a  scene where Buf fy  is  
dress ing before  her  mir ror:  

  
Buffy:  (ho ld ing up a t ight  v iny l  dress)  H i ,  I ’m an enormous s lu t . 
(ho ld ing up a  f lo ra l  pat terned dress)  He l lo ,  wou ld  you l ike  a  copy of  “The Watchtower”?  
  

Dodging the sexua l ized b i te  o f  vampires ,  yet  surrender ing her  v i rg in i ty  to  one,  “Buf fy”  
d isp lays  the complex i t ies  o f  dec is ions  that  teenage g ir ls  must  make, the tang led threat  o f  
the ir  own sexua l i ty  they must learn to  negot ia te .  Not content  to  be “good” or  “bad” g i r ls ,  the 
women of  “Buf fy”  show teenaged sexua l i ty  to  be the complex,  somet imes s t rong, somet imes 
confused th ing i t  i s ,  and i t  i s  the f rankest  dea l ing  with  such ever  on te lev is ion.  
  

(15)  Buf fy ’ s  increased independence is  a lso  showcased in  her dea l ings  with  her  
Watcher;  te lev is ion Buf fy  beg ins  where the c inemat ic  Buf fy  le f t  o f f ,  s tar t ing the ser ies  w ith  a  
ch ip  on her  shou lder  about  her  dest iny,  but  fa i th  and t rust  in  her  Watcher ,  yet  over  t ime 
defy ing h im and eventua l ly  becoming autonomous. Though the te lev is ion add i t ion  o f  a  
“Watcher ’s  Counc i l ”  neuters  her  Watcher  to  some extent ,  the creat ion o f  a  more fa l l ib le  
Watcher  fac i l i ta tes  a  more empowered Buf fy .  Whi le  the f i lm ’s  S layer  is  forced in to  sudden and 
awkward autonomy by the death o f  her  Watcher  (a  death par t ia l ly  a t t r ibutab le  to  her  lack  o f  
w i l l  power) ,  te lev is ion Buf fy  takes her independence s lowly ,  eventua l ly  reach ing the po int  
where s lay ing can be navigated with  the a id  of  a  Watcher  as a peer ,  not  an author i ty  f igure.  
(Buf fy  i s  a show with  an ant i -author i tar ian s t reak a  mi le  w ide:  a l l  pos i t ive  author i ty  f igures  —
Pr inc ipa l  F lu t ie ,  G i les ,  Pr inc ipa l  Snyder ,  Pro f .  Magg ie  Walsh—must eventua l ly  be k i l led ,  
dethroned,  revea led as  ev i l ,  or  some combinat ion o f  the above.)  
  

(16)  Buf fy ’s  independence and s t rength as both a woman and a  s layer  is  a lso  
emphas ized by the te lev is ion show’s lack  o f  a  male  equa l .  The f i lm por t rayed Buf fy ’ s  morta l  
love in terest ,  P ike,  as  near ly  as  adept  as  she at  vampire  s lay ing,  wh i le  the ser ies ’  Buf fy  can 
f ind her  match on ly  in  a  200-year-o ld  vampire ,  Ange l ,  and la ter ,  in  a  parami l i tary  so ld ier .  
Fur ther ing the concept  of  Buf fy ’ s  s ingu lar i ty  o f  st rength is  the presence of  her  ef fe te ly  Br i t ish  
Watcher ,  G i les ,  and sarcast ic  and unmacho Scooby Gang members Xander  and Oz as the major 
morta l  male  presence for  the f i rs t  severa l  seasons.  Buf fy ’ s  s trength is  unpara l le led  and inver ts  
the gender  stereotyp ing inherent  in  a  super-hero ics  s i tuat ion.  Season Two’s  “Ha l loween”  
ra ised the quest ion o f  gender  ro les  on Buffy  by dress ing severa l  major characters in  hyper  
gender-stereotype costumes,  and then hav ing them each take on the persona embodied by 
that  costume (Buf fy  becomes a  he lp less  Br i t ish  ar is tocrat  and Xander  a  so ld ier ,  wh i le  Wi l low,  
a f ter  put t ing a  sheet over  her  revea l ing Ha l loween costume,  ends up embody ing the “Rev iv ing 
Ophe l ia”-era  teenage g ir l  s tereotype:  a  scant i ly  c lad inv is ib le  woman),  suggest ing that  gender  
is  s imply  a  costume,  a “drag”  we don for  approva l .  
  

(17)  Part icu lar ly  a f ter  the in t roduct ion o f  Fa i th ,  Buf fy  revea ls  her  dark  s ide more of ten 
than any super  hero ine (Wonderwoman? Bat  G ir l?)  before her  Buf fy  at tempts  murder for  love 
and revenge,  Buf fy  has sex,  Buf fy  dr inks  too much and gets  s ick;  she does these “bad”  th ings  
not  w ithout consequence (hangovers ,  de-evo lut ion,  loss  o f  sou ls)  but  w ithout  the undue shame 
and pun ishment  o f  an a f ter-schoo l  spec ia l .  F ight ing sk i l l s  and magica l  knowledge as ide,  Buf fy  
is  most  remarkab le  for  s imply  be ing the f i rs t  we l l - rounded, rea l is t ic  por t ra i t  o f  the l i fe  o f  a  
young woman on te lev is ion.  S ince the r ise  o f  G ir l  Power ,  te lev is ion Buf fy  can be someth ing the 
ear ly  n inet ies  s layer  never  cou ld  be:  a  rea l  teenage g ir l .  
  

(18)  Buf fy  s tands out  in  soc ia l  contrast  to  her  f i lm counterpar t ;  though f lashbacks 
have shown Buf fy  lead ing a l i fe  o f  cheer lead ing and popu lar i ty  s imi lar  to  her  predecessor ,  her  
s t rength has been in  her  evo lut ion in to  an everywoman,  her  journey f rom a vap id  pom-pom 
g ir l  in to  se l f -possessed sav ior  o f  the human race,  h int ing that  there  was more go ing on beh ind 
the c inemat ic  Buf fy ’s  cotton-candy façade.  The changes Buf fy  has  faced,  f rom f i lm to  
te lev is ion,  and even with in  the run o f  the ser ies ,  show an ident i f iab le  evo lut ion in  the 
dep ic t ion o f  young women in  that  era.  Idea l  females  o f  the ir  t imes,  f i lm Buf fy ’s  t ransformat ion 
in to  TV Buf fy ,  her  evo lut ion f rom car icature to  fu l l  be ing exempl i f ies  the changes that  have 
occurred in  the re ign o f  G ir l  Power.  
  

(19)  Buf fy  the te lev is ion ser ies  d i f fers  f rom the f i lm important ly  in  that  i t  was the 
t ra i lb lazer  of  i t s  par t icu lar  med ia  (G ir l  Power  horror  and teen te lev is ion)  ins tead o f  coming 
la te  to  the teen t rend par ty  l ike  Buf fy  the f i lm.  The change in  medium creates  a  wider  sphere 
o f  in f luence in  a  more e f fect ive  medium for  convey ing a  mass message. Whi le  Buf fy  has  
created the template  for  tough te lev is ion hero ines,  few have fo l lowed in  i t s  foots teps  qu i te  so  
bo ld ly;  other  shows of  the teen te lev is ion rena issance,  many on Buf fy ’s  WB Network,  dea l  w i th  
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the issues  of  l i fe  as  a teenage female,  but  in  a  more t rad i t iona l  comic  way (Fe l i c i ty ,  Popu lar)  
or  as a  s ide-note  to  the angst  o f  male  teens (Dawson’s  Creek ,  Roswel l) .  Buffy  s t i l l  s tands 
re la t ive ly  a lone.  
  

(20)  Each Buf fy  has been emblemat ic  o f  her era;  c inemat ic  “Buf fy ’  o f  the Va l ley  g i r l  
e ight ies ,  te lev is ion “Buf fy”  o f  the G ir l  Power  n inet ies .  The premise o f  both Buf fys—of  hav ing 
the we ight  of  the wor ld  on your  shou lders  and having to  f ight  just  to  remain t rue to  yourse l f—
is  a  s tory of  growing up female,  a  s tory  genera l ly  cons idered not  worth  te l l ing  before the 
advent of  G ir l  Power .  Te lev is ion Buf fy  gets to grow up in  a  way c inemat ic  Buf fy  never  d id .  A  
long journey f rom the Gal ler ia ,  G ir l  Power  has brought  Buf fy  to  a  p lace where the fate o f  
humanity  ly ing in  the hands o f  a  teenage g ir l  can be more a  one-note  joke. 
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