56 PART 1. POWER AND THE BUFFY CANON

In this, Buffy and the Scoobies are the only ones truly fighting t
fight —fight against the forces of patriarchy and domination. And 1g : o
Bul’fyver.se is different from every other superhero saga — ir.1cludinn el
ton’s Anita Blake. Whether they cannot or will not, it never occursg e
to try to change the rules of the game. It occurs to Buffy both to tr o
herself Cf)mpletely with the world (itself an amazi ng epiphany that OY 3 Slfare
:}\:eryihlflg else.in the world) and to succeed in what others v{:y/oeuslillgi}:mSt
anc;ufo nttlrr(1)111.30551ble, thus overcoming the First Evil — the evil of dominat?:;
The similarities between Anita and Buffy are striking. Both are
ﬁgh.tmg the forces of darkness, averting one apocalypse after anoth o
tecting their friends and taking the fight to the bad guys. But, mo e
tantly, their difference is critical. Anita is a female patriarc.h. Sh,e hasr oS
the systemi’ and fights within it. The system shapes her, and she atta?rclcepted
power, but it is she who has it. The vision of the empowerment of worrf "
find in Hamilton’s creation is no more than a female in the role of hero'elzlwe
pot. On the other hand, within the universe created by Whedon, we ;:: i
truly powerful story of the feminist vision of shared power, of an’em .
fnent. that elevates all rather than trading subjugation to a ,villain witlilowe;-
Jugation to a benevolent dictator. Anita Blake is an entertainin char o
but the tfales do little to present anything resembling a new vis%on : ;tel"
power might be exercised in the world. Buffy, Willow, Giles, Xander : dOW
the rest are radical characters; radical because they stand a,s a threz;t trclx t;]:,
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In the final season of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Buffy faced her most chal-
lenging adversary. In order to emerge victorious, and to subsequently save
the world, she needed more resources than she alone could muster. Buffy
sought help from the ancient Shadow Men, a group of elders responsible for
creating the Slayer lineage. However, when the Shadow Men tried to force
their power on her, Buffy rejected them. In the end, an ancient woman named
She, a powerful scythe that She helped create, and the abilities of Buffy’s
friend Willow, a witch, provided Buffy with the resources that she needed to
conquer evil. Furthermore, Buffy realized that with these resources, she had
the power to change the rules of the Slayer lineage and end the tradition of
asingle Slayer by empowering all of the potential Slayers simultaneously. The
joint effort of the newly empowered Slayers combined with the legacy of
ancient women enabled Buffy to defeat her enemies and to save the world.
The ideas of cooperative action and self-empowerment embody many of the
central tenants of feminist thought. As such, Buffy the Vampire Slayer can be
understood as an exemplar of contemporary feminism.

In this essay, we argue that popular culture texts, such as Buffy the Vam-
pire Slayer, can enhance feminism by making it accessible to a larger audi-
ence. While definitions of feminism vary, it can broadly be defined as a social
movement that strives for social, economic, and political equality for women
and men (Baumgardner & Richards 2000). Sonja K. Foss (1996) suggested that
despite differences in definition, there are basic principles with which most
feminists agree. One such principle is the belief that people are oppressed by
the patriarchy. The patriarchy is “a system of power relations in which men
dominate women so that women’s interests are subordinated to those of men,

*This essay first appeared in the lowa Journal of Communication, 38, 55-79.
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and women are seen as inferior to men” (Foss 166). Thus, a prevailing goal
of feminism is to change or unseat this patriarchal power structure.

Similarly, the concept of sisterhood has been an integral part of the fem-
inist movement since its beginning. While there are variations in meaning,
sisterhood recognizes the common oppression that women face in a patriar-
chal society, and suggests that strength can be found in unification. Keith E,
Melder (1977) discussed the impact of sisterhood on the early women’s move-
ment of the 1800s and early 1900s, which is now referred to as the first wave:
“Sisterhood strengthened women’s collective identity.... From their active,
collective enterprises, women gained a sense of power” (48). The strength of
sisterhood generated dramatic changes for women’s rights. By working
together, the women of the first wave were able to accomplish many goals,
including winning the right to vote. During the second wave of feminism in
the 1960s and 1970s, sisterhood was again a unifying force. According to Ruth
Rosen (2000), the concept gained popularity during the second wave via the
1968 slogan “Sisterhood is Powerful.” Karlyn Kohrs Campbell (1999)
explained that sisterhood was generated through consciousness raising:
“meetings of small, leaderless groups in which each person [was] encouraged
to express her personal feelings and experiences” where the goal was to make
“the personal political: to create awareness (through shared experiences) that
what were thought to be personal deficiencies and individual problems [were]
common and shared” (128). Sisterhood generated “a widespread optimism
about the ability of the women’s movement” (Farrell 1998, 71). Gloria Steinem,
a leader of the second wave, used the concept of sisterhood as a rallying point
by emphasizing “the bonds and the sexual oppression that transcend differ-
ences of race, economics, religion, and all other social categories” (Farrell 71).
Sisterhood, once again, produced political and social changes for women.
Currently, the women’s movement is in its third wave. Critics argue that
today’s feminists are too individualistic, and that the movement is all but
dead (Baumgardner & Richards). Those involved directly in the third wave
strongly denounce such claims, and argue that the movement is indeed alive
and active, and that sisterhood is still an important part of its survival (Baum-
gardner & Richards). A criticism of the second wave was that it spoke pri-
marily to middle to upper class white women (Baumgardner & Richards). The
third wave strives to include more diverse voices, including those of men
(Digby 1998) and those of non-white heritage (Hernandez & Rehman 2002).
Consequently, sisterhood for the third wave truly means the unification of all
and the oppression of none.

An examination of Buffy the Vampire Slayer’s final season reveals the
presence of both patriarchal and feminist metaphors. Although metaphor
was once viewed merely as a decorative linguistic device, rhetorical scholars
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have argued that metaphor constructs reality in powerful ways (Burgchardt
2000; Foss 1996; Ricoeur 1993). While feminism is negatively represented in
many contemporary media outlets (Faludi 1991), texts such as Buffy construct
feminism as an empowering critical perspective. The dialectical tension
between the patriarchal metaphors and the feminist metaphors in the pro-
gram rhetorically construct sisterhood as an agent of social change. In order
to better understand how feminism is constructed in Buffy, we begin with
an overview of the series and previous scholarly work that it has generated.
A brief discussion of the nature of metaphor and its role in rhetorical criti-
cism is then offered. We then provide examples of patriarchal and feminist
metaphors present in the final season of Buffy, and discuss the implications
of bringing these concepts into conversation with one another. We end the
essay by reflecting on the ways that this research enhances the field of com-
munication.

Buffy the Vampire Slayer

The television series Buffy the Vampire Slayer began airing in 1997. The
show’s creator, Joss Whedon, consciously set out to turn the tables on the
typical horror scenario in which a beautiful, blonde girl is always attacked
and killed (Wilcox & Lavery 2002). Although Buffy may have a silly name,
and may look like the typical blonde victim, she is the Slayer; “In every gen-
eration there is a Chosen one. She alone will stand against the vampires, the
demons, the forces of darkness. She is the Slayer” (as cited in Wilcox & Lav-
ery xvii). Ancient men, known as the Shadow Men, created the Slayer tradi-
tion and lineage, and proclaimed that the Slayer must always be female. If
the Slayer dies, a new girl becomes the Chosen one.

Buffy lives in Sunnydale, California. The town looks pleasant on the sur-
face, but in fact sits over the Hellmouth, a demon magnet. While Buffy con-
fronts various forms of evil during each episode, each season of Buffy the
Vampire Slayer has its own “big bad” villain who dominates throughout the
season. The power of the “big bad” always threatens to end the world, but
Buffy ultimately overcomes him or her in the season finale. Although the leg-
end of the Slayer states that the Chosen one will stand alone, each Slayer has
a Watcher who trains and guides her. Giles, Buffy’s Watcher, trained and
fought by her side for years. Other than her Watcher, Slayers are discouraged
from maintaining friendships and family relationships. Buffy has always
eschewed this rule, and has come to rely on a group of close friends nick-
named “the Scoobies” for support.

On May 20, 2003, Buffy the Vampire Slayer came to an end. Over the
course of seven seasons, the show reached cult status and garnered critical
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work of I. A. Richards (1950) has been deemed a “pioneering job ... | that] cap.
not be overestimated” ( Ricoeur, 1993 76). Richards recognized that metaphoy
was more than mere ornamentation, and his work set out to “put the theg

of metaphor in a more important place than it has enjoyed in traditiong]
Rhetoric” (95). He argued, “Metaphor is the omnipresent principle of lan-
guage.... We cannot get through three sentences of ordinary fluid discourse
without it” (92). Richards stated, “In the simplest formulation, when we yge
a metaphor we have two thoughts of different things active together and sup-
ported by a single word, or phrase, whose meaning is a resultant of their
interaction” (93). Richards introduced the concepts “tenor” and “vehicle” to

pretations are suppressed. Kenneth Burke (1968) described this type of phe-
nomenon in terms of “terministic screens,” which “direct the attention into
some channels rather than others” (45). For example, the use of a particular
metaphor to describe a person may eventually dominate perceptions of the
person and consequently filter out any information to the contrary.

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980) also argued that metaphor is
more than just a decorative device. They stated, “Metaphor is pervasive in
everyday life, not just in language but in thought and action. Our ordinary

are similar to those of Black (1962). They identified several different types of
metaphors, including structural and orientational. For Lakoff and Johnson,
“The essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of
thing in terms of another” (5). Lakoff and Johnson, like Black, also acknowl-
edged that metaphors highlight certain relationships between two concepts
while simultaneously hiding others.

Kenneth Burke (1945) has also theorized about the function of metaphor
and in fact considered metaphor to be one of the “four master tropes” (503),
For Burke, metaphors offer a Perspective on reality. He stated, “Metaphor is
a device for seeing something in terms of [italics in original] something else.
It brings out the thisness of a that, or the thatness of a this” (503). Like many
other theorists, metaphors for Burke are much more than mere figures of
speech, and may in fact help us to discover “the truth” (503). Rhetorical the-
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ists have provided us with a rich definition .of metaphor. There is now a
- derstanding of the capabilities, functions, and effects of metaphor;
i m:eta hor is more than a mere ornament. Scholars who adhere to the
clear‘li)’: n:ieﬁiition of metaphor, as delineated above, have generated the
e* ;roric approach to rhetorical criticism and have adopted this critical
i tive to reveal the social significance and implications of specific
perspel:ors Consequently, metaphor should be understood as a powerful
g::(t:zl:znism- for creating new ways of thinking and for constructing alterna-

tive realities.

Metaphors of Patriarchy and Sisterhood

Buffy the Vampire Slayer relies heavily on the use of metaphor to con;
vey meaning to its audience. In this essay, we argue t.h_at t!le final fsc;aso.n 'ot
Buffy utilizes metaphor in a way that constructs a pf)smve image oh. ezimn.ls
attitudes. Because metaphors help to construct real'lt)t, the use o.f this levice
to demonstrate feminist concepts in Buffy has a crucial 1mPaFt on.lts audler'lce.

The metaphors in the final season of Buffy can be divided into patriar-

chal and feminist metaphors.

Patriarchal Metaphors

In the seventh season of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, three chfiracters or
groups of characters served as metaphors for the patriarch?'. The First, Cale'b,
and the Shadow Men each functioned to construct a patriarchal presence in
the show. The First was “the original evil ... the one that came be.fore every-
thing else” (Noxon, Petrie, & Grossman, 2). As the source of all ?wl, The First
was Buffy’s most challenging and threatening adver§ary. The First cquld not
take corporeal form, and therefore could not physically fight, but it could
assume the likeness of any dead person. The First employed powerful agen.ts,
both human and vampire, to perform physical tasks in preparation for its
upcoming war. This battle was intended to destroy the known world. Suc-
cess would ultimately allow The First to gain power and .to take coTporeal
form by feeding on the energy of the surviving huma.ns., which would in t1.1rn
enable the purest form of evil to enter all of the remaining hu{nans. The First
knew that the Slayer was a threat to its victory, and sys.tematlcally set out to
destroy its lineage. Early in the seventh season, The First had the membe.rs
of the governing body of the Slayer line, known as the Watchers C(_)unal,
brutally murdered. As the Council was meeting to discuss a [?lan to resist The
First, their headquarters were bombed and all of the Council members were
killed, and their records, documents, and ancient texts were destroyed (God-
dard & Solomon).
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control the first Slayer. In season seven, they tried to use their power to cop,.
trol and dominate Buffy.

The First, Caleb, and The Shadow Men al] function as metaphorg of
patriarchy by embodying misogyny and a desire to control women., The;;
hatred, as well as the insidious ways in which they extend their influence, serve
as reminders that the world is often a dangerous place. Furthermore, the gen-
dered nature of these battles as men against women functions as a metaphoy
for the ongoing struggle for equality, including an end to domestic violence
and sexual assault. The patriarchal metaphors in the final season of Buffy are
countered by an equally compelling set of feminist metaphors.

Feminist Metaphors

After Buffy spurned the assistance of the Shadow Men, she found the
strength to defeat Caleb and The First in the creation of a powerfu] sister-
hood. There are a number of feminist concepts in the series, but this analy-
sis will focus on sisterhood since it is often an integral concept for cop-
temporary feminism (Morgan, 2003). The Scoobies, the Potentials, and She

all functioned as metaphors for sisterhood in the final season of Buffy the
Vampire Slayer.

in his or her own way, several of them, like Buffy, possessed superpowers.
Indeed, four Scoobies with Superpowers played integral roles in the defeat of

Bufty’s brief death in an earlier season. In addition, both Spike and Angel
were vampires (all vampires possessed super strength) with souls (akin to a
conscience). In the end, these four, along with the other Scoobies, gave Buffy
the resources that she needed to defeat The First.

Over the course of seven seasons, several Scoobies came and went. Three
of the original Scoobies, however — Giles, Willow, and Xander — remained
with Buffy until the end. The importance of this core group was underscored
in the final episode (Whedon, 2003). The entire group of Scoobies and Poten-
tials had arrived at Sunnydale High School to open the Hellmouth to take on
The First’s army. As each member of the large group separated to take their
designated positions for battle, there was a significant moment in which Buffy
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igi oobies were left alone together. The directions in the
anq by thclrei’?'::fr]: ?: icmoment, all of them looking at each other, and we
Sm?t rf:ij ’the original four: Buffy, Giles, Willow, and Xander. The camera
r;:avl:’lZ; grscles around them as they realize it, too, [and] look at each other
3 ing” (Whedon 37-38).
e u}?s?glﬁszi;trr? ea(ch had different jobs for the battle, and would soon
Tareated. This made the moment especially significant. Facing uncer-
be' i hey all realized that it might be their last time alive together. After
. tar)s, of fighting side by side, this was an especially important scene
o hasized the strong bonds between Buffy and the original Scoobies.
= eml:;in their separate ways, the four shared some casual banter about
Bef'Orelgns fir the next day. Not only did their conversation act to lighten the
thelrdp ; also demonstrated the confidence that the four had in each another.
g;rogis::ussing plans for the next day, they were comr.nunicating the faith that
they had in one another as a team, that they could indeed pull together and
wm.In Buffy the Vampire Slayer, success came from the bond of sisterhood
between Buffy and the Scoobies. Although the Sco?bies were both men and
women, they function as a recurring metaphor for 51'sterh‘ood throughout the
series, and especially in the final battle of the serles.. Sisterhood C(?nnotes
shared interest, unification, and derived strength and is not necessarily gen-
der exclusive. The Scoobies metaphorically represented all of ’these aspects
of sisterhood in Buffy’s final season. Additionally, because Buffy s group con-
sisted of both female and male members, a new expanded definition of sis-
is being promulgated. :
terh?:elzigterlfogd metfphor was also evident in season seven by the ad‘dl-
tion of the Potentials. Buffy and the Scoobies first learned of the Potentials
midway through the seventh season (Noxon, Petrie, & Qrossman, 2002').
Giles, who had been traveling, arrived at Buffy’s house with three unfamll,-
iar girls. Buffy and the Scoobies were understandably confu§ed. D?wn, Bui.fy s
younger sister, asked, “They’re all Slayers?” (21), to which Giles reph?d,
“Potential Slayers. Waiting for one to be called. There were many more hk'e
them, all over the world. Now there’s only a handful, and they’re all on their
way to Sunnydale” (21). Giles then explained that The Fl.rst was trying to
wipe out the entire Slayer line. As more Slayers began to arrive in Su.nnydale,
Buffy made it clear that she did not merely plan to protect them. She mt.ended
to train them in order to join the fight. Although the young women did n(?t
yet have Slayer strength, as Potentials they possessed the Slayer 11.15tmct. In{-
tially, the Potentials were scared, confused, and somewhat skeptlc,al of their
ability to defeat The First. They also had their doubts about Buffy’s chances.
Buffy realized that in order for the group to work as a team, the Poten-
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The interaction between the patriarchal metaphors and the feminigg
metaphors communicates several ideas to the audience. First, the Patriarchg)
metaphors represented via the three sets of characters always depict the evil
or antiquated approach to life. Never do the patriarchal characters embody
a desirable viewpoint. The message that is communicated to the audience jg
clearly one of disapproval and/or disdain for patriarchal values. Conversdy’
the feminist approaches to problem solving are clearly depicted as the mora]
and successful methods. Buffy and her friends join together, make group
decisions, share power and knowledge, and ultimately prevail. The audience
is given a positive view of feminist values as an alternative approach to life,
as well as a sense of hope that patriarchal oppression can be overcome.

The expansion of the definition of sisterhood is another idea that is cop-
veyed by the metaphors in Buffy the Vampire Slayer. While the term “sister-
hood” has traditionally referred only to the bonds between women, Buffy and
her friends demonstrate this concept of sisterhood within a group of mixed

gender. Although all of the Potentials, She, and many of the Scoobies are
female, the men in the group are never excluded, but also never attempt to
dominate. Buffy is clearly the leader, but it is acknowledged within this par-
ticular sisterhood that each and every member of the group, regardless of sex
or status, is equally important for the overall survival of the group. They all
work as a team, share the same ideological goals, and honor the bonds of
friendship. Buffy not only communicates to its audience the possibilities avail-
able through sisterhood, but also broadens its very definition.

The importance of female history is also communicated via metaphor
in Buffy the Vampire Slayer. The character, She, provides Buffy with the cru-
cial knowledge and power necessary to prevail in battle. It is evident that
without She’s information, Buffy may not have had the final resources nec-
essary to defeat The First. To form a successful sisterhood, women must be
aware of their history, and must initiate a dialogue between generations, The
importance of this connection is communicated to the audience via Buffy’s
relationship with She.

In the final episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Buffy creates a new type
of sisterhood between herself and the Potentials. Instead of keeping her power
and uniqueness to herself, she chooses to share it by empowering the others.
Although it is evident that Buffy needed the Potentials to become Slayers in
order to defeat The First, her act was not a selfish act. By sharing, not only
did she further ensure the group’s survival, she also elevated the worth of the
Potentials and further unified her group. Buffy’s act can serve as a model for
the empowerment of women by women. She demonstrates the significance and
strength that comes with a sharing of power and talent. At the same time, Buffy
and the Potentials defied the Shadow Men and the legend of the Slayer, which
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allowed for only one Slayer at a time. In the final season of Buffy, Buffy and the

tentials rejected such restrictions and formed a new sisterhood of Slayers.
’ Ultimately, the final season of Buffy the Vampire Slayer uses metaphor
to condemn patriarchal values, while at the same time presenting feminist
strategies as viable alternatives. Al.ldience mem!)ers are expc‘)se:d to the destruc-
tive nature of patriarchal oppression and dominance. .Femmlst aPproaches to
life, particularly those demonstr;?tmg the benefits of sisterhood, 1ns{ead offer
hope. Expanded definitions of sisterhood are explored, and value is placed
on the connections between generations and the sha.rmg of talent§ and power.
Significantly, Buffy and her allies do encounter dlﬂicultlef, .Wthh demon-
strate that sisterhood is not always easy. However, the fer.mmst approach to
life is valued and portrayed as the more desirable worldview.

Buffy the Vampire Slayer is an example of a text that serves to construct
feminism in positive and empowering ways. This essay has explored Fhe
relationship between patriarchal and feminist metaphors in constructlflg
a feminist popular culture text. In the final season of Buffy the Vampire
Slayer, metaphor played a critical role in the overall plo't,.and metaphors for
the patriarchy contributed to the development of femmls.t metaphors. The
dynamic between the patriarchal and feminist metaphqrs in Buffy the Vatn-
pire Slayer’s seventh season demonstrates to the audience that adversity
can be defeated. It also suggests that patriarchal knowledge and meth9ds,
represented via the Shadow Men, although usually the dominant paradigm
in society, can be rejected and replaced with new sources of power. Peopl?,
particularly girls and women, can find strength, knowledge, and power via
feminist approaches to life, as Buffy did. Buffy and her friends also offer new
perspectives on what it looks like to be a feminist. They defy the stereotypes,
and make feminism young, attractive, and cool.

Buffy the Vampire Slayer’s seventh, and final, season incorporated many
metaphors, which can be viewed as representations for feminist concepts. When
one subscribes to the belief that metaphors affect our view of reality (Foss,
1996), it becomes apparent that the analysis of the metaphors present in pop-
ular culture texts is important. The examination of metaphors that construct
feminist concepts is especially significant to the movement, as these metaphors
most definitely contribute to an audience’s conception of feminism.

Feminism has suffered in recent years, and many young women today
do not consider themselves feminists even when they share feminist ideals
(Baumgardner & Richards, 2000). We believe that in order for the movement
to survive and to continue to gain advancements for women, covert exam-
Ples of feminism should be examined for the positive effects that they may
Produce. Buffy the Vampire Slayer does not overtly claim to be a feminist
text, but a close analysis of its metaphors reveal that it is indeed championing
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