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David Fritts
Warrior Heroes: Buffy the Vampire Slayer

and Beowulf
 
[1] “I call it ‘Mr. Pointy,’” says Kendra as she hands to Buffy her 
“lucky stake,” with which she has “killed many vampires.”  Mr. 
Pointy proves useless in Buffy’s fight with Angelus, though Buffy does eventually 
send Angel to hell with a sword that Kendra has supplied, a sword “blessed by 
the knight who first slew” Acathla  (“Becoming,” Part I, 2021).[1] Kendra had first 
appeared earlier in the season because “a very dark power [was] about to rise in 
Sunnydale.” With her by-the-book approach to slaying, Kendra quickly wins Giles’ 
praise and favor. Feeling somewhat jealous, Buffy directs a stream of sarcastic 
remarks at Kendra and even wonders whether Giles "wishes [Buffy] was more of 
a book geek" (“What’s My Line," Part II, 2010).
[2] In the Anglo-Saxon epic Beowulf, as Beowulf sets out to do single battle with 
Grendel’s mother, the Danish warrior Unferth gives him a weapon: 
 

That hilted sword was named Hrunting 
unique among ancient treasures —
its edge was iron, etched with poison-stripes, 
hardened with the blood of war; it had never failed
any man who grasped it in his hands in battle,
who dared to undertake a dreadful journey
into the very home of the foe — it was not the first time
that it had to perform a work of high courage. (1457-64) [2] 

 
Like Mr. Pointy, Hrunting proves useless, and Beowulf defeats the demon with a 
sword he finds in its cave. Like Kendra, Beowulf has traveled from afar to fight a 
powerful evil. Upon his arrival, Beowulf is feted in the mead hall and regarded as 
a potential savior by Hrothgar, the Danish king. “Sorely vexed” by Beowulf’s 
proposed venture, Unferth, seated in an honored position at Hrothgar’s feet, 
begins to taunt and insult Beowulf. 
[3] Having been a fan of Beowulf for many years before I saw my first episode of 
BtVS, when Kendra handed over that stake with a name and a history to the 
Slayer, I was struck immediately with appreciation for the clever use of this 
heroic convention. Looking further into the relationship between Kendra and 
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Buffy, we notice that the two slayers embody aspects of the warrior relationship. 
For example, when assessing Kendra’s fighting style, Buffy praises her technique 
but tells her she has no imagination. As Kendra grows angry, Buffy says, “You 
feel it, right? How the anger gives you fire? A Slayer needs that.” Buffy increases 
Kendra’s power by inciting her anger (“Becoming," Part I, 2021). A similar 
moment occurs in Beowulf after Unferth taunts Beowulf: Beowulf insults Unferth, 
brags about his previous exploits, and most importantly, reaffirms his boast to 
cleanse the mead hall. As Buffy had done for Kendra, Unferth incites Beowulf’s 
anger and increases his preparedness for battle. These moments between Buffy 
and Kendra alert us to the spirit of the Anglo-Saxon warrior hero present 
throughout the narrative.  
[4] Buffy’s connection to the traditional hero is well established. Frances Early 
writes that BtVS offers “a fresh version of the classic quest myth in Western 
culture” with a “personable and responsible young woman cast as 
hero” (paragraph 16). Laurel Bowman has shown that Buffy's story through the 
first six seasons follows closely the hero's journey as described by Joseph 
Campbell. Bowman points out that Buffy, unlike any single hero examined by 
Campbell, has passed through all three stages of the hero's journey. Rhonda 
Wilcox asserts that Campbell’s monomyth, in fact, can be “found many times in 
the one narration of Buffy” (“Pain as Bright”). Similarly, Nancy Holder shows how 
the hero’s journey can be seen in the five final episodes as well as in the seven-
season narrative. Much as the hero’s journey can be seen in individual episodes 
or groups of episodes as well as in the overall story arc of several seasons, the 
Beowulf-like warrior hero can be seen in individual details throughout the seven 
seasons, as well as in the sequence of story arcs for the entire series, but 
especially seasons one through five. Sometimes corresponding details may be 
coincidence, but the broader strokes of the series—its setting, its celebration of 
the warrior traits of its hero, and the evolution of its hero as she relates to her 
community—all make Buffy’s story worthy of being sung by the scop in the mead 
hall. 
[5] Buffy and Beowulf inhabit similar worlds, populated by supernatural demons, 
providing battlegrounds infused with ambiguous spiritual significance. In a pivotal 
1936 lecture, J.R.R. Tolkien responded to the critical tradition that had dismissed 
Beowulf as art because the narrative focuses on monsters and a dragon: “It is 
just because the main foes in Beowulf are inhuman that the story is larger and 
more significant” than a story more rooted in historical fact.[3] Tolkien continues, 
“It glimpses the cosmic and moves with the thought of all men concerning the 
fate of human life and efforts” (87). We can hear an echo of Tolkien's description 
in Bowman's assessment that Buffy "resonates with classical models" because 
Buffy fights "monsters, large fanged lizard-gods, trolls, demons, vampires, and 
the whole class of supernatural baddies traditionally found littering a classical 
hero's path” or, she adds, a folk hero’s. 
[6] The monsters faced by Beowulf pose not just a threat to the kingdom, but 
represent evil at work in the world, threatening to unleash chaos. Grendel has 
taken away control of the mead hall from Hrothgar, the place where the vital 
activities of the comitatus take place—the boasting of the warriors and the doling 



out of rings by the king. Being of the race of Cain, Grendel is not only marked 
with the stain of the Biblical first murder, but with the foulest deed an Anglo-
Saxon could commit: the murder of his kinsman. His attacks disrupt the very 
foundation of the social order, and, worse, lead the Danes to “[offer] honor to 
idols / at pagan temples, [pray] aloud / that the soul slayer might offer 
assistance” (175-7). That is, Grendel’s attacks open the door for the devil, the 
soul slayer. Andy Orchard summarizes the many verbal associations of Grendel 
with hell, for example, “fiend from hell (101) and “hellish spirit” (1274). He also 
notes the similarity of the mere into which Beowulf dives to fight Grendel’s 
mother to a contemporary description of hell (39). In addition, repeated 
references to fire and water in the middle episode, such as the mere’s description 
as “an awesome wonder, fire on the water” (1365-6), suggest to Orchard 
“apocalyptic visions of the end of the world” not usually found outside of religious 
writing (42). In the final episode of the poem the “ferocious hostility” of a dragon 
threatens the Geats. (2317). Most significantly, Beowulf's own mead hall, the 
“best of buildings, had burned in waves of fire / the gift-throne of the 
Geats" (2326-7). The destruction of Beowulf’s seat of power foreshadows how, 
indirectly, the dragon unleashes chaotic forces that will destroy the Geat tribe. 
[7] Similarly, many of the demons Buffy faces, especially those that are the focus 
of a season’s story arc, are apocalyptic; before the fight with Glory, Giles notes 
that they have already faced five apocalypses (“The Gift” 5022).  Many critics 
have noted that the demons represented on BtVS are metaphors for inner 
demons or manifestations of everyday problems. However, like Grendel and the 
dragon, some demons threaten to open the door to hell. In “The Harvest” (1002) 
Giles describes the Hellmouth, which the Master intends to open: “It's a sort of, 
um, portal between this reality and the next” that, Buffy adds, will “bring the 
demons back.” Xander concludes, “End of the world.” After he is free, the Master 
says to Buffy, “You laugh when my hell is on earth?” (“Prophecy Girl,” 1012). In 
Season Two Angelus intends to wake Acathla, who will, Giles says, “with one 
breath . . . create a vortex, a-a kind of, um... whirlpool that will pull everything 
on Earth into that dimension, where any non-demon life will suffer horrible 
and . . . eternal torment” (“Becoming," Part I, 2021). Three seasons later, Glory’s 
threat is essentially the same as, again, described by Giles: “The energy [of the 
key] ... would flow into that spot, the walls between the dimensions break down" 
and "all manner of hell will be unleashed on earth." He continues, “If the ritual 
starts, then every living creature in this and every other dimension imaginable 
will suffer unbearable torment and death” (“The Gift” 5022). Season seven takes 
the threat to the ultimate level as the First Evil plots to send an enormous army 
of Übervamps up through the hell mouth. 
[8] These hellish forces define the perilous world of the heroes. The rhythm of 
Anglo-Saxon life reflected in heroic poetry like Beowulf is the alternation of joy 
and sorrow, characterized by the formulaic line: “Sorrow is renewed” (1322). This 
view of life may explain Tolkien’s characterization of Beowulf as “heroic-elegiac 
poem,” a long prelude to the dirge that ends the poem—“one of the most moving 
ever written” (85). For me, BtVS is similarly elegiac; through the first five 
seasons, the narrative moves steadily toward Buffy’s inevitable death. Each 



triumph is followed by a new threat; evil is never vanquished, only subdued. New 
vampires arise every night. The idea that life on the Hellmouth will never have a 
happy ending is signaled in the first season as Buffy, Xander, and Willow sit 
outside the high school, commiserating over their failures at love. Buffy says, 
“Let’s face it, none of us are ever gonna have a happy, normal relationship.” 
Xander adds, “We’re doomed.” They laugh briefly, and the episode ends as their 
faces turn somber (“I, Robot—You, Jane,” 1008). Like so much in Buffy, this 
moment focused on teen love speaks to the most serious depths of the show. So 
when Buffy dies, it is the fulfillment of the inevitable for the hero who puts herself 
in danger. Even when Buffy returns from death and defeats the First Evil, 
destroying Sunnydale and closing the Hellmouth, Giles is there to remind us that 
“There’s another one in Cleveland” and that they have “a lot of work ahead” of 
them (“Chosen” 7022). In the uncertain worlds of Beowulf and Buffy, all 
moments of joy—and sorrow—will pass.  
[9] Each successive enemy poses a greater challenge for the two heroes. Beowulf 
first defeats Grendel in a fight without weapons that takes place in Heorot. 
Grendel arrives expecting the usual easy pickings, but is completely surprised by 
Beowulf’s strength and immediately seeks to escape.  While his defeat is not 
easy, Grendel turns out not to pose much of a threat to Beowulf. Next, however, 
defeating Grendel’s mother requires a fight with weapons in her own cave under 
the water. She makes no move to run from Beowulf as Grendel had. In fact, she 
immediately gives him “requital,” grasping him and causing him to fall to the 
ground. Then “she set upon her hall-guest and drew her knife.” He survives only 
because of the strength of his “linked corselet” (1541-52). Edward B. Irving, Jr., 
suggests, “The greater difficulty and increased savagery of Beowulf’s fight with 
the female monster are really indications of the greater moral complexities of the 
second conflict” because Grendel’s mother is fighting to avenge her offspring. He 
continues, “Here we no longer have whitest white against blackest black but 
something ethically grayer and less absolute” (113-4). Jane Chance points to the 
“unnatural” quality of a female as avenger to explain the more horrible nature of 
this fight for Beowulf (101).[4] Finally, in his last battle an extremely aged 
Beowulf is forced to go to the dragon’s cave to face "the heat of battle flames 
there / steam and venom" (2522-3), using weapons that prove useless to him. 
The dragon successfully penetrates Beowulf’s corselet, dealing a fatal blow before 
Beowulf dispatches him. 
[10] Similarly, Buffy faces an ever-increasing threat over seven television 
seasons. Buffy’s fights to end each of the first two seasons closely parallel 
Beowulf’s first two fights. Her defeat of the Master is accomplished without a 
weapon. She fights him on the roof of the library and dispatches him with relative 
ease after catching him off guard when she comes back from death. The fight 
with Angelus in Season Two requires fighting with swords in his mansion. At one 
point, Buffy falls and Angelus stands over her with his sword, mirroring Beowulf’s 
near death at the hands of Grendel’s mother. In addition, as Beowulf’s second 
fight may have been complicated by “personal” motivations, Buffy’s is made 
more difficult because of her love for Angel. In the third season Buffy defeats the 
ascended mayor, who resembles very much the fire-breathing, 50-foot 



“loathsome serpent” that Beowulf fights (3039). In Season Five, Buffy fights a 
god, and finally, like Beowulf, gives her own life in order to save the world. In the 
final season Buffy faces the First Evil’s vast army, which she can defeat only by 
calling on the power of all potential slayers. 
[11] To fight these demons, Buffy’s choice of weapons almost always resembles 
the choices that Beowulf has.[5] She often fights, like Beowulf, “hand-to-
hand” (Beowulf 2137). When Beowulf arrives at Heorot, he announces his 
intention to fight Grendel alone without weapons because he knows that Grendel 
does not use them. Buffy defeats the Master without weapons, and fights Angelus 
with a sword. She fights Faith with a knife, which then figures prominently in 
defeating the ascended mayor. And she uses a troll’s hammer against Glory—
somewhat like Beowulf’s using the monster’s sword he finds in the cave to defeat 
Grendel’s mother. In the final battle with the First, she again uses a weapon 
taken from an enemy—the Slayer’s “scythe,” which resembles a medieval 
bardiche, a variety of long-handled axe, sometimes having an elongated and 
hooked head. This choice of weapons places Buffy in an almost ancient milieu, 
one requiring fair fights on equal terms, pitting individual strength against 
strength—situations requiring a warrior hero. 
[12] Into this medieval milieu, Buffy brings the skills of the Anglo-Saxon hero: 
enormous physical strength, resolve, and courage in the face of the hopeless 
fight. 
[13] The superhuman strength of the two heroes is their most obvious similarity. 
Beowulf “has thirty / men’s strength, strong in battle, / in his handgrip” (379-
381). He slays Grendel’s mother with a sword “greater than any other man / 
might even bear into the play of battle” (1560-1561). Similarly, when Anya 
suggests that Buffy use the troll’s hammer to fight Glory, Spike says, “Uh, nah, 
that thing's too heavy to-.” He stops in mid-sentence as Buffy picks the hammer 
up and weighs it easily with one hand (“The Gift” 5022). 
[14] More significant than this outer strength is the inner strength it represents. 
In Beowulf, the hero seeks out and resolutely pursues the hopeless battle as a 
chance to prove his prowess. Tolkien suggests that “the theory of courage . . . is 
the great contribution of early Northern literature” (70). Before both battles in 
Denmark, Beowulf shows a clear understanding of his possible—even likely—
death. Graphically, before the fight with Grendel, he tells Hrothgar and the Danes 
that if he fails in battle there will be no body to bury, because Grendel will have 
devoured him. As the Geats bed down in Heorot, “None of them thought that he 
should thence / ever again seek his own dear homeland / his tribe or the town in 
which he was raised” (691-3). In the second battle, the Geats wait at the mere’s 
edge, but once the ferocity of Beowulf’s struggles with Grendel’s mother become 
evident in the blood-stained water, they “did not hope, that they would / see 
their lord himself” (1603-4). 
[15] In the first two seasons of BtVS, like the Anglo-Saxon warrior, Buffy 
embraces the hopeless battle when she faces first the Master and then Angelus. 
Unlike Beowulf, Buffy is somewhat reluctant in both instances, in the first case 
because her own death has been prophesied, and in the second, because she 
must kill Angel even after Willow has succeeded in restoring his soul. These 



complications, while putting a modern spin on the story lines, serve to emphasize 
her resolve. When the world needs to be saved, Buffy does what needs to be 
done. She knows she will die in her battle with the Master, but she goes forward 
anyway. In the final episode of Season Two (“Becoming,” Part II, 2022), as she 
fights Angelus, Spike expresses the certainty of her death when he says matter 
of factly, “He’s going to kill her.” But Buffy prevails by virtue of her own strength.
[16] Strong and resolute, the warriors stand above others, but they rise to the 
level of heroes in the degree to which their courage allows them to control their 
own destiny in an uncertain world.  Beowulf says, “Wyrd often spares / an 
undoomed man, when his courage endures!” (572-3). Wyrd is a formidable force; 
it has “swept . . . away” Hrothgar’s warriors (477) and in the end fails to grant 
victory to Beowulf against the dragon (2574-5). As Beowulf says, “Wyrd always 
goes as it must” (455). Wyrd is often translated as “fate,” but Beowulf’s ability to 
overcome it with courage suggests that it does not carry the sense of inevitability 
that such a translation implies.  T. A. Shippey offers a helpful definition of wyrds: 
“an acceptable translation is often ‘what becomes, what comes to pass, the 
course of events,’ not a supernatural and willful Power, but more simply, the flow 
of Time” (40). All men are “doomed” to die in the course of time, but the hero 
can defy death—for a time.
[17] Similar to Beowulf, Buffy asserts some control over her destiny through her 
courageous acts. Giles’ words from the first episode identify her destiny as the 
“chosen one.” By series end, of course, she will defy her destiny as the “one” in 
the most obvious of ways when her plan to defeat the First empowers all of the 
potential slayers. But as she grows through the first five years of the series, Buffy 
fights evil on her own terms, not out of a sense of destiny.  Buffy’s decision to 
fight the Master in Season One, despite the Codex prophecy, reframes Beowulf’s 
statement: “Wyrd often spares / an undoomed [wo]man, when [her] courage 
endures!” In one sense, the prophecy is fulfilled just as Giles had summarized: 
“Tomorrow night Buffy will face the Master, and she will die.” But Buffy chooses 
to face the Master after talking with Willow about her dead friends. She then 
defies Giles, and deliberately takes the hand of the Anointed One to be led “to 
hell.” The earlier portion of Giles’ conversation with Angel suggest to some extent 
Beowulf’s relationship to wyrd: Before suggesting that the Codex is infallible, he 
points out that prophecies can be “a bit dodgy” and “mutable.” In fact, “Buffy 
herself has, has thwarted them time and time again” (“Prophecy Girl,” 1012). As 
she battles each successive “Big Bad,” she continues to defy authority and 
convention, noted especially in her unorthodox plans for fighting the mayor and 
the First. In Season Five, she defies Giles’ insistence that they stop Glory at any 
cost, refusing to consider harming Dawn, leaving, which finally leaves Buffy with 
only one choice. We may recall that Beowulf, too, defied advice in choosing to 
fight Grendel and the dragon. 
[18] In addition to strength of body and spirit, the identities of both warrior 
heroes are defined in part by their intellect. For Shippey, the hero “pre-
eminently” possesses sense and forethought, “for it is these virtues that help the 
hero to perceive the inevitable changes of time and to prepare for them” (39-40). 
The verbal abilities of the two heroes, while not similar on the surface, reveal 



their sense and forethought and connect each to a social skill that grounds their 
superhuman strength in the real world. Both also use humor to maintain a 
distance from the violence that they inflict and receive. In addition to establishing 
a distance from the violence, as Joseph Campbell writes, “Humor is the 
touchstone of the truly mythological as distinct from the more literal-minded and 
sentimental theological mood” (180). 
[19] Those whom Beowulf encounters recognize his greatness in his speech. 
When he arrives in Denmark, he is asked to make his case in speech three times: 
to the coast guard, to the herald, Wulfgar, and to Hrothgar himself. After Beowulf 
“unlocked his word-hoard” (259) to him, the Danish coast guard says, “A sharp 
shield-warrior / must be a judge of both things, / words and deeds, if he would 
think well” (287-9). Impressed, the coast guard sends him on to the Danish hall, 
where, Beowulf speaks more formally, signaled by the use of the verb 
“mathelian.” Frederick Klaeber describes speeches thus introduced as 
“characterized by eloquence and ceremonial dignity” (lv). Beowulf’s strength in 
council speech emphasizes that he understands how to behave properly and that 
he is able to reason, to approach the problems of a situation from an intellectual 
perspective.  As Beowulf prepares to leave Denmark, vowing to return if needed, 
Hrothgar says to him, 
 

The wise Lord has sent those words 
into your heart; I have never heard 
a shrewder speech from such a young man. 
You are strong in might and sound in mind, 
prudent in speech! (1841-5) 

 
[20] Buffy’s use of language has been frequently associated with her power.  
Holly Chandler writes, “Not only Buffy’s physical power, but also her verbal power 
banishes fear of the undead.” Karen Ellen Overbey and Lahney Preston-Matto 
identify Buffy’s language play as “tied to Slayage” and so “not a role that that 
just anyone can fill” (75). Probably the most obvious way to see the association 
of language with Buffy's power is to see how words fail Buffy when she is 
powerless. After she has tricked Kralik into drinking holy water in 
“Helpless” (3012), she comments, “If I was at full Slayer power, I'd be punning 
right about now.” When Jonathan’s augmentation spell causes Buffy to take a 
secondary role in dealing with demons, her relative powerlessness is symbolized 
in a confrontation with Spike, in which, after he calls her Betty, she sputters out, 
“It's Buffy, you big bleached . . . stupid guy" ("Superstar," 4017). Sophie Levy 
points out the unusual silence with which Buffy responds to Angelus’ insulting “I’ll 
call you” in the episode “Innocence” because “Buffy is a woman of wit as well as 
action.” 
[21] In contrast to Beowulf, however, Buffy is apparently not eloquent in formal 
speeches, even those before battle. When she decides to face the Master in Season 
One and knocks out Giles to keep him from being involved, she tells Jenny Calendar, 
"Think of something cool, tell him I said it" ("Prophecy Girl," 1012). Before they go 
off to face Glory, Buffy's blunt directions are characterized by Spike as "not exactly 



the Saint Crispin's Day Speech" ("The Gift," 5022). According to Andrew in Season 
Seven her "motivating speeches" to the potentials "tend to get a little long," so 
much so that they bore even Willow ("Storyteller," 7016). 
[22] However, on occasion, her speeches at critical moments reveal a simple 
dignity equal to Beowulf’s at similar times, most notably in her words to Dawn in 
“The Gift.” Immediately before her death, Buffy says to Dawn, her only surviving 
blood, “You have to take care of them now. You have to take care of each other. 
You have to be strong. Dawn, the hardest thing in this world ... is to live in it. Be 
brave. Live. For me” (“The Gift” 5022). Beowulf shares similar thoughts with 
Wiglaf, whom he calls “the last survivor of our lineage” (2813): “Now that I have 
sold my old lifespan / for this hoard of treasures, they will attend / to the needs 
of the people; I can stay no longer” (2799-2801). Their imminent deaths 
crystallize their words, to the one who must live and carry on, into what is 
essential: each other/the needs of the people. 
[23] Beowulf’s speeches are marked not only by their dignity, but also by their 
detached humor. E. L. Risden says that “Beowulf’s more obvious instances of 
humor involve irony and wordplay” (71). In particular, Anglo-Saxon heroic poetry 
makes frequent use of litotes, understatement expressed through a negative 
assertion. George Clark says that “Beowulf jokes cheerfully” in describing the 
gruesome result if Grendel should win (278), a description that begins and ends 
with an instance of litotes:
 

You’ll have no need 
to cover my head—he will have done so 
gory, bloodstained, if death bears me away; 
he will take his kill, think to taste me, 
will dine alone without remorse 
stain his lair in the moor; no need to linger 
in sorrow over disposing of my body! (445-51) 

 
Irving, who discusses at some length Beowulf’s use of humor, calls this a 
“ghoulish situation totally controlled by humor” (66). He sees “the same 
boisterous kind of heroic humor” when Beowulf answers Unferth’s insults (66). In 
that speech Beowulf demonstrates “the keenly sardonic wit that is in itself 
evidence of rational and detached control” (70). Beowulf “has the strength and 
control of the situation to joke in the face of death” (66).
[24] This last statement by Irving echoes a great deal of the commentary on 
BtVS that addresses Buffy’s use of humor. Much noted is Willow’s comment at 
the beginning of Season Three that “the Slayer always says a pun or-or a witty 
play on words, and I think it throws the vampires off, and, and it makes them 
frightened because I'm wisecracking." This statement follows Xander's sarcasm 
about Willow’s own lame attempt to banter with a vampire (“Anne” 3001). The 
fact that Buffy chooses punning and wordplay as her battlefield voice suggests 
control and detachment. Gwyn Symonds calls Buffy’s wordplay “liberating,” 
without which she “would appear more brutal.” Symonds continues, “We are 
given the distance to consider what the violence is being used to do or reveal or 



tell.” 
[25] In addition to establishing the heroes' rational distance from the fighting, 
their verbal skill and humor help to associate the warriors' power with their role 
in the community. Joseph Campbell says that the hero’s journey is complete only 
when the boon attained by the hero “may redound to the renewing of the 
community, the nation, the planet, or the ten thousand worlds” (193). Both 
Beowulf and Buffy act not for individual glory but for something larger than 
themselves. Kemp Malone suggests that for the Beowulf poet, "Beowulf would not 
have been a hero if he had not had a people to die for" (153). The overarching 
structure of each hero narrative demonstrates the growth of the hero in relation 
to his/her community. 
[26] The first two stories demonstrate Beowulf’s greatness as a warrior serving 
his king, while the final episode shows him as a model king of the Geats. 
Similarly, Buffy evolves from a rebellious agent of the Watchers’ Council to the 
leader of a team of demon fighters. The connection of each hero to his/her 
community is best represented by their relationship with a supporting band of 
retainers. Even though Beowulf has vowed to fight Grendel alone, his band of 
warriors bed down with him in Heorot to wait for Grendel. Grendel kills one of his 
men immediately, but the other thirteen attack Grendel with their swords to try 
to aid Beowulf. These same thirteen stand watch at the mere where Beowulf 
fights Grendel’s mother. The loyal Geats stand in contrast to the Danes who leave 
dejected when they see the water roiling with blood—seemingly clear evidence 
that Beowulf is dead. This firmness of the comitatus is every bit as important to 
the survival of the tribe as Beowulf’s heroics, as will be shown by the end of the 
poem. 
[27] Similarly, Buffy repeatedly asserts that, as "the chosen one," she has to deal 
with the evil. However, the Scooby gang is always there to back her up. Much 
has been written about community giving Buffy her special strength, for example, 
by Rhonda Wilcox in Fighting the Forces (4-9). Each of Buffy’s victories requires 
the help of one or more of the Scooby Gang. They are the research team and her 
fellow warriors. As time goes on, the Scoobies become more and more integral, 
their roles symbolized in Season Four’s defeat of Adam.  In fact, the end of 
Season Four is famously indicative of the importance of her community. Spike 
nearly splits the gang up; when they realize what has occurred, they join forces 
in the most literal sense of the entire series history, combining their individual 
strengths to channel the First Slayer and defeat Adam. When Buffy fights the 
mayor in Season Three, she requires back-up from her entire high school class, 
who had recently recognized her as “Class Protector.” In every fight, we see in 
Buffy the surest signs of a good leader in Anglo-Saxon tradition, the ability to 
recognize those who will serve valiantly and inspire loyalty in them. For example, 
she befriends Willow and Xander on her first day at Sunnydale High, despite the 
social pressure not to. Later in the fights with Glory and The First, she recognizes 
Spike’s value to her cause despite Giles’ and the others’ opposition. These three 
allies consistently provide the kind of support that a warrior counts on from a 
“right hand man.” 
[28] In the climactic battles in which the heroes sacrifice themselves, the role of 



the retainers is even more important. Beowulf does not get support from the 
warriors he has brought with him. Only one does not run for safety. But this one 
is almost enough. Wiglaf fights valiantly and deals a weakening blow to the 
dragon. In contrast, in the fight with Glory Buffy is backed up again by her loyal 
Scooby gang. Xander hits Glory with a wrecking ball at a most propitious 
moment, giving Buffy a chance to regroup—just as Wiglaf’s effort renews 
Beowulf’s strength. Spike, Giles, and Willow all play vital roles.  
[29] Neither of the two heroes is aware of what really will be the result of their 
deaths. Beowulf, unaware that all of his retainers but Wiglaf have run for safety 
when they feared the dragon would defeat him, thanks God that he has been 
"able to acquire such wealth / for my people before my death day" (2797-8). He 
thinks the dragon’s treasure will buy security for the Geats. We don’t see the 
aftermath of Beowulf’s death, but the future of the Geats is forecast three times: 
by Wiglaf, by a messenger, and by a woman who sings at Beowulf's funeral pyre. 
Wiglaf tells the cowardly retainers, 
 

Empty-handed 
will go every man among your tribe, 
deprived of his land-rights, when noblemen learn 
far and wide of your flight, 
your inglorious deed. (2886-2890)

 
The messenger reports back to the Geat people and foresees "a time of 
trouble" (2911), identifying all of the tribes who have feuds with the Geats. He 
concludes, 
 

That is the feud and the fierce enmity, 
savage hatred among men, that I expect now, 
when the Swedish people seek us out 
after they have learned that our lord 
has perished. (2999-3003)

 
Finally, the Geat woman laments “the hard days ahead, / the times of slaughter, 
the host’s terror, / harm and captivity" (3153-55). 
[30] When Season Six of BtVS opens, despite the Scoobies' best efforts to 
maintain order, Sunnydale descends into chaos without Buffy. Giles warns, "We, 
we need the, the world and the underworld to believe that Buffy is alive and 
well" (Becoming," Part I, 6001). When the truth gets out that the Slayer is only a 
robot, Sunnydale comes under attack by marauding Biker demons. Spike identifies 
them as "Road Pirates" who raid "any place they think is vulnerable" ("Becoming," 
Part II,  6002). The collapse of the community that each warrior has protected 
demonstrates their importance to it. 
[31] One apparent difference in the two heroes, motivation, resolves into their 
most profound connection, reflecting their respective importance to their 
community. Beowulf seeks out the hopeless battle in a desire for fame. Buffy is a 
reluctant hero much of the time and works under the cover of a “secret identity.” 



In the end for both heroes, the evidence of greatness comes in how they are 
remembered. At the end of Beowulf, a barrow is built and filled with treasure in 
recognition of Beowulf’s greatness. The poet’s last words are that Beowulf “was of 
all kings of the world / the mildest of men and the most gentle, / the kindest to 
his folk and the most eager for fame” (3180-3182). To some, this statement 
comes as a surprise, that the end of a poem marked by violent battles would 
emphasize the hero’s gentleness and kindness. But, of course, the poem has 
consistently focused on Beowulf’s proper behavior and concern for his people, 
and the poem is, in fact, dominated by speeches that demonstrate that behavior 
and concern. Similarly, Season Five of BtVS ends with a shot of Buffy’s modest 
headstone on which are the words 
 

Buffy Anne Summers 
1981-2001 
Beloved Sister 
Devoted Friend 
She Saved the World 
A Lot.  

 
The understated simplicity of this epitaph matches that of the last lines of 
Beowulf. First is emphasized the human, social, non-warrior traits, punctuated by 
the simple statement of warrior greatness. 
[32] In history class, I learned that tribes like Beowulf's were “barbarians” that 
overran Rome. As I came to know Beowulf, I learned that in fact a model of noble 
and upright behavior underlies the violence. Like Buffy, Beowulf defies 
expectations based on appearances. Like the use of “Mr. Pointy” for the name of 
Kendra’s weapon, in which the epic tradition is almost completely disguised as a 
joke, a laughable ironic distance exists between the punning California slayer and 
the boasting Anglo-Saxon warrior king. But the two heroic narratives hold up to 
us heroes whose deeds and words suggest a model of the best that can be 
achieved in a dangerous world: a model of behavior for anyone, providing a light 
of hope in a world in which the darkness of chaos seems to constantly threaten. 
In the words of Kemp Malone, "The hero is he who, like Beowulf, faces the worst 
without flinching and dies that others might live" (154). 
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[1] All quotations from Buffy have been taken from or verified by the Episode Guide 
at The Angel vs Buffy Website (<www.buffy-vs-angel.com/guide.shtml>). I have 
reproduced the qualities of speech (stuttering, pauses) reflected at that site. 

[2] All quotations from Beowulf are from the R. M. Liuzza’s translation. 

[3] Tolkien’s lecture marks a shift in critical approaches to Beowulf. Rather than 
being appreciated only for its historical or archeological insights, the poem 
becomes recognized as a work of art worthy of literary analysis. Because many 
find it hard to take BtVS seriously for the same reasons literary scholars used to 
dismiss Beowulf, I find Tolkien’s discussion particularly appropriate and poignant. 

[4] Chance’s analysis of the middle episode of Beowulf is, for me, definitive in 
defining how the fight with Grendel fits in the narrative structure. Of interest to 
Buffy fans in comparing this fight to the one with Angelus is her discussion of how 
“the poet exploits the basic resemblance between sexual intercourse and 
battle” (102).

[5] One of the few times that Buffy resorts to a modern weapon, using a rocket 
launcher against the judge, comes about because “no weapon forged can kill” 
The Judge (“Surprise” 2013). This notion is echoed in Beowulf when the poet tells 
us “that no sword / not the best of iron anywhere in the world, / could even 
touch that evil sinner [Grendel] / for he had worked a curse on weapons, / every 
sort of blade” (801-802). 
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Singing Their Hearts Out: The Problem of 

Performance in Buffy the Vampire Slayer and 
Angel 

 

[1] The narratives of film and television have a long history of representing acts 
of performance, with professional performers playing other performers, both 
fictitious and factual. These range from the “backstage musicals” so popular in 
the 1930s and 1940s, to biopics of classical composers and popular musicians, 
and television series such as Fame. More recently, Buffy the Vampire Slayer and 
its spin-off Angel have also regularly included musical and dramatic performances 
by the principal characters as a feature of the narrative but, unusually, these 
characters frequently perform very badly. [1] This essay examines the singing 
and performing of the principal characters, and the curious nature of performance 
in “Once More, with Feeling” (B6007) from BtVS Season Six, to draw some 
conclusions about the unusual position that performance occupies within the 
Buffyverse.[2]

[2] The first examples of performing occur towards the end of BtVS Season One. 
“The Puppet Show” (B1009) centers on the school talent show in which all the 
principal-character students take part. Cordelia is seen singing “The Greatest 
Love of All” which, of course, is “learning to love yourself”, an ironic yet revealing 
comment on the self-obsessed character of first-season Cordelia. She clearly 
believes herself to be quite talented whereas in fact she is out of tune and has an 
awkward stage presence in marked contrast to her off-stage sophistication.

[3] In the same episode, Buffy, Willow and Xander, are forced into performing a 
dramatic scene, an extract from the Greek tragedy Oedipus, and a tragic 
performance it is, with stilted and badly remembered dialogue, Willow finally 
fleeing from the stage in panic. The theme of performance is then continued in 
the following episode, “Nightmares” (B1010, where Willow’s nightmare is finding 
herself onstage expected to sing the role of Madame Butterfly. The trauma of this 
experience reprises itself in the finale of Season Four, “Restless” (B4022), where 
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in her First-Slayer induced dream, Willow again finds herself about to go on stage 
in a production for which she has had no rehearsal and for which she does not 
know the words. The earlier episode is referenced again when Willow checks to 
make sure that the production they are about to do is not Madame Butterfly as 
she has “a whole problem with opera.”

[4] Immediately, however, we must acknowledge that art is not mirroring life and 
that characters who cannot perform are rather evidently being played by people 
who can: Willow may be a hopeless actress and a terrible singer, but Alyson 
Hannigan is not. We hear very little of her singing in “Once More, with Feeling”, 
but what we do hear is in tune and in time, and therefore competent at the very 
least; and she is clearly a gifted actress. Likewise, Cordelia sings dreadfully in 
BtVS Season One, gives a terrible performance as Nora in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House 
("Eternity," 1017) in Angel Season One and sings “We are the Champions” 
drunkenly with Wesley and Gunn in Season Two (“Redefinition,” 2011). Again, as 
with Willow/ Alyson Hannigan we know at one level that Cordelia is a fictitious 
character who cannot perform well being played by a very able actress called 
Charisma Carpenter. We already know, from “The Puppet Show” (B1009), that 
Xander and Buffy can act no better than Willow, although obviously Nicholas 
Brendon and Sarah Michelle Geller can (and do) act very well.

[5] It is clearly a deliberate script-writing decision that the Buffyverse should be 
populated by people who perform badly on stage, but it appears to be the stage 
itself, the formalized act of performing, that is in some way problematic. Away 
from the stage, Buffy obviously fancies herself as a stand-up comedienne, 
practicing her slayage one-liners and expressing disappointment when her 
vampire victims do not seem suitably impressed by her delivery, but this ability is 
restricted to the ‘real’ world of slaying. Put her in the field, and she can deliver; 
put her on the stage and she cannot, something made quite explicit in “Wild at 
Heart” (B4006), which opens on Buffy running away from the college campus, 
pursued by a vampire. Her flight is intentional, to get her away from public view, 
as she then explains as they fight:

Thanks for the relocate. I perform better without an audience. [She and 
the vampire fight.] You were thinking, what, a little helpless co-ed 
before bed? You know very well, you eat this late [she stakes him] 
you're gonna get heartburn. Get it? Heartburn? [He turns to dust 
without responding.] That's it? That's all I get? One lame-ass vamp with 
no appreciation for my painstakingly thought-out puns. I don't think the 
forces of darkness are even trying. I mean, you could make a little 
effort here, you know? Give me something to work with.

There are several regular characters who do sing well. Lorne, Darla and Lindsey 
all acquit themselves professionally at the karaoke bar, Caritas; Giles and Oz are 
both musicians, Oz with his band and Giles with his guitar, although we never 



hear Oz sing as such.[3] Initially, Giles’ singing is a solitary activity that is not 
revealed to us, but in Season Four we see him both performing in the local coffee 
bar and singing at home. Oz, of course, is a werewolf and one might argue that 
competent music-making or performance is a mark of the outsider, of Otherness. 
The Host and Darla are non-humans, whilst Lindsey is a human working for the 
demons, his loyalties divided in such a way as to make him an outsider in all 
available camps; in BtVS Season Four, the two most obvious musicians are Oz 
and fellow werewolf Veruca, whose Otherness is quite explicit; and Giles’ 
Englishness might also qualify him as an Other in California.

[6] This idea, however, does not stand up to the slightest scrutiny. Almost every 
principal character on the ‘forces of good’ side in both BtVS and Angel can make 
a claim for Otherness: preternaturally gifted Slayer; gay witch; former demon; 
werewolf; Englishman and/or vampire. Cordelia ends up part demon, Gunn is the 
only regular-cast black character in either series and Fred is a physicist: given 
the largely negative portrayal of scientists in the Buffyverse, as represented by 
the BtVS Season Four confrontation with The Initiative, and the Season One 
encounters with praying mantis science teachers and demon-infested computers, 
being a physicist working for Angel Investigations arguably marks Fred as a 
reformed Other in the same way as Anya and Angel himself. Meanwhile, Xander, 
a non-supernatural, white, heterosexual human male could probably use this 
exceptional non-Otherness as a claim in its own right. Otherness is clearly an 
important concept in the Buffyverse, but the process of Othering characters is 
less about making them unsympathetic or threatening, and more to do with 
requiring us to judge characters by what they do rather than by what they are: 
we cannot make assumptions about characters based on their intrinsic physical 
nature. Relating this to performance, whilst there are clearly those who are 
naturally good performers, being a good performer is more of a thing one does 
than a thing one is. It is a question of confidence, self-awareness, and can be 
learned through training or experience, including being able to sing in tune. Given 
the writers’ decisions to populate the Buffyverse with characters who variously 
can and cannot perform well, what are the rules and codes underlying who can 
sing in the Buffverse?

Singing and singers

[7] Anyone can sing, even if they cannot sing beautifully. Most professional 
singers will describe themselves as singers rather than musicians, because a 
musician is usually understood to be an instrumentalist, and there are significant 
differences between singing and playing music.[4] While many people can sing 
competently without having had any kind of tuition, it is much more unusual to 
find a proficient instrumentalist who has never had any formal or informal 
instruction in how to play.

[8] Another difference stems from the fact that almost all instruments are 



positioned across the body (the torso or the face) when one plays them. The 
singer, on the other hand, stands before the audience with at most a microphone 
between them, which does not mediate the performance space in the same way, 
because the ‘instrument’ is not the microphone but the body itself. The true 
mechanism of the sound’s production is completely concealed within the singer’s 
body and one of the results of this is that singers, unlike instrumentalists, are 
expected to look at the audience (as the audience in turn gazes back), creating a 
type of immediacy and intimacy between singer and audience that is different 
from other types of musical performance: an instrumentalist who fixed the 
audience with an unwavering gaze would be frankly disconcerting.

[9] Lastly, where a problem in sound production for an instrument might be 
blamed on some mechanical failure, the singer’s voice is, in a very real sense, the 
singer. A concomitant problem of this is that to criticize a singer’s voice is, in 
effect, criticizing the person, an aspect of singing personified in the figure of the 
pop diva or operatic prima donna as a hysterical and fundamentally insecure 
character. An instrument with a poor tone can be replaced: a larynx cannot. This 
is part of the paradox of the voice: it is inside the body yet it is also the means 
by which one sends sounds out to communicate with the world. It is both internal 
and external, and as Jonathan Rée (1999) points out, the paradoxes do not end 
there. The voice can use language to communicate linguistic, abstract ideas, or 
can yell or laugh to communicate emotional ones:

Voices thus encode an intriguing human tension, even a contradiction: they 
are both expression and communication, both feeling and intellect, both 
body and mind, both nature and culture. The whole of us, it would seem, is 
included in the compass of the human voice. (16)

Singing is positioned very firmly within this set of oppositions. When one sings, 
there is an assumption that the singer is sincere, that we are indeed hearing the 
person, their self, their soul laid bare. In singing, we reveal ourselves: “[i]t is as 
if your voice were as private and vulnerable as your defenseless naked 
body” (Rée 1999, 1).

[10] However, a professional singer is not like an ordinary person when it comes 
to singing, but takes on a form of Otherness, adopting specialized strategies 
(disguises, even) to enhance the appearance that the soul is being laid bare. In 
addition, one of the greatest paradoxes of the act of singing is that using the 
voice, that ultimate expression of the self, the singer is almost always also an 
actor (explicitly or implicitly), often singing first person, present tense narratives 
that may or may not represent his or her own history, and using particular vocal 
tricks in order to convince us that this is real. As Simon Frith (1998) describes:

In popular cultural terms, good talkers are mistrusted as well as admired: 
people who have a “way with words”--the seducer, the salesman, the 



demagogue, the preacher--are people with power, and the power to use 
words is a power to deceive and manipulate. Sincerity may then be best 
indicated by an inability to speak (as in soul vocal convention) or though an 
aural contradiction between the glibness of the lyric and the uncertainty of 
the voice (as in much male country music) (168)

Singers, therefore, negotiate a very slippery territory: in order to sound 
genuinely convincing, they must not sound too polished. The vocabulary of 
professional singing is full of subtle tricks which form a cultural code of emotional 
sincerity, perhaps most obviously seen in the way singers from Pavarotti to Alanis 
Morrisette allow the voice to break, employing breath noises, catches, sobs and 
glitches in the sung line and the vocal timbre that indicate the depth of their 
emotion. These are recreations of the normally involuntary vocal sounds 
associated with physical and emotional stress: the very mechanisms employed to 
convince the audience of the singer’s sincerity are arguably a form of deception.

[11] With this in mind the politics of singing in Buffy and Angel become much 
more transparent, and sincerity appears to be the key issue governing whether a 
character can be permitted to sing in tune or act well: rather than the 
intentionally subtly flawed singing of the professional, here the sheer bad singing 
of the amateur (Frith’s "inability" to speak or sing taken to its literal extreme) 
appears to be an indication of the extent to which we can trust a character to be 
who or what they appear: they are incapable of deceiving us with vocal trickery, 
regardless of the abilities of the actors who play them. Being on stage indicates 
an intention to perform and an intention, potentially, to pretend to be something 
one is not, which is therefore different from the motivations underlying 
“performances” in the field, such as Buffy’s one-liners. Using this principle, 
examining the singing in specific episodes reveals how ideas of sincerity (or lack 
of it) are articulated, and how this in turn informs our perceptions of the 
characters who sing.

Giles and Lindsey

[12] There is an important distinction to be made with regard to the characters 
who are essentially on the side of the angels and yet can sing to a high standard, 
specifically Giles and Lindsey. [Editors' note] They have in common the fact 
that that they are musicians, guitarists, rather than simply singers. [5] Lindsey is 
the only character who does not sing karaoke when he performs in Caritas: in 
“Dead End” (A2018) he brings his guitar along and sings a song apparently of his 
own composition, again enhancing the sense that what he sings is genuinely felt 
rather than simply the reiteration of someone else’s thoughts and feelings.

[13] Similarly, we discover in Season Four that Giles is a musician, a theme 
which recurs throughout this season in particular. It is first introduced in “Wild at 
Heart” (B4006) when Oz defends Giles’s unexpected appearance in the Bronze. 



Having seen Giles’ record collection, Oz asserts Giles’s right to be there as 
someone with the correct cultural credentials to be admitted into the youth-and-
music subculture of the Bronze: even if he is now a little old and irredeemably 
English, nonetheless “he was an animal in his day.” 

[14] The two episodes in which we see Giles singing (as opposed to seeing him 
dreaming that he is singing, which occurs later) also take steps to mitigate the 
extent to which he is seen as a performer, and therefore potentially deceiving us. 
In “Where the Wild Things Are” (B4018), he is discovered in the coffee bar, 
performing to an adult audience. The Scooby Gang are shocked (and Xander is 
horrified) by the discovery. However, Giles has tried quite hard to keep this side 
of himself hidden from them, as if he is aware of the complex problem that 
performance represents. On the one hand, it is likely to reveal too much about 
him on an emotional level, making him vulnerable and undermining his status 
within the group as a figure of authority and unflappable English calm. On the 
other hand, it sets him apart from them, turns him into a performer rather than 
simply a person. It is not being Other that creates good performers in the 
Buffyverse, but being a good performer can create a sense of Otherness, setting 
the performer apart from normative modes of behavior. Lindsey occupies very 
ambivalent moral territory throughout Angel seasons one and two: his abilities as 
a performer, revealed just as he is about to leave L.A. and the series, serve to 
enhance that ambivalence. Giles, aware at some level of the problems of sincerity 
(whether too much of it or too little) inherent in being a performer, strives to 
keep his performing hidden. The only other occasion we see him singing with his 
guitar is in the privacy of his own home, where he believes himself to be 
unobserved until he is disturbed by Spike (B“The Yoko Factor,” 4020).

[15] Xander’s horror at the sight of Giles’s singing is also worth examining. In 
many ways, these two—the only human, non-supernatural, “unenhanced” white 
men in the regular cast of BtVS—act as a pair. None of the Scoobies have 
effective or even visible father figures, and Giles acts as a surrogate father to all 
of them to some extent. For Xander, however, he is more clearly a role model 
and, Englishness aside, there are considerable similarities between them, not 
least the fact that they are both usually represented as being physically powerless
—Buffy is the essentially undisputed source of agency until Season Six—but have 
a hidden and occasionally unleashed ability to act. Giles sometimes reassumes 
the ruthlessness of his younger self, “Ripper,” and Xander is able to access the 
knowledge from his own alternate self, the soldier he became in 
“Halloween” (B2007).

[16] Xander demonstrates extreme and often out-of-proportion hostility to other 
men in the regular cast and this hostility could easily be interpreted as a jealousy 
of his father/son relationship with Giles when it is threatened by other male 
characters having things in common with him that Xander does not share. Angel 
threatens it through his shared knowledge of the occult, Spike through his 



Englishness—in his First-Slayer induced dream, Xander even sees Giles adopting 
Spike as his successor as Watcher. He never demonstrates the same kind of 
hostility to Riley or Oz, arguably less because they are not vampires (Xander 
never seems to have a significant problem with a werewolf dating his best friend 
despite the fact that he is clearly just as potentially dangerous as Angel or Spike) 
and more because they never threaten to intrude on his relationship with Giles. 
Xander’s extremely negative reaction to Giles’s singing might therefore be seen 
as another jealous reaction from Xander towards a part of Giles’s life that he 
cannot share, something which emphasizes their differences.

[17] Returning to Giles’s singing itself, whilst being a thoroughly convincing 
performer, he has a distinctive but not conventionally beautiful voice, which fits 
in very well with his slightly Bob Dylan-esque performance image. The reluctantly 
revealed intimacy of his relationship with his guitar and the ‘rawness’ of his voice 
(exploiting those very catches and glitches, the vocal instability that, in Frith’s 
reading, would partly account for why Dylan himself is heard as being sincere) 
both add weight to our perception of Giles’ sincerity ‘despite’ the high standard of 
his performance.

The good, the bad and the outrageously terrible.

[18] Of the remaining characters who can sing, the issue of sincerity operates 
differently in each case. Lorne can clearly sing but there is no attempt on his part 
to pretend to soul-baring sincerity in his performance. Both his singing style and 
his choice of repertoire demonstrate that he is operating in the realms of camp, 
and camp and sincerity are mismatched partners at the best of times. Camp 
might be interpreted here as the affectionate parodying of the sincere, taking the 
vocabulary of (sincere) bad taste and celebrating and exaggerating it knowingly, 
self consciously and with an unmistakable element of irony. He sings for the 
sheer joy of the physical excess his repertoire offers him rather than from a need 
to bare his soul to others. It is, however, extraordinarily revealing that it is 
through their singing that he is able to see the souls and therefore read the 
futures of his clientele, this corresponding to another idea from Rée (1999), that 
in philosophy “the idea of the soul is just a furtive and inhibited metaphor for . . . 
vocality” (3). This again points to the voice as a direct channel to the singer’s 
inner self, immediate, intimate and revealing.

[19] Lorne notwithstanding, the moment a member of the regular cast starts to 
sing in tune, we should automatically be suspicious, as when the demonically-
enhanced Jonathan reveals himself as a polished crooner à la Sinatra in 
“Superstar” (B4017). Likewise, Darla’s stylish performance of Arlen and Koehler’s 
“Ill Wind” in “The Trial” (A2009) is a textbook example of Frith’s singer using 
vocal tricks to convince us of her sincerity. These are most pronounced during 
the bridge section of the song:



You’re only misleadin’ the sunshine I'm needin’ -
Ain't that a shame?
It’s so hard to keep up with troubles that creep up
From out of nowhere, when love's to blame.

[20] It is worth looking a little more closely at exactly what she does here. 
Although we may hear it as being straightforward professional standard singing, 
this is in part due to the fact that it is full of timbral alterations and pitch changes 
that deviate from the written melodic line. There is use of a particularly breathy 
tone on “only” in line one, “up” at the end of line three, and the “where” of 
“nowhere” in the final line. There is instability in the sung notes including sliding 
down in pitch at the end of “shame”; and various kinds of ornamentation, moving 
away from the note and back again on “needin’”, “shame” and “blame”. Similarly, 
at the start of the third line, she leaves the pitch of “It’s” early, slipping down a 
semitone halfway through the word, onto the pitch belonging to the following 
word “so.” There are a large number of creaks, the introduction of noise into the 
sung note, something that in speech might be heard as fatigue, misery or illness--
that is, all physical or emotional states of vulnerability. These are particularly 
noticeable on the line “It’s so hard to keep up with troubles that creep up,” where 
only the breathy “up” is entirely free of creak.

[21] All of these flaws, these apparent failings in the voice, are designed to 
impress us with her sincerity, a code which declares “look how hard it is for me to 
talk about this.” But we should not be fooled. That Darla is in deep emotional 
pain at this point, knowing that she is terminally ill, is not in dispute; but the way 
that professional-standard singing is coded in the Buffyverse means that we 
simply cannot trust her. Her singing signposts that her apparent conversion to 
Angel’s point of view is ultimately just an expedient act of desperation.

[22] The extent to which Angel is prepared to put himself (and everyone else) 
through the horror and humiliation of his singing reaffirms the selflessness of his 
character—and we should probably remember that Angel and Wesley can not 
only not sing, they can’t dance either as they revealed at Cordelia’s party in 
“She” (A1013). Harmony is potentially an anomaly, a self-proclaimed evil 
vampire who nonetheless sings appallingly at Caritas in “Disharmony” (A2017): 
but evil is not the governing factor and Harmony frankly doesn’t have the 
intelligence to be insincere. She is exactly what she appears to be and we know 
we cannot trust her, but we also know that she is virtually devoid of guile and at 
many levels she is impossible to dislike. As a result, she has to be allowed to sing 
out of tune, not unlike the early, unreconstructed Cordelia (Harmony’s best 
friend).

Cordelia

[23] Cordelia is perhaps the most interesting character in relation to singing, 



performance and issues of sincerity. Like Buffy, she performs badly on stage but 
does manage to pull off a believable performance in the field when lives are in 
danger: in “Eternity” (A1017), she is confronted by a temporarily, drug-induced 
evil Angel and delivers (by her own estimation) an Oscar-winning performance, 
fooling him into believing that she is armed with holy water. In retrospect, the 
fact that she sang badly back in BtVS Season One might well have been an early 
clue that Cordelia was not simply the vain and selfish creature she at first 
appeared. The potential for altruism in her personality is an aspect that appears 
to be hidden from everyone, including herself, because like Harmony in 
“Disharmony” (A2017), Cordelia seems unaware that her singing is bad. All the 
other forces-of-good characters tend to be extremely aware when they are 
performing badly, but the rehabilitation of Cordelia’s character goes hand in hand 
with her growing awareness that she is not cut out for the performing life. In 
Angel Season One, she is still seemingly unaware of how bad she is in A Doll’s 
House and still determined to pursue her acting career, but the gift of her visions 
is a significant factor in changing her ambitions. We see this first in the Season 
One finale, when she becomes aware of the sheer amount of suffering in the 
world, an awakening that almost destroys her sanity. Then, in seasons two and 
three, Cordelia’s development as a character is played out as a confrontation 
between Cordelia the performer and Cordelia the seer.

[24] Cordelia’s character is complex: she is far from stupid, as her multiple 
acceptances by good colleges demonstrates in BtVS Season Three; and she is not 
as shallow as she almost willfully appears—her feelings for Xander and her 
unhappiness over his infidelity are entirely genuine, compared to Harmony’s 
vacuous inability to perceive Spike’s true feelings for her, let alone have any 
deeper feelings for him beyond her own sense of the status he gives her (as 
seen, for example, in “In the Harsh Light of Day,” 4003).  Cordelia has clearly 
been spoilt in material terms, but there are considerable hints that she has been 
neglected emotionally, and more or less abandoned by her family after her 
parent’s problems with the IRS. There are also indications that she suffers from 
low self-esteem: the constant battle to maintain her popularity at school at the 
expense of more meaningful relationships in BtVS Season One; and her attempt 
to escape from reality through acting, leading to her willingness to submit to 
what she clearly believes to be Russell Winters' casting couch in the pilot episode 
of Angel.

[25] However, Season Two of Angel uses this aspect of Cordelia’s personality to 
demonstrate her development and the radical changes she undergoes. The very 
first episode of Season Two begins with a brief introduction to Lorne, The Host at 
Caritas, so locating the karaoke bar at the centre of the overall season narrative. 
The second scene of the teaser then takes us to Cordelia at an actors’ workshop, 
apparently doing very well (despite the fact that she gets carried away and 
physically slaps her co-actor). However, in the midst of receiving praise from her 
director, she is called away by her other job working for Angel Investigations. As 
she leaves, the director is still trying to direct: Cordelia exits to the line “Focus on 



how conflicted you. . . .” This comment very pointedly highlights the conflict 
between her two lives, and, as with Caritas, foregrounds it in the open minutes of 
the first episode as a theme that will run through the entire season.

[26] The final episode of the season begins with a “previously on Angel” segment, 
the first clip of which comes from “Belonging” (2019), the last occasion on which 
we saw Cordelia in her role as performer, being resoundingly humiliated during 
the recording of a commercial. She had been excited about making the 
commercial, excited by the idea that her acting career might be taking off, but as 
much as anything excited by the perceived glamour of the situation and being the 
center of attention: in other words, by all the aspects of the performing life which 
appeal most strongly to the early Cordelia’s desire for attention and validation. 
The use of this clip as part of the teaser for the Season Two finale is, in terms of 
establishing the sequence of events, completely irrelevant; but in terms of 
Cordelia’s development, it is essential that we should be reminded of Cordelia as 
the performer who craves the love of an adoring audience. When she is sucked 
through the vortex into Pylea, her dreams of being a star are suddenly realized 
when she is made princess and ruler, lavished with luxury and attention. In 
effect, the dreams of Cordelia the performer have come true: she can play at 
being the adored star for as long as she wants, complete with the obligatory 
gorgeous co-star boyfriend, Gru.

[27] Then, however, she learns that Gru’s role in the arrangement is to take her 
visions away from her, and here the conflict between her two roles is brought 
into sharp relief. To retain her visions, she must give up the starring role she has 
landed, but the choice would appear to be a surprisingly easy one to make:

Cordelia: You can’t take my visions. I need them. I use them to help my 
friends fight evil back home…. I can’t give up my visions—I like them. OK, 
so I don’t like the searing pain and agony that is steadily getting worse…but 
I’m not ready to give them up either…they’re a part of who I am now. 
They’re an honor.

Her altruistic and humble reasons for wanting to keep her visions are as 
important as the fact that she is willing to give up her starring role. Performance, 
and its analogue as a Pylean princess, is again positioned as a form of (self-)
deception, a self-indulgent escapism in contrast to the painful, grimly real but 
honorable nature of Cordelia’s role as seer.

[28] In Season Three, the conflict between performance and Cordelia’s growing 
sense of moral responsibility is again made explicit. The visions are threatening 
to kill her and in “Birthday” (A3011), she reaches the end of her ability to survive 
them, but the Powers that Be offer her a chance to live by rewriting history.  Not 
unlike her chance at being the princess in Pylea, here she is offered the acting 
career of her dreams, a life as a nationally-loved television star; but it seems that 



the changes that have been made to her character by the visions in the original 
version of history cannot be erased. She may have been taken to a reality where 
none of the events of seasons one or two have occurred, but her character’s 
development has remained intact. When she is confronted with what has 
happened to Angel and Wesley in this version of reality, she is again forced into a 
moral choice and again does not hesitate: she asks to be made part demon, 
takes back her visions and rejects the other life she was offered as a performer.

[29] This conflict between her two possible lives again suggests that performance 
and sincerity are mutually opposed propositions in the Buffyverse. By rejecting 
performance in favor of the visions, Cordelia chooses service, altruism and 
engagement with the real, difficult world of the Buffyverse over the potential 
deceptions and glamours of performing. Rejecting performance, she becomes 
more credible as an agent for the Powers that Be and more sincerely loveable for 
herself. In fact, by rejecting performance and its illusions she becomes much 
more like Buffy herself. Both are chosen ones, chosen by mystical forces and 
given a gift with which to serve the world; both have to give up the lives they 
expected to lead in order to do this; both have to give up some of their literal 
humanity in order to serve humankind better. Cordelia becomes part demon, 
while Buffy (involuntarily) comes back from heaven in order to keep saving the 
world with her humanness altered such that she is no longer protected from 
Spike by his chip. Both are also offered an alternative reality that might well be 
easier to live in than the one they are currently in, Cordelia in “Birthday” (3009) 
in Angel Season Three and Buffy in “Normal Again” (B6017) in BtVS Season Six, 
running parallel to this season of Angel.

[30] In Angel Season Four, we lose Cordelia: for the second time, a major and 
much loved character was written out of the series in a way that left viewers in 
denial—surely she, surely Doyle, would return: this could not be the end. But, to 
all intents and purposes, it was: and in retrospect, we can see that Cordelia’s 
journey is framed by her two renditions of the same song: shortly before she is 
possessed by evil, she sings the opening line of “The Greatest Love of All” as 
badly as ever, for Lorne to read her. By recalling the song, as in the following 
episode where all the characters revert to the age of seventeen, we are invited to 
remember her as she was in BtVS Season One, and to marvel at the changes in 
her, the distance that her character has travelled, making it all the more tragic 
when we lose her soon after.

[31] At the end of Season Four, Cordelia’s position is left in considerable doubt, 
and all her character’s achievements appear entirely undermined. Her 
assumption into a higher dimension appears to have been a fraud, and her return 
leaves her first possessed by evil and then consigned to a coma.  However, her 
final appearance in episode 100, “You’re Welcome” (A5012) is a final vindication 
of the true Cordelia, who returns for one last time, to save Angel and put him 
back on the right track. In her last appearance, the two sides of Cordelia as 



performer and servant of the Powers that Be are finally united for at the end of 
episode we discover that Cordelia has died and that throughout this appearance 
she has been performing, pretending to be alive and back with the team when, in 
fact, she is already gone. Her last performance, then, transcends the problems 
associated with performance and its illusions, for this performance was an act of 
altruism and of farewell, a performance the intent of which was to protect, to 
save and to serve rather than to pursue any of the less noble impulses by which 
Cordelia was once driven.

"Once More, with Feeling"

[32] The most famous example of singing and performance in the Buffyverse 
occurs in “Once More, with Feeling” (B6007), and this episode is interesting for a 
great many reasons, not least the peculiar relationship that BtVS has with 
musical diegesis. Essentially, there are two types of song possible in film and 
television: diegetic song (where the characters are perfectly well aware that they 
are singing, as in the songs performed at Caritas) and non-diegetic song. In 
diegetic song, the song is as real and as normal to us as it is to the characters in 
the context of the narrative: characters know they are singing or being sung to 
and the source of musical accompaniment is likely to be visible, be it a karaoke 
machine, a band or a guitar. Non-diegetic song, on the other hand, relies on the 
suspension of our disbelief to accept that the characters are essentially unaware 
that they are singing or being sung to and the musical accompaniment is also 
usually invisible, coming from the underscore. In these circumstances, we are 
asked to accept that sometimes in musicals characters will burst into song 
because their emotions have become so intense that they simply have no other 
choice if they are to express themselves properly. However, these types of song, 
whilst clearly being sung, are not perceived as being outside the normal course of 
communication by the characters; nor is the sudden sound of music from an 
invisible source perceived as unusual. At some quite profound level, the 
characters do not know that they are singing or have lost the ability to know that 
singing and music are not normal in this context.

[33] Another important distinction between diegetic and non-diegetic song is the 
element of volition. In diegetic song, the character must choose to perform. 
Sometimes this decision is made under forms of duress, but consent is still given. 
Rose’s first strip-tease in the musical Gypsy, when she is cajoled by her mother 
into performing is one example of this; the dramatic scene performed by the 
Scoobies in “The Puppet Show” (B1009) is another example, as is Willow’s 
attempted to sing in the Madame Butterfly scene of “Nightmares” (B1010). 
However bad, half-hearted or unwilling the performance, the character has made 
a conscious decision to perform. Non-diegetic song, however, is imposed from 
outside the narrative: the character makes no decision to sing, but sings 
nonetheless. [6]



[34] BtVS has played some quite startling diegetic games, “Once More, with 
Feeling” (OMWF) being the most elaborate, although this was not the first 
occasion that something of this nature was introduced. In the Season Four finale, 
“Restless" (B4022), Giles’s dream, like Willow’s, takes the form of a performance 
event, if a very strange one. We see him performing, as we have done earlier in 
the season, but now he is on stage at The Bronze, and instead of singing a song, 
he simply sings his dialogue. This creates a somewhat tangled diegetic web. On 
one level he is clearly perfectly aware that he is performing: he climbs onto the 
stage, the audience cheers, there is a visible band accompanying him. He grasps 
the microphone, and his body language bears all the hallmarks of a 
straightforward diegetic song, an impression reinforced by the fact that the 
audience responds to his singing by holding their lighters aloft, flames glowing in 
the semi-darkness. Yet at another level, the precise content of what he sings 
makes it clear that he and his audience are unaware that his behavior is being 
governed by the non-diegetic, by something external to his diegetic reality:

Giles (singing): It's strange. It's not like anything we've faced before, yet it 
seems familiar somehow. Of course! The spell we cast with Buffy must have 
released some primal evil that’s come back seeking… I'm not sure what. 
Willow, look through the Chronicles. Some reference to a warrior beast… 
Xander, help Willow and try not to bleed on my couch, I’ve just had it 
steam-cleaned. We've got to warn Buffy. I tried her this morning but I only 
got her machine. Oh, wait…

On the one hand, this could be argued as a reversal of Frith’s proposition that 
intentional faults in singing mediate between “the glibness of the lyric and the 
uncertainty of the voice”: here, it is the uncertainty of the lyric (i.e. the fact that 
it is clearly not a lyric at all) that mediates the glibness of Giles’s rock and roll 
performance. This in turn reveals another reversal at work here: in a 
conventional non-diegetic song, the characters’ actions usually indicate that they 
believe themselves to be speaking their thoughts, whereas in fact they are 
singing a song. Here, Giles’s actions indicate that he believes himself to be 
singing a song, although he is in fact delivering his dialogue. Effectively, this song 
manages to be both diegetic and non-diegetic simultaneously. Although Giles 
does clearly know he is singing, he and everyone else fail to perceive what is 
clear to us, the audience, namely that the song itself is abnormal, the usual rules 
of musical diegesis having been suspended by the dream-state.

[35] A comparable circumstance underlies OMWF, although here it is a spell 
rather than a dream that suspends the normal rules, and the web of diegesis is 
further complicated by the nature of the relationship between a character and the 
actor who plays it. Normally, if a song is non-diegetic, the actor knows that he or 
she is singing in a situation where singing would not be considered normal, but 
the character does not, and this situation remains fixed. It creates a very clear 
boundary between them, placing the actor in the privileged position of having 



knowledge the character does not share. There is always going to be an 
imbalance of knowledge between character and actor, but it is normally hidden 
by the fact that the actor is rendered largely invisible by the presence of the 
character being played.[7]

[36] In non-diegetic song, only the character has the abnormality of the singing 
concealed from them. Both the audience and the actor are aware that singing is 
occurring in a fictional environment where it would not be occurring in the real 
world; and the act of singing can itself render the actor slightly more visible than 
usual. The suspension of disbelief is stretched a little further, with the technical 
demands of singing potentially making us more aware of the artifice of 
performance. [8]

[37] However, in the episode itself, songs are only non-diegetic whilst they are 
being sung. Whilst the songs are in progress, the characters generally behave as 
if singing in this context is perfectly normal behavior, as one would expect in non-
diegetic song: but once the songs are finished, they realize that they have been 
acting abnormally, that they have been singing despite having made no decision 
to sing, a sleight of hand that allows a non-diegetic song to become 
retrospectively diegetic. [9]

[38] This, in effect, renders the actors invisible once more as the characters 
reassert control over knowledge of their actions. The characters become aware 
that their universe has been infiltrated by the non-diegetic (even though, by the 
end, all elements have been accounted for within the series’ diegesis) and so the 
characters themselves are allowed to share the awareness of the actors who play 
them that they are singing non-diegetic songs. Rather than destroying the fabric 
of the Buffyverse, this scenario manages to reinforce the credibility of Buffy’s 
world, because the characters are able to perceive the abnormality of this 
externally imposed singing in a situation when normally, fictional characters 
would remain oblivious. This kind of diegetic double bluff is also visited in 
“Normal Again” (B6017) when the closing shot of Buffy in the asylum leaves us 
with the awful possibility that the entire Buffyverse is a fabrication of Buffy’s own 
insane delusions, and that we have all spent the last few years watching 
something that is not real even in its own universe.

[39] The fact that the singing in OMWF is externally imposed is the main reason 
the characters can, from the point of view of this discussion, get away with the 
fact that none of them sing out of tune. Because they are essentially unaware 
that they are engaged in an act of performance, and are certainly not in control 
of their actions until after the song is finished, their singing is able to take on a 
direct emotional honesty, too direct in some cases. Xander and Anya articulate 
feelings that they have obviously been keeping quiet about up to this point in “I’ll 
Never Tell” while, having made it clear in the final line of “Afterlife” (B6003) that 
she has no intention of ever revealing to her friends that they brought her back 



from heaven, not hell, Buffy finds herself telling them exactly this in the song 
“Something to Sing About.”

[40] The sincerity of the singing in OMWF is further reinforced by the fact that 
most of them sing in a very ‘unsingerly’ way.  Giles is already established as 
someone who can sing, and it would make no sense to alter what we know him to 
sound like at this point. The demon Sweet can also sing: he is not unlike Lorne in 
this respect, playing with ideas of camp in his performance, and as a 
troublemaking demon we would not necessarily expect either sincerity or 
(therefore) bad singing from him.

[41] Tara also sings remarkably well but interestingly, as Giles has a Bob Dylan-
esque persona, so Tara takes on the mantel of Joan Baez, an icon of liberated 
femininity and lesbianism from the same era as Dylan. Her voice has a certain 
similarity to Baez’s in terms of the timbral quality and the text of the song itself 
evokes something of the Woodstock generation and the influence of folk music on 
popular song. Tara and her backing singers appear as hippies with their long 
skirts and flowing hair, while the lyrics of “Under your Spell” use images of 
nature, reinforced by the song being presented in the non-urban open air, the 
only song to take place in daylight that is neither indoors nor on the town’s 
streets.

[42] However, in general, the principals tend to sing in a way that does not 
obviously correspond to the accepted performance practices of classical, popular 
or musical theatre singing. Their voices sound quite small and very ‘natural’, 
lacking the timbral sophistication and vibrato of trained singers which in itself 
may well be a crafted illusion: singing is more or less compulsory for anyone 
wanting to make a career as a performer, and the processes of studio production 
can help fill out most voices to create a more polished sound. The fact that the 
core Scooby Gang’s singing voices  are presented to us not as the voices of 
professional singers, but as those of ordinary people who are not accustomed to 
singing, again speaks to the idea of the voice as an indicator of sincerity. 
Although they all sing at least reasonably well, they sing without the vocal 
expertise of a character such as Darla, an expertise that might mark them out as 
professional performers and therefore different from us, their audience.

[43] In conclusion, it is evident that singing and performance have a very distinct 
role in both BtVS and Angel, and the positioning of singing and the games that 
are played with musical diegesis serve to reinforce the credibility of the 
Buffyverse. The very nature of the voice and the extent to which it reveals us and 
renders us vulnerable to scrutiny is exploited in both series to reveal an apparent 
direct inverse correlation between good singing and sincerity, while other forms 
of performance, as explored through Giles and Cordelia, involve similar issues. It 
is, obviously, not without irony that the act of performance is problematized to 
explore ideas of sincerity in a television series which therefore relies on 



performances by its actors in order to communicate those ideas.

[44] The problem with performance in the Buffyverse largely lies in its tendency 
to encourage vanity and self-seeking behavior. Giles is safe from this tendency as 
he clearly does not want to be famous. Perhaps Ripper once did, but Giles keeps 
his performing private and personal, and does not allow it to distract him from his 
responsibilities. Cordelia’s personal odyssey sees her becoming arguably the most 
comprehensively transformed character of either series, overcoming the 
seductive deceptions of performance and discovering the rewards of taking up 
her own responsibilities.

[45] To revisit one of the ideas at the beginning of this discussion, while good 
singing cannot be convincingly argued as an indication of Otherness, singing of a 
less-than-professional standard (be it genuinely dreadful or normally adequate) is 
a consistent indication that a character is fundamentally just like us: not perfect, 
sometimes in the wrong, but essentially sincere. This in turn reveals that the 
Buffyverse challenges the usefulness and the very validity of the idea of 
Otherness simply because everyone associated with both the Scooby Gang and 
Angel Investigations is arguably some form of Other. It augments the category of 
Otherness with that of sincerity, and whether a character is sincere or not 
becomes far more important in the personal relationships and larger-scale 
dynamics of the narrative than whether someone is (yet another) Other.

Bibliography

Frith, Simon, 1998. Performing Rites: evaluating popular music (Oxford: 
OUP).

Halfyard, Janet K., 2001. “Love, death, curses and reverses (in F minor): 
music, gender and identity in Buffy the Vampire Slayer and 
Angel.” (Slayage 4).

Kassabian, Anahid, 2001. Hearing Film: tracking identifications in 
contemporary Hollywood film music (London, New York: Routledge).

McClary, Susan, 1991. Feminine Endings: music, gender and sexuality 
(Minnesota, London: University of Minnesota Press).

Rée, Jonathan, 1999. I see a voice: language, deafness and the senses 
(London: HarperCollins).

Editors' note: The vacilating character of Lindsey seems to have chosen 
the "side of the Angels," and Angel, even as late as the penultimate  
episode of the series, though Angel makes clear in the last episode that 

http://www.slayage.tv/essays/slayage4/halfyard.htm
http://www.slayage.tv/essays/slayage4/halfyard.htm
http://www.slayage.tv/essays/slayage4/halfyard.htm


he does not believe Lindsey has chosen right for right's sake.

 

 [1] In film narratives, it would be more usual to find the more unsympathetic or 
purely comic characters performing badly, such as the character of Lina Lamont 
in Singin’ in the Rain. 

 [2] This discussion refers only to instances of singing by principal and regular 
characters. There are examples of singing from single-episode characters in 
Angel, but there is no overall predictability as to whether these characters will 
sing well or not.

 [3] We see him singing backing vocals with Dingoes Ate My Baby but never 
explicitly hear his voice.

 [4] This observation is largely based on my own experience as a professional 
singer and on conversations with my students at Birmingham Conservatoire. 

 [5] It is worth noting that they are both also men. The implications of a 
gendered positioning of singers as predominantly female against instrumentalists 
as predominantly male in both popular film and television is another subject I am 
currently investigating. Both of the principal male characters in the Buffyverse 
who sing but do not play have ambivalently gendered positions, Lorne as a camp 
demon and Angel with the musical gender-reversal that I discussed in an earlier 
paper (Halfyard, 2001).

 [6] There will always be exceptions to these kinds of rules, done to serve the 
needs of particular narratives: for example, the musical Salad Days uses the 
device of a magic piano. On hearing the piano play, characters find themselves 
singing and dancing without having made a decision to do so. However, as in 
“Once More, with Feeling”, exceptions such as these are usually playing with 
ideas of diegetic and non-diegetic song in a way that makes the nature of the 
songs highly ambiguous.

 [7] This is, perhaps, one of the reasons why successful television actors can find 
it difficult to establish themselves in the film industry. In film, the audience is 
used to film actors constantly playing new characters: hence, films are often built 
and marketed around particular actors, and audiences might go and see a Tom 
Cruise or Julia Roberts film, accepting the actor as whichever character they 
happen to be playing this time: our audience relationship with that character will 
last perhaps two hours. In a television series such as Friends or BtVS, the actor 



becomes firmly established as one particular character over many episodes and 
seasons, an audience relationship that can be measured in years. The result is 
that the audience may well identify the character first and the actor second: 
Monica, Rachel, Ross and Chandler are perhaps names which come more readily 
to mind on watching films with the Friends actors in them than the names of the 
actors themselves, whereas it is considerably more difficult to remember the 
names of the characters Tom Cruise played in Minority Event, Magnolia or Vanilla 
Sky. The continuity of the relationship in television of actor and character, 
therefore, generally renders the actor much less visible than it does in film.

[8] In fact, the production of OMWF demonstrates an awareness of the 
heightened level of separation in the actor/character relationship in a musical, as 
the trailer combined clips from the forthcoming show with footage of the actors 
both rehearsing in a dance studio and singing in the recording studio, out of 
costume, out of the Sunnydale diegetic context and therefore evidently out of 
character. This would seem to be highlighting the extent to which the actors were 
occupying a privileged position in the context of non-diegetic song, threatening to 
undermine the coherence and credibility of the characters they had been playing 
for just over five seasons by this point.

[9] In one instance, this situation is partially reversed: Spike declares himself 
immune to whatever is causing the spontaneous bursting into song, only to find 
himself singing a few seconds later--and the expression on his face at this point 
implies that he is aware and surprised but can do nothing to stop himself. 
However, this is momentary: as the rest of the song proceeds, he loses this self-
consciousness and apparently loses his awareness that his singing is in any way 
abnormal until the song has finished.

 

 



 
Ewan Kirkland 

The Caucasian Persuasion of
Buffy the Vampire Slayer

 
Introduction
[1] In his discussion of the representation and construction of 
whiteness, Richard Dyer (1997) argues: ‘There is a specificity to 
white representation, but it does not reside in a set of stereotypes so much as in 
narrative structural positions, rhetorical tropes and habits of perception’ (12).  
This paper explores Buffy the Vampire Slayer as a particularly white text. By this 
I mean, the series is both populated by archetypal white characters, and 
informed by various structures, tropes and perspectives Dyer identifies as 
characterising whiteness. The classic Buffy episode opens at night, in a 
graveyard, with the protagonists battling the forces of darkness; it ends in bright 
Californian daylight, as the victorious Scoobies reflect on events, the world saved 
once more, and oblivious to their efforts. This simplification of the Buffy 
narrative’s symbolic mobilisation of light and darkness reveals a whiteness 
extending beyond its leading cast’s skin colour. White sensibilities inform the 
series, producing an extremely white view of the world, of history, of the 
universe, and white people’s role within it. As such, Buffy the Vampire Slayer 
constitutes a valuable focus for deconstructing whiteness as constructed cultural 
identity, a text variously representing and reflecting upon what whiteness means. 
[2] It is easy to find examples of threatening non-white ‘others’ in the Buffy 
series. There are the African hyenas who possess Xander and several fellow 
students in ‘The Pack’ (1006), whose subsequent descent into juvenile 
delinquency, rape and cannibalism, accompanied by a ritualistic drum beat, 
evokes numerous negative colonial and post-colonial tropes of African natives 
and black teenagers (though these teens are white). There are the Chumash who 
lay siege to Buffy’s Thanksgiving dinner in ‘Pangs’ (4008), the Inca princess who 
consumes various Sunnydale teenagers in ‘Inca Mummy Girl’ (2004), the African 
mask which brings the dead to life in ‘Dead Man’s Party’ (3002), the black 
gangsta Mr Trick of Season Three, and the original Slayer who threatens the 
sleeping Scoobies in ‘Restless’ (4022). Together with the conspicuous absence of 
non-white central characters, the barely-noticed disappearance of Olivia, and 
Riley’s black friend Forrest’s subsequent transformation into a zombie cyborg, 
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this suggests a negative or dismissive attitude towards non-white races.
[3] A tentative case might be made for Buffy as a white-supremacy text. Buffy’s 
anti-authoritarian streak, identified by Wall and Zryd (2002), includes the 
proliferation of shadowy institutions such as the Watchers’ Council, the Initiative, 
the Mayor’s office, various monstrous Others’ infiltration of government and 
commercial organisations, and frequent indications of conspiracy between 
Sunnydale’s state apparatus to keep residents from discovering demonic truths. 
Far right American political perspectives are connoted in the white protagonists’ 
survivalist mentality, stockpiling weaponry and rejecting police and military 
authorities for direct action in their self-appointed role as guardians of the 
Sunnydale community. The secrecy of the Scoobies’ nocturnal activities, their 
fetishisation of arcane rituals, texts, artifacts and titles, resembles a sinister cult 
founded on the destruction of non-normative groups. Discussing the racial 
dimensions of Buffy’s suburban Californian location, Boyd Tonkin (2002) notes an 
anti-desegregation white supremacy group of the 1950s called the Spookhunters 
(44-5) a connection suggested in the Klan-evoking ‘Whitehats’ inhabiting the 
Wishverse Sunnydale (3009). 
[4] However, such an assessment ignores the overwhelming whiteness of Buffy’s 
villains, as well as protagonists. It is not my intention to criticise Buffy, mobilising 
familiar discourses of racist representation, stereotypes and positive or negative 
narratives, or to assume a liberal white male position, criticising my own culture 
for its representation of social groups to which I do not belong. Furthermore, I 
am writing as a fan of Buffy the Vampire Slayer with a critical focus on the 
intersection between my fandom and my ethnicity. Racist representations, 
together with discourses of white supremacy, constitute limited if comparatively 
accessible means of exploring whiteness. The former conveniently avoids 
examining whiteness, focusing instead upon non-white identities; the latter 
sidesteps more dominant modes of whiteness in favour of political extremism. In 
contrast, a whiteness not solely associated with demonising non-white others, 
and more commonplace white identities inhabiting less vocal, less noticeable, 
more moderate, bland and central spaces, are harder to theorise or even identify. 
This totalising, embedded, invisible construction of whiteness, frequently 
defamilarised, satirised or mobilised for Buffy’s narrative or thematic ends, will be 
this paper’s focus. Largely with reference to Dyer’s work, I shall consider Buffy’s 
generic roots, then its central characters and villains as constituting archetypal 
representations of whiteness. Finally, I shall explore the ways in which the 
whiteness of Buffy reveals white anxieties and insecurities concerning racial 
identity. 
 
White Picket Fences: The Generic Whiteness of Buffy the Vampire Slayer
 

Mr Trick: Sunnydale. Town’s got quaint. And the people? He called me sir. 
Don’t you just miss that? I mean, admittedly, it's not a haven for the 
brothers. You know, strictly the Caucasian persuasion in the 'Dale.  But, you 
know, you just gotta stand up and salute that death rate. 

‘Faith, Hope and Trick’ (3003) 



 
[5] In ‘“My Emotions Give Me Power”: The Containment of Girl’s Anger in Buffy’, 
Elyce Rae Helford (2002) is not alone in criticising the limited class and ethnic 
representations of femininity in Buffy the Vampire Slayer. However, Buffy’s 
predominantly white casting only anchors the series’ whiteness. Undeniably 
central to the show’s racial orientation, whiteness extends beyond the 
proliferation of Caucasian faces populating Sunnydale’s streets, malls and 
municipal facilities, evident in the series’ generic sources. Western horror, Dyer 
argues, is a predominantly white genre, an ethnicity enveloping both monsters 
and protagonists (1997, p210). Buffy sets this white genre within a particularly 
white district, the small town, a recurring theme and location within American 
popular culture. 
[6] Small town iconography resonates with traditional white representations. 
Neat rows of identical houses, white picket fences, immaculate lawns, all 
constitute a façade of order and civility masking dark primeval forces bubbling 
beneath the surface. The murderous mobs of ‘The Lottery’ and To Kill a 
Mockingbird, the seedy strip joints of Bedford Falls' Pottersville (It’s a Wonderful 
Life, 1946), the writhing insects of Blue Velvet’s Lumbertown (1986), the prison 
cells and torture chambers rotting beneath Silent Hill’s Historical Society, and the 
vampires and demons of Sunnydale symbolise the internal primitive which white 
society regards itself as burdened to repress. Indeed, many recent American 
small town films, The Ice Storm (1997), Pleasantville (1998), American Beauty 
(1999), Far From Heaven (2002), might be fruitfully analysed in such terms. 
Combining horror, suburbia and teenage protagonists, while self-consciously 
mobilising  ‘B movie’ characters and clichés, Buffy parallels another popular 
contemporary series: the Goosebump books. Indeed, Tim Morris’ (2000) critical 
description of the series’ ‘unerringly white middle-class, unmarked Americans’ 
whose adventures represent ‘the controlled and processed dark side of white 
America’ (69) applies as readily to Buffy. 
[7] Contrasting with the small town text, Buffy also self-consciously evokes the 
action hero movie, with its quipping protagonist, fighting sequences and (fairly) 
clear-cut hero/villain dichotomy. In White Guys, Fred Pfeil (1995) defines the 
narrative formula of the Lethal Weapon and Die Hard films as: 
  

a white male protagonist… triumphs over an evil conspiracy of 
monstrous proportions by eschewing the support and regulation of 
inept and/or craven law-enforcement institutions, ignoring 
established procedure and running “wild” instead, albeit with the aid 
of a more domesticated semi-bystanding sidekick. (1) 

 
Substituting female for male, actual for metaphorical monsters, the ineffectual 
Sunnydale police force for FBI and government agencies, the Watchers Council 
for bureaucratic obstruction, and the Scoobies for the traditional action hero’s 
sidekick, this formula remains virtually intact. Buffy’s relationship with Snyder 
frequently evokes that of rogue cop and exasperated police chief, as do early 
exchanges between Slayer and Watcher. The show’s generic debt is knowlingly 



acknowledged in the Die Hard (1988) pastiche episode, ‘School Hard’ (2003). 
[8] As Gregory Erickson (2002) illustrates, the role of Christianity in Buffy is 
neither consistent nor straightforward, and yet it constitutes a repeated presence 
within Buffy as a religion ‘thought and felt in distinctly white ways for most of its 
history’ (Dyer, 1997, 17). Evident in recurring crucifixes, holy water, 
churchyards, demons, hell dimensions and the pervading themes of guilt, 
redemption and resurrection, Christian themes inform most season’s finales: 
Buffy’s sacrifice of herself in Season One (‘Prophecy Girl’ [1012]) and Five (‘The 
Gift’ [5022]), of Angel in Season Two (‘Becoming," Part 2 [2022]) and Spike in 
Season Seven (‘The Chosen’ [7022]), and Xander’s unrelenting declaration of 
love for Willow in ‘Grave’ (6022). The union of Giles, Willow and Xander, as mind, 
spirit and heart constitute a Holy Trinity, creating the ÜberBuffy of Season Four’s 
penultimate episode (‘Primeval’ [4021]). Elsewhere traditional European myths 
and narratives inform Buffy’s adventures. Anita Rose [2002] observes parallels 
with Shelley and Whale’s Frankensteins in Season Four’s Adam (134); Catherine 
Siemann (2002) discusses the Gothic influence on Buffy the Vampire Slayer, 
while Sarah E. Skwire [2002] labels Buffy a ‘modern-day Gothic fairy tale’ (195). 
Traditional folk tales, authentic or fabricated, such as Hansel and Gretel in 
‘Gingerbread’ (3011), Little Red Riding Hood in ‘Helpless’ (3012) and ‘Fear, 
Itself’ (4004), the Kinderstod of ‘Killed by Death’ (2018), the Gentlemen of 
‘Hush’ (4010), or the horror literature of Dracula (‘Buffy vs. Dracula’ [5001]), 
Frankenstein (‘Some Assembly Required’ [2002]), Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (‘Beauty 
and the Beast’ [3004]) frequently provide narrative themes and imagery. 
Religious iconography, folk narratives, English literature and Christianity, 
together with the Scoobies' medieval weaponry, crossbows, stakes, swords and 
lances, produce a text steeped in white history and white culture.
[9] Buffy’s only non-white generic component is the Hong Kong action movie, 
evident in the series’ many fighting scenes. However, Dave West (2002) observes 
Buffy’s moves rarely approximate authentic martial arts culture, and notes 
anxieties expressed amongst the show’s producers that fighting scenes might 
appear incongruously ‘kung fuey’ (181), an incongruity resulting from the 
predominant whiteness of the series’ milieu. In a chapter on Jewel in the Crown, 
entitled ‘“There’s nothing I can do! Nothing,”’ Dyer (1997) explores white 
femininity’s constructed passivity. On the subject of active screen heroines, 
Elizabeth Hills (1999), amongst many critics, observes tendencies within (white) 
female action movies towards transgressive ‛post-Woman woman’ gender 
representations (46). White heroines, such as Ripley (Alien series [1979-1997]), 
Sarah Connor (Terminator 2: Judgement Day [1991]) or Thelma & Louise (1991), 
in gaining narrative agency either abandon or transform their femininity. In 
contrast, Buffy can be understood alongside more recent post-feminist texts 
(Charlie’s Angels [2000], Miss Congeniality [2000], Legally Blonde [2001]) whose 
heroines retain a recognisable femininity while nevertheless becoming physically 
active. Refusing to masculinise its protagonist, Buffy modifies its white heroine’s 
race rather than her gender in a superficial incorporation of a non-white combat 
style ethnically located outside the dominant white/black dichotomy, whose 
balletic emphasis on grace, precision and control coincide with physical virtues 



traditionally associated with white women. 
  
Whiteness Chomping On Whiteness 
[10] I now turn my attention to the racial qualities of Buffy’s cast of characters, 
representing various stereotypical white constructions. 
  

Giles: We begin, predictably, with research. 
‘Amends’ (3010) 

  
[11] Rupert Giles with his clipped upper class English accent, spectacles, tweed 
jacket and sweater-vests, symbolises many characteristics associated with 
whiteness: intelligence, authority, control, propriety, but also lack of spontaneity, 
awkwardness and sexual repression. European, but specifically British, Giles’s 
nationality geographically and historically locates his racial character, a rare 
reference within Buffy to white colonialism. If the Watchers Council constitutes 
Buffy’s clearest representation of the cold, heartless, privileged masculinity 
controlling white society, Giles’ increasing antagonism towards the Masonic 
organisation, and Buffy’s outright rejection, constitutes a negotiation of white 
history’s unsavoury past, even as the Council structures the show’s central 
relationship. Giles enforces the Scoobies' particularly ‘white’ style of fighting evil: 
asking questions first, staking later. This extremely academic approach to 
battling the forces of darkness focuses around meticulous research, calculation, 
and planning, involving the translation of European text books or documents 
stolen from other cultures. In battles, Giles’ preferred weapon is more leather-
bound Latin volume than crossbow, when not dispassionately observing and 
chronicling Buffy’s progress. The training methods Giles employs as Buffy’s 
Watcher typically favour intellect over physicality, less bodily strength, more 
force of will, concentration and mind over matter. While carrying non-white 
mystical Eastern connotations, such an approach encapsulates Dyer’s (1997) 
description of whiteness’ emphasis on spirit triumphing over body (23). In ‘A New 
Man’ (4012) Giles’ transformation into a clumsy, incomprehensible, dark skinned 
monster employs a temporary loss of whiteness to symbolise his estrangement 
from his friends, while the Watcher’s acoustic performance of ‘Behind Blue 
Eyes’ (‘Where the Wild Things Are’ [4018]) bemoans the anguish disguised by an 
inscrutable white countenance. Parodied by Spike in ‘Bargaining Part 1’ (6001) as 
“Cuppa tea, cuppa tea, almost got shagged, cuppa tea”, Giles’ disastrous sex life 
is both nationally and racially derived. Giles shares some on-screen intimacy with 
Olivia, his casual Season Four girlfriend whose race (and nationality) function to 
reflect the Watcher’s temporary estrangement from his white American friends. 
Lacking the character development or self-contained narratives of other ‘orgasm 
friends,’ Olivia’s barely mentioned and comparatively inconsequential departure 
following a racially-loaded confrontation with the Gentlemen in ‘Hush’ (an episode 
themed around the Scoobies coupling-up and reuniting), underlies her distance 
from Giles,' and the show’s, primary activities. Arguably, Giles’ most orgasmic 
moment is discovering Jenny’s body in ‘Passion’ (2017), a climax scored by 
ecstatic classical music, marked by cultural whiteness, a lack of physical contact, 



and death.
  

Willow: The energy, the collective intelligence, it’s like this force, this 
penetrating force, and I can just feel my mind opening up, you know? And 
letting this place just thrust in and, and spurt knowledge into… 

‘The Freshman’ (4001) 
  
[12] Willow’s Jewishness might problematise this analysis were it not so 
marginalised, only occasionally mentioned, and never permitted narrative 
centrality.[Editor's note 1] Indeed, Willow’s Jewishness represents the extent of 
ethnic colour permitted within Buffy’s central cast, constituting occasional one 
liners about crucifixes and A Charlie Brown Christmas. Willow shares Giles’ 
slightly nervous, unassuming, initially sexually inept qualities of mainstream 
whiteness, together with his thirst for knowledge. The Watcher’s enthusiasm for 
ancient tombs accompanies Willow’s New World fetishisation of information 
technology. If Giles’ sexiest moment is discovering his dead girlfriend, early 
Willow’s is attending college, an experience described employing highly 
sexualised imagery. If nerdy Willow of earlier seasons represents one mode of 
whiteness, later witch Willow represents another. Discussing teen witch fiction, 
Rachel Mosley (2002) mentions Buffy amongst many contemporary texts which 
‘predominantly inscribe and validate a respectable white hegemonic 
glamour’ (421, emphasis mine). Negotiating feminist and post-feminist 
constructions of femininity and female power, the benign witches of Charmed, 
The Craft, Sabrina and Practical Magic (1998) are characteristically long-haired, 
dressed in natural fabrics, floral prints, lace and embroidery. While emerging 
after Mosley’s paper, both Willow and Tara fulfil this traditional model of white 
femininity, their college dorm a medieval sanctuary of candles, wooden furniture 
and tapestries, a cultural whiteness overriding Willow’s  potential Jewish 
Otherness. Willow’s battle with magic, symbolised by her blackening eyes, hair 
and veiny skin, represents whiteness’ struggle to suppress its destructive urges, 
the devastating consequences of failure personified by dark Willow literally 
removing the (white) skin of her victim. Light’s centrality in white visual culture 
(present in both Sunnydale and the series’ heroine, Buffy Summers), is outlined 
in Dyer’s (1997) study of Western pictorial representation, and informs Willow’s 
redemption in ‘Chosen’, when magical light streams from her face and body, 
absolving her dark past. Wicca Willow is also lesbian Willow, and Dyer notes that 
popular representations of homosexuality are predominantly white 
representations, betraying white insecurities surrounding reproductive inferiority 
and anxieties that ‘white sex is queer sex’ (219-220). 
  

Xander: ‘My valentines are usually met with heartfelt restraining 
orders.’

'Bewitched, Bothered, and Bewildered' (2016)

[13] Given the constructed association between whiteness and middle-to-upper 



classness, Xander’s working class background poses similar problems as Willow’s 
Jewishness, were it not similarly erased. Buffy permits Xander few working class 
signifiers: his cheap clothes, drunken parents, basement habitat, various blue 
collar jobs and eventual employment in construction. A more substantial class 
code, like Xander’s academic failure is frequently contradicted by his research 
skills in Giles’ library, while his mismatching clothes imply more white nerdiness 
and eccentricity than less-white poverty. Discussing the series’ use of language, 
Karen Eileen Overbey & Lahney Preston-Matto (2002) describe Xander’s quick-
witted, word play as generating ‘a vocabularic shield’ enhancing his status within 
the group. Using humour through language, ‘wrapping yummy SAT words in 
chocolaty self-deprecation’, an expression of his sexual frustration (76-8), aligns 
Xander with the wordiness of white education, together with the apology and 
sexual discomfort of white masculinity. Sharing Willow’s self-effacing demeanour, 
the Geek Trio’s anal knowledge of white popular culture, and Giles’ disastrous 
sexual history, Xander is regularly feminised or emasculated: almost devoured by 
potential sexual partners in ‘Inca Mummy Girl’ (2004) and ‘Teacher’s Pet’ (1004), 
dressed in drag for the frat boys’ amusement in ‘Reptile Boy’ (2005), catching 
“funny syphilis” in ‘Pangs’ (4008), serving as “butt monkey” to The Prince of 
Darkness in ‘Buffy vs Dracula’ (5001). In successful partnerships Xander 
personifies a white masculinity subordinated to women, dating the ball-busting 
Cordelia from Seasons Two to Three, and the man-hating vengeance demon 
Anyanka from Four to Seven, losing his virginity to the aggressively sexual Faith 
in an encounter concluding with post-coitus ejection in ‘The Zeppo’ (3013), an 
episode themed around Xander’s comparative ineffectuality within the female-
heavy Scoobies. Xander’s comic role within ‘Bewitched, Bothered and 
Bewildered’ (2016) explicitly mobilises his whiteness. A spell-afflicted Xander 
traverses a school corridor drawing admiring gazes from Sunnydale females, and 
jealous glares from male students.  Scored by funk music, this sequence plays 
upon the disjuncture between the black music and the scene’s white subject.
[Editors' note 2] The over-determined whiteness of Buffy feminises Xander’s 
masculinity, queers his heterosexuality, and middle-classes his working-
classness. 
[14] Buffy’s supporting cast are equally white coded. Angel - literally whitened-up 
by the use of make-up in early episodes - shares Giles’ European origin, his name 
evoking whiteness’ Christian associations, the luminous depiction of white people 
in visual culture, religious models of white men’s closeness to God (Dyer, 1997, 
22), and white women’s association with angels (126-7). Consumed by guilt, 
Angel’s angst represents white misgivings over its genocidal past. Fittingly, 
Angel’s curse is cast by European gypsies. Cordelia constitutes a spoiled, selfish, 
shrewish feminine whiteness. Like Willow’s dark Wicca/Wishverse double, Oz’s 
inner werewolf symbolises the white spirit’s struggle to master the white body, 
repressing appetites and urges heavily sexualised through Oz’s bestial tryst with 
Veruca in ‘Wild at Heart’ (4006). By ‘New Moon Rising’ (4019) Oz has triumphed, 
but sexual jealousy shakes his white spirit upon discovering Willow’s relationship 
with Tara. If Buffy evokes the 1980s action movie, Spike most embodies its male 
protagonist, personifying Pfeil’s (1995) description of the ‘taut, torn, upper torso 



of the white star brandishing his lethal weapons’ (3). Extremely white visually, 
Spike combines Angel’s paled skin with bleached hair, the Aryan superman with 
white subcultures of punk and Gothicism, Giles' Britishness together with traces 
of all components Dyer (1997) lists of muscle men movies: Classicism, 
Californianism, barbarism and crucifixion (150). Finally, the race of Principal 
Robin Wood, Buffy’s only non-white major character, undergoes a similar erasure 
as Willow’s ethnicity and Xander’s class. Wood contrasts with Angel’s Charles 
Gunn, whose voice and body language, allegiances to an urban black community, 
and frequent references to his cultural and ethnic heritage distinguish him from 
his white colleagues. Less culturally marked, Robin Wood resists simplistic 
assumptions about his African American roots, dryly informing Buffy his formative 
‘hood’ is Beverly Hills (‘Help’ [7004]); his ethnicity derived instead from maternal 
parentage, son of Slayer Nikki from ‘Fool For Love’ (5007), whose racial coding 
functions largely as kitsch shorthand locating Spike’s narration temporally and 
geographically in 1970s New York via the Blaxploitation film cycle. Characterising 
Wood’s racial assimilation, in ‘Storyteller’ (7016) Buffy places a pink band-aid on 
the principal’s forehead without comment (reproducing the Sandy Huffaker 
cartoon ‘White is a flesh coloured band aid’ [Dyer, 1997, 41]), representing a 
particularly white liberal blindness to racial difference, celebrated as politically 
positive and affirmative of ‘racial minorities’, while ultimately reinforcing white 
hegemony. 
[15] Yet Buffy’s whitest character is Buffy herself. The principle joke of the series, 
located in its title, concerns the incongruity between ‘Buffy’, a harmless white-
evoking combination of ‘bunny’ and ‘fluffy’, and the strength, power, violence, 
darkness suggested by ‘the Vampire Slayer’. Buffy is unsuited to this role, as 
female, middle class, Californian, diminutive, blonde, young and white. Whiteness 
(particularly white femininity), and its associated frailty, ineffectuality and 
weakness, is mobilised by Buffy for comic effect and narrative tension. Dyer’s 
(1997) discussion of the blonde white woman’s significant position in visual 
discourses of whiteness (124), together with Rhonda V. Wilcox & David Lavery’s 
(2002) observation that Buffy has grown blonder and blonder (pxviii) suggests an 
increasing investment in her whiteness, her blonde hair frequently 
indistinguishable from her blonde tanned skin, often echoed in beige, grey or 
white backgrounds. Buffy’s ice skating scene in ‘What’s My Line? Part 1’ (2009) 
characterises racial identity’s construction through mise-en-scène, the whiteness 
of ice, protagonist and culture producing a striking fit, paralleling Dyer’s 
description of the Romantic ballerina as exemplifying Victorian white femininity 
(1997, p130-1). Buffy’s whiteness is further emphasised by all other pre-Season 
Seven slayers' non-whiteness: the African first slayer of ‘Intervention’ (5018), the 
Korean slayer mentioned by the dummy in ‘The Puppet Show’ (1009), the black 
and Chinese slayers killed by Spike in ‘Fool For Love’ (5007), and Kendra, Buffy’s 
replacement in Season Two. Excluding Potentials, only Faith breaks this rule, her 
character foregrounding class over race. 
[16] The relationship between Buffy and Kendra deserves significant 
consideration. Lynne Edwards (2002) describes Kendra as an updated ‘tragic 
mulatta’, seeking legitimacy and acceptance within the white community through 



assimilating white cultural values, symbolised by Buffy’s more relaxed approach 
towards slaying. Initially perceived as a threat, Kendra's eventual acceptance, 
Edwards argues, is contingent upon adopting Buffy’s (white) attitudes and 
perspectives, although ultimately doomed to failure. More critical of Kendra’s 
status as Other, and the privileging and normalising of white values inherent 
within this process, Elyce Rae Helford (2002) interprets the many instances 
where Buffy ridicules Kendra’s difference as anti-immigrant racism (26-30). 
Certainly, Buffy is openly hostile towards her replacement, their growing 
friendship predicated on Kendra modifying her behaviour to accommodate Buffy, 
while the heroine remains unchanged. Kendra’s death in ‘Becoming Part 1’ (2021) 
acknowledges her incongruity and disposability, serving largely as plot 
complication when Buffy is suspected of the murder. Her treatment recalls 
Yvonne Tasker’s (1993) description of the cinematic convention whereby black 
sidekicks sacrifice themselves for the white hero (36). More complexly, Kendra 
functions to secure Buffy’s whiteness as another contrasting non-white slayer, 
while highlighting that Buffy is not too white. While black in skin colour and 
accent, Kendra embodies many stereotypically white characteristics absent in 
Buffy: coldness, studiousness, obedience, control, a lack of emotion, humour and 
personableness. Kendra arrives at Sunnydale readily-assimilated, evident in her 
immediate bonding with Giles along academic lines. In contrast, Buffy appears 
impulsive, rebellious, emotional, and reckless, characteristics traditionally 
associated with non-whiteness. The conflict between Buffy and Kendra, between 
black and white-coded sensibilities in which the ownership of racial characteristics 
is reversed, parallels the biracial buddy action movie’s ‘invigorating tale of cross-
racial influence’ discussed by Pfeil (1995, p13). In encouraging a more sassy, 
streetwise, less book-bound slaying style, Buffy bestows upon Kendra qualities 
white culture traditionally regards as lacking in itself, and excessive in others, 
neutralising non-whiteness while constructing its Caucasian heroine as 
benevolent, invigorating, and cool.
[17] The easily-identified presence of non-white villainy in Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer has been noted. However, this apparent prominence results not from the 
villains' frequency but from their contrasting visibility against the white backdrop 
of the show, and the explicit mobilisation of ethnicity this frequently involves. Mr 
Trick’s introductory comments on Sunnydale’s Caucasian persuasion highlights 
Buffy’s whiteness, the racist anxieties evoked by white culture’s black villains, 
and America’s history of segregation. In contrast to the assimilated Principal 
Wood, Trick’s race saturates his accent, body language and clothing, many 
exchanges between Trick and The Mayor being inflected with subtle racial 
undertones. Similarly in ‘Pangs’ (4008) vengeful Native American spirits are 
racially historicised, the injustice inflicted upon the Chumash regularly vocalised 
by a conflicted Willow, a typical display of white guilt which nevertheless 
contextualises the violence suffered by Native Americans in the Westerns ‘Pangs’ 
transforms into pastiche. The black-coded dance demon Sweet (‘Once More, With 
Feeling’ [6007], the only African American performer to grace the Bronze stage, 
pays tribute to black musical traditions, while his villainy recalls Dyer’s (2000) 
discussion of non-white exclusion within classical musicals. Even Kendra’s first 



appearance in ‘What’s My Line,’ erroneously suggesting she is a demonic bounty 
hunter, is founded on racial difference. 
[18] However, as Tonkin (2002) notes, the series more frequently ‘refuses to 
encode its infernal crews with a clear racial identity’ (45), meaning they 
frequently assume the non-racialised identity of whiteness. Considering the 
relationship between whiteness and death, Dyer (1997) discusses whiteness's 
prominence within vampire mythology. Despite being drawn from the liminal 
whiteness of Southern Europe, Judaism and New Orleans, vampires are 
characterised by pale white skin, and the bringing of whiteness, as well as death, 
to victims. Images of ‘white people chomping away at white people’ recur within 
the horror genre (211), and despite exceptions, Buffy’s whiteness characterises 
both heroes and villains. The generic vampires, demon gangs and villainous 
Sunnydale residents constitute a predominantly white challenge for the series’ 
white protagonists. Representing various ethnic stereotypes, these include: Ethan 
Rayne, Giles’ old school chum in ‘Halloween’ (2006) and ‘Band Candy’ (3006), the 
redneck vampire brothers in ‘Bad Eggs’ (2012), the wannabe vampire teenagers, 
eager to be eaten by the Other, in ‘Lie to Me’ (2007), the huge white impotent 
demon in ‘Bad Girls’ (3014), the unscrupulous werewolf hunter of 
‘Phases’ (2015), the sexually repressed children in ‘Where the Wild Things 
Are’ (4018), the Scandinavian troll in ‘Triangle’ (5011), the tall, pale, effete 
Gentlemen of ‘Hush’ (4010), coded, according to the director’s commentary, as 
Victorian industrialists, and Season Seven’s Caleb, a southern preacher fashioned 
after Robert Mitchum’s character in Night of the Hunter (1955). Female vampires 
are similarly white: the sardonic blonde Sunday (‘The Freshman’ [4001]), the 
unicorn-collecting Harmony (‘The Harsh Light of Day’ [4003]), ‘Real Me’ [5002]), 
described by Spike as his ‘little foam latté’, and Season Two’s Drusilla, whose 
cockney British, frail, neurotic, hippy femininity complements the whiteness of 
Spike, Angel and Darla. There is Kathy, Buffy’s anally-retentive secret demon 
roommate from ‘Living Conditions’ (4002) who enjoys light FM, drinks decaf 
lattés, and labels her hardboiled eggs; the cookie-baking computer salesman and 
homicidal robot dating Buffy’s mother in ‘Ted’ (2011); and the Zeta Kappa frat 
house boys in ‘Reptile Boy’ (2005), a monstrous cult feeding women to a 
prehistoric lizard, linking generations of rich powerful (mostly white) men to ritual 
sacrifice and satanic practices. 
[19] Each season’s main villain bears prominent white codes. The Master of 
Season One, clearly modeled on the original European Nosferatu (1922), 
combines a lifeless white complexion, prissy feminine masculinity and fascistic 
black outfit; while Angel, Spike and Drusilla constitute the Big Bad of Season 
Two. The Mayor of Season Three, described by Wilcox (2002) as a ‘gosh-darn, 
germ-hating, Readers’ Digest-reading ... emblem of the all-American 
politician’ (14), and Shuttleworth (2002) as combining ‘homespun folksiness and 
demonic plotting’ (224) represents a more complex, critical reflection on 
whiteness. As all-American, Midwestern, middle class and middle brow, the 
unerringly chipper Mayor Richard Wilkins III (also I and II) suggests white power 
maintains itself through a quasi-aristocratic, quasi-eugenic, ultimately incestuous, 
demon-coded system of arcane inheritance. Wilkins’ feminine counterpart is 



Season Five’s Glory, a spoilt, selfish, borderline insane god, surrounded by 
adoring flunkies with diseased complexions. Representing the fetishised blonde 
femininity central to white self-image, the pampered privilege of whiteness, and 
its constructed associations with heavenly light, Glory maintains her composure 
by consuming others’ sanity, evoking whiteness’ investment in intellect, its 
fragility and parasitic nature. The Knights of Byzantium, a medieval order bent 
upon destroying Glory and Buffy’s sister, despite containing black recruits, bear 
the cultural and historic signifiers of a white European Crusaders. The Initiative, 
Season Four’s secretive government organisation, overseen by another blonde 
female, Dr Maggie Walsh, represents the cold clinical scientific disposition of 
white civilisation, enhanced through a mise-en-scène of white lab coats and silver 
surfaces. A history of colonialism and genocide synthesise in the castrating chip 
implanted within Spike’s head to neutralise his difference. Adam, the 
Frankenstein-monster like creature constructed by Initiative scientists, his name 
recalling white religious genealogical mythology, exhibits similar calculating 
emotionless detachment from his surroundings and violent actions. Season Six’s 
villains are the Geek Trio, three puerile young men who exemplify Willow and 
Xander’s white nerdy characteristics, testified by Xander’s affinity with Andrew in 
Season Seven. Sci-fi cultural references litter their conversation and habitats; 
their designs on supervillainy appear inspired by both sexual frustration and over-
immersion in comic book culture. The joke of Jonathan taking over Sunnydale in 
‘Superstar’ (4017), like Buffy as Vampire Slayer, is founded on white 
ineffectuality. Finally, Season Seven’s villain, The First, having no form or 
substance, assuming only the appearance of dead people, recalls whiteness’ lack 
of identity, its tendency to presume a universal, depersonalised position, and its 
close relationship with death. 
  
The Overrated Experience of Being White
  

Trying to think about the representation of whiteness as an ethnic 
category in mainstream film is difficult, partly because white power 
secures its dominance by seeming not to be anything in particular but 
also because, when whiteness qua whiteness does come into focus, it is 
often revealed as emptiness, absence, denial or even a kind of death.’ 

(Dyer, 2002, 126) 
  

Angel: Looking in the mirror every day and seeing nothing there. It’s 
an overrated experience.

‘Out of Mind, Out of Sight’ (1011 

Buffy: I could be dead… Wouldn’t be much of a change. Either way, 
I’m bored, constricted, I never get to shop, and my hair and 
fingernails still continue to grow. So really, when you think about it, 
what’s the diff?



‘What’s My Line Part 1?’ (2009) 

Buffy: Give me something to sing about.
‘Once More With Feeling’ (6007) 

[20] As this catalogue of white-coded villains illustrates, Buffy’s construction of 
whiteness is hardly unproblematic. From Glory’s psychosis to Adam’s emotionless 
dismembering of his victims, to Warren’s misogyny, whiteness is a far from 
angelic condition. Anxieties represented within Buffy, relating to Dyer’s discussion 
of whiteness as death, whiteness and queer sexuality, and whiteness as an 
invisible, insubstantial, non-existent identity will now be explored.
[21] White people’s affinity with death is inherent in Buffy’s Slayer status, 
bringing death to the dead, her actual deaths in Seasons One and Five, and her 
necrophilic sexual relationships. Told by the first Slayer that ‘Death is your gift 
(‘Intervention’ [5018]), Buffy emphasises the Slayer’s proximity to death when 
addressing Season Seven’s potentials, stating: ‘This whole thing is all about 
death… Death is what a slayer breathes, what a slayer dreams about when she 
sleeps. Death is what a slayer lives" (‘Potential’ [7012]). Many episodes, ‘I Only 
Have Eyes For You’ (2019), ‘The Body’ (5016), ‘Dead Things’ (6013), 
‘Conversations With Dead People’ (7007), revolve around death and the dead, 
while Season Seven’s The First in some ways personifies death itself. Whiteness 
is a double edged sword, both purifying and annihilating. The white light of 
‘Chosen’ (7022), which absolves Willow, also destroys Spike. 
[22] Discussing the whiteness of Andy Warhol’s artistic persona, Ruth Adams 
(2000) draws upon many characteristics identified by Dyer. Warhol’s extreme 
pallor, personal and artistic affinity with death, vampiric Dracula associations, the 
affected blankness of his dumb blonde mannerisms, his frustrated desire to 
possess no reflection, and aspiration to become machine-like, all reflect 
whiteness’ darker elements. The white man as android, Adams argues, embodies 
the Enlightenment ideal of observing without subjectivity, passion or personality. 
Robots in Buffy are infrequent but notably sexually motivated: the cyborg 
internet stalker of ‘I Robot, You Jane’ (1008), the android Bluebeard ‘Ted’ (2011), 
Warren’s sex slave April (‘I Was Made to Love You’ [5015]), and the Buffybot, 
Spike’s ‘checkers partner’. [Editors' note 3] This sexualisation of robots in Buffy 
recalls Dyer’s (1997) consideration of non-reproductive androids in Blade Runner 
(1982) and Alien (1979) as a ‘contemporary mode for approaching white non-
existence’ (212), revealing suspicions that whiteness and sexual reproduction are 
mutually incompatible (216). Abortive reproduction runs throughout Buffy. In 
‘Witch’ (1003) Amy is possessed by her ex-cheerleader mom striving to relive her 
glory days. ‘Bad Eggs’ (2012) sees students distributing brain-controlling 
monsters that hatch from their sociology project surrogate children. ‘All the 
Way’ (6006) suggests Sunnydale’s Lovers’ Lane is primarily a hunting ground for 
vampires. Discussing the slash-friendliness of Buffy, Esther Saxey (2002) 
describes a show in which ‘the whole gamut of non-normative sexual expression 
is thrown together’ (203). Buffy’s frequently catastrophic romps with sterile 



vampires, Willow’s bestial relationship with Oz, Xander’s various abortive trysts, 
Spike’s relationship with Angel, Walsh with Riley, Giles with Ethan: if white sex is 
queer sex then there is something peculiarly white about Buffy’s propensity for 
queer readings. The sterility of white sex is personified by Buffy and Riley’s 
lovemaking in ‘Where the Wild Things Are’ (4018), a cold, deadening, almost 
mechanical activity with disastrous repercussions.
[23] White identity has traditionally constructed itself as no identity at all: as non-
specific, impartial, representing everything and nothing. While a significant 
component of white hegemonic power, the identity-less status of seeming to be 
nothing in particular leads to a certain existential angst amongst white people, 
equally represented in Buffy. Instability of identity is a recurring theme. Xander’s 
personality is split in two in ‘The Replacement’ (5003). ‘A New Man’ (4012) has 
Giles transformed into a (black-coded) demon. ‘Halloween’ (2006) sees the 
Scoobies possessed by seasonal costumes, assuming new personas as army guy, 
ghost and gothic heroine.  In ‘Tabula Rasa’ (6008) Buffy’s characters suffer from 
amnesia, (often wrongly) constructing their roles and relationships from clothes 
and surroundings. Angel becomes Angelus, Faith becomes Buffy (‘This Year’s 
Girl’ [4015]), Willow becomes Warren (‘The Killer in Me’ [7013]), Drusilla 
becomes Jenny (‘Becoming," Part Two’ [2022]), Buffy becomes Anne 
(‘Anne’ [3001]), becomes Joan ('Tabula Rasa' [6008], becomes Faith ('This Year's 
Girl' [4015]), while the First becomes anyone dead. Identity in Buffy is unstable, 
illusive and easily stolen, testified by the emblematic image of Sarah Michelle 
Gellar concluding Seasons Six and Seven’s opening credit montage being not 
Buffy herself, but the Buffy-bot and the First respectively. “I can’t even see if this 
is really me”, Buffy sings in ‘Once More With Feeling’ (6007). “I don’t know if 
there’s a me left to save” bemoans Anya in ‘Selfless’ (7005). “What am I? Am I 
real? Am I anything?” demands Dawn ('Blood Ties' [6013]) upon discovering her 
status as the key, a mystical energy made human, personifying whiteness as 
absence, without authentic history, memories or identity. Sexlessly constructed 
from nowhere, with a fabricated past and personality, in realising her non-
existent past, Dawn confronts the emptiness at the heart of white identity and 
cuts her own skin. 
[24] Whiteness as invisibility is a recurring theme in Dyer’s (1997) study. Given 
colour’s symbolic association with life and presence, the apparent colourless-ness 
of ‘whiteness’ also signifies a more general absence. The translucence of white 
photographic representation, the transparency of white faces on film, the 
illumination of white figures in pictorial discourse, renders white subjects as 
without substance. The purity of idealised whiteness may, Dyer suggests, 
constitute a non-existence. The disembodied, depersonalised, dispassionate 
position from which white authority claims to speak seeks to erase the speaker’s 
presence and detectability. In Buffy, the invisibility of whiteness becomes literal 
invisibility, running through ‘Out of Mind Out of Sight’ (1011) featuring an 
invisible schoolgirl, ‘Gone’ (6011), in which Buffy is herself turned invisible, and 
‘Same Time Same Place’ (7003) in which Willow becomes invisible to the other 
Scoobies, and vice versa. The Season One episode features Marcie, a student 
experiencing the white paranoid fantasy of fading from view, as colleagues and 



teachers stop noticing her. This process, represented in sepia-tinted white-coded 
flashbacks, significantly featuring a black literature teacher previously seen 
discussing anti-Semitism in The Merchant of Venice, foregrounds the racial 
dimensions of Marcie’s invisibility. Buffy’s transparency in Season Six will 
eventually result in her disintegration, the reversal of which Spike tellingly labels 
returning Buffy to ‘living colour’. One of Season Six’s most memorable images is 
of a love-sick Willow constructing an invisible Tara from her estranged girlfriend’s 
clothes, a moment touching and poetic, but tinged with whiteness’ absence, 
longing and loss. 
[25] If such reflections on whiteness inscribe the pernicious ‘“me-too”, “we’re 
oppressed”, “poor us”’ position Dyer resists, such discourses arguably 
characterise the whiteness Buffy represents. If being a Slayer constitutes a 
metaphor for being white, Buffy increasingly suffers under the white woman’s 
burden. Described by Wall & Zryd (2002) as: ‘a power that was never sought, 
merely bequeathed’ (60), Slayerdom confers great strength, status and 
authority, but also overbearing responsibility. If guilt consumes and personifies 
Angel, it frequently characterises Buffy’s actions. Guilt at her failure to save 
cousin Celia motivates her actions in ‘Killed by Death’ (2018). Transferred guilt at 
Kendra’s murder in ‘Becoming,' Part 2 (2022) turns her into a fugitive. Guilt at 
her inability to protect Dawn renders her comatose in ‘The Weight of the 
World’ (5021). Guilt at her apparent murder of Katrina in ‘Dead Things’ nearly 
leads to imprisonment. Time and time again Buffy expresses anguish at her 
failure to save another vampire victim, her desire to lead a normal life free of 
obligation to fighting evil, her sense of loneliness and isolation. Buffy never stops 
complaining, despite the privileged position she enjoys. But as Anya says “You 
didn't earn it. You didn't work for it. You've never had anybody come up to you 
and say you deserve these things more than anyone else. They were just handed 
to you. So that doesn't make you better than us. It makes you luckier than 
us” (‘Touched’ [7020]). Although speaking of Buffy’s slayer status, Anya may 
equally be describing her race. 
  
Conclusion 
[26] This paper aims to make whiteness visible. Arguing that Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer is a text resonant with whiteness, I have illustrated the ways in which 
whiteness expresses itself, through white characters, white iconography, white 
cultural traditions and white anxieties. Rather than naturalising these qualities, I 
hope this analysis throws into relief the constructed nature of whiteness, so that 
white hegemony may be better understood, deconstructed and ultimately 
challenged. 
[27] From its often-quoted opening sequence, where female vampire Darla turns 
the tables on her would-be male seducer, Buffy consciously signals its operation 
within discourses of gender. Rhonda Wilcox (2002) observes the prominence of 
readings of Buffy as feminist television (3). Anne Millard Daugherty (2002) labels 
Buffy a ‘”post gaze” production’ and ‘a feminist spectator’s dream’ (149), while 
Frances H. Early (2001) describes Buffy as a transgressive female warrior 
interrogating patriarchal institutions. This emphasis on gender, it might be 



argued, has deflected critical discussion from the show’s racial characteristics; 
but Buffy’s ethnicity might be productively considered alongside its gender 
representation, the programme's extreme whiteness being a symptom of the 
text’s femininity. In foregrounding its progressive gender politics, other identity 
formations, namely race and class, have been compromised. Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer consequently constitutes a revealing insight into the limits and 
negotiations of progressive popular television. 
  
Editor's note: See Naomi Alderman and Annette Seidel-Arpaci, 
"Imaginary Para-Sites of the Soul: Vampires and Representations of 
'Blackness' and 'Jewishness' in the Buffy/Angelverse."
Editors' note 2: This scene also visually and musically recalls the opening 
credit sequence of Saturday Night Fever (1977), in which John Travolta 
struts to music down a New York street. 
Editors' note 3: See Bronwen Calvert's "Going Through the Motions: 
Reading Simulacra in Buffy the Vampire Slayer."
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Jeffrey Middents

A Sweet Vamp: Critiquing the Treatment of 
Race in Buffy and the American Musical Once 

More (with Feeling)

 
[1] With its non-descript high school, architecturally classic Main Street, and 
single Starbucks café, Sunnydale evokes contemporary suburban America. 
Despite the Scooby gang’s having to fight off all sorts of demons, the characters 
are meant to be otherwise everyday people with everyday lives and everyday 
problems. In a sense, the outer appearance of Sunnydale is that of a utopian (if 
otherwise non-descript) suburbia: friendly, pretty and relatively peaceful, if only 
with an awfully high death rate. The town—along with its inhabitants, blissfully 
ignorant of its location over a Hellmouth—indeed helped establish the universality 
that brought the television series Buffy the Vampire Slayer a large and committed 
audience. 
[2] But Sunnydale itself cannot exactly be seen as “everyday America” with its 
characters representative of “typical American youth” if for no other reason than 
everyone seems too white, especially for Southern California where about half the 
population is not white.[1] This is not to say that the series has been ignorant or 
unresponsive to representations of the Other; indeed, one of the show’s 
hallmarks confronts issues of the dangers of Othering through its treatment of 
demons. Specific key examples include the realization that Oz might be a good 
person despite his outward appearance and habits as a werewolf in 
“Phases” (2015) from Season 2, the Scooby Gang’s acceptance of Tara as a witch 
in “Family” (5006) from Season 5 and the general acceptance of Anya as a flawed 
yet human character throughout the series once she ceases to be the demon 
Anyanka. Nonetheless, for the large majority of the first six seasons of Buffy the 
Vampire Slayer, there is an absence of people of color in Sunnydale. Such an 
absence is only articulated once by evil sidekick Mr. Trick (played by K. Todd 
Freeman) upon his entrance to town during Season 3’s “Faith, Hope and 
Trick” (3003) when he says, “admittedly, it's not a haven for the brothers. You 
know, strictly the Caucasian persuasion in the 'Dale. Trick’s comment reflects not 
just the main cast (who are all at least coded as white [2] ), but also among the 
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cameo and extras casting. 
[3] Several articles have already been written about the lack of racial integration 
in Buffy, particularly Kent Ono’s hallmark piece, “To Be a Vampire on Buffy the 
Vampire Slayer: Race and (‘Other’) Socially Marginalizing Positions on Horror TV,” 
Lynne Edwards’ “Slaying in Black and White: Kendra as Tragic Mulatta in Buffy” 
and Mary Alice Money’s “The Undemonization of Supporting Characters in Buffy.” 
Indeed, this paper does not aim to add much new to the discussion of race within 
the first five seasons. [3] By showing how a similar trend occurs in racial critiques 
of Hollywood musicals of the 1930s, 40s and early 50s, however, I propose that 
director, creator and episode lead writer Joss Whedon comments on the racial 
inequities that can be leveled against both the musical genre and his own 
television series through a subtle critique that will continue through Buffy’s final 
season.
[4] The “success” of stand-alone musical episodes as an “event” seems to depend 
largely on how delicately it is treated with the trajectory of the series as a whole. 
[4] This process is distinct from and yet related to how audiences have accepted 
(or not) the cinematic musical. The significant audience skepticism with which 
some contemporary film musicals have been met may be due to unfamiliarity 
with the genre. As such, audiences must “buy into” the believability of a world of 
spontaneous singing and dancing, rather than accept it as a possible generic 
characteristic. The problem for contemporary audiences is that they must accept 
the fantastical tenets of this unfamiliar genre at the same time that they are 
being drawn into the narrative, which may be too much for audiences to embrace 
simultaneously. [5] Television series like Buffy and other series that have 
recently employed the musical within single episodes (such as The Drew Carey 
Show, Scrubs, Xena: Warrior Princess and Oz) can do so only because the 
audience already is familiar with the characters and realities of the series as a 
whole. Indeed, the special nature of the musical episode depends on the 
audience’s recognition that this is not the normal reality of the series. This 
necessary “audience participation” in quickly justifying the musical “reality” is 
acknowledged within this episode of Buffy in the penultimate number “Life’s A 
Show” when Buffy turns to the camera and invites the audience to “sing along.” 
[5] The step from the world of Buffy the Vampire Slayer—and, indeed, from 
horror, superhero and/or fantasy genres in general—to the film musical is 
actually a very small one when thinking syntactically. [6] In his seminal article on 
the musical “The American Film Musical as Dual-Focus Narrative,” Rick Altman 
maintains that the main character-driven (often romantic) storyline in the 
musical is interrupted periodically for song-and-dance numbers which, more than 
just adding slight momentum to the overall plot, practically halt it for the sake of 
the spectacle of a musical number. The same can be said of Buffy, for which an 
episode cannot go by without the titular heroine kicking someone’s butt. Both 
dancing and butt-kicking are physically strenuous exercises and, as Altman 
maintains in his larger book-length work on the musical, often indicate sexual 
tension, if not outright substituting for sex. [7] 
[6] Also like Buffy, however, the musical is a film genre marked by racial 



segregation. The classic period of musical production featured very few 
characters of color, particularly the MGM musicals (such as Stanley Donen’s 
Singin’ in the Rain [8] [1952] and Vincente Minnelli’s Meet Me in St. Louis 
[1944]) now seen as defining “integrated” examples of the genre. [9] Prominent 
writers on musical—Rick Altman, Richard Dyer and Jane Feuer, among others—
have noted these films function within an idealized, fantasy world where 
problematic social issues did not interfere nor overpower the main romantic story 
between the male and female leads. The genre seems to demand this to maintain 
its characteristic happy, light tone. In defining a significant portion of musicals, 
Rick Altman notes, “The fairy tale world must be a utopia, but in order for that 
utopia to have substance it must be a limited realm, one seemingly cut off from 
the outer, evil world, accessible only through the magical action of song, love and 
belief” (158). Social issues such as acknowledging the problematic constructions 
of racial interactions would necessarily be part of the “outer, evil world” that 
would interfere with the entertainment involved in singing and dancing. [10] 
[7] As such, most musicals of the 30s, 40s and early 50s avoided the question of 
race entirely by simply not showing races mixing, if interacting at all. If a studio 
musical featured black actors, it was often because the entire cast was black: for 
example, the enormous cast of Otto Preminger’s Carmen Jones (1954). If black 
performers appeared in otherwise all-white musicals, they often simply did that: 
perform, not act. In many cases, such as Down Argentine Way (1940) and other 
20th Century Fox non-integrated musicals, these performances were featured in 
breakout sequences unrelated to the plot. [11]  In his book-length work 
Disintegrating the Music: Black Performance and American Musicals, Arthur 
Knight summarizes how Hollywood studios regarded the question of race: 
 

From an African American perspective, the so-called integrated 
musical [in terms of integrating song and dance within the plot]– 
whatever its powers and pleasures—was manifestly not integrated 
[racially]. In fact, as the originating texts of Oklahoma! and Carmen 
Jones along with Show Boat, [12] Hallelujah!, and Porgy and Bess 
suggest, the creation of the ultimate utopian feeling in the integrated 
musical relied on an explicit social-racial segregation, and no quantity 
of formal intervention could hide that. In a perverse way, though it 
specifically circumscribed “utopian” aspirations, the “integrated” 
musical clarified in nation, song, and dance an important and for 
African Americans painful American circumstance of long standing. 
(16) 

 
[8] Knight’s articulations coincide with Buffy scholars' concerns with the series’ 
treatment of race. While Mary Alice Money notes convincingly that the series’ 
fleshing out of supporting characters, both human and demon, “stand[s] in for 
race in American society” (98), this does not excuse the conspicuous fact that the 
Sunnydale population shown to audiences has been white, which is patently 
unrealistic for a show set in Southern California. By not giving “face-time,” much 



less the opportunity to voice an opinion, racial others can actually be viewed as 
even more marginal than the vampires and demons which Money would argue 
stand in for them as American Others. Kent Ono argues that, among the 
minorities that do appear, “Buffy relies on what have now come to be 
conventional depictions of racial (and other) marginalized characters, depictions 
that may appear to be harmless, if one simply blocks out the similar way 
marginalized characters appear in everyday news discourse” (178). Ono’s 
discussion does not emphasize the fact that the two subjects he examines—
Jamaican Slayer Kendra and Incan Mummy Girl Ampata (both from Season 2, 
played respectively by Bianca Lawson and Ara Celi)—are not just two of the only 
people of color, but they also happen to be coded as foreign, non-American 
minorities. This trend continues beyond the scope of Ono’s article into further 
seasons with Giles’ love interest Olivia (Phine Oruche) and First Slayer Sineya 
(Sharon Ferguson), both in Season 4, as well as the Chinese Slayer (Ming Liu) in 
Season 5’s “Fool for Love” (5007). The only American characters of color within 
the first six seasons are almost all African-American: in addition to Mr. Trick, 
cameo speaking appearances are made by obtuse Initiative member Forrest 
Gates (Leonard Roberts) in Season 4, Dawn’s best friend Lisa (Rae’Ven 
Larrymore Kelly) and the ambulance driver that informs Buffy that her mother is 
dead (Kevin Kristaldi) in “The Body” (5016) and Nikki Wood (originally played by 
April Weeden-Washington), the New York slayer in “Fool for Love.” [13] These 
characters are in addition to a number of otherwise “faceless” vampires and 
demons of color as articulated in Ono’s article. Interestingly, there are no Asian-
American nor Latino-American characters in Sunnydale, reflecting a mistaken 
idea that race is “simply black-and-white” without the myriad complexities. [14] 
[9] “Once More with Feeling” (6007) begins its racial critique by addressing Ono’s 
notion of the “faceless” black vampires. The only two vampires that the audience 
sees dusted during the show happen to be African-American—and in this episode, 
their dusting is conspicuous since both occur at poignant moments lyrically in the 
opening number “Going Through the Motions”: the first dies during the pause in 
“Nothing seems to penetrate my—heart,” while the second explodes in a swirling, 
mass of dust to reveal Sarah Michelle Geller in a close-up singing the last word of 
the song, “—alive.” That both vampires are black may be coincidence, but their 
dusting at the opening of the episode serves to remind us of the series’ usual 
treatment of “faceless black demons” in order to upend that notion by the end of 
Act 1 with the episode’s central demon, referred to in the published script as 
“Sweet.” [15] 
[10] The episode consistently references either standards intrinsic to the (white-
centered) film musical tradition or specific films that follow them: the opening 
orchestral overture within the credits sequence, the overture, the long camera 
takes ensuring maximum coverage of the performers’ routines, the chimney 
sweeps in the background straight out of Mary Poppins, the complete Technicolor 
palette displayed through costuming in “Where Do We Go From Here?” similar to 
“You and I” from Meet Me in St. Louis, the disparate voiced rendition of “Walk 
Through the Fire” reminiscent of the quintet version of “Tonight” in West Side 
Story, even the Oklahoma!-inspired ballet in the middle of the episode. Most 



explicitly, Xander and Anya’s duet, “I’ll Never Tell” clearly hearkens back to the 
40s-style sexual-battle-through-song-and-dance numbers associated with Fred 
Astaire and Ginger Rogers and even finishes with a fall onto a sofa that 
references the closing of “Good Mornin’” from Singin’ in the Rain. [16] This even 
causes Anya to despair as she recognizes the “outdated” nature of the tune: 
“Clearly our number is a retro pastiche that's never going to be a breakaway pop 
hit.” Even when the episode strays from the cinematic nostalgia represented, the 
musical styles performed by the main cast characters are also fairly “white-
centric”: the guitar-driven rock behind Anya’s “Bunnies” and Spike’s “Rest in 
Peace,” the folk-inspired performances by Tara in “Under Your Spell” and Giles in 
“Standing” and (to use Anya’s words) the “breakaway pop” of both of Buffy’s 
major solo numbers, “Going Through the Motions” and “Something to Sing 
About.” 
[11] The episode takes a decided turn with the full introduction of Sweet in the 
jazz-inspired song “What You Feel.” By itself, perhaps neither the character nor 
the performance would be coded as particularly “black” since, although the actor 
actually is African-American, he is completely covered in red makeup and wears 
ice-blue contact lenses. Within the context of the episode as a whole, however, 
the differences stand in relief. The song stands apart from the remainder of the 
soundtrack in two significant ways. First, in referencing jazz, the syncopated 
rhythms of “What You Feel” call attention to a musical tradition generally 
overlooked within the film musical, primarily its association with African-American 
origins. [17] This is also a musical first for the series, which does not generally 
feature music typically associated with non-white American ethnicities, even 
those which have nonetheless crossed over into mainstream music, such as hip-
hop, reggae, or corrido. [18] Sweet also wears an brightly colorful outfit that is 
something akin to a zoot suit, which was emblematic of an ethnic identity—
largely, but not exclusively, Chicano—during World War II. More notable, 
however, is the quality of actor Hinton Battle’s performance. While part of the 
fascination with the episode is that each of the regular actors actually sings his/
her own part (and thereby provides verisimilitude for the concept that a demon is 
making everyone in Sunnydale sing, whether they can or not), Hinton Battle’s 
vocal quality and performance single him out as the sole professional performer 
among the cast, displaying why he is a three-time Tony-Award winner singer and 
dancer. [19] 
[12] Battle’s singular performance comes dangerously close to what critic Donald 
Bogle calls “the Negro Entertainment Syndrome,” typical of 1940s Hollywood 
films and particularly evident in musicals, where black characters would be 
featured performers instead of integral to the narrative: “Rather than include him 
in the regular plot of the movie and have to stop in the middle of the serving 
scene while a Negro sang his song, producers introduced specific musical 
interludes in which the entertainer could perform unhampered by a story 
line” (119). Hence black characters made quick entrances and exits, but 
otherwise were featured only as entertainers, not characters. Among other 
reasons, this made it very simple for theaters who refused to show pictures with 
black characters, particularly in the South, to cut out the performance sequence 



without detracting from the overall plot. The Nicholas Brothers’ performance in 
the Fox non-integrated musical Down Argentine Way (1940) serves as a good 
example of this: far more showstopping than any of the performances by lead 
actors Betty Grable or Don Ameche, the Nicholas Brothers steal the movie with a 
superior tap number. Sean Griffin points out that this performance, while not 
integral to the plot, was nonetheless so important to the success of the film that 
it was advertised in newspapers giving the time the number would appear. Other 
black actors of the period, including Lena Horne, Duke Ellington and Cab 
Calloway, also appeared in other musicals of the period in “safe” entertainer 
roles, with superior performances that rose above but were otherwise isolated 
from the white-centered plot.
[13] Hinton Battle’s performance differs—within both the Buffyverse and the 
discourse of black entertainers in white musicals—in that Sweet is not just an 
entertainer but indeed the most powerful character in the episode. Summoned 
unwittingly by Xander, Sweet uses his powers to affect all characters, human and 
demon, within Sunnydale; the evil nature of this power is that all the secrets 
which could not be said are instead sung aloud. Unlike the African-American 
vampires dusted at the beginning of the episode, Sweet is powerful enough to 
not let a single act of violence come to him. Even Buffy must sing “Life’s a Show” 
rather than simply fight once she encounters Sweet. More to the point, although 
he is thwarted in his attempt to drag Dawn off as his new bride, Sweet does not 
lose. Although he says “Big smiles everyone, you beat the bad guy,” this is stated 
ironically, punctuated by Sweet’s final vamp, the reprise of “What You Feel” 
which gives the episode its title: “And there's not a one/Who can say this ended 
well./All those secrets you've been concealing,/Say you're happy now—once 
more, with feeling.” As such, unlike the previous characters of color on the show 
that are either staked (Mr. Trick and countless “faceless” vampires), dispensed 
with (Kendra, Ampada, Forrest, Nikki Wood) or simply ambiguously left to fade 
away (Olivia), Sweet leaves of his own volition. Sweet’s presence lingers, 
however, as evidenced through the cast’s needing to sing “Where Do We Go from 
Here?” even after his departure. 
[14] The main characters are left unsteady and shaken up because they must 
now confront the future with the knowledge obtained from these previously 
concealed secrets; I would argue that one of these secrets involves the show’s 
previous refusal to address race in the otherwise “blissfully ignorant” previous 
five seasons. As stated earlier, up until Season 6, characters of color are few and 
far between; in the final season, however, many more characters of color start to 
appear in extended, higher profile roles. If the musical episode is a subtle 
commentary on race, however, this same subtlety is admirably maintained 
throughout the final season: Buffy deals with the race issue by not making it an 
issue at all by slowly adding significant characters of color to the cast without 
explicit fanfare. The introduction of Robin Wood, son of former Slayer Nikki, 
provides a love interest first for Buffy, then for Faith and becomes a major player 
in the ultimate demise of the First. As noted above, Nikki Wood only finally gains 
an actual voice when played by K.D. Aubert in Season 7 when she speaks to her 
son as the First in “First Date” (7014). The same episode also features singer-



actress Ashanti playing Lissa, a young woman whom Xander becomes interested 
in and tries to date before discovering she is a demon. Most notably, the 
Potentials (those next-to-be-called) that are summoned to battle in Sunnydale 
feature not only Slayers of different nationalities (the British Molly and the 
Chinese Chao-Ahn, played respectively by Clara Bryant and Kristy Wu) but also a 
number of American races: clearly both Chloe and Rona (played respectively by 
Lalaine and Indigo) are characters of color (both Latina and black) that play 
major and complicated supporting roles in the final showdown. [20] It seems as if 
the show finally commits to addressing the complicated issue of race by simply 
and subtly developing these new characters that are complex, vulnerable and 
indeed developed as characters rather than as anonymous fodder. 
[15] Given Willow’s empowerment of all potential Slayers in Season 7 and the 
overall message that Buffy is not as much a superhero as much as channeling a 
power that all women have inside, Whedon wisely chose to subtly re-address the 
conspicuous absence of multiple ethnicities on the series through use of the 
musical genre. While we as audience members “can sing along” with the musical 
“Kum Ba Ya-Yas” of “Once More, with Feeling,” we can also swallow the racial 
implications that Sweet’s outstanding vamp reveals: that characters of color on 
Buffy the Vampire Slayer are not all “faceless” vampires, “tragic mulattas” or 
foreign imports, but may also have some memorable power themselves. 
 

References
 

Altman, Rick. The American Film Musical. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1987. 

___. “A Semantic/Syntactic Approach to Film Genre.” Film Theory and Criticism. 
Leo Braudy and Marshall Cohen, eds. 6th edition. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2004. 680-690. 

Bogle, Donald. Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies and Bucks: An Interpretive 
History of Blacks in American Films. New York: Continuum Books, 1973. 

Carmen Jones. Dir. Otto Preminger. Dorothy Dandridge, Harry Belafonte. 20th 
Century Fox, 1954. 

Down Argentine Way. Dir. Irving Cummings. Betty Grable, Don Ameche, Carmen 
Miranda. 20th Century Fox, 1940. 

Dyer, Richard. “Entertainment and Utopia.” In Hollywood Musicals, The Film 
Reader. Steven Cohan, ed. London: Routledge, 2002. 19-30. 

Edwards, Lynne. “Slaying in Black and White: Kendra as Tragic Mulatta in Buffy.” 



In Fighting the Forces: What’s at Stake in Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Rhonda V. 
Wilcox and David Lavery, eds. Lanham: Rowan & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 
2002. 85-97. 

Feuer, Jane. The Hollywood Musical. 2nd edition. Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1993. 

Griffin, Sean. “The Gang’s All Here: Generic versus Racial Integration in the1940s 
Musical.” Cinema Journal 42.1 (Fall 2002): 21-45. 

Knight, Arthur. Disintegrating the Musical: Black Performance and American 
Musical Film. Durham: Duke University Press, 2002. 

Mary Poppins. Dir. Robert Stevenson. Julie Andrews, Dick Van Dyke. Walt Disney 
Pictures, 1964. 

Meet Me in St. Louis. Dir. Vincente Minnelli. Judy Garland, Margaret O’Brien, Mary 
Astor. MGM, 1944. 

Money, Mary Alice. “The Undemonization of Supporting Characters in Buffy.” In 
Fighting the Forces: What’s at Stake in Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Rhonda V. 
Wilcox and David Lavery, eds. Lanham: Rowan & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 
2002. 98-107. 

Oklahoma! Dir. Fred Zinnemann. Gordon MacRae, Gloria Grahame, Gene Nelson. 
RKO Radio Pictures, 1955. 

“Once More, with Feeling.” The Buffy Trivia Guide. Updated 14 May 2004. 24 May 
2004. < http://www.restlessbtvs.com/episodes/season6/7omwf/index.html> 

Once More, with Feeling: The Script Book. New York: Simon Pulse, 2002. 

Ono, Kent A. “To Be a Vampire on Buffy the Vampire Slayer: Race and (‘Other’) 
Socially Marginalizing Positions on Horror TV.” In Fantasy Girls: Gender in the 
New Universe of Science Fiction and Fantasy Television.” Elyce Rae Helford, ed. 
Lanhan: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2000. 163-186. 

Singin’ in the Rain. Dir: Stanley Donen and Gene Kelly. Gene Kelly, Donald 
O’Connor and Debbie Reynolds. MGM, 1952. 

State of California, Department of Finance, California Current Population Survey 
Report: March 2001 Data. Sacramento, California, February 2002. 

http://www.restlessbtvs.com/episodes/season6/7omwf/index.html


Stilwell, Robynn J. “It May Look Like a Living Room…: The Musical Number and 
the Sitcom.” ECHO5.1 (Spring 2003). 1 June 2004. <http://www.humnet.ucla.
edu/echo/volume5-issue2/archives/index.html> 

Sweet Sweetback’s Baad Assss Song. Dir. Melvin Van Peebles. Melvin Van 
Peebles, Hubert Scales, Simon Chuckster. Yeah Films, 1971. 

Van Peebles, Melvin. The Making of Sweet Sweetback’s Baadassss Song. New 
York: Lancer Books, 1972. 

West Side Story. Dir: Robert Wise and Jerome Robbins. Natalie Wood, Richard 
Beymer, Rita Moreno. United Artists, 1961. 

 

Notes

Special thanks goes to those attending the “Race” panel at the Slayage 2004 
conference in Nashville and particular thanks goes to Lynne Edwards, Neil Lerner 
and Ewan Kirkland for fresh ideas to integrate into this essay, as well as to the 
anonymous Slayage reviewers.

[1] According to the 2000 census, 48.3% of California’s population is white, 
31.5% is Hispanic, 12.5% is Asian/Pacific Islander, 6.7% is black and 1.0% is 
“other” (State of California, 1).

[2] Although there has been some debate as to whether Charisma Carpenter is 
Latina, for the purposes of this article, I am labeling her as “white” since the 
character Cordelia is not coded ethnically.

[3] This article is also not concerned with the addressing of racial problematics 
with the spin-off show Angel, which features the introduction in Season 2 of black 
character Charles Gunn, played by Panamanian-American actor J. August 
Richards.

[4] An excellent article, “It May Look Like a Living Room…: The Musical Number 
and the Sitcom” by Robynn J. Stilwell, traces the history of the musical number 
within television comedies; however, she dismisses the episode in Buffy as being 
“about magic and fantasy to begin with” without examining the nature of such 
episodes within television audience reception.

[5] This would also explain the failure of the musical-centered series Cop Rock 
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(1990).

[6] In discussing syntax, I am referencing Rick Altman’s seminal work on film 
genre, “A Semantic/Syntactic Approach to Film Genre”: “The distinction between 
the semantic and the syntactic, in the way that I have defined it here, thus 
corresponds to a distinction between the primary, linguistic elements of which all 
texts are made and the secondary, textual meanings that are sometimes 
constructed by virtue of the syntactic bonds established between primary 
elements” (689).

[7] Likewise, the connection between sex and slaying in Buffy is made explicit 
during Faith’s interaction with Xander during “The Zeppo”  (3013).

[8] Although Rita Moreno gets a title credit for her co-starring role in Singin’, the 
character Zelda Zanders is not coded as Latina at all; it will not be until her role 
in 1958’s West Side Story where she will be identified as a singing, dancing 
Puerto Rican actor.

[9] Here, “integrated” refers to the type of musical, one where the film’s musical 
numbers are “integrated” into the plot itself.

[10] Some exceptions to this viewpoint of race can be found in Fox’s non-
integrated musicals (as noted by Sean Griffin in “The Gang’s All Here: Generic Vs. 
Racial Integration in the 1940s Musical”), Paul Robeson’s performance in 1936’s 
Show Boat and Bill Robinson as Mr. Bojangles in the Shirley Temple vehicles.

[11] The fascinating approach to race used in the spectacles of Fox musicals in 
thoroughly detailed in Sean Griffin’s “The Gang’s All Here: Generic Vs. Racial 
Integration in the 1940s Musical”

[12] Knight later explains Show Boat’s otherwise incongruous inclusion in this 
list: “[Show Boat] uses an interracial cast, the members of which interact with 
one another; it makes several opportunities to comment directly on racist 
inequities, particularly of opportunity and labor, and it uses the malevolent social 
construction of racialized and miscegenated identity to drive its secondary plot. 
At the same time, several aspects of Show Boat’s structure undermines its 
progressive features. Most obviously, the black characters disappear as the main 
plot proceeds. We follow the romantic lead couple of Magnolia and Gaylord 
Ravenol, and in the face of this need for their story to resolve satisfactorily, the 
black characters become problems. Julie, the mulatto who sacrifices her own 
singing career so Magnolia can have an opportunity, is an explicit social, as well 
as a plot problem; Queenie and Joe (“Old Man River”), who have supported 
Magnolia and provided her with distinctive musical materials, are excess plot, but 
also perhaps social baggage. All three are absent at the end…” (22).



[13] Interestingly, little has been written about the Season 4 Thanksgiving 
episode “Pangs” (4008) which explicitly addresses tensions between Native 
Americans and the founders of Sunnydale. This episode is referenced by Anya in 
“One More, with Feeling” when she sings of Xander in “I’ll Never Tell”: “His penis 
got diseases from a Chumash tribe.” Likewise, no one has addressed the 
complicated racial dynamics surrounding the Romani character Jenny Calendar 
(Robia La Morte). Certainly both issues deserve address in future Buffy studies 
concerning race.

[14] Tellingly, the only Asian-American I could find quickly looking through the 
series is the unnamed girl, played by Korean-American Nicole Bilderback, whose 
body is quickly drained of blood using the Master’s machine in “The 
Wish” (3009) . . . which is, of course, in a parallel universe.

[15] It is unclear how much the name “Sweet” is meant to be significant. The 
demon is not named within the episode; when Buffy asks for a name, he replies, 
“I have a hundred.” The online Buffy Trivia Guide indicates an apocryphal origin 
for the name: “as the credits say ‘Sweet [slang for “cool, awesome”] Make-Up 
By...’ everyone assumed the character was named Sweet.” However, the 
published shooting script for the episode indicates the following description for 
the first entrance of the character at the end of Act 1: “…a man nattily dressed in 
a retro kind of suit, almost a zoot suit. … No one knows his name, but we will call 
him SWEET” (16). The name’s presence in the script may intentionally reference 
Melvin Van Peebles’ seminal 1970 blaxploitation film Sweet Sweetback’s Baad 
Asssss Song, where a black hustler witnesses the beating of an innocent black 
man by white cops, goes on the run from the police force that is after him and 
survives the film to become a legend. Though there are few similarities between 
the film and “Once More, with Feeling” beyond the color of the actors’ skin, the 
episode may be playing on the Sweet Sweetback’s revolutionary depiction of a 
strong black man who does not submit to a white-dominated narrative 
viewpoint.  Van Peebles has said consistently that he made the film to “get the 
Man’s foot out of my ass” and that “To get the Man’s foot out of my ass means to 
me logically to get the Man’s foot out of all of our black asses” (12). The film’s 
militantly prophetic final title cards declaring “WATCH OUT – A BAAD ASSSS 
NIGGER IS COMING BACK TO COLLECT SOME DUES!” was a lightning rod for 
black-produced pictures, ushering in the era of the “blaxpolitation” film but, more 
importantly, also Hollywood’s recognition of a black audience. The name might 
also refer to the voodoo-knowledgeable jazz musician Toots Sweet from Alan 
Parker’s Angel Heart (1987).

[16] The episode’s use of explicit sexual double entendres within the song lyrics, 
necessary for broadcast television, also relates to Hollywood maneuvering around 
Hays’s Code censors during the 40s and 50s. This is most clearly seen during “I’ll 
Never Tell” (the “tight embrace”) and “Under Your Spell” (particularly the syllabic 



breaking of the last word in Tara’s line “surging like the sea/spread beneath my 
[W]illow tree/You make me complete”).

[17] Although several traditional musicals reference jazz – most notably Vincente 
Minnelli’s An American in Paris with its George Gershwin song catalog – they are 
racially “whitewashed,” with virtually no black characters performing on screen.

[18] One exception to the use of “non-white” music occurs in “Listening to Fear,” 
when Buffy turns on the radio while washing dishes and listens to salsa. This 
uncharacteristic music, however, functions as counterpoint: we as viewers are 
struck by the anomaly that the radio is tuned to such music in the first place 
(since no one has given any prior indication of affection for Latin music) before 
we find the happy, peppy beat only heightens the sobbing that Buffy experiences 
thinking about her mother’s illness.

[19] Sophisticated Ladies, 1981; The Tap Dance Kid, 1984; Miss Saigon, 1991. 
No disrespect is meant to the remainder of the cast with this comment; fans were 
particularly fascinated by the wonderful vocal talents of Amber Benson, Emma 
Caulfield and James Marsters – although no one was surprised that Anthony 
Stewart Head was an excellent singer…and that Sarah Michelle Gellar is, at least 
musically, not quite the superpower that she is in the show.

[20] This analysis does not include the Potential, and Willow's new love interest, 
Kennedy who, while not explicitly coded with a particular race in the series, is 
played by Chicana actress Iyari Limón.

 



Richard S. Albright
“[B]reakaway pop hit or . . . book number?”: 

“Once More, with Feeling” and Genre
 

An abbreviated version of this essay was presented 
to the Slayage Conference on Buffy the Vampire 

Slayer in Nashville, Tennessee, May 2004[1]

 
A soundtrack. Of My Musical. It took a year . . . to get it out, but now 
I have a real soundtrack album of my musical. With endless, pompous 
liner notes, just like the real thing. This makes it real. It makes it 
forever.

Joss Whedon, liner notes, “Once More, with Feeling” soundtrack
 
(1) The Buffyverse, the world in which the characters of Buffy the Vampire Slayer 
live, is clearly not our world; yet it exists in close connection to it, and this 
creative tension between reality and fantasy, between truth and artifice, 
enhances our interest in the series. To be sure, the fantastic elements of BtVS 
have much the same appeal to us as other examples from the fantasy and 
science fiction genres. We derive pleasure from what is not real; yet, as J. R. R. 
Tolkien observed in his landmark 1947 essay, “On Fairy Stories,” we can only 
truly be satisfied by our sojourn into imaginary worlds if such worlds possess “the 
inner consistency of reality” (Tolkien 47). For us to be able to suspend our 
disbelief, according to the framework articulated by Samuel Taylor Coleridge 
(Biographia Literaria, ch. 14), we must be able to transcend our awareness that 
the world of a drama, or a poem, or a novel is only a representation of reality. 
The ancient Greeks realized this; hence their emphasis on the dramatic unities of 
time (all action within a single day), place (all action in one geographic location), 
and action (no plot digressions). The unities facilitated the escape. We are in a 
theater watching a play, or a film, or in our easy chair reading a novel, and yet 
we are able to immerse ourselves within the secondary worlds of literary 
representation, if they are well crafted.
          (2) While suspension of disbelief is required in order for us to fully 
appreciate a fictional work, the genres of fantasy and science fiction depend on a 
creative tension between the real and the unreal worlds; the unreality is part of 
our fascination. Tolkien notes that we enjoy the “arresting strangeness” of 
fantasy (47-48). Similarly, Darko Suvin accounts for the appeal of science fiction 
by positing the “interaction of estrangement and cognition” (7-8), the perception 
of difference between our primary world and the secondary world of the fictional 
text. The fictional world is not our world; yet it operates in a way that seems 
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logical, despite the presence of a “‘novum’ (novelty, innovation)” (Suvin 63)—an 
element of strangeness, such as time travel, alien contact, or an alternate 
universe. BtVS, however, is perhaps unique (at least among television series) in 
its creative and often explicit exploitation of this tension between the real and the 
unreal, a tension nowhere more brilliantly depicted than in the musical episode 
from Season Six, “Once More, with Feeling” (episode 6007). This paper will 
explore the episode’s deployment of the stylized genre of the musical, the way its 
own dialectic of fantasy and reality represents an analogy to the dialectic 
between the Buffyverse and our own world and contributes to the Season Six 
story arc.
          (3) Despite its supernatural elements—the existence of vampires, demons, 
and the Slayer—the Buffyverse partakes of many elements of our world. Aside 
from its location over a “hellmouth,” Sunnydale, California looks and feels as we 
would expect a real California town to look and feel. When they aren’t saving the 
world, the members of the Scooby Gang deal with the rituals and challenges of 
adolescence and young adulthood, and despite her high calling, Buffy yearns to 
live a normal life. The fantastic elements of the series—in Darko Suvin’s 
terminology, its novum—are juxtaposed against moments of realism.[2] In fact, 
series creator Joss Whedon’s stated goal was “to create a fantasy that was 
emotionally completely realistic” (Fresh Air interview). 
          (4) Especially during Season Six, the series employs a network of ironies 
to manipulate our suspension of disbelief. Sometimes this strategy is obvious and 
dramatic, as in the episode “Normal Again” (6017), where Buffy hallucinates that 
she is in a mental institution hallucinating about vampires and her career as the 
Slayer.[3] A more common (and more subtle) approach is the way that 
correspondences between the Buffyverse and our world are hyperrealized, not by 
means of references to current events, but through a sharing of imaginary works 
between both worlds. This is particularly evident in the Evil Trio story arc. For 
Warren, Andrew, and Jonathan, the boundary between fantasy and reality is 
permeable and they seem motivated to make their lives imitate art, to live in the 
imaginary worlds that supply so much of their dialogue. For example, in “Life 
Serial” (6005), these adolescent, self-proclaimed “crime lords” argue endlessly 
about trivia from science fiction films and television series (Star Wars and Star 
Trek: The Next Generation) and comics (Superman and Spiderman) and they 
have a lengthy discussion about which actor played the best James Bond.[4] 
(This isn’t the first time such a phenomenon has occurred, nor will it be the last; 
for example, in “Helpless” [3012], Xander and Oz argue about the effects of 
various forms of kryptonite upon Superman before Buffy reminds them to 
concentrate on “reality.” And there are at least three references to the Harry 
Potter novels, in “The Real Me” [5002], “Lessons” [7001], and “Empty 
Places” [7019].) These details correspond to our knowledge of our own world—or 
at least our own world’s fictional representations. The result is that, even though 
the Buffyverse is imaginary, it stands in the same relation to its own imaginary 
worlds as our reality does to those very same imaginary worlds. These 
imaginative texts are part of what Tanya Krzywinska terms “cultural 
vocabulary” (193), and the result of sharing them is the “illusion that the viewer 
is living in the same cultural space and time as the Scooby Gang” (190). That the 
Buffyverse has its own fictions gives it depth and complexity, part of the “inner 
consistency of reality” that Tolkien described. That these fictions are also our 
fictions reinforces our sense that the world of Buffy—despite its supernatural 
elements—could almost be our own.[5] And the fact that the characters 
themselves struggle with their acceptance of these supernatural elements further 
cements their bond with the audience. During the first few seasons, most of 
Sunnydale’s citizens refuse to believe in the existence of vampires and demons, 
and local authorities exploit this disbelief. For example, in “School Hard” (2003), 



Principal Snyder and the chief of police conspire to explain away a vampire attack 
by invoking “the usual story . . . gang-related. PCP.” It’s only when denial 
becomes unsustainable (the “natural” explanation more absurd than the 
supernatural), that some residents begin to believe the evidence of their senses. 
Joyce only reluctantly accepts her daughter’s role as Slayer at the end of Season 
Two (“Becoming, Part Two,” 2022). For others, however, belief comes more 
easily. When Oz is told that “vampires are real,” a fact that Willow warns him is 
“hard to accept at first,” he responds, “Actually, it explains a lot” (“Surprise,” 
2013).
          (5) Besides its juxtaposition of the fantastic and the realistic, BtVS is also 
a generic hybrid. Joss Whedon wanted the series to be a “cull-from-every-genre-
all-the-time thing” (The Onion AV Club interview). The series gleefully employs 
conventions from horror Gothic (vampires and demons), from fairy tales (Der 
Kindestod in “Killed by Death” [2018], Hansel and Gretel in 
“Gingerbread” [3011], the Gentlemen in “Hush” [6016]),[6] and from science 
fiction (such as humanoid robots—Ted in Season Two, April and the Buffy-bot in 
Season Five, and the Trio’s freeze and invisibility rays, cerebral dampener, and 
quantum devices in Season Six),[7] blending these fictive elements with the 
speech patterns and alternative rock music of our world’s popular culture. 
          (6) BtVS also blends the comic and the dramatic, so that light and dark 
elements and story arcs often coexist, even amid some of the bleakest moments 
of the series. The Evil Trio’s exploits are an excellent example. Their adolescent 
obsessions with science fiction and their desire to be crime lords and rule 
Sunnydale are comic, but they soon spiral out of control, resulting in attempted 
date rape by electronic means, and then murder. But even after Warren’s murder 
of Katrina, and his botched attempt to kill Buffy (Buffy is wounded, and 
subsequently saved by Willow, but Tara is killed by a stray bullet), we can’t help 
but be amused by some of their juvenile antics—at least those of Jonathan and 
Andrew, such as when the pair find themselves in the Sunnydale jail. (“The joint 
changes you,” Jonathan melodramatically insists in “Villains” [6020].) And, when 
Giles returns from England in order to prevent Willow from destroying the world 
(“Grave,” 6022), and Buffy fills him in on what he has missed, he manages to 
laugh at the absurdity of Buffy’s having slept with Spike, a revelation that 
shocked and horrified most of the Scoobies. These unexpected shifts in mood
—“from Dracula to Jack Benny in a heartbeat,” as Whedon puts it (referring, in 
the Director's commentary to “Chosen” [7022] to James Marsters’s acting ability)
—are a by-product of Whedon’s “cull-from-every-genre” approach. BtVS rejoices 
in its postmodern refusal to be pinned down to a single generic formula.
          (7) In the context of Buffy’s generic hybridity, then, a musical episode 
seems almost logical, as it affords Whedon a perfect opportunity to play with 
generic conventions on a more ambitious scale. What is characteristically Buffy-
like is the way Whedon joyfully and self-consciously manipulates the genre to his 
own ends.
          (8) “Once More, with Feeling,” which originally aired on 6 November 2001, 
begins conventionally enough with a “previously on Buffy” segment[8] followed 
immediately by opening credits and music that are reminiscent of a 1950s 
musical. The “previously” thus serves as a transition device from the style of the 
series as we have come to know it to this point, to the retro style of the musical. 
The sharply different look of the opening credits signals an abrupt shift in genre, 
accentuating its hybridity.[9] Uniquely, this generic shift is actually experienced 
by the inhabitants of the Buffyverse as well as by the audience.
(9) Unlike most musicals, in “Once More, with Feeling,” the characters are aware 
of, and frequently discuss, the musical conceit. Jane Feuer has noted that “a 
large percentage of early musicals took for their subjects the world of 
entertainment . . . . ‘Putting on a show’ was a formula that made breaking into 



song and dance plausible, thereby justifying the inclusion of musical numbers in a 
film” (ix). The so-called “backstage musical” was a film that contained (or 
“framed”) an embedded play, film, or other musical performance, such as a 
rehearsal. Showboat is an excellent example of a backstage musical. Other 
musicals incorporate singing and dancing as a folk motif. These are usually set 
outdoors, often in frontier settings, as in Oklahoma!  But in all these musicals, 
the characters’ awareness of the musical conceit is confined to their attitude 
toward the embedded object. In other words, they live in a real world; it is the 
world of the performance that is a fantasy. “Putting on a show” preserves the 
plausibility of the primary diegesis by enclosing the singing and dancing within a 
secondary diegesis.
(10) In “Once More, with Feeling,” though, there is no secondary diegesis, no 
separate world of the performance. It is not normal behavior for characters to 
sing and dance, as the previous 106 episodes have demonstrated, and this is 
much discussed. The opening song sequence depicts Buffy in the graveyard 
slaying vampires and demons and rescuing citizens.[10] The next day, Buffy asks 
the other members of the Scooby Gang if anyone else had “burst into song,” and 
all her friends look at her in astonishment for a long moment before everyone 
begins to talk at once. They had all experienced this, but each believed she had 
experienced an isolated phenomenon[11]:
 

XANDER: Merciful Zeus!
WILLOW: We thought we were the only ones! It was bizarre!
GILES: Well, I sang but I have my guitar at the hotel and I often . . .
TARA: We were talking and then . . .  It was like . . .
BUFFY: Like you were in a musical?
GILES: . . . of course, that would explain the huge backing orchestra I 
couldn’t see and the synchronized dancing from the room service 
chaps . . .
ANYA: Xander and I were fighting about Monkey Trouble.
BUFFY: You have monkey trouble?
[ . . . .]
ANYA: And we were arguing and, and then everything rhymed and 
there were harmonies and the dance with coconuts. 
XANDER: It was very disturbing. 

 
Note Giles’s reference to the orchestra and dancing, although his words are 
nearly impossible to distinguish, in the rush of everyone talking at once. The song 
“I’ve Got a Theory” expresses the Scooby Gang’s awareness that something 
unusual is going on and that people do not normally act as if they are in a 
musical. Indeed, it expresses their resistance to the musical conceit, which is 
decidedly not typical behavior for characters in a musical. Willow theorizes that 
“Some kid is dreamin’ / And we’re all stuck inside his wacky Broadway 
nightmare,” and Willow, Anya, Xander, and Tara even observe that “It’s getting 
eerie,” and wonder “What’s this cheery singing all about?” Whedon has stated 
that 
 

this whole sequence was there very simply to say, “Hey, we’re in a musical 
and we don’t like it,” because people have trouble accepting musicals . . . . 
So already they’re in the same boat as the audience . . . and that gets you 
past the biggest problem with musicals that people have, that they just 
don’t buy it. (Director’s Commentary to “Once More, with Feeling”) 

 
          (11) Yet, despite the self-consciousness that this is not normal behavior, 
even in Sunnydale, there is an intriguing tension between the elaborately stylized 



and choreographed conventions of the musical, the sense that this is not real or 
normal, and the subjects of their songs.[12] Whedon even mocks the seriousness 
of the genre by including a few songs (sung by bystanders, who are played by 
David Fury and Marti Noxon, two of BtVS’s producers, who have thus entered its 
diegesis) about subjects that are entirely mundane: a man rejoicing that the dry 
cleaner has removed mustard from his shirt (“The Mustard”), a young woman 
arguing with a policeman about a parking ticket (“The Parking Ticket”).[13] We 
soon realize that each of the characters sings what they secretly feel, so the 
songs represent the real and the true, a truth that is at times painful for the 
others to hear. In Xander and Anya’s duet, “I’ll Never Tell,” they pointedly do tell, 
revealing to each other their doubts and fears about their forthcoming marriage, 
as well as behaviors or physical characteristics that each finds annoying in the 
other. We see this painful honesty particularly in Buffy, who, in her opening song, 
reveals that she feels she is only “going through the motions / Walking through 
the part.” This song actually provides a rare opportunity for a direct view of 
Buffy’s inner feelings, as the series seems only rarely to have used the device of 
the interior monologue, and so we usually know what Buffy is feeling only when 
she discloses it to the other characters.[14] 
          (12) When Buffy first reveals to the other Scoobies that she has 
experienced this singing phenomenon, they ask what she sang about. She 
pauses, and then says, “I don’t remember. But it seemed perfectly normal.” 
Clearly, she remembers, but wants to spare their feelings. (She is “going through 
the motions” because she has been pulled, not from the “hell dimension” in which 
Willow was convinced she was trapped, but from what Buffy increasingly comes 
to regard as heaven.) Near the end of the episode, of course, she reveals the 
disturbing truth in the song “Something to Sing About.” 
(13) The second part of Buffy’s statement—“it seemed perfectly normal”—is 
intriguing. Singing and dancing through the graveyard as she slew seemed 
normal to her. Of course, in a further layering of the ironies, we must remember 
that Buffy was singing that “I always feel this strange estrangement / Nothing 
here is real, nothing here is right” (“Going Through the Motions”). Here again, 
Whedon is toying with the tension between the normal, and behavior that is 
decidedly not normal, unless you happen to be a theatrical performer. It goes 
almost without saying that this song erodes the barrier between the actors and 
the audience, and accentuates our awareness of them as a cast. We seem to 
partake of some of Buffy’s “strange estrangement,” in a process reminiscent of 
Darko Suvin’s “interaction of estrangement and cognition.” Buffy complains in her 
song that she feels she is only playing a part. We can’t help but be reminded that 
Sarah Michelle Gellar is also playing a part. The fact that the cast does not 
consist of professional singers enhances this effect. That is not to say that their 
singing is unpleasant, and in several cases (Anthony Stewart Head, James 
Marsters, Amber Benson, and Emma Caulfield), they show obvious talent. 
However, except for Head (whose roles included Godspell and The Rocky Horror 
Picture Show) and guest star Hinton Battle (The Wiz and Miss Saigon, among 
others), they do not have professional musical theater experience (though, as 
rising actors, several of them may have appeared in musical productions). In any 
case, the combined effect is of a group of people for whom singing is not their 
usual milieu, and this nicely amplifies the unnaturalness of the musical conceit.
[15] 
          (14) The characters’ varied responses to the effects of Sweet’s spell depict 
this tension, or perhaps more accurately, slippage, between the real and the 
represented, as the musical genre strikes them differently. Buffy says that 
singing and dancing “seemed . . . normal”; Xander found the same phenomenon 
“disturbing. And not the natural order of things”; Willow and Tara are enchanted 
by the romanticism of it; and even Dawn is briefly caught up in the novelty of 



singing about math in school. And of course there is a layer of irony in the way 
Whedon has crafted the musical, assigning the serious love theme (and potential 
breakaway pop hit) to two lesbians (Anya and Xander’s own love theme being in 
a mode that Anya terms “retro pastiche”), but without the fanfare that seems to 
accompany situation comedies that call attention to their gay characters. There is 
also a dark side to all this fun: A man dances himself to death via spontaneous 
human combustion immediately after Dawn says, “Come on, songs, dancing 
around . . . what’s gonna be wrong with that?” Clearly, what is wrong is too much 
of a good thing. Excessive truth can hurt the feelings of those we love; the 
excessive energy of our emotions can even kill. As Sweet will later sing, in “What 
You Feel”: 
 

All these melodies 
They go on too long 
Then that energy 
Starts to come on way too strong 
All those hearts laid open—that must sting 
Plus, some customers just start combusting 
That’s the penalty 
When life is but a song.[16] 

 
          (15) As the episode progresses, more of the characters’ innermost 
thoughts and emotions are revealed. Sweet’s assertion to Dawn that “I know 
what you feel, girl / I’ll make it real” is applied to everyone. Giles reveals to Buffy 
his anxieties about going away so that she can stand on her own (though she 
does not hear him, so this, too, functions as the equivalent of an interior 
monologue [“Standing”]); Spike, who notes that he has seen some “damn funny 
things” such as a “[s]ix hundred pound Chorago demon making like Yma Sumac,” 
believes that he is immune to the spell, and then, surprising himself, gives the lie 
to that assertion by revealing to Buffy the ambivalence (or at least frustration) of 
his love for her (“Rest in Peace”). Tara sings of her discovery that Willow had 
used magic to make her forget their fight about Willow’s too-casual use of magic 
(“Under Your Spell—Reprise”). Dawn wonders if anyone notices or cares, as she 
contemplates a necklace that she stole from The Magic Box (“Dawn’s Lament”). 
          (16) The character most conscious of the musical conceit is Anya, who 
makes frequent comments about the various musical styles of the songs, 
lamenting to Giles that her duet with Xander “was clearly a retro pastiche that’s 
never gonna be a breakaway pop hit.” All her comments about the various songs 
frame her discussion of musical styles in the context of popularity, and depict an 
insider’s view of the discourse of musical theater, an insider’s view that 
emphasizes her awareness of the relationship between theater and the 
marketplace.[17]  Fittingly, Anya’s duet with Xander is—possibly excepting the 
“and you can sing along” lyric in Buffy’s “Something to Sing About”—the 
episode’s strongest example of the direct address form (in which one or more 
characters speak or sing to the audience directly). Virtually all the other songs 
are either sung to another character (“Rest in Peace,” for example, sung to Buffy 
by Spike); as a form of interior monologue (Buffy’s “Going Through the 
Motions”); a hybrid of these two forms (Giles’s “Standing” is sung to Buffy, but 
she doesn’t hear him, so it could be regarded as a monologue); or involve several 
members of the cast singing together (“I’ve Got a Theory” and much of “Walk 
Through the Fire”). But in “I’ll Never Tell,” both Xander and Anya are clearly 
addressing the audience. The direct address form simultaneously exposes the 
artificiality of the musical world and makes the audience a part of it. Feuer refers 
to this seemingly contradictory phenomenon as a “pattern of demystification and 
remystification operating in the filming of onstage numbers in backstage 



musicals” (43). Demystification and remystification interact exactly as 
estrangement and cognition do for Suvin. In many musicals, the opening shot will 
reveal the stage and the surrounding theater audience, and we know that we are 
viewing a performance. But then the camera focuses on the performers and we 
become immersed in that secondary reality (Feuer 28). We are (re)mystified 
when we become part of the illusion of the musical-within-a-musical, viewing the 
action from the perspective of a member of the theatrical audience. Shots that 
depict “a more grim reality backstage” (43), shatter that illusion; they are 
demystifying. According to Feuer, these two contrasting techniques always 
operate together: 
 

Demystification splits open the narrative, exposes the world 
backstage, speaks in the first person. But the narrative gets sutured 
back together again for the final bow. It is unusual for a number to 
end on a demystifying shot. The preferred closing shot is a cut or dolly-
in to a close-up of the performer, sealed into her third-person reality. 
(44)[18] 

 
In “I’ll Never Tell,” there is no illusion-shattering demystification—until the scene 
immediately following the song, when Anya deconstructs their performance for 
Giles. “It was like we were being watched . . . Like there was a wall missing . . . 
in our apartment . . . Like there were only three walls and not a fourth wall.” (So 
immersed in their own quest to unravel the mystery, they seem unaware of all 
the singing and dancing going on all around them, as street sweepers dance with 
their brooms and a young woman protests a parking ticket. Or perhaps they have 
become desensitized to the novelty of such behavior.) 
          (17) Later, when she learns that Spike has also sung a song, Anya asks if 
it was “a breakaway pop hit, or more of a book number.” Anya’s comment may 
be seen as a form of direct address by Joss Whedon himself, the writer entering 
his created reality. Describing his exhilaration at the completion of the score for 
the musical, Whedon enthused, “My head was suddenly filled with visions of 
greatness. The music would be a phenomenon. ‘Under Your Spell’ would go 
straight to the top of the charts! Videos! Soundtrack album! Emmys Emmys 
Emmys!” (CD liner notes). In her desire for the “breakaway pop hit,” Anya wishes 
to break away from the bounds of her supporting role (which she seems to be 
conscious of as a role), just as Whedon may have wished to transcend the 
bounds of genre television. Anya demonstrates that in this musical, the 
characters pointedly do not suspend their disbelief. 
          (18) Just as in “I’ll Never Tell,” which simultaneously calls attention to its 
own unreality even as it invites us to be a part of its figurative theater audience, 
the episode constantly negotiates a tension between the real and the true (which 
is often hidden) and the fantastic, stylized, and artificial. Yet it’s a complicated 
dialectic and is not always what it seems. As Patricia Pender has noted, “Buffy is 
a television series that delights in deliberately and self-consciously baffling the 
binary” (35). For example, the songs often contain an ironic subtext, even when 
the singers are trying to be open and honest, such as Tara’s love song to Willow, 
which ends with her repeating the line, “You make me complete.” Yet we know 
that her joy in her relationship with Willow is based on a notable incompleteness: 
Willow’s editing of Tara’s memory. And even though Xander and Anya express 
their anxieties about their relationship, Nikki Stafford points out that the pair sing 
in harmony, which demonstrates that they are “meant to be together” (Stafford 
332). Of course, viewed from the perspective of the season as a whole, we see 
that the doubts they reveal here foreshadow the end of their relationship nine 
episodes later in “Hell’s Bells” (6016).[19] 
          (19) Fittingly, the most complex emotions belong to Buffy, and her song, 



“Something to Sing About”—appropriately “full of syncopated beats and dissonant 
chords” (Stafford 332)—comes at the episode’s climactic scene. This “reflexive” 
song (a “[n]umber in which a performer sings and dances as he sings about 
singing and dancing” [Feuer 50]) negotiates the tension between emotional truth 
and the artifice that glues society together. “Life’s a show,” Buffy begins, “and we 
all play our parts / And when the music starts / We open up our hearts.” Even 
those first few lines express an apparent contradiction, between playing parts in 
a show and opening our hearts, an opening that suggests emotional truth, not 
playacting. But her next few lines do nothing to resolve the contradiction: 
 

It’s all right if some things come out wrong 
We’ll sing a happy song 
And you can sing along. 

 
“Wrong” here is clearly ironic, for it is associated with truth, but represents a 
breach of social propriety that we must remedy by “sing[ing] a happy song.” 
Buffy goes on to sing a series of clichés as she is punching out Sweet’s minions, 
but a note of sarcasm is evident; notice also how her frustration at not being able 
to lead a normal life breaks through in the lyrics: 
 

Where there’s life there’s hope 
Every day’s a gift 
Wishes can come true 
Whistle while you work 
So hard 
All day 
To be like other girls. 
To fit in in this glittering world. 

 
Backed up by Tara and Anya, she proceeds to articulate her dilemma: “Don’t give 
me songs / Give me something to sing about.” Buffy needs to be happy, not just 
to seem happy, but she can’t take any joy in family and friends because her life is 
so abnormal that she can’t even die and not be brought back (by those same 
friends). And then comes the revelation of the most painful truth of all, what she 
had previously confided to Spike must never be revealed to her friends: 
 

I live in hell 
‘Cause I was expelled from heaven 
I think I was in heaven. 

 
          (20) Her friends, Willow in particular, are stricken with horror. Now Buffy 
dances faster and faster, and is about to combust, when Spike saves her, and 
she gets a lesson on living from the undead: 
 

Life’s not a song 
Life isn’t bliss 
Life is just this: It’s living 
You’ll get along 
The pain that you feel 
You only can heal by living 
You have to go on living 
So one of us is living. 

 
Spike’s prescription is for, not joy, but a continued existence that is reminiscent 
of the vampire’s life. Vampires do not age or die naturally, but simply continue. 



No wonder Angel was reading Sartre’s Nausea during the “Lovers’ Walk” episode 
(3008)! 
          (21) Continuing on this joyless note, Sweet goes on to exult in the hurt 
that the unvarnished truth has caused the Scoobies, observing that 
 

. . . there’s not a one 
Who can say this ended well 
All those secrets you’ve been concealing 
Say you’re happy now— 
Once more, with feeling. (“What You Feel—Reprise”) 

 
The episode’s title, “Once More, with Feeling,” refers to a rehearsal direction to a 
performer to repeat a song with more emotion, and is obviously meant ironically 
here. Yet there is truth in Sweet’s advice. These characters have certainly hurt 
each other by some of their revelations. This may be one of the reasons why, at 
the end, Buffy turns away from the logically true and embraces a different kind of 
truth, the emotionally true, when she sings “This isn’t real / But I just want to 
feel” and begins an affair with Spike on somewhat false pretenses. (It can be 
argued that she is up front about her motives, and Spike goes into it with eyes 
open, seeming to echo her emotionally as well as musically, when he sings “I 
died / So many years ago / But you can make me feel” [“Coda”].) If Buffy can 
truly feel, she’ll have something to sing about, after all. What the Scoobies need 
to do is go on living, even if it means embracing the “life’s a show” ethic to 
survive. In a way, what they must do is suspend their disbelief, to follow the 
advice of Alcoholics Anonymous and “fake it to make it.” This resolution is 
consistent with the Hollywood musical’s synthesis of its multiple narrative levels. 
The primary world of the musical (which is analogous to our own reality) is joined 
to the secondary world of the show (the play or film within the film). The success 
of the show leads to the successful resolution of the main plot, usually a romantic 
plot that is fulfilled through marriage—or at least the romantic union of the lovers 
(Feuer 67-85). Whedon even calls attention to the conventional nature of this 
resolution with the lyric “The curtains close on a kiss— / God knows / We can tell 
the end is near” (“Where Do We Go From Here?”), a lyric that is heard from 
offstage, from within the Bronze, just before Buffy and Spike make it come true. 
          (22) To be sure, there are some elements of this episode that make our 
own suspension of disbelief problematic. Sweet seems to concede too readily at 
the end, after all the mayhem he has caused, and the seriousness with which he 
had regarded his contest with Buffy and her friends. The episode seems 
conscious of this shortcoming; Giles notes in the song “Where Do We Go From 
Here?” that “we kinda won.” (This somewhat unsatisfactory and qualified victory 
might be regarded as a moment of realism, however, since it is more akin to the 
kinds of victories we experience.) And the explanation for Sweet’s summoning in 
the first place—not so much Dawn’s stealing of the amulet, but Xander’s 
confession that he “thought there were going to be dances and songs” is not very 
well developed.[20] 
          (23) But even these shortcomings can be forgiven in the context of the 
larger issues the episode raises. In addition to the dialectic between reality and 
fantasy, as already discussed, the relationship of “Once More, with Feeling” to the 
series as a whole makes an interesting statement about genre. In BtVS, as noted 
by Philip Mikosz and Dana C. Och, the real “‘unit’ of discussion,” (thus the genre) 
is not the individual episode, but the series. This is true of all television serials, 
but Joss Whedon takes this a step further. Roz Kaveney points out that BtVS’s 
“use of foreshadowing and echo across seasons indicated a real commitment to, 
and respect for, the intelligence of its viewers” (2), later commenting on the 
“subtle[ty]” of some of the “continuity points” (36) that are sometimes separated 



by several seasons.[21] This reflects a great deal of planning on Whedon’s part 
as he envisioned at least some of the major developments of the series several 
years ahead. 
          (24) “Once More, with Feeling” was a long time in the making. Whedon 
grew up with a love for the musical genre and was inspired by the idea of 
producing a musical episode of BtVS during the fall of Season Five when he had 
the cast and crew over to his house for one of his Sunday evening Shakespeare 
readings and discovered their musical talents during a sing-along around the 
piano. By the end of Season Five, he already had the first few episodes of Season 
Six planned and knew that the musical would be the sixth episode,[22] which he 
wrote over the summer. Whedon was adamant that the episode must advance 
the “emotional arc” of the season, and that the songs must be married to the 
plot; he stated that he “get[s] very cranky about TV shows that do musical 
episodes that are basically variety shows where they play a scene and then they’ll 
sing an oldie that has something vaguely to do with the scene, but the scene is 
over already” (The Script Book 63-64). Clearly, he prefers the classical Hollywood 
musical to the teen musicals of the 1980s (such as Flashdance and Dirty 
Dancing) which rely on “non-diegetic” music (Feuer 130). 
          (25) Whedon seeks a kind of continuity that is often missing when a 
generic experiment is employed for nothing more than the effect itself. He never 
loses sight of the fact that the series is the true genre, not the individual episode, 
and Whedon has stated that he always envisioned the series as being “like a 
novel” (Fresh Air interview). This makes M. M. Bakhtin’s theories of the novel 
especially relevant to our purposes. In “Discourse in the Novel” Bakhtin notes 
that: 
 

[t]he novel permits the incorporation of various genres, both artistic 
(inserted short stories, lyrical songs, poems, dramatic scenes, etc.) 
and extra-artistic (everyday, rhetorical, scholarly, religious genres 
and others) . . . 

          Each of these genres possesses its own verbal and semantic 
forms for assimilating various aspects of reality. The novel, indeed, 
utilizes these genres precisely because of their capacity, as well-
worked-out forms, to assimilate reality in words. (Bakhtin 320-21) 

In the case of “Once More, with Feeling,” the musical genre is incorporated into 
the series and provides its own assimilation of reality. The episode transforms the 
reality of the series by transmitting the reality of the musical. It makes possible 
some plot developments that would be difficult to accomplish by other means. 
For example, Buffy unwillingly transcends her inability to tell anyone but Spike 
that the reason she is so depressed is because she feels her friends pulled her 
from heaven when they resurrected her. This is rendered plausible by the device 
of the spell that compels her to sing about it. Her resistance enhances our 
awareness of her inner turmoil. Indeed, the musical form depicts emotional 
conflict with an intensity greater than can usually be represented in narrative 
television. Spike’s conflicting feelings for Buffy are vividly and dramatically 
expressed in the song “Rest in Peace,” as he simultaneously wants her to leave 
him alone and keeps following her. These feelings are summed up even more 
succinctly, later, by the lines, “I hope she fries / I’m free if that bitch dies / I’d 
better help her out” (“Walk Through the Fire”). Such revelations reverberate 
throughout the entire season. Also, getting Spike and Buffy together, but clearly 



in a way that suggests it is not true love (at least not on Buffy’s side) is 
accomplished very efficiently through the musical shorthand of this episode. As 
Whedon has remarked, “[a] musical is a chance for people to express things they 
couldn’t otherwise express” (Director’s Commentary to “Once More, with 
Feeling”). 
          (26) One reason that the musical format seems to work so well is that, 
despite its artificiality, we “assimilate [its] reality.” We have certain expectations 
about the musical genre that we “buy into” as a result of our familiarity with the 
genre’s conventions and traditions. One of these is the storybook romantic ending 
that we might not have accepted so readily in a nonmusical format. (We suspend 
our disbelief.) We also accept as a matter of course that music operates in the 
affective realm and often conveys one’s true, inner emotions.[23] As Feuer notes, 
“In becoming song, language is in a sense transfigured, lifted up into a higher, 
more expressive realm” (52). This makes the musical genre a good fit for an 
episode in which several characters have secrets that are troubling them, but 
which they fear to disclose because such revelations would hurt others’ feelings. 
(These range from the serious, that is, Buffy’s true feelings about coming back to 
earth, to the more comic, e.g., Xander and Anya’s fears about their impending 
marriage.) And the very artificiality of the characters’ experience—their 
awareness of being in a world that is one step removed from their own reality—is 
strikingly akin to our own vicarious experience of the Buffyverse. They experience 
the interaction of estrangement and cognition even as we do.[24] 
          (27) “Once More, with Feeling” accomplishes two goals. It makes possible 
an elaborate dialectic on fantasy and reality, through the plot device of Sweet’s 
curse that the residents of Sunnydale must sing their true feelings, as well as 
through the incorporated genre of the musical and its own particular way of 
assimilating reality. And, as Whedon intended, the episode unites several themes 
that had been established in the first few episodes of the season and moves the 
emotional arc of the season forward. As befits a series that so delights in 
transcending binary oppositions, “Once More, with Feeling” is at once both 
“breakaway pop hit” and “book number.” The episode has been enormously 
popular on its own, but, as Whedon noted, that was not his primary goal; he 
wanted to advance the story arc. The Script Book’s glossary of musical terms 
defines a book number as “a musical piece written largely to progress the plot, as 
opposed to a stand-alone number that can be understood separate from the 
larger work and released to the general public” (59). “Once More, with Feeling” 
facilitates plot developments such as Buffy’s revelation of her true feelings about 
coming back from the grave and the beginning of her romantic connection with 
Spike. In accomplishing both objectives—breakaway pop hit as well as book 
number—the episode transcends the limitations of its genre in a way that is 
unique and enormously pleasurable. 
(28) For Whedon, the soundtrack album and its “endless, pompous liner notes” 
assimilate reality. For Buffy fans, the appeal of “Once More, with Feeling” is the 
same as that of the series. We love its fusion of emotional truth and “arresting 
strangeness.” This unique blend “makes it real.”[25] 
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Notes 

  

[1]I wish to thank Rhonda Wilcox for her encouragement and her many helpful 
suggestions as I developed this essay, and in particular for directing me to Jane 
Feuer’s The Hollywood Musical, an excellent resource.

[2]During the first few seasons of the series, while Buffy is a high school student, 
critics such as Tracy Little have interpreted her supernatural encounters as 
metaphoric representations of the high school experience. See “High School is 
Hell: Metaphor Made Literal in Buffy the Vampire Slayer” in Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer and Philosophy: Fear and Trembling in Sunnydale. 

[3]Buffy’s revelation to Willow that her parents had sent her to “a clinic” for “a 
couple of weeks” after she had first told them that she had been seeing 
vampires, and her tearful questions, “What if I'm still there? What if I never left 
that clinic?”, amplify the uncanny quality of this episode. 
[4]Andrew is still arguing that Timothy Dalton is under-appreciated in this role in 
“Showtime” (7011). 

[5]In addition to the cultural similarities between Sunnydale and our own world, 
Karen Sayer notes that BtVS’s use of commercial products, such as Willow’s 
Macintosh Powerbook, lends authenticity to the Buffyverse. See Sayer. 

[6i]Even these examples illustrate the eclecticism of Whedon’s generic 
borrowings. Of the three episodes cited, only “Gingerbread” utilizes recognizable 
fairy tale figures—Hansel and Gretel—although with a twist, as they’re revealed 
to be a single demonic entity; moreover, the episode owes as much to popular 
conceptions of the Salem witch trials as to fairy tale narratives. “Killed by Death” 
and “Hush” are constructed from plot devices and villains typical of the genre, 
but, notwithstanding the prominent display of Giles’s book of Fairy Tales in 
“Hush,” these episodes aren’t based on actual fairy tales. Note that in 
“Gingerbread,” Giles’s explanation that “some regional stories have actual, um, 
very literal antecedents,” is quickly simplified by Oz to “fairy tales are real,” 
further conflating fantasy and reality. 

[7]Both the Trio and Willow blend knowledge of science with knowledge of magic. 
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(Andrew Aberdein has discussed Willow as an adept in both science and magic 
[85]). In both cases, they begin with a strong grounding in technology, and 
eventually extend their toolsets to the use of magic. Willow sometimes net-surfs 
for information by interfacing telepathically, which is more efficient for her; and 
the Trio blend superscience and the supernatural, as when they use the the 
“musk gland of a Homja-Maleev demon” to “charge” their “cerebral 
dampener” (“Dead Things,” 6013). 

[8]Whedon’s script maintains that this is not actually a teaser, but just a 
“previously.” 

[9]The Season Six DVD collection is consistent with DVDs from previous seasons. 
The American version omits the teasers, so some of the emphasis on generic 
hybridity is lost. 

[10]The original broadcast ran about eight minutes long, and a few scenes were 
cut for subsequent broadcasts and syndication, including a few opening “wordless 
scenes” (The Script Book) while the overture played over the credits. In both 
versions, “Going Through the Motions” is the first song sung by a member of the 
cast. 

[11]There are slight differences in dialogue between the published version of the 
script and the episode as it actually aired. (Even the DVD’s sub-titles do not seem 
to include all the overlapping dialogue in this scene). In scenes such as this one, 
where the dialogue consists of several characters all speaking at once, it is very 
difficult to discern all the words with complete accuracy. Accordingly, I have 
chosen the published Script Book as the most authoritative source, since it is the 
officially licensed text. In order to be consistent, I have used the official script 
throughout this paper, unless dialogue differences between the broadcast and 
published versions are obvious and essential to the discussion. However, for song 
lyrics, I have used the CD insert as my authoritative source, since it corresponds 
more accurately to the songs as recorded than The Script Book. 

[12]Among the many musical conventions, we observe that there are a variety of 
musical styles, that certain melodic themes, or leitmotifs, are associated with 
specific characters and recur, and that themes are sometimes reconfigured or 
interwoven with others in counterpoint. (Chris Neal has suggested that “Once 
More, with Feeling” does not really employ leitmofis so much as what he terms 
“leitstyles,” with certain musical styles associated  with specific characters and 
races). The first two characteristics are self-evident. A fine example of 
counterpoint occurs in the Tara/Giles duet when they both reprise former solos, 
Tara singing “Under Your Spell” to Willow at the same time that Giles sings 
“Standing” to Buffy. Each of the two singers seems unaware of the other (the 
script direction says that they are “unheard by everyone, even each other” [The 



Script Book]); their songs are joined on the word “believe” (Tara’s “You made me 
believe” evolves into “Standing” when Giles sings “Believe me I don’t wanna go”) 
and they harmonize for the rest of the song. “Walk Through the Fire” interweaves 
the voices of most of the characters and elements of many of the songs in the 
show. This technique whereby several characters are singing different lyrics at 
the same time is a common feature of musical theater, and is usually used to 
bring the action toward a climactic moment. 

            Another convention typical of the genre is the use of allusions to musicals 
of the past. “Once More, with Feeling”’s many “quotations,” as Jane Feuer calls 
them, encompass virtually all the components of musical film, including plot 
developments, song lyrics and styles, orchestration, choreography, and 
cinematography. Whedon notes, for example, that Buffy’s “Going Through the 
Motions” is self-consciously in the Disney musical tradition; he characterizes the 
song as an expression of what is missing in her life, one of a class of “I want” 
songs reminiscent of those sung by Belle in Beauty and the Beast and Ariel in The 
Little Mermaid. The closeup of Buffy’s face through the dust of the slain vampire 
was deliberately designed to suggest what Whedon calls “two classic Disney 
moments,” the revealing of the face and a shot of swirling leaves. Similarly, 
Whedon calls “I’ll Never Tell” “my Astaire/Rogers feeling kind of number” (DVD 
Director’s Commentary). 

[13] Michael Adams has pointed out that the young woman's song, though 
mundane, expresses a universal plea when she sings “I think I've paid more than 
my share.”

[14]One of the few examples of the interior monologue is Dawn’s voicing her 
thoughts as she writes in her journal in “The Real Me” (5002). Another is 
Xander’s talking to himself from time to time in “The Zeppo” (3013). Angelus’s 
narration in “Passion” (2017) employs a similar technique. 

[15]Feuer observes that, in many Hollywood musicals, the professional 
entertainers play the roles of amateur performers. According to Feuer’s analysis, 
the players’ amateur status helps dissolve some of the characteristics of 
professionalism (including its economic motives) that may distance the performer 
from the audience. The resulting performances are therefore rendered more 
“natural and spontaneous” (14). At first glance, Feuer’s point seems contrary to 
mine, but I am suggesting that the very unnaturalness of the Scoobies’ singing 
makes the effect more natural. This seeming contradiction is consistent with 
Feuer’s explanation of demystification and remystification, discussed below. 
[16]In a discussion of a 1955 MGM film, It’s Always Fair Weather, that hauntingly 
anticipates the situation in “Once More, with Feeling,” Jane Feuer states “We 
begin to see the dangerous undercurrent to the musical’s wholehearted 
endorsement of spontaneous energy” (108). 
[17]Anya’s zealous capitalism has been developing since early in Season Five 
(“The Real Me,” 5002), when her experience with a classic board game, The 
Game of Life, taught her that money was good, and of course continues during 
her proprietorship of The Magic Box. Evidently Anya’s ideology has shifted; in a 



flashback scene set in St. Petersburg in 1905, she remarks to Halfrek that, “The 
worker will overthrow absolutism and lead the proletariat to a victorious 
communist revolution, resulting in socio-economic paradise on earth. It's 
common sense, really” (“Selfless,” 7005). 
[18]Rhonda Wilcox also cites part of this passage in “‘Singing and Dancing and 
Burning and Dying.’” She goes on to discuss the way the episode’s orchestral 
arrangement of the opening theme and the visuals of the titles and actors serve a 
demystifying function. 
[19]Nothing on Buffy is ever that simple, of course. Even after Xander leaves 
Anya at the altar in “Hell’s Bells,” the renegotiation of the terms of their 
relationship proceeds during a good part of Season Seven, when Anya 
temporarily returns to the vengeance fold, and on at least one occasion she and 
Xander have sex ("Storyteller," 7016). There’s an appropriate musical coda to 
“I’ll Never Tell” in the “Selfless” episode (7005), when vengeance demon 
Anyanka, in the midst of her battle with Buffy, flashes back to 2001 (the year of 
“Once More, with Feeling”) and sings the song “Mrs.,” which celebrates her then 
anticipated union with Xander. This song reveals Anya's conviction that a life 
without Xander is a life without meaning and purpose. (“I've boned a troll / I've 
wreaked some wrath / But on the whole / I've had no path.”) See also Wilcox in 
"Singing and Dancing" on "Once More with Feeling" as extending through the 
series via  the "Selfless" episode, for example.
[20]This has always been the biggest flaw in the narrative logic for me. No 
possible explanation seems to satisfy. It’s hard to believe that Xander could fail 
to see the connection between some conscious action on his part (a ritual of 
some kind? Simply acquiring the amulet in the first place? From where?) and the 
events that transpire. To suggest that he doesn’t realize his part until he sees the 
amulet around Dawn’s neck at the Bronze defies credibility. Yet if he did realize 
that his action (which we never see) had brought about Sweet’s advent, why did 
he allow the Scoobies to continue their research without a hint of a confession, 
especially when people began to die? Xander’s own frustration with the 
phenomenon, in the scene after “I’ll Never Tell,” certainly seems genuine, so this 
is a conundrum. I suspect it’s a narrative thread that Whedon did not have time 
to fully develop, which is not surprising, since the episode ran long as it was. 
Curiously, the Director’s Commentary on the DVD edition, which is 
comprehensive in its attention to the details of the episode (including pointing out 
lines in songs that Whedon considered weak), gives no indication that Whedon 
regards Xander’s explanation as in any way deficient. 

[21]A good example is the numerology in the dream imagery of several episodes 
that apparently foreshadowed Dawn’s arrival two years before it took place. See 
Keller, and Wilcox, “T.S. Eliot Comes to Television.” 

[22]Whedon was counting “Bargaining” (6001-6002) a double-length episode 
that aired 2 October 2001, as one. 

[23]This association of music with emotional truth is a long-standing tradition. No 
less a cynic than Huckleberry Finn even proves subject to it. In the midst of a 
funeral sermon by that notorious con-man known as “the king,” a speech “full of 
tears and flapdoodle,” Huck contrasts the “rot and slush” of the king’s lying words 
with music: 



And the minute the words was out of his mouth somebody over in the crowd 
struck up the doxolojer, and everybody joined in with all their might, and it just 
warmed you up and made you feel as good as church letting out. Music is a good 
thing, and after all that soul-butter and hogwash, I never see it freshen up things 
so, and sound so honest and bully (Twain 138). 
[24]The very next episode in the series, “Tabula Rasa” (6008) continues the 
exploration of these issues via a different generic formula—the amnesia story. 
When Willow casts a spell to make Buffy forget that she had been in heaven, her 
spell misfires and affects the whole Scooby Gang. The characters don’t know 
who, or even what, they are, but the audience does. The gang's assumptions 
about their identities and relationships are sometimes comically off-base (as in 
the hypothesis that Giles and Spike are father and son), and sometimes comically 
on-target. (Willow’s “I'm all sweaty and trapped, no memory, hiding in a pipe 
from a vampire . . . And I think I'm kinda gay” is a fine example of an 
unexpectedly accurate perception, and will remind attentive fans that  Willow 
uses exactly the same words—“And I think I'm kinda gay”— to refer to her 
vampire self from an alternate reality in “Doppelgängland,” 3016.) And Buffy’s 
statement, as they are attacked by vampires, that, “Monsters are real. Did we 
know this?” reprises the whole issue of what we do and do not know. 
[25] At the Slayage Conference in Nashville, I closed my presentation of this 
paper with two verses in the mode of “Something to Sing About,” the first to the 
tune of Buffy’s part, and the second to Spike’s: 
 

It’s a show 
The soundtrack makes it real 
Its truth is what you feel 
And this will end my spiel. 
  
How does it fit? 
“Once More” is more 
Than a book number bit 
It’s a pop hit— 
A breakaway pop hit.
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Lorna Jowett
The Summers House as Domestic Space

in Buffy the Vampire Slayer 
  
[1] The first Buffy studies collection, Reading the Vampire Slayer 
(2001) included a piece by Karen Sayer on space and place in Buffy 
and its spin-off show Angel but little attention has been paid to this since. Taking up 
some of Sayer’s ideas, this paper explores the presentation of the Summers house, 
its relation to the Buffy “family” and to key issues in the show such as gender, 
emotion and family. This presentation often exposes conflicting ideologies about 
gender and domestic space. The association of women with domestic space and 
domestic work stems from the history of “separate spheres” for men and women in 
the nineteenth century and from a renewed emphasis on domesticity and the home in 
the 1950s but this association has been challenged and/ or reinterpreted by the first 
and second waves of feminism. On the one hand domestic space can be a 
distinctively matriarchal arena; on the other it remains associated with limitation and 
traditional notions of femininity. 
[2] Buffy has other significant spaces and places: the school library, Giles’ apartment, 
the Magic Box. But I would argue that such spaces are meeting places for the 
Scoobies to convene, plan and research, that is, they are workspaces. Two – the 
library and the magic shop – are specifically designated as workplaces, rather than 
homes, domestic spaces. Giles’ apartment occupies a conflicted position in a season 
(four) that shows growing apart as part of growing up. (Season 4 is also slightly 
unusual in that the male characters like Giles and Xander live at home/in domestic 
spaces, while the female characters like Buffy and Willow are living away from home 
in the U. C. Sunnydale dorms). 
[3] Sayer argued that “public space is remade by the group, and though never truly 
secure, it is always more secure than any individual’s ‘real’ home. Just as the 
biological family . . . is unstable and insufficient, so the biological family home is 
represented as a site of conflict and pain, rather than nostalgia and comfort” (111). 
Sayer’s distinction reflects the binary oppositions that Buffy likes to play with, and the 
distinction I made between work and domestic space fits the idea of Buffy the 
character’s double life (as the Slayer and as Buffy Summers). Thus both the character 
and the show work to integrate these two sides, and distinctions between work/home 
and family/friendship become blurred. I suggest that this is partly because of Buffy’s 
“postfeminist” representation of women. Bonnie J. Dow notes that “a primary issue in 
media constructions of postfeminism has been the difficulty of reconciling women’s 
expanded roles in the public sphere with their traditional responsibilities in the private 
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sphere” (166). This adds another dimension to Buffy’s dual identity. As Buffy 
Summers, “normal” girl, she arguably has traditional domestic responsibilities (and 
these become more apparent after Joyce’s death) but as the Slayer her 
responsibilities take her outside the home into the traditionally masculine arenas of 
action and law enforcement. Partly because Buffy begins as a teen superhero, but 
also because she is female, the show combines the spheres of home and “work.”  
Buffy is neither a workplace drama about Buffy’s role in fighting evil and saving the 
world as the Slayer nor a domestic melodrama that traces the development of family 
and other close relationships. It is both, and it includes both the workplace family of 
the Scoobies, familiar from other dramas that focus on professions (medical or police/ 
detective shows, for example), and the biological Summers family. 
[4] Buffy’s family home, the Summers house, is consistently represented as the 
domestic space on Buffy and this designation is both gendered and integral to the 
show’s representation of family and belonging. Despite its insecurity, through this 
designation as domestic space the Summers house functions as shelter to the 
“real” (Summers) family and the alternative Scooby family. While in other areas the 
show seems to deconstruct gender binaries, the Summers house is consistently 
presented as the site of domestic and emotional labour, and as female space, fixing 
an association between the two. 
 
The house and the family 
[5] The domestic space of the Summers house is the location for much of the show’s 
representation of both the real and the alternative family. The house initially serves 
as a site for representation of the Summers family. Sayer makes a distinction 
between family and friendship but I suggest that the group of friends in Buffy is 
deliberately constructed as an alternative family. As in other television serials, the 
recurring characters of Buffy’s ensemble cast form a group with a stable core that has 
been read (and self-consciously presented) as an alternative family (see Jes Battis’ 
recent book Blood Relations: Chosen Families in Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel, 
2005, for a detailed discussion of this). A complex web of relationships is constructed 
and developed around this “family” group. Battis notes that “family life on Buffy tends 
to be either an invisible force in the background [. . .], or a site of chaos and 
disruption (. . .). The Summers family seems to occupy a middle ground between 
these poles” (77). I suggest that the house occupies a similar middle ground because 
it is a focus for both the biological and the alternative family in Buffy, and because it 
is often the site of clashes between the two parts of Buffy’s life. 
[6] In early seasons domestic space can be constricting for Buffy because it is 
inhabited by her mother Joyce. This is partly a generational conflict of the sort 
commonly found in teen drama and thus recognisable to the audience, but it is 
inflected by a larger generational conflict between women that might (rather 
simplistically) be ascribed to the shift from second to third wave feminism. In other 
words Joyce is of a generation for whom (middle class) women’s traditional 
commitment to marriage, home-making and the family made it problematic for them 
to have a career outside the home. Buffy, in contrast, is of a generation for whom 
“equality” between women and men seems to have arrived, and (were it not for her 
position as the Slayer) she might expect as a matter of course to go to university or 
college and/or to have a career of her own, regardless of relationships, marriage, or 
children. 



[7] Arguably what made “having it all” possible for Joyce and Buffy is the privilege of 
class and race. Buffy, Joyce, and most major female characters in the show are 
constructed as middle class white women to whom choices are available that might 
allow a satisfactory work/ home balance, or, on a more basic level, who can afford to 

choose between career and family if necessary.1  Obviously these choices are not 
available to all women equally and the glimpse viewers have of “single mother” Buffy 
struggling with low-paid employment in a fast-food outlet during Season 6 
undermines (if only briefly) her middle class privilege (see Battis 72). The Summers 
house itself reinforces Joyce, Buffy, and Dawn’s identity as white and middle-class, as 
Battis observes: “Just as the Summers house comes to represent a safe and 
historically significant locus for the Scoobies, it also comes to pre-eminently signify 
the capital that Buffy and her family possess as middle-class white Californians living 
in a predominantly color-blind suburb” (69-70). Despite this restricted perspective, 
notions of domesticity as a limitation for women and the identification of the home 
and perhaps especially the middle class suburban home as a trap or female ghetto 
still have strong cultural resonances (as seen in Edward Scissorhands 1990, or the 
Angel episode “Underneath” 5017). 
[8] As the Slayer, Buffy generally acts outside the private, domestic sphere and she 
often has to “escape” the house to do so. Thus her life as the Slayer questions the 
nature of domestic space especially in the early “teen” seasons (one to three). In the 
very first episode we see Buffy Summers settling into her new home (she unpacks 
boxes in her bedroom) and then see the Chosen One clashing with her Watcher Giles 
in the library (“Welcome to the Hellmouth” 1001). The aftermath of a confrontation 
with Joyce in the next episode shows how Buffy’s two roles position her 
uncomfortably in domestic space: she hides her weapons in the bottom of a chest in 
her closet and has to leave by the window to “stop the spread of evil” (“The Harvest” 
1002). Buffy uses the window so often that in a subsequent episode (“What’s My Line 
Part 1” 2009) Angel asks her why, since Joyce is out of town, she doesn’t just come 
in by the door and Buffy’s sense of restriction is underlined. In another Season 2 
episode, Buffy is “confined to [her] room” by Joyce. The final shot here is of Buffy and 
Angel kissing, apparently outside; the camera pulls away and we see that Buffy is 
inside and Angel outside the window (“Bad Eggs” 2012), reinforcing the typical 
gendering of domestic versus public space. 
[9] Teen drama also inflects the ways audiences might read such scenes. Viewers 
very rarely see any of Xander or Willow’s homes except “their” rooms while they are 
still living at home (we do see the Rosenberg living room in “Gingerbread” 3011). A 
teenager’s room is a haven within the family home, a private space within a private 
space (though again this is dependent upon privilege – only teens from wealthy 
enough families have their own room). In Buffy’s case, this haven is also a gendered 
space equipped with recognisably “girly” items such as soft throw pillows, decorative 

butterflies, and the fluffy pig Mr. Gordo.2  This sense of personal space within the 
larger family home becomes complicated for Xander after high school when he is 
relegated to the basement by his “loving parents” (“and I have to pay rent,” he tells 
Buffy in “The Freshman” 4001). Xander later gets his own apartment, though it is 
Anya viewers see performing domestic tasks within it, as in her parody of the 50s 
sitcom wife during “Selfless” (7005). Willow never actually has her own place, since 
she moves from her family home to the U. C. Sunnydale dorm rooms, and then into 



another family home, the Summers house.
[10] Significant interactions between Buffy and Joyce almost always take place in the 
Summers house, and often in the kitchen, recognisably the heart of the home for 
many viewers. In “Surprise” (2013), Buffy’s prophetic dream about vampire villain 
Drusilla takes place at local nightclub The Bronze (a public space designed for young 
people to socialise in), but the important exchange between Joyce and Buffy actually 
takes place in the Summers’ kitchen (a private, family space) and involves Joyce 
breaking a plate. This positioning of Joyce in the family house carrying out domestic 
tasks is integral to her presentation. I have argued elsewhere (2005) that Joyce is 
always and only Buffy’s mother; she is neither an individual nor a member of the 
team. Thus as J. P. Williams notes, “Joyce’s relegation to the private space of the 
home” is underlined frequently (64). Although Joyce works outside the home, for 
Buffy (and the audience) she is primarily located within it; this is especially noticeable 
in comparison with Giles who is initially seen mainly in public spaces and associated 
with work. Williams further observes that Joyce and Buffy “rarely inhabit the same 
frame, they are often separated by objects such as the dinner table, and they are 
placed at different ends of the same room” (65). Certainly in the kitchen scene just 
mentioned the two are separated physically by the kitchen layout, though this visual 
separation is not consistent.
[11] A pivotal point in the mother-teen daughter relationship is when Joyce is forced 
to recognise that Buffy is the Slayer (“Becoming," Part 2, 2022). Buffy exclaims, 
“Open your eyes, Mom. What do you think has being going on for the past two 
years?  The fights, the weird occurrences. How many times have you washed blood 
out of my clothing and you still haven’t figured it out?”  Here, Buffy clearly positions 
her mother in the domestic sphere (washing the family’s clothes) while Joyce’s 
ultimatum, “You leave this house, don’t even think about coming back,” points to the 
conflict Buffy’s role as the Slayer brings to her family relationships (the 2002 
Spiderman movie presents Peter Parker as a teen superhero faced with similar 
conflicts). Buffy must resist confinement to the domestic space of the house because 
she is the Slayer as well as a troubled teenage daughter and therefore she has a 
larger public duty to save the world. Yet there is also a connection here between 
Joyce’s domestic labour, and Buffy’s own labour of Slaying. Society benefits from both 
but acknowledges neither: domestic work/ mothering and Slaying are both generally 
unpaid and “invisible” and are both traditionally carried out by women.
[12] During this argument Buffy takes Joyce’s ultimatum literally and runs away from 
home. Unlike other heroes who get to travel to new places and construct new 
identities for themselves (as Buffy does briefly in the next episode “Anne,” 3001), in 
general Buffy has to stay at home because of her family ties and her position as a 
minor.
[13] Although Buffy returns home early in Season 3, she leaves for college in Season 
4, a season I have already identified as dealing with growing up and moving apart. 
Buffy is uncomfortable on the historically male turf of the university campus in “The 
Freshman” (4001) while Willow is not, perhaps implying that Buffy is more closely 
tied to “home” and the domestic sphere than she would like to think. In Buffy’s 
segment of “Restless” (4022) she walks down a corridor at U. C. Sunnydale and finds 
Joyce “living in the walls.” Williams suggests that Buffy still assumes “identifying with 
her mother means entering this smaller domestic space, leaving her freedom 
behind” (66). Joyce’s words, “Well, it seems that way to you [my emphasis],” imply 



that Buffy’s insistence on seeing her mother as domestic and therefore restricted is 
not the only or defining perspective (even as the show persists in presenting Joyce in 
this way). Later a shift in priorities changes the way Buffy relates to domestic space 
and her place in it; she returns to live at home when Joyce is diagnosed with a brain 
tumour and eventually has to give up university because of her family responsibilities.
[14] Developing this further, it is interesting that the sense of Buffy’s power 
presented in “Checkpoint” (5012) is mediated through interactions in public and 
domestic spaces. The clashes between Buffy and patriarchal institutions like the 
academy (personified by the male professor who publicly comments on her attitude to 
his teaching) and the Watcher’s Council are located in public spaces (the campus and 
the Magic Box) and these are shown to demoralise Buffy. Her sense of empowerment 
comes after a confrontation with Glory who enters Buffy’s house and threatens to 
break up both her families (Glory says she will kill Buffy’s mother and sister, and 
Buffy’s friends, the Scooby family). That Buffy’s recognition of her own power comes 
not from clashing with male authority but from facing a female power in her own 
family home demonstrates the importance of family/ home to her perception of what 
she does and who she is.
  
Not a safe house? 
[15] Partly because Buffy is also the Slayer, the domestic space of the Summers 
house can be penetrated by evil and is, on a regular basis. This is part of the larger 
contrast within the show between the “normal” lives of the characters and the 
monsters or supernatural foes dealt with in the fantasy narratives. Darla, Spike, Ted, 
women under a love spell, the bug man, zombies, “evil” Faith, Vamp Harmony, the 
Quellor demon, Glory, a hitchhiker demon, a demon in a sword, the bullets from 
Warren’s gun, and a Poltergeist visitation from Joyce herself have all invaded the 
Summers house as Buffy’s two worlds collide. In the Season 1 episode “Angel” (1007) 
Buffy takes Angel back to the Summers house after he is wounded helping her fight. 
Since Buffy does not know that Angel is a vampire, she unwittingly invites him into 
the house (notably the first time this piece of vampire mythology is raised on the 
show). Angel’s wound is dressed in the Summers’ kitchen, heart of the domestic 
space and he meets Joyce, main figure of domesticity and signifier of Buffy’s other 
life. Later Buffy and Angel kiss, his vampire nature is revealed, and he leaves by the 

window.3  Joyce then repeats this unwitting invitation to a vampire when Darla 
knocks at the front door, pretending to be a schoolmate of Buffy’s. Both Buffy and 
Joyce offer shelter and nurturing within the centre of the domestic space, the kitchen.
[16] When Joyce steps out of (her) place and enters the action of the show she 
moves into the other half of Buffy’s identity, but these incidents are often confused, 
forgotten, or reinterpreted. This is exemplified by Joyce’s attack on Spike in “School 
Hard” (2003) which she inexplicably fails to recall when he enters the home with 
Buffy later in Season 1 (“Becoming," Part 2, 2022). The reverse, the intrusion of 
Buffy’s “work” into the home, is similarly misinterpreted on Joyce’s part, as with 
Darla’s entrance in “Angel” (1007) or the “scavenger hunt” in “Bewitched, Bothered 
and Bewildered” (2016). At this stage, Joyce is unaware of Buffy’s other life and thus, 
like other inhabitants of Sunnydale, she persists in finding “normal” explanations for 
such events. In “Angel” the two vampire threats are ultimately dealt with by Buffy, 
who defends her home and asserts it as a safe space at the end of the episode when 
she comes through the back door saying, “Hey, I’m home.”



[17] Later, when Joyce becomes aware of Buffy’s Slayer status, she is more likely to 
perceive invasions of the home accurately, though neither she nor Buffy herself is 
ever comfortable with them. As the show continues, it becomes more difficult to 
decide which threats should be kept outside and which are threats that actually 
belong in the home because of their relation to the Scooby family. Even early 
episodes like “Angel” focus on Buffy’s confusion about this: is Angel a potential (boy)
friend and therefore welcome in the home, or should he, as a vampire, be excluded?  
Clearly this is part of the blurring of moral boundaries that the show explores – 
blurring one set of boundaries inevitably erodes others.
[18] Season 2 continues the theme of invasion. A prime example full of family 
anxieties is “Ted” (2011). This episode has been discussed at more length elsewhere 
but I will briefly mention its ending here. Joyce’s new “boyfriend,” Ted enters the all-
female Summers house and seriously disrupts the relationship between mother and 
daughter. When he is unveiled as a serial killer robot stuck in the domestic values of 
the 1950s (the visual presentation of his own house reinforces this) Buffy defeats him 
by using his own cast iron skillet as her weapon. She responds to his patriarchal 
assertion, “I don’t stand for that kind of malarkey in my house,” by reclaiming 
Summers’ space – “Teddy, this house is mine” – in a way that conflates defeating an 
internal domestic threat (as a potential new partner for Joyce, Ted threatens the 
status quo of the Summers family) with the expulsion of an external threat (he is a 
serial killer robot).
[19] A slightly later episode revisits Angel’s invasion of the family home (“Passion,” 
2017). Having had sex with Buffy, Angel has lost his soul and reverted to Angelus and 
“Passion” shows Angelus stalking Buffy in both public and private venues. The Slayer 
asks Giles for a spell to effectively reverse the invitation she gave Angel previously 
and Buffy’s operation in public and private roles/spaces (a typical clash of roles for a 
superhero) is highlighted through contrast when later at the family dinner table she 
tries to explain to Joyce that Angel is “hanging around.”  Danger threatens when 
Joyce arrives home by car and Angelus is waiting. Notably Joyce expresses a desire 
for the safety of home, “I just want to get inside,” while Angelus is intent on revealing 
to her what he and Buffy have done (“I haven’t slept since the night we made love”) 
and therefore on disrupting domestic and family harmony. Angelus’ immediate threat 
is defused when he is un-invited by the reversing spell and Joyce and Buffy have “the 

talk” in Buffy’s bedroom, with several two-shots of both close together.4

[20] In “Dead Man’s Party” (3002), having returned home after running away, Buffy 
and Joyce once again share the family home. Joyce suggests inviting the Scoobies 
round for dinner and asks Buffy to get the “company plates.”  Buffy’s complaint, 
“Mom, Willow and everybody aren’t company plate people, they’re normal plate 
people,” suggests that the Scoobies are “part of the family.”  However, the “family” 
dinner is overtaken by the younger Scoobies’ plans for a welcome home party for 
Buffy, with a band and crowds of young people. Feeling isolated, Buffy goes to her 
room and starts packing. This culminates in a row between Buffy, Joyce and the 
Scoobies, situated in the private domestic space of the family home but witnessed 
and made public by the partygoers. The argument is “resolved” by the team effort of 
fighting off a zombie attack and in this way not only is the threat of invasion 
defeated, but the threat of family disintegration (for both the real and the alternative 
family) is deflected by co-operation. Here, for the first time, Joyce is consciously part 
of the work/ action aspect of Buffy’s life but she is also defending her own domestic 



space against attack from outside, as Buffy frequently does.
[21] Thus early seasons show the Summers house as a site of contingent safety, 
often alternating between safety and threat. These invasions of Buffy’s home can be 
read as micro-versions of her larger struggle as the Slayer: she is fighting to save the 
world, and that “normal” world is represented by her own home and family. The 
examples here have been chosen because I also maintain that the most significant 
threats to and invasions of domestic space are those related to private, emotional 
interactions, something I develop below.
  
The centrality of domestic space 
[22] Christine Jarvis has suggested that in Buffy the action frequently takes place in 
“marginal” or “liminal” spaces (258). Clearly, domestic space is not “liminal”; it is a 
fixed and therefore notionally safe part of the “normal” life of the characters. When 
Buffy returns from hospital at the end of “Killed by Death” (2018) she, Willow and 
Xander relax in the domestic environment, brought food and drink by Joyce, its key 
representative. Similarly, in “Restless” (4022) the core Scoobies retire to the 
Summers house after defeating Adam for a cosy evening of video watching and 
nibbles. After the invasion of the First Slayer the Scoobies are shown talking over 
events at the dining table. When Joyce comes downstairs she is told what has 
happened and her blasé, “Oh,” is followed by an enthusiastically welcomed, “You 
want some hot chocolate?”  Joyce thus comes to nurture the larger Scooby family, as 
well as her own. 
[23] Joyce’s consistent association with domestic tasks (however small) creates a 
sense of the house as the key site of domestic ritual. Ann Romines describes domestic 
ritual as “rituals performed in a house, a constructed shelter, which derive meaning 
from the protection and confinement a house can provide” (12) and notes that “ritual” 
involves “regular recurrence, symbolic value, emotional meaning and (usually) a 
‘dramatic’ group-making quality” (Orrin E. Klapp in Romines, 12). Joyce and the 
domestic work she carries out have symbolic value since she comes to represent the 
“normal” life that the Scoobies often yearn for. The emotional nature of her domestic 
work is discussed below, and, while perhaps less than dramatic, her nurturing 
through domestic tasks fosters a sense of family (group-making). Romines concludes 
that “a woman who is committed to domestic ritual is participating in an enterprise 
connected with the continuity of a common culture and the triumph of human values 
over natural process” (12), which in the very specific context of Buffy again links the 
“work” that Joyce and Buffy do: both seek the continuity of “normal life” and human 
values in the face of external threats, be they supernatural or more mundane. 
[24] Joyce and Buffy are often seen together at the end of threatening or emotional 
episodes. Thus in “Innocence” (2014) after Buffy’s discussion with Giles in his car 
about her part in Angelus’ return, the final shot of Buffy fades to a shot of a television 
screen showing a black and white movie and a romantic song. Buffy is at home. Joyce 
enters with cupcakes and a candle to celebrate Buffy’s birthday and the final shot is 
of a needy Buffy accepting the physical and emotional comfort of her mother. 
“Ted” (2011) is a similar example: Buffy and Joyce recover from their experience and 
we see them talking on the porch about renting a movie (Buffy concludes, “I guess 
we’re Thelma and Louise-ing it again”). This further overturns Williams’ assertion that 
Joyce and Buffy are generally not framed together; such scenes show the family bond 
between them, reinforced by the domestic setting. I would argue that this 



representation asserts the Summers house as a site of conflict and pain and of 
nostalgia, comfort and nurturing; indeed the former inevitably leads to the latter. 
Furthermore, it is women who do the emotional work of nurturing and maintaining 
relationships. Battis notes that one the realisations following Joyce’s death is that 
“that she performed a vast spectrum of emotional labor – for Buffy, Dawn and the 
Scoobies” (78). This nexus of emotion/ home/ female is what I read as potentially 
problematic for the show’s representation of gender in that it reinforces and 
naturalises the (domestic) work that women have traditionally done. Joyce’s death 
leads to some acknowledgement of this, but her “work” is then taken over by Buffy, 
Tara and other female characters so that the Summers house, and the emotional 
work associated with it, is still gendered female.
[25] Several episodes demonstrate the centrality of the house and its relation to a 
sense of belonging by using an external viewpoint. Thus in “Passion” (2017) after 
being barred, Angelus watches Buffy and Willow from outside the Summers house to 
see their reaction to the news of Jenny Calendar’s death. Shots are framed by the 
window and curtains partially obscure the view as the phone rings and Buffy and then 
Willow show their grief and are comforted by Joyce.
[26] Later in “Pangs” (4008) both Angel and Spike are excluded from the “family” and 
the domestic space it inhabits. Here the teens’ growing up is underlined by Buffy’s 
plan to celebrate Thanksgiving outside her real family. Buffy moved away from home 
to live on campus while she attends U. C. Sunnydale and Sayer argues, “her home is 
abruptly taken from her as her mom converts her old room for storage” (110). This is 
matched by Xander’s relegation to the basement – but both are temporary situations. 
“Pangs” presents not Buffy and Joyce in the Summers’ kitchen but Buffy and Giles in 
his kitchen and is an interesting example of the show reinforcing Buffy in the 
domestic arena, while demonstrating her distance from the actual family home at this 
stage. Domestic implements such as a turkey pan and potato ricer feature in the 
conversation and while Buffy tells Giles, “You’re the patriarch, you have to host the 
festivities or it’s all meaningless,” she is the instigator of this domestic ritual, the 
matriarch working to draw the Scooby family together. Meanwhile, the visiting Angel 
is no longer part of the Scooby family and he bemoans the necessity “[t]o be on the 
outside looking in at what I can’t –”. This shot immediately cuts to the newly chipped 
vampire Spike looking in at what he can’t have (in this case vampires feeding), 
though Spike is reluctantly incorporated into the alternative “family” celebration at 
the end of the episode. This may be evidence that Spike is always more domesticated 
than Angel in Buffy and certainly Spike, like Xander, is presented as a “comfortador,” 
one who enjoys the comforts of a domestic environment. 
  
A safe house after all 
[27] Although Sayer states that “[t]hough materially [Buffy’s] home withstands these 
incursions, it never works as a safe haven, a place to which she can run and 
hide” (110), I have already argued that the house is a haven. The penetrability of the 
Summers house reinforces its gendering as female and it becomes a “safe” arena for 
expressing emotion. Battis observes that “what happens to these characters outside 
of the graveyard is what fascinates the audience” (78) and (the inside of) the 
Summers house is strongly linked to the “real” lives of the characters in a way that 
privileges emotion and character development. Most notably, when a main character 
dies this is figured in unambiguously domestic space: Jenny’s body is discovered at 



Giles’ home; Joyce and Tara’s deaths are at the Summers house.5  This situates the 
deaths as real rather than fantasy events and Joyce’s death in particular, since it is 
from natural causes, is presented as entirely “real” and is most strongly located in her 
own domestic space (now made unheimlich by the situation).
[28] I have already noted that other “real” events affecting the characters’ personal 
and emotional lives take place in the Summers house. For instance, although Angel 
and Buffy make love at Angel’s apartment (“Surprise,” 2013), Angelus reveals the 
fact that he and Buffy have had sex to Joyce outside the Summers house and Joyce 
than has “the talk” with Buffy in Buffy’s bedroom (“Passion,” 2017). “You had sex 
with a boy you never even saw fit to tell me you were dating,” Joyce berates her 
daughter, before telling her, typically, “Buffy, you can shut me out of your life, I am 
pretty much used to that, but don’t expect me to ever stop caring about you because 
it’s never going to happen.”  Williams notes that Joyce may be seen as a neglectful 
parent, and suggests that “[t]o counter the charge of neglectfulness, the series has 
Joyce continually stating just how much she loves Buffy” (64). But Williams does not 
make the connection between domestic space and the security to articulate such 
emotion. Later in “Lover’s Walk” (3008), even Spike sees the Summers house as a 
safe haven to discuss his feelings when he returns to Sunnydale after breaking up 
with Drusilla. He arrives at the back door, saying, “Hello, Joyce,” invoking the 
memorable scene from “Becoming," Part 2 (2022) when Joyce and Spike, juxtaposing 
the fantasy and “real” elements of the show, met in the Summers house for the first 
time. At that point, Joyce seemed confused about her previous meeting with Spike 
outside the home (in “School Hard,” 2003); now she not only recognises him but 
offers a sympathetic ear and a drink, and he asks wistfully, “You got any of those 
little marshmallows?”  Again this reinforces Spike as willing to avail himself of 
domestic comforts, though Joyce’s later comment on his crypt home in 
“Checkpoint” (5012)-–“I really love what you haven’t done with the place”-–suggests 
that perhaps he is willing for domestic comfort, physical and emotional, to be 
provided for him (by women?) rather than spending time on it himself.
[29] Another significant episode must be “Older and Far Away” (6014). Here the 
Scoobies are trapped in the house at Buffy’s birthday get-together after Dawn makes 
a wish to vengeance demon Halfrek. As the episode plays out several important 
emotional and family issues are raised, and domestic secrets are uncovered. The 
evidence of Dawn’s shoplifting is revealed. Willow and Tara’s wary interaction after 
Tara walked out is dealt with, and works alongside the discovery that Willow kept 

magic supplies “just in case” (Tara later stands up for Willow against Anya6). 
Alternatively, Buffy’s relationship with Spike is kept a secret from everyone but Tara. 
Thus when Spike complains, “Hey, I don’t want to keep you all from the touchy 
feelies but maybe the encounter group can meet later,” it is precisely here and now 
that the group can get “touchy feely” because here is their domestic space and now 
they are all together as a “family.”
[30] Similarly, in Season 7 Xander, Willow, and Buffy sit in the Summers’ living room 
discussing whether Buffy needs to kill Anya, lately returned to vengeance and having 
just engineered a mass murder (“Selfless,” 7005). The identical venue underlines that 
this is a rerun of similar discussions among the Scoobies about Dark Willow in Season 
6. Clearly emotion is often aired in the Summers house, and in particular emotional 
situations are related to how the group functions as a “family.”  This is demonstrated 



again by Spike’s later invasions of the Summers house, framed as emotionally 
motivated and tied to relationship issues. These invasions affect the larger 
interactions of the group, since they struggle to reconcile themselves with a 
threatening outsider becoming part of the “family,” another key example of the 
ongoing confusion about what should be kept outside and what is legitimately part of 
the family/ home. This is then overturned again by Spike’s attempted rape of Buffy, 
an act that causes him to split from the family until he returns with a soul.
  
The gendering of domestic space 
[31] In terms of gendering the domestic space, it is notable that for six out of seven 
seasons only women live at the Summers house (Buffy’s father, the only male 
biological family member, was always absent). Joyce is the head of an all-female 
household and various characters use the phrase “the Summers women” to describe 
the family. In a larger sense Joyce’s position is, of course, not entirely realistic and 
Battis notes the “televisual fantasy” that allows Joyce “to pay for a massive three-
story house in suburban California, as well as support two children, on the salary she 
makes working at an unspecified art gallery” (69). Yet viewers may be willing to 
suspend this kind of disbelief because Joyce’s status as a single working mother is a 
fairly typical liberal presentation showcasing female “strength” and independence 
within the race and class boundaries already mentioned and within the limitations of 
popular feminism in the media. She is meant to be read as a “strong woman” and we 
accept her as such. 
[32] In “The Body” (5016), the impact of Joyce’s death is clearly related to her role 
as matriarch of the domestic space and as signifier of the Scoobies’ “normal” lives. 
The scene right after the teaser shows Joyce, Buffy, and Giles busy with domestic 
tasks at a Christmas celebration involving the Scooby family and situated at the 
Summers house (the real and alternative family have merged). Joyce kisses Buffy 
after some by-play in the kitchen; they drop a pie, and a jump cut moves to Buffy 
with Joyce’s dead body. In the early part of this episode Buffy moves through the 
domestic space of her home as if it were an alien landscape (not Buffy’s house, or 
even the Summers house, but “1630 Revello”), an estrangement assisted by the 
framing and lighting of shots (see Wilcox). The whole “family” mourn Joyce’s death, 
and when Tara tells Willow, “We can be strong,” the reply, “Strong like an Amazon?” 
underlines its female nature. The subsequent episode, “Forever” (5017) continues the 
insistence on the “real” and the domestic as the discussion of funeral arrangements 

takes place around the dinner table among the core Scoobies.7  Even outsider Spike 
and awkward Anya show their grief; indeed their position as marginal vitally enhances 
the emotional effect of their respective speeches about Joyce (Anya’s in “The Body” 
and Spike’s in “Forever”). 
[33] Buffy and Dawn have to deal with the absence of their mother and Buffy in 
particular has to become head of the household. “I can stick wood in vampires but 
mom was the strong one in real life,” she tells Angel after the funeral ("Forever," 
5017). Dawn’s effort to resurrect Joyce exposes how much both daughters wish to 
recover the stability and “normality” that Joyce represented, though Dawn finally 
breaks the spell in the face of Buffy’s emotional vulnerability. The final shot from 
outside shows Buffy and Dawn framed by the open door, a signal that they will 
mother each other in Joyce’s place/space. While this may be “yet another televisual 
staple, exploited to the fullest by past shows like Party of Five” (Battis 74), it also 



signals that the house is now theirs, not hers. Dawn realises that she does not want 
“Joyce” to return in this way at the point that “Joyce” reaches the door and knocks 
and Buffy is about to let “her” into the space that Joyce once inhabited and they have 
inherited. 

[34] Joyce’s illness and death8 in Season 5 shift the priorities of Buffy’s double life. 
Now family is more important than Slaying. The Summers house remains the “family” 
centre and Tara takes over Joyce’s role (see Jowett, 52-53 for more on this). 
Following Buffy’s death at the end of Season 5, the opening of Season 6 establishes 
Tara and Willow in the Summers house, sharing what was Joyce’s bedroom and 
acting as parents to Dawn. This demonstrates that the Summers and Scooby families 
have merged but continues the all-female inhabitation of the house. Tara’s emotional 
support of the female members of the Scooby family recalls Joyce’s declarations of 
love for her own family and Tara maintains her relationships with the other “family” 
members despite her split with Willow. Like Joyce, she does a considerable amount of 
emotional labour within the Scooby family and she also offers physical comfort to 
Dawn, Buffy and Willow within the Summers house. A key instance is when Buffy 
accepts physical comfort from Tara after her revelations about Spike (“Dead Things” 
6013), as in previous episodes she was comforted by Joyce. 
[35] Following her resurrection in Season 6, Buffy has to deal with the responsibilities 
of being an adult, and these include looking after the house (leaky basement pipes 
and all) as well as taking over as Dawn’s guardian. In response to the mundane 
problems she has to face, Giles offers Joyce as a role model, telling Buffy that she 
“dealt with this kind of thing all the time . . . without the aid of any superpower and 
got through it all. So can you” (“Flooded,” 6004). In a development from the previous 
reinterpretation of invasions of the home, now there are even tongue-in-cheek 
references to the way the house is constantly being smashed up in fights (“Flooded”, 
“Never Leave Me” 7009), highlighting their consequences for the domestic budget. 
Buffy’s changing position on domestic responsibilities is clearly seen. When former 
Sunnydale High student and witch Amy is turned back into human form by Willow in 
the Summers house after spending several years as a rat, Buffy tells her, “You should 
stay here, everybody does” (“Smashed,” 6009), echoing Joyce’s hospitality. 
[36] “Older and Far Away” (6014) shows family time as restful and necessary in an 
adult life of work and responsibility. Buffy promises Dawn at the beginning of the 
episode, “we’re going to sit down and have a real dinner someday” but Dawn clearly 
feels neglected by the Scooby family. As head of the house, Buffy reprimands Spike 
about his behaviour (“We do not joke about eating people in this house”), while 
Spike’s presence asserts his right both to his relationship with Buffy and to his place 
in the “family” (indeed Tara’s merciless teasing about the former merely reinforces 
the latter, coming over as a recognisable family interaction). However the fact that 
everyone becomes trapped in the house exposes lingering anxieties about the 
restrictive nature of domestic space. Anya starts “freaking out” and says that they are 
“trapped like animals” while all the older Scoobies admit that they have “better things 
to do” (mostly work oriented, so that work is reinforced as “outside” the house). Thus 
in the next episode, when Buffy’s ex-boyfriend Riley reappears and his wife Sam 
asks, “Got a safe house?” Buffy can only respond ambivalently, “I have a house. I 
think it’s safe. Sometimes you can’t even leave” (“As You Were” 6015). This episode 
demonstrates how the teens have grown up and taken on domestic responsibility as 
well as employment: Buffy is head of the household, Riley is a married man. 



Gendering is still an issue here, however; Buffy is restricted to her home town, and 
her “home” because of her domestic responsibilities; Riley is mobile (Sayer notes the 
greater mobility of male characters, 112 and in comparison Faith is free to move 
around the country because she has no “family” ties). 
  
Conclusion 
[37] As the show continued locations expanded so that instead of moving simply 
between high school/ home/ The Bronze, audiences were introduced to U.C. 
Sunnydale, the Magic Box, the Initiative’s underground bunker, the coffee shop, 
Spike’s crypt, Xander’s basement, and so on. That is, as the teen characters grow 
older they take their place in a larger world. Of course, locations were also added as 
budget allowed, reflecting the success of the show and allowing audiences to take 
pleasure in seeing the imaginary location of Sunnydale expand and cohere. A dream 
episode like “Restless” (4022) showed the way these spaces do not necessarily 
connect in logical, spatial fashion (they are just sets, after all) but taking the show 
into new spaces like Faith’s apartment, Tara’s dorm room, or Joyce’s bedroom 
enabled further layers of characterisation. Yet despite the expanding number of 
locations, the Summers house remains the centre of the emotional and “normal” lives 
of the characters. 
[38] Season 7 begins to reverse the polarity of Buffy’s life again, as work becomes 
more important than family. The Summers house is “Command Central” for the final 
fight against evil on the Hellmouth and is positioned again as a site of both safety and 
threat for the Summers, the Scoobies and the potential Slayers. The private space of 
the domestic sphere is now conclusively invaded by Buffy’s other life as she becomes 
a “general” in the last battle and the troops, including male characters, are housed in 
her home. Private interactions become increasingly difficult as the Summers house 
turns into a crowded communal space. After the group reject her claim to leadership 
Buffy even leaves home again, echoing her previous running away. Significantly Dawn 
asserts her identity as a Summers woman and steps into the matriarchal role at this 
point: “this is my house too” (“Empty Places,” 7019). Later Dawn refuses to be sent 
away and returns to the home and the collective struggle.
[39] Effectively by the end of the show, Buffy and the Scooby family are working 
from and living in the Summers house. Perhaps the interpenetration of work/ home 
spaces indicates the increasing difficulty in keeping these separate. Joyce is no longer 
there to anchor “home” and the distinction between home/ outside becomes more 
blurred. It has been noted that serial drama has become concerned to both valorise 
interpersonal problems and to integrate men as well as women into the emotional 
(affective) space of the domestic (Torres 287-8). We still see domestic ritual regularly 
taking place in the Summers house (usually cooking or washing up) and the majority 
of those who inhabit the house are female, yet the fact that male characters now live 
there too does change its atmosphere and draws the male characters into the 
emotional and domestic labour of everyday life.
[40] The increasing seriality of Buffy led to more emphasis on character development 
and continuing story arcs, hence inevitably to more airing of emotion. I see the 
Summers house as gendered by its inhabitants and through the linkage of emotion 
and family interactions, a presentation that runs counter to the show’s apparent 
desire to present more hybrid constructions of gender in its characters. Xander may 
be explicitly designated the “heart” of the Scooby family (“Primeval” 4021) while 



Buffy is nominally the action hero, yet much maintenance of relationships is carried 
out in the Summers house by female characters and domestic responsibilities 
continue to restrict Buffy. Notably while the domestic space of the Summers house 
(and the “home” town of Sunnydale itself) is destroyed at the end of the final 
episode, the Scooby family survives more or less intact (“Chosen,” 7022). Buffy 
stands on the edge of a crater representing the destruction of her domestic space but 
paradoxically she is on the brink of being able to live the “normal” life she always 
longed for. Buffy’s “freedom” is not only contingent on her being able to mitigate her 
exceptionalism as the Chosen One but also, apparently, on her being able to 
irrevocably leave the domestic space that so often confined her. This sense is 
reinforced in later seasons of Angel when viewers are told that Buffy is taking full 
advantage of her freedom to travel, and later that she has settled in Rome, Italy 
(“The Girl in Question,” 5020). 
  

Notes 
1 There is no clear indication whether Joyce worked outside the home before she 
separated from Buffy’s father. In any case, Joyce does not succeed in “having it all” 
since her marriage breaks down. 
2 Mr. Gordo makes his debut in “What's My Line,” Part 1 (2009) when Angel is shown 
looking rather ridiculous holding onto him, perhaps an indication that Angel is out of 
place in this “feminine” domestic environment. In contrast, Spike has a more relaxed 
attitude to domestic comforts. 
3 This episode is the first time we see Angel’s home, and the fact that he has a 
domestic space of his own is associated with his “humanity” (as Darla says, “You’re 
living above ground, like one of them”). Yet although Angel has an apartment and 
Spike a crypt, Spike still seems more domesticated. 
4 The most striking two-shot has Buffy fore and Joyce back in profile. 
5 I would argue that Anya’s death outside the home reinforces the fact that she does 
not really belong to the inner “family” group. 
6 Significantly Tara repeats the words Buffy used when Tara was adopted into the 
Scooby family (“Family” 5006) – “you have to come through me.” 
7 The fact that Buffy’s father has not even telephoned indicates which family is more 
important. 
8 Williams observes that “[i]n many television series, characters who leave are simply 
stricken from the memories of those who remain” and specifically mentions that 
Jenny Calendar “continues to be a presence” after her death (70). This is even more 
so for Joyce and ongoing reactions to her death underline the shows’ increasing 
seriality and emphasis on emotion. 
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Scott McLaren
The Evolution of Joss Whedon’s Vampire 
Mythology and the Ontology of the Soul 

 
(1) While writers of modern vampire tales frequently discard many 
elements of traditional folklore for the purposes of their narratives, 
Joss Whedon has shown a remarkably consistent reluctance to follow a similar course 
in Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel.[1] Some critics have suggested, however, 
that Whedon’s particular use and adaptation of vampire folklore results in an 
irreconcilable contradiction between two distinct but simultaneously held concepts of 
the soul (see Abbott “Walking the Fine Line” 2-4; Wilcox 15). On the one hand, 
Whedon, a self-described existentialist with Sartrean leanings (Whedon, 
“Commentary for ‘Objects in Space’”), advances an understanding of the soul as a 
metaphor for individual moral agency; on the other he fosters a more traditional 
concept of the soul as the reified and ontological seat of individual identity and 
conscience. This latter trope, heavily influenced by religious and folkloric antecedents, 
forms a psychological framework from which entire season arcs depend and leads to a 
more serious problem that has been frequently commented upon in the literature (see 
for example DeKelb-Rittenhouse 148 and Sakal 242-243): specifically, how is it 
possible for one to hold the ensouled Angel (and later the ensouled Spike) reasonably 
accountable for their crimes as vampires when prima facie such creatures, according 
to the Whedonverse vampire mythology, are beings without souls, without 
consciences, possessed by demons, and who moreover retain no connection with the 
absent soul of the host body’s former identity?[2] 
(2) Whedon might have solved this problem quite simply by minimizing the 
ontological mythology of the soul set forth in the earliest seasons of BtVS with an 
alternate existential elaboration of the soul strictly as a metaphor for election 
between good and evil actions. This way a tacit connection between the identity of 
the “possessed” human and the “demon” vampire—and a marrying of their wills—
would have been more readily credible as a context in which Angel might 
meaningfully seek redemption for Angelus’ past crimes. After all, Whedon does just 
this with the crucifix and other sacramental apotropaics—quietly deemphasizing their 
importance over the life of the two series without making any overt statement 
concerning their de facto diminishing efficacy.[3] That he did not follow this course 
when evolving his vampire mythology and the concept of the human soul over the 
course of the series suggests that he saw some value in maintaining the tension 
between the ontological and the existential. At the same time, Whedon has also been 
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widely praised for presenting a fictive universe where moral ambiguity is wrestled 
with in an authentically nuanced environment tinged with “grey.” As this paper will 
argue, the ongoing tension between the ontological and the existential—the soul 
reified and the soul as metaphor for moral choice—that Whedon consistently 
maintains throughout the whole of BtVS and its spin-off Angel, far from detracting 
from the verisimilitude of the series, contributes to the much vaunted and provocative 
ambiguity that has been one of the Whedonverse’s most commented upon and 
defining features. 
(3) In order to understand how Whedon, an atheist and an existentialist, might have 
arrived at an ontological mythology of the soul in the first place, it will be helpful to 
consider very briefly the philosophical and theological underpinnings of the traditional 
(and still popular) understanding of the soul in the West as well as the manner in 
which such doctrines affected the subsequent development of vampire folklore in 
eighteenth and nineteenth-century Europe. The way in which Whedon adopted and 
adapted that folklore initially, and how he evolved that mythology over the life-span 
of the series, will also be considered by making a careful comparison of the way 
Whedon variously permitted both ontological and existential emphases in the first 
season of BtVS, where the mythology is initially established, and the final season of 
Angel, where it reaches its final expression among a cast that includes two ensouled 
vampires as well as a third soulless demon who gives many evidences of having 
integrated herself into a social and moral environment conditioned largely by human 
values. Throughout it will be observed that Whedon and his writers allow the viewer’s 
understanding to swing like a pendulum between the ontological and existential views 
of the soul without ever wholly discounting either. 
(4) The concept of the soul finds its most primitive written roots in religious and 
mythopoeic texts such as the Sanskrit Rig Veda, the Sumerian Descent of Inanna into 
Hell and Homer’s Iliad. The earliest Greek philosophers understood the soul to be a 
cosmological agent by which all things, including the sun and moon, moved (see 
Green and Groff 17ff; see also Aristotle 403b). It wasn’t until Aristotle, however, that 
a clear and systematic elaboration of this doctrine emerged in a single work with 
respect to human beings. In his much-studied treatise On the Soul, Aristotle extends 
the notions of his philosophical predecessors by arguing that the individual human 
soul lends the body its capacity for life by serving as its animating force. Among a 
number of metaphors to illustrate this point Aristotle suggests that the body is to the 
physical eye as the soul is to the eye’s ability to see. In this way Aristotle understood 
the human soul to be inseparable from the body: a body without a soul isn’t an active 
body (Greek soma) at all but merely a lifeless corpse (Greek nekros).[4] Similarly, 
the soul without the body is as unthinkable a proposition as vision is without an eye. 
Though not understood as the seat of individual personality, the soul for Aristotle is 
the body’s indispensable animating force without which the it cannot live or move. 
(5) For the doctrine common among today’s major monotheistic faiths that the soul is 
an immortal spirit inhabiting the body and lending it intelligence, will, and personality, 
one must turn to the discursive but influential writings of Plato. In addition to 
functioning as the body’s animating life force, the soul is, as Plato described it, in 
command of the body (Georgias 493a), the seat of all knowledge (Meno 86a), and an 
immortal spirit separate from the body (Meno 86b). By locating within the soul both 
the life-force of the body and human knowledge, Plato is the first to set forth a 
doctrine that allows for personal immortality in a separable soul with memories intact. 



This marks an enormous and important distinction from both Aristotle’s assertion that 
a soul without a body is unthinkable and Homer’s depiction of souls as imbecilic 
shadows divorced from their previous lives and memories (see Green and Groff 50ff; 
Iliad XXIII). Plato’s thought was adopted and adapted by some of the earliest 
Christian apologists and had enormous influence on the subsequent development of 
the Christian doctrine of the human soul, primarily through the writings of St. 
Augustine (MacDonald 143ff.). From there the concept of the soul as an immortal 
spirit animating the body as the seat of human will, intelligence, and conscience, has 
pervaded every corner of Western philosophy and culture.[5] 
(6) In many instances vampire folklore, albeit often unconsciously and haphazardly, 
is an extension of these philosophies and doctrines. Because the soul is identified so 
consistently in Western philosophy with the capacity for agency, it is not surprising 
that some of the earliest vampire folklore recounts revenants who are not soulless 
bodies but bodiless souls—that is, ghosts—who return from the dead to torment their 
victims.[6] The practice of exhuming bodies in Serbia and Walachia in what are 
sometimes referred to as the eighteenth century’s European “vampire 
epidemics” (see Barber 5ff.; Senn 39), together with the advent of Enlightenment 
materialism, however, shifted the onus of blame away from the soul of the deceased 
and onto the corpse. Indeed, in some traditions the vampire corpse was believed to 
function entirely without a soul. George MacDonald, writing in the middle of the 
nineteenth century, observes for example that “[. . .] a vampire was a body retaining 
a kind of animal life after the soul had departed. If any relation existed between it 
and the vanished ghost, it was only sufficient to make it restless in its 
grave” (MacDonald, “Cruel Painter” 185). This, coupled with a folkloric belief in many 
cultures that one’s reflection is an image of one’s soul (see Barber 179), gave rise to 
the notion that vampires, because they lack souls, similarly lack reflections. Whedon 
follows this tradition in several ways by depriving his vampires both of reflections and 
of breath ("Out of Mind, Out of Sight," B1011; "Prophecy Girl," B1012; "Lovers Walk," 
B3008; "Ground State," A4020, etc.)—even and perhaps mistakenly in the case of the 
ensouled vampires Angel and later Spike. 
(7) Other branches of vampire folklore, however, are more generally compatible with 
the Aristotelian proposition that the soul represents both an indispensable capacity for 
agency and functions as the animating force behind the body’s movements. The word 
animation itself derives from the Latin anima. "soul," as well as denoting other 
functions attributed to it by the early Greek philosophers including life and breath. In 
this branch of vampire folklore there remained an acknowledged need to explain how 
vampire bodies could continue to function and move after death in the absence of a 
soul. A second soul, an animating principle that would lend the body a capacity for 
movement and agency, was therefore posited. This “second soul” might be either a 
second human soul, a returned soul, or a demon soul infused into the corpse by the 
Devil: 
  

It is extremely common, worldwide, for postmortem functioning to be 
explained as the action of a second “soul.” One soul departs at death, but 
another remains in the corpse, animating it for a time, until it too departs 
or simply dies. “These [vampires] have two souls,” according to a Silesian 



source, “of which only the one dies and the second remains in the 
corpse” This soul, whether it is viewed as the original soul returned after 
death or a second soul, typically departs when the body is completely 
decayed. When the body is no longer functioning—no longer changing 
shape and color or emitting an odor—it is assumed that its animating 
principle has departed and can no longer do unkind things to the living 
[. . .] Sometimes an outside agency, not the body itself, brings the 
corpse to life. In Hungary, evil souls may creep in; in Slavic folklore, the 
vampire may be created by the Devil. (Barber 191)

  
(8) This branch of vampire folklore seems to have served as the inspiration for 
Whedon’s vampire mythology as it is expressed in the teachings of the Watchers’ 
Council. Taking this folklore and the philosophy upon which it is based as a context, 
what more can be said about the soul in the Whedonverse? Ontologically, what is it? 
Existentially, what function does it serve? And in what relation does it stand to 
vampires? Amid a visually astonishing kaleidoscope of antagonists that pass across 
the screen in the first episode of BtVS’s final season, the First Evil, in the guise of the 
late Mayor Richard Wilkins, taunts Spike for his inability to grasp the nature and 
significance of his own soul: 
  

So what'd you think? You'd get your soul back and everything'd be Jim Dandy? 
Soul's slipperyier than a greased weasel. Why do you think I sold mine? 
(laughs) Well, you probably thought that you'd be your own man, and I respect 
that, but . . . ("Lessons," B7001)

  
(9) In order to make sense of these taunts a number of assumptions must be made. 
First, the soul must be understood as a thing: something reified that can be 
possessed, owned, and even sold. Here Whedon echoes a tradition that extends back 
to Plato through vampire folklore: the soul is a distinct entity that is separable from 
the body. Second, it is also connected to one’s identity—another Platonic concept—or 
else there would be no way to understand the phrase “you’d be your own man.” It is 
the adoption of these Platonic concepts—the human soul as a separable object and as 
the reified seat of human identity, together with the Aristotelian need to animate the 
body with a second soul as echoed in Hungarian vampire folklore—that leads to the 
difficulty of reasonably imputing to ensouled Angel and Spike moral responsibility for 
their vampires actions. In the Whedonverse vampires are not only creatures without 
souls but creatures who cannot be identified with the human being whose bodies they 
demonically inhabit. Whedon imputes to vampires evil or demonic souls because a 
body lacking a soul, good or evil, is not “undead” but simply dead and wholly lacking 
the ability to assume any agency. Giles is at great pains to make the demonic identity 
of vampires clear to Buffy, Willow, and Xander on various occasions in the early 
episodes of the first season. He says: 
  

The books tell that the last Demon to leave this reality fed off a human, mixed 
their blood. He was a human form possessed—infected—by the Demon's soul. 
He bit another, and another . . . and so they walk the earth, feeding. Killing 
some, mixing their blood with others to make more of their kind. ("The 



Harvest," B1002)
  
Later in the same episode in which Xander continues to impute some of Jesse’s 
identity to Vamp Jesse, Giles’s censure is swift and harsh: “Now you listen to me. 
Jesse is dead. You have to remember that when you see him you’re not looking at 
your friend. You’re looking at the thing that killed him” ("The Harvest," B1002). By 
the second season, Buffy, a good student of her Watcher, propounds unflinchingly the 
same doctrine: in “Lie to Me” (B2007) Buffy’s former heartthrob Ford, who is 
terminally ill, attempts to make arrangements with Spike to be turned into a vampire 
so he can be “immortal” and thereby escape his impending death. But Buffy’s rebuke 
is fierce: “I got a newsflash, brain-trust. That's not how it works. You die. And a 
demon sets up shop in your old house. It walks and talks and remembers your life, 
but it's not you." The philosophy behind this statement, again, is clearly Platonic: the 
soul, together with the human’s identity and conscience, has fled, leaving the body 
vacant and habitable by a second evil soul or demon. 
(10) The key phrase that defines the Watcher understanding of vampires is “a human 
form possessed.” The memories and personality Giles alludes to above, properties of 
the soul according to Plato, are presumably mimicked by the demon and not inherited 
in keeping with the formula that “It walks and talks and remembers your life but it’s 
not you” (italics mine). The Watcher understanding of the soul, therefore, is primarily 
ontological. The soul is a thing that can be present or absent in a given body. The 
lack of a human soul in a vampire body renders that individual less than or at least 
different from a person. The presence of a soul, on the other hand, carries the 
potentiality for personhood. By the time Xander solicits Angel’s help for Buffy against 
the Master in the final episode of the first season, his belief in an ontological 
difference between vampires and “persons” is quite clear: 
  

I don't like you. At the end of the day I pretty much think you're a vampire. But 
Buffy, man, she's got a big ol' yen for you. I don't get it. She thinks you're a 
real person. Right now I need you to prove her right. ("Prophecy Girl," B1012)

  
Angel himself acknowledges the validity of this mythology. In an earlier episode he 
explains to Buffy not only his unhappy plight but also offers her the one indisputable 
reason why she should ascribe to him the dignity of personhood: he, unlike other 
vampires, has a soul: 
  

For a hundred years I offered an ugly death to everyone I met. And I did it with 
a song in my heart. And then I made an error of judgment. Fed on a girl about 
your age. Beautiful. Dumb as a post, but a favorite among her clan. The Romani
—Gypsies. It was just before the turn of the century. The elders conjured the 
perfect punishment for me. They restored my soul. When you become a 
vampire, the demon takes your body. But it doesn't get the soul. That's gone. 
No conscience, no remorse. . . . it's an easy way to live. You have no idea what 
it's like to have done the things I've done, and to care. I haven't fed on a living 
human being since that day. ("Angel," B1007)[7] 

  
In response to Buffy’s Season One question about Angel, “Can a vampire ever be a 
good person?” ("Angel," B1007) Giles explains that “A vampire isn’t a person at all. It 



may have the movements, the memories, even the personality of the person that it 
took over, but it is still a demon at the core. There is no half-way.” Here then is the 
crux of the dilemma: if Angel was stripped of his soul, his personhood, and therefore 
his human identity, when he was turned into a vampire by Darla, then how can he be 
held accountable for the actions of the demon who “took over” or assumed command 
of his body during the soulless hiatus between his human life and his ensouled 
vampire life?[8] In order to answer this question Whedon seems to have developed, 
in parallel with the ontological definition, a concept of the soul as an existential 
metaphor for moral choice. 
(11) There are numerous hints beginning as early as the first season that Whedon 
and his writers admitted the possibility of a much closer connection between the 
“possessed” human being and the subsequent vampire than the Watcher mythology, 
with its emphasis on the ontological, could admit. Whedon, however, never let go of 
the ontological concept entirely—that vampires are soulless monsters worthy of death
—perhaps for the same reason that he insisted all vampires, regardless of how 
“fresh,” burst into dust after being staked: a soul that is purely a metaphor for choice 
results in the unsavory image of a teenage girl killing what in the end are not 
monsters in a metaphysical sense, but criminals, albeit recalcitrant ones, who remain 
as human as the Slayer herself: “Vampires explode into dust because [. . .] it shows 
that they’re monsters. I didn’t really want to have a high school girl killing people 
every week” (Whedon, “Joss Whedon on ‘Angel’ and ‘Puppet Show’”). 
(12) As early on as BtVS’s first season episode “Angel” (B1007) we find Giles’ 
doctrine of the human soul and its relationship to vampires edged with ambiguity. 
Although Darla confronts Angel several times in this episode in an effort to tempt him 
to resume his identity as Angelus, strangely he refrains from slaying her in spite of 
his stated desire to “kill them all” ("Welcome to the Hellmouth," B1001). If she is 
really only an irredeemable demon, why should Angel hesitate until the very end of 
the episode to dispatch her? Or perhaps something of her “personhood”—her human 
conscience, will, and identity—survive in her vampire state? Angel admits as much 
several years later when speaking with a pseudo-Swami who posits that Darla the 
human and Darla the vampire are two different beings. “No, it’s still her, it’s still 
Darla," he retorts. "It’s kinda hard to explain” ("Guise Will be Guise," A2006). When, 
in the first season of BtVS, Angel bursts in on Darla as she begins to feed on Buffy’s 
mother Joyce, remarkably he fails to attack Darla. Instead, while he himself holds 
Joyce’s unconscious and bleeding body, there is every indication that Angel is actually 
wrestling with a powerful temptation to revert to his vampire ways. Had Buffy not 
subsequently appeared to end the internal struggle, it is not possible to say with 
confidence that Angel would not have fed on Joyce with his former lover turned 
temptress. And surely Darla herself, a very old vampire in the service of the Master, 
would not waste her energy tempting someone she knew was truly above it (as she 
continues to do, though without much success, when she returns in “Darla” (A2007). 
When Angel finally does slay Darla at the end of the episode, it is an action 
undertaken with difficulty and, in light of his previous missed opportunities to do so, 
with reluctance. 
(13) All this leads the viewer (of both series) to conclude that the soul can also be 
defined existentially: Angel resists temptation not simply because he “has” a soul 
(this would be the ontological explanation) but rather because, existentially, he 
makes a deliberate moral choice. And, as the seasons of both BtVS and Angel 



progress, a steady stream of hints emerge to suggest that a vampire’s relationship to 
the host body’s “absent” human soul is not as simple as the Watcher mythology 
would have it. But that doesn’t prevent Angel from repeatedly reiterating the 
ontological doctrine, perhaps because it carries the comfort that there is an inviolable 
line and difference in being between himself and other vampires. In this light we can 
recall ensouled Angel’s wish to be reunited with Darla in the year 1900 together with 
his utter inability to feed on the baby she proffers as a test of his resolve (A2007). His 
soul seems to render him ontologically incapable of reassuming his former vampire 
lifestyle. The mere fact that he wishes to resume that lifestyle, however, implies 
some continuity of identity—with and without a soul.[9] It should also be noted, 
however, that there are several examples of soulless vampires, including Spike, 
Harmony, and even Willow’s vampire double, who seem to possess some potentiality 
(and even actuality) for good, just as certain fully-human characters such as Faith are 
able to function, in spite of their souls, in ways that make them almost 
indistinguishable from vampires. In all of these ways Whedon and his writers 
successfully maintain the tension between the soul as an object one possesses, the 
seat of memory and personality as Plato and the subsequent Christian tradition would 
have it, and as an existential metaphor for a particular moral orientation. When a fan 
asked Whedon how he defined the soul and how its presence set Angel apart from 
other vampires he replied that “soulless creatures can do good and souled creatures 
can do evil, but that the soul-free are instinctually drawn toward doing evil while 
those with souls tend to instinctually want to do good” (qtd. “All Things Philosophical 
on Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel” at http://www.atpobtvs.com/vampires.html). 
Importantly, Whedon’s definition neither dismisses the soul purely as a metaphor nor 
precludes one taking it, at times, as a reified organ of personality and/or moral 
agency. 
(14) Returning to the original problem, then, we must still come to grips with the fact 
that in order for Angel’s quest for redemption to make any sense he must bear the 
moral responsibility for his actions as a vampire in a context that is simultaneously 
existential and ontological. In the novel The Unicorn by Iris Murdoch, a twentieth-
century writer and philosopher whose works explore the relationship between the 
ontological and existential, the central protagonist is a woman imputed with the act of 
attempting to kill her husband by pushing him over a cliff. Although her intention, 
memory, and degree of guilt all remain unclear, her husband, who survived the fall, 
retaliates by imprisoning her for years in a seaside house while he lives elsewhere. 
Two characters in the novel discuss her culpability: 
  

“[. . .] Do you think that she really did push him over?” 
“I don’t know. Perhaps she does not know now. But there are—acts which 
belong to people somehow, regardless of their will.” 
“You mean she’d feel responsible anyway? Do you think she pushed him over?” 
He paused. “Yes, perhaps. But it is not important to say so. She has claimed the 
act, and one has no right to take it from her.” (66) 

  
Perhaps Angel’s culpability as a vampire might be understood in this mysterious 
fashion that seems to unite both the ontological and the existential. Although Angel’s 
soul, in the Platonic and Christian sense, may have flown his body before it became 
possessed by the demon Angelus, perhaps Angel chooses to “own” the actions of 



Angelus, and those around him have “no right” to take those actions from him. 
Though ontologically innocent, he remains somehow existentially culpable because he 
chooses to be so. Culpability, in a way, becomes the existential meaning that Angel 
brings to the ontology of his soul (see Curry 5). It is this, in fact, that may form the 
kernel of the Gypsy curse. Spike, as we will see in our consideration of the final 
season of Angel, though his crimes are as great and his soul as real, is not 
automatically burdened with seemingly inexpugnable guilt until he also chooses to 
accept, even construct, his own guilt (cf. "Damage," A5011) The presence of a soul, 
then, is not alone enough to guarantee remorse. Both the presence of a soul and the 
existential movement of the will are necessary for remorse. 
(15) Although the final season of Angel as a whole continues to explore the tension 
between ontological and existential portrayals of the human soul, it begins with an 
emphasis that is almost wholly existential in nature. This is perhaps not surprising 
since depicting the soul strictly as a metaphor for moral choice is less problematic at 
this point in the series because the image of a teenage girl slaying vampires is no 
longer perpetually before the viewer (cf. Whedon, “Joss Whedon on ‘Angel’ and 
‘Puppet Show’”). As Gunn remarks in the final episode of the series, “I haven’t dusted 
nearly enough [vampires] this year” ("Not Fade Away," A5022). Instead, the 
malefactor vampire is largely supplanted by a range of other monsters including 
ghosts, werewolves, and especially Circle of the Black Thorn demons. Vampires 
themselves, for the most part, are portrayed as either ensouled champions (in the 
case of Angel and Spike) or strangely abstinent (in the case of Harmony). 
(16) It is perhaps not surprising that most critics who have attempted to account for 
the disconnect between the Watcher mythology and the complex moral psychology of 
the show have tended to view Angel and Whedon’s other vampires through existential 
lenses (see, for example, Stevenson 84-85 and Abbott, “Walking the Fine Line”).[10] 
In a Sartrean reading of the problem, Abbott places the emphasis on individual 
agency and moral choice by regarding Angel and Angelus as a single identity for 
whom personal accountability is unavoidable. This analysis, moreover, seems 
especially apt when one considers Angel’s “epiphany” and his subsequent 
abandonment of the quest for redemption through the efficacy of good deeds 
("Epiphany," A2016). But interpreting this epiphany as an outright abandonment of 
meaning may go too far. Though such an abandonment of meaning may mesh with 
Whedon’s professed atheism and Sartrean leanings, it fails as a hermeneutic because 
it takes us too far from the core mythology of the show: we are swung too far in the 
direction of individual agency so that not only the antecedent folklore but also the 
larger supernatural context disappear entirely. On the contrary, Angel's choices 
continue to take place in a universe that is haunted by the numinous “Powers That 
Be”—and those Powers continue to exist as a supernatural rationale for choices made 
and action undertaken because they are “right” (cf. "The Cautionary Tale of Numero 
Cinco," A5006; "You're Welcome," A5012). Indeed, as the final season of Angel 
unwinds in what amounts to a “final statement” concerning the nature of the human 
soul, Whedon and his writers seem at pains to show that the reified soul, though 
perhaps only one part of the picture, remains an integral part of that numinous 
universe inhabited by Powers who, though taken lightly in some contexts, are never 
seriously discounted.[11] Certain of the episodes considered below, in fact, lay 
enormous emphasis on the soul as object and possession and thereby mark a sharp 
ontological difference between the ensouled and soulless variety of vampires.



(17) Notwithstanding the season arc as a whole, however, when Harmony appears as 
Angel’s administrative assistant in the first show of the season, Angel and several 
others take exception to her presence not because she is an ontologically deficient 
soulless creature whose moral orientation is consequently wholly evil, but because, 
after gaining the confidence of Angel Investigations in season two’s 
“Disharmony” (A2017), she led Angel and his cohorts into a vampire trap. Their 
censure of her is based not on what she is, but on the choice she made—their 
condemnation of Harmony is existential to the extent that it implies she might have 
been free to choose a different path in spite of her lack of a soul. 
(18) What is perhaps most surprising is that Wesley, who elsewhere maintains a strict 
ontological view of the soul consistent with his indoctrination as a Watcher, is the one 
who selects Harmony out of Wolfram and Hart’s “typing pool” to be Angel’s personal 
assistant. It should be remembered that Wesley, among all the members of Angel 
Investigations, took the strongest exception to Harmony in Season Two’s 
“Disharmony” (A2017) by rebuking Cordelia’s hospitality in words that closely echo 
Giles’s first season rebuke of Xander for continuing to believe in the possibility of 
friendship with a former-friend-turned-vampire: “That is not your friend. That thing 
may have your friend’s memories, her appearances, but it’s just a filthy demon, an 
unholy monster” ("The Harvest," B1002). That none of this rhetoric, drawn from the 
Watchers’ ontological understanding of the soul, is used to object to Harmony’s fifth 
season role as Angel’s administrative assistant shows the extent to which, by the 
beginning of the series’ final season, Whedon has allowed the emphasis to shift away 
from that of a Platonic and Christian reified soul towards something that functions 
much more like a metaphor for existential agency. After all, if Harmony’s lack of a 
soul really did mean she was so evil that choosing good became an utter 
impossibility, the notion of her serving as a member of Angel’s team, however 
ostracized at various points, would be unthinkable. 
(19) “Unleashed” (A5003) continues the existential emphasis by drawing close 
parallels between Angel the ensouled vampire and Nina the werewolf. Although 
werewolves are never castigated as soulless, it is clear that when people are changed 
their souls, in the Platonic sense of being the seat of memory, personality, and 
agency, are wholly sublimated. In fact, unlike vampires, werewolves are often unable 
(especially in the early stages of their lycanthropy) to remember undertaking violent 
actions once they return to their human form ("Wild at Heart," B4006; "Unleashed," 
A5003; "Smile Time," A5014). In this episode a young woman named Nina is bitten 
by a rare breed of werewolf and subsequently undergoes the unwelcome 
transformation into a werewolf herself. Angel befriends Nina and attempts to 
“manage” her new nature, just as Oz’s werewolf nature was managed in BtVS’s third 
season, by confining her for several nights each month when the werewolf emerges. 
Like Oz, however, Nina is enormously uncomfortable with what she has become. 
Angel attempts to comfort her by drawing analogies between her state and his own—
in spite of the fact that there are clear differences. Angel, for example, can not only 
choose the moment of his transformation, but, even when wearing his vampire 
visage, he continues to maintain control over his actions in spite of the demon’s 
palpable presence. In the episode’s final scene, Nina asks Angel how he can live with 
himself knowing that he’s killed people. His response is instructive: “At some point 
you’ll be at the grocery store, or with Amanda, and the whole werewolf thing, it will 
just be a part of who you are.” By encouraging Nina simply to accept the werewolf as 



integral to her overall identity, Angel simultaneously implies that his demon is as 
much a part of him as his human soul. This is as close as Angel ever comes to overtly 
contradicting the Watcher mythology’s ontological doctrine that a vampire has no 
connection to the identity of the person whose body the demon possesses.[12] And, 
even if we are to admit that Angel is unique among vampires because he has a soul, 
there remains no necessary connection, outside his own assertion, between the 
demonic presence and his ensouled identity. In many episodes, moreover, Angel 
suggests that these two identities remain quite separate (see "The Dark Age," B2008; 
"Smile Time," A5014, etc.). In “Guise Will Be Guise” (A2006), for example, Angel 
flatly rejects the pseudo-Swami’s assertion that “the demon is you.”[13] With Nina, 
however, Angel places the ontological view of the soul in total eclipse by presenting 
himself as a single agent capable of, and accountable for, all the moral choices he has 
made. In this context his quest for redemption—or even his lesser quest to simply do 
what is right—seems at its most straightforward and credible.
 (20) That Whedon cites the battle between Angel and Spike in “Destiny” (A5008) as 
the highlight of the final season isn’t surprising since this episode succeeds in 
portraying an almost perfect balance between the concepts of the soul as existential 
metaphor and ontological reality (Whedon, “Angel: The Final Season”). The battle 
itself is for title to a type of martyrdom where Spike’s and Angel’s souls function as 
ontological prerequisites and become, in that sense, both heavy burdens and precious 
baubles. The ensouled vampire, according to the Shanshu prophecy, is set apart for a 
unique if unclear role in the apocalypse together with the promise of a subsequent 
return of humanity; their souls have the effect of making one of either Spike or Angel 
“better” or at least more important than other vampires (cf. A2017). Since the end of 
the series’ first season, Angel has believed that the prophecy, if true, is specifically 
about him. Spike’s sudden appearance as a second ensouled vampire champion 
throws that conviction into question. During the course of the dramatic battle for both 
immolation and ascendancy, Spike vents on Angel all his latent anger and jealousy. 
Though he admits that Drusilla turned him into a vampire, he accuses Angel of 
making him a monster, and in various flashbacks we see how Angel deprived him of 
both his dignity and his innocent romanticism. But the accusation itself seems to 
suggest that, while Spike may have lost his soul when he became a vampire, he had 
yet to lose something more—not just romantic pretensions but also decency and a 
sense of belonging to something larger than himself—by choosing to adopt the 
sadistic and heartless Angelus as his mentor. In an argument to prove he is more 
worthy of his soul than Angel, Spike further points out that his soul, unlike Angel’s, 
was not inflicted on him against his will as a curse and penalty for past crime: he 
chose it and pursued it. Indeed, Spike, as a soulless vampire, made himself unique in 
the Whedonverse by asserting his existential prerogative to seek an ontological 
change in his being. 
(21) Looking back to Spike’s slow rehabilitation throughout several seasons of BtVS, 
we can see how this determination formed and hardened within him. The “neutering” 
chip implanted by The Initiative in Season Four of Buffy was initially important 
because it prevented violence against humans and thereby allowed the members of 
Buffy’s gang to associate with Spike without fear of personal harm. This prolonged 
contact with humans allowed him to form strong attachments—in themselves 
movements of the will—especially to Dawn and Buffy. At a certain point Spike’s love 
for Buffy became sufficient to allow him to cross some sort of moral divide so that, 



without a soul and eventually without a chip, he would generally, though certainly not 
invariably (cf. B6018), choose to do good. This sea change in Spike’s moral 
orientation altered his agency to the extent that he was as likely to approach choices 
from a perspective that was basically good as from one that was basically evil. In 
light of this transformation it only seems to follow that Spike would be rewarded with 
a soul since he had practically begot one through sheer force of will. And, of course, 
at the moment he finally passes across the threshold completely, he becomes 
ensouled in the final episode of BtVS’ sixth season. 
(22) It must not be forgotten, however, that his choice to be ontologically changed 
was existential in origin. Dawn’s argument for equivalency between the chip and the 
soul ("Crush," B5014), moreover, isn’t credible in this light (cf. Stevenson 86). While 
the chip was designed to prevent evil action, Spike remained free to approach choices 
from the darker side of the moral divide—that is, he would still be basically evil—but 
with a soul, though the end choice might appear to be the same, the direction from 
which moral choice was approached became wholly different. This puts one in mind of 
Whedon’s much earlier explanation that “soulless creatures can do good and souled 
creatures can do evil [. . .].” In this episode, with its flashbacks and larger narrative 
context, Whedon seems most fully to actualize this abstraction. Spike chose to have a 
soul knowing that the soul enjoins good on the possessor. Though the extent to which 
it can be considered the essence of personality and agency—as the Watchers’ Council 
asserts in an echo of Plato—is here less certain. 
(23) Angel’s eventual defeat by Spike causes him to doubt the ontological status of 
his own soul in “Soul Purpose” (A5010). In this episode, full of symbolism, Fred 
performs surgery in Angel’s parasite-induced delusion and extracts from his body a 
remarkable and unprecedented symbolic instantiation of Angel’s soul in the form of an 
apparently dead goldfish in a bowl. And though the images are delusional, their 
meaning is very real: Fred concludes, after Angel’s soul has been removed, that 
“there's nothing left. Just a shell” (A5010)—a phrase that suggests not only Angel’s 
will to choose good but his very identity in the Platonic sense inheres within (and is 
lost with) his soul. Lacking it, as this episode’s teaser suggests, Angel is nothing. That 
the soul is more than a mere symbol, however, that it is a thing most probably if 
mysteriously connected with identity, becomes throughout this and subsequent 
episodes an increasingly credible supposition. 
(24) In “Harm’s Way” (A5009), the pendulum continues a slow swing back toward the 
ontological view of the soul set forth in the earliest episodes of BtVS. The episode’s 
premise centers around Harmony’s fear that she may have involuntarily murdered a 
human male after she finds, with few memories from the night before, his corpse in 
her bed. Her dilemma is made more acute by the fact that under Angel’s tenure 
Wolfram and Hart has adopted a zero-tolerance policy that prohibits feeding on 
humans. To ensure compliance, employees are periodically subjected to random 
blood tests, and the punishment for non-compliance is death. Although Harmony does 
her best to avoid detection, it is clear that she is both terrified by the potential 
consequences and discombobulated by the fact that she cannot remember 
committing the transgression. She remains acutely aware, however, that she is fully 
capable of committing such a murder (even in a stupor) since, having no soul, she is 
naturally drawn to such crimes. In other words, her ontological deficiency has 
diminished her ability, if not deprived her of it altogether, to make conscious moral 
choices. In this way the existential is made to depend on the ontological. Culpability 



is uppermost in Harmony’s mind as she pleads with Fred, who is performing a 
postmortem on the body: “And don't you think it's possible that whoever did it could 
have blacked out and doesn't even remember doing it, so it's totally not their fault?” 
Here Harmony is attempting to use as an excuse her lack of conscious agency in 
committing the crime. When she eventually discovers that she is innocent of the 
crime, her relief is at least as great as any of those around her. And, in her peroration 
she reminds those around her of her ontological deficiency and the difficulty that 
results from it: “OK, I made some bad choices. I mean, it's not like I have a soul. I 
have to try a lot harder." Stated philosophically, it is harder for Harmony to make 
choices that are morally good because she lacks the ontological equipment: a reified 
soul. By the end of the season it becomes clear just how much harder it is for 
Harmony than for Angel and Spike. Her will, in the end (and perhaps unlike Spike’s 
will), isn’t sufficient on its own to effect any major change in her basic moral 
orientation. Nor is she alone among vampires in this as subsequent episodes show. 
Spike, instead, becomes the single exception that proves the rule. 
(25) In “Why We Fight” (A5013) the viewer is confronted with another vampire who 
seems to wish, but cannot effect, a different kind of existence because he lacks a soul 
with which to make morally good choices. Though no firm line is drawn between the 
soul and human identity in this episode, it is nevertheless clear that the soul is a 
reified possession and that without it certain things are simply impossible. In 
flashbacks we meet Lawson, a young submariner who is turned into a vampire by 
Angel in order to save the lives of several other shipmates during World War II. In 
this episode Lawson seeks out Angel in present-day Los Angeles because he has 
become wholly unsatisfied with this vampire existence and wishes either for some 
remedy or, failing that, to take revenge on Angel for the emptiness and 
meaninglessness of his last sixty years: 
  

“We all need a reason to live, even if we're already dead. Mom, apple pie, the 
stars and stripes—that was good enough for me till I met you. Then I had this 
whole creature-of-the-night thing going for me—the joy of destruction and death
—and I embraced it. I did all the terrible things a monster does—murdered 
women and children, tortured fathers and husbands just to hear 'em scream—
and through it all . . . I felt nothing. Sixty years of blood drying in my throat like 
ashes. So what do you think? Is it me, chief? Or does everyone you sired feel 
this way?”

  
Though it is clear that Lawson wishes to return to a simpler life constructed around 
the wholesome abstractions of family and patriotism, that door is irretrievably closed 
because as a vampire he no longer has a soul. He wishes so very much to have one 
that the viewer can’t help but wonder if he might not be wholly beyond the hope of 
redemption. But here the pendulum has swung too far in the direction of the 
ontological to make sheer will an adequate remedy. In the dialogue that follows Angel 
is clear that the soul is no metaphor and that Lawson simply does not have one. Nor 
is there any way for him to obtain or recover one (notwithstanding Spike’s own saga 
in BtVS Season Six where the soul functioned in a fashion distinctly more existential): 
 

ANGEL: You're the only one I ever did this to . . . after I got a soul. 
LAWSON: Do I have one, too? 



ANGEL: I don't think it works that way, son. 
LAWSON: Didn't think so.[. . .] You gave me just enough, didn't you? Enough of 
your soul to keep me trapped between who I was and who I should be. I'm 
nothin' . . . because of you. 

 
The implication is clear: without a soul Lawson is, in the ontological sense, nothing. 
Angel’s worst fears in “Soul Purpose” (A5010) become Lawson’s reality. He has no 
personality, or at least not the personality he would choose to have. Angel, seeing no 
hope for him, stakes Lawson as much to put him out of his misery as to free the 
world of a violent killer. Angel himself, in his own words of defense, acknowledges a 
very stark boundary between his soulless existence as Angelus and his ensouled life 
as Angel. He even implies that he may be less accountable for his actions as Angelus 
than he is for his actions as Angel.[14] All of this carries with it an important 
existential implication: the choices Angel makes with a soul, if not wholly different, at 
least spring from a different set of moral imperatives. 
(26) In “Shells” (A5016) Whedon allows the pendulum to swing even further in the 
direction of the Platonic ontological soul, a thing not only separable from the body but 
also the exclusive reified essence of human identity. In this episode Fred meets with 
an agonizingly painful death as her body is possessed by the spirit of one of the “Old 
Ones” named Illyria. Angel responds by evolving a plan based on the notion that the 
soul is an ontological entity separable from the body. In short, he hopes to “find” 
Fred’s soul and put it back into her body. The analogy between what appears at first 
to be Fred’s possession and the making of vampires is obvious across a lengthy 
dialogue (with lacunae):
 

WESLEY: The infection—Illyria—consumed her. Took over her body. 
GUNN: Then it’s still Fred, right? This thing is just controlling . . .
WESLEY: She’s gone. [. . .] I watched it gut her from the inside out. 
Everything she was is gone. There is nothing left but a shell.
ANGEL: Then we’ll figure out a way to fill it back up. 
SPIKE: The thing only took over her body. Just a tip of the theological. 
ANGEL: It’s the soul that matters. 
SPIKE: Trust us. We’re kind of experts. 

Indeed, Angel's later determined remark that "Fred’s soul is out there somewhere. 
We’ll find it and we’ll put if back where it belongs [. . .]" is identical in concept with 
the ontological view of the soul propounded by Giles in BtVS’ first season. Angel 
abandons his hope only after taking it on unassailable authority that, “There's nothing 
left to bring back. Miss Burkle's soul was consumed by the fires of resurrection. 
Everything she was is gone.” And although this destruction represents the most 
nihilistic image of death in the whole series, little more is said about it.[15] Wesley 
subsequently refuses Illyria’s argument that human identity is “a summation of 
recollections” ("Origin," A5018) and that because she possesses the whole of those 
recollections she can simply be Fred. Objecting in typical Watcher fashion, Wesley 
asserts that humans are “more than just memories.” It is, of course, necessary that 
Wesley reject her argument. Had he failed to do so it would also have followed that 



vampires would be the people whose bodies they possess since they inherit the 
totality of the human host’s memories. And while the word soul isn’t used expressly in 
this dialogue, it seems clear that Wesley is in fact talking about something apart from 
memory that serves as the essence of human identity. Something that, moreover, is 
lost when a vampire is made. His objection, then, is wholly consistent with Giles’s 
ontological construction of the soul described in the first season of BtVS. The series, 
at this point, seems to have come full circle. 
(27) In the final episode “Not Fade Away” (A5022), Angel’s second season words to 
Cordelia that “Harmony will turn on you” ("Disharmony," A2017) prove prescient. The 
tension between the existential and ontological begins again to mount when Angel 
finally confronts Harmony who betrays the group and emerges as chronically 
untrustworthy: 
 
ANGEL: Loyalty really isn’t high on your list. 

HARMONY: Oh, is that right? I’ll have you know that I am damn loyal dumb ass. 
ANGEL: You betrayed me. You are betraying me now even as we are talking. 
HARMONY: Because you never have any confidence in me. 
ANGEL: No—because you have no soul. 
HARMONY: I would if you had confidence in me. 

 
Angel places the blame exactly where Giles and Wesley would place it: on Harmony’s 
ontological deficit. Her protestations about confidence strike the ear, at this point, as 
so much subterfuge. Though the soul as the Platonic essence of human identity is in 
eclipse at this moment, its function as a reified moral organ that allows, or at the 
very least facilitates, certain types of choices is beyond doubt. One can almost 
imagine that Harmony might have wished to choose another path. But, for the same 
reason Angel gave Lawson, “It doesn’t work that way” (A5013). The rest of Angel’s 
team, on the other hand, are free to make choices about where they will stand in the 
final battle. When Angel puts it to them by asking, “You need to decide if that’s worth 
dying for” (A5022) Spike, the ensouled vampire champion, is significantly the first to 
raise his hand. It is also significant that Lorne is the last and Illyria isn’t present—
though there are passing references to demon souls throughout the series, the status 
of such souls always remains unclear (see for example Stevenson 90). Even Lindsey, 
one of the most recalcitrant characters in the entire series, can choose because he 
has a soul. Angel has Lorne shoot Lindsey not because he cannot choose good but 
rather because he cannot be relied upon to do so consistently. 
        (28) In many ways this final season presents the viewer with a microcosm of 
the manner in which the soul is depicted throughout the seven seasons of BtVS and 
the five of Angel. At times the emphasis is almost wholly existential and the soul an 
abstracted metaphor. At other times, the soul functions as an organ of moral choice 
that facilitates good. And, at the other extreme, the soul is depicted as a Platonic 
object that comprises human identity and will. The Watcher mythology that 
dominates the first season of BtVS and in many ways this final season of Angel is 
most closely aligned with the last of these modes. As Whedon points out himself, 
however, objects can be understood in two ways: for what they are intrinsically and 
what their function happens to be: “I find the meaning of the object to be with the 
object, both in however it’s functional and the fact of its existence. A ball is to be 
thrown, but it’s also just a round thing” (Whedon, “Commentary for ‘Objects in 



Space’”; see also Curry 4). In this light, a soul, then, is variously a metaphor or a 
reified organ for moral choice. That is its function. Alternatively, it is also at times 
portrayed as the essence of human identity, as it is in “Shells” (A5016) when the 
pendulum of emphasis is at its ontological apogee. To see the soul in light of 
Whedon’s metaphysical remarks above, one might say that the metaphor of moral 
choice is analogous to the ball being thrown in "Objects in Space." The dimension of 
the ball that is simply “a round thing” might describe the soul as the seat of human 
identity. Finally, the soul as a reified organ of moral choice, as ontological 
“equipment” without which one must try so very much “harder” (A5009), might be 
said to fall somewhere in between.
(29) All three of these modes are variously emphasized throughout BtVS and Angel 
without one ever gaining final ascendancy. Nor should this be seen necessarily as a 
contradiction. Instead, by viewing it through various lenses the soul becomes 
provocative to the very extent that it remains just beyond the scope of a clear 
definition. In place of a sharply articulated statement Whedon leaves us with 
something more amorphous—an image of a fish in a bowl that refuses to swim when 
watched but that might be anywhere in the water when one’s eye drifts back in its 
direction. Iris Murdoch described the Platonic concept of the Good in a similar fashion 
by laying emphasis on transcendence. One need only substitute the word soul for the 
word good to have a close approximation of its reality—and elusiveness—in the 
Whedonverse: 
  

Good is the distant source of light, it is the unimaginable object of our desire. 
Our fallen nature knows only its name and its perfection. That is the idea which 
is vulgarized by existentialists and linguistic philosophers when they make good 
into a mere matter of personal choice. It cannot be defined, not because it is a 
function of our freedom, but because we do not know it. (Murdoch 109) 

  
Notes 

  
1. To name just a few instances, he consistently retains the need vampires have to be 
invited across domestic thresholds ("Angel," B1007; "Lie to Me," B2007; "Amends," 
B3010; "Pangs," B4008; "The Gift," B5022; "Him," B7006; "Disharmony," A2017; 
"Destiny," A5008, etc.; their lack of reflections in mirrors ("Out of Mind, Out of Sight," 
B1011; "Bad Eggs," B2012; "Earshot," B3018; "Darla," A2007, etc.); and their 
aversion to sunlight ("The Harvest," B1002; "Lovers Walk," B3008; "Into the Woods," 
B5010; "Bring on the Night," B7010; "City of . . .," A1001; ""Guise Will be Guise," 
A2006, etc.). 
2. There are many instances where possessed persons are not held accountable for 
their actions, ranging across both series beginning with Xander’s possession by a 
hyena spirit (B1006) and ending with Wesley’s exoneration of Cordelia in Angel’s final 
season who tells her, “You didn’t kill Lilah” (A5012)—and this in spite of the fact that, 
like vampires, both Xander and Cordelia are able to remember committing crimes 
when they were possessed. 
3. A glimpse into Buffy’s arsenal of weapons in the first season, for example, reveals 
wooden stakes together with crucifixes, holy water, and even communion wafers 
(B1002). By the seventh season objects of a strictly sacred nature are largely 
replaced by swords, axes, and other armaments that, while imbued with supernatural 



power, cannot be described as particularly religious. For more on the crucifix as a 
religious symbol in BtVS see Erickson 114-115, Stevenson 68-70, Abbott, “A Little 
Less Ritual” 6, and Playden 135. For an interesting counterpoint to this argument, see 
Stevenson 257. 
4. Aristotle writes, “If the eye were a living creature, its soul would be its vision; for 
this is the substance of the sense of formula of the eye. But the eye is the matter of 
vision, and if vision fails there is no eye, except in an equivocal sense, as for instance 
a stone or painted eye [. . .] That which has the capacity to live is not the body which 
has lost its soul, but that which possesses its soul” (On the Soul 412b). 
5. For an excellent overview of the development of the doctrine of the soul to 
Plotinus, see Green and Groff 151-170. 
6. See for example the sixteenth-century “Shoemaker of Breslau” (Barber 10-14). 
7. There are at least two subsequent instances where this final sentence is shown to 
be false (cf. A2007, A5013). 
8. There is an interesting parallel between Giles’s ontological view and St. Justin’s 
second century critique of Gnosticism: “One of his main criticisms of Gnosticism was 
that it contained a strict determinism with respect to salvation. Those who have 
pneuma [a soul] are saved; those without it are not. Justin recognized, however, that 
without freedom there can be no moral responsibility, and without freedom the 
message of Jesus has no point, for it can change nothing” (Green and Groff 154). The 
Watcher mythology can be criticized on similar grounds. 
9. It should also be remembered that Darla, immediately after Angelus kills his 
father, remarks that the new vampire will continue to seek—in vain—his father’s 
approval for a lifetime because “What we once were informs all that we have 
become” ("The Prodigal," A1015). Indeed, Darla consistently appeals to the 
existential view that there is a close connection between the host human and the 
vampire across the whole of both series from her earliest attempts to convince Angel 
to reassume his killing ways in BtVS’s first season to her insistence, after Wolfram 
and Hart resurrected her as a human, that “It’s still me” ("Dear Boy," A2005). 
10. Although some critics have proposed that the vampire be viewed through a 
Freudian lens (see Fossey 2, Nevitt and Smith), the categories of Freud seem too 
black and white to support a sustained analysis, not least because no compelling 
explanation for the psychological transition between vampire and human is ever offered.
11. It seems to have gone unnoticed that Kierkegaard’s three spheres of existence—
the esthetic, the ethical, and the religious—map onto the characters of the 
Whedonverse with a striking accuracy that would probably support the moral weight 
of the series much more easily than other frameworks because they leave room for 
both human agency and numinous absolutes. Angel’s killing of Drogyn to gain the 
trust of the Circle of the Black Thorn ("Power Play," A5021), for example, might be 
viewed not as an abandonment of meaning (which it clearly is not) but as an action 
consistent with Kierkegaard’s teleological suspension of the ethical.
12. There is also the oft-quoted instance in “Doppelgängland” (B3016) when Angel 
begins to object to Buffy’s echoing of the Watcher mythology concerning vampires 
and human souls. But the difference between this and what Angel offers to Nina is the 
difference between a hint and a full explanation. 
13. It is interesting to note that “Guise Will be Guise” (A2006) is one of only two 
episodes of Angel written (or co-written) by the prolific BtVS writer Jane Espenson. 
14. In “Hell Bound” (A5004), Angel remarks, in his own defense when Wesley points 



out a few printed references to Angelus’s crimes, that it’s, “[. . .] not fair. I didn't 
even have a soul when I did that." Angel’s logic here, of course, only deepens the 
difficulty one might have in understanding his choice to seek redemption for Angelus’ 
crimes. 
15. Illyria’s final promise to Wesley, while she appears to him one last time as Fred, 
that upon his death he will finally “be where I am” ("Not Fade Away," A5022) is either 
a nihilistic statement or to be understood within the larger context of Illyria’s promise 
to “lie” to Wesley. 
  

Works Cited 
  

Abbott, Stacey. “A Little Less Ritual and a Little More Fun: The Modern Vampire in 
Buffy the Vampire Slayer.” Slayage: The Online International Journal of Buffy Studies 
3 (2001). [http://www.slayage.tv/essays/slayage3/sabbott.htm]. 

___. “Walking the Fine Line Between Angel and Angelus.” Slayage: The Online 
International Journal of Buffy Studies 9 (2003). [http://www.slayage.tv/essays/
slayage9/abbott.htm]. 

Aristotle. On the Soul. Pava Naturalia. On Breath. Trans. W. S. Hett. Cambridge: 
Harvard UP, 1986. 

Barber, Paul. Vampires, Burial and Death: Folklore and Reality. Yale U P, 1990. 

Curry, Agnes. “Is Joss Becoming a Thomist?” Slayage: The Online International 
Journal of Buffy Studies 16 (2005). [http://slayage.tv/essays/slayage16/Curry.htm]. 

DeKelb-Rittenhouse, Diane. “Sex and the Single Vampire: The Evolution of the 
Vampire Lothario and its Representation in Buffy.” Wilcox and Lavery 143-152. 

Erickson, Gregory. “‘Sometimes You Need a Story’: American Christianity, Vampires, 
and Buffy.” Wilcox and Lavery 108-119.

Fossey, Claire. “’Never Hurt the Feelings of a Brutal Killer’: Spike and the 
Underground Man.” Slayage: The Online International Journal of Buffy Studies 8 
(2003). [http://www.slayage.tv/essays/slayage8/Fossey.htm]. 

Green, Christopher and Philip Groff. Early Psychological Thought: Ancient Accounts of 
Mind and Soul. Westport: Praeger, 2003. 

Homer. The Iliad. Trans. Martin Hammond. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1987. 

MacDonald, George. “The Cruel Painter.” 1864. The Portent and Other Stories. 
Whitethorn: Johannesen, 1999. 163-212. 

http://www.slayage.tv/essays/slayage3/sabbott.htm
http://www.slayage.tv/essays/slayage9/Abbott.htm
http://www.slayage.tv/essays/slayage9/Abbott.htm
http://www.slayage.tv/essays/slayage16/Curry.htm
http://www.slayage.tv/essays/slayage8/Fossey.htm


MacDonald, Paul S. History of the Concept of Mind: Speculations about Soul, Mind and 
Spirit from Homer to Hume. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003. 

Murdoch, Iris. The Unicorn. New York: The Viking Press, 1963. 

Nevitt, Lucy and Andy William Smith. “‘Family Blood is Always the Sweetest’: The 
Gothic Transgressions of Angel/Angelus” Refractory: A Journal of Entertainment Media 
2 (2003). [http://www.refractory.unimelb.edu.au/journalissues/vol2/nevittsmith.htm] 

Playden, Zoe-Jane. “‘What You Are, What’s To Come’: Feminisms, Citizenship and the 
Divine.” In Reading the Vampire Slayer: An Unofficial Critical Companion to Buffy and 
Angel. Ed. Roz Kaveney. London: Tauris Parke, 2003. 120-147. 

Plato. The Collected Dialogues of Plato Including the Letters. Ed. Edith Hamilton and 
Huntington Cairns. Princeton UP, 2002. 

Sakal, Gregory J. “No Big Win: Themes of Sacrifice, Salvation, and Redemption.” In 
Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Philosophy: Fear and Trembling in Sunnydale. Ed. 
James B. South. Chicago: Open Court, 2003. 239-253. 

Senn, Harry A. Were-Wolf and Vampire in Romania. Columbia U P, 1982. 

Stevenson, Gregory. Televised Morality: The Case of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. 
Dallas: Hamilton Books, 2003. 

Whedon, Joss. “Angel: The Final Season,” Angel Season Five, Fox DVD, Disk 6, 2004. 

___. “Commentary for ‘Objects in Space’,” Firefly, Fox DVD, Disk 4, 2003. 

___. “Joss Whedon on ‘Angel’ and ‘Puppet Show’,” Buffy the Vampire Slayer Season 
One, Fox DVD, Disk 3, 2001. 

Wilcox, Rhonda. “‘Every Night I Save You’: Buffy, Spike, Sex and Redemption.” 
Slayage: The Online International Journal of Buffy Studies 5 (2002) [http://www.
slayage.tv/essays/slayage5/wilcox.htm].

___ and David Lavery, eds. Fighting the Forces: What's at Stake in Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2002.

http://www.refractory.unimelb.edu.au/journalissues/vol2/nevittsmith.htm
http://www.slayage.tv/essays/slayage5/wilcox.htm
http://www.slayage.tv/essays/slayage5/wilcox.htm


Jeffrey Bussolini
Los Alamos is the Hellmouth

 
[1] The concept of the Hellmouth is central to Buffy and the 
Buffyverse and a significant amendment from the film. Described as a 
“focal point of mystical energy,” and as “boca del Infierno,” the 
setting for Buffy is not just a place among others where human life is 
threatened by supernatural forces and occurrences, but the place itself is a magnet 
for such phenomena. And, the term, as we know, is meant literally: it is the mouth of 
hell which threatens to be thrown open, with concomitant human destruction, a 
number of times throughout the run of the show. The urgency of the ongoing struggle 
in Buffy and its tragic dimension of continual strife come from being located on such a 
site, where the yawning chasm of hell is just below them. Los Alamos, where the 
atomic bomb was invented and which has been a site of U.S. nuclear and national 
security research ever since, is likewise a place where contact with supernatural 
forces is made, and where destruction also threatens. 
[2] In both of these small, Western U.S. towns, everyday life is set alongside the 
possibility of annihilation. This paper explores the productive, reflective dialogue 
about these two distinctive social spaces, considering some of the myriad strong 
parallels between Sunnydale and Los Alamos, and argues for some ways in which 
these parallels are useful in terms of scholarship and, beyond that, in terms of life 
and survival. In addition to general concerns about the Hellmouth, it takes up the 
similarities between the enterprise of the Initiative from Season 4 and the business of 
Los Alamos since 1943. Here I would like to argue that Buffy helps us to think about 
situations such as those we find in Los Alamos and that, as such, it is a philosophical 
text. Incidentally, Buffy writer Drew Goddard is a Los Alamos native, and I have my 
suspicions that his portrayals of Caleb and the First Evil in Season 7 were influenced 
by the culture of our hometown, but I’ll save those explorations for a later paper until 
I’ve had more chance to talk to him about the matter. 
  
Los Alamos is the Hellmouth 
[3] There are a number of ways in which Sunnydale and Los Alamos are intimately 
related to one another. Both towns are small, out of the way, “safe” towns which 
harbor extreme danger. Not just any danger, but danger itself: the fate and the 
survival of the world as we know it. As sleepy towns off the beaten track, both places 
have a sense of being forgotten by the world at large. Both have downtowns which 
seem more reminiscent of the 1950s than the 1990s. People don’t go to these places 
without a purpose—demons, occultists, scientists—so newcomers are always deemed 
a bit suspicious. Los Alamos is frequently held by its residents to be “idyllic” or “a 
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great place to raise kids,” notwithstanding the evident threat. This town self-identity 
doesn’t seem so far off from Sunnydale: although everyone is well aware of the 
danger, nonetheless they stay and construct a picture of an ideal small town. 
[4] As of a few years ago, Los Alamos and Sunnydale are similar in that they are both 
“one Starbucks towns,” as Xander describes Sunnydale to newcomer Buffy in the very 
first episode of the series (“Welcome to the Hellmouth,” 1001). Los Alamosans are 
now able to share that feeling of keeping up with the fashion of the outside world 
which Starbucks represents for the residents of Sunnydale. Peculiarly, there are also 
an equal number of churches in the two towns. We learn in the episode “What’s my 
Line?” (2009-2010) from Season 2 that there are 43 churches in Sunnydale. Just so 
there are 43 churches and religious congregations in Los Alamos, and in both locales 
we’s find everything from vestiges of Spanish-Catholic outposts to protestant 
churches, fundamentalist congregations, Jewish temples, and Wicca circles. Although 
I am not sure if we ever know how many people live in Sunnydale (fewer all the time, 
apparently), it wouldn’t be too surprising if it were around Los Alamos’ perennial size 
of about 18,000. In any case, 43 churches in each small town is an abnormally high 
concentration indeed. For both Los Alamos and Sunnydale, the number of churches is 
not accidental or merely an index of faith, but indicative of a far more menacing 
underlying reality. Even though the danger in both places is ever-present, it is 
sometimes acknowledged and discussed, sometimes ignored and denied. 
Nonetheless, the residents of both places know and feel the danger, and the presence 
of so many houses of worship seems tied into the effort to come to terms with such 
horrifying danger. In light of the apocalyptic and the deadly, people often cling to 
religion. Of course, the fact that Buffy and the Scoobies are so very agnostic or 
atheistic is instructive: even in light of the threats they face, they refuse the easy call 
to religion. In a sense, they have seen too much for standard organized religion to 
explain and encompass it. 
[5] Residents of both Los Alamos and Sunnydale are killed and harmed by their 
respective demons. Just as certain streets of Sunnydale are particularly dangerous if 
vampires or other threats happen to take up residence nearby, some areas of Los 
Alamos seem also to be danger zones. Manhattan loop was the site of a cluster of 
brain tumors that suggests that something evil was lurking nearby. Workers in Los 
Alamos have been suddenly stricken mortally ill by lethal doses of radiation just as 
those from Sunnydale have been struck dead or ill by witchcraft or magic: Buffy is 
almost killed by a bloodstone vengeance spell in “Witch” (1003), and Xander is 
infected by a host of diseases after digging into the old Sunnydale Mission ruins in 
“Pangs” (4008). Among the serene forests of Los Alamos, children have lost limbs or 
been killed by explosives they happened upon, like the boy Adam encounters in 
“Goodbye Iowa” (4014).  
[6] A similar analysis of living with destruction and possible doom is taken up by Mike 
Davis in Ecology of Fear, where he addresses the imagination of disaster in Los 
Angeles. Undoubtedly, many of his themes of Southern Californian calamity resonate 
with Joss Whedon’s story of Sunnydale. So-cal combines both an apotheosis of the 
American dream and the tale of how, as Davis describes it in one of his chapters, 
“Eden lost its garden.” Both Sunnydale and Los Angeles share in this promise and this 
dread. Davis describes how the residents of Los Angeles are subjected to the risks of 
earthquakes, fires, and intense floods. In addition to earthquakes, Sunnydale 
denizens risk death at the hands of demons, just as Los Alamosans are endangered 



by dangerous substances and dangerous work. Something that characterizes the 
imagination of all three places is ongoing risk of catastrophe. Not just that one could 
die at any moment because of being hit by a car or struck by lightning, but the notion 
that one could at any moment perish in an eruption of tremendous demonic forces. 
[7] In fact, in one section of his book, Davis describes “election day demons” in the 
form of tornadoes which struck Southern California. A particularly destructive family 
of tornadoes ravaged Los Angeles on election day, November 7, 1966. These storms 
caused miles of carnage and they destroyed hundreds of homes. Davis describes how, 
“houses ‘virtually exploded,’ trailers were blown over, and scores of fires were ignited 
when flying debris collided with power lines” (Davis, 177). Storms like these slashed 
people with flying debris, picked up buses, shattered windows, and wrenched off 
roofs. This is not so far off from scenes of pandemonium we see enacted on Buffy, as 
when especially the Hellmouth threatens to open. These aspects of Buffy have been 
discussed in the essay by Boyd Tonkin on “Entropy as Demon: Buffy in Southern 
California,” in Roz Kaveny’s Reading the Vampire Slayer. Tonkin considers the 
hellishness of Southern California as the crucial context for Buffy. 
[8] Sunnydale and Los Alamos resemble each other as well in that human life in toto, 
and maybe life altogether on this planet, is in danger from the forces, dynamics and 
events afoot there. If the Hellmouth opens or if the Bomb goes off, humanity in 
general is doomed, and perhaps all life that we recognize is as well. Giles spells it out 
directly for Buffy, Willow, and Xander in “The Harvest” (1002) when he explains to 
them, “We’re at the center of a mystical convergence here. We may, in fact, stand 
between the Earth and its total destruction.” Of course, he goes on to conclude that 
“the Earth is doomed” after the three students amble off to class. We can recall here 
the lingering fear among some Manhattan Project scientists, including Nobel Laureate 
Enrico Fermi, that the first Trinity test of the atomic bomb on July 16, 1945 would 
ignite the atmosphere and kill all life on Earth. Certainly radioactive contamination or 
a nuclear winter would be a demonic world. In both Sunnydale and in Los Alamos one 
is faced with the possibility—the near presence—of the apocalypse (and not just once, 
but time and again). 
[9] In both towns the crux of the danger and the fear is that the human comes into 
contact with the inhuman, whether it be the supernatural, the unearthly, or what 
have you. While one meaning of the supernatural is certainly that most commonly 
seen in Buffy: the realm of demons and magic, the term also has another sense 
which is natural processes and phenomena of a grand scale or force, such as stellar 
processes or universal events. Clearly this second kind of supernatural is the business 
of Los Alamos, and Los Alamos and Buffy share an interest in multiple universes, 
cosmology, time, space, and the like. In both settings the scale of the human being 
(both temporally and in terms of physical size and strength) is overwhelmed by 
supernatural forces. 
[10] The inhumanity in Los Alamos and Sunnydale is not merely a form of nature on 
a different scale from the human; it is also a destructive Nature. The idea of a 
destructive Nature was the avowed fundamental philosophy of the Marquis de Sade. 
Sade called himself a student of nature and has been called a rationalist (something 
which will hold importance for us when we consider aspects of the Initiative in the 
next section). He recognized a principle of generation and creation in nature but 
subordinated it to another aspect of Nature which he exalted and which he thought to 
be primary: destructive Nature. He devoted himself to the service of this destructive 



Nature which finds ready parallel in Buffy.
[11] In Buffy the Earth is older than we know and was once inhabited exclusively by 
demons who eventually lost their purchase on this reality and were killed off or forced 
into other dimensions. Yet, the recapturing and the destruction of this reality remains 
a high priority for a number of the shows evil agents including the Master, Angelus 
(with Acathla), and Evil Willow (who wants to destroy the Earth and humanity to end 
all suffering—Nietzsche would call this an “ethic of genocide motivated by pity” and 
oppose it at all costs [96]).
[12] The Big Bang theory and astrophysics, which also date the world much older than 
the "popular mythology" that Giles gibes in "Welcome to the Hellmouth" (1001) are 
intimately concerned with the same forces that are unleashed in atomic bombs, the 
stellar processes of fission and fusion. Simone de Beauvoir points out in Faut-il brûler 
Sade, that, via his character Jêrome, Sade expressed his greatest dream as "To attack 
the sun, to snatch it out of the universe and use it to burn the world, those would be 
crimes!" (45/32). This is precisely the enterprise that was achieved through the 
Manhattan Project. Reactions usually at work only inside of stars themselves, fueling 
their intense burning, are made to take place on the surface of the Earth. 
[13] In light of the inhuman, the supernatural, and the destructive—that which poses 
a danger to human existence—Buffy provides a set of reflections and a model of 
resoluteness for existing in such a space of danger and facing it. Is this not all-too-
germane for us today, regardless of whether we live in Los Alamos, Sunnydale, 
Madrid, New York, Baghdad, New Orleans, or any place on the globe? Aren’t we all 
faced by the danger of the supernatural and the destructive? Nietzscheans are fond of 
discussing whether there is any art form in our age which could possibly fulfill the 
vital cultural functions of Nietzsche’s beloved tragedy. I submit that Buffy is that art 
form. In the face of a destructive Nature, Buffy and the Scoobies persist in fighting 
for this world and they affirm living in it. Joss Whedon, as quoted on the cover of 
Reading the Vampire Slayer, has said that “I think of Buffy as life and I don’t like to 
think about the end of that. Life doesn’t stop until it does completely. That’s the 
whole point of the show, that we’re always changing and growing.” Indeed, Toby 
Daspit, in his essay “Buffy Goes to College” in the BtVS and Philosophy collection, 
notes that for him Buffy is significant because it highlights “an approach to knowledge 
and education that may be essential for survival in the new millennium” (126). We 
certainly have a preponderance of violent and destructive demons loosed upon the 
world now, so perhaps Buffy isn’t so far divorced from everyday life after all. 
[14] Los Alamos is as the Hellmouth in the immediate contact with evil and the 
imminence of destruction. Here the fragile network of human society threatens to be 
overwhelmed by older and more elemental forces. If Buffy portrays the ongoing battle 
with evil and possible death then it also depicts the ongoing living in the space of the 
Hellmouth, it addresses the vie quotidienne and the mundane aspects of life on the 
Hellmouth, in proximity to danger. As such, as a work of art, Buffy undertakes the 
question of life in proximity to mortal danger as one of its central elements. Is this 
not both exemplary of the tragic worldview and an all-too-apropos reflection for many 
dimensions of contemporary existence, not to mention finite existence in general? 
Furthermore, the mortal danger in Buffy comes from supernatural and inhuman 
sources which are powerful and often destructive. So it is with Los Alamos as well, 
where both ultimate questions about weapons of mass destruction and everyday 
concerns about radioactivity and accident coincide. Otherworldly and inhuman 



materials and forces are present in both towns. The fabric of the universe itself is at 
issue in the Buffyverse and Los Alamos. 
  
The Initiative 
[15] In both Sunnydale of Season 4 and in Los Alamos from 1943 until today, the 
clandestine elements of the National Security State have set up massive projects to 
attempt scientifically to investigate and control supernatural forces. In both cases the 
enterprise is ambiguous, Janus-faced, presenting one side which emphasizes basic 
research knowledge and public good, and another, darker side which aims at 
developing the most dastardly and powerful weapons possible. Also in each case 
complex ethical questions are raised: does scientific practice somehow push toward 
destructive ends like this as part of its method, or is the science devoted to such ends 
corrupted by the contact with the “evil” forces involved? 
[16] The Initiative and the Los Alamos National Laboratory—operated by the 
University of California such that the scientists and engineers are UC staff members—
present in similar ways. Both at first glance seem to be made up of university 
researchers who are engaged in the usual academic pursuits. But, within the outside 
frame of disinterested research there is another secret frame of reference and 
research. Muntersbjorn notes that “The Initiative is an underground complex of 
laboratories and holding cells for vampires and other demons drawn to the Hellmouth 
under Sunnydale. This massive covert operation is funded by the U.S. government 
and run by scientists and soldiers who masquerade as professors and students” (92). 
A similar set-up and masquerade obtains in both the Initiative and in Los Alamos. The 
Laboratory in Los Alamos is also a distributed complex (43 square miles among forest 
and town), some of it underground, of laboratories and holding cells for plutonium, 
uranium, neptunium, and other demons. It is a massive covert operation funded by 
the U.S. government and run by scientists and soldiers who masquerade as 
professors and students. Not surprisingly, we learn from the DVD commentary that 
the Initiative set was in fact the facilities of an operation known as Skunk Works in 
southern California which made stealth bombers. As the backdrop for the story of a 
covert operation building demon soldiers, the Buffy team used a site not dissimilar 
from Los Alamos where the work of National Security had taken place. Many of the 
facilities in Los Alamos (nuclear accelerators, plutonium metallurgy research labs, 
space science labs) do in fact bear a striking resemblance to the particular 
architecture of the Initiative. 
[17] But in both cases the masquerade and the deeper purpose are in tension with 
one another. While the scientific interest may originate in disinterested pursuit of 
knowledge and be presented as socially beneficial, stepping onto the uncertain 
ground of investigating supernatural forces reveals the problematic aspects of this 
interest. As Toby Daspit describes it: 
  

This principle of mastery, of negation, of desire to know, manifests itself in 
Season Four especially through introduction of the Initiative, the secret U.
S. military sponsored program supposedly aimed at removing the demon 
threat through research and rehabilitation. In knowing the “true” nature of 
demons, the Initiative’s goal appears to be to “solve” the demon problem. 
(121) 

  



The Initiative is distinctive not primarily because it is a military operation, but 
because it is a scientific project charged with knowing about demon threat. While 
clearly the Initiative hopes to control the demon threat and make use of it for 
strategic purposes, these objectives can only be approached through discovering the 
nature of the demon realm. 
[18] Just so, Los Alamos is distinctive because it is an ongoing project to understand 
the atomic threat. It was the focal point of the Manhattan Project and it saw the 
emergence of atomic weapons—much like demons slipping from the Hellmouth. While 
the government hopes to control the atomic threat and use it for military purposes, 
this can only be done by studying the nature of the atomic realm and the possibilities 
to unleash tremendous power there. Los Alamos has remained in the grip of this 
deadly situation ever since. The Cold War saw the growth and boom of the town as 
more and more weapons were being researched and designed. Even after the Cold 
War Los Alamos has remained in the business of maintaining and experimenting on 
old weapons and building and designing new ones. Even more dangerous material is 
there now than during the height of the Cold War, and Los Alamos stands to inherit 
even more if it becomes the sole site for the construction, as opposed to merely the 
design, of American nuclear weapons. All of this, of course, leads to the storage and 
accumulation of radioactive material and waste which sit like demons in the vaults, 
crypts, and forests of Los Alamos. Often the materials and forces exceed their 
containment, as when a charged particle beam from a nuclear accelerator was found 
to be cascading onto a public roadway that was the route for the town’s school buses, 
or when tritium was found in the town’s water. 
[19] Nietzsche elaborates Daspit’s line of thought about science and its relationship to 
being and to knowledge. He is concerned with the relationship between science and 
life and art throughout his writing. In a section from The Birth of Tragedy out of the 
Spirit of Music that bears heavily on our considerations here, Nietzsche is troubled by: 
  

A profound illusion that first saw the light of the world in the person of 
Socrates: the unshakeable faith that thought, using the thread of 
causality, can penetrate the deepest abysses of being, and that thought is 
not only capable of knowing being but even of correcting it. This sublime 
metaphysical illusion accompanies science as an instinct and leads science 
again and again to its limits at which it must turn into art—which is really 
the aim of this mechanism. (96) 

  
According to Nietzsche the quest for understanding the deepest abysses of nature will 
only bring us again and again to the awareness of our need for art and myth to be 
able to understand and to withstand being. On the one hand there is the issue of 
survival which Daspit and Muntersbjorn have raised, and which is certainly relevant 
for existence in Los Alamos and the nuclear age. On the other hand there is an 
“epistemological” question. Some questions, some topics of inquiry, are too bracing 
and too large for us to be able to think directly, and for taking them into 
consideration we require art and myth. Nietzsche uses truth as an example of 
something that it is very difficult to think directly. Certainly intense destruction and 
the survival of the world are such problems as well. For opening them up to reflection 
artistic and mythological sources like Buffy are crucial. For how does one think the 
reality of a nuclear war itself? 



[20] Nietzsche’s reflections are not outright repudiations of science by any means, 
but considerations of ground that realize that even in science and alongside science 
there is a crucial ground for art which serves functions of knowledge and of 
protection. He was already wary of the kind of enterprise the Initiative represents 
when he was writing. He could have been describing the Initiative when he noted 
that: 
  

Science, spurred along by its powerful illusion, speeds irresistibly toward 
its limits where its optimism, concealed in the essence of logic, it suffers 
shipwreck. . . . When they see to their horror how logic coils up at these 
boundaries and finally bites its own tail—suddenly the new form of insight 
breaks through, tragic insight which, merely to be endured, needs art as a 
protection and remedy. (98) 

  
Adam is logic at the point where it coils and bites its tail. It suffers shipwreck and it 
can no longer support a coherent meaning of life for him. Or, perhaps better stated, 
in trying to figure his consistent logical existence, Adam happens upon the premise of 
destructive Nature. He shares Professor Walsh’s vision of constructing an army of 
hybrid soldiers, but his plan to generate the components and compel participation is 
even more ruthless than hers. In this respect we might think also about Dr. 
Strangelove in the film by Stanley Kubrick, who is obsessed by the power of nuclear 
weapons. 
[21] The Manhattan Project is decisive historically both because it was sustained by 
the same impulse—the use of science and technology to solve all ills—and because in 
its aftermath this faith was troubled by serious doubts about whether science and 
reason might themselves give rise to or intensify social ills. The “logic” that Daspit 
describes, and that ostensibly undergirds the Initiative, is startlingly close to the 
deterrence “logic” which has guided research and strategy throughout the nuclear age
—that there are evil actors out there who have, or might be developing, ghastly 
abilities in destruction, so it is imperative for our own protection that we develop and 
make use of such abilities. This turn of reason puts us in the uncomfortable position 
of participating in the same evil that we nonetheless at the same time ostensibly 
denounce. Clearly, notions of right and wrong and good and evil soon become deeply 
confused and confounded in this situation. Just as the United States hoped to 
“defend” against the Soviet Union, so the Initiative seeks to “defend” against the 
demon threat. The more troubling imperative behind both projects is to develop the 
implements of U.S. state power, for which the pretense of research and defense 
provides a ready cover-story. 
[22] The history of Los Alamos contains examples of a reckless faith in scientific 
solutions for dastardly problems that have themselves been created by nuclear 
enterprise. In one of the most shocking, some Los Alamos scientists suggested 
burying tons of nuclear waste in a cavern where a hydrogen bomb would be 
exploded. Theoretically, the neutrons from the explosion would transmute the waste 
into a more stable and less radioactive form—perhaps in the same way that the chip 
would render a fierce demon docile. In both cases, demon and waste-bomb, the 
casual, person-on-the-street observer would instantly see a grave threat which seems 
to be overlooked by the scientists. 
[23] Another obvious problem with the kind of policies pursued by the Initiative and 



Los Alamos is that they are predicated on the need for active deception of the 
populous. While this is hardly new in history, it is an evident problem in a would-be 
democratic society. We will have more occasion to consider this in a few paragraphs, 
when we compare the roles of secrecy in the Scooby gang, the Watcher’s Council, and 
the Initiative. 
[24] Buffy, via the Initiative, allows us to consider one of the more vexing questions 
of the nuclear age, whether science itself contains destructive tendencies or whether 
it has taken on destructive practices as a result of the priorities which have guided it. 
Daspit describes a moment of existential doubt about science when Riley confronts 
Adam and tells him “She (Professor Walsh) made you because she was a scientist.” 
For Daspit, “That is, the will to mastery intrinsic in modernist scientific inquiry is itself 
dangerous. Adam simply personifies the danger” (122). One could hardly help being 
struck by the same impression vis-à-vis Los Alamos, that the drive to understand 
natural and supernatural forces in the physical sciences is, itself, dangerous. Here we 
can think of Goethe’s Faust and a host of such tales about nature, limits, and human 
knowledge. 
[25] What might it be that characterizes and drives this danger? Beyond the 
inhumanity of the frame of reference of the forces at hand, issues of method as well 
may intensify the danger. Daspit describes a “new mathematical and mechanistic 
cosmology—a scientific one—that came to characterize modernity” which is 
exemplified especially by Rene Descartes and Isaac Newton (118). This cosmology, as 
exemplified by these thinkers, casts nature in terms of machines that can be broken 
down and understood in terms of their constituent parts—we are all familiar with 
Descartes’ clock metaphor for the universe and his belabored discussions of animals 
(non-human) as no more than machines. It is precisely this reductive, machine model 
which proves dangerous, according to Daspit, since the drive to understand nature is 
soon caught up in the desire to imitate it then improve upon it: 
  

When Romantic poet William Wordsworth wrote in “The Tables Turned,” 
“Our meddling intellect/Misshapes the beauteous forms of things;/We 
murder to dissect,” he undoubtedly could not have predicted the excesses 
that human attempts to understand, and control, “nature” would bring.
[. . .] Indeed, in creating her Frankenstein’s monster from demon, human, 
and mechanical parts, (Maggie) Walsh exemplifies the modernist 
reductionism to which Wordsworth alludes. That is, by “dissecting” 
demons, then putting together pieces as if solving some jigsaw puzzle, she 
believes that science can not only understand reality better, but in fact 
supersede that reality. Walsh and the “powers that be” behind the 
Initiative intend Adam to be a prototype of a slew of super-soldiers. (122) 

  
In fact, as Muntersbjorn notes, there is no informed consent inside the Initiative—for 
demons or for humans: Spike and other demons are subject to behavior modification, 
Riley and the other soldiers are subjected to performance enhancement technologies 
(technological and drug supplements) and to behavioral modification as well. This is 
very similar to the now emerging, and sadly ongoing story of uninformed 
experimentation that is the legacy of the nuclear age and the drive to national 
security. Eileen Welsome’s book The Plutonium Files documents thousands of 
experiments, often carried out by Los Alamos Health Physicists, conducted on 



prisoners, mental patients, routine hospital visitors, and soldiers as part of our 
nation’s nuclear “Initiative.” Valerie Kuletz and Ward Churchill have documented how 
Native American Indian populations have oftentimes served as other human guinea 
pigs for such “research.” The goal behind such research? Supposedly to “protect the U.
S. and its citizens” through understanding and controlling the nuclear threat, but, like 
the Initiative, more fundamentally motivated by the drive to obtain military strategic 
superiority at all costs. 
[26] The litany of crazy experiments that were thought up and performed in the Cold 
War includes many which seem no more far-fetched than the workings of the 
Initiative on Buffy. As just two of many examples, we can here think of the attempts 
to use atomic bombs to mine natural gas (the explosions did in fact release the gas 
from deep underground, but unfortunately it was far too radioactive to be used) and 
the proposals that hydrogen bomb explosions above the desert could render it into 
arable land. Buffy even comments explicitly on this legacy, as Muntersbjorn again 
points out so well: 
  

Buffy saves the world—a lot. But she doesn’t do it alone. In “Primeval” the 
metaphorical reliance of Buffy on her friends becomes literal. Adam’s 
power source is a radioactive uranium core. Willow suggests a “uranium 
extracting spell,” a reach we can measure by considering the cost of this 
particular “spell” as part of the Manhattan Project. We have yet to 
experience the full blowback from that Initiative’s monster. (100) 

  
Buffy, as an art form, directly portrays and grapples with the demonic aspects of 
technology, and here Muntersbjorn points out that that aspect, in concert with the 
show’s tragic ethics of perduring a risk-laden life, makes it a source of philosophical 
reflections about situations that are everyday conditions for us as we live in the world. 
  
Secrecy 
[27] The Initiative and Los Alamos share similar uses of secrecy to control and 
compartmentalize information about their work. Both, as noted before, employ cover 
stories, and within both there are multiple levels of secrecy and of access. There is no 
such thing as free-reign in either place. Both are spatially controlled by armed 
guards, physical security measures, and high-technology devices like retinal scanners 
and hand-print identification. Access to the different areas and levels depends upon 
rank and upon need-to-know, which is the general rule of compartmentalization in 
both sites. There is a general security perimeter at Los Alamos that requires a Q-
Clearance to pass, yet even within that enclosure there are a number of areas and 
groups that are need-to-know and restricted. Just so, general access to the Initiative 
obviously requires high-level clearance and the passing of retinal and voice scan, yet 
within the secure area there are restricted locations where only certain persons are 
allowed. The most secret and dastardly, yet also most obvious, business of the 
Initiative is contained in 314 (that is, at least until it gets out—it exceeds the 
laboratory, we might say), where only a few scientists can enter. Monster 
manufacturing is hidden within the core of the Initiative the way that X-Division 
(bomb design) is hidden within the core of Los Alamos, behind handprint gates within 
the already tight security of the first cordon. 
[28] Both the Scoobies and the Initiative have a general rule of secrecy about 



matters demonic. There is the memorable exchange with Willow when, after finding 
out about Buffy’s role as the Slayer, Xander exclaims that “it’s like we have this big 
secret” (“The Harvest,” 1002). Yet the forms of the rules of secrecy are quite different 
between them. While there is also a kind of need-to-know with the Scoobies, 
exigency and chance have admitted a wide number of actors into the realm of 
knowledge about and participation in the demon world—hence Riley’s incredulity at 
the number of people who know about Buffy’s role as the Slayer, and the Initiative’s 
inability to understand the role of good or morally ambiguous demons on Buffy’s side 
or in Buffy’s contact. For Riley and the commandos, it is a clear matter of 
classification where only those with clearances can legally know about demons, and 
where demons are always and inherently bad.  
[29] A major contrast in the use of secrecy between the Initiative and the Scoobies is 
that the access to information in the Initiative is strictly controlled hierarchically and 
Dr. Walsh is the only one with certain key information. Except for some notable 
exceptions, such as Buffy’s “test” at the hands of the Watcher’s Council on her 
eighteenth birthday (“Helpless,” 3012) and the mind-job that Spike initially pulls on 
the Scoobies in “The Yoko Factor” (4020), for Buffy and the Scoobies information is 
generally shared and this is often vital to their success. In their sharing of 
information, discussion, and cooperation, the Scoobies enact the kind of participatory 
democracy that was in the air at the time of Season 4. During that season 
antiglobalization protests took place in Seattle in November and in Washington DC in 
April, with their anarchist emphasis on autonomous decision-making and cooperative 
action. Recall that Riley tells his commanding officer that he is defecting from the 
Initiative because, “I’m an anarchist” (“New Moon Rising,” 4015). It is noteworthy 
that the politics of the antiglobalization/global justice movement are critical of exactly 
the kind of state-based, hierarchical, and military politics that motivates the Initiative, 
and Los Alamos.
[30] The Scoobies delegate tasks according to ability and according to a standard of 
voluntary participation in light of full knowledge about the situation. And, whereas the 
fighting and the research are strictly divided in the Initiative, Buffy will do research, 
and all of the Scoobies participate in battle at some turn or other. The bureaucracy 
and the security of the Initiative are predicated upon the notion of restricting 
information and assigning duties based on limited information—the soldiers and Riley 
never ask Dr. Walsh the kind of vital questions and details that Buffy does. Buffy’s 
asking of those questions only serves to indicate the gulf between their respective 
positions on authority and knowledge, and as we know it causes Walsh to see Buffy 
as a threat to the Project and to turn on her. 
[31] It bears noting that the Watcher’s Council’s philosophy on knowledge and 
secrecy is essentially parallel to that of the Initiative: a strictly hierarchical 
organization where knowledge is controlled by rank and where fighting is separated 
from research. The Council sees the Slayers as the soldiers of their ongoing battle 
against demons. Sometimes, key knowledges or aspects of information are withheld 
by the Watcher’s Council, leaving the Scoobies in Sunnydale at a disadvantage and in 
danger. Likewise we might say that the residents of Los Alamos are also withheld 
critical information that bears on their situation, putting them in danger (tritium in 
the water, lots of plutonium nearby, the nuclear threat in general). 
[32] The Watcher’s Council and the Initiative demand loyalty based on laws and 
backed up by violence. For both of them the soldiers are obligated to follow orders 



and carry out missions devised by the researchers. The conflict between this outlook 
and that of the Scoobies causes Buffy to quit the Council. Needless to say, the 
cooperative techniques of the Sunnydale group around Buffy are anathema to both 
the Council and the Initiative. As we know, the Council harbors doubts about Giles 
and Sunnydale from the beginning, and the Initiative only makes a brief overture to 
Buffy and Giles before turning against them. Buffy and gang’s reflective and 
cooperative approach stands as a counterpoint to these more authority-centered 
models. 
[33] For the Scoobies loyalty is motivated by shared respect, and generally no one’s 
participation is compelled or deceived. While of course there are considerations about 
authority and leadership in Sunnydale that persist throughout Buffy (“The Witch’s” 
“And you’ll be stopping me how?” [1003] to Season 7’s protracted overture by Buffy 
that she must be the one in control and responsible for everyone), the Sunnydale 
crew has for the most part rejected the military and hierarchical form of action and 
decision-making for one that is more distributed and organic. Their secrets are not 
based on laws and rules, but pragmatism and ethics. Buffy doesn’t initially tell her 
mom Joyce that she is the Slayer not out of obedience to the rules of the Council, but 
because the difficulty from the disclosure would be onerous for mother and daughter 
alike. And the Scoobies don’t go to the police because the police can’t know what it is 
they do, not because the police shouldn’t know based on some regulations. The 
activities of the Scoobies are simply outside of the ken and consciousness of most 
people in their daily lives. As Giles remarks at the end of “The Harvest” (1002), 
“People have a tendency to rationalize what they can and forget what they can’t.” 
They function outside the notice of most people, yet their actions affect the survival 
and fate of humanity at large. And, although their outlooks are different, it is the 
same for scientists in Los Alamos, who also function largely outside of notice, but 
whose work affects the survival and fate of the planet at large. 
  
Conclusion 
[34] The startling resemblance between Sunnydale and Los Alamos makes Buffy’s 
ethics and philosophy of life relevant to reflection on the nuclear age and its ongoing 
threat to us. Even though some might see Buffy as an empty fantasy, we are living in 
the same kind of recurring danger that she and the Scoobies are. We live side by side 
with the inhuman as well and it gives to us a permanent risk and reminder of fatality. 
It is not just the prospect of individual death, but also that of mass death or 
destruction of the world—the Apocalypse. As such this seems the stuff of theology, 
but if so it is not otherworldly theology, but that which pertains to the life in this 
world. How to live in the face of this risk, how to avoid exhaustion and despair and 
how to maintain touch with joy? This joy is not some hollow emphasis on distraction 
or titillation, but the deep question, most forthrightly considered by Baruch Spinoza in 
his Ethics, of how to avoid succumbing to fear and despair in our lives. Joy for him is 
not merely enjoyment, but is deeply tied to our pursuit of knowledge, our 
constructive social relations, and our ongoing existence in the world. 
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"In fact it is not a question of a human 
incapacity for a state of absolute happiness, but of an ever 
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Cordelia Chase has what is perhaps the most exotic story arc of any character within 
Buffy or Angel. She begins as a self-centered, acerbic, and popularity-obsessed 
teenager in the first season of Buffy, and finishes her tenure on Angel as a "higher 
being", whose last favor to Angel is to remind him that he is capable of leading his 
extended family without the nefarious resources of Wolfram and Hart. In many ways, 
Cordelia defines herself in opposition to Buffy, and in just as many ways she 
resembles the Slayer, and shares her role as mystical protector. Her relationship with 
Angel, which begins as a slightly predictable romance, deepens over the course of five 
seasons into a complex familial attachment based on mentorship and unconditional 
love. And we, as the audience, get to watch Cordelia evolve from the catty teenager 
who ruthlessly teased Willow, Xander, and even Buffy herself, to the functional 
"heart" of Angel Investigations, as well as a co-parent to Angel's son, Connor—a 
relationship whose incestuous elements are indicative of the erotic flexibility that 
"family" continues to possess within both shows.1 More than any other character, 
Cordelia reminds the crew that they are, indeed, family; and, more than any other 
character, she criticizes, upbraids, and pushes her family-members beyond their 
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alleged limitations.
(2) This chapter intends to interrogate Cordelia's role as a mother-figure on Angel by 
juxtaposing what I call her "radical ethics of care" against the ambivalent familial 
position of the character who seems, to me, to be her opposite: Fred. Beginning the 
series as a socially awkward and painfully shy exile from another dimension—and it 
really is sentences like these that make me love my job as a cultural critic—Fred's 
transition into the character known as Illyria, a former "pure" demon with a coldly 
analytical mind and a strange curiosity for human affairs, is not just a masterwork of 
acting on Amy Acker's part, but moment of profound fracture within the show. It is 
one thing for the crew to lose Cordelia, who clearly has duties on a higher plane to 
fulfill; but it is quite another thing to lose shy, retiring Winifred Burkle, and to lose 
her so completely, to a consumptive demonic force who still physically resembles the 
family member that she has effectively murdered.
(3) Both Cordelia and Fred are given storylines that involve aspects of biological 
motherhood. Cordelia is impregnated by a demon near the beginning of the series 
("Expecting," 1012), which serves as a narrative gesture to her more substantial 
pregnancy in season 4. This pregnancy is the opposite of Darla's—rather than the 
case of an "inhuman" creature (Darla) producing a healthy human infant, Cordelia is a 
healthy human who produces a destructive and supernatural offspring. Similarly, 
Fred's body becomes a site of gestation for Illyria, who uses her as a sort of human 
cocoon. Both births are monstrous, in that they harm (and, in Fred's case, kill) the 
mother, while producing something radically different from her in a strange ex nihilo 
fashion, something that wants to destroy her even as it is physiologically nurtured 
and carried to term by her.
(4) The potential for discussing these monstrous births within a psychoanalytic 
framework is almost overwhelming, but I don't want to fall into the trap of sketching 
out fascinating psychological models for these characters which completely divest 
them of narrative context or emotional significance. I would propose, therefore, a 
kind of orbital psychoanalytic reading of Cordelia and Fred as mothers—a reading that 
incorporates some relevant psychoanalytic criticism while staying focused on the 
shows rather than on their instrumental value to Freudian traditions, which really 
have received enough legitimation through western academic criticism and don't need 
Angel to help them out.
(5) What I want to explore with this discussion is not how these characters might 
contribute to the towering canon of clinical writing on motherhood, but on how the 
alternative motherhoods that they represent offer both challenges to, and hybrids of, 
various critical writings on maternity and mothering within psychoanalytic and literary 
traditions. I am more interested in exploring the social rather than the psychoanalytic 
underpinnings of these radical mothering spaces, given that Angel, as a television 
show, draws more self-consciously on previous televisual narratives than it does on 
the dense and exclusionary writings of Lacan, Jung, or Freud. I would like to propose, 
then, using the works of Julia Kristeva as a sort of theoretical bridge here, given that 
she attempts to link textual criticism with clinical psychiatric practices.2
(6) Lest this chapter appear as merely a recapitulation of Chapter 3 on Buffy and 
motherhood, I should stress once again that mothering on Angel relies on very 
different models than on Buffy, and that it generally goes to darker and riskier places
—with Fred's own fatal labor as a case in point of this. I do not want to suggest that 
motherhood on Angel is somehow more "adult," given that Angel itself is supposed to 



represent a show about adult relationships. Destructive and ambivalent versions of 
motherhood should not cohere as adult simply because they are grittier and more 
interesting, just as it would be insulting to suggest that teen motherhood does not 
have radical and life-altering consequences. This chapter's goal, then, is to query why 
biological motherhood is presented primarily as a negative and harmful principle 
within Angel, whereas symbolic and extended-family motherhood—as personified, for 
example, by Cordelia's role as the crew's unofficial "mother"—is presented as positive 
and life-affirming.
(7) I do not think the answer is as simple as the fact that Angel and Buffy both value 
non-biological family connections over biological ones. It has to be the intersection of 
generic elements, narrative structures, individual character histories, and audience 
reception that produces these negative and, at times, frightening simulations of 
motherhood. And it remains to be seen whether they are, in fact, wholly negative. 
Although her "birth" effectively results in the death of Fred, the character of Illyria 
becomes an ambivalent, and at times positive, force within the Angel Investigations 
crew. And, in a nostalgic sense, Fred's sudden and violent death, like Tara's on Buffy, 
forces the crew to re-cohere as a family.
(8) Her absence is filled in a most interesting way by Illyria, who, despite her 
homicidal legacy as a kind of fascist demon-princess, is now completely alone, bereft 
of subjects, stranded on an alien world with her powers severely limited—in many 
ways, she is as lonely and frightened as Fred must have been when she first landed in 
the hostile dimension of Pylea.3 What begins as a derision towards human cultural 
customs on Illyria's part develops, over time, into a knowledge gap that frustrates 
her, just as Fred's social awkwardness was a site of both frustration and desire in that 
it forced her to watch from the outside, to linger, a bit like Angel himself, looking in 
on the warm human dynamics of an extended family she didn't quite know how to 
penetrate. Illyria's outsiderness, although it manifests itself as icy posturing and 
imperialism-writ-large, is no less predicated on loneliness than was Fred's.
(9) Cordelia is known in both shows for her particular brand of incisive honesty, and 
Janet Halyfard suggests that her very name is "an ironic equivalent to the 
Shakespearean Cordelia’s unrelenting honesty" (Halyfard, "Greatest Love of All" 2). It 
is often a self-serving honesty, though, as she tells people what she needs them to 
hear, not necessarily what they need to hear. In the early Buffy episode "Killed By 
Death" (2018), Cordelia tells Giles that "tact is just not saying true stuff. I’ll pass." In 
this, she is the opposite of Giles, whose careful speech conveys the brand of civilized 
liberalism that was discussed in the previous chapter. Later, in the first season of 
Angel, she elaborates on this personal philosophy by stating that "I think it, I say it. 
That’s my way" ("The Bachelor Party," 1007).
(10) Cordelia’s truth-telling abilities are interesting, particularly because they have 
more to do, I think, with cultural entitlement than with a pressing need for honesty. 
Unlike the character of Drogyn, who is mystically required to tell the truth—a fact that 
annoys Spike to no end—Cordelia simply chooses to tell the truth (most of the time) 
because she feels it is her "way." She uses this entitlement to openly criticize Angel, 
Wesley, Gunn, and, to a lesser extent, Fred and Lorne, using creative epithets 
ranging from "lunkhead" to "proto-loser." I have to wonder where this entitlement 
comes from, and how it aligns with Cordelia’s later role as a mother. Does her ability 
to craft honest and unsparing speech in any way presage her ability to produce a 
child? Are the two related? And how does this compare to Fred’s halting, unclear, and 



hesitant relationship with "true" speech-acts?
(11) I suppose the question I’m really asking here is whether veracity, traditionally 
held up as a "masculine" model of speech, has some influence on these characters as 
mother figures—that is, whether their varied uses of speech somehow make them 
vulnerable to the destructive forces that invade their bodies, and whether this 
invasion is not, after all, a silencing of their speech.
(12) In the first few seasons of Buffy, Cordelia’s above-mentioned entitlement is more 
of a license to ridicule, and its origins seem somewhat obvious. Her first comment to 
Buffy in "Welcome To The Hellmouth" (1001) is that "you’ll be okay here. . . if you 
hang with me and mine," and later, upon seeing Willow’s plain outfit, she 
‘compliments’ her on having "seen the softer side of Sears."4 That Cordelia so 
casually harnesses the language of advertising here to ridicule Willow is, I think, 
testament to her secure knowledge that the advertising itself is on her side. Cordelia’s 
entitlement, then, is implicated with her status as an upper-middle-class teenager 
who can afford to shop at Bloomingdales rather than Sears, and who conceptualizes L.
A. as a Mecca of shoes rather than a haven for vampires. She has, like most 
teenagers who have never experienced poverty, conflated her economic status with 
her license to deliver the truth.
(13) In this instance, it is more the truth about people’s outfits than any sort of 
sweeping moral observations, but it remains disturbing that Cordelia’s knowledge of 
what it means to be "true" is inextricably bound to her knowledge of what it means to 
be rich, so that her searing critiques of other people’s lives and lifestyles emerge 
squarely from her visible privilege. She is therefore at her most classist when she 
upbraids Xander and Faith, who are constructed as opposing working-class models5, 
and who visually as well as culturally clash not just with her concept of "cool," but 
with her idea of what a legitimate "person" could be.
(14) When Cordelia discovers that her new L.A. apartment is infested with 
cockroaches—as well as, we learn later, a nasty poltergeist—she laments to Angel 
that "my apartment. . . is like the barrio—or the projects or whatever, and I live 
there! I’m the girl from the projects" ("Room With a View," 1005). Two things are 
clear from this statement. The first is that Cordelia has probably never been to a poor 
Latin-American or African-American neighborhood, and that her knowledge of the 
terms "barrio" and "projects" are limited to what she has seen on television. The 
second is that her white, middle-class sensibilities have allowed her to conveniently 
conflate one racialized space for another, primarily because she, as a privileged white 
woman, sees no reason to differentiate between the two. The "projects" are as exotic 
to her as any of the strange dimensions that Angel or Wesley have told her about, 
and her chances of entering that neighborhood are about as slim as her chances of 
leaping into the Hellmouth.
(15) Angel, who spent his days as a human pretending to be an Irish working-class 
man—when he was actually an aristocrat wasting his father’s money on drinking—
seems to have no problem with Cordelia’s appropriation of these loaded terms. In 
actual fact, the two come from quite similar economic backgrounds. The only 
difference between them is that Cordelia moved from the financial stability of her 
parents’ home to the (relative) financial stability of Angel Investigations, whereas 
Angel himself has experienced material poverty to the point that he had to forage 
through dumpsters and feed on rats.
(16) I am raising the issue of poverty here because I think that Angel, unlike Buffy, is 



more thoughtful in its presentation of financial instability, and that Cordelia remains a 
sort of middle-class core standing in opposition to these sub-stories of economic 
inequality and differential access. It is clear that Angel, like most people who have 
directly experienced poverty or who regularly live below the poverty line, has internal 
as well as external poor-bashing6 to deal with. His drive to remain financially viable 
through Angel Investigations, as well as his desire to financially provide for Connor, is 
in part a result of internalized critiques around poverty, and his inexpressible shame 
at having been, however many years ago, hungry and homeless. Unlike Gunn, who 
seems to have been poor for most of his life, but has responded to this poverty by 
mobilizing communities of access and aid throughout his neighborhood, Angel has 
taken the ‘disavowal’ tact and chosen to concentrate on reacquiring financial stability 
rather than building bridges with other poor communities.
(17) I am aware that this statement might sound a bit heavy-handed. Who, after all, 
is Angel supposed to reach out to? Other poor vampires? Working-class demon 
communities? It may seem like I’m criticizing him for not being some sort of outreach 
worker when, in fact, nothing within the show’s narrative points to the idea that he 
should adopt such a role. This is, after all, a fantasy show—not a documentary about 
poverty in L.A. But the fact remains that L.A., unlike the mythical Sunnydale, is a real 
locus of economic inequality, and a space within which multiple poor neighborhoods 
compete with each other, while spectacularly rich neighborhoods define themselves in 
visual opposition to what they conceptualize as the "barrio" and the "projects."
(18) Gunn and Angel are the only characters on the show who have any idea of what 
outrageous material inequalities actually exist within such a metropolitan space, yet 
Gunn’s poorness is a ‘matter-of-fact’ signifier that becomes troublingly conflated with 

his blackness7, while Angel’s poor history is something that he only talks about or 
revisits against his will—as in the dream sequence between Angel, Faith, and Angelus, 
when Angel’s dark counterpart ridicules "poor Angel" by saying that "his fingers never 
smelled of anything but rat! I'm so sorry. I give up. I'm gonna live in a 
sewer!" ("Orpheus," 4015). He is referring here to the image of Angel wandering, 
homeless, through the streets of L.A., but he also connects Angel’s poverty with 
"hiding," which is yet another erasure of real poverty in favor of what Anya might call 
"metaphor poverty." The only characters in Angel who have experienced poverty, 
then, almost never complain about being (or having been) poor, while Cordelia, who 
has never actually been poor, complains about her lack of financial stability all the 
time. This comes back to her cultural entitlement as a middle-class white woman to 
manipulate "truth," which, in this case, is an appropriation of actual lived poverty for 
the purpose of feeling "barrio," of feeling like the "helpless" that Angel Investigations 
is supposed to be helping, despite the fact that all of those "helpless" who walk 
through the door seem to have the financial means to pay for the crew’s services.
(19) Why this digression into Cordelia’s co-option of poor narratives, or poor 
experience? And why just Cordelia? Fred, after all, comes from a firmly middle-class 
background, a white nuclear family that both emotionally and financially supports her, 
and that background should link her to Cordelia’s experience of privilege. Yet both 
characters "perform" their privilege in very different ways, and Cordelia is much more 
vocal about her cultural entitlements than Fred is. I want this discussion of poverty, 
background, and home-life to provide a framework for treating both Cordelia and Fred 
as mother figures who experience quite different "births." I think that their arcs as 



characters, and their exits from the show, are critically informed by the spaces of 
privilege that they have been allowed to occupy, as well as their means for 
articulating that privilege—relentless verbosity, in the case of Cordelia, and 
embarrassment or guilt in the case of Fred.8
(20) These characters’ middle-class backgrounds, their whiteness, and their unique 
discursive strategies all combine to make them appropriate mother-subjects for a 
correlatively white, middle-class audience. They are coded as "acceptable" mothers, 
even if their progeny are supernatural and destructive, and to replace them with a 
working-class, African-American mother, or—even more unlikely on network television
—a working-class Latina mother, would be an unacceptable and indeed unwatchable 
prospect to that same audience.9 Their backgrounds, then, are cultural scripts that 
allow them access to televisual motherhood, but that motherhood has very different 
manifestations for them which align with their different experiences, and articulatory 
strategies, of privilege.
(21) Cordelia, who is a vocal advocate of her own privilege, creates a fully-formed 
supernatural being, Jasmine, who attempts (shockingly) to control the world. Fred, on 
the other hand, who internalizes her own privilege and cannot express it except in 
terms of insecurity and social awkwardness, has her body devoured from the inside 
by the demon Illyria, and ends up metamorphosing into the character who, I think, 
represents the staunchest and most objective critic of humanity and human affairs on 
Angel. But why in this symbolic framework does acceptance of privilege produce a 
destructive side-effect, namely Jasmine, while allowing Cordelia to live, but 
ambivalence around privilege results in the death and subsequent "evil" 
transformation of Fred?
(22) I should state here that I have not presented these poles—acceptance vs. 
ambivalence of privilege—as master guidelines for discussing Cordelia and Fred as 
characters, or even for discussing them as mother-figures. Both have complex 
narratives, as well as inconsistent and therefore human practices of social interaction, 
and neither are reducible to their race or economic background. But I do think that 
Angel sets up a serious paradox in the background with these arcs, suggesting, 
however unconsciously, that the character who embraces her privilege (Cordelia) gets 
to become a higher being and exit Angel as an overwhelmingly positive force, 
whereas the character who is conflicted about her privilege—and who finds herself in 
an interracial relationship (with Gunn)10—ends up getting possessed by a millennia-
old demon who wants only to enjoy the imperial and luxurious existence that she had 
thousands of years ago. Cordelia’s essence, her soul, remains coherent, while Fred’s 
soul is "consumed by the fires of resurrection" ("Shells," 5016). Only Illyria is left—
Illyria, who is morally, as well as visually, the opposite of Fred’s essential "Fredness." 
And yet, the two maintain a connection with each other, and can even appear, at 
times, as the same person. The message here is more than a little baffling, to say the 
least.
(23) As I have stated earlier, these "births" are both negative, in that they produce 
destructive forces rather than healthy offspring. Therefore, it is not as if Cordelia’s 
birth, as a result of her experience of privilege, is somehow rewarding—it does, after 
all, land her in a coma. In some ways, we can even see the "birth" of Illyria as a kind 
of reward, given that Fred, although she is radically different, gets to "live on" 
through Illyria, whereas Cordelia is taken outright from the show, and receives no 
interesting blue-haired reincarnation with a penchant for wearing tight leather armor. 



But it is still the case that Cordelia’s offspring, Jasmine, is never meaningfully 
connected with the "real" Cordelia. The pregnant Cordelia who schemes against Angel 
Investigations, who drives a wedge between Angel and Connor, and who even kills 
Lilah11, effectively vanishes the moment that Jasmine is killed and "true" Cordy 
wakes up from her coma. Illyria, on the other hand, is a living reminder that "true" 
Fred is gone, and that only this false and malevolent copy remains. Fred/Illyria 
become a joined mother/daughter subjectivity, a dual being whose constituent 
essences are inseparable; Cordelia is never so intimately connected with her evil 
child, and is remembered as the healthy, vibrant Cordy that everyone knew best. She 
has no protracted and wrenching death scene like Fred, and her exit is classically 
cinematic—she simply vanishes—in stark opposition to Fred’s physically violent 
struggles with a cancer-like illness that liquefies her internal organs.12
(24) In fact, it is Jasmine’s body that becomes the symbolic register for these images 
of corruption, contagion, and illness. It is Jasmine whose physical beauty masks a 
putrid and decomposing reality, and whose physical fight with Angel allows her to be 
visually destroyed, and thus contained, in a way that Fred’s illness can never be. 
Jasmine becomes a metonymic substitute for Cordelia’s negative qualities, her 
selfishness, her cruelty, and thus allows Cordelia to effectively be reborn as a true 
"higher being," while all of the literal, as well as symbolic, darkness within her is 
expunged through the birthing process and then eradicated through Jasmine’s death. 
The prospect of a black woman, Jasmine, being not just the supernaturally evil "child" 
of an enlightened white woman, but also being a site of abjection and scapegoating 
for white negativity, is as disturbingly racist as it is infuriatingly common within white 
literature and cultural production. The black body has historically been a locus of 
traumatic transfer, a site for the breakdown and dispersal of white anxiety around 
erotic, as well as ideological, scripts, and this symbolic exchange is evident within all 
sorts of media.
(25) Hazel Carby describes this process at length in her book Race Men (2002), and 
locates it as a complex psycho-historical project of the "western" world that has been 
operating practically from the first moment of European contact. We can see it 
visualized clearly in white cultural production—for example, the miscegenation fears 
in a ‘classic’ text like Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird; the disturbing sex/death 
imagery that surrounds the black serial killer in the 1990s horror film Candyman; and 
the more recent cinematic offering O, an adaptation of Shakespeare’s Othello, whose 
eponymous black character begins the film as a successful and highly eroticized 
athlete only to become a destitute murderer before the last reel. All of these media 
encode the "negrophilia/negrophobia" binary discussed by Kobena Mercer, which is an 
"aesthetic idealization and erotic investment in the racial other that inverts and 
reverses the binary axis of the fears and anxieties invested in or projected onto the 
other in ‘negrophobia’" (Mercer 191). Thus, the necessary white containment of black 
bodies in visual media, as well as text, must always carry with it an equalizing 
"scopophila" of the black body, a hyper-eroticizing or hyper-finessing of it, which 
serves as a surface fixation and visual incarceration of the bodies that are deemed 
most threatening to white corporeality.
(25) This "idealization/anxiety" clearly operates around the character of Jasmine, who 
is fetishized for her supernatural beauty, and whose enthralling of scores of white 
people—including the Angel Investigations crew—constructs her as the stereotypically 



seductive black woman who uses her beauty as a discursive weapon. That she even 
manages to "seduce" Gunn, a black man, is a kind of ironic testimony to her powers 
of thrall, as well as a suggestion that Gunn’s blackness is, as it has been historically 
constructed by white audiences, is a kind of moral weakness rather than a form of 
racial solidarity. Jasmine states that her followers are "my eyes, my skin, my limbs, 
and, if need be, my fists" ("Sacrifice," 4020), summoning up the image of a 
monstrous mother who has organically absorbed her "children," and who, even more 
threateningly, is able to strike out at "normal" people—being constructed here as ‘not 
Jasmine,’ and hence, by extension, as ‘not black’—by co-opting their very bodies and 
inciting revolt. This idea of an organic, as well as an ideological, invasion by an 
"othered" character is made all the more troubling by the fact that a white woman 
produces this other, and a white man (Angel) ultimately destroys her. Both characters 
act like normalizing white bookends to Jasmine’s chaotic and vitiating black presence, 
her monstrous maternity that is threatening to destroy the world through enforced 
love and servitude.13
(26) Both Jasmine and Cordelia are 'essentially' mothers, which complicates things, 
since we have a mythical scenario of a mother being impregnated by another 
supernatural person (Connor), and then producing a full-grown and seemingly 
maternal "child." If we try to mobilize Julia Kristeva’s theories of motherhood and 
abjection (l’abjection) here, it seems that Jasmine represents a frightening collision of 
idealized speaking-subjectivity with maternal and consuming "pre-speech," and thus 
needs to contained and destroyed in order for the characters around her to continue 
on with their rational existence—otherwise, they might be swept into the ominous 
space of Jasmine’s "love," which serves, in Kristevan terms, as a site for the 
dissolution of "speaking" subjectivity and the reassertion of a more poetic, flexible, 
and prenatal space, a consciousness before official consciousness.
(27) This is not the space that a character like Angel, clearly in possession of his 
rational faculties, would ever endorse, although the show’s privileging of emotional 
connections and interpersonal relationships actually gestures towards a valorization of 
this poetic mothering space. Perhaps this is why Jasmine needs to be destroyed—so 
that Angel can continue to celebrate mothering-connections while firmly distancing 
itself from the possibility that it might ever become "just" a show about mothering, or 
"just" a series of emotional and affective narratives.14
(28) I have previously quoted Kristeva as describing the process of abjection, of 
distancing oneself from a seemingly horrifying presence, as "above all a revolt against 
an external menace from which one wants to distance oneself, but of which one has 
the impression that it might menace us from the inside. The relation to abjection is 
finally rooted in the combat that every human being carries on with the 
mother" (Kristeva, Interviews 118). In a western world that privileges literary 
communication, coded historically as masculine and described by the semiotician 
Jacques Derrida as "grammatology"—the valorization of written narratives over other 
forms of extra-linguistic communication, including oral traditions and body language—
the mother continues to psychologically represent an erasure of language, a return to 
prelinguistic consciousness, which brings with it an unbalancing of this narrative 
privilege. We distance ourselves from "non-rational" modes of communication, from a 
sort of maternal dialogism, not simply because we believe in the efficacy of the 
narrative sign, but because we cohere as humans in part because of the narrative 
sign. If we lose our narrative, we lose our humanity, and that humanity needs to 



preserved textually in order for it to be culturally legible, and valuable, within the 
confines of western historical and literary production.
(29) When Jasmine says scathingly to Angel, "look what free will has gotten 
you" ("Peace Out," 4021), it is clear that the unconditional love and support that she 
offered needs now to be recontextualized as coercion and confinement. The only 
legible sort of love and support that remains within the show’s universe is the 
imperfect and sometimes faltering love of the crew itself, who buttress and hold each 
other in their own flawed and unique ways. Jasmine’s rationalization that "I murdered 
thousands to save billions" is, in a crucial way that the show never examines, an 
analytical re-presentation of Angel’s own mission statement.
(30) The crew, after all, kill "bad" demons to save "good" humans, and often have to 
rationalize who gets to live and who has to die on a utilitarian basis of what outcome 
will produce the most "good." Much of what Jasmine wanted to do is actually in line 
with Angel’s own moral code, and she is right to suggest that he has "eaten" his fare 
share of people, just as she has. But Jasmine’s vision of paradise on earth remains 
highly flawed, while Angel’s musings on the possibilities of a world protected by 
heroes, a world where the helpless can actually be helped, remains somehow 
coherent and positive. It is, I think, the disavowal not merely of Jasmine’s principles, 
but of her foreign and dangerous body, that allows Angel’s moral compass to reassert 
itself, and which effectively resignifies the efficacy of his "helping the helpless" project 
by defining it in opposition to Jasmine’s project—which we might as well call "eating 
the helpless." In the process, Angel gets to expel the black woman who doesn’t 
belong, Cordelia regains consciousness—never giving a lot of thought to such 
questions as, how did I produce an evil cannibalizing black woman?—and normalcy 
reasserts itself. Normalcy, of course, whose final expression is Cordelia’s canonization 
and death, thus erasing all trace of the foreign other by reasserting the privilege and 
efficacy of the white mother.15
(31) While Cordelia’s stint with motherhood results in an ultimate absence, Fred’s is 
the exact opposite, producing an overabundant and exotic surplus of presence in the 
form of Illyria. This "Old One" is one of the original demons, a pure-blooded monster 
who walked the earth millennia ago and amused herself by murdering and torturing 
just about anyone that she met. "I walked worlds of smoke," she tells Wesley, "and 
half-truths, intangible. Worlds of torment and of unnamable beauty. Opaline towers 
as high as small moons. Glaciers that rippled with insensate lust" ("Underneath," 
5017). Her formal and coldly aristocratic language is an inversion of Fred’s 
stammering speech, her fixed glare an inversion of Fred’s wandering eyes and 
crinkled smile, and nothing that she says, with its echoing and authorial tones, can 
come close to the warm sincerity of Fred’s breathless first address to Angel: 
"handsome man saved me from the monsters" ("Through the Looking Glass," 2021). 
Later, when the "true" Fred is gone, and Angel finds himself up against the impossibly 
old and far-reaching evil of the Order of the Black Thorn, he wistfully repeats her 
words to Spike. Their grammatical inconsistency, their strangeness, nonetheless 
contain a crucial truth that Illyria’s speech can only emulate without ever reproducing.
(32) I should admit that I have a bit of an infatuation with Illyria as a character. Fred 
took a long time to grow on me, and I didn't especially appreciate her role among the 
crew until she was abruptly stripped of it, taken away, leaving being something that 
nobody—not even the most dedicated of spoiler-loving fans—could expect. I was 
fascinated by Illyria, however, the moment that I first saw her, emerging from the 



ground where Fred had just died, looking slowly, curiously, at her hands, and saying 
with an air of cruel dispassion: "This will do" ("A Hole In the World," 5015). That 
Fred, lovely Fred, was, to Illyria, simply something that would "do", something to fit 
her essence temporarily, is a horrifying idea. Yet, who can argue with this strange 
blue-haired person standing where Fred used to be, speaking in a cold register that 
Fred herself could never have managed while alive, and looking more resigned at her 
new body than surprised, or even disoriented?
(33) Of course, Buffy and Angel have a long history of introducing characters whose 
rehabilitation, or rather, re-humanization, seems impossible (Spike, Anya, even, at 
times, Angel), only to grant them human-status after a long, uphill battle. But I could 
tell, and I'm sure that most of the audience could tell with me, that this was a rather 
different situation. Illyria was not, was never, going to be anything close to Fred. She 
was not going to renege on her evil ways and join the crew in their good fight, at 
least not in a way that was morally simplistic. This was something that neither show 
had ever done before—killing a character and replacing her with a completely 
different character who was her absolute opposite, but who could look and behave 
just like her as a sort of vindictive simulation of the "shell" that had given birth to her.
(34) There is a moment, before Fred dies, when Spike, gazing at the Deeper Well 
which leads all the way to the center of the earth, observes that "there's a hole in the 
world. Feels like we ought to have known." In truth, both have known that hole, and 
known it intimately—both have felt Buffy's death, grieved for her, and then come to 
accept her return in unique ways. But this is a different sort of hole. This is the 
staggering possibility that someone, a loved someone, could disappear and not come 
back—or come back wrong. It is a terrible inverse of Buffy's resurrection, only, 
instead of bringing back some phantasmal after-effect ("Afterlife," 6.03), what comes 
back is a seemingly corrupted version of Fred herself. Both vampires know, in this 
moment, that they've lost. That Fred is gone. But what remains?
(35) When Wesley first speaks to Illyria, she is astonished at his boldness. "I thought 
the humans would have long died out by now" ("Shells," 5016) she says, duplicating 
the demonic hubris—and critical underestimation of human resilience—that many 
creatures before her on Buffy and Angel have been guilty of. Wesley tries to use this 
arrogance against her, telling her that "humans rule the earth. . . crying and sweating 
and puking their feelings all over you. Go back. Sleep." But, as with future 
conversations that she will have with Wesley, Illyria sees through his attempts at 
deception. It does not take long for Illyria to become a version of Cordelia, giving 
everyone the cold and honest truth whether they want it or don't. Unlike Cordelia, 
however, who knows who she is and what she has to do, Illyria is directionless. She is 
actually in much the same position that Buffy was in when she first returned from the 
grave, not knowing what is expected of her, not understanding what she's supposed 
to say or do, and experiencing the world as a kind of assault. Buffy describes her 
waking life as "hard and bright and violent" ("Afterlife," 6003), and Illyria describes it 
as "too small. . . it's too small. I can't breathe" ("Underneath," 5017).
(36) My connection with Illyria here is more than scholarly. I have dealt with 
depression for most of my life, and I understand very well what it feels like to be 
rootless, directionless, unable to cope with the world because it all seems like a 
violent intrusion, as if even other people's kindness is unbearable. Buffy says that, 
although she doesn't "know about theology, or dimensions," she does know that "I 
was happy. At peace . . . I was warm . . . and I was loved. . . and I was 



finished" (6003). That is, until her friends brought her back to earth, where nothing 
makes sense anymore. Buffy's strange and disorienting apathy after being brought 
back from this place, her detachment from the people who matter most to her, is a 
process that most people with depression, clinical or otherwise, can relate to. But 
Illyria's detachment, her almost existential anxiety, is also a stage of depression. It is 
one of the deepest and most difficult stages to escape from, where feeling has 
literally run out, and there is only an absence, only a "hole in the world," left. Illyria's 
modulated voice, her rolling eyes, her cold posture and visible disengagement from 
everyone and everything around her, all reflect a critical kind of depression that is 
difficult to explain to people who haven't experienced it, and which serves as a 
terrible reminder to people who have.
(37) I am not suggesting here that Illyria's demonic angst at having been torn from 
her millennia-long slumber is somehow equal to the experience of clinical depression. 
But I am suggesting that her disconnection, her apathy, like Buffy's when she is 
initially brought back to life, remains something that people who have experienced 
depression can relate to. I connected first with Illyria not because she was impressive 
or beautiful, or even because she was somehow still Fred, but because she was sad. 
And the more I thought about that sadness, the more I wondered if it had not, after 
all, existed in Fred to begin with—if it had not seeped slowly into her physiology, her 
genetic makeup, and thus been somehow transmitted "in utero" to Illyria.
(38) I suggest this because I know that Illyria isn't sad for having killed Fred, and I 
suspect that the depth of her dispassion cannot be explained away as a hatred for the 
human world, or a longing for her previous life as an omnipotent demon. No—I think 
that Illyria, after a fashion, becomes a mirror for Fred's own living sadness, her 
outsiderness, her social awkwardness that could never be suitably smoothed away by 
Wesley, Gunn, or even Angel.16 And she also reflects the grief of Fred's family, who 
come to fixate on Illyria, to hate her even as they desire her, because she looks and 
seems so much like what they have lost.
(39) Once she asks Wesley for help, saying that "I must learn to walk in this 
world" (5017), Illyria begins her transformation into what I think of as a surrogate 
Cordelia. By virtue of her outsiderness, she is given license to ask questions, difficult 
questions, that even Cordelia wouldn't have approached. She has the experience, the 
unnaturally long life, that Cordelia was never given, along with the detachment and 
curiosity to ask even morbidly inappropriate questions at, generally, the worst 
possible time. This is somewhat like Anya's questioning as well, only Anya's tends to 
be innocent and bemused, while Illyria's questioning is direct and interrogative, 
unconcerned by human attachments or proprieties. When Joyce dies, Anya confesses 
that she can’t comprehend human grief, saying that "I don't understand how all this 
happens. . . Joyce will never have any more fruit punch ever, and she'll never have 
eggs, or yawn or brush her hair, not ever, and no one will explain to me why" ("The 
Body," 5016). Yet Anya's question becomes a plea. She has stakes in the answer—
she cares. Illyria's interest is entirely clinical when she asks Wesley if there is 
"anything in this life but grief?" (5017). Wesley answers to the best of his ability, but 
Illyria remains skeptical. She has the luxury of skepticism because she doesn't need, 
or want, to believe in anything more powerful than herself.
(40) I am tracing Illyria's evolution as a critical force on Angel, here, because I think 
that it relates to both Cordelia and Fred's positions and tenure within their extended 
family. If Illyria is indeed a replacement for Cordelia, who can actually push Cordelia's 



line of questioning farther, who can interrogate humanity because she has never 
known what it is to be human, then her "birth" seems to represent a kind of closing of 
the family circle. Illyria is the strange fused knot that replaces Fred and Cordelia, the 
presence left behind who is flexible and ambivalent enough to fill both of their 
absences, however incongruous that might seem. She unlocks all of the doubt, the 
sadness, the incomprehension, and the fundamental sense of exile that existed in 
Fred's character all along, giving it the sort of voice and entitlement that only Cordelia 
could manage. She is, thus, a hybrid of both dead characters, a version of Fred who 
speaks like Fred never could, and a version of Cordelia who continues to describe her 
own privilege, her own sense of specialness, while remaining divorced from human 
concerns and interactions in a way that Cordelia never could.
(41) This leaves us, then, with two ways of classifying Illyria as a hybrid character. 
Given that Fred didn't say enough about her entitlement as a white, middle-class 
woman, and that Cordelia said too much about her privilege, we can see Illyria as the 
logical balancing act to these competing models of privilege. Fred, in this sense, is the 
only likely candidate to produce someone like Illyria, because her shyness, her 
ambivalence around her own social position, serves as an unspoken threat to middle-
class values. Illyria is the containment of this threat—the living embodiment of the 
privilege that Fred could never quite articulate, and the "finished" model of imperialist 
entitlement, given a demonic register to operate within so that it avoids any complicit 
connection with actual human avarice. Illyria, like Jasmine, gets to act as the 
absorption site for western anxiety around racist colonial scripts, made clear by her 
demeaning classification of humans and her self-aggrandizement as demonic royalty. 
Fred has to produce Illyria, because Illyria represents her privileged shadow, the 
parts of her that she has disowned, whereas Cordelia has already accepted, even 
embraced, those parts. Thus Cordelia creates a monster that can be contained, 
whereas Fred produces a monster that still is Fred, that cannot be destroyed because 
it is intimately a part of her.17
(42) If we accept this hypothesis, then Illyria is, in a sense, Fred's punishment for 
being an ambivalent middle-class citizen. The corporate elements of Cordelia's 
personality are rewarded, since she gets to leave in a blaze of glory—still uncorrupted
—while Fred must remain trapped in the monster that she has somehow created, the 
demon that her body has nourished, and the psychic manifestation of all her most 
negative and harmful qualities. As if this were not enough, she, Fred/Illyria, must 
exist between worlds, not a "true" demon but nowhere close to human, suffering from 
mortal vulnerabilities but possessed of a demonic consciousness, an Old One's 
context, which encompasses worlds and dimensions that poor Winifred Burkle could 
never understand. Illyria is a specter, a shade, a vestige of everything that Angel and 
family try to disavow on a daily basis, but can't. And now she is one of them. Her 
reintegration into the crew represents a reincorporation of divested hostility, an 
acceptance of anger, shame, and doubt, that must ultimately make the crew 
stronger. So it really is a closing of the family circle after all.
(43) But I also believe that Illyria has another, less abstract purpose as a character, 
another equally important role to fill. She embodies loss. She is a living absence, a 
representation of the confusion and debris that death leaves behind. Just as we often 
see aspects of someone who has recently died in the people who remain, so do 
Cordelia and Fred's family see constant reminders of their loved ones whenever they 
look at Illyria, whenever they hear her voice, or watch her walking away. "You are a 



summation of recollections" ("Origin," 5018), she tells Wesley, and her comment is 
more accurate than she knows, for Illyria has become a memorial archive to both 
Cordelia and Fred. She is the material absence of what their deaths left behind, the 
excess that can't be rationalized or dealt with simply.
(44) But she is also a space of hope, because she does, after all, learn. She does 
approach an understanding of humanity, and a curious appreciation that only 
someone not sure if they even want to be human could possibly experience. There is 
something of Fred still inside of Illyria, and that teaches her, more than Wesley can, 
about the wonder of feeling, of engaging with the world, of asking questions and 
caring about the answers. It is not a birth, but more of a growing up, a growing into 
being human, that allows Illyria to experience the inverse of Cordelia's transformation
—she transitions from an omnipotent force into a vulnerable human, rather than the 
other way around. The miraculous thing is that, although it confuses and terrifies her, 
part of Illyria is pleased by what she is becoming.
(45) When Wesley tries to bring Fred back—in effect destroying Illyria—his plan 
backfires. Still, he asks her, almost conversationally, "does it sting you. . . my 
betrayal?" ("Timebomb," 5019). Illyria's reply is fascinating: "I am only bothered 
because I am bothered." Emotional engagement comes slow to her, and she has 
never before experienced the sensation of being bothered by something, of being 
connected to something rather than existing in a state of cold dispassion. She is, in a 
sense, going backward even as she goes forward, "growing up" by reaccessing the 
confusing turmoil of emotions that only really exist in adolescence. She calls Wesley 
her "guide," but he is really a father-figure, seemingly educating her about cultural 
customs and earthly ephemera when, in reality, he is actually trying to teach her how 
to be human. At first, it is a uniquely human failing of Wesley's that motivates him to 
do this, because he hopes that the process will somehow bring Fred back. But in the 
end, he continues to teach Illyria for reasons that he cannot entirely fathom, just as 
she continues to listen, to learn, for reasons that she can't quite put into words.
(46) "You are what I don't understand," she tells Wesley ("Not Fade Away," 5022). 
And that is an apt summation of their relationship. When he discovers that Illyria can 
change her form to appear exactly like Fred, he angrily tells her: "Don't be her. Don't 
ever be her" ("The Girl In Question," 5021), yet he still sees Fred in Illyria, still 
acknowledges that she is what's left. He insists that "the first thing a Watcher learns 
is to separate truth from illusion" (5022), but is the audience so adept at this? Is it 
really possible to separate Illyria from Fred, to avoid the tempting thought that Fred 
could somehow still return, or that Illyria could be suitably rehabilitated into 
something more human, something tender and compassionate and wholly new? This 
uncertainty, this hesitation, is what makes Fred's death even more difficult to deal 
with than Joyce's, because Joyce was gone—even when it seemed like Dawn might 
resurrect her, the result never cohered; even when a likeness of her appeared later in 
the episode "Conversations With Dead People" (7007), it was still clear that she was 
gone. But Fred is never really gone, never gone gone, as Buffy might say, because 
Illyria remains as her ambiguous substitute. She is the materialization of grief that 
forces the Angel Investigations family to process their sadness, but she is also an 
illusion, a temptation. And the audience must let go of this illusion, just as Wesley 
must. Her presence exhorts us to labor, and we cannot fully appreciate her as a 
character until we accept that Fred is, indeed, gone gone.
(47) Still, it is an illusion that Wesley requests as he is dying, and Illyria delivers it. 



"Would you like me to lie to you now?" (5022) she asks quietly, and Wesley replies 
"yes. Thank you. Yes" with a smile. This is no simple lie, though. As Illyria transitions 
smoothly into Fred's old form, smiling that Burkle smile, Wesley knows that it is not 
just Fred that he is seeing. He knows that it is both Illyria and Fred, and that he must 
say goodbye to both of them, because he has grown close to Illyria, intimate even, in 
much the same way that he grew close to Fred. Their attachment is more complex, 
but it is an attachment all the same. Wesley does not say "I love you Fred," but 
simply "I love you," speaking to Illyria and Fred at the same time. And Illyria 
responds to Wesley's death in a way that is both human and demonic—when Vail, the 
demon-mage who killed Wesley, tells her to "take your best shot," she calmly, but 
with a look of unmistakable satisfaction, drives her fist through his skull.
(48) Does Illyria become human? Or "sort of" human? Her last words are "I wish to 
do more violence," which doesn't suggest that she has embraced an ethic of 
compassion. But this violence, unlike passionless demonic violence, has an emotional 
source: her grief over Wesley's death. Her reaction, then, is a seamless hybrid of 
demon/human, a rationalization that violence must follow grief, and that killing will 
somehow expunge the leveling power of sadness that she feels. It is the feeling itself 
that she wants to kill, not the monsters, or the Order of the Black Thorn, or any other 
corporeal adversaries. It is grief that she wants to do violence to, and even Illyria, 
confused as she is about her own evolving humanity, knows that this is impossible. 
But her urge to try, to flout impossibility, to revolt, is also uniquely human. So 
perhaps Wesley did teach her something after all—something that stuck.
(49) I admit that this chapter has meandered more than a little. I wanted to discuss 
the mothering roles of Cordelia and Fred, as well as what I conceptualized as the 
specific spaces of privilege, and their relation to those spaces, that influenced what 
sort of "births" they would experience. My original idea was that Cordelia, by virtue of 
her acknowledged and comfortable privilege, was able to create a monster that could 
be easily subdued, whereas Fred, whose relationship to her own privilege was more 
ambivalent, needed to create something that ultimately consumed her. Illyria was 
thus, within this framework, a punishment for Fred's inability to articulate her 
position, her shyness, her instability as a middle-class subject. Both characters were 
coded as suitable candidates for motherhood, given their backgrounds, but both 
needed to produce very different progeny as a result, with Fred's conception being 
also a containment of her threatening ambivalence, and thus a spectacular 
corporealization of imperialist values which could then be deferred onto Illyria's 
phantasmal and negative body.
(50) But the more we look at these births, the more complex they seem. That 
Cordelia produces a black woman, Jasmine, who must then be contained and 
destroyed, is to me a troublingly racist ideation that needs to be explored more fully 
within a framework of critical race studies. It remains peculiar that both characters 
are unconventional mother-figures, with Cordelia often being more vindictive than 
maternal, and Fred often being too reserved and inarticulate to express her true 
loyalty to the crew. Yet both manage to produce powerful and confusing "children" 
who end up ultimately destroying the vessels that gave them life. If there is a 
message here, it seems to be that motherhood is a prospect that destroys the 
maternal body, and that physiological birth—as in the case of both Cordelia and Darla
—can only lead to death.18 On the flip side, "death" itself, or a destructive force like 
Illyria, is able to gestate within Fred's body, using her up, and emerging stronger 



because of her.
(51) I don't think that these are the only options, or that Buffy and Angel 
conceptualize birth as an immediate presage of death. I do think that both shows like 
to create anxiety that is as complex as possible, and that the only thing that could 
make dealing with a characters' death more difficult is to introduce the idea of birth, 
to suggest that they might not really be dead. As Joss Whedon says when discussing 
the episode "The Body," "grief is boring." It is about getting through each hour, each 
day, and on the outside it appears simple, but on the inside it remains a constant 
negotiation of wonderful illusions with cruel and edged realities. These "births" are 
not just wrenches thrown into the works in order to complicate what is already a 
complex situation in itself—the removal of a beloved character—but the necessary 
realization that birth and death are intertwined, that life continues, stubbornly, after 
someone has died, and that the very process of living through grief is often a strange 
one, creating new fractured subjectivities, new ways of looking at the world, and 
even, in a sense, new lives.
(52) My corporate analysis of Cordelia and Fred, then, is accompanied here by a more 
esoteric analysis, a more instinctual reading. Call it a hybrid analysis if you will. I do 
think that, for every purely analytical and academically-informed reading of Buffy and 
Angel, there is an equally visceral, gut-informed, soulful reading that has nothing to 
do with the specters of Marx or gender analysis or psychotherapy. The trick is not 
letting one subsume the other, and placing them side by side in order to produce a 
responsible and fully informed treatment of the shows. I am endeavoring to do this, 
and I apologize if the result skips at times, or becomes less than coherent. I blame it 
on Illyria.
(53) The next chapter will discuss Buffy and Angel's relationship to academic, 
comparing the family models present in both shows to the "families" within academic 
communities. Buffy has some of the most obsessed and loyal fans of any television 
show—really, any cultural artifact—in history, and many of those fans are also 
dedicated academics, working at universities and writing on popular culture. What I 
want to explore, in this final chapter, is what, precisely, makes Buffy and Angel so 
attractive to fans (academic and non), and why the families presented in both shows 
tend to subsume the biological families of the fans themselves. At the heart of this 
question is the more complex question of why we love Buffy at all, and what we take 
the show's various and radical families, as well as what they take from us in return.
 

Endnotes
 
1. Cordelia sleeps with Connor in the episode "Slouching Towards Bethlehem" (4004), 
thereby completing the circuit of erotic incest within Buffy and Angel by becoming a 
mother who sleeps with her "son." I am aware of the outrageously visible oedipal 
connections here just begging to be discussed, but will avoid that particular 
psychoanalytic road, given my preoccupation with sociological and family-based 
criticism (rather than psychoanalytic theorizing).
2. Kristeva describes her own career-long project as a bridging of psychiatric 
practices and literary discourses, describing how, initially, she wanted to "analyze the 
acquisition of language and psychotic language as critical discourses. For neutral 
description or observation is not enough: I had to involve myself in order to 
understand how the people I hear are contributing to the transformation of a 



relationship" (Kristeva, Interviews 147). For her, the psychiatrist who is also a linguist 
represents the ultimate conjunction of analytical techniques, and psychoanalysis 
remains the necessary ground from which all literary analysis must emerge.
3. Fred's exposure to, and subsequent enslavement within, a hostile dimension 
represents a parallel of Illyria's experience, for both are rendered "slaves" of a sort, 
stripped of their essential subjectivity and marooned within a world that disdains or 
threatens them. And, just as Fred was duped by a professor (see the episode 
"Supersymmetry," 4005) who she trusted and used as part of his science experiment 
(which results in her being transported to Pylea), so was Illyria, in a sense, violently 
resurrected by her last surviving follower (the character Knox) and transported into a 
world that has no place for her.
4. This is based on a Sears advertising campaign that ran in 1997, and was designed, 
one presumes, to highlight the mega-department-store as a fashionable clothing 
outlet rather than simply a place for buying VCRs and ride-on mowers. As a bizarre 
conjunction of Buffy, advertising, and family, I should admit that my mother works 
for Sears, and that she remembers this ad-campaign well, given how much her family 
ridiculed it. "Seen the softer side of Sears lately, mom?" I often asked her, to which 
she would roll her eyes and insist that she didn't write the advertising copy.
5. Xander is the poorest member of the Scoobies, although he still lives in a modest 
house and gets an entire basement to himself before moving into what looks 
suspiciously like a luxury apartment. Faith's economic background is uncertain, but 
her speech resembles a kind of Boston working-class vocabulary, and her aggressive 
characteristics, I think, are discomfortingly linked here with her speculative poverty. 
Either way, Buffy clearly demonstrates that characters who aren't middle-class, or 
who are living somewhere on the borders of middle-class economic security, have far 
less stable family atmospheres and backgrounds.
6. Jean Swanson, in her book Poor Bashing, describes the extent to which people 
living in poverty internalize critiques leveled at them by various media sources. This 
leads them to feel ashamed about their living situation, rather than realizing that it is 
an unequal capitalist economy—which encourages competition among the poorest of 
the poor—that creates this situation, not the poor themselves. (Swanson 1-10).
7. This book treats the character of Gunn only peripherally, and I hope that 
forthcoming scholarly articles and book-chapters by writers of color will discuss him in 
greater depth. As a white scholar, I feel myself coming up against the limits of 
experience when trying to discuss Gunn's blackness. I have thus opted to create a 
space of criticism around his character, without fully trying to explore his multiple 
perspectives as the sole recurring person of color within either Angel or Buffy. For a 
more detailed discussion of Gunn, see "From Rogue in the Hood to Suave in a Suit: 
Black Masculinity and the Transformation of Charles Gunn," Michaela Meyer's 
troublingly-titled chapter in Stacey Abbott's forthcoming Investigating Angel collection 
(IB Tauris).
8. We should bear in mind that Fred actually leaves her supportive family (who find 
her after years of searching) because she feels more at home with Angel and 
company ("Fredless," 3005). Cordelia doesn't appear to have much of a family to go 
home to, and her choice to stay in L.A. is originally a career decision—she wants to 
become an actress—rather than a result of feeling "at home" in the city.
9. Robinson and Skill point out that, even as late as 1995, the percentage of white 
families on television was 80.5%, and that, while Hispanic and African-American 



families had an extremely peripheral presence, "Asian or American Indian families 
were less likely to be found in a series featuring a family than was a family with an 
alien boarder from the planet Melmac" (148; 158).
10. As with Buffy's "matter-of-fact" queer relationship between Tara and Willow, 
wherein the characters experienced no real homophobia or discomfort among their 
friends, Gunn and Fred's interracial relationship is de-politicized by Angel and 
presented as merely a quirky romance. I am not suggesting that a televisual 
romance, because it is interracial, must deliberately make reference to the historical 
criticisms from white audiences that such relationships have received, both on 
television and in film. But I do think that, in their attempts to maintain narrative 
rather than political coherence, both Buffy and Angel often sidestep critical issues 
around race, gender, and sexuality that ought to be addressed, unless we are willing 
to accept that these characters live in a utopian world without violence, homophobia, 
racism, sexism, and poverty (which they clearly do not, given that these material, as 
well as discursive, inequalities, find their way into both shows through various 
channels).
11. Lilah's entrepreneurial individualism, her intense ambition, and her subsequent 
disconnection from any coherent group of family and friends, makes her a troubling 
and fascinating character. Her death codes her, in a way, as a failed New Woman, 
whose greed and ambition end up destroying her, while her only redeeming 
characteristic seems to be her emotional connection with Wesley. I don't think that 
Angel intends to construct Lilah as an irredeemable super-bitch who "just once" 
experiences something close to love with a heterosexual man, but the stereotype 
does stick. For a more nuanced reading of the Lilah/Wesley relationship, along with a 
discussion of "female agents" in Angel, see Jennifer Stoy's chapter "'And Her Tears 
Flowed Like Wine': Wesley/Lilah and the Complicated(?) Role of the Female Agent on 
Angel," in Stacey Abbott's Investigating Angel collection.
12. Amy Acker's performance in this death-scene is tremendous, and also critically 
interesting because her character seems to hover between a child and adult state. 
She insists that her death be as painless as possible for both her biological and 
extended families, even choosing to die in her bedroom, with Wesley, rather than in a 
hospital. But her final words, "Please, Wesley, why can't I stay?" ("A Hole in the 
World," 5015) are the plea of a terrified child. Wesley is both her partner and her 
caretaker, here, and thus fulfills his ultimate role as Watcher by being the only 
witness to Fred's death and Illyria's subsequent birth.
13. I attended a panel at the Slayage conference on racial representation within 
Buffy, and was more than a little anxious to discover that it was a room full of white 
scholars. I was made even more anxious when nobody mentioned this fact, and found 
myself sinking into an uncomfortable silence during the presentations, angry at 
myself for not being able to say anything—and, furthermore, not being quite sure 
what I wanted to say. The whole situation rose all sorts of uncomfortable questions 
about white scholarly investment in racial representation. Ewan Kirkland delivered a 
self-critical paper on the cultural entitlements of whiteness within the series, and was 
careful to mention the potentially ridiculous idea of a white scholar talking about 
whiteness to a room full of white people at a panel on race. Jeffrey Middents, who 
identified as Mexican-American, gave a paper discussing themes of minstrelsy and 
racial stereotyping within the "Once More With Feeling" musical episode, and included 
demographic information on the racial breakdown of California, pointing to the fact 



that Hispanic audiences, given the size of the Hispanic community within California, 
were severely underrepresented in Buffy. At one point, the sole woman of color in the 
audience, who never introduced herself, criticized Jasmine's depiction as a tyrannical 
ruler because the idea of a black woman controlling the world seemed frankly 
unrealistic. I was extremely relieved when I heard her speak, but I also knew that 
part of this relief stemmed from my own white guilt around the voyeuristic nature of 
discussing non-white representation in a room full of white people. Much, much more 
work on Buffy, Angel, and race needs to be done in scholarly, as well as popular, 
media.
14. Despite Angel's careful reinscription of its narratives as action-based in Season 5, 
the show was still cancelled, which leads us to believe that sometimes a cultural 
vehicle can "have it all" and still not satisfy the networks. As a reminder of this, Joss 
Whedon's Firefly, which now has a huge and devoted cult fan-base, was cancelled 
because, in its first (and only) season, it seemed to be more a show about character 
development and emotional connections than a show about space-ships, train heists, 
and explosions.
15. Given that Cordelia gets to be both saint and mother as a result of this storyline, I 
wonder if the creation of Illyria is not, after all, some kind of exchange for Cordelia's 
specialness, rather than a punishment of Fred's ambivalence. As Spike reminds 
Willow and Xander after Buffy has been resurrected, "that's the thing about magic. 
There's always consequences" ("Afterlife," 6003), and perhaps Illyria is a kind of 
consequence.
16. Kristeva, describing the insider/outsider binary within academic communities, 
says that "I think it's a question of an individual fighting spirit—almost animal-like—
for someone to remain vigilant while being on the inside" (Interviews 125). In much 
the same way, I think, Illyria becomes an "animal-like" vigilance on the inside of 
Angel Investigations, maintaining her essential outsiderness while criticizing the 
human relations that she sees as damaged, flawed, or inexplicable.
17. On a more abstract level (could I possibly be more abstract?), Illyria also 
represents the theme of exile and outsiderness that pervades the narratives of both 
Buffy and Angel, the feeling of not belonging anywhere. Dawn is similar to Illyria, in 
that she is not quite human, yet wants to be part of human intimacy and interaction. 
Willow is the same, knowing that she has the power to destroy the world, yet wanting 
desperately to fit in and be loved by the people who knew her when she was an 
awkward and inarticulate nerd. I don't think the message here is as reductive as 
nobody fits in anywhere, but I do think that certain characters in Buffy and Angel 
operate at a fundamental remove from everyday society for very specific reasons 
having to do with gender, sexuality, and cultural background, which I have attempted 
to discuss throughout this book.
18. For another troubling example of maternity producing a hybrid child, and 
resulting in the death of the mother, see the character "Blade"—a vampire hunter 
who is part vampire himself. Blade began as a comic-book character, created by Marv 
Wolfman and Gene Colan, and was adapted into a hit series of films beginning with 
Blade in 1998 (Stephen Norrington, director; David S. Goyer, writer), and culminating 
in the soon-to-be-released Blade: Trinity in 2004 (written/directed by Goyer). 
Fascinating intersections of race (Blade's/Wesley Snipe's eroticized and hyper-
masculinized black body), technology, and inventive vampire traditions (such as the 
'corporatization' of vampire families) have produced a lot of interest within academic 



communities. For a critical exploration of mysticism vs. technology within Blade, see 
John J. Jordan's article " Vampire Cyborgs and Scientific Imperialism: a Reading of 
the Science-Mysticism Polemic in Blade," in the Journal of Popular Film and Television, 
vol 27, no 2, Summer 1999: 4-15.
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A Conference Report by
Dr Ewan Kirkland, Buckinghamshire Chilterns University College, UK

(1) Summer 2005, the University of Huddersfield (UK) hosted an event which, although tactically 
avoiding the ‘B word’, focused largely on the media academic’s favorite vampire slayer. The three-
day conference was organized around two parallel streams, each presentation followed by five 
minutes’ dedicated discussion time. With papers still fresh in delegates’ minds, this facilitated 
lively and focused debate, while rigorous timekeeping allowed listeners to hop between streams 
with minimum disruption. A similar mix and match approach characterized this multi-disciplinary 
conference itself, papers drawing upon feminist theory, psychology, linguistics, mythology, 
philosophy and pedagogy to explore Buffy, its associated culture, and other manifestations of the 
‘Whedonverse’, namely Angel and Firefly.

(2) The opening keynote paper by Tanya Kryzwinska (Brunel University) exploring player positions 
within Buffy videogames indicated the conference’s broad remit. In drawing connections between 
female warriors Xena, Lara Croft, and Buffy, Kryzwinska highlighted the Slayer’s location within 
wider cultural trends; she focused on the fact that BtVS translations onto Game Boy Advance, X 
Box and Playstation 2 emphasized the television show’s penetration of other cultural forms. Using 
gaming footage to illustrate her argument, Kryswinska discussed the ways videogames challenge 
traditional approaches to representation and spectatorship. Criticism surrounding the felicitation of 
women for heterosexual male pleasure, and the association between fighting and agency are 
complicated by the empowering potential videogame player/avatar relationships provide for 
gamers to play at being Buffy. Kryzwinska’s account of the complex intersection between Buffy as 
character, show, figure of female empowerment, and videogame avatar proved extremely 
challenging and insightful.

(3) In an equally thought provoking paper, Professor Don Adams (Central Connecticut State 
University) and Dr Christine Jarvis (University of Huddersfield) outlined Buffy’s relationship to 
classic and feminist concepts of leadership, focusing on costumes. Clothing in Buffy is highly 
coded, both using and subverting traditional meanings associated with women’s clothes. Buffy’s 
dress defies masculine conventions of combat (“I've patrolled in this halter many times.” ‘The I in 
Team’ [4013]), while variously defining her relationship to Faith, the Slayerettes and other regular 
characters. Observing Buffy’s rejection of antisocial punk and gothic teen dress codes, associated 
with the show’s villains, Adams and Jarvis acknowledged the series’ adoption of mainstream 
fashion tastes, but argued against a straightforward correspondence with gender stereotypes and 
consumer capitalist ideologies. A detailed analysis of Buffy’s dungarees in ‘Helpless’ (3012) 

http://www.slayage.tv/EBS/buffy_studies/conferences/BYOS.pdf
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illustrated the semiotic complications and contradictions of costume within the show. A similarly 
astute deconstruction of masculinity and clothing was evident in Catherine Bradley’s (University of 
Huddersfield) detailed reading of Angel episode ‘Guise Will Be Guise’ (2006).

(4) Several presenters focused on Whedon’s use of language. In the first of two papers, entitled 
‘The Infiltration of Buffy into the Real World’, Bill McDaniel (Abode Systems) examined the 
dissemination of ‘Buffy-speak’. Buffy-isms, such as the ‘Uber’ prefix of Uber-vamp, or ‘age’ suffix 
of ‘painage’, were observed in discursive spaces from popular television, to non-Buffy websites, to 
corporate documents. Dr Susan Mandala (University of Sunderland) provided a social linguistic 
interpretation of the Scoobies’ unusual use of the ‘y’ suffix (eg ‘crayon breaky’, ‘Heart of 
Darknessy’) throughout BtVS. Analyzing three seasons’ worth of dialogue using social network 
theory, Mandala presented statistical evidence of the linguistic quirk’s function in marking group 
allegiance. Giles and Anya employ few awkward-sounding ‘y’ suffixes, registering their 
comparative distance from the core gang, while Tara’s eventual use of the Scoobies’ verbal 
eccentricity (‘surfacey’, ‘Dead Things’ [6013]) ironically prefigures her imminent departure from 
the series. Mandala’s paper testified to both the sociolinguistic complexity of Buffy’s dialogue and 
the insight afforded by rigorous textual scrutiny.

(5) A philosophical strand was evident in many papers. Dr Deborah Thomas (University of 
Sutherland) illustrated the confusion between ‘persons and things’ in BtVS: frequent instances of 
humans losing their humanity, vampires and robots acquiring human qualities, and ‘personhood-
testing scenarios’. Insofar as Spike and Anya’s personal journeys question the nature of humanity, 
Thomas aligned BtVS with the existential perspective that humanity is not an inborn essence, but 
something acquired through an individual’s actions and choices. Similarly Bryan Townsend 
(independent scholar) illustrated how both characters’ transformations illustrate Aristotelian 
ethics. For Aristotle, virtue was not innate but a quality developed through performing initially-
involuntarily good deeds (due, for example, to a behavior-modifying chip in the skull) which 
eventually become second nature and a source of pleasure. Employing personal construct theory, 
Dr Nigel King (University of Huddersfield) applied the psychological tendency towards bipolar 
world views to the manifestation of good and evil in Buffy. While evil within the show remains 
unambiguous, demons are destructive and take pleasure in their destruction, good is 
characterized by ambiguity and uncertainty--evidence, King argued, of a humanist and 
existentialist morality in the work of Joss Whedon.

(6) Mutual appreciation of the depth, quality and richness of Whedon’s work informed the 
conference. James Wells’ (Northeastern University) paper celebrated Buffy’s skilful balance 
between verisimilitude and supernatural fantasy, between the familiar and the unexpected. 
Focusing on ‘Hush’ (4010) and ‘The Body’ (5016), Wells argued the show’s employment of stock 
generic characters initially familiar to audiences, but developed across the seasons, was central to 
sustaining episodes containing little dialogue or supernatural elements. Louie Stowell 
(independent scholar) explored Firefly’s Jane and the Angel television satire ‘Smile Time’, 
alongside the comic contributions of Anya, Andrew and Oz, illustrating tensions between humor 
and emotional depth. Dr Janet Halfyard (Birmingham Conservatoire) delivered a fascinating 
analysis of vocal performances in Buffy and Angel. The voice as mark of individuality, as site of 
power and agency, and as index of character relations and hierarchies was related to Buffy’s high 
pitched voice, Drusilla’s sing-song delivery, and the digital sound manipulation used to express 
Willow’s transformation into Dark Willow. In ‘Polysemy and the Quest for Female Agency’, 
Christina Köver (University of Luneburg) criticized the dualist critical logic which constructs Buffy 
either as transgressive feminist heroine or affirmation of patriarchal stereotypes. Köver 
convincingly argued Buffy offers multiple meanings, both subversive and conformist, and called for 
a reconfiguration of the critical frameworks within which Buffy’s strategic feminist potential is 
evaluated. A necessarily critical perspective was evident in Dr Chris Richards’ (London 
Metropolitan University) consideration of racial whiteness. Observing the absence of urban youth 
culture, the prominent rhetoric of Christianity, and themes of insecurity and sterility, Richards 
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Anthony Bradney
The Politics and Ethics of Researching the 

Buffyverse

(1) Many things, including the range of material listed on the “Buffy 
Studies Bibliography” of this journal, attest to the robust health of 
Buffy Studies. No other television program and few if any other cultural 
phenomena have attracted the same weight of sustained academic attention within the 
short period of time that has seen the rise of Buffy Studies (Stevenson, 2003, 4; 
Wilcox, forthcoming). Yet, at the same time, this work, from its inception to the current 
day, has been the subject of widespread criticism from a diverse range of sources. 
Thus, for example, Lavery notes of one of the first academic Buffy conferences:

Though growing by leaps and bounds, Buffy Studies has not been without 
its detractors; the ‘brainy bloodsuckers’ (as Entertainment Weekly once 
referred to them in what was presumed to be a compliment) who engage 
in BS have come under attack from a variety of angles. At the final plenary 
session of the Blood, Text and Fears Conference in Norwich, England, one 
of the organizers (Prof. Scott MacKenzie) and a member of the panel (Prof. 
Peter Kramer) both voiced their surprise at a certain lack of objectivity in 
the conference presentations, almost all of which were given by academics. 
The Buffy scholars gathered there, they suggested, seemed hesitant to ask 
the same kind of hard questions—about the industry, narrative structure, 
television flow, merchandizing, demographics, advertising, influences—that 
have come to be expected in media studies. (33)

More widely, Levine and Schneider have argued that 

[t]here has been much less of the kind of self-reflective work about the 
nature of BtVS scholarship—what it is about and what it is trying to 
accomplish versus what it should or could be about—than there should be, 
or than there in fact is within various disciplines in the humanities 
generally as regards their objects and methods of study. It is BtVS 
scholarship that warrants study at this point, not BtVS itself. Those in 
English, Film and Television, and Cultural Studies departments would be 
better off investigating the nature of the unreflective and narrow critical 
responses to BtVS instead of responding to the show unreflectively, 
narrowly, and mistakenly themselves. (299 emphasis added)

http://www.slayage.tv/PDF/bradney2.pdf


In this context the purpose of this article is twofold. First, it will seek to add to the 
existing analysis, notably by Burr (2005), Lavery (2004) Turnbull (2004) and Wilcox 
(forthcoming), of the reasons why Buffy Studies has “been met with a certain amount 
of Parnassian disdain from the halls of the academy” (Battis, 2005, 9), the politics of 
Buffy Studies, and then, secondly, it will look at what impact, if any, these criticisms 
should have on those academics who are doing research into the Buffyverse, the ethics 
of Buffy Studies. 
(2) In her recent study of BtVS Jowett notes early on in her exegesis that "I have 
already stated that I am an academic and a fan, two positions which do not sit 
comfortably together (it is not always acceptable to admit in academic circles to being 
a ‘fan’. . . ) (8). Jowett’s unease reflects the widespread feeling, not just restricted to 
the position of those in Buffy Studies, that “scholar-fans are typically looked down as 
not being ‘proper’ academics. . . ” (Hills, 2002, 21). Scholar-fans are seen as being 
subversive of the academic project insofar as their passion as fans impedes their 
academic ability to dispassionately analyse the subject of their enquiry. Hills notes the 
expectation that “[t]he scholar-fan must still conform to the regulative ideal of the 
rational academic subject, being careful not to present too much of their 
enthusiasm. . . ” (11). If they fail to do this then their very standing as academics 
comes into question and

for television researchers interested in social equity, an interesting 
question might be: why do some fans get paid to employ their expertise 
and write articles about Buffy for Slayage, while other fans do 
not?” (McKee, 2002, 69)

Even Buffy scholars have queried the role of the scholar-fan. Burr notes of the 2004 
Slayage Conference on BtVS, “[m]any delegates felt that fandom interfered with 
academic rigour on occasion” (Burr, 2005, 377).

(3) The apparent marginal status of scholar-fans in the academy seems to provide an 
attractive explanation for the insistent attacks on Buffy Studies. On this view Buffy 
scholars, far from following the proper intellectual course of rational analysis dictated 
by their position as academics are instead mere enthusiasts; at best, in Weber’s 
dichotomy, dilettantes rather than scientific workers (136). However, whilst this 
explanation for the rancour that Buffy Studies has sometimes met with does have 
merit, it also raises a number of problems if it is seen as a complete account of the 
reasons for the hostility that there is towards Buffy Studies. 

(4) “The rational academic subject,” the heir of the enlightenment and modernity, may 
have held unchallenged sway in the academy at one time but its standing in the 
current age is much more in doubt. In an era when movements as diverse as 
postmodernism and feminism have queried the epistemological and ontological basis of 
notions like rationality and objectivity the concept of the “rational academic subject” 
cannot be regarded as being seen as unproblematic (Burr, 2005, 380). Given that, for 
example, “academic feminism is. . . frequently viewed by the establishment as being 
insufficiently academic” (Morley and Walsh, 1995, 1) scholar-fans, whether of BtVS, 
Angel or otherwise, are a long way from being the only kind of academics who fail to 



conform to this particular regulative ideal. More than this, to argue that the current 
rejection of Buffy Studies is the result of its identification with scholar-fans is to ignore 
the fact that the presence of scholar-fans in the academy is not something that is 
wholly new to the present age. To take only one of the more obvious examples, Leavis’ 
championing of DH Lawrence seems to fit precisely within the category of the 
behaviour of the scholar-fan. As Leavis himself observed of his work on Lawrence 

[w]hat I am brought to at this point is my own involvement in the history—
it is proper that I should mention it only if to make it plain that I do not 
pretend to have been au-dessus de la mêlée. In fact, I had better say that, 
looking back, I can only see that involvement as a matter of my having 
been engaged in a long battle to win recognition for Lawrence, and to kill 
the currency of the grosser misconceptions and prejudices. (12)

Leavis’ position as a scholar-fan certainly led to criticism of his work: “Was he an 
academic? Or a critic? Or a journalist?” (MacKillop, 1995, 174). It may have 
contributed to his failure to achieve the professional advancement that his then 
position within his discipline appeared to have otherwise deserved. It did not, however, 
lead to his writings being dismissed out of hand. Thus Mulhern writes of a journal set 
up in seeming opposition to Leavis’ journal Scrutiny:

The new journal [Essays in Criticism] was not conceived of as an 
alternative to Scrutiny—Bateson’s admiration of the latter was explicit—but 
its main objective was to transcend what its editor regarded as the chief 
limitation of Scrutiny criticism: a lack of scholarship. (297-298)

Other scholar-fans in the past and other scholar-fans in the present, the work of Ricks 
on Dylan for example (Ricks, 2003), have met disapproval but not dismissal tout court. 
What is different about the work of scholar-fans on BtVS or Angel? Indeed, rather than 
accepting as given the inferiority of the scholar-fan’s motivation and impulses, Lavery’s 
analysis of the position of Buffy Studies, drawing on the work of Hills, has argued for 
superiority of scholar-fan’s commitment to their subject (Lavery, 2004, 7) as did 
scholar-fans who responded to Burr’s survey (Burr, 2005, 378-379). Finally, to dismiss 
the work of scholar-fans on the Buffyverse is one thing but to dismiss Buffy Studies as a 
whole is another. Not every academic who writes about BtVS or Angel can be described as 
a fan. For some, whilst the programmes are a compelling focus for analysis, they are just 
that, grist for academic lives, texts whose many layers demand to be unraveled but no 
more. Scholar-fandom therefore seems to provide part of the reason for the hostility to 
Buffy Studies but not the whole answer. 

(5) Turnbull has argued that the fact that BtVS is part of popular culture leads to 
resistance to its study within the academy. 

When people ask me what I do, or what I am studying, I almost always 
have to explain myself in ways which I would not have to if I were 
researching the works of William Faulkner, particle physics or 
orthodonture. Studying popular culture simply isn’t taken seriously. . . . (2)



Once again this seems to be an attractive explanation for the position of Buffy Studies. 
As Turnbull ably demonstrates the study of popular culture has struggled to find 
acceptance within the academy and BtVS and Angel as artifacts of popular culture thus 
seem likely targets for hostility. Commenting on a recent Buffy Studies conference at 
the University of Huddersfield in the United Kingdom, Nicholas Seaton, Chair of the 
British “Campaign for Real Education,” opined that 

[u]niversity academics should be concentrating on literature that has stood 
the test of time, rather than spending their time on trendy, modern TV 
programmes, no matter how popular. It’s very hard to see how it will 
benefit academic study. (need page # for this quote)

The fact that BtVS is not just a part of popular culture but is also a television series 
further increases its marginality within the academy. 

[T]elevision has tended to be seen as less important, less worthy of serious 
attention, than other media (such as literature, cinema and the press). It 
has attracted few major theorists, either academic or political, and it is 
often dismissed as a bastard medium, whose only interest lies in the way it 
debases purer forms and people’s consciousness. (Hartley, 128)

Nonetheless, although the fact that it engages with popular culture and is a television 
series may be part of the reason why Buffy Studies is regarded by some with scorn, 
this explanation, like the idea of scholar-fandom, has its limitations. 

(6) BtVS and Angel are programmes that are less likely to be attacked as not being fit 
for study simply because they are examples of popular culture than is the case with 
many other television series. At the beginning of his article on BtVS, Macneil asks 

[w]hy is a TV show like Buffy the Vampire Slayer so bloody brilliant, when 
others, in the same time slot, age demographic and generic vein, like 
Charmed, are so utterly charmless? (2421, emphasis in original)

Implicit and sometimes explicit in much of the scholarship in Buffy Studies is the 
proposition that BtVS and Angel are examples of popular culture that differ from the 
norm in a variety of ways. Most important for the argument in this present article is the 
notion that “Buffy the Vampire Slayer can be viewed as a morality play: every week 
Buffy and her friends fight evil in some form and in doing so make complex moral 
decisions” (Greene and Yuen, ¶1). The combination of the overt moral turn to BtVS and 
Angel and the subtlety of approach to that turn is one of the things that distinguishes 
them from most other examples of popular culture. Both BtVS and Angel are about, 
amongst other things, morality but neither series moralises. They suggest questions, 
issues and directions for answers but they do not dictate a position; their subject is the 
inevitably of making ethical choices but they are not a prospectus for the right moral 
choice. In this the programmes mirror the movement in literature from the romance to 
the novel. 



The novel is at the present time universally recognized as one of the 
greater historic forms of literary art. . . . 

Among the last apologies for the novel—an apology in which we fully 
sense, however, the surge of confidence and power generated by the 
phenomenal rise of this relatively new genre—is the preface that the 
Goncourt brothers wrote for their novel Germinie Lacerteux (1864). ‘Now 
that the novel,’ they observed, ‘is broadening, growing, beginning to be a 
great, serious, impassioned living form of literary study and social 
research, now by that means of analysis and psychological inquiry it is 
turning into contemporary moral philosophy, now that the novel has 
imposed upon itself the investigations and duties of science, one may 
make a stand for its liberties and privileges.' (Rahv, 222-223)

For some in the present day this remains one of the chief justifications for the study of 
the novel within the academy (see, for example, Bloom, Part One). Given that this is 
so, it does not seem too difficult to make out a similar case for the legitimacy of the 
study of BtVS and Angel. BtVS as a case-study of the travails of adolescence and Angel 
as a study of angst, detachment and connection in modern urban life are, on this 
argument, as worthy of investigation as the novels that litter the lists of departments 
of literature. But the argument can be taken further. Both BtVS and Angel are 
examples of programmes that transcend the idea of popular culture not just in the fact 
that they may also be seen as being high art but in their prominence within public life. 

Since its inception, television has supported what can be called, to use a 
later coinage, ‘watercooler shows’. Such programmes passed beyond the 
boundaries of the text to become more widely circulated, to become 
programmes which even non-viewers knew about. Not simply watched by 
large audiences, they also became part of the culture in which they were 
broadcast. An imperative existed, not simply to watch these shows 
(although many did), then to know about them as party of the condition of 
living in a public culture. (McKee, 2003, 184-185)

Such is their ubiquity and quality, 

each minor event on Buffy the Vampire Slayer is contextualised with hours 
of prior narrative or ‘backstory’ that invests each moment, and the 
character’s responses within it, with a weight of nuance and significance. 
(Janovich and Lyons, 1) 

BtVS and Angel are part of the culture, not just the popular culture, of modern society 
in many countries with even those who have little knowledge of television being aware 
of at least some of their elements. Even if studying popular culture were to be regarded 
as suspect such “watercooler shows,” particularly when they are also examples of 
Quality Television (if a fantasy programme can be Quality Television) (Wilcox, 2005, 
174-175), do not seem the most obvious candidates for venom. 



(7) One possible explanation for the large-scale rejection of Buffy Studies that is hinted 
at in some of the criticisms above but that has been little explored is the place that 
Buffy Studies has, and necessarily has, in the structure of academic life. In their 
ethnography of academic life Becher and Trowler note that 

[i]t is a common finding of studies of what motivates academic researchers 
that what moves them is primarily factors intrinsic to the discipline itself, 
particularly the desire to develop a reputation in the field and to contribute 
significantly to it. (75)

Most academics are not engaged in a solitary quest for truth but rather see their work 
as being validated by the place that it takes in the community, usually the academic 
discipline, to which they owe allegiance. In part this is a response to the pressures 
consequent on the ever-increasing quantity of information with which the academic 
must wrestle. 

Only by strict specialization can the scientific worker become fully 
conscious, for once and perhaps never again in his lifetime, that he has 
achieved something that will endure. A really definitive accomplishment is 
today always a specialized accomplishment. (Weber, 135)

(8) If “[i]t is arguable that disciplines are the life-blood of higher education: alongside 
academic institutions, they provide its main organising base” (Becher, 151), where 
does this leave those who study BtVS and Angel and where does this leave Buffy 
Studies? It has been argued that Buffy Studies is a discipline: 

And now we have Buffy Studies. Now we have a regional institution of 
higher education, in an American state with a second rate university 
system, a state better known for the spawn of Graceland and as the home 
of country music, internationally known as a result of [Buffy] studies. 
(Lavery, 12, emphasis in original)

However, is Buffy Studies an academic discipline in the usual sense of the phrase and 
can those who work on BtVS and Angel make a contribution to and find their place in 
the discipline in the manner that is normal in academic life? 

(9) Assessing the disciplinary status of Buffy Studies is predicated on an understanding 
of what it means for something to be a discipline within the academy. Consideration of 
some of the literature on the notion of an academic discipline suggests that Buffy 
Studies does have some claim to being a discipline or at least a nascent discipline. 

Disciplinary cultures, in virtually all fields transcend the institutional 
boundaries within any given system. In many, but not all, instances they 
also span national boundaries. That this is the case is to be seen through 
the existence of national, and often international subject associations 
which embody collective norms and exercise an informal control on 
undergraduate and graduate curricula, as well as providing a shared 



context for research. It can also be observed in the easy mobility of 
academic staff from one institution to another; the common readership of 
academic texts (whether books or journals); the frequent informal 
communication between individuals in different geographical locations; the 
existence of international conferences; and the incidence of collaborative 
enquiry which involves researchers in more than one university (and often 
more than one country). (Becher, 153)

Buffy Studies has some of these required features of a discipline. It is international in 
character, it has one academic journal that is subject specific, it has an ever-increasing 
range of essay collections and monographs that are beginning to form a canon of 
secondary material and there have been a number of large-scale conferences in different 
countries with more planned for the future. There are already courses on Buffy Studies 
and a future research centre devoted to Buffy Studies does not seem inconceivable. 
However, it seems doubtful that all of this does, or can ever, add up to a discipline of 
Buffy Studies. 

(10) Academic disciplines find their place in the institutional structures of the academy. 

Any full understanding of how the higher education system works must 
depend on an understanding of the basic units which together make up its 
constituent institutions. By basic units we mean the smallest component 
elements which have a corporate life of their own. Their identifying 
characteristics would normally include an administrative existence (a 
designated head or chairman, a separately accounted budget); a physical 
existence (an identifiable set of premises); an academic existence (a range 
of undergraduate training programmes, usually some provision for 
graduate work and sometimes a collective research activity). (Becher and 
Kogan, 87)

Disciplines are intellectual entities but they need concrete physical settings to attach 
themselves to and they need to do this on an international basis. Disciplines need 
departments, faculties or schools and the infra-structure of administrative assistance 
and budgets to thrive; they need them in not one institution but in many institutions; 
they need them not just in one country but in a number of countries. The 
establishment of any significant number of units of Buffy Studies seems implausible as 
does any frequent movement of staff from one institution to another because they are 
Buffy experts as opposed to their movement because they are cultural theorists, 
academic lawyers or whatever and their pursuit of Buffy Studies is seen as legitimate 
within that discipline and by those departments. Thus there is, in strict terms, no such 
things as Buffy Studies.

“What exactly is Buffy Studies? If we set out to categorize existing 
scholarly writing on BtVS as I have done in a bibliography now available on 
the Slayage website[http://www.slayage.tv/EBS/buffy_studies/
buffystudiesbibilography.htm], we discover that Buffy Studies currently 
comprises at least fifty (fifty!!) disciplines, methods, and/or 
approaches. . . ." (Lavery, 13, emphasis in original)



Buffy Studies is the work of a wide range of scholars drawing on a wide range of often 
disparate disciplines, methods and concepts to analyse a common subject. It is a truly 
interdisciplinary endeavour. 

(11) The interdisciplinary nature of Buffy Studies, in part, both explains and answers 
some of the criticism that it has met with. The fears expressed after the first Buffy 
conference were whether the “hard questions” of media studies would be addressed by 
those in Buffy studies (Lavery, ¶33) but those in Buffy Studies who do not come from 
media studies might find these “hard questions” tangential or irrelevant to the 
intellectual agenda with which they are familiar. Levine and Schneider’s criticisms 
about Buffy Studies are directly addressed to those in English, Film, Television or 
Cultural departments (Levine and Schneider, 299) but there are many other disciplines 
in Buffy Studies and there is no obvious reason why one discipline’s agenda should 
take priority over another. McKee’s concern is with “social equity” (McKee, 2002, 69) 
but there are other concerns that equally, urgently demand academic attention. And 
for those writing about BtVS and Angel who do come from the disciplines named by 
critics the issues and concerns of others writing about the programmes may take on a 
greater importance than the questions and problems of their home discipline; 
interdisciplinarity leaches out some of the disciplinary power that is otherwise 
exercised. 

(12) The interdisciplinary nature of Buffy Studies is no more a complete explanation of 
the academy’s hostility towards such work than is the notion of scholar-fandom or the 
ire raised by the notion of the study of popular culture in general or television studies 
in particular. However, to the degree that it provides any kind of explanation at all it 
suggests a more intractable difficulty for Buffy Studies than either of the first two 
problems. The problematic position of scholar-fans can, in principle, be met either by 
raising that status of such academics, as Lavery suggests, or by encouraging work by 
non-scholar-fans on Buffy Studies. One can argue and re-argue, as does Turnbull, for 
the importance of work on popular culture in the academy. Not only those who work in 
Television Studies have argued for the importance of analysing television; thus, for 
example, Steiner, whose work has been on comparative literature, has written that 
“film and television—now the commanding instruments of general sensibility” (Steiner, 
1997, 156). The position of interdisciplinary work is, however, inherently difficult within 
the academy. The paradigm within the academy is the discipline and work done outside 
disciplines seems to be perpetually destined to be marginal. Yet, even here, there may 
be limited hope for the position of Buffy scholars. 

(13) Reflecting on his long career Steiner has written that “[m]y belief that cows have 
fields but that passions in motion are the privilege of the human mind has long been 
held against me” (Steiner, 1997, 155). Steiner’s rejection of the notion of research 
fields, his celebration of interdisciplinarity, “the carnival of understanding and 
judgement” (Steiner, 1997, 20), reflects the fact that whilst working with disciplines is 
the paradigm within the university there are other ways of being an academic and 
indeed, as Steiner’s career, with posts at Princeton University, the University of 
Geneva, the University of Oxford, the University of Cambridge and Harvard University, 
demonstrates, other ways of being a hugely successful and influential academic. Within 



an academic universe of disciplines Buffy Studies may be destined to be marginal; that 
does not mean that all of those writing about Buffy Studies must themselves be 
marginal. 

(14) Consideration of the reasons for the criticism of Buffy Studies raises one final and 
more provocative question. Why, if at all, should those working in Buffy Studies 
concern themselves with such attacks? 

(15) Basic principles about the nature of the university tell us that researching into 
BtVS and Angel needs no special justification and attacks on Buffy Studies thus need 
no response. Newman’s classic nineteenth century defense of the university, reiterated 
more recently by writers such as Nussbaum, argued for the pursuit of knowledge as an 
end in itself. Questions that can be asked, whether about BtVS and Angel or anything 
else, should be asked. “[T]he asking of questions is the supreme piety of the spirit. . . 
” (Steiner, 1978, 149). “More than homo sapiens, we are homo quaerens, the animal 
that asks and asks” (Steiner, 2001, 16). However, this fact in itself necessitates 
consideration of why and how we are asking the questions that we ask. Although Buffy 
Studies does not need validation by others within the academy, the fact that some 
scholars wish to ask questions about the Buffyverse is sufficient warrant for them being 
asked, nevertheless self-reflection must be as integral to the pursuit of Buffy Studies as 
to any other aspect of life. Questions about the process of questioning are themselves 
part of the process of questioning; an unconsidered life for a scholar of Buffy Studies, 
as much as for anyone else, is not worth living. In this sense there is a necessity to 
examine and re-examine critiques of Buffy Studies in order to see whether they provide 
or provoke suggestions about the way in which work within Buffy Studies can be 
improved. Given the politics of Buffy Studies described above, Buffy Studies may need 
pragmatic defense if it is to be given an appropriate budget but, more than this, the 
ethics of Buffy Studies demands that scholars within it attend to their own motivations 
and methods if they are to fulfill their scholarly role. 

(16) However, notwithstanding this legitimate reason for considering the criticisms 
made of Buffy Studies, there may also reactions to these criticisms by Buffy scholars 
that are more difficult to justify. Marginality for some Buffy scholars may matter in 
itself; marginality may indicate that their own work is considered unimportant; 
marginality may mean that their arguments are failing to succeed since other non-
Buffy scholars do not cite their arguments in academic work outside of Buffy Studies. 
Given the academic concern with reputation noted by Becher and Trowler above, such 
feelings about marginality would be understandable but consideration of the content of 
both BtVS and Angel suggests why it may be difficult for Buffy scholars ethically to 
defend treating marginality as being important. 

(17) Many within Buffy Studies are concerned with analysing the moral arguments 
examined in BtVS and Angel. Most commentary puts a positive gloss on these 
arguments. Thus Kawal observes 

[w]hat I hope to show in this section is that Buffy holds deep moral 
commitments that lead her to an ongoing pattern of heroic and saintly 



actions. As such we have good grounds to treat Buffy as a moral role 
model. (150; see also, amongst others, Stevenson and Reiss)

What these moral commitments are is, of course, a complex matter. However, one 
aspect of the morality of both BtVS and Angel does seem clear. “[H]eroism [that is 
acting morally] is not defined as a grand quest to eliminate evil, but rather as an 
existentialist determination to fight it, ‘to help the helpless’ . . .” (Wall and Zyrd, 59). 
Thus Angel demands that “w[e] live as though the world was what it should be, to 
show it what it can be” (“Deep Down,” 4001). Many episodes of BtVS and Angel 
demonstrate this but the final episode of Angel, “Not Fade Away” (5022), provides a 
powerful illustration. Knowing that they will almost certainly die in this particular fight 
Angel, Spike and the others nevertheless agree first to assassinate the members of the 
Circle of the Black Thorn and then gather at the alley behind the Hyperion to face the 
thousands sent to kill them by the vengeful senior partners. BtVS and Angel are not 
morality plays about what to do when faced by demons or vampires. Instead what 
Angel, Spike and the others do is also enjoined to everyone else, including Buffy 
scholars, in their quotidian lives; “everyday heroism” is necessary (Reiss, 11). 

(18) Given the ethic of the Buffyverse, the required response to the marginality of 
Buffy Studies on the part of those Buffy scholars who profess to accept this ethic 
follows. There are more questions about BtVS and Angel that are still to be answered. 
Buffy Studies may in fact be irredeemably marginal within the academy but the ethics 
of the Buffyverse forbids considering this a matter of consequence when deciding 
whether or not to attempt to answer to these questions. Local conditions vary and the 
precise degree of difficulty inherent in doing work on the Buffyverse will be dependant 
on matters such as the precise nature of one’s parent academic discipline and the 
national structures of higher education within which one works. However the wealth of 
past writing on the Buffyverse is testimony to the possibility of future research. 
Therefore, as Angel says at the end of “Not Fade Away,” “[l]et’s go to work.” 
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Rod Romesburg
Regeneration through Vampirism: Buffy the 

Vampire Slayer’s New Frontier
 
[1] After three years at Winchester, an English prep school, Joss 
Whedon returned to America and began his undergraduate work at 
Wesleyan University. He knew he wanted to study literature and film, but little 
suspected the caliber of professors he would encounter at his new school. In an 
interview, he explains how he enjoyed “lectures that were so complete, so complex, so 
dense and so simple that I almost had trouble following them, and by the end would 
realize they were dealing with things that were already in me. They were already 
incorporated in the way I thought about story, because they are the American 
mythos. . . . I don’t have a thought about story that is not influenced by those 
teachers” (“An Interview with Joss Whedon”). Among the most significant of those 
Wesleyan professors was Richard Slotkin.[1] 
[2] Slotkin built his reputation through his important studies of the regenerative myths 
of violence playing through American literature. Slotkin’s scholarly trilogy, beginning 
with Regeneration through Violence: The Mythology of the American Frontier, 1600-
1860, argues each step of American “progress” is preceded by violence on the frontier. 
Each time the American community faces a physical or psychic challenge, whether 
external or internal, the American spirit is redeemed “through a scenario of separation, 
temporary regression to a more primitive or ‘natural’ state, and regeneration through 
violence” (c. The call to regeneration through violence springs from the very first 
Europeans who come to America for a fresh start, personally, politically, and spiritually. 
They see the possibility of rebirth, but it comes only at the price of wresting control of 
the land from the current inhabitants: the wilderness and the Native Americans. In his 
second book, The Fatal Environment: The Myth of the Frontier in the Age of 
Industrialization, 1800-1890, Slotkin envisions the same scenario replayed in the 
nineteenth century, with the lower classes and those races traditionally assigned to 
these classes fitting the slot previously occupied solely by the Native American 
“savages.” Finally, in Gunfighter Nation: The Myth of the Frontier in Twentieth Century 
America, the American frontier fully transforms from geography to ideology. The 
Frontier and the West become frozen in time, and the archetypes and icons of the 
mythic West become codified in the Western movies, television, and fiction of twentieth 
century America. However, after Vietnam American faith in the old myths begins to 
unravel, and, despite efforts by many to restore that nostalgic footing, America 
currently resides in a space of uncertainty. 
[3] Whedon’s most obvious references to the myths of the Western and the frontier 
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appear in his television show Firefly (2003) and the accompanying film Serenity 
(2005), which essentially put archetypal Western characters in space. Less clear, on 
the surface at least, are the connections between Western myths and Whedon’s first 
television series, Buffy the Vampire Slayer (BtVS). This show, with its cast of primarily 
Southern Californian teenagers, seems far removed from dusty tales of the Wild West. 
But Sunnydale, the fictional setting of BtVS, sits atop the Hellmouth, a conduit to Hell 
that attracts demons of this world and those beneath. Sunnydale thus acts as a frontier 
space, marking the border between civilization and the wilderness of the underworld. 
In this paper, I will argue that not only do Joss Whedon and his writers invoke Slotkin’s 
ideas throughout the series, but that the translation of those ideas in BtVS frequently 
reveals the limitations of America’s dependence on viewing itself as a frontier nation 
capable only of “regeneration through violence.” Most significantly, the series finale 
offers an alternative direction for American myth. 
[4] Any discussion of the American West and the myth of the American frontier begins 
with Frederick Jackson Turner. In his legendary speech of 1893, Turner famously 
pronounces the American frontier closed. Until his era, Turner argues, the frontier 
border that ever shifts westward defines America, giving the young country its identity 
in “the meeting point between savagery and civilization” (3). This “meeting point” helps 
America identify itself by what it is not – primarily Europe, the “savage” native 
Americans, and the wilderness. Turner felt that as the geographic border closed upon 
the reaching of the Pacific Ocean, land’s end, the first era of American identity closed 
with it. At this point, a new touchstone would have to be forged. Instead, as Slotkin 
observes, America turns the frontier myth inward, employing the imagery collectively 
understood as Old West to clarify America’s and Americans’ position in the world.[2] 
Old West and frontier become essentially the same myth, and Americans and American 
culture both employ the myth and measure themselves/itself against it. 
[5] We see such measuring-against-myth very early in BtVS. In one of his first 
conversations with Buffy, Xander laments, “not much goes on in a one Starbucks town 
like Sunnydale,” linking Sunnydale’s pokiness to the one-horse towns of the Old West 
(“Welcome to the Hellmouth,” 1001). In the second episode, “The Harvest” (1002), 
after Buffy’s classmate Xander has discovered vampires exist, he asks, “So, what's the 
plan? We saddle up, right?” employing the mythic language of countless Western 
movies. Buffy, however, immediately quashes this, warning her task is “deeply 
dangerous.” She recognizes she holds the special powers of the Slayer, while her 
friends are purely human and thus more vulnerable. Xander, however, reads her 
rejection through the Western conceptions of man/woman and concludes, “I’m 
inadequate. That’s fine. I’m less than a man.” Western man acts; Western woman 
waits behind. Xander thus finds himself in some strange space that is “less than a 
man,” and yet not woman, who, as in Buffy’s case, plays the active role. Xander wants 
to read himself through the Western pose, but the pose fails him and he’s left groping 
for a new identity. 
[6] An even more direct example comes in the episode, “Bad Eggs” (2012), when two 
outlaw cowboy vamps, Lyle and Tector Gorch, mosey into town to stir up trouble and 
challenge Buffy. Marti Noxon renders the Gorches through our expectations of cowboy 
Westerners. They speak the twangy Western accent, wear the proper hats and outfits, 
and enjoy fighting for fighting’s sake. Perhaps most significantly, Lyle and Tector Gorch 
share their names with two characters from the 1969 Western, The Wild Bunch. [3] 
Unlike Xander, the Gorches fit the mold of the Western man. And yet, because they 



measure up to the frontier mold – because they are “authentic” Westerners – they 
clearly do not belong in Buffy’s world. The Gorches’ “Old West” identity signals they are 
out of time (nicely made possible because as vampires, they never age) and place 
(more suited to riding the range than haunting the malls), but primarily they are a 
joke. They are cowboys, and cowboys belong on the frontier, “the meeting point 
between savagery and civilization” – which suburban Sunnydale is not. 
[7] Before I overturn the last statement, as clearly I must do, let me develop the 
“suburban” over the “Sunnydale.” The suburb seems the anti-frontier. Civilization 
dominates suburbia – in fact, the typical critique of suburbia is that it is all civilization 
and no culture. Cynthia Morrill calls suburbia “the fast-food version of the American 
dream, providing excellent value for its price, but offering little nutritional value for the 
soul” (Morrill). Especially through Hollywood’s eyes, suburbia is the late-fall landscape 
of American Beauty (1999), the teenage wasteland of Fast Times at Ridgemont High 
(1982), the cookie-cutter pastel housing blocks of Edward Scissorhands (1990). The 
tensions implicit in Turner’s frontier have passed on, and instead of flux we have stasis. 
[8] The teenagers inhabiting suburban Sunnydale understand this all too well. They 
long for that which is cool, and that which is cool is that which is on the edge – not too 
old, not too safe, not too anything. The premier episode, “Welcome to the 
Hellmouth” (1001), gives the main characters a chance to declare the numerous ways 
Sunnydale is not cool. Before inviting her into the popular clique, alpha co-ed Cordelia 
tests Buffy’s “coolness factor” through a few questions assessing Buffy’s knowledge of 
the latest trends. More tellingly, though, she also outlines the geographic pecking order 
by conceding that since Buffy’s just moved here from L.A., a locale of infinite edginess, 
she doesn’t have to take the written. Buffy passes the test, so Cordelia invites her to 
The Bronze, a club in the “bad part of town,” which is “about a half a block from the 
good part of town.” Cordelia is obviously slamming Sunnydale’s smallness as a strike 
against it, but also intriguing is that she highlights The Bronze’s location in the “bad 
part of town.” The club gives the safe, suburban teens a place to feel they’re testing 
themselves against savagery – while playing pool, dancing, and listening to bands. 
They long for excitement while agreeing they live in the most boring of spaces. 
[9] However, everything that makes the suburbs so boring for teenagers reassures 
their parents. Buffy’s mother, Joyce, moves her daughter to Sunnydale after Buffy 
burns down her gymnasium at the previous school (to destroy a vampire nest). Joyce, 
in classic comic book tradition, has no inkling of her daughter’s secret identity and feels 
Buffy just started running with the wrong crowd.[4] Suburban Sunnydale thus tenders 
the fresh start, away from the dangers of the city. The suburb offers the American 
dream, the one-owner home with “natural” lawn contained within picket fence – in 
other words, perfect, wonderfully dull, security. But the security is, of course, an 
illusion. 
[10] A few critics have observed how BtVS takes advantage of its setting to critique the 
American Dream of perfect security. For writers, Southern California has long been a 
setting of contrast – the sunny skies drawing eyes to the heavens, the better to 
disregard the darkness at their feet. Boyd Tonkin argues that although Sunnydale’s 
exact locale is nebulous, the show is particularly Southern Californian, especially in its 
benign façade concealing environmental and societal upheaval. Cataloging the woes of 
California, from geological faults to corrupt government to growing pains to gangs, 
Tonkin relates them to the metaphorical threats that drive the conflicts of the program. 
He argues BtVS, and even more its L.A.-based spinoff Angel, follows the classic 



California noir stories of Raymond Chandler and Ross MacDonald with protagonists 
whose work takes them into the realm of darkness most citizens willfully ignore. The 
Southern California city, painted as a utopia of climate and opportunity, becomes in art 
dystopia. It becomes, in Thomas Hibbs’ words, a “peculiarly American nightmare” in 
which the suburban paradise of Sunnydale “is but a storm drain resting over the 
cauldron of hell” (52). The inhabitants of Sunnydale, for the most part, choose not to 
see the events occurring around them, preferring to envision a vampire feeding as a 
gang hopped up on PCP or to pretend a bizarre incident never happened rather than 
expose the dark underbelly of their shiny locale. Parents feel secure by believing their 
suburbia is deadly dull, and their teenagers feel secure by complaining how their 
suburbia is deadly dull. 
[11] Sunnydale is fascinating, though, precisely because it may be deadly, but not dull 
– and here I return to emphasize the “Sunnydale” over the “suburban.” Despite its 
suburban character, because it sits atop the Hellmouth, Sunnydale marks a frontier 
space between the realms of demons and humans, “the meeting point between 
savagery and civilization.” The frontier battle in BtVS determines who controls the 
physical and ideological space of Sunnydale, and despite Buffy’s frequent desire to live 
the life of a normal teenage girl, this battle is precisely what shakes her and the 
Scoobies from laconic suburban life. Whedon makes this clear in the first season finale 
when Willow discovers a group of boys slaughtered by vampires in the Sunnydale High 
School AV room. She cries to Buffy, “I'm not okay. I knew those guys. I go to that 
room every day. And when I walked in there, it . . . it wasn’t our world anymore. They 
made it theirs. And they had fun” (“Prophecy Girl,” 1012). High school should be dull. 
It should have its difficulties of not fitting in and of being ignored – themes the show 
deals with in its early seasons – but these are dramas played out in a bubble of safety.
[5] The vampires bring violence into the literal. They strip the high school, the suburbs, 
of their dullness and, as Willow notes, have fun doing so. The vampires’ presence helps 
the main characters realize the ridiculousness of high school jockeying and suburban 
angst (and also long for the delusions of their classmates) – in their way, the undead 
vampires bring the characters to life. 
[12] As with the slaughter in the AV room, for all of Sunnydale it’s the “unreal” 
elements that rip away the broader illusion suburbia typically imposes. In other words, 
it’s the unreal that’s real. Rarely does anyone outside the Scooby gang publicly 
acknowledge that Sunnydale’s a little different from everywhere else, but when they 
do, the revelation comes courtesy of the supernatural. In one instance (“Gingerbread,” 
3011), a demon takes the form of two small, dead children and inspires Joyce to found 
MOO, Mothers Opposed to the Occult, and start a witch hunt. At a press conference, 
after the mayor’s offered some platitudes, Joyce steps to the microphone: 
  

Joyce: Mr. Mayor, you're dead wrong. (people begin to murmur) This is not a 
good town. How many of us have, have lost someone who, who just disappeared? 
Or, or got skinned? Or suffered neck rupture? And how many of us have been too 
afraid to speak out? I-I was supposed to lead us in a moment of silence, but... 
silence is this town's disease. For too long we-we've been plagued by unnatural 
evils. This isn't our town anymore. It belongs to the monsters and, and the 
witches and the Slayers. 

  
By publicly declaring what everyone chooses to ignore, Joyce brings the darkness into 



the light. But it takes the continual presence of magic for the citizens to acknowledge 
magic. Once the demon’s been killed, the citizens go back to studiously ignoring the 
“unnatural evils” that plague them. 
[13] This willful ignorance ties in nicely with one of the biggest complications with 
Slotkin’s theories about regeneration through violence. As stated earlier, Slotkin says 
that nearly since its inception, American culture (including colonial America) has looked 
to violence to solve all perceived challenges thrown at it. Like a phoenix rising from 
ashes, something in the American mythos needs the purging fire to allow the glorious 
rebirth. The frontier becomes the locus for the regenerative violence, the clashing point 
where “good” Americans will face “evil” in a time of conflict, in order that stability can 
be imposed. Slotkin shows how America tells and retells itself the story, recasting the 
“evil” and redrawing the frontier as necessary. Always, however, the frontier is viewed 
as temporary – a pause on the way to stability.[6] The frontier space is always in the 
process of becoming, either evolving forward or slipping back. If we conceive the 
frontier in terms of American imaginings of the Old West, the frontier town is always 
becoming increasingly civilized or a ghost town. This shifting nature compels a longing 
for wholeness and away from instability. So the citizens of Sunnydale, rather than 
acknowledging the frontier/instability has not moved on, choose not to see it. They 
choose to believe the myth – that their violence has purged them from their problem – 
rather than see what’s “really” happening. 
[14] The frontier conception of the American West, in other words, forces us into 
viewing space as a binary, with one possibility (civilization) naturally and rightfully 
superior to the alternative (nature/savagery). Slotkin recognizes this happening not 
only in American culture, but as a problem with myth itself. He agrees with Roland 
Barthes that all myth simplifies reality, “buttonholing” (Barthes’ term) life into “a few 
traditional ‘either/or’ decisions” (Slotkin, The Fatal Environment 19).[7] The 
“regeneration through violence” myth imposes this bind – the society must devolve into 
primitive, animalistic violence before it can regenerate itself, leaving the primitive 
behind and embracing its future. We’re left again with being/becoming wholly one or 
the other in an effort to avoid living in uncertainty. 
[15] This, of course, works only until the myth fails to accommodate life’s events. 
Slotkin spends much of Gunfighter Nation detailing how the myth plays through the 
Western movie bonanza of the mid-twentieth century and encourages American 
involvement and understanding in World War II and even Korea. But, for Slotkin, the 
myth fails with the U.S.’s war in Vietnam. There, facing an enemy that refuses to abide 
by the rules the myth sets for it, violence seems not to solve the problem but instead 
accelerate it. The frontier pushes not steadily forward, but remains in place – and even 
spreads to American shores through societal unrest. The only solution the myth can 
offer, more violence, fails. In an analysis of how the Western film The Wild Bunch 
signals this failure of myth, Slotkin writes of the protagonist Pike and antagonist 
Mapache: 
  

As with the American “mission” in Vietnam, Pike’s “failure of intelligence” leads to 
a surprising catastrophe. Instead of greeting the gringos as liberators, Mapache’s 
people assault them as the enemy. Had the Americans understood the 
“revolutionary” implications of their role – had they understood the nature of the 
conflict in which, for their own private reasons, they had enmeshed themselves – 
they might have predicted the Agua Verdean revulsion against them, and they 



would certainly have understood that a conflict with Mapache could not be settled 
by personal duel or even coup d’état, that only the power of a social order 
equivalent to that of Agua Verde – the power of the village/revolution – would be 
sufficient to the task of undoing Mapache (610-611). 

  
America may try to employ the myth again, say in the Middle East, but because there 
is a cultural crisis of faith in the myth, there may not be the will or desire to trust the 
old solutions will work. Whedon picks up on such doubts on BtVS, in the famous 
musical episode “Once More with Feeling” (6007). Confronted with yet another 
menacing demon, Buffy sings, “Apocalypse, we’ve all been there / the same old trips / 
why should we care?” Her line can be taken both as a call for bravery and as an 
admission of malaise. Violence works to put down a demon, but another always pops 
up. This leaves three options: one can ignore what’s happening, as the town does; 
stick with the myth and its accompanying violence-as-solution, as Buffy does for the 
first six seasons; or find a way to rewrite the myth and forge a new way to envision the 
conflict. I argue that the genius of the BtVS series finale is that it does exactly this by 
valorizing hybridity over wholeness. 
[16] To work my way towards the importance of hybridity, I want to first return to 
Joyce’s claim that demons are “unnatural.” Although all the characters think of the 
demons and vampires drawn to the Hellmouth as “unnatural evils,” the show clearly 
links them more closely to nature than humans will ever be. Buffy’s Watcher Giles 
explains, 
  

This world is older than any of you know. Contrary to popular mythology, it did 
not begin as a paradise. For untold eons demons walked the Earth. They made it 
their home, their...their Hell. But in time they lost their purchase on this reality. 
The way was made for mortal animals, for, for man. All that remains of the old 
ones are vestiges, certain magicks, certain creatures. (“The Harvest,” 1002) 

 
If we define nature, as is common, by what precedes human involvement, then 
demons are nature. To establish their claim to this world, humans have two options. 
[17] First, they can erase or rewrite demon history, as Giles refers to with his reference 
to “popular mythology.” Suburbia markets itself a place to get away from the city but 
not go back to the wild; a small town, new-old-world living that never was. With its 
meticulously furnished model homes, themed developments, and ad campaigns 
designed to sell a feeling of belonging to another time or place, the suburbs take a 
physical place and actively redefine it. Like the frontier that is always shifting and 
never truly locatable, the suburban ideal exists only in the mind – it’s a utopia, a no-
place. In order to exist in physical space, both frontier and suburb must actively erase 
the world that preceded them and establish themselves as the new idea that will 
replace the old. In the American West, cries of Manifest Destiny and national progress 
encouraged Americans to see themselves entering an empty land (that was, of course, 
far from empty), a paradoxically ancient, virgin wilderness that could be conquered 
through violence in the name of this young civilization. Similarly, the residents of 
Sunnydale must mask the past to stake their claim to this space. Giles explains how 
the Spanish inhabitants of this space called it “Boca del Infierno,” translated into 
English as “Hellmouth” (“The Harvest,” 1002). That name, however, won’t sell many 
houses. “Sunnydale” is lain down like a rug over a bloodspot to mask the “real” nature 



of this place. In the same way that Spanish settlers use language (in addition to 
unnamed acts) to name and thus claim the area as their own from previous inhabitants 
and American settlers proceed to write out the Spanish, humans have written demons 
from truth into “popular mythology.” 
[18] The second method humans use to establish their claim to this world is to convert 
this part of what is natural into the supernatural, the unreal. This option is more potent 
than a simple renaming because it not only makes demons unreal, but places them 
against nature. The demons’ very existence offends any sense of “natural” order. This 
method proves even more potent than early American colonists’ efforts to connect 
Native Americans with nature, and thus merely an obstacle, like a tree, that could be 
razed if it impeded the progress of civilization. With this technique, demons become not 
merely uncivilized but unnatural. Because of this, eradicating demons becomes nature’s 
will – by sticking a stake through a vampire’s heart, the Scoobies are doing nature’s 
work. 
[19] However, as Giles’ story exposes, and many references within the series reveal, 
the supernatural is not non-natural, but intricately linked to nature. In “The 
Harvest” (1002) Xander’s friend Jesse is converted into a vampire. Xander, knowing 
Jesse now must die, says he’s sorry. Jesse responds, “Sorry? I feel good, Xander! I feel 
strong! I’m connected, man, to everything! . . . I, I can hear the worms in the earth!” 
In an episode from the final season, Willow (now a powerful witch) uses remarkably 
similar language to explain to Giles how she can use her magicks to grow a Paraguayan 
flower in the English countryside: “It’s all connected. The root systems, the 
molecules . . . the energy. Everything’s connected” (“Lessons,” 7001). In both, the 
supernatural is the natural, and those intimately connected to the supernatural are 
likewise more intimately connected to nature than the ordinary humans. Even more, 
the language each character uses reveals the magic makes no distinction between 
Willow’s “good” supernatural and Jesse’s vampiric “evil.” Those designations originate 
with whoever gets to tell the story.
[20] Or, as both Buffy and The First (the final season’s apocalypse-desiring Big Bad) 
say in the episode that opens the show’s final season, “It’s about power” (“Lessons,” 
7001). This simple line, delivered by both hero and villain, reverberates back through 
the series. Though each seasons’ apocalypse ostensibly threatens the world if not the 
universe, it’s always played out in the frontier town of Sunnydale, so that Sunnydale 
becomes, in essence, the world. The fight going on here merely, mythically, represents 
the fight replayed everywhere over who will take this world and make it theirs. The 
residents of Sunnydale and the Americans in Slotkin’s studies long for a return to 
wholeness and stability – a pristine imposition of one over the other. But Buffy’s final 
battle reaches for different conclusions, seeking not merely to impress the power of 
civilization over the power of savagery. Buffy, instead, will battle the very concept of 
the civilized/savage binary. 
[21] In the simplest interpretation, the battle between humanity and demonkind on 
BtVS is, using Slotkin’s terminology, a “savage war.” Slotkin says America early on 
latches onto a “doctrine of ‘savage war’” that allows it to rationalize two key actions. 
First, because Americans are fighting “savages,” the enemies are wholly different and 
not truly human. This allows a clear “us and them” differential, “pitting the symbolic 
opposites of savagery and civilization, primitivism and progress, paganism and 
Christianity against each other” (Fatal Environment 53). Secondly, because the 
savages are less than human and “inherently disposed to cruel and atrocious violence,” 
the “civilized” America must itself become savage in an effort to save itself from 



annihilation. Only with total destruction of the enemy – not conversion or diplomacy – 
will America be preserved (53-54). 
[22] Importantly for my analysis, Slotkin writes that the savage war springs from 
differences “rooted in some combination of ‘blood’ and culture” (Gunfighter Nation 11). 
Slotkin’s word choice is intriguing, naturally, for on a show about battling savage 
vampires, differences between humans and monsters must clearly involve blood. In the 
Buffyverse, a human becomes a vampire when they are bitten and then drink the blood 
of the vampire who has bitten them. Once blood is shared, the human becomes not 
only connected to nature, as Jesse proclaims, but soulless and evil. This clearly displays 
old fears of mixed blood; fears of racial purity marked by impurity. At the series’ 
beginning, the characters usually see their world in such black and white terms: 
humans are good, vampires and demons evil. Such clear delineation allows the main 
characters to define themselves by what they are not. The character Angel is an 
exception to the rule, because he is a vampire with his soul reinserted, thus making 
him potentially a force for good. But even here, there is always the threat that his soul 
(human part) will be stripped away and he will revert to his savage, natural state.[8] 
[23] As the series progresses, however, the main characters find the lines between 
demon/magic and human increasingly blurred. Willow learns witchcraft and even 
becomes addicted to and overcome with her powers in season six. Xander falls in love 
with the ex-vengeance demon Anya. And Buffy, especially, becomes immersed in 
grayness. Dying at the end of season five, Buffy is resurrected at the start of season 
six, only to find herself feeling different. In the episode “Smashed” (6009), Buffy is 
fighting with the now microchip-neutered Spike.[9] Spike has fallen for Buffy, and 
Buffy, feeling lost after her resurrection, has turned to Spike in an effort to feel 
emotions of any kind. At the same time, however, she feels disgusted with herself for 
consorting with him. In their fight, Spike knocks Buffy to the ground and is surprised to 
find his head not aching. Buffy rises and hits Spike, saying, “You’re a thing. An evil, 
disgusting, thing,” clearly distinguishing herself from him, denying him any sense of 
identity other than thing-ness. Spike soon discovers the chip’s working fine – it’s Buffy 
who’s changed. He confronts her, gleefully taunting, “You came back wrong. . . . Came 
back a little less human than you were.” Buffy angrily rejects this and later turns the 
accusation back on Spike, jeering, “Poor Spikey. Can’t be a human, can’t be a vampire. 
Where the hell do you fit in?” 
[24] Buffy’s question to Spike serves equally well for all the characters. Their once 
clear visions of who is good and who is evil, of who is human and who is demon, of 
who is civilized and who is savage, become muddied over the course of the series.[10] 
Like Sunnydale, like the West, like the suburb, they have themselves become frontiers. 
They have become what Slotkin calls “the man who knows Indians” – the mythic 
American hero who straddles the borders lain down to demarcate difference and 
establish proper and improper identity (Gunfighter Nation 14).[11] Slotkin says these 
heroes blend knowledge of both sides, but achieve victory for the American culture by 
suppressing the “dark” side of their own character. He provides the example of Daniel 
Boone in early American literature and concludes, “an American hero is the lover of the 
spirit of the wilderness, and his actions of love and sacred affirmation are acts of 
violence against that spirit and her avatars” (Regeneration 22). The irony here is clear 
– the hero must quench that within him/herself that makes him/her unique in order 
that the larger culture can progress. For Slotkin’s heroes, and those heroes in BtVS, 
they must eradicate the demon/natural part of themselves in order for American 



culture to become whole (fully human/civilized). 
[25] To see an example of this in the Buffyverse, we need only look to the finale of the 
spinoff series Angel (“Not Fade Away,” 5022). As with BtVS, Angel ends with its heroes 
facing an apocalypse. As the rain pours down, the four survivors gather in a dark alley: 
Gunn, Spike, Illyria, and Angel. They make brave small talk as hundreds of demons 
approach their position. Asked about his plan, Angel replies, “We fight.” As the horde 
attacks, the shot cuts to focus solely on Angel as he says, “Let’s go to work.” He swings 
his sword and the screen goes black. The two characters most removed from inflicting 
bodily harm have already been removed. Lorne, the gay-coded karaoke singing demon, 
has done his duty, declared the fight “unsavory,” and walked away. Wesley, the 
acknowledged brains of the bunch, has already been killed. What’s left are two 
vampires-with-souls, a fallen god, and human Gunn – whose primary skill throughout 
the series has been his ability to inflict violence. Angel’s only plan is to “fight,” and 
though all present know fighting cannot work, they will be “men” (though one is a male 
deity in a woman's bodily shell) and fight bravely until they die. But, because we do not 
witness their deaths, the ending permits us to still believe in the myth of regeneration 
through violence as not a solution but the only solution. It’s what Americans do when 
we “go to work.”[7] 
[26] In contrast to Angel, however, BtVS overturns the traditional mythic solution in 
favor of a reimagining of the problem itself. Angel and his crew seek to make the world 
whole – free from demons/savages and the fragmentation they present. Likewise, as 
Krista Comer observes, many Western writers of the 1960s and 1970s positioned 
themselves against the New West’s urban spaces in a nostalgic attempt to reestablish 
those characteristics which, at least in myth, distinguish the region from the rest of the 
U.S.A. These writers, in other words, worked to make themselves and their region once 
again “whole” after its perceived fragmentation. Comer says the “ultimate expression” 
of what Western writers work against, is the hybrid and “notions of hybridity and 
hybridized subjectivity” that by its very nature challenges wholeness (5). Because of 
the multiple questions Western authenticity, “There can be no defensible, insider, 
regional discourse, no ethnic or racial purity, no sure opposition between masculinity 
and femininity, no ‘natural’ nature, no final claim on what counts as westernness” (5). 
Reading both Slotkin and BtVS through Comer, we see the heroes’ attempts to perform 
“acts of violence” against the “dark” side of their character as a desire to smother the 
Other (Regeneration Through Violence 22). For Slotkin’s “man who knows Indians,” 
civilization wins when the hero smothers his/her inner savage and the larger culture 
violently puts down their enemies. The hybrid figure, however, challenges the desire to 
become wholly one or Other and in that challenge, forges the possibility of a new type 
of mythic figure. It’s not the savage who must be defeated – what needs vanquishing is 
the myth that requires wholeness via destruction. 
[27] Seeking the power to defeat the The First, Buffy initially transports herself back to 
the men who used magic to create the original Slayer, but rejects their solution to give 
her strength by making her more demon and less human (“Get It Done,” 7015). So far, 
this aligns with Slotkin’s model, with the hero rejecting that which connects her to the 
savage, which gives Buffy her unique strength. Buffy’s solution to defeat The First, 
however, upsets the traditional move toward purity and wholeness as victory/progress. 
Buffy realizes it was these ancient men who made the rule that there could be only one 
Slayer at a time, and that like the either/or binary construct, there is nothing 
inherently “real” about this rule. It exists because they said it exists. 



[28] Significantly, Buffy gains both the idea and the tools to implement her solution 
from a weapon (the Scythe) forged by the “Guardians,” a group of women who 
gathered in Ancient times to monitor the Shadow Men, those men who created and 
then tried to control the Slayer. Buffy’s solution must come from outside the system of 
power she has believed to be reality. Willow uses the Scythe to cast a spell that passes 
the Slayer skills onto all “potentials” – all the worlds’ girls who could potentially become 
Slayers – thus negating what had heretofore made Buffy unique.[13] A montage of 
young women asserting themselves, gaining confidence, shows as Buffy’s voice 
intones, “Slayers . . . every one of us. Make your choice. Are you ready to be 
strong?” (“Chosen,” 7022). Rather than seeking wholeness, Buffy spreads hybridity, as 
now all those who were before purely human have become part demon and therefore, 
Slayers. At the episode’s end, Faith observes to Buffy, “you're not the one and only 
chosen anymore. Just gotta live like a person.” Rather than eradicating her “dark” side, 
Buffy exposes the darkness that already existed in all. Her act has made, or maybe 
better revealed, the hybrid that was always already there to be the norm. Buffy and 
her band of newly-energized Slayers do beat back an army of übervamps long enough 
for a magic amulet to shoot the demons with sunshine and dust them. But that 
violence is secondary – the solution comes with the rewriting of the myth and the 
acceptance of hybridity over the “cleansing” power of violence. 
[29] Further evidence of this comes with what happens to Sunnydale. As the gang 
speeds away in a school bus, the ground behind them collapses, stopping only when 
the “Welcome to Sunnydale” sign topples into the chasm that was the suburb. The 
suburban space that seemed so dead to its teenage inhabitants, but was really quite 
lively thanks to its undead inhabitants, now truly is a void. Lacking the darkness/
vampirism that energizes the hybrid characters/space, Sunnydale has consumed itself. 
The city’s end hints that rather than seeking regeneration through violence that 
quashes darkness, progress actually requires the continued existence of the Other. For 
though Sunnydale is gone, as Giles wryly notes, there’s another Hellmouth under 
Cleveland. The frontier was never just Sunnydale and Buffy was never the only hero; 
that’s just the way they understood the story. The finale of BtVS becomes more than 
just the end of one of the finest television series ever produced. It offers a new mythic 
figure and structure – the hybrid – for America to envision itself outside of regeneration 
through violence. 
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[1] Whedon reveals this in numerous interviews, including, An Interview with Joss 
Whedon, June 23, 2003, IGN.com, Available: http://filmforce.ign.com/



articles/425/425492p1.html, August 10, 2003.; Janet, "Joss Whedon Answers 100 
Questions," February 21, 2003, SFX Magazine, Available: http://www.buffy.nu/article.
php3?id_article=366, August 10, 2003.; Holly J. Morris, "Fictional Heroes," August 10, 
2001, U.S. News and World Report, Available: http://www.usnews.com/usnews/
doubleissue/heroes/fictional.htm, August 10, 2003.; Emily Nussbaum, "Must See 
Metaphysics," September 22, 2002, New York Times, Available: http://jossisahottie.
com/firefly/news/arc8-2002.html, August 10, 2003. 
[2] America and Americans here clearly applies primarily to white America. As the 
dominant majority, the conquering force, they get to write the myths. People of color 
naturally have a very different vision of the American West. 
[3] In Gunfighter Nation, Slotkin does an extensive analysis of the movie as a model 
for how America’s Western/frontier myths spin apart in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 
[4] Susan Owen takes this comparison further, picturing Joyce “as an exemplar of how 
clueless suburban parents (especially mothers) are about the dangers their children 
face.” (Page number?) 
[5] Reality intruded upon the fictional world of Sunnydale when the WB network 
postponed showing two episodes of season three (“Earshot,” 3018 and “Graduation 
Day” 3022) when they decided the episodes too closely paralleled the recent Columbine 
High School shootings. 
[6] As Patricia Limerick observes, “[Frederick Jackson] Turner’s frontier was a process, 
not a place. When ‘civilization’ had conquered ‘savagery’ at any one location, the 
process . . . moved on” (26). 
[7] Barthes uses the term in his work Mythologies, p. 124. 
[8] In season two, after Angel has sex with Buffy and experiences a moment of perfect 
happiness, the gypsy curse that forced his soul upon him is lifted and he reverts to 
Angelus, the evil vampire. That the savage is released through the sex act can be read 
as a warning against miscegenation. 
[9] Spike ends up falling in love with Buffy and, in an effort to win her heart, fighting a 
demon to regain his own soul. Thus, through, technology, Spike reclaims some of his 
humanity. 
[10] At a BtVS panel, the pseudonymed Hercules reports, “Someone asked Whedon 
how he defined ‘a soul’ and how Angel (a vampire with a soul) differed from the 
soulless vampires (like Spike). Whedon posited that soulless creatures can do good and 
souled creatures can do evil, but that the soul-free are instinctually drawn toward doing 
evil while those with souls tend to instinctually want to do good.” In the quote, then, 
we see the shading Whedon has instilled into the pure good/evil binary. 
[11] In several places, Whedon says he deliberately “built ‘Buffy’ [herself] to be a cult 
figure,” an “iconic figure,” in line with Slotkin’s “man who knows Indians,” with Buffy 
crossing the line between demon and human and challenging roles of woman-as-victim 
and archetypal heroes (see “An Interview with Joss Whedon” and Holly J. Morris.) 
[12] In this and many other ways, the end of Angel compares strongly with the movie 
Bataan, which Slotkin sees as a key transition text in the revisioning of the myth of 
regeneration through violence. Even though all the American soldiers in Bataan die, the 
final character’s “berserker” charge on the enemy becomes viewed as “a potentially 
successful model for fighting and winning our jungle war: rage against the ‘monkey’ 
race empowers the doomed sergeant, for although we know he is about to die, we 
never see him fall” (482). 



[13] Continuing the theme, Willow, pleasantly overwhelmed with power coursing 
through her, exclaims, “Oh…my…Goddess.” 



David Kociemba
“Over-identify much?”: Passion, “Passion,” and the 

Author-Audience Feedback Loop in Buffy the 
Vampire Slayer

  
In my experience, people worried about reading in, or over-
interpretation, or going too far, are typically afraid of getting started, of reading 
as such, as if afraid that texts—like people, like times and places—mean things 
and moreover mean more than you know. This may be a healthy fear, that is a 
fear of something fearful. Still, my experience is that most texts, like most lives, 
are under-read, not over-read. . . . This is suggestive of a pervasive conflict 
suffered by Americans about their own artistic achievements, a conflict that might 
be described elsewhere as America’s over-praising and undervaluing of those of 
its accomplishments that it does not ignore. 

Stanley Cavell (35, 39) 
  

Willow: “Angel stopped by? Wow. Was there... Well, I mean, was it having to do 
with kissing?” 
Buffy: “Willow, grow up. Not everything is about kissing.” 
Xander: (to Willow) “Yeah. Some stuff's about groping.” (to Buffy) “It wasn't 
about groping?” 
Buffy: “Okay, hormones on parade here?” 

— “When She Was Bad” (2001) 
  
[1] Buffy the Vampire Slayer created a process in which the authors, the text, and the 
audience informed and influenced one another in an especially important manner. 
Umberto Eco, in writing about the rights of texts and interpreters of texts, provides an 
apt summary of the feedback loop observed here: 
  

Since the intention of the text is basically to produce a model reader able 
to make conjectures about it, the initiative of the model reader consists in 
figuring out a model author that is not the empirical one and that, in the 
end, coincides with the intention of the text. Thus, more than a parameter 
to use in order to validate the interpretation, the text is an object that the 
interpretation builds up in the course of the circular effort of validating 
itself on the basis of what it makes up as its result. (Collini 64) 

http://www.slayage.tv/PDF/kociemba.pdf


Authors and audiences imagine and construct models of one another by means of the 
text. The text is built by interpretation but also provides limits for valid interpretation 
of it. Critical readers make initial judgments about the model audience. They make 
these judgments largely from their experience of the text while experiencing it, rather 
than from observing the author or others in the audience. Critical readers then confirm 
or reevaluate that hypothesis in light of later developments in the text. If a sufficiently 
negative hypothesis is confirmed, critical readers may then choose to opt out of 
experiencing the narrative further. 
[2] In serial narratives, however, empirical authors (the person or persons creating the 
text to be shared) create additional texts informed by their imagined model of the 
audience. Empirical audiences (the persons with whom the empirical authors’ work is 
shared) then change their imagined model of the author in light of the new evidence 
provided by the evolving serial text. The result, for Eco, is not a direct communication 
between empirical authors and interpreters. It is an indirect dialogue between empirical 
authors and their imagined models of their text’s interpreters on the one hand and 
between empirical audiences and their imagined models of the authors implied by the 
text on the other. This conversation can be repetitive, requiring little alteration in 
either’s model of the other. Aaron Spelling’s Charmed serves as a useful example of 
the repetitive author-text-audience paradigm, in which dozens of episodes seem to 
have been inspired by the costume changes that they would require. Or, an empirical 
author may create an innovative serial work that challenges empirical critical readers of 
it to live up to the empirical author’s especially demanding model of the audience. 
Those empirical critical readers, potentially, could then challenge that empirical author 
to live up to their model of an especially innovative author. Serial narratives that are 
consistently innovative are created out of an indirect dialogue between authors and 
audiences in which each encourages the other to strive to embody an ever-shifting 
ideal. 
[3] So which conversation do we have with Buffy the Vampire Slayer: repetitive or 
challenging? As someone who teaches a course on the series, it’s a heated 
conversation that occurs early in the semester and is returned to frequently. There’s 
something about teaching BtVS that elicits hostility and derision. Typically, it begins 
with the title. As one female former student put it in a posting to my class web site, 
“This discussion should drop considering we are discussing a show whose lead 
character is named well . . . BUFFY. For Christ’s sakes, need I say more?”[1] Then, the 
discussion moves towards a suspicion about the general project of taking 
entertainment seriously. This kind of overt suspicion along the lines also was presented 
by Adam Buckman, writing in part about David Lavery’s media course on BtVS in The 
New York Post: “Apparently, some professors think TV shows are as legitimate as 
books” (Buckman 3). I teach in a media program, so students express this sentiment 
more subtly. They never bat an eye at material from “serious” material like Roots or Oz 
or Twin Peaks. But when some students perceive the material to be entertaining, they 
get suspicious and defensive. One male former student was forthright in his objections 
along these lines, writing: 
  

“I feel as though by putting that much thought into viewing a show, you 
can’t really appreciate it for its true purpose—entertainment—or admire its 



technical achievements or lack thereof. Can’t we enjoy these works of art 
for what they are, while still taking in . . . [those] meanings [that] exist? 
We don’t need to go searching for them. . . . does everything have to be 
analyzed? Can’t we sit back and enjoy the show?” 

If it’s not sad, or boring, or foreign, or at least something high-minded and difficult, 
students begin to worry about “over-interpretation,” as one student put it. Since 
discussing such fears and insecurities is one central purpose for the serious study of 
popular culture, BtVS serves as a useful catalyst for investigating the possible 
meanings of entertainment. 
[4] But the reaction to the series would be unremarkable if it weren’t for a second line 
of objection: Namely, that BtVS is too sexy, and thus too juvenile, to be taken 
seriously. As another female former student sarcastically objected, 
  

“In the handful (read: 2) episodes of Buffy I've ever seen, I found them both 
boring and juvenile—and no, I don't think watching a couple more episodes will 
change my opinion. The methods in which Buffy Summers poses herself as a 
gender role model seemed tired: not only is Buffy (played by Sarah Michelle 
Gellar) super hot, but she kicks ass! She's sexually attracted to her nemesis, and 
they do it! - thus, creating more tension within the plotline. Oh, and did I mention 
there are VAMPIRES!?!” 

  
Her perception of the horror genre led her to have a very particular audience in mind 
for BtVS: male, adolescent, and leering. Essentially, her imagined audience is 
composed of people who act like Xander did in the first season, when “seeing scantily 
clad girls in revealing postures was a spiritual experience” for him, as Willow puts it in 
“The Witch” (1003). This perception of the audience was central to her critique of even 
the possibility of taking the series seriously. 
[5] Yet, a male former student also objected to taking the series seriously because of 
his perception of the audience: 
 

“The show may appear to be feminist, which could be true, but I don't 
believe that was the writer’s intent. I also believe that he just chose a 
female to play the main character because it would be different from the 
norm and more marketable. It may also help that girls would want to see a 
girl on the show too. It seems like this cheesy melodrama is marketed to 
young females. I do not think that this show is too "deep" because most 
pre-pubescent girls would not pick up on such things.” 

His perception of the melodrama genre led him to have a very particular audience in 
mind as well: female, adolescent, and shallow. His imagined audience is composed of 
dateless Willows, getting their “vicarious smoochies” from Buffy (“Hush” 4010). These 
two students would have agreed wholeheartedly with Whedon’s characterization of 
BtVS as “a show by losers for losers” ("Wit and Wisdom of Joss Whedon"). The 
perceived nature of the audience of BtVS was as important to these writers at least as 
the content of the episodes themselves and influenced their understanding of authorial 



intent as well. For example, not even a class discussion of the similarities between the 
rape myth and the vampire myth could budge them from their position. Each myth 
features a typically male monster, whose only weapon is his body, who most often 
catches an attractive woman alone and drains her vital fluids. . . and if he does it often 
enough, and the right way, the victim begins to actively participate in it. To these 
students, an interrogation of said subtext wasn’t there, or wasn’t relevant, because 
their imagined audience would never pick up on it.[2] 
[6] Perhaps the most erudite voice for this kind of suspicion can be found in Michael P. 
Levine and Steven Jay Schneider’s “Feeling for Buffy: The Girl Next Door” in Buffy the 
Vampire Slayer and Philosophy: Fear and Trembling in Sunnydale. Levine and 
Schneider dismissed many of the arguments for the artistic and political merits of BtVS. 
Instead, like my students, the authors state that the appeal of the series is that it 
offers its viewers two “girls next door” upon which they can “project and direct their 
narcissistic (and other) fantasies . . .” (Levine and Schneider 296). Before advancing 
their own Freudian theory, the authors confront some of the many opposing scholarly 
understandings of the meanings produced by this narrative. They dismiss Stacey 
Abbott’s discussion of how the series “dismantles and rebuilds” the vampire genre by 
asserting “the symbols in question are employed in BtVS superficially and willy-
nilly” (297). No examples from the series are used to support this assertion, despite 
the prior criticism that other scholars present arguments whose supports “often consist 
of little more than the presentation of plot précis” (295). The authors then flatly state 
that Rhonda V. Wilcox and David Lavery’s “idea that BtVS somehow takes these 
problems seriously, where these other programs do not, is just false” (298). Again, 
they offer no evidence to support such an assertion. Like my students, they seem to 
feel that one needn’t take a program like BtVS seriously even to prove that you 
shouldn’t take it seriously. Instead, they suggest that these scholars (and, by 
implication, any writer who takes the series seriously) are “acting out their own 
fantasies in relation to the program” (299). A former student of mine was more direct 
in an online post to < www.livejournal.com >: “I got the impression that he was sort of 
a perv. He’s obsessed with Buffy the Vampire Slayer” (posted 2005-05-29 05:06 pm 
UTC). This style of argumentation places BtVS scholars in an impossible bind, of 
course. To respond would only demonstrate a defensiveness that suggested that these 
barbs hit too close to home. It’s a critical observation designed to shut down future 
critical investigation. 
[7] Clearly, Levine and Schneider decided relatively early that the narrative was 
repetitive comfort food and no longer worth critical inquiry. What suggests such a 
decision is a very representative, very revealing, and quite false statement: “. . . there 
is no horror in BtVS at all” (Levine and Schneider 297). Here, the authors suggest that 
the series creators tend to activate the off-screen space in pursuit of the “startle effect” 
rather than produce “true chills, uncanniness, or horror –proper” (297). Again, no 
examples are offered from the series itself, which makes this point difficult to pin down. 
While the horror genre is tangential to that particular article’s thesis, their declaration 
is significant because Schneider and, to a lesser extent, Levine, are experienced critics 
of the horror genre in contemporary cinema. Schneider wrote Designing Fear: An 
Aesthetics of Cinematic Horror and edited or co-edited four books that engage in the 
theory of that genre. Levine contributed “A Fun Night Out: Horror and Other Pleasures 
of the Cinema” to Horror Film and Psychoanalysis: Freud’s Worst Nightmare, a book 
edited by Schneider. With such an academic background, a reader can take seriously 



Schneider’s jest that he “majored in slaying” (South 320). 
[8] It’s suggestive, then, that BtVS embodies many of the traits Schneider deemed 
essential to understanding the horror genre in his scholarship on the genre. When one 
applies his theories from “Murder as Art/The Art of Murder: Aestheticizing Violence in 
Modern Cinematic Horror,” and “Monsters as (Uncanny) Metaphors: Freud, Lakoff, and 
the Representation of Monstrosity in Cinematic Horror,” one finds that there are quite a 
few moments that induce chills, uncanniness and horror in BtVS. Just as for some of 
my incredulous students, the imagined nature of the (scholarly) audience of BtVS 
prevented Levine and Schneider from taking the series seriously, so much so that they 
fail to recognize a clear application of their theory of horror. 
[9] In “Murder as Art/The Art of Murder,” Schneider argues that classic era horror films 
equate monstrousness with flawed, degraded, or corrupt works of art. He cites James 
Whale’s Frankenstein (Universal 1931), where Henry rejects his creation as a reminder 
of his inability to produce work of sufficient beauty. In Phantom of the Opera (Universal 
1925/29), Lon Chaney's gruesome makeup and facial contortion make him a hideous 
thing when contrasted with ornate surroundings. The Picture of Dorian Gray (MGM 
1945) similarly plays with these themes as the portrait reflects the corruption of the 
protagonist. In German Expressionism, highly stylized set designs and deliberately 
exaggerated performances provide a reflection of psychological instability of the 
antagonist. This movement “makes apparent the internal workings of an anguished 
self” (Schneider 175). For Schneider, it still qualified as derivative version because the 
“audience’s focus tends to be not so much on these creature’s abnormal psychologies 
as on the remote manifestations of such perverse and dangerous minds” (176). 
[10] These classic horror films defined monstrousness in primarily aesthetic terms, not 
moral, philosophical, or spiritual ones, writes Schneider. This connection is due not to 
“culturally enforced equation between inner and outer beauty and goodness, along with 
its converse” but instead to widespread cultural influence of artistic legitimacy as 
beauty rather than difficulty or incongruity, as with Marcel Duchamp, for example 
(Schneider 176). 
[11] Schneider then suggests that modern horror films depict the Monster as a corrupt 
or degraded artist. These films represent murder as an art form and murderers as 
artists. They showcase murder as an artistic product or as artistic performance. These 
movies reflect the modern notion that art need not command admiration, as horror 
paralleled a shift in the meaning of art towards shock, transgression, and 
offensiveness. 
[12] The slasher genre is typically more interested in murder as artistic performance. 
According to Schneider, the pleasure is in appreciating the surprisingly resourceful 
killer who dispatches victims in increasingly creative ways. The appeal for audiences 
lies in displays of ingenuity and showmanship, inviting a complex and partially 
aesthetic response. Schneider asks us to think of Freddy Krueger as a fictional 
performance artist whose specialty is the destruction of existing artworks rather than 
the creation of new ones. 
[13] The "Murder as Artistic Product" strand of this theory placed an emphasis on 
scene of crime and/or remains of victims, rather than the motive, methods or presence 
of the murderer. One subgenre has dead bodies literally reused for practical purposes, 
most notably as food or as paint. Hannibal Lecter’s prison cell escape in The Silence of 
the Lambs (Orion Pictures 1991) elicited more than shock for Schneider. It rose to the 
level of appalled appreciation of ingenuity. Schneider asked us to consider Se7en's 



(New Line Cinema 1995) use of dead bodies, carefully arranged to make 
comprehensive statements on sin, in this light as well. Great emphasis was placed on 
control in the composition of mise-en-scène. Under this approach, the creative 
authority shifts from the director to the murderer, who functions as a set designer 
within the narrative space. Authorship inside and outside of the narrative collapses. The 
monster becomes the sublimated alter ego of the director, in whose hands the 
audience finds themselves. 
[14] Clearly, there are several “Big Bads” in BtVS who might easily be described as 
corrupt or degraded artists. As an incorporeal being, the First Evil, season seven’s chief 
villain, can only take on the appearance of the dead. It might be thought of as an 
impersonator and storyteller. After Willow discovers its ruse of claiming to be a conduit 
to Tara in the afterlife in “Conversations with Dead People” (7007), it solicits a critique 
of its performance and narrative construction, asking, “Suicide thing was too far, huh? 
Hmm. You seemed so ripe... I stand by my opinion. The world would be a better place 
if you took a razorblade to your wrist. . . I can see it now. Candlelight, the Indigo Girls 
playing, picture of your dead girlfriend on your bloody lap.” Given the still-simmering 
eruption of fan outrage over Tara’s death, this impersonation has a particular horror for 
fans of the series. (For a fine overview of the Tara/Willow controversy at the end of 
season six, see Julie Tabron’s article in Slayage.) Jenny Calendar returns twice as a 
temptress figure, for Giles in “Becoming, Part Two” (2022) by means of Drusilla’s 
hypnotic powers and for Angel in “Amends” (3010) via The First Evil. Jenny’s return 
signaled the power of the audience’s memory of her. Her death and life gave her 
character the power to make this visitation even more of an upsetting violation. The 
horror is the result of more than just the temptation of Angel and Giles. It’s who’s 
doing it as well. And in season seven, Tara as a character had such power and the 
fandom’s emotions were so raw, that the scene of a purported message from her is 
deeply upsetting without even seeing her. The trauma of a character’s death is in 
precise relation to the amount of emotion invested by the audience. Yet it is important 
to note that The First Evil does not impersonate Tara, but only claims to be speaking 
for her. It seems that Tara cannot be represented, visually or in voice. The fact that 
Tara is one of the few deceased major characters not represented directly by The First 
Evil indicates not only the character’s lingering power but also the creators’ judgment 
of just how horrifying such a scene was likely to be to their fan base.[3] 
[15] There are other examples of villains as corrupt or degraded artists in BtVS. Glory, 
from season five, is obviously presented as a diva, with her entourage of incompetent 
sycophants, her love of bubble baths, her racks of designer clothes, and most 
especially her temper tantrums. Of course, Glory demonstrates none of the creativity of 
the diva. Nor does she show much of The First Evil’s interest in creative or theatrical 
cruelty, with the possible exception of taking the time to precisely explain the torment 
that she will inflict upon Tara: 
  

“It doesn't kill you. What it does ... is make you feel like you're in a noisy 
little dark room ... naked and ashamed ... and there are things in the dark 
that need to hurt you because you're bad ... little pinching things that go in 
your ears ... and crawl on the inside of your skull. And you know ... that if 
the noise and the crawling would stop ... that you could remember how to 
get out. But you never, ever will.” –“Tough Love” (5019) 



The lack of consistently creative performance of evil may make describing her as a diva 
problematic or it may simply indicate that this figure now connotes epic self-
involvement rather than any particular kind of creative expression. 
[16] Further, the Trio present a compelling picture of wanna-be artists. Their insipid 
squabbles over plot points in comic books and the merits of the actors who played the 
role of James Bond indicate the depth of their knowledge of popular culture. Even the 
most ordinary of Andrew’s lines features incessant quotation of dialogue from popular 
film and television. A typical example can be found in “Two to Go” (6021), when 
Andrew starts to panic over Willow’s incipient arrival: “You saw her! She's a truck-
driving Magic Mama! And we've got maybe seconds before Darth Rosenberg grinds 
everybody into Jawa-burgers, and not one of you bunch has the midichlorians to stop 
her.” That’s three Star Wars references jammed into one sentence. Andrew seems to 
hoard this knowledge to help him perform under pressure, as when he coolly 
references the traditional parting shot of B-movie villains just before activating his jet 
pack in “Seeing Red” (6019), saying, “Well played, Slayer. . . . This round to you. But 
the game is far from over.” The black magic dealer, Rack, even guesses that The Trio 
was the name of a failed rock band in “Villains” (6020). That episode twice shows 
Warren incredulous at their anonymity as villains. The imagined presence of an 
admiring audience seems to be as important to him as the pleasures of getting away 
with the crimes themselves. These three nerds clearly want to become star performers 
in genre entertainment. And since Jonathan already failed in writing himself into a 
narrative as the hero in “Superstar” (4017), they’ll just have to play the part of the 
villains. Finally, Andrew, after The First Evil convinces him to murder Jonathan to begin 
season seven, copes with his loss and guilt by constructing ever more elaborate fictions 
to rewrite reality to make him a tragic or heroic figure (or even simply an all-knowing 
narrator) in “Storyteller” (7017). By this point, this tendency has become so apparent 
that Buffy loses patience with him, saying, “Shut up. You always do this. You make 
everything into a story so no one's responsible for anything because they're just 
following a script.” The villains of seasons five, six, and seven all fit Schneider’s notion 
of the modern monster as corrupt or degraded artists—as, of course, does Angelus. 
[17] The earliest episode that most clearly demonstrates that BtVS created an 
innovative serial work that challenged both authors and audience to live up to each 
other’s ideals is arguably “Passion” (2017), which makes the cool appreciative distance 
of the audience from the corrupt artist central. (It’s also the earliest episode that 
clearly features a major monster as a corrupt or degraded artist.) Previously on BtVS, 
Buffy made love with her boyfriend, the ensouled vampire, Angel, an event momentous 
in her sex life (he is her first sexual partner) and his (in the afterglow of the act, he 
experiences a moment of true happiness which causes him to lose his soul, becoming 
the soulless vampire Angelus.) The episodes leading up “Passion” (2017) feature Angel 
going out of his way to torment Buffy and her loved ones, from trying to end the world 
to inflicting emotional trauma by telling Buffy’s mother, Joyce, of his one-night stand 
with her daughter. His cruelest gambit is in “Innocence” (2014), before Buffy knows 
that anything is wrong with him. Unable to find Angel all day after waking up alone the 
morning after, she finally talks to him for the first time since their night together. 
Angelus makes use of every nightmare cliché of the callous man after a one-night-
stand. He downplays the significance of their lovemaking, calling it “a good time.” He 
plays on Buffy’s insecurities about her inexperience, observing that “You got a lot to 
learn about men, kiddo. Although I guess you proved that last night.” While pretending 



to assuage those fears, he rubs salt in the wound by calling her “a pro” in bed. He ends 
by off-handedly saying he loves her, promising to call her as he ambles out the door. 
In “Passion” (2017), Angelus murders Jenny Calendar and leaves her body in Rupert 
Giles’ bed. As part of this stratagem, Angelus leaves sketches that provide clues as to 
his activities: a portrait of Buffy lets her know that he’s been in her bedroom, a second 
(of Joyce) left for Buffy in Willow’s bedroom suggests that he is with her mother, a 
third portrait (of the dead Jenny) goads the grief-stricken Giles into avenging his 
girlfriend’s death via a suicidal assault on the far more powerful vampire in his lair. One 
of my female students remarked that "Passion" (2017) was one of her favorite 
episodes, but that she disliked watching it. What she was alluding to was the 
connection of horror to the peculiar bittersweet pleasures of melodrama, crystallized in 
an appreciation of the skillful performances and fragile formal beauty in the episode’s 
most heart-wrenching scenes. It's this awful mix of implication and identification that is 
central to understanding the precise nature of the dynamic between author and 
audience in this series. 
[18] The sense that the fan of BtVS is implicated by the crimes of Angelus is the result 
of his redefinition of the space of the series itself. Karen Sayer offered a productive 
notion that places are not just location or territory, but are inseparable from the 
consciousnesses of the people in them. This concept applies to the narrative space of 
the television series itself, perhaps even more so. As Sayer writes, 
 

“Places are fusions of human and natural orders and are significant centers 
of our immediate experiences of the world. They are defined less by unique 
locations, landscapes and communities than by the focusing of experiences 
and intentions onto particular settings. . . . Place, whether fictional or real, 
is always imagined.” (Sayer 101) 

Places are products of discourse: multiple, contingent, and in peril, as Angelus revealed 
in the case of BtVS (Sayer, 101).
[19] The threat of Angelus is not solely that Angel might be slain and that we might be 
denied the pleasures of further romantic plotting. His threat is that he revealed that no 
place (and certainly not Sunnydale) has a single rooted identity. Angelus systematically 
rewrites the settings within the series, the rules of the series itself, and our relationship 
to the series. Angel’s invitation to the homes of Buffy, Willow, and Giles—an invitation 
offered by the characters but also by the audience’s own narrative and erotic desires—
allows Angelus to seize those places. The despoilment of these sanctuaries elicits a 
perverse pleasure, providing the chills of horror, but not the screams. 
[20] Angelus seizes the place constructed by artistic conventions of the series. For the 
first time, a villain has power of voiceover, enabling him to serve as the storyteller, the 
narrative guide. Angelus becomes the center to patterns of editing, rather than Buffy. 
It is his position that is adopted by the camera as viewers watch Buffy and Willow react 
to the death of Jenny Calendar. The (false) assumption that these rules are not subject 
to change perfectly indicates Sayer’s notion that those who deny the hybrid quality of 
space, “wish to see a place, especially a place called home, as providing stability, 
oneness and security. . . associate it with stasis, nostalgia, and enclosed 
security” (Sayer 101). This observation explains the seeming conflict between my 
student’s praise of the episode and her visceral dislike of it. This episode threatened 



the comforting quality of the favored series for the fan. 
[21] Revealed here are the fan’s conflicting desires for change and for the kind of 
emotional security and communion offered by an evolving series marked by the 
devotion of a small band of fans.[4] The violation of narrative and extra-narrative place 
in this episode threatens the audience’s access to these places and past experience of 
them. The trauma is to the viewers as well as to the characters. Recall Aristotle’s 
description of pathos, "A sort of pain at an evident evil of a destructive or painful kind 
in the case of somebody who does not deserve it, the evil being one which we might 
imagine to happen to ourselves" (Singer 45). The trauma that the characters 
experience parallels our trauma. Angelus threatens to revise our experience of the 
series, not merely end the world. The meanings of serial narratives are never static in 
how they are understood. They are always being reconstructed with input from new 
episodes, especially with moments that reference prior elements and rewrite our 
memory of those scenes as significant, or telling, or foreshadowing. Audiences know 
this, consciously, semi-consciously or unconsciously. This episode threatens not simply 
the future of the narrative but our past experience of it. It presents the possibility of 
the total destruction of bittersweet, “rather poetic, in a maudlin sort of way” 
relationship between Buffy and Angel, as Giles put it in “Out of Mind, Out of 
Sight” (1011). 
[22] Umberto Eco writes that the ordinary series promises a constant narrative that 
gives the illusion of change, within which “the secondary characters must give the 
impression that [their] new story is different from the preceding ones, while in fact the 
narrative scheme does not change” (Battis 2-3). Repetition gives the typical series an 
emotional currency with its audience, for such constancy “consoles us, because it 
rewards our ability to foresee: we are happy because we discover our own ability to 
guess what will happen” (3). 
[23] Yet, with this episode, the series constructs a different kind of viewing audience, if 
those viewers can rise to the demands made on them by Joss Whedon and company. 
“There are serial works," Eco writes, "that establish an explicit agreement with the 
critical reader and thus . . . challenge him to acknowledge the innovative aspects of the 
text” (Battis 4). One is, of course, free not to participate in the double codes of 
foreshadowing and subtext. Commercially successful television is always multi-layered 
and accommodates those who do not wish to be challenged by their media. One can 
easily watch The Simpsons just for the pleasures provided by Homer’s pratfalls or 
watch BtVS for “the draw of schoolgirl sex,” as Levine and Schneider put it (307). 
[24] In the second season of BtVS, Eco’s challenge took the form of a betrayal. Viewers 
placed their faith and their trust in the pleasures of the romance genre, fully knowing 
that the series made use of the melodrama and horror genres too. Our betrayal mirrors 
Buffy’s in important ways here. But it is Whedon, not Angelus, who is our monster. 
[25] Whedon and Angelus together create our awful suspicion as Giles smiles and 
smoothes his hair upon seeing the bottle of champagne at his flat. Together, they 
suspend viewers in that dread as he steadily advances up the rose petal-strewn stair. 
In addition to serving as sketch artist in this episode, Angelus is the diegetic set 
designer, positioning Jenny’s body just so in Giles’ bed.[5] But it is also Whedon who is 
the director here, timing the cut to the close-up of the smashed wine glass as it 
crashes to the floor to mesh with the crescendo of the aria. Viewers share Giles’ 
position as audience to tragedy here, which can only mean a commonality between 
Angelus and Whedon. (After all, Angelus even leaves stage directions for the other 



characters, in the form of the sketches.)[6] The monster authors these moments as 
the distinction between the two figures begins to collapse. 
[26] Yet, in several important ways, the viewer cannot claim to be different from these 
monstrous authors. As in all great horror films, the chills result from the recognition of 
oneself in the form of the awful Other. Like Angelus, viewers have sampled the 
pleasures of sadism. After all, is there not a visceral thrill when Buffy kicks Angelus in 
the groin during the final fight of “Innocence” (2014)? After his post-coital callousness, 
isn’t it even better that she steps into it, really letting her right leg fly out to full 
extension? Is there not a visceral thrill when Giles smashes Angel in the face with a 
baseball bat at the end of “Passion” (2017)? Is there not a cold joy at the grace with 
which he swings, lighting it on fire as he reaches back before letting his arm fly? As 
Schneider wrote, “consumers of these fictions are once again encouraged, occasionally 
forced, to acknowledge a side of themselves they normally keep hidden, even from 
themselves—a side that enjoys, appreciates, and admires the display of creative 
killings.” The action genre, after all, shares this common pleasure with the slasher 
subgenre. It is why Angelus laughs as he’s being beaten at the end of 
“Passion” (2017). Angelus sees himself in Buffy. 
[27] Viewers can value the beauty of that scene in Giles’ flat, even as they recoil in 
horror. Even in the midst of Jenny’s death scene, viewers can appreciate Whedon’s 
decision to use shots that have moonlight show the audience flashes of Jenny’s face as 
she flees Angelus through the school corridors, rather than mundanely cutting to 
reaction shots. But later, the audience, like Buffy, shares enough of Angelus’ artistic 
sensibilities to decode the meaning of the murder scene. Viewers know that Xander is 
both right and wrong when he observes that Giles had a big night planned.[7] This 
connection between audience and monster is furthered when Angelus, as audience, 
peers in through the glass frame of a window to witness the sorrow of Buffy and 
Willow, as viewers have so many Tuesday nights in the past. Whedon forces an 
awareness of this connection by using Angelus to center a point of view sequence. Our 
perspective is Angelus’ perspective. The pleasures faithful viewers draw from the 
melodrama of the series bear an uncomfortable resemblance to Angelus’ pleasure at 
watching the emotional distress of Buffy as she slides to the floor and of Willow as she 
wails in the arms of Joyce. Both the audience and Angelus draw pleasure from pain. As 
Schneider observes about modern horror films generally, “. . . to the extent that we as 
viewers find ourselves interested [it is] to that extent we are implicated in the murders 
he commits to obtain them” (Schneider and Shaw 177). Whedon draws a connection 
between the appreciation of displays of emotional trauma by the audience of 
melodrama and the monstrous artist of the modern horror film, who uses violence to 
create such scenes for his private amusement. 
[28] After this episode, the place of the series is no longer defined by its oneness. 
Conventions are not static but vulnerable. This episode presents the first moment that 
the series itself and the fan relationship to it were fair game. This intimate connection 
to it, perceptually and emotionally, can be violated. The series cannot be a virtual 
home because it cannot again offer security of static underlying structure. If Angelus 
can rewrite its conventions and seize the narrative center, others may, both inside and 
outside the narrative. Such malleability anticipates episodes that make the artistic 
conventions of the series their explicit subject, such as “The Wish” (3009), 
“Doppelgangland” (3016), “Superstar” (4017), and “Normal Again” (6017).[8] 
[29] Most often, the contract between genre and audience indicates that the viewer’s 



pleasure itself, the thing truly held dear, is not subject to the threat of critique. 
Horror’s underlying structure provides that safety net. That rule is not subject to 
change without accusations of betrayal, of bad faith. Yet that foundational complacency 
is precisely what this series challenges here. In threatening the investment of the 
audience in the series, the series’ creators make viewers conscious of their 
commitment to it so that they might reexamine how they express it. For the series to 
matter, for it to provide the best pleasure, it must threaten all that is held dear. If fans 
haven’t been doing so already, the series’ creators encourage the audience to do what 
Buffy and the others have done within the school library: make a home by reworking 
relationships, rather than by accepting what is given. Soliciting such awareness could 
encourage the production and consumption of fan fiction, rather than disavow it. 
Fostering such a critical perspective could be a prerequisite for the kind of subversive 
readings some fans demonstrated in their understanding of Faith’s betrayal in season 
three (cf. Tjardes) and the fate of Tara and Willow in season six (cf. Tabron). 
[30] The true subject of this episode, like that of the horror film generally for 
Schneider, is “the struggle for validation of all that our civilization disavows or 
denies” (The Horror Film Reader 173). Seeing ourselves reflected in Angelus as sadistic 
voyeurs creates an experience of the uncanny such that to escape it we must rewrite 
our understanding of the series. That project begins, perhaps, with a sense of unease 
at the lessons Buffy professes to learn from this experience. She becomes similar to 
Angelus in important ways by the end of “Passion” (2017). Viewing the rose petals and 
the champagne left behind at Giles’ flat, Buffy observes, “this is the wrapping for the 
gift.” She’s achieved the kind of emotional distance necessary to critique the scene, but 
which was also necessary to craft it.  At the end of this episode, Buffy adopts the cold 
voice that had been so suited for the soulless vampire. The only comfort she can offer 
Giles at Jenny's graveside is that she is "sorry that I couldn't kill him for you." Such 
cool critical distance becomes disturbing precisely because it is so reminiscent of the 
dispassionate monologue that Angelus delivered near the end of the episode, in which 
he states, “If we could live without passion, maybe we’d know some kind of peace. But 
we would be hollow. Empty rooms, shuttered and dank. . . Without passion, we’d be 
truly dead.” This emotional hollowness seems to be a necessary precondition for his 
monstrous behavior. The audience has to be able to step back from savage blood lust 
to understand Buffy’s decision at the end of “Becoming, Part Two” (2022), in which 
Angelus seeks to end the world by creating a portal that will suck the world into a Hell 
dimension. What they must be prepared for is not why she kills Angel, re-ensouled by 
Willow’s spell after he has created the vortex, but rather why she kisses him tenderly 
before doing so. The critical awareness of the horror genre here prepares the way. 
[31] “Passion” (2017) demonstrates all of the essentials of Schneider’s theory of the 
monster as corrupt artist. Angelus might plausibly be thought of as a depraved artist. 
The distinction between Angelus and Whedon collapses in “Passion” (2017), as they 
collaborate to achieve maximum impact in the reception of the crime scene. Buffy 
serves as the detective/viewer, gradually developing enough distance to share the 
aesthetic sensibility with Angelus necessary to foil him. Yet this subject position, while 
useful in this episode, is ultimately suspect in the season as a whole. In “I Only Have 
Eyes for You” (2019), Buffy’s hatred for her former lover overtly impedes her 
investigation into the episode’s murders, which are sparked by a ghost reliving a tragic 
love affair. Concerned, Giles speaks both to Buffy directly (and the viewing audience 
indirectly) when he gently chastises her thirst for vengeance by stating, “To forgive is 



an act of compassion, Buffy. It's, it's not done because people deserve it. It's done 
because they need it.” Buffy disagrees vehemently with this sentiment, saying, “No. 
James destroyed the one person he loved the most in a moment of blind passion. And 
that's not something you forgive. No matter why he did what he did. And no matter if 
he knows now that it was wrong and selfish and stupid, it is just something he's gonna 
have to live with.” After she stalks off, Cordelia, ever the truth-teller, notes the 
connection Buffy drew between herself and James’ murdered love, saying, “Over-
identify much?” In “Becoming, Part One” (2021), Buffy’s eagerness to confront Angelus 
is her undoing, leading to the death of Kendra, the capture of Giles, and serious 
injuries to Xander and Willow. Even Angelus notes the pattern, laughing, “And you fall 
for it every single time!” “Passion” (2017) begins the process of implicating the viewer 
in Buffy’s position in a manner very similar to the unease generated by Schneider’s 
modern horror film. 
[32] A central technique of this season of BtVS is the chilling loss of equilibrium typical 
of the experience of the uncanny. Curtis Bowman, in “Heidegger, the Uncanny, and 
Jacque Tourneur’s Horror Films,” suggested that Heidegger’s notion of the uncanny 
describes an experience in which “however briefly, we are no longer at home in the 
world, even if only in our imaginations” (Bowman 73). The parallel drawn by the 
voiceover narration in “Passion” (2017) begins a process of gently encouraging viewers 
to face their beliefs through the shaky metaphysical status of one vampire. Whedon 
guides his audience into two “conflicts of judgment,” as Schneider described this aspect 
of Freud’s theory of the uncanny. Whedon first exploits fan assumptions about Angel in 
“Innocence” (2014) by shifting Angel’s past into a present alter ego. He then begins a 
process of creating a second conflict of judgment about that revised judgment in 
“Passion” (2017), which culminates in “Becoming, Part Two” (2022). In so doing, 
Whedon guides the audience by season’s end to an investigation of their accustomed 
ways of thinking about identity and being, authenticity and duty, caring and 
vengeance. 
[33] Such a conflict can only occur, however, when the audience believes that the 
events depicted could really happen (The Horror Film Reader 175). And, according to a 
much-quoted interview on “Fresh Air,” Whedon believed that an important segment of 
his audience did feel that such trauma was authentic, saying, 
 

“That's why when we aired ‘Innocence,’ when Buffy slept with Angel and 
his curse went into effect and he became evil again, I went on the Internet 
and a girl typed in, `This is unbelievable. This exact thing happened to 
me,' and that's when I knew that we were doing the show right.” (Lavery 
7) 

A female former student of mine also observed the relevance of these episodes of BtVS 
in her life, writing, 
 

“Watching the Buffy and Angel relationship again in season two, I realized 
how much my relationship in high school was similar. My parents didn't like 
the guy (among other problems with drugs and bad-boy attitude) and we 



had one of those, ‘I love you but I can't be with you" [relationships] for my 
entire high school career. Looking back, I wonder how much of the Angel/
Buffy relationship colored the way that I handled mine.” 

Authors can challenge audiences to recognize the innovative character of their work 
and live up to the example of their imagined model audience, but with serial narratives 
in the digital era, audiences have the ability to challenge authors to live up to the 
example of their imagined author to a remarkable new degree. That challenge may 
take the form of informed praise or criticism on message boards, several of which were 
frequented by several members of the creative team behind BtVS. 
[34] Indeed, the ill-fated Firefly series provided a telling example of how important fan 
feedback was in pushing the authors of that program onward to greater efforts. (Many 
important figures in the BtVS and Angel series’ creative teams also worked on Firefly, 
including writers Jane Espenson, Tim Minear, Ben Edlund, and Drew Z. Greenberg.) To 
support the struggling show, the fan base sent postcards to the Fox network and 
bought a full page ad to thank the network and its sponsors (Firefly). Joss Whedon 
described the daily impact of fans on the creative team in this way: 
 

“To know that the fans were becoming as obsessive about the show as we were, 
that quickly, was really just gratifying. You know, it’s easy to discount something 
like that, but in our situation, it wasn’t, because if we had gone on the boards and 
found a lackluster response or even just ‘Oh, that’s very nice,’ at some point we 
would have given up. We would have stopped fighting.” (Firefly) 

 
This interview represents an author acknowledging the importance of the audience of 
an innovative text for their role in supporting the creation of future texts. Indeed, he 
would later remark that, “The people who are seeing this understand it. And, you 
know, there’s nothing more important. There’s only one reason to make art and that’s 
it” (Firefly). 
[35] This challenge by the audience to the author to live up to the example of their 
model author can also take the form of the appropriations, alterations, affectionate 
kidding and critiques implicit in fan fiction. Jane Espenson, co-executive producer and 
writer on BtVS, highlighted how much her work was informed by fan fiction, when she 
wrote in Slayer Slang: “With so many of us laboring over so many years and with so 
many fans writing about the show, and indulging in creative fanfic, together we have 
extended the language of the Buffyverse” (Blasingame 1). In her case, at least, fans 
and authors used the series to play with language together. 
[36] This challenge can also be in the form of direct, face-to-face meetings with fans. 
In an interview with The Onion AV Club, the interviewer asked Whedon how he dealt 
with the emotional intensity expressed by his fans at a comics convention, in which 
“many of the people who got up to ask questions were nearly in tears over the chance 
to get to talk to you. Some of them could barely speak, and others couldn't stop 
gushing about you, and about Buffy”( Tenacity of the Cockroach). His response? “Once 
the critics, after the first season, really got the show, we all sort of looked at each 
other and said, ‘Ohhh-kay...’ We thought we were going to fly under the radar, and 
nobody was going to notice the show. And then we had this responsibility, and we got 
kind of nervous. You don't want to let them down." Indeed, as early as the addition of 
Oz as a love interest for Willow in season two, the sense of increased responsibility 



manifested itself in increased commitment by the author to the text. Whedon wrote a 
scene (in which Oz tactfully suggests that Willow may be hitting on him to work out her 
anger at Xander) specifically designed to persuade those viewers “angry” at the writers 
for shifting Willow’s affections away from Xander. Whedon’s standard was that he 
needed to make this recalcitrant audience “. . . not just accept a plot twist or a 
character, but making you need them, making you feel about a character the way your 
character is supposed to. It’s the most difficult and important thing” (“Innocence”). For 
Whedon, letting the audience down meant having lowered standards for them, not just 
disappointing them. 
[37] Of course, this feedback loop of authors, audiences and their models of one 
another—models that shift in response to the evolving serial narrative and to 
intermittent contact between the two via message boards, fan fiction, and direct 
conversation—gets still more complex once one admits the possibility of additional 
authors into the dynamic. One such addition would be the text itself as an author. In 
one interview, Whedon remarked that both Angel and BtVS have “. . . shown me things 
that I haven’t expected. A work of art takes on a life beyond its creator, and when that 
happens, it’s the most gratifying thing in the world. It’s like raising a child who 
becomes a grownup and is suddenly talking to you. Angel has started to do that; Angel 
is talking to me now” (Lavery). Built by interpretation, the serial text defines the limits 
of the valid interpretation of it but also inspires the creation of new texts. In addition, 
this dynamic becomes much more complex when some parts of the audience believe 
that interests of one creator within the collaborative text of a television show runs 
counter to other creators, or even the dominant creator. Eliza Dushku has said that she 
received “probably twenty [hand-written letters] that say, ‘I was being abused by a 
teacher, a stepfather, a brother, a neighbor. And the first day that Faith made it to my 
TV box, I started standing up for myself. If Faith has the power to stand up for herself, 
so can I.’ That stuff trips me out. You can’t ask for any better or greater kind of 
verification than that” (Reiss 164-5). They read her character against the grain, at least 
partially. In a very real sense, they followed Faith’s advice to Buffy in her dream in 
“Graduation Day, Part Two” (3022) to “take what you need.” These letters provided 
more than personal testimony. They expressed support for and solidarity with Dushku’s 
efforts as an author and not Joss Whedon’s, or Marti Noxon’s, or Jane Espenson’s. 
(After all, it was Dushku they confided in, not them.) They saw Dushku as needing the 
support that Faith had offered them. Faith, after all, was supposed to be an important 
villain in season three, even though she was their heroine. 
[38] Fan and critical investment, it seems, sparked a greater authorial commitment to 
the series. These experiences led to an imagined audience marked by their emotional 
investment, which in turn led to episodes of formal adventurousness and emotional 
sincerity that depended on such an audience for its impact. Serial narratives that are 
consistently innovative are created out of an indirect dialogue between authors and 
audiences in which each encourages the other to strive to embody an ever-shifting 
ideal. The difficulty of living up to that shifting ideal is suggested by Whedon’s 
nervousness, Espenson’s use of the term “labor,” and the fact the hand-written letters 
not only touched Dushku, they “tripped her out.” 
[39] Whedon and company’s imagined audience, based on real experiences with critics 
and fans, led to a feedback loop of ever-greater commitment on the part of both 
audience and authors. As a result, Buffy the Vampire Slayer does produce “true chills, 
uncanniness, or horror–proper” (Levine and Schneider 297). It provides such 



experiences so that it can subvert the pleasures of sadistic voyeurism and blood lust so 
central to the genre. But this series can only shift the audience in that manner if the 
audience can hold up its end of Eco’s bargain and “acknowledge the innovative aspects 
of the text.” For some incredulous critics and viewers, however, the imagined nature of 
the (scholarly) audience of BtVS is more important than the content of the episodes 
themselves. 
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Dialogue quotations from < www.buffyworld.com > 
All students gave permission for their comments to be published in this format, except 
for those comments that were posted in a public non-academic forum like livejournal. 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
[1] Joss Whedon is intimately aware of this student’s objection, saying, “The thing, 
though, about the show that I think holds it back is the wacky title. You know, people 
don't like the wacky title. It's not serious drama if you have a wacky title.” (Lavery 4) 
[2] Which student is right? Well, it’s difficult enough for Nielsen Media Research to pin 
down precisely who is watching any given program. It’s even more difficult to be 
precise about how audiences, generally or individually, actually understand and use the 
media that they consume. A definitive statement about the appeal of the series to 
actual audiences is premature. 
  
Who watches BtVS? Early on, teens made up roughly two thirds of its audience, with 
more teen girls than boys watching during the first season. By seasons five and six, 
however, the series had a fairly even split between teens and adults 18-34 and 
between males and females. During the first season, teenage girls made up the largest 
segment of the audience, although teenage boys and adults together made up 
approximately the other half of the audience. During the May, 1997 sweeps period, the 
series drew a 3.4 rating with teen girls, a 2.0 rating with teen boys, and a 1.4 rating 
with adults ages 18 to 34 (Dempsey, 10). “Halloween” (2006) got a 3.7 rating with 6 
percent share of households watching television (3.7/6). The episode garnered a 2.3/5 
in adult viewers 18-49 years old and a 5.1/15 in teens (Media Week, 18). In season 
five, the series averaged a 2.7 rating with an 8 share of 12-34 year-old viewers (2.7/8) 
(Schlosser, 46). The premiere for that season nabbed third place among 18-34 year-
old viewers, with a 3.5/11. The premiere was “second in its time period for its core 
demographic of females 12-34 (3.9/13) and women 18-34 (3.9/12)” (Media Week, 50). 
The finale, in which Buffy dies for the second time, pulled in a modest 2.6 rating among 
adults 18-49 (Broadcasting & Cable, 28). During season six from September 24 to 
December 16, BtVS got a 10 percent share of teens, a 9 share among both men and 
women audiences ages 18-34 and a 5 share of adults ages 35-49 (Variety, 15). 
  
Why does the audience watch BtVS? What do they make of and with the series 
episodes? That’s a question that’s just beginning to be answered. For more 
information, see: Kirby Diaz, Zweerink and Gatson, Saxey, Tabron, Tjardes, Ryan, 
Stengel, Blasingame, Porter, Heinecken, Rosenfeld and Wynns, and Burr, among 
others. 
[3] Here’s a partial list of the characters that The First Evil impersonates: The Master, 
Drusilla, Mayor Wilkins, Adam, Glory, Warren, Caleb, Jonathan, Jenny Calendar, the 
potential slayer Eve, Spike, Cassie, Buffy, former slayer Nikki Wood, and possibly 
Joyce. The deceased major characters whose forms The First Evil did not assume 
include: Angel, Forrest, Maggie Walsh, Tara, and possibly Joyce. Editors’ note: Amber 
Benson declined to reprise her role as Tara in this scene. 
[4] The Nielsen ratings tell the tale. Each ratings point is intended to represent one 
percent of households in the U.S. The most watched episodes for each season, 



according to figures provided by < www.buffyguide.com >, were: “Welcome to the 
Hellmouth/The Harvest” (1001, 1002), with 3.4 ratings points; “Innocence” (2014) 
with a 5.2, which placed it in a tie for 85th of 118 programs; “Anne” (3001) with a 4.7, 
which placed it in a tie for 80th of 114 programs; “The Freshman” (4001) with a 4.4, 
which placed it in a tie for 87th of 135 programs; and “No Place Like Home” (5005) 
with a 4.1, which placed it 88th of 139 programs. An important difference needs to be 
noted, however. The first season of the series was shown on Monday nights at 9 p.m. 
Starting with the second season, the series was moved to the more prominent Tuesday 
night slot at 8 p.m. The most competitive episode through season five was, believe it 
or not, “Real Me” (5002), the episode which featured Dawn for the first time after 
teasing her in the final shots of “Buffy vs. Dracula” (5001). It placed 62nd of 111 
programs, with a 3.9 rating. 
To open season six, the series got its second largest audience ever with 7.65 million 
viewers for the two episodes (Variety, 4). According to Heather M. Porter, the top 
ratings for the last two seasons of the series went to: “Bargaining (Part One)” (6001) 
and “Bargaining (Part Two)” (6002), with a 4.3 and 4.4, respectively. Four episodes in 
season seven pulled in a 3.1 Nielsen rating: “Lessons” (7001), “Beneath You” (7002), 
“Selfless” (7005), and “Conversations with Dead People” (7007). 
[5] Angelus is most interested in the reception of his crime scene, which parallels how 
Schneider reads John Doe’s interests in Se7en. The chase, or “working up an 
appetite,” is what matters for Angelus. For all his taunting of Jenny in the classroom, 
his actual killing here is a contemptuous snapping of her neck. Flashbacks to Angelus 
during his time with Darla show him to be a bit more concerned with the creative killing 
in the mode of the slasher genre. In “Somnambulist” (A 1011), he even critiques the 
derivative quality of the recent killings of his former protégé, Ben.
[6] I’m indebted to my former student, Nicki Snodgrass, for pointing out how important 
those sketches are from this perspective.
[7] We’ve seen the return of Jenny’s gentle kidding of Giles, reminiscent of the early 
stages of their relationship, just a few scenes prior to her death. Giles stutters as he 
invites her to his home, half-laughs, looks away, then glances back again with a wide 
smile as he leaves Jenny in her darkened classroom. These little glances away and 
back again suggest that, despite his endearing shyness, he can’t take his eyes off her. 
This little dance of body language, expression, and verbal hesitations communicates 
that they are back together as clearly as the lines do. But Giles’ long pause at finding 
the red rose at his door and questioning call upon opening it indicate that it was his 
hopes that were big, not his plans.
[8] As the series progressed, it became clear that episodes 13-17 of each season were 
episodes in which the audience could expect an unusual amount of formal 
experimentation. In addition to these episodes, others aired during this period just 
before or just after the March hiatus include: “Bewitched, Bothered and 
Bewildered” (2016), which is the first time that another character is featured in the 
primary storyline when Xander’s love spell goes awry; “The Zeppo” (3013), which 
parodies the series’ typical apocalypse plot line; “This Year’s Girl” and “Who Are 
You?” (4015, 4016), in which Faith and Buffy switch bodies, producing an 
experimentation in performing style that features Sarah Michelle Gellar playing Faith 
performing her interpretation of Buffy’s character; and “The Body” (5016) which 
foregrounds sound and space through the use of silence and vacuums in the 
composition.



 

 



Kelly Kromer
Silence as Symptom:

A Psychoanalytic Reading of “Hush”

 

[1] In the television series Buffy the Vampire Slayer, language is used 
to both create a fictionalized world and allow the characters some control over that 
world. The way the Scooby gang speaks contributes to the way they (and we) 
experience Sunnydale. Language is a powerful weapon in Buffy, and its main use is to 
structure the reality of the television show. Within the fictional framework of 
Sunnydale, Buffy acts as Lacanian law. She creates the world around her by classifying 
Sunnydale’s inhabitants as either wicked or good and doling out punishment 
accordingly. Buffy’s power comes from both her superhuman strength and her ability to 
banter with the monsters and demons. In their chapter “Staking in Tongues: Speech 
Act as Weapon in Buffy,” Overbey and Preston-Matto note that “Buffy is the speech act. 
She is the utterance that communicates meaning. . . . she is embedded in 
language. . . . she embodies language” (83). Buffy, when acting as an effective slayer, 
is able to observe Sunnydale and classify its inhabitants as either good or evil. In this 
way, Buffy catalogs and classifies Sunnydale, thus structuring the world around her[1]. 
Language structures Buffy’s universe, but in the fourth season’s silent episode, “Hush,” 
this structuring force is removed and Buffy must act without language. Lacan’s schema 
L and his central tenet that the Law results in desire can help to untangle the silent 
knot that is “Hush.” 
[2] While Freud used the terms id, ego, and superego to describe the workings of the 
mind, Lacan defined internal and external influences that shape the psychoanalytic 
subject.[2] He posited that humans are under the influence of three orders: the 
Symbolic, a place of language and cultural control; the Imaginary, where fantasies, 
projections, and identifications produce what we call reality; and the Real, an 
unconscious, unknowable, and indescribable realm[3]. Lacan makes a definite 
distinction between “reality” and the Real, and while psychoanalytic subjects 
consciously experience the world in Imaginary reality, our true desires reside in the 
Real. These three orders shape and impact each other; our secret desires are a product 
of the restrictions and taboos issued from the Symbolic, and these desires are filtered 
and fitted into Imaginary reality. Language structures the reality of the psychoanalytic 
subject, communicating cultural codes of conduct and policing the actions of 
individuals. As such, the Symbolic is the place of the law. It is only through entry into 
the Symbolic system that a human becomes part of society. Participation in the 
Symbolic allows one to become part of the social group, and subordination to the 
system and its various prohibitions feeds and fuels desire.[4] Lacan states in his Ethics 
of Psychoanalysis that he “’would not have fancied to lust for the Thing if the law 
hadn’t said Thou shalt not lust,’” and he illustrates this relationship between prohibition 
and desire using his schema L. The schema L begins at Symbolic language that 
produces a desire that only fully exists in the unconscious (the Real). Unconscious 
desire is sublimated or displaced, leading to a symptom—the observable side of the 
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psychoanalytical object. The symptom, as the conscious object of an unknowable 
desire, can never be completely fulfilled. 
[3] The writers of Buffy the Vampire Slayer use language to create a new fictional 
reality. This fictional reality is the first layer that can be described using Lacan’s 
schema L: 

   
This schema describes how and why television is an effective medium that can make 
an audience feel love, hate, joy, and in Buffy’s world, fear. The images themselves, the 
signifiers we see on the screen, reside in the Symbolic dimension. These signifiers, 
encapsulated in the box of the television, are obviously not anything more than images 
(we do not believe miniaturized people actually live in the box).[5] The knowledge of 
this fictionalization of signifiers acts as the law in this scenario, dictating how we see, 
understand, and interact with television. But knowing the governing forces of 
television’s signifiers is not the same as accepting those forces. The obvious fiction of 
these images produces a desire for those images to be non-fiction, resulting in a 
fantasy that the signifiers do exist outside of the television set. A compromise must be 
met in order for the audience to enjoy watching television—we must identify with the 
images, convincing ourselves that fiction may be somehow connected with our world. 
This desire for the images of television to be somehow non-fictional is most apparent in 
our obsession with “reality TV.” The images themselves produce the desire for those 
images to hold truth.  The way signifiers of television function on the imaginary axis 
allows the images, shows, and characters to affect us. These signifiers must exist in 
the Symbolic, Real, and Imaginary realms as a compromise between the three. Without 
the desire for the fictional images to be non-fictional, “Hush” and other scary shows 
would not work. 
[4] While Lacan’s schema L is helpful in explaining why we identify with the signifiers of 
television, Freud may offer a clue as to why other episodes of Buffy are not as 
unsettling as “Hush.” Freud discusses how fictional works can produce eerie or scary 
effects in his text “The Uncanny.” He separates what happens in fiction and literature 
from what happens in our (in Lacan’s terms) Imaginary reality. Freud sees the 



difference between fiction and reality as a difference in expectations. We expect our 
reality to function following certain laws—monsters do not exist, people do not have 
magical powers, one cannot see into the future, and we cannot come back from the 
dead. In literature, however, it is the reality the author writes or depicts that holds 
force. The rules governing the worlds of novels, plays, fairy tales, and myths are 
different from the rules of our own reality, and the rules governing these worlds are 
decided upon by the author. Magic and monsters are possible in Joss Whedon’s world 
of Sunnydale; as a result, the occurrence of magic or the appearance of monsters does 
not seem out of the ordinary. Freud tells us that “we adapt our judgment to the 
conditions of the writer’s fictional reality and treat souls, spirits and ghosts as if they 
were fully entitled to exist, just as in our material reality” (156). As he goes on to say, 
“many things that would be uncanny if they occurred in real life are not uncanny in 
literature, and that in literature there are many opportunities to achieve uncanny 
effects that are absent in real life” (156). One such opportunity to achieve an uncanny 
effect occurs in “Hush.” 
[5] The writers of Buffy the Vampire Slayer use language as a structuring force in their 
show. Buffy’s and her friend’s constant manipulation of language serves to set up the 
boundaries of the show. As long as Buffy can refer to season one’s “Big Bad” as “fruit 
punch mouth,” the audience knows that she is still able to fight. Words have power, 
and in Buffy the “tongue is as pointed as the sword” (Overbey and Preston-Matto 84).  
Buffy’s wordplay is just as common in the show (especially in times of duress) as her 
physical fight scenes; the two interact to highlight Buffy as capable and in-charge. 
Overbey and Preston-Matto continue, telling us that “words and utterances have 
palpable power, and their rules must be respected if they are to be wielded as weapons 
in the fight against evil” (73). Buffy is the law in both deed and word. But the rules of 
Buffy’s universe change during “Hush.” Without her voice, Buffy cannot make the 
cutting remarks that once indicated to the audience that she was in control. While she 
still must function as the law in Sunnydale, dealing out death and deciding who is good 
and who is evil, she suddenly must fulfill this role outside of language. Silence in any 
television show might feel a bit disconcerting, but in Buffy the silence is downright 
uncanny precisely because so much of the show’s universe is built on the characters’ 
ability to use and control language. 
[6] “Hush” introduces the theme of language throughout the first act of the episode. In 
the first scene of the show, Buffy’s psychology teacher’s lecture centers on language. 
Dr. Walsh makes a difference between “communication” and “language,” telling her 
students that the two are different things. Before everyone’s voices are stolen, there is 
too much talking and absolutely no communication: Riley and Buffy cannot 
communicate because all they do is “babble;” Willow’s Wicca group, a group of “wanna-
blessed-be’s,” only talk; and Spike won’t shut up when Xander tries to sleep. In her 
conversation with Willow, Buffy comments on her inability to talk with Riley the way 
she wants to, telling her friend “every time we talk, I have to lie.” Buffy and her friends 
seem, at least on some level, to realize that language structures reality. Each character 
is frustrated by the inability to shape experiences effectively. This is especially true for 
Buffy, who, while usually able to throw demons off their game by using witty banter, 
cannot interact successfully with Riley using language. While everyone seems 
frustrated by language at first, when speech is taken away the silence is unnerving. 
“The absence of language in “Hush” is a helpless horror: unable to speak to each other, 
the Slayer Squad cannot fight” (Overbey and Preston-Matto, 74). Sounds become 
magnified— the crying in the hallway, shattering of a glass, sound of the footmen’s 
chains, news broadcast, and Maggie Walsh’s automated voice—all contribute to the 
spooky feel of the episode. Sounds that would have only existed in the background as 
white noise suddenly take center stage, and the audience feels the absence of 
language even more strongly. 
[7] While the silence of the episode is uncanny, “Hush” also taps into common 
childhood fears through its portrayal of The Gentlemen. Giles describes The Gentlemen 
as “fairy tale monsters” and Buffy’s prophetic warning—“Can’t even shout, can’t even 
cry. The Gentlemen are coming by. Looking in windows, knocking on doors. They need 
to take seven and they might take yours”—has a haunting nursery rhyme quality. The 



Gentlemen are old, white, Victorian, ultra-polite, well-dressed, clean, and precise. As 
such they tap into childhood fears of adults and old age, medicine, surgery, and the 
unwanted penetration of one’s body. As Rhonda Wilcox notes, The Gentlemen 
“symbolize mortality and something about sex” (151). The Gentlemen’s Victorian look 
combined with their shiny metal teeth and scalpels highlights a fear of industrialism 
(and historically links these monsters with a Freudian or more general psychoanalytic 
reading). The fact that The Gentlemen have to repeat their gruesome surgery seven 
times is reminiscent of another aspect of Freud’s uncanny- the compulsion to repeat. 
Everything associated with The Gentlemen is nightmarish. The old Victorian clock tower 
they use as a home base suddenly appears in Sunnydale, and their henchmen are 
gimp-like personifications of the tension between sanity and insanity (they are dressed 
in straightjackets that have come undone). Their arms hang down at their sides like 
primitive apes, and their animal-like behavior further contributes to the horror. The 
fears that these silent monsters access bring us back to Freud again: the “uncanny is 
what one calls everything that was meant to remain secret and hidden and has come 
into the open” (132).  The Gentlemen’s sudden unexplainable appearance in Sunnydale 
is very much like a nightmare, and it is highly significant that Buffy first encounters 
them within a dream (cf. Wilcox 152-54). The nightmarish, dreamy quality of The 
Gentlemen and the episode in general seem to indicate a regression from the logic of 
Imaginary reality. When the town wakes up unable to speak, they regress to an infant-
like position, and as such are more susceptible to the nightmare of “Hush.” 
[8] The Gentlemen function by stealing all the voices of Sunnydale’s residents, 
capturing and housing speech in a wooden box until the end of the episode. According 
to Buffy’s dream, they want to steal seven hearts while the townspeople are rendered 
mute. The importance of language becomes truly apparent—the people of Sunnydale 
have no idea what’s going on, they can’t speak to each other or hear the cries of 
attacked residents. Without access to language, the town is left  with only non-verbal 
forms of communication. Signifiers on message boards substitute for conversation. 
They cannot scream when chased by monsters or yell for help when attacked. If we 
position language as Lacan does in the Symbolic and accept language as a structuring 
force, then the silence of Sunnydale produces a shifted fictional reality. In the instant 
the ability to speak is taken away from the townspeople, the Imaginary is turned 
upside down—the Real reigns supreme while the Symbolic becomes fictionally 
inaccessible and societal Law begins to disintegrate. Lacan states in Écrits, “it was 
certainly the word (verbe) that was in the beginning, and we live by its creation” (61). 
The Imaginary axis produced through the interaction of Symbolic language and the 
Real begins to break down, and the protection it once provided from the Real 
disappears. Without the power of words, Buffy is left without one of her main weapons. 
Buffy must speak in order to destroy The Gentlemen and reassert the Symbolic order; 
making the Real symbolic provokes the destruction of the Real: in Lacanian terms, “the 
symbol manifests itself first of all as the murder of the thing” (104). Buffy, in the 
position of Giles’ princess[6], must reassert her power over The Gentlemen, and just as 
the monsters violate their victims, Buffy’s voice violates them. As Buffy screams The 
Gentlemen cover their ears—and then their heads explode. 
[9] While the town cannot speak, Lacan’s realm of the Real takes over. It is an 
indescribable world not only because the townsfolk literally cannot speak, but also 
because The Gentlemen cannot be readily described. They are the scariest monsters of 
the series, so removed from reality that they do not even walk on the ground but float 
just above it. While they steal the voices of the townspeople, they are also silent 
themselves—communicating with nods, hand gestures, and gruesome smiles. 
Disconnected from language, they are also disconnected from reality. Because they are 
described as “fairy tale” monsters, the link to the Real is even more apparent. These 
are the monsters that inhabit the stories we tell children to get them to listen to their 
parents, the monsters that we seem secretly to  desire to know. They cannot be 
described—when Giles tries to explain who they are he must use primitive drawings 
that are not easily interpreted by the group. 
[10] While the world of The Gentlemen is situated in the Real, Buffy herself can be 
viewed as a personification of the Symbolic order. The Symbolic shapes imaginary 



reality, and Buffy is the character who shapes Sunnydale. As “The Slayer” (a powerful 
signifier that marks her as a chosen superhero), Buffy must act as the law. She decides 
who will live and who will die, and her character is always doubly inscribed. Buffy is the 
law but does not want to be (a symptom of personifying the symbolic order)—she has 
superpowers but constantly communicates her desire to be a “normal” girl. Within the 
fiction of the television show, I would place the following in Lacan’s Real, Imaginary, 
and Symbolic orders: 
  

Real = there is… = the death drive/the desire to know the monsters 
Imaginary = there is similarity = fictional reality of Sunnydale/the 
Hellmouth 
Symbolic = there is difference = Buffy as “The Slayer”/ the Law 

  
I derive the above placement from Lacan’s schema L: 

  
[11] On the right bottom point of the schema, there is the Symbolic, including 
language, prohibition, and Buffy’s scream[7]. Buffy as a fictional personification of the 
Symbolic order is charged with protecting Sunnydale from monsters and keeping the 
townspeople from being murdered. Buffy’s prohibition of monsters and murder 
produces an unconscious desire for those things—producing the fantasy of submitting 
to the monsters and the death drive. The town’s inability to speak is the symptom, a 
compromise between the Symbolic law and the Real, and a regression into a world of 
childhood nightmares. This symptom allows the townspeople to fear The Gentlemen 
while not having the ability to destroy them. It is interesting to note that the 
newscaster reports on Sunnydale’s silence as a possible “epidemic” of laryngitis and 
tells us that “The Center for Disease Control has ordered the entire town quarantined…



until the syndrome is identified or the symptoms disappear” (emphasis mine). With the 
power of language taken away from them, they are able to submit to the fantasy in the 
Real; their silence is the symptom of this desire. The only way to overcome this bout of 
laryngitis is through Buffy’s interdiction. She, as the law, must scream, thus rejecting 
The Gentlemen and providing an entry point back into language. It is important that 
The Gentlemen can only be destroyed after Buffy can speak. As the law, she must 
wield both physical and verbal power to defeat The Gentlemen. Overbey and Preston-
Matto comment, “Simultaneous physical and verbal combat gives Buffy twice the power 
for her punch” (76). Silent Buffy is armed with only half her arsenal, and therefore she 
is only half as powerful. 
[12] The way The Gentlemen remove the hearts of their victims can also be linked to 
authoritative paternal knowledge and the incest taboo (at least as a motif of bodily 
violation). Wilcox, when discussing the “threshold” imagery of “Hush,” links The 
Gentlemen’s entry into the homes and bodies of their victims to sexual penetration. 
This “sexuality” of The Gentlemen is even more disturbing juxtaposed to the sterility of 
their operations. These monsters do not tear or rip hearts from bodies; instead they 
remove them expertly with scalpels. They keep themselves clean, allowing their 
henchmen to do the messy work of pinning the victim down (Wilcox 150, 153). They 
carry their tools in old-fashioned medical bags and congratulate each other with silent 
claps after successful operations. In this way, they display an authoritative knowledge 
of the human body and medical practices, but it is knowledge turned sour—a desire to 
gain access to the innards of their victims. The prohibition of incest is the prohibition of 
a sexual desire. This prohibition occurs when someone says “no.” Without Symbolic 
language however, The Gentlemen are not prohibited. They force their way into the 
inner recesses of their victims, violating their body cavities in order to destroy them.  
The Gentlemen’s violation of their victim’s bodies should be read as a sexually 
aggressive act. When the audience actually gets to witness the operation, the victim 
we see is held tightly down to a bed while he screams silently. 
[13] Not only are The Gentlemen’s actions sexualized in the episode, the silence of 
“Hush” also allows Buffy’s own sexual desire to be explored. Recalling the discussion of 
the schema L above, Buffy herself experiences the unconscious desire to submit to the 
death drive and The Gentlemen. As the keeper of the law and order, a desire for death, 
destruction, and chaos is produced. Buffy dies twice during the course of the series, 
and the second time she greatly regrets being brought back to life. Not only does her 
life revolve around death, her sexual relations do as well. Two of her three major love 
interests are vampires—the undead personifications of her unconscious desire. 
Discussing Buffy’s first romantic vampire interest, Krimmer and Ravel assert that 
“though the obstacles imposed upon the lovers seem to foreclose any hope for 
intimacy; they are, paradoxically, the very features that sustain the couple’s 
relationship” (159). But Lacan argues  that the production of desire through interdiction 
is not a paradox, it is instead a necessary aspect of sexual relations. Krimmer and 
Ravel go on to note that “the deferral of desire not only is at the heart of Buffy and 
Angel’s relationship but also the structural principle of the show itself” (159). This 
structural principle can be seen even in Riley, the one everyone thought was normal. 
He turns out to have a dark side, and Buffy seems unconsciously to know this. Perhaps 
this knowledge is most apparent in the opening dream sequence of the episode; when 
Buffy finds the young girl singing the warning, Riley is standing behind her, as he 
touches her shoulder and she begins to turn around, he turns into one of the monsters 
she will have to fight. While Riley is connected to powerful institutions (as a teaching 
assistant at the university by day and a covert commando by night), he also has a dark 
side (which is even more apparent later in the season when he begins visiting vampire 
dens and allowing himself to be bitten). But even the light and dark sides of Riley are 
not enough for Buffy; there is something more that she desires. Later in the series, 
when she finds herself in a sadomasochistic relationship with Spike, a vampire, the 
audience sees her unconscious desire for death (here literally the undead) even more 
clearly. Buffy, as keeper of order and life, desires chaos and death. While she does not 
normally exhibit a symptom of this desire in her work slaying monsters (with the 
exception of her own silence in “Hush”), she does in her sexual relations. 



[14] “Hush” is one of the most disturbing episodes of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. The 
episode is truly scary not only because The Gentlemen are downright spooky, but also 
because it throws us, as audience members, off balance. It is an example of what 
Freud would call the uncanny—something that is counter to what should be. In Buffy, 
language normally serves as a structuring force of the show and speech is one of 
Buffy’s favorite weapons; therefore, when language is taken away the rules of this 
fictionalized reality are thrown off-kilter. Neither the audience nor the characters know 
exactly what is going on, but everyone realizes that swords and crossbows will not be 
enough to defeat The Gentlemen. What’s missing from the arsenal is the speech act 
itself—without it the social order begins to become chaotic and unstructured. Buffy 
must find an entry point back into the Symbolic through her voice. But before she can 
defeat The Gentlemen in this way, we all are reminded of how powerful the latent 
forces of Lacan’s Real can be. 
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[1] When Buffy is less effective as “The Chosen One” however, her ability to structure 
the world through language is diminished. This is painfully the case in season seven, in 



which Buffy’s incessant speeches have little effect. Buffy’s inability to use language 
makes sense within the context of the season’s story arc, in which Buffy must 
transform from The Chosen One to one slayer among many. As her status as The 
Slayer begins to diminish, her ability to structure Sunnydale through language does as 
well and she is forced to obtain a weapon from Caleb to supplement her physical 
strength. 
[2] If a correlation were to be made between Lacan’s and Freud’s terminology, 
however, the id would be closest to the Real, the ego to the Imaginary, and the 
superego to the Symbolic. 
[3] The Real, while unknowable, is also the place of individuality, a place unique to 
each subject. 
[4] Desire, as opposed to natural, animalistic drive, is the product of interdiction. For 
one to desire a thing, that thing must be placed “off-limits.” It is similar to what 
happens when a friend orders you not to think of an elephant—you can’t think of 
anything else.
[5] Editors’ note: Pace Buffy in “Beer Bad” (4005). 
[6] Wilcox notes that Buffy “expects to take the role of the princess” (148). Because 
Buffy generally takes on the role of protector her assumption here is not too surprising. 
When she fulfills the role of the princess however, the scream she destroys The 
Gentlemen with is  “purposely not princess-like” (Wilcox 150). This makes sense within 
the series as a whole—Buffy is not usually characterized as girly-girl princess-y when 
fighting monsters—and within a psychoanalytic reading of the episode itself—her 
scream is the exit mechanism out of the monster’s nightmare realm of the Real and 
back into the Symbolic; a place where Buffy’s role is decidedly not that of a fairy tale 
princess. 
[7] Language can be read as the entry point into the Symbolic. It is through language 
that one is given the “rules” of society—especially specific prohibitions. Language 
serves as both the ability to prohibit and the ability to protest. When the town is unable 
to speak they are unsuccessful in fending off The Gentlemen. 
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(1) May 23, 2000 saw the first airing of 
"Restless" (4022), the finale of Season Four. 
Along with a number of other episodes, "Restless" 
would assume for Buffy fans and critics a position 
of pre-eminence. While almost all episodes of the 
show display a quality of production, writing and 
acting that are exceptional, these particular 
instances propel the possibilities of television drama. Apart from "Restless," episodes in 
this mould would include Season Two's "Passion" (2017), Season Three's "The 
Wish" (3009), Season Four's "Hush" (4010) and 'superstar" (4017), Season Five's "The 
Body" (5016), Season Six's "Tabula Rasa" (6008), "Once More with Feeling" (6.7) and 
"Normal Again" (6017) and Season Seven's 'storyteller" (7016)[1]. Each of these 
episodes, and others, will be engaged with at some point in this section, but all of them 
will be arrived at through the conduit of "Restless."
(2) The reasons for this is that "Restless" falls just over half way through the complete 
Buffy corpus. As such, it is, at the very least, a useful pragmatic decision to flow back 
and forth across the whole story from this point. But this itself implies something about 
both the programme and my approach to reading it. While Buffy exists as a story 
spanning seven seasons and 144 episodes, and while this, clearly, invokes a conception 
of a narrative that begins at episode one and ends at episode 144, to contain Buffy 
solely within the straightjacket of a superficial linearity would be to deny it one of its 
greatest achievements: the aesthetics of involution. 
(3) This introduction will begin by offering a definition of "the aesthetics of involution." 
It will then move on to discuss some of the structural and formal features of "Restless" 
that will contribute to an overall sense of the analysis of the episode and its 
possibilities, as well as providing a small glossary of useful terms related to the study 
of narrative in its more classical, literary and film studies sense. Finally, it will present a 
brief reading of the opening scene which occurs before the dreams themselves start. 
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(4) The extent to which Buffy plays with ideas of narrative can be seen to have 
implications beyond the immediately aesthetic, or even thematic, to much more 
general issues.[2] In many ways, this study of Buffy is also an attempt to re-cast 
television narrative, as exemplified by Buffy, with all its attendant aesthetic attributes, 
as a contribution to these more, seemingly abstract, points of enquiry. One of the 
reasons for this is the extent to which Buffy is so far in excess of many of the 
categories of classical narratology. This is in large part because narratology was at its 
inception a literary exercise, though it is still possible to see the ways in which its 
claims are transferable to films, one-off television shows and other media. It is far less 
capable of offering a theoretical model that will account for what Buffy is: a television 
serial. While any one scene in Buffy, or even a whole episode, may be amenable to 
narratological analysis (to very interesting ends), the relation between one episode and 
another is less easily counted for, still less the relationship between one season and 
another.
(5) There are two very obvious reasons why this is so. First, a television serial can 
develop much more slowly and over a much greater amount of time than a novel or 
even a film; second, the visual aspects of television do not open themselves up to the 
same sorts of narrative elucidation. How, for example, does the use of a lighting effect 
from an episode in one season that is repeated in an episode in another season work in 
terms of narrative? It does, I will argue, but in ways that literary and filmic narrative 
cannot emulate of mimic. In an environment where television criticism is still regarded 
primarily as a sociological rather than aesthetic venture (that reserved for Literature 
and certain Films), it can be hard to assert that a television show is worthy of serious 
analysis as much for its aesthetic / production values as for its "themes" or sociological 
aspects.[3] The simple fact of Buffy being a television show means that there is an 
immediate snobbery in relation to its status as a worthy object of academic scrutiny. 
However, the question of its seriality, and the particular sorts of possibilities that the 
show explores with this, seems to insist on respectful serious thought. The question 
has been addressed by Philip Mikosz and Dana C. Och. The predicament outlined by 
Mikosz and Och is that accounts of narrative drawn from literary and film studies do 
not really provide a vocabulary sufficient to the needs of televisual serial drama. Where 
such an account does exist they say, for example in Umberto Eco's "Interpreting 
Serials" in The Limits of Interpretation, the arguments are wholly unable to account for 
the ways in which Buffy works. One that does work, I hope, is the concept of the 
"aesthetics of involution."
(6) I am indebted to Alfred Appel Jr.'s introduction to, and annotations of, Vladimir 
Nabokov's Lolita for making known the idea of "involution" to me as a tool of criticism. 
While I have developed the term for my own uses, his work is a magnificent example 
of its potential. Appel's general argument concerning Lolita and his idea of involution is 
as follows. To read Lolita as the confessions of a murdering paedophile, recounted in 
prison over a certain number of days with the intention of explaining the motivation 
and history of his relationship with the young girl (in other words, to read it as a realist 
text) is to miss the point. While Nabokov goes to great lengths to give the impression 
of a realist discourse amenable to psychoanalytical interpretation, the text is not itself 
realist; it is a pastiche of realism. 
(7) The point of Lolita, for Appel, is its allusive, referential, artificial qualities. These 
exist as either complex relations with other literature (including his own) or else as self-
contained, hermetic devices that circulate within the text itself. In the latter category 



would be the puns and coincidences, especially of number; in the former an enormous 
range of reference to literature and other cultural forms. At the heart of the novel, for 
Appel, is its relationship with Edgar Allan Poe's "Annabel Lee" and from this (though 
with other aspects interfering) grows all the rest. He says, "[T]he verbal figurae in 
Lolita limn the novel's involuted design and establish the basis of its artifice" (lvi). As I 
have mentioned in various ways in Section One, Buffy plays with the codes and 
conventions of realism in order that it can further explore the possibilities of its own 
artifice both in terms of the imagined world of Sunnydale and environs and also in 
terms of the production techniques employed to represent this world. Like Lolita in 
some ways, it provides the veneer of a realistic technique in order that this formal 
pastiche can elaborate and bolster the emotional, thematic and narrative concerns.
(8) Additionally to Appel's use, I am drawing from a range of its potential meanings 
drawn from the Oxford English Dictionary 2nd Edition, including: 2a "An involved or 
entangled condition […] intricacy of construction or style" and 3 "A rolling, curling or 
turning inwards." Together, these meanings, and other subsidiary ones, allow for an 
examination of Buffy that pays attention to specific moments within an episode, a 
particular episode, a relationship between episodes, a relationship between seasons, 
and also the inter-, intra- and para-textual elements.[4] "Involution" is, then, a 
necessarily relational term but one in which the relation between two or more points is 
not simply additive. Meaning six in the OED includes "the raising of a quantity to any 
power, positive, negative, fractional or imaginary." Cognisant of Alan Sokal's timely 
attack on badly used science and maths in bad theory, I will only allow for the 
metaphorical translation of the term from its arithmetic birthplace to my aesthetic 
adoption[5]. The fact that the word's own meanings seem to encourage a sense of the 
entangled, commingled, complex, even messy provides a perfect opportunity for it as 
an aspect of engaging with a text (Buffy) that revels in its own textual excess, that 
seems to enjoy re-writing its own premises, dismantling the world it had created, that 
invites the audience to laugh at itself and the show, while being utterly serious in its 
commitment to a notion of art and artistry that pushes television to places it has not 
been before. 
(9) One may also wish to have in mind Jean-François Lyotard's notion of the "tensor 
sign" as presented in his book Libidinal Economy. Lyotard's very difficult argument can 
best be presented via a small section of his book "Intensity, the Name." Here the writer 
of Libidinal Economy poses a common problem, which is that the name 
 

refers in principle to a single reference and does not appear to be exchangeable 
against other terms in the logico-linguistic structure: there is no intra-systemic 
equivalent of the proper name, it points towards the outside like a deictic, it has 
no connotations, or it is interminable. (55)

 
While I would be very keen to look at the importance of the name "Buffy" as a version 
of a tensor sign, this section is rather more concerned with a broader array of signs 
and signifying practices and the relationships between them. Luckily for me, then, 
Lyotard claims that names are not a privileged category of the tensorial sign, but are a 
good example because a name, as tensorial sign, "covers a region of libidinal space 
open to the undefinability of energetic influxes, a region in flames (56). A tensorial 
sign, by which is meant in principle any sign, refuses to be subordinated to a lack and, 
therefore, blocks its insertion into a system of replacements / equivalences whether 



these be in terms of absent signified or adjacent signifier. Importantly, there is no 
decision to be made between sign as semiotic unit and sign as tensor. The sign is both 
of these. The extent to which it acts as one or the other is an effect of the intensities 
that flow through it at any given instance. Or, in my phrase, "involution."
(10) This notion of involution will tend to operate across episodes and seasons, but it 
has a certain purchase at the level of individual episodes insofar as these episodes 
themselves, even when they are stand-alone, operate as part of the structure of a 
season and have formal qualities that intimately tie them to this. If we think briefly 
about "Restless" in this regard, the discussion can then broaden out to a consideration 
of the ways in which the structure of episodes in and of themselves, and as parts of 
seasons, contributes to the involutional qualities of them. 
(11) Before "Restless" (4022) was aired it was already an anomaly. The three previous 
seasons had all had the finale episode as the climactic culmination, the end point, of 
the season's main story line. Season one ends with Buffy fighting and defeating the 
Master (Prophecy Girl," 1012); Season Two sees Buffy leaving Sunnydale after having 
killed Angel ("Becoming II," 2022); and Season Three ends with the killing of the 
mayor and the thwarting of his ascension ("Graduation Day II," 3022). Season four had 
revolved around the Frankenstein's monster-esque Adam and the secret government 
Initiative that had spawned him. The penultimate episode has seen the great battle 
leading to Adam's death and the supposed destruction of the Initiative's headquarters 
and laboratory ("Primeval," 4021). So, what would the finale be, and how should it be 
read? Would there be some additional strand that had appeared peripheral and which 
would, in fact, mark the end of the story? If not, where should "the end" of the season 
be located? Would this simply be an afterthought, a curious addendum or, as Joss 
Whedon has called it, a "coda"?[6] The choice a term usually associated with music 
implies the extent to which the seasons are planned in terms of emotional intensities, 
the rising and falling of the patterns of the shows having a metaphorical relationship 
with a sonata whose own sense of repeating phrases, returning to motifs and so on has 
its own involutional aspect[7]. 
(12) To a certain extent then, "Restless" is already posing questions about narrative 
and seriality by subverting what had appeared to be a structural requirement of the 
show: the end of a season is the end of that season's overarching storyline. Here, 
whatever was to happen, was clearly something other than that. Its opening certainly 
offers a sense of an ending, an "afterwards." We enter just as the Scoobies and Joyce 
are saying goodbye to Riley, apparently after a gathering at Buffy's house, seemingly 
not long after the events of the previous episode. Joyce goes to bed, leaving Buffy, 
Xander, Willow and Giles in the lounge preparing to watch videos for the rest of the 
night. 
(13) This little scene has echoes and presentiments of its own, before we engage with 
main aspect of the story. The group left on their own at the end of the season is also 
the group that begins the entire series. The four of them, despite others becoming 
involved (Cordelia, Oz, Wesley, Angel, Tara) are the focus of the show and their fights 
and estrangements over the seasons so far, including this one, are here annulled as all 
others leave the kernel of the show to rest. However, the scene has a morbid 
prospective element to it too. The group gathered at Buffy's house, seemingly restful 
and happy as Joyce (as she does here) plays the caring, attentive and understanding 
mother is also the organizing principle behind the most harrowing of Buffy episodes, 
"The Body" (5016) which occurs in the next season. While "The Body" (5016) also has 



Tara, Anya and Dawn present, the familial structure of Joyce, Giles and the gang 
operates in an organisationally and emotionally similar fashion. Seriality, allied with 
technology such as DVDs, allows for these moments of stylistic or organizational 
similitude to be engaged with. The effect of this, or one of them, is to dissipate a 
linearity of reading. While story arcs and character development occur on an episode-
by-episode basis, thereby maintaining the necessity of linear narrative in that respect, 
points of contact between episodes remote from one another (temporally, emotionally 
and so on) can be adduced (or more powerfully, simply exert their own force) in the 
act of re-watching. For me, at least, I cannot watch the opening of "Restless" (4022) 
without "The Body" (5016) being brought into critical focus. Similarly, the opening of 
"The Body" (5016) always forces me back to "Restless" (4022). This is not an act of 
narrative, but an act of involution, the text, as it were, folding back in on itself, to 
occlude narrative patterns in order to invoke relationships that have no necessary 
causal pattern. 
(14) Even before this moment, however, the episode has already begun and its 
involutional aspect has been brought into view. The usual form for the beginning of 
episodes from about half way through Season Two is a "previously on Buffy the 
Vampire Slayer" montage of clips from earlier shows that have an influence on the 
direction that this episode will take. This is then followed by the teaser, which varies in 
length, but is usually fairly short and sets up an action which will reverberate after we 
have had the next section, the credits, and then (in America, anyway) the first 
commercial break. This pattern is not absolute and there are variations, but it is 
general. I would like to spend a little time thinking about each of these aspects first, 
before moving onto the episode itself. 
(15) The "previously on" section offers to Buffy and, in principle all serial shows, the 
chance to fundamentally dismiss one of the abiding claims made about television 
serials. This has been posited most notably be Umberto Eco: 
 

[A] series works upon a fixed situation and a restricted number of fixed 
pivotal characters, around whom the secondary and changing ones turn 
[which gives] the impression that the new story is different from the 
preceding ones while in fact the narrative scheme does not change. (86)

And, additionally, for the viewer, the "recurrence of a narrative scheme that remains 
constant […] responds to the infantile need of always hearing the same story, of being 
consoled by the return of "The Identical," superficially disguised" (87). In other words, 
seriality, for Eco, is a simple repetition of the same, a same which, moreover makes no 
progress forward, keeping the characters and the viewer in a mythical (because, for 
Eco, de-historicised) present untainted by such concerns as demise or failure: the 
future is constantly deferred in a present that remains constant, informed by a secure 
and total past. 
(16) Buffy's past is not constant. Nor for that matter is its present at these moments. 
The voice that says "previously" is Anthony Stewart Head's. The viewer then is placed 
in a position of undecideability. Either s/he accepts the voice as the actor's in which 
case an attendant acceptance of the fictionality of the show is understood, as the 
character is recognized as being just that, and part of a fiction; or the voice is heard as 
Giles's, in which case the possibility that Giles is both a character in the show as well as 



a commentator on it externally to the show is accepted. In either case, the show's 
constructedness, its artifice is highlighted and the sort of questions relating to different 
levels of ontological negotiation discussed in section one are again rehearsed.
(17) The montages that are introduced render the past of the show unstable. This is 
not to say that they destroy the past, nor that the past of the show is somehow erased 
in the moment of its attenuated recapitulation. It is, however, to insist that these 
moments upset the narrativity of Buffy. Mikosz and Och's claim that Buffy is not a 
narrative show at all. They write: 
 

Buffy the series, by contrast, although it partakes of elements of narrative, does 
not amount to a narration. Season by season, and even episode by episode, the 
series accumulates a multiple past, elements of oftentimes incongruous 
combinations. Moreover, the series seizes upon the clichés "Buffy" and "Vampire 
Slayer" and posits them as axioms, as simultaneous conditions that nonetheless 
retain their incommensurability (this is, after all Buffy's existential crisis!).

 
I would dispute the general claim and maintain that each season does present an 
overarching narrative which, while being lost for episodes at a time in some instances, 
nevertheless does belong to the realm of narration. This is true even for the story 
(narration) from Season One to Season Seven. It is, however, true, that Buffy's games 
with narrative present difficulties for narration that are brought into immediate focus 
by the "previously" sections. Before moving forward with this point, a small account of 
narrative as derived from structuralist theory and narratology might be helpful. 
(18) A very limited, definition of narrative would be the one offered by Seymour 
Chapman in his 1963 Theory of Literature. This book, heavily influenced by structuralist 
theory says: 
 

[…] narrative has two parts: a story (histoire), the content or chain of events 
(actions happenings), plus what may be called existents (characters, items of 
setting): and a discourse (discours), that is, the expression, the means by which 
the content is communicated.[8] 

 
In other words, there is a set of events (the story) and then the means by which those 
events are put together and represented to a reader (discourse) and the combination 
of these two elements makes the narrative. This distinction is rather easier to keep in 
mind if the terms used are 'story" and "plot." A basic 'story" might be something like: 
"I woke up. I went to the window. I saw a wolf. I ran away." The "plot" aspect is the 
arrangement of the 'story" in a fashion that is not simply its order of happening. So, for 
example" "I ran away after I had woken up, gone to the window and seen the wolf." 
This comparatively simple conceptualization is made much more specific and 
sophisticated by Chapman and the other great narratologists like Propp, Tomashevsky, 
Bakhtin, Genette and others through the analysis of a number of other aspects that 
contribute to each of these parts of the combination. While this is not going to be a 
narratological analysis in the sense implied my referencing the writers above, there are 
some categories of explanation that classical narratology offers that will be useful to 
bear in mind during parts of this discussion. Readers who are either familiar with 
narratological theory, or those who are not interested in the finer points of the theory 
should probably jump ahead a couple of pages as I am going to enumerate and briefly 



define some of the aspects from narratology that might be helpful in considering 
certain moments in Buffy. These, in themselves are not at all sufficient for looking at 
the ways in Buffy's aesthetics of involution operates, but they do provide a way into 
the more straightforward aspects of 'story-telling" that the show deploys. This list owes 
a debt of gratitude to that at the end of The Narrative Reader, edited by Martin 
McQuillan: 
 

Act – an event that is narrated and which brings about a state of change by an 
agent. ("Buffy sleeps with Angel," is an act; "it rained yesterday" is not). 
Actant – a category of character (hero, sought-for-person, dispatcher, helper, 
donor, villain/false-hero) rather than a character itself. Buffy, the character, 
might, at different times be the hero or the helper, the sought-for-person and so 
on. In Buffy the characters" inhabitation of any number of these actant positions 
provides much of the opportunity for drama, comedy and so on. 
Action – a series of connected events that have unity and purpose and (in many 
instances, at least) a beginning, middle and an end. 
Anachrony – The placing of an event out of sequence in the telling or re-telling of 
the story. The most obvious examples of this in Buffy are the flashbacks 
(analepsis) to Angel's life as a vampire. 
Anterior Narration – the narration of events that occur before the events happen. 
In Buffy there are the occasional prophetic dreams (such as those in "Restless") 
but it is with Doyle's and later Cordelia's visions on Angel that this is most 
prevalent. 
Aporia – a situation where what makes thing possible is also, and paradoxically, 
what makes the thing impossible at the same time. This results in an impasse of 
interpretation or a moment of undecideability. The episode "Normal Again" (6017) 
plays with this notion to some considerable effect as we are left not knowing 
whether Buffy is insane or not.[9] 
Conative function – a narrative act that focuses on the narratee. Jonathan's 
seeming address to the viewer in 'storyteller" (7016) is a complex example of 
this, as is Lorne's account of events in 'spin the Bottle" from Angel (AtS 4.6). 
Defamiliarisation – a technique by which the world and / or the artwork is "made 
strange" to heighten, among other things, the artistic effect. The lack of music in 
"The Body" (5016) is, curiously, a prime example of this, though Buffy is 
constantly in the process of defamiliarising, especially in terms of genre.[10] 
End – this seemingly obvious term which is little more than the last incident in a 
plot or sequence of actions actually has the force of making all the rest of the 
narrative lead to that point and act as a site of meaning for the whole. The end of 
Buffy, then, is the final shot of the group looking at the hole that used to be 
Sunnydale. 
Extradiegetic – external to any diegesis (outside of the world or space of the 
narrative). Most often in Buffy this will be found in the music played over the top 
of a scene (as opposed to, for example, a band playing in The Bronze who are 
part of the scene and, therefore, part of the diegesis or intradiegetic). 
Genre – a type or style of narrative. The question of what, if any, genre Buffy is 
will be part of this discussion. 
Intertext – one or more texts that are referenced or rewritten by another text and 
which provide, at least, some of the meaning of the latter text. The plethora of 



intertextual moments in Buffy will also be a part of this discussion. 
Montage – the placing side by side in juxtaposition of a sequence of events that 
gain meaning from this rather than from contiguity. The "previously on…" 
sequences are a prime, though not only, example of this in Buffy – Andrew's re-
introduction of Faith in "Dirty Girls" (7018) is another example. 
Teleology – the study of the end; the compulsion of a narrative towards its end 
point which gives shape and coherence to the preceding events. Chapter 3 has a 
long discussion about teleology and its related, though different concept, 
eschatology. 

 
The "previously" sections by virtue of their formal aspect as montages cannot operate 
as "actions" in the way described above as they derive their meaning through 
juxtaposition and not continuity. As a consequence, aspects that we might ordinarily 
associate with narrative as a linear concept are displaced. There is no teleology as 
such, no end point except the formal cessation of the clip which may or may not have 
had a structural and thematic end. What we have instead is a set of scenes (or, more 
usually, partial scenes) spliced together in order that the story to which they refer is 
brought back into the mind of the viewer. Each section of the montage, then, is 
synecdochic of a larger story. This juxtapositional synecdoche re-assembles the 
narratives that have gone before. These scenes initially existed as a combination of 
'story" and "plot" but now are decontextualised and have no narrative power at all, in 
their own terms. 
(19) What they do have, and are clearly intended to have, are a different sort of 
combinatorial capacity whose effect is to provide a specific context for the episode to 
come. This means that the immediate pre-history to an episode can be made up of 
excerpts from all and any parts of the existent history of Buffy which can be re-
assembled such that these histories are foreshortened, contracted. The history that is 
alluded to from one excerpt is then placed in juxtaposition with a history that may have 
had no bearing on its own trajectory but now become enmeshed in a new re-visioning 
of the past of the show in order that the future (the immediate episode and its 
aftermath) can be altered. The past becomes infinitely malleable, subject to any 
number of re-visions, thereby opening up the possibility of any number of possible 
futures. Eco's assessment of the mythical fixed present built on an absolutely certain 
past denying the fear of futurity is significantly undermined, even just from the 
paratext of "previously."
(20) The "previously" section on "Restless" (4022) begins with a shot of Adam, and 
Buffy's assertion that they shall stop him. Immediately this brings the Big Bad of the 
season to the fore, and reminds us of his genealogy in terms of monsterness. He is 
part human, part cyborg, a 20th century revision of Frankenstein's monster and as 
such part of an on-going dispute concerning the legitimate experiments of science.[11] 
The initial shot, then, provides a simple reminder of the narrative of the season and a 
re-enforcement of the inter-textual[12] links of the monster to Mary Shelley's text. The 
extent to which this might, in turn, broaden out to a much wider inter-textual[13] 
relationship with Romanticism in general will be addressed later. One of the important 
aspects about involution as a strategy is that it is potentially endless both in terms of 
its intra- and para-textual elements, but especially of intertextual relations. The 
relationship of a text to its intertext is never simple or singular. Frankensein cannot 
have a relationship with Buffy that is linear, exclusive and hermetic. Even if a linear 



relationship were possible, Frankenstein would have other points of contact with other 
texts (therefore it is not exclusive) each of which has, theoretically, also a relationship 
with Buffy (so it cannot be hermetic). Wilcox and Lavery draw on the work of Robert 
Stam to indicate the ways in which this is fundamental to a reading of Buffy: 
 

As any new-comer to the series quickly realizes, Buffy constantly and pervasively 
draws on its own past history, but it casts its nets widely beyond its own 
developing text. "Any text that has slept with another text," Robert Stam has 
noted, extending a central insight into STD prevention into the realm of film 
theory, "has necessarily slept with all the texts the other text has slept 
with" (202) […] the series offers us humor that only the textually promiscuous 
are likely to get. (xxiv)

 
It is not only the promiscuous nature of the text that is important for an involutional 
reading of Buffy but, to continue the sexualised imagery, the incestuous, the 
exogamous and the fetishistic. Adam takes us, promiscuously to Mary Shelley's text 
and thence to Romanticism and the gothic. He moves us incestually as described below 
to other parts of Buffy. He demands exogamy by insisting on relations outside of our 
community not only via intertext, but also through the body of the actor George 
Hertzberg who brings in from the outside memories of him from his appearances in, for 
example, 3rd Rock from the Sun and, more interestingly, Home Improvements where 
he appeared in an episode entitled "Desperately Seeking Willow" which returns us 
incestually to Buffy through Willow, but also opens up through promiscuity Madonna 
and her gamut of possible meanings, the other star Rosanna Arquette, director Susan 
Seidelman and the rest of her work and so on. And he provides us with the fetishistic 
route by virtue of a supposed belief that he (or any other character, event, reference, 
allusion or whatever) might somehow provide us with the ability to control and stay the 
superabundance of meaning delivered at almost every moment of the show. The 
fetishist is always disappointed, of course. 
(21) Intratextually (incestually) Adam as a monster and his relationship with 
Frankenstein does draw the character, and therefore this opening moment from the 
"Previously on…" montage, back to 'some Assembly Required" (202) in which the 
brother of a disfigured school sports star tries to create a perfect girlfriend for his 
brother from the bodies of dead students. The fact that this episode has as "Consulting 
Producer," Howard Gordon who is also a writer and producer of the X-Files provides 
another intertextual link and involutional contortion. 
(22) The next scene in the "previously on…" section is a reprise of the spell undertaken 
in the previous episode where the four main characters joined in order to provide Buffy 
with the skill, strength, intelligence and heart of the whole group.[14] The viewer is not 
necessarily certain exactly what power has been invoked in order for the spell to work, 
but that it did and that Buffy defeated Adam is certain. "Primeval" (4021) acts in some 
senses as final episode in terms of the resolution of the story, so this episode (which 
begins by reminding us of that one) is re-framed as already strange. It is intriguing 
that a small clue as to the potential direction of "Restless" (4022) was given in 
"Primeval" (4021) by Spike referencing yet another English Victorian literary classic, 
Alice's Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll. While Buffy is no Alice, the surreal 
dream of Carroll's book has some resonance with what, we discover, is to come.[15] 
(23) The clearest intertext in the opening sequence is to The Matrix, the Wachowski 



brothers" groundbreaking, intelligent, cinematically startling 1999 sci-fi thriller. 
Whedon's admiration for this film is well known and the shot of the dissolving bullets 
being pulled out of the air and turned to doves is a clear homage. The fact that both 
the episode and the film engage with questions of "the human," though from 
significantly different positions, allows a depth of analysis and philosophical speculation 
to seep into the show by sheer virtue of the connection. This is one of the main 
strengths of involution: the contact between two points (whether intra- or inter-
textual) that magnifies the connotative and interpretive power of both. 
(24) The death of Adam that marks the last part of the "previously" montage much 
more simply tells the audience where the narrative has got to, before the opening 
credits occur. Even though this montage is nearly all located in the previous episode, 
and therefore has less revisionist possibility than other montages, it has re-defined and 
re-focussed what the current episode regards as the most significant moment of the 
previous one. 
(25) The importance of this in terms of a notion of involution is that the programme 
has an in-built structural feature that already provides elements of seasonal fore-
shortening and the juxtaposition of moments of it that might previously have had no 
obvious narrative relation to each other at all. These elements of the montage then 
usually move straight in to the teaser. Karen Sayer has pointed out how the teaser 
tends to work in contrast to the main action that will unfold later. Often this is a 
movement from light to darkness, or vice versa[16] or from domestic peace to some 
sort of violence. She continues: 
 

Even without a cut to violence, any happy moment in the teaser will inevitably be 
framed by the shows" [Buffy and Angel] credits, which recycle predominantly 
dark scenes overlain by sudden energetic bursts of action. (103)

 
The teaser, then, stands in dramatic juxtaposition to the initial montage (that reframes 
the past of Buffy to re-contextualise the present), and with the opening credits. 
(26) "Restless" (4022) has no teaser section. After the "previously" section we move 
straight to the credits and thence to the commercials. In itself this provides a moment 
of defamiliarisation for anyone who has watched the show regularly. The already strong 
expectation of an unusual episode is augmented by this formal shift. This formal choice 
has the effect, by doing, literally, nothing, of furthering the audience's potential 
excitement or anxiety with respect of the episode (on a first viewing, in sequence, 
anyway). It is useful to note, however, that this aesthetic moment (the attributes of 
which work as I have described and are, therefore, properly part of the artistry of the 
show) comes about due to pragmatic requirements. There were such a lot of guest 
appearances on this episode that the contractual requirements regarding the placement 
of actor's names meant that a teaser before the credits was simply impossible.[17] An 
external, legal responsibility has an effect on a formal expectation that influences the 
viewer's response to the opening of an episode whose position within a seasonal 
structure is already curious. So, lacking a teaser, we head straight into the credits.[18]
(27) These also offer a montage. This time, however, the clips can be from any 
previous season or the present-forthcoming one, though once chosen the credits 
remain the same throughout the season. In addition to the visual aspect of the credits, 
there is also the musical element and this has been discussed marvelously by Janet K. 
Halfyard. In her essay, Halfyard shows how Buffy plays with allusion (involution) even 



at the level of music and not just in relation to the horror tradition, but also with its 
own off-shoot Angel. In terms of the horror tradition as it is presented to us via the 
music used in the credit sequences, she writes: 
 

Firstly, there is the instrument itself: we have the sound of an organ, 
accompanied by a wolf's howl, with a visual image of a flickering night sky 
overlaid with unintelligible archaic script: the associations with both the silent era 
and films such as Nosferatu and with the conventions of the Hammer House of 
Horror and horror in general are unmistakable. ("Love, Death, Curses and 
Reverses (in F Minor): Music, Gender and Identity in Buffy the Vampire Slayer 
and Angel")

 
Halfyard then offers a brief history of the use of the organ in horror, from The Phantom 
of the Opera's explicit diegeitc use to "Dr Jekyll playing the organ in Dr Jekyll and Mr 
Hyde (1932) and the sound of the organ becoming synonymous with Hammer Horror in 
the 1960s and 70s." From this the turn to comedy and parody is noted in, for example, 
Dracula: Dead and Loving It (1996). Buffy, then opens with a musical trope that both 
pays homage to its filmic heritage at the same time as recognising the potential for 
cliché that this invites. Involution takes us to the general trope and then to specific 
films all of which inform and bleed into our reading of the present show. However, 
being Buffy, this already extravagant aesthetic turns the cliché in on itself, recognises 
its own complicity in its perpetuation and radically shifts its sensibilities: 
 

It removes itself from the sphere of 1960s and 70s horror by replaying the same 
motif, the organ now supplanted by an aggressively strummed electric guitar, 
relocating itself in modern youth culture, relocating the series in an altogether 
different arena than that of both Hammer and its spoofs. (Halfyard)

 
The repetition of the motif means that, in addition to "relocating" (which it most 
certainly does) it nevertheless remains moored to its old reference: the aesthetic shift 
signifies its movement away from a particular tradition of horror while simultaneously 
insisting on a certain relationship with it, however ironic or iconoclastic. The 
juxtaposition of the two styles, related through the repeated motif, encourages an 
involutional set of readings via the filmic tradition and then appears to deny that very 
tradition at the moment of its invocation 
(28) This process is compounded in the episode 'superstar" (4017). As mentioned 
above, the credit sequence tends to provide a montage of shots from previous episodes 
and season as well as the present. This is played beneath the music with all its 
attendant involutional and ironic possibilities (as well as its sheer exuberance and 
strength). This episode is considered by Mikosz and Och in their discussion of seriality 
in Buffy. They first offer a description of Jonathan's usurpation of the credits: 
 

Here is Jonathan upstaging all of the usual suspects: shooting a crossbow; 
disarming a bomb; smiling back at Xander (Oh Xander you dawg!); some smarmy 
dude in a tux; secret agent-like in a tux with a gun; doing a kung-fu move; and, 
finally, walking in grim- reverse-Angelesque-slow-mo towards the camera, trench 
coat and all.

 



Following on from this, they provide a wonderful cross-analysis of this with Jon 
Moritsugu's Fame Whore and a discussion of the generative power of cliché. The re-
imagined Jonathan and his many versions on the credit sequence draws attention to 
the images with which Buffy is working and, in so doing, cause a re-appraisal of their 
supposed radicalism from a gendered view-point: 
 

He is one cliché, yet he—rather, his image (for he is nothing but an image: Adam 
recognizes this instantly, Buffy actually intuits it from the opening scenes) has 
proliferated to the degree that it has acquired a monopoly over all of the other 
images. This is why he can simultaneously be Michael Jordan, a swimsuit model, 
the inventor of the internet, the author of the book Oh, Jonathan!, Hugh Hefner, 
Frank Sinatra, Angel, James Bond, a hard-boiled detective type, a witty roué, 
friend and advisor to the traumatized and the lovelorn and the downtrodden, 
military tactical analyst, and so on, and so on. Jonathan literally becomes all 
things and everything to all people. He is not a superstar, he is THE super-duper-
star. (Mikosz and Och)

 
What Jonathan's alternative credits provide is a counter-point to their usual function. 
His pastiche version forces us though defamiliarisation to recognise what the credits 
do. They assert certain sorts of attributes to each of the characters by choosing images 
from sections of seasons that best fit what we consider those characters to be. They 
are a moment of structural and formal stability that help (in a fashion similar to that 
mentioned by Eco, but much more precariously) to render known and safe the 
narrative space that we shall soon enter. In relation to 'superstar" (4017), however, 
this supposed solace of the same is undermined, as McNeilly, Sylka and Fisher 
describe. They take the inevitably discursive nature of characters on television shows 
to be the source of a specific engagement with a more broadly conceived notion of 
identity as discourse, though the 'superstar" (4017) episode: 
 

"Near the middle of the episode, Adam sits before an array of surveillance 
monitors – like us, he watches the Buffyverse on t.v. – and points to the 
mediatized nature of Jonathan's magic, its mucked up reality effect: […] 
Jonathan's image is rendered extensive by mass media; he is a superstar because 
he appears as the superhero – because he represents himself as a t.v. 'star" […] 
The unstable perfection of "Jonathan" comes to appear as a patchwork of 
deception that cannot resolve into a coherent character; that perfection, after all, 
is a discursive construct, rather than an ontological given."

 
(29) The opening sections to 'superstar" (4017) have foregrounded to an exceptional 
degree the discursively constituted nature of the show, but in so doing have enabled 
questions about its ontological status to be asked. And we have not even got to the 
first commercial break yet. From "previously" to teaser, to credits to commercials: it is 
a surprisingly long journey before we get to the episode's first Act. The commercials, 
clearly, provide an enormous level of possibility for re-contextualising and de-
contextualising what has just gone. Lorne on Angel is given a marvellous moment in 
the excellent 'spin the Bottle" (AtS 4.6) where his recounting of the episode's story to 
the audience in his club, and thence to us, is punctuated, of course, by commercial 
breaks. After the third commercial break he simply comments (evidently not to the 



audience in the club, but to us, in a knowing meta-fictional moment), "Well, those were 
some exciting products. Am I right? Mmm. Let's all think about buying some of those" 
'spin the Bottle" (AtS 4006). 
(30) After the episode has finished its story-telling, there is till more that should 
properly be called a part of the world of the show which would include the closing 
credits and the legal declaration of ownership of the programme via the company logo. 
An excellent example of the ways in which involution can operate through paratext is 
given to us via the logo, the fabulous monster who goes "grr arrgh" at the end of, 
nearly, every episode. This will be discussed as part of chapter 8. 
(31) Bearing in mind all the questions already raised by the preliminary sections of the 
show, we can now begin an analysis of the opening scene. As mentioned above, we are 
in Buffy's house, saying goodbye to Riley and seeing Joyce go to bed while Buffy, 
Willow, Xander and Giles sit up to watch videos. By the time of the season's end, the 
franchising of Buffy was well under way, and the VHS box sets of earlier seasons were 
selling (outside of the US before in the US due to syndication issues). The fact that 
such an enormous number of fans would be sitting round having Buffy  nights in a 
fashion much akin to our heroes in this episode is a gently affectionate form of the 
involutional. This is made much more emphatic when Xander places the first video in 
the player and the whole screen is taken up by the FBI warning against property theft 
and the enforcement of copyright law. The FBI aspect throws us back to the Initiative 
and the presence of government and conspiracy with which the season has partly dealt 
(which will also remind us of Marcie Ross in "Out of Mind Out of Sight," 1011); and the 
fact of the image at all means that we understand that we are watching a show that is 
also available on video and DVD and which is under the same protection and uses the 
same laws, signaled by the same warning of the same organisation as that which we 
are currently watching. This moment opens up a possible mise-en-abyme that is 
significantly more pronounced when viewing the same scene on video or DVD. 
(32) The videos have been a source of concern to the group as Xander wants to watch 
Apocalypse Now which Willow is concerned is too Heart of Darkness-ey. The constant 
threat of apocalypse is one with which the characters are always contending; the 
promise of an imminent demise as suggested by the film (especially as the previous 
episode saw the defeat of a potentially apocalypse-inducing machine) is a pleasingly 
subtle self-reflexive joke at the show's expense. However, the role and important of 
both Apocalypse Now as a film and Conrad's novella is much more central to some of 
the overarching concerns of the show: the battle between archaism and modernity; the 
construction of "the human" and the possibilities of narrative.
(33) The questions which Buffy raises in general terms about modernity, find a particular 
aesthetic recapitulation with the show’s occasional engagements with Modernist writings. 
Indeed, one need only look at The Waste Land, Ulysses or Mrs Dalloway to see modernity 
turned inside out, and it is clear that these texts can also be read alongside Buffy in its 
entirety or individual episodes. Rhonda Wilcox has written an excellent essay ‘T.S. Eliot 
comes to television: Buffy’s ‘Restless’’ in which she draws out some of the structural and 
thematic linkages between Eliot’s text and Whedon’s. It is difficult to imagine a more 
perfect example of comparative media analysis. Heart of Darkness explicitly manifests a 
relation to modernity that is both aesthetically challenging and morally outraged from a 
political perspective, especially as to the question of what constitutes the human, and this, 
it seems to me is part of its strength in the context of Buffy and especially of Xander as he 
is the only character who remains singularly human in the sense of having no obvious 
extra- or super-human qualities. The notion of what exactly the ‘human’ is in terms of the 



Buffyverse is still moot.
(34) Even before the dream sections, then, the episode has been dealing in the 
allusive, referential, involuted games that are such a core element of the show's 
aesthetic. So pervasive is involution that to pretend to be able to enumerate even each 
single reference, let alone provide a critical assessment of the possible strands of 
these, is impossible. There will, inevitably, be many examples of the "attentive 
viewer" (Rambo) who extrapolate their own involutional threads in directions which I 
have not followed, or who dispute some of the connections I have made. This is to be 
welcomed; involution invites such multiple readings, such tangled critiques, and Buffy 
possibly more than any other television show revels also in its own multiplicity and 
variousness. Involution celebrates the multiplication of possibilities and, along with 
Xander, would seek to disavow the stringent reductionism of the critical equivalent of 
"tick-box" psychometrics who cannot allow deviation: "That would allow too many 
variables into their mushroom-head, number-crunching little world" ("What's My Line 
I," 2009). 
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[1] The GEOS guide has as the top ten episodes as voted by fans being: 10th 
'selfless" (7.5), 9th "Innocence II" (2014), 8th "Fool for Love" (5007), 7th "Becoming 
I" (2021), 6th "Conversations with Dead People" (7007), 5th "The Body" (5016), 4th 
"The Gift" (5022), 3rd "Becoming II" (2022), 2nd "Hush" (4010) and 1st "Once More 
With Feeling" (6.7). "Restless" is counted as 30th. http://www.geos.tv/index.php/index/

http://www.geos.tv/index.php/index/buf%20accessed%20July%2025


buf accessed July 25, 2004 (The list is open to change, though the favourite five have 
remained in place since the time of my initial check). 
[2] See, for example, the relationship between narrative and history and narrative and 
knowledge in chapters 1 and 3 of my The Aesthetics of Culture in Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer.
[3] Sue Turnbull provides an excellent palliative to this in the previously quoted "Not 
just another Buffy paper: Towards an aesthetics of television."
[4] Intertexts are those text from the "outside" of the show that are drawn "into" it by 
reference, allusion, quotation, parody, pastiche or any other formal device (drawn from 
literature, television, film, but also including food stuffs, brand names, sports, and all 
the other cultural artefacts that become textualised in the show); intratexts are the 
allusions and references made in one episode to another episode and these include 
obvious aspects such as plot development and character-growth, but also visual styles, 
camera angles, lighting techniques and so on). I use paratexts in the way described by 
Umberto Eco to include "the whole series of messages that accompany and help explain 
a given text -; messages such as advertisements, jacket copy, titles, subtitles, 
introduction, reviews and so on" (Six Walks in the Fictional Woods pp. 144 – 45). 
Donald Keller goes on to say "In a television programme such as Buffy, paratext would 
include the intoned "In every generation […]" that appeared before early episodes, 
"Previously on […]" reminders of past episodes, commercials with previews of future 
episodes and so on." 'spirit Guides and Shadow Selves" in eds. Rhonda V. Wilcox and 
David Lavery, Fighting the Forces, p.176.
[5] See Alan Sokal and Jean Bricmont, Intellectual Impostures: Postmodern 
Philosophers" Abuse of Science.
[6] Joss Whedon DVD commentary to "Restless" (4022).
[7] Roz Kaveney's "Introduction" to Reading the Vampire Slayer says Buffy the 
Vampire Slayer has "a structural pattern as coherent as the statement, development, 
second statement, recapitulations and coda of the sonata form" (12).
[8] Quoted in ed. Dennis Walder, Literature and the Modern World, pp. 106 – 07.
[9] See section one, chapter 1 of my The Aesthetics of Culture in Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer for a further discussion of this episode.
[10] Defamiliarisation as a literary concept outlined three devices which could be used 
to make the work unfamiliar. These were: (1) Canonisation of the junior branch - 
taking a "degraded" genre (ballad, detective story etc.) and working it in to a more 
elevated genre thereby upsetting expected formulations: defamiliarizing genre. Buffy 
constantly interjects generic instability not only by including degraded (or for that 
matter seemingly elevated) genres, but also by the surprising juxtapositions between 
and within scenes. (2) Syuzhet and Fabula - the relationship between plot and story. 
The story would be "a" then "b" then "c" then "d" then "e." The plot (the order in which 
the story is recounted in the text) might be "d" the "a" then "b" then "e" then "c": 
Defamiliarizing sequence and causality. This aspect of formalism developed in to the 
structural / narratological enterprises of Gennette who spent his life finding increasingly 
sophisticated ways of describing all the possible variations of plot structure (analepsis 
and prolepsis being the two most common - flash-back, flash-forward). (3) Skaz - the 
differing relationships between narrator and narrated. Famous examples of especially 
complex relationships are in Wuthering Heights, The Canterbury Tales and Bleak 
House. Not only is it whole books, however, but moments within books where the 

http://www.geos.tv/index.php/index/buf%20accessed%20July%2025


narrative voice seems to be displaced or disrupt the narration up to that point. This 
happen in nearly all novels at some point, and in Buffy by the changing point of view 
from which a scene is shot.
[11] The immediate involutional thread to Frankenstein provides one extension of the 
show's hermeneutic possibilities, and the invocation of the debates on science that 
Shelley's novel and Buffy engage in extend this formal aspect to broader notion of 
cultural critique: the aesthetics of culture.
[12] Inter-texts are part of the process of involution (internal involution not being an 
"inter-text" as such but an intratext, if one accepts the entire corpus as a single entity 
comprised of many parts, like a many-chaptered, or a multi-volumed book). Though 
the terminology is different, Robert A Davis's article "Buffy the Vampire Slayer and the 
Pedagogy of Fear" makes the point with its usual elegance: "The intertextual echoes 
and allusions have also a serious purpose, as the conflicts they provoke are skillfully 
used by the writers to deepen and elucidate the show's underpinning mythology and to 
authenticate its ambitiously conceived inflection of literary vampirism."
[13] While inter-texts certainly do operate as involutional markers, they also have 
other functions. As Rhonda V Wilcox notes in her discussion of language on the show 
("There Will Never Be a Very Special Buffy"), many of the references (in addition to 
involutional properties) operate as demarcations of cultural positioning, with the 
youthful characters creating a linguistic community from which the adult members are 
excluded by virtue of their failure to recognise the allusions to, for example, popular 
culture."
[14] Aimee Fifarek provides a probably unintentional account of how the enjoining spell 
is itself involutional. She writes, "for a brief time, the Slayer is no longer "one girl in all 
the world" – she is a network, a continuum of Slayers." The extent to which this 
foreshadows the unleashing of a network of Slayers in (7022) indicates its involutional 
power.
[15] Talking to Adam about their plan to lure Buffy into the Initiative's headquarters, 
Spike says "Alice heads back down the rabbit hole": the allusion to Carroll's 1865 text 
is clear, the involutional link to (4022) rather less so, perhaps.
[16] See chapter 4 of my The Aesthetics of Culture in Buffy the Vamopire Slayer for a 
discussion of light and dark in Buffy.
[17] Joss Whedon DVD commentary for "Restless" (4022).
[18] The accidental or purely pragmatic nature of some of the aesthetic decisions is 
commented upon by Kaveney in relation to an aspect of involution: "[while] the show's 
use of foreshadowing and echo […] have been largely opportunist improvisations [they] 
have emotional and metaphysical resonance." In "Introduction" to ed. Roz Kaveney, 
Reading the Vampire Slayer, p.33.
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Michael Adams
Beyond Slayer Slang: Pragmatics, Discourse, 

and Style
in Buffy the Vampire Slayer

 
[1] This special issue of Slayage, titled Beyond Slayer Slang: Pragmatics, 
Discourse, and Style in Buffy the Vampire Slayer, explores linguistic aspects of the show, 
as well as culture associated with it, beyond issues of lexis (that is, beyond slayer slang) 
as described in scholarship so far (that is, beyond Slayer Slang) into more broadly 
communicative structures of language, such as pragmatics (speech acts in their contexts), 
discourse (continuous speech longer than a sentence), and style (characteristic, perhaps 
self-conscious use of language), none of which excludes the others. The issue’s purpose is 
two-fold: pursuit of linguistic interests and linguistic methods assist in the project of 
interpreting Buffy the Vampire Slayer and its cultural consequences; conversely, study of 
Buffy within the lines drawn here exercises linguistic methods and enriches the 
contribution of linguistics to contemporary intellectual and cultural life. On 22 September 
1997, when I watched Buffy the Vampire Slayer for the first time, I had no idea that a 
television show could be so lexically interesting, let alone that a single show would stand 
up to serious linguistic inquiry of all kinds. This issue measures the distance between then 
and now, but it isn’t an end itself: a point of summary beyond slayer slang, it is also 
antecedent to further exploration of language in the Buffyverse. 
[2] I first noticed slayer slang while surfing channels: I was sitting on my sofa, eating my 
dinner, plate balanced on my knee, when I heard Buffy say, “Love makes you do the 
wacky,” and I thought, “Too true.” I also reached for my notepad, in the way that 
lexicographers do, because I thought, “Huh. That’s an interesting functional shift from 
adjective to noun,” and I wanted a record of wacky in that hitherto unrecorded sense. I 
had never watched a show on the WB Network before that night; significantly, I heard 
slayer slang before I knew that I was watching Buffy the Vampire Slayer. I started 
watching regularly and took more notes, not intending to write anything particularly about 
slayer slang—I take notes about all kinds of language all of the time. 
[3] Early in the afternoon of 13 August 1998, I realized that I had only four hours to write 
and submit an abstract to the American Dialect Society’s annual meeting. In a panic, I 
thought through material I had collected about all sorts of American speech during the 
year and concluded that my best bet was to give a paper about slayer slang. I decided to 
call the paper “Slayer Slang.” The conference paper, in other words, was an act of 
desperation, not part of a carefully considered program of research. I revised the paper as 
an article in two parts for Verbatim: The Language Quarterly (1999); eventually, the 
article became Slayer Slang: A Buffy the Vampire Slayer Lexicon (2003). You might call 
this scholarship by accretion rather than scholarship by design. In any event, Slayer Slang 
is a lexical study by a lexicographer and was barely meant to be what it is, let alone 
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anything more. 
[4] Slayer Slang was well received on its own terms, but there has been an undercurrent 
of criticism ever since it was published. Some reviewers argued that lexis misses the point 
of language in the Buffyverse, that it necessarily underestimates Buffy’s quippiness, sense 
of humor, discourse structure, and style, all of which are much more interesting, much 
more complex, much more contextual, than any study of vocabulary alone could convey. 
At first, the complaint took me by surprise: undoubtedly, it had a point, but then all 
language is more than words; we don’t do without dictionaries just because they can’t 
capture language in all of its complexity. I came to slayer slang as a lexicographer, not as 
a fan, and, as a lexicographer and historian of English, I vouch for the value of a lexical 
study of Buffy the Vampire Slayer; yet I also accept the criticism and, more or less 
immediately after Slayer Slang was published, I began to consider how best to balance my 
lexical emphasis, whether over- or mis-. 
[5] I found the answer at the Slayage conference in Nashville. Versions of the articles by 
Caroline Ruddell, Jesse Saba Kirchner, and Katrina Blasingame published in this issue of 
Slayage were presented there, and when I heard them or (in the case of Blasingame’s 
paper) read them in the conference archive, I was impressed with how far the authors had 
taken study of Buffyspeak beyond lexis and how linguistics had led to fresh understanding 
of Buffy and its influence. Mark Peters was scheduled to speak at the conference, too, but 
was unable to attend; once I had determined to pursue publication of the other papers, 
however, I asked him to contribute an expanded version of the paper he had planned to 
present. While the rest of us were busy revising and editing, Cynthea Masson submitted 
the article published here, and the journal’s editors passed it along to me, as particularly 
appropriate to a special issue on Buffy and linguistics. Some of the articles in the issue are 
completely new, then, and those aired earlier have been thoroughly reconsidered and 
revised. Authors and editors all hope that you will find them informative, illuminating, and, 
at times, provocative. 
[6] Cynthea Masson’s article, “‘Is That Just a Comforting Way of Not Answering the 
Question?’: Willow, Questions, and Affective Response in Buffy the Vampire Slayer,” and 
Caroline Ruddell’s “‘I am the Law’ ‘I am the Magics’: Speech, Power and the Split Identity 
of Willow in Buffy the Vampire Slayer,” are both remarkable for their insight into Willow’s 
character and her evolving position in the series, and they are surely right to focus on 
Willow’s speech acts, because the show’s writers certainly understood how certain types of 
speech project personality, social status, and power (both asserted and enacted, which 
are not exactly the same thing). Questions are put to various linguistic uses: we use them 
to assert facts (“Isn’t that the button we’re not supposed to push?”), challenge (“Do you 
feel lucky? Do you?”), apologize (“Have I hurt your feelings?”), command (“Will no one rid 
me of this troublesome priest?”), deplore (“Isn’t that just the ugliest child you’ve ever 
seen?”), congratulate (“Isn’t she just the most beautiful child you’ve ever seen?”), and to 
do many other things. Questions can sound harsh or they can sound hesitant; they 
characterize a questioner both psychologically and socially. Masson recognizes the 
preeminence of questioning as a pragmatic motif in Buffy and as a characterological 
marker particularly important in Willow’s case. Ruddell identifies the polar rhetorical 
modes central to the show: Buffy assumes and asserts (with mixed results) the power of 
argument and law; Willow enacts power in magic, by its nature performative speech act, 
in which saying and doing are the same thing (judges who give verdicts—when the judge 
says you’re guilty, then you’re guilty—and those who “perform” marriages—a couple is 
married when someone with authority pronounces that they are married—exercise 
analogous linguistic powers). 
[7] While they serve Buffy studies when they identify pragmatic elements in the show, 



Masson and Ruddell also serve linguistics by considering pragmatics issues within the 
frame of a television show, indeed, particularly in Buffy. Rarely can we consider “extreme” 
performativity in language, unless we consider magical speech “usual” in discourse. Rarely 
do we observe the gamut of questioning’s illocutionary effects in the speech of a single 
person or have the opportunity to consider those effects in social context by watching the 
person live with them. Of course, a television show is an artificial context, but nearly 
every laboratory is, to some extent. 
[8] Jesse Saba Kirchner’s contribution, “And in Some Language That’s English? Slayer 
Slang and Artificial Computer Generation,” is a more explicitly formal linguistic study of 
Buffyspeak. It explores the extent to which slayer style is rule-governed and predictable 
by reducing its structure into syntactic and semantic operators in a sentence-generating 
program. In one sense, it is hard-core linguistic description of slayer style according to 
standard linguistic theory; in another, it is a heuristic for understanding the nature and 
“translation” of style; in yet another, it is a jeu d’esprit in which we can speculate about 
the likelihood that the Buffybot would ever really speak like Buffy. Kirchner acknowledges 
the incompleteness of his research: after all, slayer style is a collection of characters’ 
styles; it is also a collection of writers’ styles; so we will have to take up the challenge 
posed by Kirchner’s preliminary work on homogenized slayer style and identify the rules 
that govern particular styles in more complex sentence-generating programs. 
[9] Mark Peters’s “Getting a Wiggins and Being a Bitca: How Two Items of Slayer Slang 
Survive on the Television Without Pity Message Boards” is the most lexical study in the 
issue. Peters has paid careful attention to the progress of slayer slang post-Buffy and 
concludes that, at least in television-related media, some terms and speech practices have 
had unexpectedly long lives and seem to have moved from slayer slang into broader 
registers of American speech, though not quite mainstream speech—yet. Bitca and 
wiggins are two of the most successful items, and I am especially pleased that wiggins is 
thriving. In Slayer Slang, I wrote that “Wiggins is my favorite item of slayer slang, but it 
hasn’t caught on outside of the Buffyverse, and it probably never will, in spite of its 
natural attractions and position in the system of items built on wig, which ought to give it 
a big boost.” I am happy to admit that I spoke too soon, happy that others agree with my 
preferences: wiggins may be one of slayer slang’s more successful incursions into the 
mainstream, after all. In lexicography, evidence is always more important than 
commentary: Peters’s article is informative and interesting throughout, but the appendix 
of bitca and wiggins citations is particularly valuable. 
[10] Like Peters’s article, Katrina Blasingame’s contribution, “I Can’t Believe I’m Saying It 
Twice in the Same Century … but  ‘Duh …’” The Evolution of Buffy the Vampire Slayer Sub-
Culture Language through the Medium of Fanfiction,” charts the progress of slayer slang 
beyond the Buffyverse into other sub-cultural speech. Many speech practices typical of 
Buffy are exaggerated or refined in fanfiction; sometimes the difference is a matter of 
linguistics, sometimes a matter of perspective. There is no doubt, however, that 
fanfiction’s appropriation of those practices models the migration of linguistic forms from 
sub-culture to sub-culture in an increasingly sub-culturally organized world. Blasingame 
points out that purely lexical study of sub-cultural language misses the point to some 
degree because words (necessarily) taken out of context in the course of lexicography 
suffer attrition of sub-cultural-meaning-by-agreement. In other words, study of discourse 
and style entails the study of relevant sub-cultures, and fanfiction style amply 
demonstrates the point, just as it also illustrates the dissemination of slayer slang and, in 
its attenuated relationship to the source style, the gradual diminishment of its slayerness 
and metamorphosis into something else. 
[11] I hope that my preliminary account of this special issue of Slayage encourages you to 



read further. There isn’t anything else like it in Buffy studies or linguistics; it is, I believe, 
further proof that Buffy the Vampire Slayer invites interdisciplinary study and promotes 
interdisciplinary interest. I would like to thank the editors of Slayage for allowing the 
authors to share their work in this forum; I would like to thank the authors for sharing 
their work and so persistently, avidly pursuing the language of Buffy beyond slayer slang. 



Cynthea Masson 
“Is That Just a Comforting Way of Not 

Answering the Question?”: Willow, Questions, 
and Affective Response in Buffy the Vampire 

Slayer 
  
[1] “It’s a long important process, and can we just skip it? Can you just be kissing me 
now?” (“Entropy,” 6018). Tara does not phrase her desire for renewed intimacy with 
Willow in the grammatical imperative; instead, she poses two questions. Yet these 
questions function as implied imperative statements. As speech acts, they are locutionary, 
illocutionary, and perlocutionary in that they are uttered aloud, propose a desired 
outcome, and achieve an effect on (and, shortly thereafter, by) the addressee. Framed 
within the discourse function of questions, they are “indirect requests,” because “the 
questioner is asking a question to induce the respondent to act” (Athanasiadou 1991, 
110). They are, arguably, rhetorical: they imply the desired outcome without requiring a 
direct verbal response from the listener. Tara’s questions elicit from Willow nonverbal 
action that effectively and affectively reciprocates Tara’s desire. Willow (who has been 
sitting on the bed listening to Tara, watching her as she stands first at the threshold of the 
room and then just inside), upon hearing the final question, moves immediately to Tara. 
They kiss, falling again into the silence that initiated their first exchange of desire in 

“Hush” (4010).1   Tara knows Willow well enough to speak her language—a language that 
bridges, through questions, the ineffable gap between question and answer, between 
spoken word and silent response, between illocutionary intention and perlocutionary 
effect. 
[2] In his article “Bodies That Mutter: Rhetoric and Sexuality,” Tim Dean (1994) asks, 
“Are bodies purely discursive? ... [I]s sexuality purely rhetorical?” (83). Dean frames his 
argument in the context of psychoanalytic theory, arguing its necessity when considering 
the rhetoricality of desire. For the purpose of exploring Willow’s rhetorical strategies, two 
of Dean’s concepts prove particularly useful. First, he suggests, “We might modify the 
rhetoricalist notion that all language is performative, productive of effects, by saying that 
language becomes rhetorical only when it produces affective effects—that is, when it is 
imbued with desire” (102-103). Second, he acknowledges the effect of the trope 
“erotema,” which he defines, within a discussion of Judith Butler’s rhetorical techniques, 
as “the rhetorical question that implies an answer and so produces an assertion by indirect 
means” (106). Tara’s questions, with which I opened this essay, not only produce the 
desired “affective effects” in Willow but are also examples of erotema. In their exchange, 
Willow’s emotional (affective) response produces the action (effect) of the kiss, an action 
and exchange of desire solicited by and already implied in Tara’s questions. This rhetorical 
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strategy of questioning, followed by either silent or indirect affective response (rather than 
direct verbal response) is most acute in conversations between Willow and her partners. It 
is, moreover, not only a consistent aspect of Willow’s rhetorical strategies in the 
Buffyverse, but the rhetorical mode Buffy herself chooses to adopt in her critical final 
speech to the Potentials. 
[3] This essay investigates the trope of questioning and the affective, perlocutionary 

effects of questioning primarily in relation to Willow throughout Buffy’s seven seasons.2 
Willow is, arguably, Buffy’s questioner: the one who, from her first scripted line to her 
last, poses questions to Buffy and others as a means of establishing and securing her 
relationships and a place of power within the Buffyverse. The rhetoric of questioning, 
especially as seen in early theories of women and language, can be understood as a 

marker of insecurity or hesitancy in women.3 This interpretation of the use of questions as 
a sign of weakness certainly could be applied to Willow’s character early in the series. 
However, questioning can also be praised for its ability to promote and allow mutual 
exchange: “Instead of interpreting question-asking as the expression of an insecure 
personality, let us consider the question’s interactive attributes. […] Questions are both 
explicit invitations to the listener to respond and demands that they do so. [...] Questions 
are stronger forms interactively than declaratives. […] Women ask questions so often 
because of the conversational power of questions, not because of personality 

weakness” (Fishman 1988, 255).4 Rhetorical questions, in particular, have value not only 
as “persuasive devices” but also in their “communicative effect” (Frank 1990, 726 and 
737). As Jane Frank (1990) explains, “This effect is negotiable; it is the hearer as much as 
the speaker who determines the flow and management of conversational topics, and who, 
by response, participates in creating total meaning” (737). 
[4] Questions, moreover, negotiate power dynamics between speaker and addressee. As 
Angeliki Athanasiadou (1991) outlines, examination and interrogation questions “imply the 
dominance of the speaker” in that “the one who asks the question implies the authority to 

require an appropriate answer” (110) .5 With indirect requests, on the other hand, “One 
could argue that acts of this type of questioning express the questioner’s dependence on 
the answerer. The speaker behaves as if he is inferior to the hearer, since he expresses 
his doubt as to the feasibility of this assumption; the hearer is apparently granted an 
option because he is induced to make a decision” (111). For Willow, questions and their 
subsequent affective responses represent not only a linguistic comfort zone but also a 
source of effective rhetorical power in her relationships—a power which eventually, in 
connection with her magical powers, defines who she is (both to herself and in relation to 
others). Questions by, to, or about Willow in the Buffyverse produce affective effects 
(including not only desire but also anger, sadness, and fear) in both the one who 
questions and the one who responds—the latter of which, of course, may include the 

audience.  In a show that prioritizes emotions,6 it is not surprising that Willow is the 
character with whom many fans sympathize even at her darkest moments; indeed, as Ian 
Shuttleworth (2004) suggests, “Xander may be the metaphysical heart of the Scoobies, 
but Willow more regularly commands the hearts of the audience for the majority of the 
seven seasons” (241). Although she “stutters and stammers through much of her 
dialogue” (Owen 1999, 26), Willow also continually provides the audience with examples 
of the power and effects of questioning—the rhetorical mode for which the audience 
members themselves will become both illocutionary addressees and perlocutionary 
respondents in the series’ final episode.
[5] In the series’ premiere episode, “Welcome to the Hellmouth” (1001), Willow is first 
introduced to the audience through a series of questions in an exchange with Xander: 



  
Xander:      Willow!  You’re so very much the person I wanted to see. 
Willow:       Oh really? 
Xander:      Yeah. You know, I kind of had a problem with the math. 
Willow:       Uh, which part? 
Xander:      The math. Can you help me out tonight, please?  Be my study buddy? 
Willow:       Well, what’s in it for me? 
Xander:      A shiny nickel. 

  
Xander’s initial lines give us explicit details about his character: he is not good at 
academic work and he has a sense of humor. These qualities are consistent with Xander’s 
character throughout the series.  Conversely, Willow’s lines do not explicitly give us details 
about her character; nonetheless, implicitly the exchange acknowledges her intelligence, 
and the lines establish her method of communication as question-laden. This rhetorical 

mode is consistent with Willow’s character throughout Buffy.7 However, I quote this 
passage with Xander mainly to illustrate that his method of response to Willow’s questions 
is different from Buffy’s and, as we will see, from that of Willow’s lovers. Whereas most of 
Xander’s lines here are direct responses to Willow’s questions, other characters initiate a 
friendship, relationship, or moment of desire with Willow through a mutual exchange of 
questions and indirect response. More specifically, these indirect responses comprise three 
categories: silence, another question, or an indirect statement (that is, one that does not 
provide an explicit answer to the question asked).      
[6] This mutual exchange of questions and indirect response is used to establish Willow’s 
relationship with Buffy in “Welcome to the Hellmouth” (1001): 
  

Buffy:        Uh, hi. Willow, right? 
Willow:       Why? I-I mean hi. Uh, did you want me to move? 

  
Whereas Willow’s questions to Xander in the earlier scene imply her comfort and familiarity with 
him, here her questions function to show her initial tentativeness and insecurity with Buffy.  She 
associates Buffy with the girls at school (Cordelia, in particular) who view her as unworthy of 
inclusion and attention. In an earlier scene, Cordelia (who is with Buffy at the time and who has run 
into Willow at the school drinking fountain) ends her condescending conversation with Willow by 
abruptly asking “Are you done?” In response Willow merely says, “Oh,” and walks away. Willow’s 
question to Buffy (“Did you want me to move?”) functions as a self-deprecating directive, an 
imitation both stylistically and emotionally of the way she was questioned by Cordelia. Yet Buffy, 
who has witnessed this scene between Cordelia and Willow, clearly does not view Willow as 
unworthy. Indeed, as her conversation with Willow continues, she uses and responds to Willow’s 
questions in a way that reverses (affectively and effectively) the initial negative, self-deprecating 
effect: 
  

Buffy:        Why don’t we start with “hi I’m Buffy.” And then let’s segue 
directly into me asking you for a favor. It doesn’t involve moving, but it 
does involve you hanging out with me for a while. 
Willow:       But aren’t you hanging with Cordelia? 
Buffy:        I can’t do both? 

  
Although not technically a question (with its lack of a question mark in both the original 



script and the DVD subtitles), Buffy’s “Why don’t we ...” statement is phrased as a 
question and has the effect of a rhetorical question. That is, the answer is implied, and, 
moreover, she does not allow Willow the chance to reply. Buffy then responds to Willow’s 
question about Cordelia with another question, thus mimicking Willow’s rhetorical style. 
Buffy again implies an answer in her own question (that is, she implies that she will be 
friends with both Cordelia and Willow) and, in the process, reverses the negative 
implication of Willow’s question. Buffy has gained rhetorical power in doing so and has 
also taken a progressive step toward securing her friendship with Willow. 
[7] Shortly thereafter, Willow (at the end of an overly enthusiastic description of Giles and 
books) asks, “[A]m I the single dullest person alive?” This too is meant as a rhetorical 
question—that is, Willow is stating, in the form of another self-deprecating question, that 
she believes she is the dullest person alive. She does not expect Buffy to answer. Buffy, 
however, responds to the question with an emphatic “Not at all!” and thereby, once again, 
reverses the negative effect and implication of Willow’s question. Within this one short 
scene, Buffy not only adopts Willow’s style but also uses and responds to questions for 
positive ends. If, as J. M. Kertzer (1987) argues, rhetorical questions “play with the notion 
of authority by locating, shifting, asserting, defying, and testing it in various ways” (244), 
then arguably Willow and Buffy test one another’s authority by posing these questions. 
And if, moreover, “[a] rhetorical question creates, locates, or searches for authority 
because posing the question arouses a desire for, and expectation of, an authoritative 
answer” (250), then in their exchange of rhetorical questions, both Buffy and Willow gain 
authoritative status with each another. The exchange, therefore, not only establishes their 
friendship but also introduces the audience to Willow’s linguistic potential to establish 
authority despite her seeming insecurity. 
[8] Willow, as is well established, becomes one of Buffy’s most confident characters in the 
realm of language and its power. Indeed, by the end of Season Six when Dawn accuses 
her of being “back on the magics,” Willow, having drawn the literal text of volumes of 
black arts into her body (“Villains,” 6020), can state emphatically, “No, honey, I am the 
magics” (“Two to Go,” 6021). This assertion arguably represents the pinnacle of Willow’s 
power—through alchemical conjunction of word and flesh, Willow embodies locutionary, 
illocutionary, and perlocutionary acts, erasing the distinctions among them. However, this 
linguistic power—supernatural, if not definitively divine—is a skill that gradually develops 
along with Willow’s character. In “Welcome to the Hellmouth” (1001), Willow complains 
that she is linguistically challenged during a conversation with Buffy at the Bronze: 
  

Willow:       I don’t actually date a whole lot ... lately. 
Buffy:        Why not? 
Willow:       Well, when I’m with a boy I like, it’s hard for me to say 
anything cool or witty, or at all ... I can usually make a few vowel 
sounds, and then I have to go away. 
Buffy:        It’s not that bad. 
Willow:       It is. I think boys are more interested in a girl who can talk. 

  
Willow criticizes herself for her lack of verbal skill and sees silence as a problem rather 
than a potential asset. However, in Season Two’s “Halloween” (2006), Buffy emphasizes 
the opposite approach to this linguistic problem when she sees Willow dressed in her 
“sexy” costume: “I can’t wait for the boys to go nonverbal when they see you.” Whereas 
Willow is initially concerned that silence in relationships is a problem, Buffy sees the 
possibility of silencing potential partners to be advantageous to Willow. Shuttleworth 
(2004), in regard to Willow’s costume in “Halloween” (2006) says, “What is notable [...] is 



that her clothing beneath the spectral sheet, her original choice of get-up [...] is 
unwontedly sexy. Whilst the character is plainly uncomfortable with trying to be so openly 
alluring, this appearance sows the seeds of her next metamorphosis” (238-39). I would 
argue that Buffy’s reference to “nonverbal” as something positive in relation to Willow’s 
sexiness also sows the seeds for a metamorphosis in Willow’s understanding of 
communication. Through her relationships, Willow learns to appreciate both her own 
rhetorical power of questioning and the power of silence within affective, perlocutionary 
response to those questions. 
[9] Willow initially expresses concern about her rhetorical skills directly in relation to her 
first partner—Oz—when she asks Buffy, “What if the talking thing becomes the awkward 
silence thing?” (“Surprise,” 2013). Oz, however, is known for his “mastery of 
laconicism” (Shuttleworth 2004, 243) or, as Xander puts it in “Gingerbread” (3011), his 

“verbal nonverbal” communication.8 Silence does not bother Oz. Indeed, silence (left in 
the wake of unanswered questions) becomes the very thing that allows space for Willow 
and Oz to communicate their desire. When Oz sees Willow near the end of 
“Halloween” (out of her ghost costume and, therefore, visible in her sexy clothing), he 
asks aloud to no one in particular, “Who is that girl?”  This is the same question he asks 
when he sees her (two episodes earlier, in “Inca Mummy Girl,” 2004) dressed as “the 
Eskimo.” The question is arguably rhetorical in that no answer is expected immediately 
following its utterance. Indeed, because the question is asked and then left unanswered, a 
gap is opened for the possibility of discovering an answer and potential relationship. When 
Oz and Willow finally do meet (without costumes a few episodes later), Oz’s first comment 
to Willow is a single word, intoned as a question: “Canapé?” (“What’s My Line? Part One,” 
2009). This is the only word he can muster when he realizes “that girl” is sitting beside 
him. Willow, in response, merely looks at him and does not speak.  
[10] However, a while later with another question similar in both structure and situation 
(posed in “What’s My Line? Part Two,” 2010), Oz again offers food to Willow, saying “Oh, 
hey ... animal cracker?” This time Willow responds directly with “No, thank you,” but then 
immediately follows this response with a question: “How’s your arm?” Oz answers, 
“Suddenly painless,” and Willow then asks, “You can still play the guitar okay?” Willow 
communicates her concern for (and interest in) Oz through questions and, thereby, 
assures interaction/response. Oz then reciprocates this interest by mimicking her 
rhetorical mode as the conversation continues.  That is, when Willow attempts to thank Oz 
for saving her life, he avoids direct response to her gratitude. Instead, he asks questions 
about the animal crackers: “The monkey’s the only cookie animal that gets to wear 
clothes. You know that? You have the sweetest smile I’ve ever seen. So I’m wondering, do 
the other cookie animals feel sort of ripped?” He frames his compliment about her smile 
with rhetorical questions about the animal crackers. The attraction Willow feels for Oz is 
evident in her eyes and facial expression when she responds—nonverbally—to his 
questions and comments. Oz communicates his desire to engage with Willow through 
questions; his illocutionary acts of questioning anticipate her perlocutionary effects. As 
Kent Bach explains, “As an act of communication, a speech act succeeds if the audience 
identifies, in accordance with the speaker’s intention, the attitude being 
expressed” (Routledge [2005], para. 3). Willow understands the intention within Oz’s 
illocution; her nonverbal response is clearly affective, and their friendship is thereby 
established.
[11] One of the more humorous yet endearing scenes between Willow and Oz also 
involves Willow’s penchant for questions.  The conversation takes place in 
“Innocence” (2014), while Willow and Oz wait in Oz’s van for Xander and Cordy to return 
from the armory: 



  
Willow:       Do you want to make out with me? 
Oz:            What? 
Willow:       Forget it. I’m sorry. Well, do you? 

  
Certainly these are not rhetorical questions—Willow asks a direct yes/no question and 
expects Oz to respond. Oz, however, does not answer the question with a simple yes or 
no; instead he first responds with a question (“What?”) and then (in response to “Well, do 
you?”) describes the way he has dreamt about kissing Willow in what Judith Tabron 
(2004) calls “possibly the world’s most romantic speech ever purported to come out of the 
mouth of a teenager” (para. 65). Their exchange, punctuated by questions, though not 
producing an actual kiss, certainly produces an affective effect in both Willow and Oz. 
Their desire for one another is established here. The two finally do kiss immediately after 
an exchange that, though it does not involve questions, does involve an implied question 
and silence. Having apologized for shooting him (in his werewolf form), Willow says, “So, 
I’d still if you still—”; Oz responds, “I’d very still—” (“Phases,” 2016); Willow then walks 
away but returns and kisses Oz. Michael Adams (2003) discusses this verbal exchange 
within his discussion of elliptical expressions in Buffy: “Slayer slang, like all slang, is 
notable for a sort of casual efficiency, what many language purists decry as verbal 
laziness. [...] Willow and Oz sometimes employ elliptical items, like still, that also 
participate in the general tendency to abbreviate forms” (32-33). What is significant here 
is that, although Willow’s elliptical statement is not technically a question (in that it is not 
completed with a question mark), the ellipsis nonetheless functions in the same way as a 
question. In the silence, she is implying a question in that she leaves space for 
perlocutionary effect, waiting to know whether or not Oz still wants to be involved with 
her. In response, Oz again mimics Willow’s language and style by repeating still and the 
elliptical construction, thereby engaging with her in a way that leads to their first physical 
exchange of desire. 
[12] This is the identical method of communication Willow uses in a conversation with 
Tara just before they kiss for the first time: 
  

Willow:       Tara, I have to tell you— 
Tara:         No, I-I understand. You have to be with the person you l-
love. 
Willow:       I am. 
Tara:         You mean— 
Willow:       I mean. Okay? 
Tara:         Oh, yes. 
Willow:       I feel horrible about everything I put you through, and I’m 
gonna make it up to you starting right now. 
Tara:         Right now? 

  
This scene occurs at the end of “New Moon Rising” (4019), the episode in which Willow 
must choose between Oz and Tara; their kiss occurs (or is implied to have occurred) in 
the darkness left after Tara blows out the “extra flamey” candle Willow has brought to her. 
Tara’s “You mean—” (despite the ellipsis) is an illocutionary act, a directive that functions 
in the same way as Willow’s “I’d still if you still—.” It is an elliptical statement that intones 
a question waiting for a response. In both cases, the conversation ends with a first kiss, 
the perlocutionary effect enacted within the silence left in the wake of the ellipsis and, in 
this case, the final question (“Right now?”). Significantly, the first on-air kiss that the 



audience witnesses between Willow and Tara also occurs in response to questions. Willow, 
distraught in her attempts to find clothing appropriate to meet Buffy after Joyce’s death, 
asks Tara, “Why can’t I just dress like a grown-up? Can’t I be a grown-up?” (“The Body,” 
5016). Tara comforts her and then kisses her—an act of intimacy that effectively and 
affectively (rather than verbally) responds to Willow’s rhetorical questions spoken in an 
affective moment of despair. 
[13] In “Fear Itself” (4004), Willow asks, “What is college for if not experimenting? I know 
when I’ve reached my limit.” Oz, who has just arrived on the scene, asks, “Wine coolers?”  
Buffy responds, “Magic,” and Oz asks, “Ooh ... didn’t encourage her did you?” Willow then 
responds with the question “Where’s supportive boyfriend guy?” At this point, Oz and 
Willow are still involved, still exchanging questions (rhetorical and otherwise). By the end 
of this season, however, “supportive boyfriend guy” will be replaced by supportive Wiccan 
girlfriend.  Willow’s rhetorical exchange with Oz, like her sexual orientation, takes a turn. 
Questions are asked and answered but not with the reciprocal questions or silences she 
desires as response (or with which their relationship was initially established). Thus, in 
“Wild at Heart” (4006), when Willow questions Oz’s decision to leave town, she receives 
direct verbal responses rather than reciprocal questions or silence from him: 
  

Willow:       Don’t I get a say in this? 
Oz:    No. 
[...] 
Willow:       Oz, don’t you love me? 
Oz:            My whole life I’ve never loved anything else. 

  
Willow may intend her question (“Don’t I get a say in this?”) to be rhetorical, an assertive 
illocutionary act. After all, “a speaker using a rhetorical question anticipates ratification by 
the hearer, and thus, also anticipates consensus between himself and the 
hearer” (Athanasiadou 1991, 117). Oz, however, treats her statement as a simple yes/no 
question, inhibiting the intended perlocutionary effect. Willow may expect a simple yes/no 
answer to her second question (“Oz, don’t you love me?); however, Oz instead makes an 
assertive statement that elaborates on the intensity of his love. As the relationship 
between Willow and Oz changes, their method of communication changes with it.  
[14] In comparison, a rhetorically and emotionally similar scene between Willow and Tara 
ends with reunion rather than separation. This occurs in “Family” (5006), when Willow 
questions Tara after Tara’s father claims that his daughter has a demon side: 
  

Willow:       Tara, look at me. I trusted you more than anyone in my life. 
Was all that just a lie? 
Tara:         No. 
[...] 
Willow:       Do you wanna leave? 

  
In the first instance, Willow asks a yes/no question and receives a yes/no response. (“No,” 
of course, is the response Willow desires in this instance.) In response to Willow’s second 
question, Tara merely shakes her head; she does not respond verbally. But Tara’s silence 
in the gap left by Willow’s question (unlike Oz’s verbal response in “Wild at Heart”) gives 
Willow the affective answer and perlocutionary effect that she needs. In the final scene of 
this episode, when Tara says, “Even when I’m at my worst you always make me feel 
special. How do you do that?” Willow responds, “Magic.” Unlike Buffy’s response of 
“Magic” to Oz in “Fear Itself” (as noted above), Willow’s answer is metaphorical here—that 



is, she has not consciously used her magical powers on Tara as she does in Season Six. 
The shot then pulls back and we see that Willow and Tara are suspended in the air, 
dancing together. For now, their communication and relationship are still on solid ground.
[15] One of the early intimate moments of conversation between Willow and Tara occurs 
in “Who Are You?” (4016). The two women sit together on Tara’s bed talking. In response 
to Tara’s concern (phrased as a question) that Willow’s friends do not know she exists, 
Willow attempts to explain her perspective on this: 
  

Willow:       Tara, it’s not like I don’t want my friends to know you ... and-
and I really want you to meet them. But I-I just kind of like having 
something that’s just, you know, mine .... And I usually don’t use so 
many words to say stuff that little, but do you get it at all? 
Tara:         I am you know. 
Willow:       What? 
Tara:         Yours. 

  
Here Tara does not answer the yes/no question “Do you get it at all?” with a direct yes or 
no. Instead, by saying, “I am you know,” she refers back to an earlier comment of 
Willow’s, which simultaneously elicits another question from Willow. Tara’s lines in this 
scene acknowledge to both Willow and the audience her attraction to Willow. The 
perlocutionary effect on Willow (based on her facial expression) certainly is affective. 
Thus, once again, an exchange of desire occurs within the framework of questions and 
indirect response. This exchange is also interesting for the fact that Willow is aware of her 
language and its possible effect on Tara (in that she says she doesn’t usually “use so 
many words to say stuff that little”). 
[16] This linguistic self-awareness amidst Willow’s questions and her partner’s response 
also occurs in an earlier episode, immediately after Willow has sex with Oz for the first 
time in “Graduation Day, Part One” (3021). Lying in bed with Oz, apparently naked, 
Willow discusses their lovemaking (which has taken place off-screen): 
  

Willow:       I feel different now, you know. But I guess that makes 
sense. Do you feel different? Oh, no, you’ve already—probably no big 
change for you. I-I-it was nice. Was it nice? Should this be a quiet 
moment? 
Oz:            I know exactly what you mean. 
Willow:       Which part? 
Oz:            Everything feels different.       

  
This conversation is very similar in structure (grammatically and rhetorically) to the one 
she has with Tara in “Who Are You?” That is, rather than directly answering the question
(s) posed, Oz responds to Willow’s question(s) by making reference to something else she 
has said; this, in turn, causes Willow to ask another question. In both conversations, 
Willow’s questioning seemingly emphasizes her tentativeness and insecurity with the 
relationship, yet it also illustrates a method of communication that fosters Willow’s 
affective and effective relationships. In both, moreover, Willow acknowledges the 
attention she pays to her use of language (“I usually don’t use so many words” and 
“Should this be a quiet moment?”). Willow’s use of language is not as naive as her 
tentative questions may initially suggest. As she matures sexually, she also matures 
rhetorically—she comes to understand her desires and her language for expressing those 
desires. 



[17] The technique of making a statement (“I feel different”/“It was nice”) followed by a 
question that echoes the statement (“Do you feel different?”/“Was it nice?”) is also a 
familiar pattern of Willow’s rhetoric and structure of questioning. For example, in “Lie to 
Me” (2007), when Willow learns that Ford knows Buffy is the Slayer, she says to Buffy, 
“Wow! It’s neat! Is it neat?” Buffy responds, “Yeah, I guess it is.” Similarly, in “Becoming, 
Part Two” (2022), coming out of unconsciousness in the hospital, Willow says to Oz, “My 
head ... feels big. Is it big?” Oz responds, “No, it’s head-sized.” Likewise, in “The Harsh 
Light of Day” (4003), during a discussion between Willow and Buffy about Parker (with 
whom Buffy had sex the night before), Willow says, “Oh, I love this part. Don’t you love 
this part?” These questions (similar in form and function to tag questions) show Willow’s 

hesitancy on the one hand.9 On the other, they show that turning a statement into a 
question (in this case as an immediate echo of the statement) is a distinct part of her 
rhetorical style. She appears to be seeking the opinion of a respondent (and Oz and Buffy 
do, in fact, respond), but her rhetorical mode not only implies an answer to each question, 
it actually states an answer immediately before each question. As a speech act this type of 
tag questioning establishes “an inversion of the prescribed status 
relationship” (Athanasiadou 1991, 113). That is, Willow asserts her power despite her 
apparent submission to the authority of Buffy and Oz. Her questions, though they may 
appear to show Willow’s lack of confidence, arguably show her to be in complete rhetorical 
control—she not only initiates interaction with her respondents but also ensures the 
response she desires.  
[18] Judith Tabron (2004), in her discussion of Willow’s relationships, argues that both Oz 
and Tara court Willow through “romantic speech” (para. 65). In her exploration of this, 
Tabron cites both Oz’s explanation of his dream to kiss Willow (in “Innocence,” as 
discussed above) and Tara’s “I am you know .... Yours” speech (in “Who Are You?”). 
Tabron, however, believes that Willow’s third partner—Kennedy—does not have this skill: 
“Kennedy, on the other hand, gets Willow’s attention by asking her how long she, Willow, 
has been gay, or rather how long she’s known that she enjoys having sex with women. 
Kennedy has no courting technique” (para. 66). However, I contend that if Kennedy’s 
courting technique is viewed rhetorically, looking specifically at the mode of questioning 
and response that occurs at the beginning of her relationship with Willow, the opposite 
argument can be made. That is, Kennedy and Willow’s early conversations comprise 
similar question/response strategies used in the courting techniques of both Oz with 
Willow and Tara with Willow.
[19] Willow’s first exchange of questions involving Kennedy does not take place with 
Kennedy herself but with Dawn in a discussion about Kennedy. This occurs immediately 
after an initial disconcerting moment between Willow and Kennedy in “Bring on the 
Night” (7010): 
  

Kennedy:    You, uh, better not hog the covers. 
Willow:       (appears surprised and does not respond verbally) 
Dawn:        Does she want to eat? 
Willow:       What?  Huh? Oh, she’s—oh, she’s new.” 

  
Willow’s response to Dawn uses two rhetorical silencing techniques already discussed in 
this paper. First she responds with a question, and then she responds with a statement 
that adds something new to the discussion (rather than directly answering Dawn’s 
question about Kennedy’s desire for food). Kennedy’s illocutionary directive not to hog the 
covers causes an obvious affective effect on Willow—she is initially unnerved by the 
possibility that Kennedy is flirting with her. Kennedy’s far more obvious flirtation, 



however, occurs in the long conversation she has with Willow at the Bronze in “The Killer 
in Me” (7013). This is the conversation that Tabron uses as evidence of Kennedy’s lack of 
courting technique; it is, however, replete with questions (only a few of which are quoted 
here): 
  

Willow:       All right. I’ll stay for one drink. Then I’m going home. 
Kennedy:    Okay. One drink. I can work with that. Let’s start with the 
easy stuff.  How long have you known? That you were gay? 
Willow:       Wait. That’s easy? And, what, you just assume that I’m—I’m 
gay? I mean, presume much? 
Kennedy:    Okay, sorry. How long have you enjoyed having sex with 
women? 
Willow:       Hey! And what, you think you have some sort of special 
“lesbidar” or something? 
Kennedy:    Okay, you know there’s a better word for that, right? 
[...] 
Willow:       Can you always tell—just by looking at someone? 
Kennedy:    No, no of course not. That wouldn’t be any fun. The fun part 
is the process of getting to know a girl. It’s like—it’s like flirting in code. 
It’s using body language and laughing at the right jokes and—and 
looking into her eyes and knowing she’s still whispering to you, even 
when she’s not saying a word. 

  
Kennedy knows how to “flirt in code” with Willow. Notice that many of the questions in 
this scene are not answered directly—they are answered indirectly either with a change of 
topic or, in most cases, another question. Kennedy’s questions are generally 
straightforward, directive requests for information (“How long have you known?”). 
Willow’s response questions, on the other hand, are generally rhetorical (“I mean, 
presume much?”). As speech acts, requests for information are set in opposition to 
rhetorical questions: “[I]n contradistinction with the requesting information questions, 
[rhetorical questions] minimize the emphasis on the information channel and stress the 
social relationships involved”; rhetorical questions are “opposites to information questions, 
since the former minimize the emphasis on information, while the latter stress the 
securing of information” (Athanasiadou 1991, 109). Kennedy is courting Willow. She 
wants information about Willow, and she uses Willow’s linguistic comfort zone to get it. 
She asks questions, is asked questions, and arguably illustrates that even within same-
sex unions (or grammatically mimetic elements), opposites can attract. The only question 
answered directly is Willow’s final one, in response to which Kennedy acknowledges the 
necessity of silence within flirting. Kennedy speaks aloud what Willow has known all 
along.  
[20] Notably, a while later when the episode returns again to the two women at the 
Bronze, Kennedy says to Willow, “I like the way you speak. It’s interesting.” It is 
interesting, perhaps, because of its inherent questions. Willow’s early concern that she 
can barely make vowel sounds around boys has been completely reversed by this point in 
the series. Not surprisingly, the first kiss between Willow and Kennedy occurs after a few 
more questions asked by Willow. In this scene, the two women have returned home from 
the Bronze: 
  

Willow:       Glad we talked. 
Kennedy:    Yes. Kind of cleared the air, huh? 



Willow:       Yeah, totally. Air cleared. Check. 
Kennedy:    You know, in the spirit of air clearing ... 
Willow:       Yeah? 
Kennedy:    I feel like I need to be honest about something. 
Willow:       Is something wrong? 
Kennedy:    No. No. It’s just ... I think you should know ... 

  
Kennedy then stops speaking and kisses Willow, thus moving from affect (desire) to effect 
(kiss). Willow’s yes/no question is answered; however, Kennedy’s illocutionary act falls 
into elliptical silence, clarifying its intention with the kiss. As in conversations with both Oz 
and Tara, Willow’s initial conversations with Kennedy, leading first to affective response 
and then a physical expression of desire, involve exchanges of questions. This is a method 
of courting, one that by this point Willow understands all too well. 
[21] Of course, Willow changes into Warren during her first kiss with Kennedy, and the 
episode moves temporarily away from their budding relationship while they search for a 
cure for Willow’s transformation. Notably, however, in the final scene of this episode, 
Willow is brought back to herself after another exchange of questions and affective 
responses with Kennedy: 
  

Kennedy:    Willow, what did you make happen? 
Willow:       You were there, bitch. You saw it. I killed her. 
 [...] 
Kennedy:    Who did you kill, Willow? 
Willow:       It was your fault, slut! You tricked me. You got me to forget. 
Kennedy:    Tara— 
Willow:       Shut up! Shut up! You do not get to say her name. Offering 
it up to whoever’s there. Tricking me into kissing you. [...] Kennedy? 
 [...] 
Kennedy:    This is just magic. And I think I’m figuring the whole magic 
thing out.  It’s just like fairy tales. (She leans in to kiss Willow.) 
Willow:       What are you doing? 
Kennedy:    Bringing you back to life. (They kiss, and Willow turns back 
into herself.) 
Kennedy:    Hmm. I am good. 
Willow:       It’s me? I’m back? Oh, God. 
Kennedy:    Are you all right? 
Willow:       I have no idea. I’m so tired. 
Kennedy:    Yeah. I’ll make you some tea. 

  
Kennedy is able to bring Willow back to herself and her mode of speaking (“It’s me? I’m 
back?”) by sharing the intimacy of the kiss. Though it may seem that the kiss is the key to 
transformation here, Kennedy’s questions are equally as important in Willow’s 
transformation.  Kennedy uses interrogation questions (“What did you make happen?” and 
“Who did you kill?”) and, thereby, “implies the authority to require an appropriate 
answer” (Athanasiadou 1991, 110).  She establishes her authority over Warren/Willow, 
and the perlocutionary effect is literally transformative. In this scene, more so perhaps 
than anywhere else thus far in the series, rhetorical mode is inextricably linked with 
physical action. 
[22] Karen Eileen Overbey and Lahney Preston-Matto (2002) discuss Willow’s language in 
“Staking in Tongues: Speech Act as Weapon in Buffy.” They convincingly posit “the 



materiality of language in Buffy,” outlining the ways in which “[w]ords and utterances 
have palpable power” within the Buffyverse (73). They call Willow’s language 
“foundational,” justifiably claiming “she builds a base of operation for the crew, 
establishing context from text, providing a sort of local landscape for the group’s 
actions” (80). Overbey and Preston-Matto, though they quote an exchange between 
Willow and Tara that includes a question, do not discuss Willow’s penchant for 
questioning. The lines that Overbey and Preston-Matto quote are from “Primeval” (4021): 
  

Willow:       I think I’m onto something. I’ve been assuming the cipher-
text was encrypted with an asymmetric algorithm. Then it hit me: a 
hexagonic key pattern. It’s—I’m scaring you now, huh? 
Tara:         A little. In a good way. It’s like a different kind of magic. 

  
Overbey and Preston-Matto, in their discussion of these lines, connect magic and 
language, claiming “there is magic in linguistic force. And Willow, with her command of 
text and of magic, functions as a kind of linguist herself, exploring and exposing the 
systems of magical logic that give Buffy rhetorical potency” (80). Although this exchange 
between Tara and Willow may not seem significant in terms of a connection between 
questioning and desire, the affective effect of Tara’s fear (or potential fear) in response to 
Willow’s question and in relation to Willow’s power with magic does indeed become a 
significant component of their relationship (leading to its demise in Season Six). Here 
Tara’s fear is minimal; the phrase “in a good way” suggests that she is enticed by or 
attracted to Willow’s knowledge and power. Willow’s question, on its surface, is evidence 
of her concern for Tara’s emotional reaction; yet simultaneously the question asserts the 
possibility of Willow’s potential to cause fear and thus opens a gap that provides space for 
her power (rhetorical and otherwise) and, later, for the emergence of Dark Willow. 
[23] Thus along with allowing space for desire, Willow’s questions and questioning also 
leave space for other affects, such as fear and anger. Indeed, the first major argument 
between Tara and Willow in Season Five (“Tough Love,” 5019) is full of questions, one of 
which picks up the thread left by the “I’m scaring you” question of Season Four: 
  

Tara:         [...] I mean, it frightens me how powerful you’re getting. 
Willow:       That’s a weird word. 
Tara:         “Getting”? 
Willow:       It frightens you? I frighten you? 
Tara:         That is so not what I meant. I mean it impresses—
impressive. 
Willow:       [...] D-Don’t you trust me? 
Tara:         With my life. 
Willow:       That’s not what I mean. 
 [...] 
Willow:       What is it about me that you don’t trust? 
Tara:         It’s not that. I worry sometimes. You’re changing so much, so 
fast. I don’t know where you’re heading. 
Willow:       Where I’m heading? 
Tara:         I’m saying everything wrong. 
Willow:       No, I think you’re being pretty clear. This isn’t about the 
witch thing. It’s about the other changes in my life. 
Tara:         I trust you, I just-I don’t know where I’m gonna fit in your 
life when— 



Willow:       When ... I change back? Yeah, this is a college thing ... just a 
little experimentation before I get over the thrill and head back to Boys’ 
Town.  You think that? 
Tara:         Should I? 
Willow:       I’m really sorry that I didn’t establish my lesbo street cred 
before I got into this relationship. You’re the only woman I’ve ever fallen 
in love with so how on earth could you ever take me seriously? 

  
In this scene, the question “I frighten you?” echoes Willow’s assertive question to Tara 
from “Primeval,” “I’m scaring you now, huh?”; likewise, the Willow/Tara “Don’t you trust 
me?/With my life” exchange echoes the Willow/Oz “Don’t you love me?/My whole life” 
exchange from “Wild at Heart” (discussed above). The scene revolves around questions, 
but the questions do not incite desire. They do, nonetheless, produce emotion—anger 
mainly—and thus again elicit an affective effect, engaging both speaker and respondent. 
Notice, too, that both women are aware that they are struggling with language here (Tara 
says, “That is so not what I meant” and “I’m saying everything wrong”; Willow says, 
“That’s not what I mean”). Their ability to communicate—to ask questions that imply and 
elicit desired response—breaks down and allows the possibility for a breakdown of the 
entire relationship. 
[24] Another argument that involves questions and emotional response occurs in “Tabula 
Rasa” (6008). Here, Tara confronts Willow on her use of magic to erase memory: 
  

Tara:         What is wrong with you? [...] Do you think I’m stupid? I know 
you used that spell on me. 
Willow:       Tara, I’m sorry. I— 
Tara:         Don’t. Just ... don’t. There’s nothing you can say. 
Willow:       Tara, I didn’t mean to— 
Tara:         To what? Violate my mind like that? How could you, Willow? 
How could you after what Glory did to me? 
Willow:       Violate you? I-I didn’t mean anything like that. I-I just 
wanted us not to fight anymore. I love you. 

  
In this scene, Tara holds the linguistic and ethical power in that she not only asks but 
answers her own interrogation questions (“To what? Violate my mind like that?”). Each 
question is assertive in its accusation. By asking one after the next, Tara does not allow 
time for Willow to respond.  Tara’s technique blurs the boundary between interrogation 
questions and rhetorical questions and, finally, forces Willow to question, through 
rhetorical echo, her own unethical behaviour.  The argument continues, ending with a final 
question from Willow: “Are you saying you’re gonna leave me?” As in response to Willow’s 
question to Tara in “Family,” (“Are you gonna leave?” discussed above) Tara does not 
respond directly. In this case, however, the scene cuts immediately to Giles who says to 
Buffy “I have to.” (They, the cut suggests, have been having a similar conversation in 
regard to Giles leaving Buffy.) Thus, although the audience does not see Tara’s response 
to Willow, whether verbally or otherwise, the implication is clear—if Willow does not stop 
abusing magic, Tara will have to leave her (as, indeed, is what happens shortly 
thereafter). Thus we see in this scene of questions and ellipsis, words and silences, the 
affective effect not of desire but of anger, sadness, and fear. 
[25] Another disturbing affective response in the wake of rhetorical questions occurs in 
“New Moon Rising” (4019) in a discussion between Oz and Tara. Oz, thanks to his keen 
werewolf senses, notices Willow’s scent on Tara and begins to question her about this: 



  
Oz:            Is that her sweater? 
Tara:         I just-I just hope that you guys’ll be very happy. 
Oz:            You smell like her. She’s all over you. Do you know that? 
Tara:         I can’t. I-I can’t talk about this. 
Oz:            But there’s something to talk about? Are you two involved? 
Tara:         I have-I have to go. 
Oz:            Because she never said anything to me like that. We talked 
all night and she never— (Tara begins to walk away.) No, stop! Is she in 
love with you?  Tell me! Is she? 

  
Although Willow is not physically present in this scene, she is the point of contention. Each 
of Oz’s questions is a simple, assertive yes/no question. Tara, however, responds with 
neither yes nor no. Indeed, in an effort to bring the conversation to a close, she avoids 
direct response to Oz’s questions. However, Tara’s lack of a yes/no assertion nonetheless 
constitutes a perlocutionary act in response to the intention of each question; her implied 
response is what causes Oz to lose emotional control and revert to his werewolf state. 
Willow’s relationship with Tara is vocalized by Oz not as a statement but as an assertive 
interrogation question (“Is she in love with you?”)—the implied answer to which causes in 
Oz an undesirable affective effect. 
[26] The affective effects of questions, then, can be both positive and negative. Notably, 
one of the most disturbing yet unique emotionally charged scenes involving this rhetorical 
mode occurs when Willow exchanges questions with her double, Vamp Willow, in 
“Doppelgängland” (3016). In this episode, Vamp Willow first seductively approaches and 
then kills a young woman named Sandy; afterward, she says to everyone at the Bronze: 
“Questions? Comments?” Her actions produce the desired affective effect—fear—and her 
questions are, in effect, rhetorical: she expects no questions or comments from her 
audience. She thus holds power, rhetorically and physically, over the crowd. But Willow 
herself questions Vamp Willow later in the episode: 
  

Vamp Willow:       I kind of like the idea of the two of us .... We 
could be quite the team if you came around to my way of thinking. 
Willow:               Would that mean we have to snuggle? 
Vamp Willow:       What do you say? (licks Willow’s neck) Want to 
be bad? 
Willow:               This just can’t get more disturbing. 

  
Of course, an argument can be made that Willow eventually does come around to Vamp 
Willow’s way of thinking, both in terms of her sexual orientation and in the emergence of 
Dark Willow. Indeed, Lorna Jowett discusses this in Sex and the Slayer: “Vamp Willow at 
first seems to be Willow’s dark shadow but with hindsight acts more as a foreshadowing of 
her internal contradictions, brought out subsequently in Dark Willow. Thus Vamp Willow, 
in dress, speech, and action appears to be everything Willow is not” (2005, 81). Although 
I agree with most of Jowett’s argument here, I disagree on the reference to speech. That 
is, Vamp Willow’s choice of rhetorical mode—questions—mirrors Willow’s speech rather 
than reflecting its opposite.  
[27] In regard to this scene, Rebecca Beirne (2004) argues that “when Vampire Willow 
licks Willow’s neck, Willow is completely unnerved [...]. It is clear that it is not fear of 
being bitten that unnerves her, but rather the eroticism behind that lick, and the fact that 
it comes from, not only a woman, but her mirror image” (n.p.). As I’ve stated, the 



rhetorical strategy also provides a mirror image: both Willow and Vamp Willow ask 
questions that the other does not answer. Thus, Willow may be unnerved, not only by 
Vamp Willow’s sexuality, but also by her method of communication—both of which, as the 
series establishes, are aspects of Willow herself. She does not know what to do when 
confronted with her double’s rhetorical questions.  Elsewhere, as we have seen, an 
exchange of questions can lead to a positive exchange of desire.  Here, when confronted 
with the double, the exchange of questions, followed by the sexually explicit act of neck-
licking, leads (from Willow’s perspective) to a disturbing moment of desire enacted by 

Vamp Willow.10 Later, when the two meet again in the episode’s final battle scene, Willow 
says to Vamp Willow, “No more snuggles?” Her tone is one of uncertainty, and Vamp 
Willow responds by knocking her across the face, a nonverbal response that sends Willow 
crashing into a drum set. Willow, whether or not tentative in tone, teases Vamp Willow 
with “No more snuggles?”—playing not only with sexuality but also with rhetoricality in 
response to her double. Willow is, one could say, playing at her own game. Thus, as in 
other episodes, in “Doppelgängland,” the exchange of questions results in affective 
effects. These effects are disturbing only in that the moment of desire occurs between two 
aspects of the same character.     
[28] Having outlined the connection between questions and affective response, I return 
now to a point I made early in this paper: the connection between the audience and the 
choice of rhetorical questions. In a pivotal scene from “Chosen” (7022) (one that links 
Buffy not only with the Potentials but with Willow and the audience), Buffy chooses not 
statements but rhetorical questions to deliver her message. The scene (chapter twelve on 
the DVD) moves in a series of cuts, linking Willow’s final spell with Buffy’s final speech to 
the Potentials (chronologically earlier).  After Buffy exclaims as a question, “Willow?”, the 
scene cuts to Willow who, experiencing the power of the spell with the scythe, says, 
“Oh ... my ... Goddess.” The scene then cuts again, in flashback, to Buffy’s earlier speech: 
“So here’s the part where you make a choice. What if you could have that power? Now? 
[...] Make your choice. Are you ready to be strong?” Buffy, in one of the most pivotal 
speeches of the entire series, uses rhetorical questions as illocutionary directives. The 
answers to the questions are implied, but each individual must nonetheless make the 
choice as perlocutionary act. Thus, Buffy is speaking here not only to the Potentials but to 
an entire audience of women (fans and viewers). Given that Buffy is merging her power, 
directly through Willow, with women around the world, the choice of rhetorical questions 
as speech act is both logical and powerful. No one responds verbally. The questions are 
left, along with their inherent silent gap, to be answered by every Potential and every 
viewer.  Thus the audience participates in the language of the Buffyverse by entering the 
silence, the gap created by the rhetorical questions. 
[29] Arwen Spicer (2004), in a critique of Buffy’s “long-standing commitment to dialogic 
multivocality” (para. 18) discusses a conflict between multivocal and univocal 
communication in Season Seven that, I would argue, is resolved by Buffy’s choice to offer 
the Potentials directive questions rather than statements. Spicer rightly notes that “Buffy 
is ousted for her intransigent univocality” (para. 21) and that, furthermore, this rejection 
“spurs one of Buffy’s most profound revelations: that she cannot be an autocratic leader; 
she must interact with others as equals” (para. 21). However, Spicer also acknowledges, 
shortly thereafter, that “dialogue is no panacea: it is convoluted, messy, far from foolproof 
as a means of strategizing. Diverse voices can become a cacophony” (para. 21). In 
Spicer’s view, multivocal communication not only breaks down in Season Seven but is 
abandoned completely by Buffy in her final speech to the Potentials: 
  

Ironically, we never see or hear them make a choice. As Buffy speaks, the 



Potentials watch her attentively like children in a schoolroom. Their visual 
representation suggests that they are receiving wisdom, not participating in its 
construction. [...] There is no sign of any Potential offering an opinion during 
any part of this exposition. The nominal dialogue of the Scoobies’ discussion 
gives way to the literal monologue of Buffy’s oratory. para. 25) 

  
Spicer argues, moreover, that “being denied the free expression of one’s individual 
identity is not empowering. Being silenced is not empowering” (para. 28). I would agree 
with this interpretation if not for the presence of the rhetorical questions in Buffy’s speech. 
The necessity of silencing individual response in this scene does not negate participation; 
instead, as illustrated in Willow’s rhetorical strategy throughout the series, questions 
promote participation in that they promote affective effects. Here, each Potential responds 
with physical rather than verbal action.  The audience, moreover, has come to understand 
the affects and effects of questions, through Willow in particular. Now the audience is 
invited into the rhetoric of the Buffyverse—“participates in creating total meaning” (Frank 
1990, 737)—in the wake of the crucial rhetorical questions. Far more than direct verbal 
response by the teenaged Potentials could ever have been, here silence is empowering for 
the audience. 
[30] The audience can also participate in response to the show’s final questions—that is, 
those asked by Willow, Faith, and Dawn as the final lines of the entire series. Although 
these final questions of the series are not technically erotema (in that they do not imply 
an answer), they nonetheless function as rhetorical questions in that they remain 
unanswered except in the imaginations of the audience members: 
  

Willow:       What do you think we should do, Buffy? 
Faith:         Yeah, you’re not the one and only Chosen anymore. Just 
gotta live like a person. How’s that feel? 
Dawn:        Yeah, Buffy. What are we gonna do now? 

  
In response, Buffy merely looks out at the landscape and smiles. She does not directly 
respond to any of these questions. Her lack of verbal response allows the characters, 

along with the audience, to answer the questions for themselves.11 Thus, as the series 
draws to a close, the final questions open infinite possibilities for a continuation of the 
Buffyverse. Back in Season Three (in “Graduation Day, Part Two,” 3022), Willow talks with 
Oz about whether or not they will make it through the upcoming battle. Oz believes they 
will, and the conversation progresses as follows: 
  

Willow:       Are you sure? 
Oz:    I sound pretty sure, don’t I? 
Willow:       Yeah. 
Oz:    Well, then, I must be sure. 
Willow:       Is that just a comforting way of not answering the question? 

  
As Willow suggests in the form of a question here, not answering the question is, perhaps, 
the most comforting and empowering response of all. 
  

Notes 
1. I refer here to the moment in “Hush” (4010) when Willow and Tara join hands and 
perform their first moment of magic together. For further exploration of the juxtaposition 
of voice and silence in this episode, see Alice Jenkins and Susan Stuart (2003), who argue 



that “‘Hush’ is perhaps the most important single episode in the Buffy canon in terms of 
dealing with the operations of this textual/conversational economy” (para. 5).
2. I am working on a longer study of Buffy and the rhetoric of questioning in general; 
space limitations require that I focus this paper mainly on Willow.
3. As Robin Lakoff (1976) argues, for example, “One makes a statement when one has 
confidence in his knowledge and is pretty certain that his statement will be believed; one 
asks a question when one lacks knowledge on some point and has reason to believe that 
this gap can and will be remedied by an answer by the addressee” (15).
4. Jane Gallop (1982) (in regard to Lacan’s use of questions) argues that “This may be a 
truly feminist gesture, to end with questions, not to conclude, but to open” (32). Gallop 
sees feminist theorist Luce Irigaray as “am impertinent questioner” (65); she analyzes 
Irigaray’s questioning in the chapter “The Father’s Seduction” (56-79). For another 
interesting (and more recent) discussion of the trope of questioning as potentially 
feminist, see Bradley W. Buchanan’s (2003) “Armed with Questions: Mary Butts’s Sacred 
Interrogative.” Buchanan compares Butts’s use of questions with that of Virginia Woolf 
and Gertrude Stein, claiming that “the interrogative themes in Stein’s writing may have a 
powerful feminist agenda” (367).
5. Angeliki Athanasiadou (1991) contends that “questioning is a speech act which affects 
the way information is organized” (107). He outlines four categories of questions: [1] 
requests for information, [2] rhetorical questions, [3] examination and interrogation 
questions, and [4] indirect questions. Examination questions are asked when “the 
questioner is testing the knowledge of the respondent” (109); interrogation questions are 
asked when “questioning aims at establishing a fact and pinning down 
responsibilities” (110).
6. Consider, for example, Buffy’s much quoted line, “My emotions give me 
power” (“What’s My Line, Part Two,” 2010).
7. Indeed, as I will point out again at the end of this paper, Willow’s final line of the 
series, in “Chosen” (7022), is also a question: “What do you think we should do, Buffy?”
8. As Overbey and Preston-Matto (2002) point out, Willow’s “partners, too, seem 
uncomfortable in speech and body—monosyllabic Oz, tentative Tara. But with text, Willow 
is, well, a wunderkind” (79).
9. In structure and intent, each of these examples is a type of tag question. According to 
Robin Lakoff (1976), “A tag, in its usage as well as its syntactic shape (in English) is 
midway between an outright statement and a yes-no question: it is less assertive than the 
former, but more confident than the latter” (15). A tag question, moreover, “might be 
thought of as a declarative statement without the assumption that the statement is to be 
believed by the addressee: one has an out, as with a question. […] These sentence types 
provide a means whereby a speaker can avoid committing himself, and thereby avoid 
coming into conflict with the addressee” (16-17).
10. Beirne (2004), in regard to this scene and episode, notes that “Willow can finally 
respond with pure pleasure, not only to her own queer desires, but also to being actively 
desired by another woman” (n.p.). This is an interesting reading that suggests that Willow 
finds some pleasure in seeing herself reflected in this powerful double.
11. Rhonda Wilcox (2005), in Why Buffy Matters (published after this article was written), 
likewise argues that “Buffy’s lack of an answer means that we get to answer the 
question” (106). 
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Caroline Ruddell

“I am the Law” “I am the Magics”: Speech, Power 
and the Split Identity of Willow in Buffy the 

Vampire Slayer

  
[1] Throughout the story arc of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, magic has gradually become 
Willow’s language. At the end of Season Six, Willow becomes so deeply immersed in 
black magic that she claims that she is magic. When performing spells, Willow seems 
to speak, perform and practice another language, different to that of most of the other 
characters (Tara being an exception). Magic is Willow’s language. Other characters, 
such as Jonathan, occasionally dabble in magic. Tara is sometimes seen performing 
spells with Willow and, very occasionally, on her own. However, these characters never 
perform spells as extensively as Willow. Willow as a representation of magic cannot be 
separated from her use of language and voice; when performing spells, she switches 
code and with the change asserts confidence and identity as she graduates towards 
fulfilling her role as an all-powerful witch: 
  

Dawn: You’re back on the magics. 

Willow: No, honey. I am the magics. (“Two To Go,” 6021)
1

  
[2] Willow’s use of magic is also the use of a language that the Scooby Gang can rarely 
understand or participate in (the penultimate episode of Season Four, “Primeval,” 
4021, is a significant exception). Her use of magic can be interpreted as her attempt to 
find her own voice through magic, both as practice and as speech act. This is an 
attempt on Willow’s part to establish a secure identity for herself; often overshadowed 
by Buffy, Willow attempts to assert herself through magic. Willow’s own voice (magic) 
has a dramatic effect on Buffy, who has managed to survive seven seasons as the 
Slayer and by extension the leader of the Scooby Gang (most markedly when Giles 
leaves and returns to England). Buffy struggles to maintain her identity as the Slayer in 
Sunnydale; therefore, it can be useful to view her as the “ego” of the tale struggling 
against dark id-type forces. While Willow has previously used magic to help Buffy in her 
fight against all that is evil, in Season Six (“Villains,” 6020, “Two To Go,” 6021 and 
“Grave,” 6022), Willow uses magic against Buffy and against what Buffy herself has 
proclaimed as her “law.” Willow’s use of magic as a language indicates her split self, 
largely because her use of magic as a language changes with the changing face of her 
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fragile identity.
[3] In “Selfless” (7005), Buffy attempts to kill Anya who, as a vengeance demon, has 
killed several humans. Xander and Buffy argue about whether this is the right or moral 
thing to do: 
 

Xander: You have no idea what she’s [Anya] going through.
Buffy: (stands) I don’t care what she’s going through!
Xander: No, of course not. You think we haven’t seen all this before? The 
part where you just cut us all out. Just step away from everything human 
and act like you’re the law. If you knew what I felt—
Buffy: I killed Angel! Do you even remember that? I would have given up 
everything I had to be with— I loved him more than I will ever love 
anything in this life. And I put a sword through his heart because I had to.
[…]
Xander: This is different—
Buffy: It is always different! It’s always complicated. And at some point, 
someone has to draw the line, and that is always going to be me. You get 
down on me for cutting myself off, but in the end the slayer is always cut 
off. There’s no mystical guidebook. No all-knowing council. Human rules 
don’t apply. There’s only me. I am the law. 

In this conversation, Buffy negates Xander’s viewpoint by ordering him to see things 
from her viewpoint; there is no room in this exchange for Xander’s own challenges. 
Buffy attempts to assert herself by using specific modes of expression; her particular 
use of speech acts at times demonstrates her status as the heroine of the show. 
[4] Speech act theory is the study of utterances in a linguistic context. In this article, I 
shall refer to illocutionary and perlocutionary acts, which are kinds of speech acts. 
Illocutionary acts are “complete” acts, or utterances, that refer, predicate, and finally 
state, assert, or promise, etc. (Austin 1962; Searle 1969). Perlocutionary acts refer to 
the effect speech acts might have on the listener, such as persuading someone to do 

something or affecting their feelings or actions, etc. (Austin 1962).2 Buffy’s speech acts 
are generally assertive and directive illocutionary acts, as they insist that her opinion is 
the true state of affairs. But as perlocutionary acts, they also challenge the listener, as 
when she confronts Xander in an authoritative manner and insists that he come around 

to her way of thinking.3 Whatever Buffy’s law might be, at times she asserts herself in 
commands; her illocutionary acts tend to be assertive and directive, as well as 
commissive, where she promises or threatens to perform or not to perform specific 
acts. For example, in “Bring On The Night” (7010) Buffy makes the following speech: 
  

Buffy: (solemn) You’re right. We don’t know how to fight it. We don’t know 
when it’ll come. We can’t run, can’t hide, can’t pretend it’s not the end, 
‘cause it is. Something’s always been there to try and destroy the world. 
We’ve beaten them back, but we’re not dealing with them anymore. We’re 
dealing with the reason they exist. Evil. The strongest. The First. 
Giles: Buffy, I—I-I know you’re tired. 



Buffy: (resolute) I’m beyond tired. I’m beyond scared. I’m standing on the 
mouth of hell, and it is gonna swallow me whole. And it’ll choke on me. 
We’re not ready? They’re not ready. They think we’re gonna wait for the 
end to come, like we always do. I’m done waiting. They want an 
apocalypse? Oh, we’ll give ‘em one. Anyone else who wants to run, do it 
now. ‘Cause we just became an army. We just declared war. From now on, 
we won’t just face our worst fears, we will seek them out. We will find 
them and cut out their hearts one by one, until The First shows itself for 
what it really is. And I’ll kill it myself. There is only one thing on this earth 
more powerful than evil, and that’s us. Any questions? 

Buffy vows to defeat the first; however, she promises this (to the viewers?) on behalf 
of all the potentials and the Scooby Gang. She says “we” far more often than “I,” 
indicating that she has no intention of acting alone. Buffy lets slip here, amid an 
apparently confident and inspiring speech, that she is not self-assured without the 
support of others. Buffy’s autonomy is not without its challenges. 
[5] In Season Six, Willow’s own dramatic use of magic has a huge impact on the 
Slayer’s autonomy, when she almost destroys the world that Buffy is sworn to protect. 
Importantly, Willow’s dramatic attack on Buffy and all of her friends depends on 
Willow’s evil half making an appearance. Willow’s split self and fragile identity cause 
this dramatic turn of events. This paper considers how Willow’s split identity is tied to 
her changing use of magic, which Willow uses as her own language. Willow’s fractured 
identity also mirrors Buffy’s fragile sovereignty. Battis (2003) suggests that Willow “has 
been overshadowed by Buffy but…has also shadowed her, and at times eclipsed her” (¶ 
2). If Buffy is the ego of the tale, forces of darkness that are to some extent out of her 
control besiege her constantly. In Season Six, Willow becomes such a dark force that, 
through the very nature of her split character, she challenges Buffy’s autonomy and 
identity as a heroic Slayer. To examine this more closely, it is necessary to 
demonstrate how Willow’s use of magic can be figured as her own language. 
[6] Willow’s use of magic as a specific language is grounded in the ways in which her 
speech acts change once she begins to practice magic on a consistent basis; her modes 
of articulation change as her familiarity with magic grows. Willow’s use of magical 
speech differs dramatically from her usual hesitancy in speech. Viewers can recognize 
Willow in her various guises through the way that her expression and speech acts 
change. For example, vampire Willow’s cutting remarks (as well as a change of dress 
code) allow the viewer to enjoy the stark difference between “evil” Willow and the 
Willow that viewers have come to know and identify with. Speech acts as suggestive of 
personality allow viewers to recognise which Willow is onscreen and what her agenda 
might be. For example, in “Doppelgängland” (3016) “normal” Willow masquerades as 
vampire Willow in order to avert a massacre at the Bronze; it is Willow’s attempt to 
talk and act like an evil vampire that provides humor in this instance. In this scene she 
must act as vampire Willow, who has just returned from going to find “normal” Willow:
  

Alfonse: Did you find the girl? 
Willow: (tries to sound authoritative) Yep. I did. 
Anya: (mystified) Where is she? 
Willow: (bravely) I killed her. 



                 Anya gives her a look of stunned disbelief. 
Willow: And sucked her blood, (nods triumphantly) as we vampires do. 
 
The silence is thick with tension, making her nervous. She turns to the 
doorman. 
 
Willow: (quietly aside to him) You know, I think maybe I heard something 
out there. Why don’t you go check?
 
He opens the door and goes out, closing the door behind him. Outside 
Angel grabs him by the shoulders and holds him steady as Buffy plunges a 
stake into his chest. Back inside, Anya confronts Willow.
 
Anya: (incredulous) H-how could you kill her? She was our best shot at 
getting your world back.
Willow: (walks past her, straightens challengingly) I don’t like that you 
dare question me.
Oz notices that something’s up.
Willow: (now enjoying herself) Maybe I’ll have my minions take you out 
back and kill you horribly.
 
She sneaks Oz a little smile and wave. He barely reacts, just raising an 
eyebrow a bit. Anya follows her onto the dance floor. 
 
Anya: (muttering) Vampires. Always thinking with your teeth. 
Willow: (haughtily) She bothered me. She’s so weak and accommodating. 
She’s always letting people walk all over her, (turns to face her) and then 
she gets cranky with her friends for no reason. I just couldn’t let her live.

The joke lies in viewers being fully aware that the girl in the vampire leather outfit is 
the Willow that viewers know and love; Willow is unconvincing as vampire Willow, 
which is evident in her attempt to alter her speech and her discomfort at wearing a 
“vamp” leather outfit. However, she also acknowledges her link with vampire Willow by 
admitting, in the guise of vampire Willow, that Willow is “weak” and “accommodating”; 
behaving as vampire Willow allows Willow to confront what she considers the weaker 
and less confident aspects of her personality. The difference between Willow and 
vampire Willow can therefore be identified through the differences in how the two use 
speech (as well as changes in appearance); their very different personalities are 
therefore performed through speech. Speech acts are performative and functional: 
illocutionary and perlocutionary speech acts assert or achieve an effect respectively 
(Austin 1962). In Buffy the Vampire Slayer, illocutionary and perlocutionary forces of 
speech provide insight into personality and how language can indicate developing 
character. Willow’s hesitancy in speech demonstrates her natural tendency to stand 
back and allow others to take the limelight, while vampire Willow’s sharp expression 
reflects her vicious, blood-sucking lifestyle. It is therefore possible to view speech acts 
and language as symptomatic of personality and identity in the show. 
[7] Willow’s own use of everyday language in conversation is uncertain: Farah 
Mendlesohn (2002) describes it as her “characteristically hesitant mode of 



speech” (59). Overbey and Preston-Matto (2002) suggest that “the words sometimes 
get away from [Willow] … she is awkward in talk, blushing, stammering” (78). Willow’s 
illocutionary acts are often expressive, allowing the viewer insight into her state of 
mind. The hesitations apparent in her speech, the tendency to question rather than to 
state, point to key components of her personality, such as lack of confidence. In the 
exchange above, for example, despite Willow’s attempt to take on vampire Willow’s 
mode of expression, her slight hesitancy and unwillingness to lead the conversation 
(she generally replies to questions asked of her) allow the viewer to recognize Willow 
rather than vampire Willow. As Alice Jenkins and Susan Stuart (2003) note in a more 
general sense, “[a]ll communication is, in some trivial way, the extension of one’s 
mind” (¶ 20). However, as Overbey and Preston-Matto also suggest, “Willow is turned 
on by text” (78). Her love of academic learning, new technology, and researching 
magic define her character. Willow’s love of knowledge and the tools of knowledge 
spark her initial interest in magic.
[8] Willow’s love of text, which inspires her knowledge-seeking, is essentially a means 
to an end; she requires the text in order to find knowledge, and by extension power. As 
Alan Sheridan suggests (1980), “power and knowledge are two sides of the same 
process” (220): the two concepts are inseparably linked; indeed one is immanent in 
the other. The demon Sweet of the musical episode “Once More, With Feeling” (6007) 
aptly highlights Willow’s strength by retorting, “I smell power,” in the presence of the 
witch. This remark is made after Willow has spoken, not after her performance of any 
magic, signifying that her power is indicated through speech. The complexity of 
Willow’s character is evident through the fact that both her lack of confidence and 
growing power are apparent in her use of speech.
[9] Willow’s power is referred to constantly during Seasons Six and Seven by several of 
the characters, most notably characters who do not know Willow very well. For 
example Rack describes her as the “new power” who will “blow this town wide open”; 
and Anya, with her supernatural status (and who has never seen eye to eye with 
Willow), claims that she can feel Willow’s power (“Villains,” 6020). Significantly, Buffy, 
one of Willow’s closest friends, does not initially notice her rapid decline into addiction 
to magic. Buffy also uses Willow’s magic addiction as a homology of her own problems 
with leaving Spike; Buffy is too busy fighting her own personal demons to notice 
Willow’s deep problems. (Buffy mirrors Willow, which becomes increasingly apparent in 
relation to their split characters towards the end of Season Six).
[10] While Willow is often hesitant in conversation, by contrast, her use of magical 
speech is fluid and confident; in fact, many of her spells are performed in arcane 
languages. A significant early example is the dramatic episode, “Becoming, Part 
Two” (2022), where Willow alarms Oz and Cordelia by suddenly speaking in ancient 
Romanian during a ritual to recover Angel’s soul:
  

Willow: Return. (pants) I call on ... (pants) 
Oz: (worried) Willow? 
Cordelia: (worried) Are you okay? 
 
Without warning Willow’s head snaps back and she looks up with her eyes 
wide open. Her head snaps back down and her eyes stare into the Orb. 
She begins to chant steadily in Rumanian as though possessed. 



 
Willow: Te implor, Doamne, nu ignora aceasta rugaminte. [Translation: I 
implore you, Lord, do not ignore this request.] 
Oz: (to Cordelia) Is this a good thing? 
Willow: Nici mort, nici al finite ... [Translation: Neither dead, nor of the 
living…] 
Cordelia: (freaked out) Hey, speak English! 
Willow: Lasa orbita sa fie vasul care-i va transporta, sufletul la el. 
[Translation: Let this Orb be the vessel that will carry his soul to Him.] 

Magic speaks through Willow, and subsequently, Willow’s friends (or indeed the viewer) 
cannot understand her use of the language of magic. This expresses Willow’s alienation 
within the group. To some extent, the alienation produced by ascent to power is shared 
by both Willow and Buffy. For Willow, this culminates towards the end of Season Six, 
where Willow’s use of magic has become extraordinarily powerful. In keeping with 
Willow’s power becoming almost unstoppable, her use of everyday language has also 
changed dramatically. 
[11] Previously on the show, Willow’s use of language during spells or rituals was 
lengthy or complicated, thus leaving much room for things to go awry. A prime 
example is Willow’s attempt to conjure a ball of sunlight and accidentally conjuring a 
troll in “Triangle” (5011). This is due to Anya’s interference, which results in Willow 
getting the words of the spell wrong: 
  

Willow: Would you stop that? It’s very distracting. 
Anya: Fine. Make your little ball of sunshine. I’ll be quiet. 
Willow: Good, because this spell is very sensitive. Once I begin, any non-
ritual word can disrupt it. (mashes the ingredients together with the 
pestle) 
Anya: Fine. 
Willow:Okay, here we go. 
She pours the mixture into the cauldron. Then she closes her eyes and 
takes a deep breath.
Anya: Did you start yet? 
Willow:(exhales loudly, turns to give Anya an annoyed look) Shh, no! This 
is it. 

Again she closes her eyes and inhales. 

Willow: Spirits of light, I invoke thee. Let the gloom of darkness part 
before you. 
A small circlet of yellow-orange light arises out of the cauldron and begins 
to spin. 
Willow: Let the moonlight be made pale by your presence. Spirits— 
Anya:  Is it done? 
Willow: Shh!!! 
The circle of light flashes brighter and grows a bit larger.
Willow: Spirits of light, grant my wishes. 



Anya: Sorry, I thought you were done. 
Willow:(angry) Do you wanna screw this up?     

Willow turns away to yell at Anya. The circle of light grows bigger and 
brighter, and its spinning becomes less smooth. It continues to grow and 
twist crazily.

Anya: No. No. I’m sure you can do that all on your own. 
Willow: Hey Anya, whatever really has you mad, why don’t you just say it, 
like you do every other thought that stomps through your brain? 
Anya: (stands up) I believe I have said it. 
Willow: No. You haven’t. Come on. Let it out! 

The circle of light suddenly drops down through the glass of the countertop 
and touches a large crystal that is in the display case underneath. It gives 
off a big flash of light and Olaf, a large troll, suddenly appears next to the 
counter. Willow and Anya shriek and grab each other. 

To say the wrong words, or the right words in the wrong order, results in spells getting 
mixed up; Anya ensures that Willow’s words are incorrect through her constant 
interruption. The show therefore implies that magic is an exact and complicated art 

where words performed in a particular manner will have very specific magical effects.4 
This is not the only way that magic can go awry for Willow: in “Something 
Blue” (4009), Willow attempts a spell that will enable her to enact her will upon the 
world through her spoken words. As Alice Jenkins and Susan Stuart (2003) suggest, 
“Willow has attempted to give her speech acts radical perlocutionary force, or extreme 
power to alter reality” (¶ 3).
[12] Spells that go wrong for Willow also bring to light the link between Willow’s 

emotion and magic that is upheld throughout the show.5 Willow’s magic is performed 
as illocutionary declarations (and they are also perlocutionary, as they are intended to 
bring about significant changes in the world around her); her words of magic are 
intended to result in the circumstances to which they refer, so calling on the “spirits of 
light” to “let the gloom of darkness part” is intended actually to produce light 
(“Triange,” 5011). Once Willow’s alter ego makes an appearance (in the form of the 
black-haired, black-eyed witch), her magic still consists of illocutionary declarations, 
yet she is able to perform magic without the aid of rituals or long and complicated 
reams of words. Her magic is now brisk, often merely colloquial commands performed 
as directives, such as “stop,” “take a nap,” “back off.” Willow has transcended the need 
to “ritualize” her magic through lengthy citations: “take a nap” results in the offending 
police officer instantly dropping sleepily to the floor. This use of magic indicates 
confidence and control: rather than having to accommodate the esoteric language of 
magic, she “owns” the magics.
[13] Dark Willow’s use of speech becomes more reminiscent of Buffy’s quipping than 
Willow’s hesitant speech. Michael Adams (2003) suggests that “slayer slang becomes, 
not only the means to community, but finding an individual voice within that 
community” (44). Willow’s language is not so simply about being part of the Scooby 
Gang community; language becomes a symptom of her internal conflicts and her 



struggle to attain selfhood or in many ways to achieve an identity equal to that of the 
Slayer. Language therefore signifies Willow’s internal status, which provides a 
commentary on the character’s psychological make-up, more so than of other 
characters. The symptomatic use of language signifies Willow’s struggle with 
maintaining an autonomous identity, which she experiences as dualistic and fragile. 
Willow’s speech acts while performing magic in Season Six demonstrate her 
increasingly pathological identity; identity in the show therefore includes being 
recognized as having iniquitous characteristics as well as being identifiable as one of 
the characters on the side of good. This is one of the show’s strengths: the series 
allows for an understanding of identity that is often unknowable and deeply ambiguous, 
which provides a progressive and differing view of identity that in much of mainstream 
media is represented as (misleadingly?) autonomous and wholly good.
[14] Buffy the Vampire Slayer is about conflicts of desire, conflicts between who the 
characters think they are and who they actually are. Speech in the show indicates 
these conflicts. Dramatic values in the show often emerge through conflicts between 
and within characters. Willow’s problems and experiences in the process of establishing 
identity and status are literalized through her magic and its relation to power and 
speech. When Willow becomes evil, changes in her use of language, both magical and 
conversational, reveal her split nature. Changes in Willow’s language also tap into the 
idea of the repressed; Willow’s speech acts point to a deeper, repressed side of her 
nature that has rarely been seen before. The play on language in the show is dually 
coded, indicating that the characters are essentially unaware of whom or what they 
really are; the repressed side of their nature will slip out, often in speech acts. Willow’s 
use of the language of magic (which is different from her “normal” use of language) 
becomes a symptom of her fragile identity, as it indicates that her character is twofold, 
or split. 
[15] The differences between “crayon-breaky Willow” and “Darth Rosenberg” emerged 
during Season Three, when Willow’s vampire double first made an appearance in “The 

Wish” (3009) and “Doppelgängland” (3016).6 Most strikingly, Willow’s appearance as 
both a vampire and a black magic witch is dramatically different from that of the 
“normal” Willow. Both are adorned in black clothes and, in the latter case, black hair 
and eyes and are, as Battis (2003) suggests, “re-coded” negatively (drawing on codes 
used to decode “evil” found in other witchcraft films such as The Craft). Both make 
different use of language than that of the Willow to whom we are accustomed. In 
contrast to “normal” Willow’s hesitant speech, “bad” Willow is more cutting and 
commanding when she attempts to recruit Willow as her companion, often by means of 
illocutionary assertives or directives:
  

The library. Vampire Willow turns Willow around and looks her up and 
down, particularly noticing her pink sweater.
 
Vampire Willow: (appraisingly) Well, look at me. (doubtfully) I’m all fuzzy. 
Willow: What do I want with you? (catches herself) Uh ... 
Vampire Willow: (grimly) Your little school friend Anya said that you’re the 
one that brought me here. She said that you could get me back to my 
world. 
Willow: Oh. (gets it) Oh! Oops! 



Vampire Willow: But I don’t know ... (smiles wickedly) I kinda like the idea 
of the two of us. 
 
She turns Willow around again, caressing her shoulders.
 
Vampire Willow: We could be quite a team, (meaningfully) if you came 
around to my way of thinking. 
Willow: (uncertainly) Would that mean we have to snuggle? 
 
Vampire Willow brushes Willow’s hair away from her neck. 
 
Vampire Willow: (coaxing) What do you say? 

She gives Willow’s neck an eager, lengthy lick. Willow shudders with 
loathing and grimaces at the feeling. 

Vampire Willow: (enticingly) Wanna be bad? 
Willow: (completely unnerved) This just can’t get more disturbing. 
Vampire Willow growls horribly with desire and bares her teeth behind 
Willow’s neck. Willow freaks out and whirls around, stepping back and away 
from her.
Willow: (flapping her hands with disgust) Ack! Ew! No more! You’re really 
starting to freak me out!
 
She tries to go around Vampire Willow, but gets blocked. She snatches up 
Xander’s cross from the counter and nervously waves it in Vampire 
Willow’s face, who roars and bats her arm away, sending the cross flying. 
She grabs Willow and throws her hard up and over the counter. Willow 
lands with a crash, hitting her head hard against the metal filing cabinet. 
 
Willow: Ow! 
Vampire Willow: (stalks grimly around the counter) You don’t wanna play, 
I guess I can't force you.
 
Willow reaches under the counter for what she originally came for and pulls 
out the dart rifle just as Vampire Willow comes through the door to behind 
the counter. 
 
Vampire Willow: Oh, wait. 
 
Willow locks the bolt in place.
 
Vampire Willow: (smiling meanly) I can. 
 
Willow frantically aims and fires. The dart hits Vampire Willow dead center 
of her       chest. Stunned, she looks down at the protruding dart, staggers 
and starts to fall. 



 
Vampire Willow:      (moans) Bitch ... 

Willow’s obvious abhorrence of vampire Willow’s proposition is juxtaposed with vampire 
Willow’s confidence, manifest in a series of expressives, assertives, and directives. 
Willow's nervousness and lack of confidence is apparent in her cautious mode of 
speaking in her very first line of the scene, where she makes a mistake in her 
expression, obviously confused by the sight of her double. Her following remarks are 
generally short reactions (“Oh! Oops!”). Conversely, vampire Willow leads the 
conversation and her expression is either seductive in trying to win Willow over 
(“wanna be bad?”), or threatening (“bitch”). 
[16] Willow incorporates her evil counterpart’s self-assurance when she becomes 
consumed by magic in Season Six; note here a similar mode of expression to her 
vampire self: 
 

Warren: (yells) Help! (normal voice) Let me go. (yells) Somebody! Help!! 
Dark Willow: What’s the matter? Thought you wanted to talk. 
Warren: No. 
Dark Willow: Okay. 
Dark Willow opens her hand, revealing the bullet that she took from Buffy’s 
chest earlier.
Dark Willow: I’ll talk. 

She waves her other hand, and Warren’s shirt rips open. 

Warren: What, what are you doing? 
Dark Willow: Shhh. 
Warren: (seriously freaked) Hey, hey, I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry. 

Dark Willow holds the bullet about an inch from Warren’s chest, right over 
his heart. She lets go, but the bullet continues to hover in place.

Dark Willow: Wanna know what a bullet feels like, Warren? A real one? 
(Warren looking nervously down at the bullet, then up at her) It’s not like 
in the comics. 

Warren: No. No. 
Dark Willow: I think you need to. Feel it.
The bullet slowly starts to push its way into Warren’s chest.
[…] 
Warren: Oh god! Stop it! Please! God! I did wrong, I see that now. I need, 
I need jail! I need ... But you, you don’t want this. You’re, you’re not a bad 
person. Not like me.
Dark Willow stares at him.
Warren: Oh, and when you get caught, you’ll lose them too. Your friends. 
(panting) You don’t want that. I know you’re in pain, but – 



Dark Willow: Bored now. 
Dark Willow makes a casual gesture with one hand. A bolt of magic rips 
through Warren and tears the skin off his body in a single piece.

The difference between the expression of normal Willow and that of vampire/black 
magic Willow is partly a dramatic device, but it suggests Willow’s repressed or buried 
side and further signifies a deeply split identity. Perhaps most noticeable is “bad” 
Willow’s use of the catchphrase bored now. James South aptly describes the use of this 
phrase throughout the series and demonstrates the significance in Season Three, 
where both Willow and the vampire Willow suggest that “this world’s no 
fun” (“Doppelgängland,” 3016). As South (2003) argues, it is no surprise that vampire 
Willow finds this to be the case; however it seems unusual for “normal” Willow to agree 
with such a sentiment. South goes on to suggest that “normal” Willow is indeed bored 
mainly because of all the pressure she is under (139-140). Drawing on Freud, South 
suggests that Willow’s pressure reflects that which we are all subject to in 
psychological terms; as he puts it, a “too much” (140). 
[17] Vampire Willow is bored because this world is ruled by a Slayer (instead of the 
Master), and again this is similar to the reason why “normal” Willow might also feel 
bored. She, like all in Sunnydale, must live under the rule and law of the Slayer. While 
Buffy is a friend, her law is a difficult one to live by; morals are very clearly laid out 
and there is very little room for mistakes or bad judgements. More important, Buffy’s 
law leaves only a sidekick-shaped space for Willow’s own voice (magic). The Slayer’s 
physical strength sidelines Willow’s magical power, leaving her a sidekick with no 
heroic status of her own and specifically no language of her own (or none with which 
she can communicate with others). South interprets Willow’s sidekick status as “her 
biggest fear” (134). In fact, ironically for Willow her background (often magical) work/
research has bolstered Buffy’s status as a hero. Through the majority of the show 
Willow’s metaphoric pen has never been mightier than Buffy’s literal sword, until now.
[18] It seems necessary to discuss further Buffy’s own proclamation, “I am the law,” 
for it is this law that Willow so fiercely attacks. Buffy, the tale’s ego, is besieged by 
forces with which she cannot reckon; Willow becomes one of the forces that challenges 
Buffy’s law. This occurs in a number of ways. Willow undermines Buffy’s moral law by 
attacking humans. She also attempts to take over Buffy’s identity by making herself as 
physically strong as the Slayer and attacking her, retorting “this is a huge deal for me, 
six years as a sideman, now I get to be the Slayer” (“Two to Go,” 6021). Willow 
attempts to take over with her own language or voice of magic, rendering Buffy (in her 
position of power) redundant. Buffy makes a proclamation similar to Willow’s statement 
that she is “the magics,” when she claims, “I am the law.” Buffy does not mean that 
she is a representative of the police of Sunnydale, nor does she in any way associate 
herself with that type of authority; in fact, one of the few things that Buffy and 
Principle Snyder ever agreed upon was that “the police force in Sunnydale are deeply 

stupid.”7 State law is not the only law apparent in Sunnydale however. As Anthony 
Bradney (2003) suggests, “[p]luralistic legal systems exist in Sunnydale” (¶ 6), and he 
is, of course, referring to the Watchers’ Council. By Season Four, Buffy has distanced 
herself from the Watchers’ Council in England, and even Giles is no longer officially her 
Watcher; therefore, she in is no way a representative of the law of the Watchers’ 

Council.8 It therefore becomes necessary to ask, “What law is it that Buffy fights for?”
[19] Generally, Buffy fights the “good fight” and represents a force of good that keeps 



at bay the never-ending forces of darkness (demons, monsters, and some vampires). 
However, as suggested recently, the show has insisted increasingly on blurring the line 
between good and evil. For example, Krzywinska (2002) suggests that the show takes 
an increasingly “relativistic approach” in its representation of magic (178-194). This 
relativism is also evident with the arrival of demons such as Clem, both Spike and 
Angel on rocky roads to soulful redemption, and the final revelation that Buffy’s power 
is driven by demonic forces. In addition to these factors, Anya reverts to demon status 
(and back again), and Willow certainly crosses the line, blurry though it might be, from 
light to darkness. It seems that Buffy’s law is an individual law applied as a universal 
“good,” a law upheld by her power as the Slayer; but not every Slayer similarly 
attempts to assert herself as representing a specific law. Faith most certainly abides by 
no law; or, if we are to push the issue, her agenda would be to have as much fun as 
possible without acknowledging the ties of duty that Buffy seems to always bear in 
mind. Importantly, Faith herself announces to Buffy that “we don’t need the law; we 
are the law” during the Season Three episode “Consequences” (3015); but, as her lack 
of rationality becomes apparent, her capacity to uphold any law slips through her 
fingers. Faith generally abides by few rules during the show, although it should be 
noted that she does seem to do what the Mayor asks (orders?) her to do, and she is 
certainly more stable on her return in Season Seven, to the extent that she briefly 
takes over for Buffy.
[20] Kendra, like Faith, does not adhere to the same rules that Buffy does. Kendra is 
the most Council law-abiding of the Slayers in that she stands for the rules and laws of 
the Watcher’s Council and would never perform any task without first receiving 
permission from her Watcher. Finally, the first Slayer, introduced at the end of Season 
Four as an enigma related to Buffy’s origins as the Slayer, is never fully explored; but 
her vicious attack on the Scooby Gang implies that she is a force of rage and 
vengeance. The first Slayer also works alone and tells Buffy that she, too, should be a 
solitary Slayer. It is made clear that the first Slayer precedes all language: she cannot 
communicate with Buffy other than through Tara, who provides her voice. Tara is used 
to bridge the gap between the non-speaking Slayer and Buffy who represents the law 
in the present time; interestingly, it is Tara who provides the first Slayer’s voice, 
though Tara's own speech can on occasion be stammering, particularly in her early 
appearances. Her speech role is similar to her interplay with Willow: she helps Willow 
to secure a more stable identity through magic, their common “language.”
[21] Vitally, none of the Slayers who meet become good friends. Friendship is hinted at 
between Buffy and Kendra and early on between Buffy and Faith. Both friendships are 
fruitless once it is discovered that Buffy’s idea of being a Slayer differs dramatically 
from Kendra’s and Faith’s, though it should be noted that the relationships between 
Kendra and Buffy and Faith and Buffy are later re-established to some extent. Kendra 
abides by external rules suggested to her by an outside force. I suggest that Buffy’s 
law is actually her own beliefs and morals, beliefs and morals that she manages to 
uphold vigorously through having the power of being the Slayer. It is also likely that 
Giles has been an influence during her time as the Slayer, providing her with a strong 
sense of duty. Yet this sense of duty is on her own terms; the movement “arc” of the 
show has placed increasingly more emphasis on Buffy being in charge. Often, in earlier 
episodes, Giles’s despair at not being able to control Buffy is a source of humor; later, 
it becomes a problem, when, ironically, Buffy relies too much on Giles, and he returns 
to England to ensure that she matures into adulthood (“Tabula Rasa,” 6008).
[22] Bradney (2003) argues that Buffy chooses when to abide by certain laws (state 



law and/or the Watchers’ Council’s law) and when to break those laws, which further 
enforces the view that Buffy in fact has her own law, her own rules to live by. As 
Bradney goes on to point out, this is largely because Buffy has a far more accurate 
picture of the world than either the state, the Watchers’ Council, or even the Initiative: 
these organizations simply equate demon with bad, apart from state law which 
disavows the presence of vampires and demons altogether.
[23] Buffy is arguably the most successful of the Slayers. She outlives Kendra, and 
Faith survives but experiences many problems along the way. Buffy’s success is largely 
due to the strong team behind her, but it is also because she clings to the idea that she 
is human and wishes to retain this humanness—hence she refuses more power in 
Season Seven, despite the fact that refusing puts her at a disadvantage in her combat 
with the First. The moral of the tale is that, while Buffy refuses extra (dark) power, she 
still wins out, and the force of good is once more triumphant. One of the themes of the 
show is the continual sliding between good and evil; the show focuses on the grey area 
between them. Buffy is at the center of this battle; hence her desperate attempt to 
stay on the “light” side of the fight. Importantly, evil is not synonymous with demon, 
and good does not equal human. Buffy is ambiguous in this sense, as she is both 
human and demon; to some extent, this explains her tricky position as Slayer (vampire 
hunter with demon power) and human (young woman who attends school/university, 
etc). Buffy deals with this ambiguity by performing her “law” (fighting all that she 
perceives as evil); Willow equally performs her magic, and the two become juxtaposed 
in that they both perform their law/magic habitually and, at times, irrationally.
[24] What becomes so problematic for Willow in the close of Season Six is Buffy’s law, 
not because Buffy’s law is static and Buffy refuses to see Willow’s point of view, but 
because Buffy has to draw the line somewhere. (The show hints at this previously, for 
example, in “Pangs,” 4008, where Willow sympathizes with the plight of the Native 
American Spirit.) Tara’s dramatic death pushes Willow’s moral boundaries beyond what 
the Slayer can allow: Willow must kill humans in order to avenge Tara’s death, and this 
Buffy, understandably, will not endorse. The conflict is a source of tremendous 
dramatic tension, as long-term viewers of the show are accustomed to Willow and 
Buffy being the best of friends, not the worst of enemies.
[25] It is necessary to clarify what Willow loses through Tara’s death that results in her 
fierce attack, not only on the “nerds,” but also on Buffy and Giles. South (2003) argues 
that Willow has no clear identity of her own, no way of defining herself within the 
group, which South describes as “no core identity” (134). However, in the eyes of 
others, Willow does have a clear identity in the group as another source of power. It 
seems, however, that her actual experience is that of surviving on the perimeter. 
Perhaps this is due to her own language (magic) having little significance to the other 
group members, at least, until she turns evil. The group has relied on Willow’s use of 
magic in the past and has even become angry at the prospect of Willow giving up 

magic for good.9 However, they have shown little appreciation of the skill and 
knowledge that Willow has acquired to help them in such a way. Willow’s identity does 
not rely on the other group members, yet it is evident that her identity is experienced 
as fragile, as represented through her split character in the form of both vampire 
Willow and dark magic Willow, and this is reflected in her group identity profile. 
[26] Willow’s fragmentary nature is also evident in her relationships. Battis (2003) 
argues that “Willow’s relationship with Tara, like her relationship with Oz, only further 
demonstrates her dis(embodiment) as a subject whose mentality and materiality is 



fragmented … She must belong to Tara, to Oz, to Xander, in order to be inscribed by 
meaning, by the validity that others place in her” (¶ 25, 27). It would therefore follow 
that, without Tara, Willow feels that she has no “meaning.” Willow and Tara form a 
very close bond; Tara, apart from being Willow’s lover, is also someone who 
understands Willow’s language or voice (magic). Willow often appears to be unsure of 
herself, and it is only in the presence of Tara that Willow appears more confident; 
Willow and Tara maintain their identity as witches together through intimate trust in 
using magic together (magic seemed to hint at sex between Willow and Tara early on 

in their relationship).10 As Battis argues, “magic brings [Willow] closer to Tara, and 
closer to what she believes is an authentic identity” (¶ 24).
[27] On the sudden and tragic death of Tara in “Seeing Red” (6019), Willow’s grief is 
violently apparent. Tara’s death causes great grief for Willow because she provides a 
ground for Willow in the “normal” world; Tara’s death also leaves Willow with no one to 
communicate with through the use of magic. (Willow does not consistently perform 
spells with other characters; before dark magic consumes her, magic becomes 
increasingly “personal” for Willow, an intimate exchange.) Willow instantly tries to 
resurrect Tara with magic in the next episode “Villains” (6020), and her lack of success 
puts Willow straight back “in the magics,” meaning that her use of magic as a language 
becomes once more powerful, but also out of control. Willow’s grief at being told that 
Tara will remain dead (unlike Buffy, who is raised by Willow’s magic) results in her 
screaming “No” at the offending god (Osiris) on whom she calls to bring Tara back. The 
word is graphically represented as a visible sound wave to the viewer, and it sends the 
god (also screaming) back to where he came from. Willow’s use of dark magic is 
instantly aligned to her use of language, and this becomes unmistakable in the 
remainder of Season Six.
[28] It is necessary to substantiate the language or discourse of magic in the context 
of the tradition of magical “words” or the traditions of magic and the word in religions. 
James Frazer (1993) in The Golden Bough explored the use of words in ritual in 
religious and magical practices, where he discusses the significance of tabooed words 
in certain cultures. In what he terms a “tyranny of words,” Frazer describes how the 
names of relatives, loved ones, and kings may not be mentioned after their death: new 
names were often devised in order to refer to the departed. Such practices were due to 
beliefs that calling the name of the departed was disrespectful and could result in such 
consequences as the ghost of the departed returning to haunt the dreams of the 
disrespectful. The ritual nature of words corresponds to the implied power of words 
within magical practice and it also hints at the instability of language because it 
changes constantly as cultural identity changes.
[29] Frazer brings to light both the power and the taboo of certain words in magical 
thinking and practices. Similarly, Geoffrey Hughes (1998) discusses the power and 
taboo surrounding certain words. Hughes’s work concerns swearing, and he suggests 
that gradually over time society has developed a “modern insensitivity to the language 
of cursing” (7). Language not only evolves, but reactions to uses of language also 
change. While Willow’s more aggressive expression cannot produce much more than 
emotional responses from her friends (who, as Hughes suggests, would quickly adjust 
to her different manner of speaking), her magic can produce very real effects. Cursing 
in the context of swearing, and cursing in the context of magical practice have certain 
similarities; swearing often has the aim of either producing a reaction in the listener 
and/or expressing anger, disbelief, grief, etc. Cursing (performing a spell) in a magical 



sense, for Willow, also usually has the aim of producing some kind of affect, a “real,” 
physical affect; for example, Willow uses magic against her enemies such as her attack 
on Glory after she has invaded Tara’s mind (“Tough Love,” 5019). Here Willow both 
attempts to attack Glory physically with her magic and expresses anger and grief. 
When “bad” Willow makes an appearance, her changing use of language has the aim of 
producing a reaction, in the viewer and other characters. Magic (cursing in a magical 
sense) has specific physical consequences, but Willow’s use of razor-sharp language 
(similar to cursing in the context of swearing) also has the aim of jarring the listener 
and is a reminder that she is not really Willow, or not all of Willow.
[30] According to Hughes, swearing has a complex (and changing) relation to 
authority, he argues that depending on context profanities can either work against or in 
favour of the person doing the swearing. Willow’s cursing (both as magic and as 
increasingly cutting language) is a performance of her authority, as she attempts to 
display her power and assert her identity.
[31] The idea that words have power is regarded as superstitious and “represent[s] 
survivals of primitive beliefs in word-magic” (Hughes 1998, 7). Jeanne Favret-Saada 
suggests (1980) that the word is implicit in both the ritual and also the person who 
speaks it, “for if the ritual is upheld it is only through words and through the person 
who says them” (9). In this pre-Structuralist understanding of language, words have 
intrinsic power, and this directly implicates the word and language in the discourse of 
magic. This is upheld by Willow as she uses the word and text in magical discourse to 
maintain her power. For her friends (and perhaps the viewer), however, her changing 
use of language, along with the changing face of her increasingly fragmented identity, 
is jarring and serves the purpose of reminding us that Willow is acting out, and that 
Buffy’s enemy of Season Six was once her best friend. The tensions between the two 
characters are exaggerated and play out as hero vs. villain; they also act as a 
homology of the friction between the two over Buffy’s recent resurrection by Willow’s 
use of dark magic. 
[32] In order to avenge Tara’s death Willow arrives at the Magic Box to “load up” on 
magics. Importantly, she does not research as she usually would if she were 
attempting a new spell; instead she compiles a huge pile of the darkest magic books, 
sinks her hands into their middle, and literally soaks up the text. Willow’s use of magic 
allows her to use text and language in anyway that she requires;10 she can literally 
morph with the text, and it will become part of her psychic and physical make up. This 
is made painfully clear by the image of Willow with her hands in the books: the text 
covers her body and face as she internalizes the available knowledge. Dark magic turns 
her hair and eyes black and consumes her. The image of the text on Willow’s body 
becomes a form of writing (on) the body, where the divisions between text and the 
body are transgressed. 
[33] After killing Warren with her trademark expression, “Bored now,” she seeks out 
Jonathan and Andrew at the prison; however, on arriving she discovers that Buffy has 
already arrived and has rescued them. Her initial anger is displayed in an incredibly 
high-pitched scream that cripples all those in the near vicinity. Jenkins and Stuart 
(2003) argue that, while screaming is not strictly a perlocutionary act, it is, 
nonetheless, perlocutionary: “screaming has immense perlocutionary force whilst not 
strictly counting as a perlocutionary act … In normal circumstances we would hope that 
screaming will have an effect on a hearer’s behavior; it would, we hope, urge someone 
to run to our assistance” (¶ 18). Willow’s scream has direct perlocutionary impact on 



those in the surrounding area; her previous hesitant mode of speech has become a 
force to be reckoned with and is, through her voice, aligned to magic and power. 
Buffy’s law prevents Willow from carrying out her desires; thus Willow violently attacks 
Buffy, as well as Giles, who upholds Buffy’s law and sanctions it. 
[34] Buffy is placed in the difficult position of attempting to persuade her friend that 
the world is a place worth living in:
  

Buffy:  Dawn, get out of here. Go! 
Dawn runs to the door, but it’s suddenly locked.
Willow: Don’t. We’re all friends. 
Buffy:  Willow, I know what you want to do, but you have to listen to me. 
The forces inside you are incredibly powerful. They’re strong ... but you’re 
stronger. (Dawn cowering in the corner) You have to remember you’re still 
Willow. 
Willow: (scoffs) Let me tell you something about Willow (advancing toward 
Buffy). She’s a loser. And she always has been. People picked on Willow in 
junior high school, high school, up until college. With her stupid mousy 
ways. And now? Willow’s a junkie. 
Buffy: I can help. 
Willow: The only thing Willow was ever good for ... 
She pauses, drops the bitter sarcasm and grows pensive.
Willow:... the only thing I had going for me ... were the moments—just 
moments—when Tara would look at me and I was wonderful. (grimly) And 
that will never happen again. 
Buffy: I know this hurts. Bad. But Willow, if you let loose with the magics, 
it will never end. 
Willow: (smiles nastily) Promise? 
Buffy: You don’t want that. 
Willow: Why not? 
Dawn moves away from the wall and approaches them.
Buffy: Because you lose everything. Your friends, your self .... Willow, if 
you let this control you then the world goes away. And all of us with it. 
There’s so much to live for. (forcefully) Will, there’s too much— 
Willow: (scoffs) Oh, please! This is your pitch? Buffy, you hate it here as 
much as I do. I’m just more honest about it. 
Buffy: That’s not true. 
Willow: You’re trying to sell me on the world. 
 
The camera starts to do a slow turn thing where it stays focused on Willow 
but the background turns behind her ...

Willow: The one where you lie to your friends when you’re not trying to kill 
them? And you screw a vampire just to feel? And insane asylums are the 
comfy alternative? This world? Buffy, it’s me. I know you were happier 
when you were in the ground. The only time you were ever at peace in 
your whole life is when you were dead. Until Willow brought you back. 
 



The background has been changing as it turns ...
 
Willow: You know, with magic? (“Two To Go,” 6021)

 
Buffy struggles with trying to be positive for Willow after the recent trauma of being 
brought back to life by Willow’s hand from a heaven-like dimension. Buffy, posed in the 
role of heroine, is forced to lead in a post-Structuralist world; her desperate attempt to 
assure Willow of the good in the world is exaggerated and unfortunately unconvincing. 
While we expect a heroine to produce a speech that means exactly what it intends, she 
doesn’t, and she convinces neither Willow nor the viewer. Arguably, Buffy can only 
return to the role of heroine once her urging that Willow should stop meshes with 
Willow’s pre-Structuralist language; while Buffy and Dawn are stuck underground, 
Willow communicates to Buffy through telepathy, and it is during this time that Xander 
can approach Willow and finally bring her destructive journey to an end. Xander, rather 
than Buffy, is the hero in this instance; however, the scene draws out the similarities 
between Buffy and Willow, doubles that deal with the problems of ascending to power. 
Also apparent is the overall interdependence of the characters within the Buffyverse; 
the dynamic between Buffy and Willow allows Xander to change the course of events. 
[35] Buffy’s sense of duty or law as the Slayer prevents her from killing humans. She 
frequently maintains, “a killer isn’t a Slayer” (“Two To Go,” 6021). In fact, as the 
heroine, Buffy has to be fairly rigid in her moral beliefs; this underlies her complex and 
ambiguous relationship with Spike, which Buffy finally ends, believing it to be amoral 
because Spike lacks a soul, knowing that resisting is an attempt at remaining human. 
The popularity of characters such as Spike and Faith lies in the fact that they are 
polarized with Buffy’s moral self: they celebrate all that is unprincipled, a refreshing 
role in the Buffyverse. Despite this invigorating slant, it is difficult to see Willow’s use of 
magic in Season Six as more than an addiction. However, Willow does transgress 
Buffy’s moral boundaries in order to fulfil her vengeance. Moreover, by using her magic 
successfully as a language that Buffy cannot (or will not) understand, she overturns 
Buffy’s authority and law, which are key to her sense of autonomy and identity. Buffy is 
arguably defeated by Willow. It is Xander’s sense of humanity and his deep friendship 
with Willow that averts the apocalypse and stops the end of the world. Buffy’s law 
becomes ineffective in the face of Willow’s powerfully textual and magical language; 
Buffy cannot understand or compete with that language and therefore has no hope of 
defeating it.
[36] Whether Buffy is actually defeated by Willow at the close Season Six is debatable. 
Xander (one of Buffy’s allies) does, after all, stop Willow in her tracks. What is apparent 
in Season Six is that Buffy stands on the moral high ground while Willow decides that it 
is more appropriate to let morals slip from view. As noted earlier, Buffy is offered dark 
magical power during Season Seven, but she refuses it as immoral and inhuman. 
Buffy’s law dictates that she must not edge into the dark side of her power; if she 
does, she might lose herself, like Willow in Season Six. In Season Six, Buffy represents 
“humanness,” made painfully apparent through her recent death and resurrection, 
while Willow represents power and the corrupt through her use of magic. The show 
makes it clear that Willow abuses her power and proposes it as the polar opposite of 
Buffy’s stark sense of duty, morality, and what is right.
[37] However, Willow’s dismissal of morality in Season Six does offer a significant 



pleasure for viewers in that she challenges Buffy’s sense of duty. Buffy is our heroine; 
however, she is not as likeable as several other characters, the price of being at the 
frontline of fighting evil. Buffy can appear overbearing and authoritarian in her attitude 
towards fighting evil; her use of directives and commissives when making speeches to 
the other characters, particularly in Season Seven, suggests an authoritarianism 
sometimes immediate, sometimes illocutionary in force, sometimes perlocutionary in 
effect. She offends her friends on many occasions, making them feel worthless and 
unnecessary. Buffy often distances herself from her friends, and lays down her own 
law. I therefore disagree with Bradney’s (2003) assertion that law in the series is 
shaped by love, and that the Scooby Gang agrees on the law that Buffy enforces. While 
the Scooby Gang agrees with Buffy’s law at times, at other times Buffy makes 
judgments that infringe on the other characters and consciously disavows their 
friendship and love. In her barrage against Buffy in the last episodes of Season Six, 
Willow provides pleasure similar to that provided in other contexts by Spike, Angelus, 
or Drusilla, as she asserts the polar opposite of Buffy’s sense of duty. Potentially, this 
provides a refreshing point of identification for viewers who might find Buffy’s view of 
the world, at times, narrow. However, story arcs such as Willow’s interaction with dark 
magic also reinforce one of the overall messages of the show, which is that inhabiting a 
heroic position such as Buffy’s entails difficult decisions and ultimately a need to 
remain as human as possible. By the end of the series, Buffy’s position is the “right” 
position: a successful Slayer is not purely synonymous with having supernatural 
strength; but the Slayer must also learn to navigate the seductive power of darkness 
without becoming consumed by it. Willow’s magic, then, and the language of magic 
that she embodies, is an essential context for Buffy’s ultimate success.
[38] Willow’s use of magic in Buffy the Vampire Slayer is strongly aligned with her use 
of language as her own individual voice. Her sense of identity is fragile throughout the 
series, and it is only through her use of magic with Tara that her sense of identity 
becomes stronger. Tara’s death leaves Willow with no partner in magical language; 
other members of the Scooby Gang have no knowledge of the text or the language in 
which Willow lives. It is not that Willow feels excluded in this sense; rather, she has 
positioned herself as fluent in magic where others are not. Previously, this has provided 
her with a clear sense of identity and function; ironically, magic also eventually renders 
her undeniably dualistic and fragmentary. Her dramatic use of text and magic in the 
close of Season Six is an act of vengeance for Tara’s death, which Buffy attempts to 
obstruct (notably Tara died from a bullet that was meant for Buffy). By such use of 
magic and language as power, Willow directly attacks Buffy’s autonomy rendering her 
out of control of events and without authority. Willow has a very different way of 
dealing with grief than Buffy (who does not wish her mother to be brought back by 
magic). Buffy bases this decision on her moral approach to the world and events. To 
some extent Buffy seeks to preserve her humanity in this way, and her morality is 
based on this premise.
[39] Buffy, as the ego of the tale, is directly attacked by external forces (in this case 
Willow) and is confined by her moral law (super-ego?), or her need to retain her 
“humanness.” Buffy strives to do what is always right, what is most human, and this 
clashes with Willow’s agenda; she fails to maintain harmony in Sunnydale. Willow’s 
split character, which is demonstrated through her changing speech acts and 
appearance, successfully overturns the Slayer’s autonomy and provides an effective 
mirroring of Buffy’s own struggle with maintaining her identity and autonomy as the 
Slayer through performing her own law. In the end it is not the endless supply of 



demons and vampires that can so easily usurp the Slayer, but one of her closest 
friends with a force that, steeped in darkness, is essentially far more dangerous than 
Buffy’s own ambiguous power.
  

Notes 
1. I have changed the transcription spelling of magick to magic throughout the article, 
in order to avoid any confusion over terms. 
2. See Jenkins and Stuart (2003) for more on the benefits of using speech act theory in 
interpreting Buffy. 
3. In this article, I shall refer to five kinds of illocutionary acts: “Assertives” are 
representative acts that describe a situation, such as making statements or insisting; 
“Directives” are illocutionary acts that are meant to get the listener to do something, 
such as making orders; “Commissives” are illocutionary acts by which the speaker does 
something, for example, promising to carry out a certain action; “Expressives” are acts 
that convey the psychological position or the emotional state of the speaker, for 
example, apologizing; finally, “Declarations” are illocutionary acts that are meant to 
result in the circumstances to which they allude, for example, Willow’s spells (Loos 
2004). 
4. For example, in Season Four, Xander accidentally sets a book on fire by saying a 
specific Latin word while holding a book of spells. The fact that Xander did not mean to 
perform this spell is testimony to the power of words in the show when uttered in a 
magical context: intent is not necessary. 
5. The most obvious example of Willow’s emotion linked to magic is her vengeance 
spree at the close of Season Six, sparked by Tara’s death. Other examples might 
include her attempt at floating a pencil, which spins out of control at the mention of 
Faith’s name (of whom she is jealous, because Faith had sex with Xander) 
(“Doppelgangland,” 3016). Her “will” spell also goes awry and only works when she is 
angry or upset, etc.; her emotion drives the spell without her (conscious) knowledge 
(“Something Blue,” 4009). 
6. During the final episode of Season Six, “Grave” (6022), Xander refers to Willow’s 
“normal” self as “crayon-breaky Willow.” This is a reference to when they were in 
school and Willow cried because she broke a yellow crayon. In “Two to Go” (6021) 
Andrew describes Willow’s evil self as “Darth Rosenberg.” This is one of the many 
names he calls Willow’s evil half. Others include “truck-driving magic mama.” Xander 
calls her “scary veiny Willow” (“Grave,” 6022).
7. Anthony Bradney (2003) also makes the point that the police are figured as largely 
incapable of dealing with the supernatural in the show. He further suggests that, while 
Buffy and the Scooby Gang accept that the world has laws, they do not mind breaking 
them for the “greater good.” One of his examples is Willow’s computer hacking skills, 
useful for breaking into restricted files.
8. In the Season Three episode, “Graduation Day, Part One” (3021), Buffy resigns from 
the Watchers’ Council and refuses to take any more orders from them. Giles is fired by 
the Council for not being an objective Watcher; he has become a father figure for Buffy 
(“Helpless,” 3012). 
9. Anya becomes antagonistic toward Willow while they are trapped in Buffy’s house 
and tries to persuade her to perform magic despite her having given it up (“Older and 
Far Away,” 6014). Buffy has also criticized Willow’s use of magic in the past, claiming it 
to be unreliable (“Fear Itself,” 4004). 



10. For example, in the episode, “Who Are You?” (4016), Willow and Tara perform a 
spell together to find out if Buffy is in Faith’s body and vice versa. The spell hints at 
orgasmic pleasure between the two witches, figured through the performance of magic. 
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Jesse Saba Kirchner
And in Some Language That’s English? Slayer 

Slang
and Artificial Computer Generation*

 
[1] New viewers of Buffy the Vampire Slayer are often struck by the 
show’s use of distinctive slang. Every episode contains some sort of anomalous English, 
from the ubiquitous wiggins to the exotic Slaymaster General. Interest in the use of 
slang in Buffy the Vampire Slayer (henceforth Buffy or BtVS) has occasioned a 
significant proportion of media coverage about the phenomenon that was Buffy. A 
more comprehensive treatment of the subject is given in Michael Adams’s Slayer Slang 
(2003), a book including a linguistic analysis of what Adams calls “slayer slang,” as well 
as an extensive lexicon of slayer slang terms. 
[2] Despite the attention focused on this aspect of BtVS, most write-ups do not go 
beyond the descriptive level of listing a few hand picked terms from the cornucopia of 
slayer slang used in the show. Therefore, work remains to be done to fully understand 
slayer slang as a linguistic phenomenon and to understand the role it has played in the 
online BtVS fan community, many of whose members adopted terms from the show for 
their own use and even invented terms of their own in the style of the slayer slang 
used in the show.
[3] In Fall 2003, I initiated a research project to investigate slayer slang in a novel 
way, by creating a computer program capable of automatically generating sentences in 
the style of slayer slang. This paper describes the methodology of that program’s 
construction and operation, the results obtained by it, and a sketch of the implications 
of this research and future research in this vein for understanding slayer slang from the 
perspectives of linguistics, sociology, and stylistics.
  
Slang in Buffy 
[4] The words and phrases that we call slayer slang come in many shapes and kinds. 
The indispensable compendium of BtVS slang is Adams’s Slayer Slang (2003). Using 
the data in this book, I divided slayer slang into seven different levels, with each level 
representing a different kind of slangy deviation from ordinary English. I outline and 
illustrate those levels in Table 1. (The nature of each level is discussed in the next 
section.) 
  

table 1: seven levels of Buffy slang 
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1. Jargon and new vocabulary, e.g.:

wiggins
Slayer
Hellmouth
oogie

2. Affixation (suffixes and prefixes), e.g.:

Go act baity! (“Anne,” 3001)
He’s not one to overshare (“Halloween,” 2006)
He was unmad (“Halloween,” 2006)

3. Changing the part of speech change without affixation, e.g.:

How much the creepy is [that]? (“Out of Mind, Out of Sight,” 
1011)
It gives me a happy (“Lie to Me,” 2007)

4. Other syntactic change, e.g.:

Having issues much? (“Ted,” 2011)

5. Truncation, e.g.:

What’s the sitch? (“Welcome to the Hellmouth,” 1001)

6. Discourse sensitivity and semantic shift, e.g.:

Giles: Punishing yourself like this is pointless.
Buffy: It’s entirely pointy! (“When She Was Bad,” 2001)
You are sadness personified ("Two to Go," 6021))

7. Pop-culture references, e.g.:

I can’t believe you of all people are trying to Scully me. (“The 
Pack,” 1006)
Does anyone feel like we’ve been Keyser Sozed? (“Puppet 
Show,” 1009)

 
Of course, the slang in BtVS could be divided in other ways. It would also be 
reasonable to divide slang by chronology or by the characters who use particular slang 
items or slang types. Constructing a typology of slayer slang is complicated, because 
slayer slang contains a great deal of information about the speaker and about what 
speakers assume of hearers. (I discuss this in more detail in later sections.) The 
exchange is mediated differently depending on whether one looks at slang used on the 



show itself, in which case two kinds of audience can be assumed (those on the screen 
and those watching the screen), or one looks at slang used in the online Buffy fan 
community, where different assumptions about audience operate. 
[5] Dividing slayer slang by chronology would uncover different facts about the 
phenomenon. Broadly speaking, slayer slang goes from a period of great innovation 
and change, in the first two or three seasons, into a period of stability until season five, 
followed by a period of marked decline in the use of slang (along with an interesting 
return of some kinds of innovation, particularly jargon) in the final two seasons. 
Michael Adams (2004) has connected some of these changes with the story arc of the 
show and with the audience’s developing perspectives on the characters.
[6] Dividing slang terms according to the characters with which they are associated 
provides another interesting way to understand the slang system as a whole. On one 
hand, some aspects of slayer slang are common to all or almost all of Buffy’s main 
characters; on the other hand, some characters are very strongly distinguished by their 
relationship with slayer slang generally or with specific elements of it. For example, 
Giles is distinguished by his nearly complete nonparticipation in slang. In fact, this 
tendency applies to all adults in Buffy, but Giles takes it to the extreme. Faith also has 
a strong tie to particular slang, especially her characteristic phrase five-by-five. In the 
episode “This Year’s Girl” (4015), in which Faith and Buffy switch bodies because of a 
magical artifact, Faith-in-Buffy reveals herself to the television audience by using that 
phrase. Faith also idiosyncratically truncates Buffy’s name to B. At the same time, 
Faith’s inability to use other slang terms in the same way as Buffy, Willow, and Xander 
is symptomatic of her failure really to become part of the Scooby Gang. 
[7] An interesting character to consider from this sociolinguistic perspective is the 
Buffybot. Since the bot is physically indistinguishable from Buffy, viewers rely on 
differences in their speech patterns to distinguish them. This difference is conveyed in 
part by the bot’s inability to use slang like Buffy’s. In Season Six, before the Buffybot is 
destroyed, her inability to use slang correctly: for example, she attempts a Buffyesque 
post-slayage pun but comes up with, “That’ll put marzipan in your pie plate, 
bingo!” (“Bargaining, Part 1,” 6001) symbolizes her failure to substitute for Buffy. Seen 
in this light, slang is an essential quality, the kernel of each young character’s 
personality. 
  
Studying slayer slang 
[8] One of the most important aspects of Slayer Slang (2003) is that it went beyond 
simply listing every instance of slayer slang to attempting a linguistic analysis. Slayer 
Slang explains a great deal about what is characteristic of slayer slang and why it is an 
interesting topic of study. But it raises more questions than it answered: Is slayer slang 
really governed by rules, as Chomskyan linguistics asserts that all human languages 
are?  Or is it just the product of writers taxing their imaginations to try to sound like 
hip teenagers? As Adams (2003) writes, “the hazard of fictional jargon for a fictional 
profession is that it does not develop naturally, but rather in authors’ 
imaginations” (16).  No one gave Buffy’s writers a handbook on how to write like Buffy 
talks. Instead, the writers had to rely on invention or imitation of what had been 
written before. As BtVS writer and producer Jane Espenson notes in the introduction to 
Slayer Slang, “the only thing that gives us coherence is that we’re all writing segments 
of the same story and that we’re all doing our darnedest to do a Joss Whedon 
impersonation” (Adams 2003, ix). Is that coherence enough to produce a consistent, 
rule-governed kind of slang? 



[9] The balance between repetition and innovation constitutes another problem for 
slayer slang. Repetition of terms and patterns is crucial for making slang 
understandable and usayable by wider groups of people. But some of Buffy’s most 
memorable slangy lines are single-use nonce-formations that refer to pop culture or 
cleverly extend linguistic commonplace: 
  

Buffy: I’m the one getting single-white-femaled here. (“Faith, Hope and a Trick,” 
3003) 

  
or 
  

Giles: Punishing yourself like this is pointless. 
Buffy: It’s entirely pointy! (“When She Was Bad,” 2001) 

  
Ubiquitous slayer slang like Scooby Gang (with all its derivative forms) traces back to a 
single line written by a single author. Of course, every item of slang has to begin with 
some single use. But there is a contradiction in any slang system between the need to 
retain its novelty and edge, to resist incorporation into mainstream language and, at 
the same time, to exert its own conservative force, one that promotes maximum 
comprehensibility by keeping meanings static and discouraging innovation. The 
research described here was designed to help us understand how slayer slang 
maintains the balance between innovation and repetition. 
[10] The question of whether or not slayer slang is really rule-based was what first 
intrigued me about studying the use of language in BtVS. As I soon discovered, the 
importance of this question goes beyond a purely linguistic level of interest: it is also 
important for understanding the relationship between slayer slang as used in episodes 
of the show (what I will call “canonical slayer slang,” as explained in the next section) 
and the slayer slang used by fans and other followers of Buffy, including writers of 
fanfiction and others in the online Buffy community, writers of the official BtVS novels, 
and also the writers of Angel. If slayer slang can be called a rule-based slang system, 
then it should be possible to see how faithfully different users of slayer slang follow the 
rules laid down by canonical slayer slang and how those users challenge or develop 
those rules. If, however, slayer slang does not follow predictable rules, then it is 
necessary to ask how we can identify the slayer slang used by fans and other non-
canonical speakers as such. The answer is important to any accurate understanding of 
the relationship between BtVS and its fans and followers. It also bears on the 
projection of lexicon into syntactic structures, as the latter are systematic, but 
development of a lexicon is relatively unpredictable.  
[11] As I began to study this question, my interest in the use of language and slang in 
BtVS expanded into other areas. Studying the adoption of slayer slang led to the study 
of the group of people adopting it. What could we learn about Buffy fans from the 
stylistics of slayer slang? Like Dick Hebdige (1979) in his study of style in youth 
subcultures, I became “intrigued by the most mundane objects [such as language] 
which, none the less, . . . take on a symbolic dimension, becoming a form of 
stigmata” (2). Although less stigmatized than the punk rock styles studied by Hebdige, 
slayer slang can also be understood as a “signifying practice,” the nature of which 
reveals information about the individuals and groups who adopt the practice.
[12] These were the general questions driving my research: How much of slayer slang 



was derivable from consistent rules? And what could we learn about the users of slayer 
slang from the slang itself? Answers to these questions originate in the project’s design.
  
Methodology 
[13] In designing my project, I had the good fortune of following the work of other 
writers who had already begun to study slayer slang in a rigorous way. Thus, I could 
approach slayer slang from a new direction, using computational methods. The 
mandate of the slayer slang sentence generator was to answer this question: Can a 
computer, given the vocabulary of the show and the patterns of slayer slang, produce 
original sentences that sound like real dialogue from BtVS? 
[14] This question was not picked quite as much at random as it might seem. 
Computers are useful tools for the investigation of language phenomena because they 
lack some of the amazing language abilities that all normal human beings take for 
granted. Humans have highly evolved brains that can accommodate and make sense of 
sentences that are awkward or ungrammatical. But a computer is entirely constrained 
by the rules given to it and cannot accommodate beyond them. This limitation is an 
advantage because it very quickly reveals any flaws in a linguistic analysis. However, it 
also presents certain liabilities: perhaps the most significant of these is that computers 
do not adhere to the Cooperative Principle that governs conversation and similar 
modes of discourse unless explicitly programmed to do so. Because slang is often 
unique to the conversational exchange in which it occurs, the computer’s 
conversational ineptitude hampers its production of slang. I return to this point below.
[15] The resources needed for this project were as complicated as the requirements for 
it. Two kinds of data were needed: slang terms used in BtVS and information about 
how patterns of slang were formed and with what frequencies. Adams’s Slayer Slang 
(2003) serves as a point of entry for both types of data. Its extensive lexicon is the 
most comprehensive list of slayer slang assembled to date, drawing on several 
different sources; the lexicon is also large enough to provide statistical information 
about frequency and patterns of use. The lexicon lacks some slang terms that should 
have been included (for example, items from the show’s last season), so statistics 
derived from it are not completely accurate. However, they are more than adequate for 
a computer program that includes proof of concept as a major purpose. 
[16] The lexicon in Slayer Slang lists slayer slang gathered from a number of more or 
less distinct sources: from episodes of BtVS; from the authorized novels set in the 
Buffyverse; and from the online Buffy fan community, particularly the two official fan 
forums for the show (namely, the Bronze during Buffy’s five years on the WB, and the 
Bronze: Beta after the show moved to UPN). Slayer Slang presents all of these terms 
as examples of slayer slang, which indeed they are. However, in designing this 
program, I was more selective.  For reasons explained in some detail below, I used 
only the slayer slang words and patterns that actually appeared in episodes of BtVS, 
what I will call “canonical slayer slang.” This category is distinct from slayer slang in 
BtVS novels, online fan forums, fanfiction, and other discourse, most of which is more 
or less derivative from the slang used on episodes of Buffy. The decision to use only 
canonical slayer slang as the basis for the program was intended to keep linguistic 
analysis of slayer slang as unproblematic as possible.
[17] Canonical slayer slang was the source of data that I divided into the seven 
different levels shown in Table 1. Those levels divide the slang according to types of 
linguistic deviation from mainstream American English and also largely correlate with 
the predictability or novelty of member forms.



[18] The first level, comprised of jargon, is the easiest to include in such a program. All 
that is necessary is to compile a list of the particular words. It is also one of the least 
productive and least innovative areas of slayer slang. There are very few enduring 
jargon terms introduced later than Scooby Gang in Season Two (and Scooby Gang 
could be considered a Level Seven pop-culture derived form, as much as just jargon). 
The levels grow more and more difficult to incorporate into a sentence generator until 
they reach a point of near-impossibility (although the exact frontier depends on the 
skill of the programmer). Very few people in the world would invent the term Undead-
American, and no computer can match such innovation yet. 
[19] The scale does not correspond exactly to the frequency with which each kind of 
slang is used. The most productive and most frequently used kinds of slang are the 
suffixes -age and -y (in words like slayage and crayon-breaky). These suffixes are only 
Level Two slang in terms of implementation difficulty. All the words at Level Two, 
however, are products of relatively few prefixes or suffixes, which generally work in 
predictable ways.  If jargon and affixation were not restricted, slayer slang would 
become so complicated and cumbersome that only full-time Buffyologists could 
understand it. 
[20] On the other hand, pop-culture derived words and utterances admit no such 
limits. Counting their occurrences is tricky, but it’s easy to think of many examples, 
from the first season (“She’s our Sabrina” [“The Witch,” 1003]) to the last (“It’s like 
somebody slaughtered an Abercrombie & Fitch catalog” [“Selfless,” 7005]). If Buffy had 
gone on past seven seasons, quips like these would have continued to pile up, while 
new jargon terms and new affixes would have been comparatively rare. 
[21] Slayer slang from Levels One and Two is an integral part of the program. The 
vocabulary used by the program began with the list of jargon and Buffy-specific terms 
that would be used and then was expanded to include other generally useful words. 
Affixation and other patterns of forming new words (or finding new uses for old words) 
were also included in the basic functioning of the sentence generator. The sentences 
generated by this program are like canonical slayer slang in that most instances of 
slang come from these two levels. Slang from Levels Three, Four, and Five was 
implemented with only partial success. Slang from these levels was included only when 
there existed an explicit precedent in BtVS. The program itself has no ability to create 
new words by means of truncation or changing parts of speech. Levels Six and Seven 
forms are more or less absent from the program. This is an area that particularly needs 
to be addressed in future versions of the sentence generator. 
[22] It is important to note that none of these kinds of slang from the higher levels is 
impossible to characterize linguistically or to implement in a program. For example, the 
nouning of words like creepy and happy works in a straightforward way from their 
usual uses as adjectives. This phenomenon has been the subject of detailed 
investigation at least as far back as Clark and Clark (1979). Their analysis not only 
treats the functional shift common nouns, but also proposes a theory to explain the use 
of proper names and other nouns surfacing as verbs with meanings that are not 
straightforwardly predictable. They illustrate with examples from real texts: “You’re in 
danger of being Hieronymous Bosch’d”; “She wasn’t Krishna’d out, she was only 
hippied out.” Clark and Clark propose one analysis for what I have identified as 
elements from two different levels of slayer slang—changing parts of speech and 
making pop-culture references. This indicates that some of the distinct problems faced 
by the Buffy sentence generator are manifestations of a smaller number of significant 



gaps in the program’s capabilities. 
[23] Clark and Clark’s analysis actually identifies what is now the main gap in the Buffy 
sentence generator’s output, sentences whose meaning depends on active cooperation 
in a conversation. Such cooperation in turn depends on shared knowledge of the world 
and the most salient properties of the objects and people in it. This kind of slang—Level 
Seven in my hierarchy—has the most obvious sociological importance. Slang depending 
on shared knowledge serves to create group solidarity and to separate knowledgeable 
insiders from ignorant outsiders. It is also the kind of slang that a program like the 
current version of this sentence generator cannot generate, because it has no sense of 
dialogue or cooperative speech. 
[24] What is needed to fill the gap is a computational system that builds conversation 
and stores information that serves as shared information for the cooperative process of 
generating higher level slang. Perhaps most appropriate would be an implementation of 
Hans Kamp’s Discourse Representation Theory (Kamp 1981). It should be noted, 
however, that any substantial improvement in the sentence generator could be 
obtained only by implementing such a system (at considerable expense). Short of that, 
electronic artifice will not scale the highest ramparts of BtVS linguistic creativity, the 
sort represented in “I know Faith’s not gonna be on the cover of Sanity 
Fair” (“Doppelgangland,” 3016). 
  
Program design and operation 
[25] The details of how such a program is put together are more technical than would 
bear the telling. Nevertheless, it is useful to have a conceptual understanding of how 
computer-generated slayer slang is created. Inherent in this method are the project’s 
strengths and weaknesses, which are apparent in the results it has produced. 
[26] The sentence generator takes a “seed” generated at random and turns it into a 
grammatical (and slangy) English sentence by passing it through a series of modules 
tailored for different tasks. We can look at the design of the program by following an 
example sentence (taken from the real data in the appendix) as it goes through its 
path through the different modules. A list of these modules is given in Table 2.
  

table 2: component modules of the Buffy slang generator
 

Main program:       scoobyage.cgi
Modules:              Pattern_Generator
                Structure_Builder 

           Lexicon 
           Orthographizer 
           Theta_Checker 

The sentence we will follow through the program is the following: 
  

118. I think some researchy gals are not loving that rushy werewolf.
  
[27] The program is initiated when a user loads the Website where the program resides 
into her Internet browser. The program here is represented by the main Webpage, 
called scoobyage.cgi. This page calls various modules, each of which performs some 



special tasks, and then prepares the sentence it has generated for display to the user: 
  

scoobyage.cgi starts up, loads all the modules it will use later on, and 
then summons the first module: Pattern_Generator ; 

Pattern_Generator has a list of possible sentence patterns and it picks 
one at random: NP.VPb, that is, “Noun Phrase” and “A ‘to be’ Verb 
Phrase” (i.e., a verb phrase including some form of the verb be), the most 
basic skeletal pattern on which the eventual sentence is built; 

NP.VPb is passed to the next module: Structure_Builder; the pattern is 
expanded by another random pick from a list of possible structures based 
on NP.VPb. NP is expanded to D.AJ.N—a determiner (such as “the” or 
“some”), an adjective, and a noun; VPb expands to VB.VS.PROG.NP, 
meaning the verb “to be” followed by a singly-transitive verb in the 
progressive aspect, followed by the noun phrase which is the object of that 
verb.

Since there is still an unexpanded phrase—the NP at the end of VPb—the module 
reiterates. It expands that NP into D.AJ.N. Now there are no more unexpanded 
phrases, so the concatenated structure goes to the next module—Lexicon—which will 
turn it into almost-English.
  
[28] The input into Lexicon is this structure: 
  

D.AJ.N.VB.VS.PROG.D.AJ.N 
  
Lexicon fills each placeholder with a word of the appropriate type. Each word is 
chosen at random from a list of words of that given type. This means that the sentence 
being created might end up grammatically correct but semantically unlikely, either 
because it is unidiomatic English or because it is implausible said of or in the 
Buffyverse. This problem will be dealt with in a later module, but we need not worry 
about it at this point, because we know that the words in this sentence make sense 
together. 
[29] The skeleton from Structure_Builder is replaced by this pseudo-English 
sentence: a research+y gal be love+ing that rush+y werewolf. Concealed in this 
sentence is one of the most characteristic features of slayer slang, namely rampant 
suffixation, particularly of  -y. Of the terms included in Slayer Slang that were found in 
BtVS episodes, almost one-third of them were produced just by adding the -y suffix. 
This very important suffix is represented in this program by two possible ways of 
picking adjectives, either from a list of standard English adjectives or by adding -y to 
any of the words in the noun or verb lists. Simple random choice makes the first noun 
phrase plural but keeps the rushy werewolf singular. Another random choice makes the 
sentence negative instead of positive, so the result looks like this:
  



a+pl research+y gal+pl be not love+ing that rush+y werewolf 
  
[30] The next step is to fix the orthography of the sentence, for which purpose we 
have the module Orthographizer.  Simple substitutions turn a+pl into some, research
+y into researchy, etc. They also find the appropriate conjugation for be given a plural 
subject, and the final product of this module is
  

some researchy gals are not loving that rushy werewolf 
  
which is then sent to the last module. The sentence at this point has already been put 
in working order as far as grammaticality is concerned. The last step before preparing 
the sentence for presentation is to make sure that the content of the sentence makes 
some sense as well. The last module is therefore named Theta_Checker, after the 
linguistic notion of “theta roles,” which refers to those restrictions on classes of words 
that are based on the meaning of other words in the sentence. These are the controls 
that, given a verb like eat, will limit the possible subjects to living things that can 
physically consume other things. Checking that all proper theta restrictions are adhered 
to is the main, though not the only, task for this module. 
[31] Any sentence generator for human language must perform a number of theta role 
checks, but a Buffy sentence generator must perform some additional checks. For 
instance, a standard theta role check makes sure that nouns in certain positions must 
be animate. Verbs like hit or kick require an animate subject: in this sense, they are 
analogous to verbs like sire and feed which (in the world of slayer slang) require an 
undead subject.  Other slang terms may have non-slang meanings that allow a wider 
range of use, but their usage in BtVS tends to adhere to the slang definition. So, while 
one could imagine a situation in which it would be necessary to say, “She staked 
Joyce!” it is much more common for the verb stake to be used only when the stakee is 
a vampire and prone to dusting. Theta_Checker therefore disfavors the non-slangy use 
of slayer slang.
[32] Theta_Checker also checks other aspects of the sentence for acceptability.  
Certain words are syntactically plausible but improbable because they sound like 
standard English words or because they are phonologically difficult. Words like 
“hottiey” (as in “She has a hottiey brother”) and “destinyey” are disallowed because of 
the difficulty in pronunciation. The module rules out sentences that repeat a vocabulary 
element more than once, to avoid typical machine-produced awkward sentences like 
“Buffy kicked Buffy.”
[33] These and other checks cull the sentences that are most likely to be unacceptable 
for reasons of semantics, phonology, or logic. In a more powerful program, such 
sentences could be fixed, but because the processing power for this whole program is 
negligible, when Theta_Checker detects an error it instructs scoobyage.cgi to reject the 
entire sentence and begin from another random generation. Thus, when this program 
is run, it may consider and discard any number of problematic sentences before finding 
an acceptable sentence to display.
[34] The test sentence we have followed is almost ready for display now. The last step 
is another random check to decide whether to add an “interjection” to the sentence. 
The “interjections” used by scoobyage.cgi vary widely in their exact functions and could 
be said to interact variously with the rest of the sentence. But all of them have in 
common with real interjections the attribute of being included in a sentence mostly to 
indicate the speaker’s feelings or thoughts about the statement or question being made 



(surprise, happiness, doubt). This time the random check picks out I think, which is 
effectively an interjection serving to distance the speaker from the factuality of the 
statement being made. This is concatenated with the sentence, punctuation is added, 
and capitalization is checked. The sentence is finally ready for display and, along with 
HTML tags for Web display, the sentence is displayed for the program user: 
  

I think some researchy gals are not loving that rushy werewolf. 
  
This process, although tortuous to fully explain in prose, takes only a fraction of a 
second to be computed, making the response to the user's request for a sentence 
almost instantaneous. 
  
The Results 
[35] The corpus of 150 sentences generated in sequence by this program (included as 
an appendix to this essay) provides a representative sample of both the strengths and 
weaknesses of the Buffy sentence generator. A corpus of this size is large enough to 
suggest the rate of success of this program and to suggest directions for future 
development. 
[36] Out of the full 150 sentence corpus, three sentences are positively ungrammatical:
  

(57)    Faith didn’t love who. 
(102)  Her freaky sires pretty don’t like some demons. 
(133)  Her pretty much don’t like Cordelia. 

  
These sentences are marked in the appendix with the symbol “*.” 
  
[37] In addition to these three ungrammatical sentences, there are eleven sentences 
almost impossible to imagine in a BtVS episode. These sentences may not be 
grammatically impossible, but they are implausible for other reasons. Nine have the 
appearance of being contrived; they seem to be slayer slang run amuck, to the point 
where they are almost impossible to understand. Consequently, they are hard to 
imagine as actual BtVS sentences in any context. The other two questionable sentences 
are unlikely because of the real personalities and chronologies of the BtVS characters 
to whom they refer. Although almost anything is possible in the Buffyverse, these 
utterances seem basically implausible. Examples of the two types of unlikely sentences 
include the following: 
  
(1) Your totally violent guys don’t love her gatheringy ashes. 

(148) The pretty sirey slayer didn’t like Giles. 
  
These sentences are marked in the appendix with the symbol “?.” 
  

[38] The shortest sentences in the corpus are two words long. These include 
  

(33) Cordelia freaked. 
  
and 
  



(64) Warren babbled. 
  
Easy to understand, they are not particularly interesting. The reverse is true of the 
longest sentences in the corpus, weighing in at 11 words. There are two sentences of 
this length: 
  

(77) Don’t you think Anya pretty much didn’t like her baddie minions? 
  
and 
  

(80) Okay, the unusual vampires pretty much don’t love this witchy bad.  
  
The average sentence length is 6.227 words. To determine whether these tendencies 
correspond with those of canonical slayer slang, it would be necessary to analyze the 
entire body of Buffy transcripts very carefully. These lengths are certainly consistent 
with ordinary casual English. 
  
Remaining issues to be researched 
[39] Two areas on which this research does not shed light are differences in slayer 
slang among BtVS characters and changes in slayer slang over the course of seven 
seasons, not to mention in its extensions on Angel, into Buffy fandom, and perhaps 
even into mainstream speech. The approach taken in the construction of this program, 
treating all the canonical terms in Slayer Slang as of equal weight, ignores the 
important differences in speakers and contexts. 
[40] The original design for the sentence generator included a plan to produce 
sentences in the peculiar styles of particular characters. After all, it is obvious to any 
Buffy fan that each major character has a unique way of talking. One of Xander’s lines 
would never sound right were it spoken by Riley. But capturing these stylistic 
differences systematically would be the work of a much larger project. It would entail 
using Buffy scripts or transcripts to build an individual corpus of utterances for each 
major character. Then each corpus could be compared with the others to find the 
salient differences among them. One might even wish to go further and to treat each 
utterance with sensitivity to the preceding dialogue, and to the other characters 
present, as well as to other aspects of the context. Each step in this direction would 
produce a program better trained, not only to generate sentences that successfully 
imitate slayer slang, but actually to write plausible dialogue according to the principles 
used by the show’s writers. But it also would entail ever-growing corpora and 
constantly increasing program complexity. 
[41] Changes in slayer slang over time include changes in the composition of the slang 
and changes in the role of slayer slang in BtVS. Examples of the former are the 
replacement of old slang by new words or patterns, such as when slayerette gave way 
to Scooby Gang, or when the suffix -age declined while the suffix -y grew increasingly 
common (Adams 2003, 19 and 42). An example of the change of the role of slayer 
slang in Buffy is the general decline of slang in later seasons (Adams 2004). It is 
impossible to analyze the slang in BtVS fully without taking both kinds of change into 
consideration. What really must be sought is an understanding of slayer slang that 
transcends the superficial (transcript) level in multiple dimensions: it must extend to 
some understanding of the birth and re-birth of slayer slang in the minds of Buffy’s 
writers and must accommodate adaptation of slayer slang by Buffy’s fans. 



  
Interpretation and analysis 
[42] The results of the slayer slang sentence generator tended to give a strong 
affirmative answer to the question of whether computer-generated sentences could 
really sound like slayer slang. Although the program is imperfect, its failures do not 
undermine the possibility of such generation. So, to answer this article’s original 
question, how much can we consider slayer slang to be shaped by consistent rules? 
The computer sentence generator shows that slayer slang is heavily rule-based, since 
the computer is only capable of following rules: it is certainly possible to create slayer 
slang sentences by adherence to consistent rules. 
[43] But this picture is incomplete. We must acknowledge that although the sentence 
generator can reliably create novel sentences in the style of slayer slang, it cannot 
generate every kind of slayer slang that occurs in other sources. Some kinds of this 
slang (those determined by pop culture references and discourse sensitivity, for 
example) entirely evade computer generation. And the sentence generator also 
produces implausible and impossible sentences. Thus, the rules used by the slayer 
slang sentence generator are necessary but not sufficient to produce the entire corpus 
of slayer slang and nothing else. The relationship between these predictable rules and 
the unpredictable aspects of slayer slang is one of the key elements in the organization 
of the slayer slang speaker community.
[44] The questions this program was designed to study are critical for understanding 
the nature of Buffy fandom, and they go to the heart of what made Buffy different from 
other TV shows. With regard to a community like that of Buffy fans, connected through 
online messageboards, fansites, and other Internet-based communication, the 
importance of language cannot be overstated. This is true not only in terms of content, 
but also in terms of language used as a sign of affiliation and a factor of group 
cohesion. Slayer slang is the secret handshake of the Buffyverse, and for that reason 
understanding language in the show and understanding the two-way relationship 
between BtVS and its fandom is much more important than studying the slang for its 
own sake, as an object of linguistic interest. 
  
Slayer slang and slayer style 
[45] Dick Hebdige (1979) describes style (and particularly linguistic style) in 
subcultures as a “signifying practice” (118). In other words, style (including slang) is 
best understood as an action or a process, taking place between a speaker and an 
audience. It is a process in which a message is transmitted. Although this may be a 
literal message—as in the case of any utterance of slayer slang—the literal content of 
the message does not exhaust its meaning: the manner of the message, that is to say 
its style, transmits information about the speaker and the audience, as well. This 
information may pertain to their respective sex or class or their worldview or 
relationship to mainstream culture and is conveyed in the active practice that is style. 
As Hebdige says, “subcultural styles do indeed qualify as art but as art in (and out of) 
particular contexts; not as timeless objects, judged by the immutable criteria of 
traditional aesthetics, but as ‘appropriations’, ‘thefts’, subversive transformations, as 
movement” (129). 
[46] What can we learn about the speakers of slayer slang from the nature of the slang 
itself? In this question, we are concerned with speakers of canonical slayer slang—
slayer slang as used in episodes of Buffy—and with fans of the show who adopt slayer 



slang as an idiom of their own. The practice of slayer slang suggests a speaker (and an 
audience) invested in pop culture. Pop culture references are used frequently and 
usually without an explanation. Slayer slang tends to use pop culture references, not 
just as metaphors, but also as building blocks of language, nouns or verbs that can be 
affixed onto or put into another tense or case. This is no less true of slayer slang as 
used by BtVS fans than it is of the slang used in the show. Slayer Slang includes 
examples of pop culture used in these ways in Buffy online communities. One example 
is Ewanage, seen in the Bronze and defined by Michael Adams (2003) as “Exposure 
to . . . Ewan McGregor” (175).
[47] These references are sometimes so casual that the pop culture terms have 
become literally a part of the language; yet they often require a complex 
understanding of the reference. To understand Buffy’s statement, “I can’t believe that 
you of all people are trying to Scully me,” not only must the listener must know what 
character is being referred to and what television show she comes from, but 
furthermore must be able to pick out from among all of that character’s attributes 
(being female, being a government employee, being fervently Roman Catholic, etc.) 
the one relevant to the moment (being skeptical).
[48] Remembering Hebdige’s description of subcultural style, we should consider the 
message conveyed by this kind of slang at a level beyond the literal. What is conveyed 
by these common yet complex and layered pop culture references? They suggest a 
deep investment in popular culture and require thorough familiarity with a wide range 
of American popular culture. This suggestion is quite ironic, given the many patterns in 
slayer slang that are distinct from standard English and therefore marks its distance 
from mainstream culture; but the contradiction represents a central aspect of the 
sense of identity and cultural affiliation encompassed by the use of slayer slang.
[49] Slayer slang also tends to develop new usages and creative twistings of words 
already incorporated into the slang. For example, the new term Scooby Gang was 
changed and played with on Buffy (Scoobies, Scoobs, Scoobycentric, Scooby-sense, 
etc.), as well as in the BtVS fan community. Slayer slang both illustrates and depends 
upon a speaker’s cleverness and discourse sensitivity. This aspect of slayer slang more 
than any other derailed the idea of analyzing full BtVS episode transcripts to gather 
complete statistical data about the patterns of slayer slang, given the frequency and 
complexity of exchanges like these: 
  

Giles: Let’s not lose our perspective here, Xander.
Xander: I’m Perspective Guy. Angel’s a killer. (“Becoming, Part 1,” 2021)

  
A similar but distinct kind of slayer slang in BtVS fan communities is exemplified in 
posts from the Bronze saying Slay you later or Don’t let the bedvamps bite. Since 
online message board conversations cannot have the temporal immediacy of real-time 
discourse, perhaps these examples of slayer-slangy plays on English clichés are the 
closest possible thing in online fandom. Certainly they suggest a similar cleverness and 
a keen awareness of language. 
[50] Significantly, these sentences use the least mechanical aspects of slayer slang. In 
the terms in which I proposed my original problem, they are characteristics that rely on 
innovation instead of repetition. The question might be raised of whether it is fair to 
pick out these characteristics as the most essential parts of slayer slang. Are they not, 
after all, less common than slayer slang characteristics like jargon and novel affixation? 
The relevant measure, however, is not frequency. The most important elements of 



slayer slang (as of any kind of slang) are those that reveal something of the speaker’s 
social position: -y suffixation could be just as easily part of thieves’ cant or an elite 
affectation. The most frequent items of slayer slang are revealing about slayer slang 
speakers only if they are typical of youth slang or have some other sociological 
relevance. 
[51] The fact that such nuances fall through the cracks of a computerized version of 
slayer slang may seem like a disheartening result. Yet the program acquits itself well 
enough: after all, it produces reasonable slayer slang much of the time. Instead of 
throwing up our hands over this result, we can let it lead us to a deeper understanding 
of the slayer slang speech community. Recall that the data used to design this program 
came only from canonical slayer slang, and data from BtVS online communities was not 
included. Sentences generated by this program therefore are a sort of “second-order” 
slayer slang.  In this sense, they are like the slayer slang sentences used in BtVS fan 
communities. Both are weakly bound by canonical slayer slang: they can be innovative 
but cannot depart too radically from the text of BtVS or they will become 
unrecognizable as slayer slang. Of course, the members of fan communities can and do 
innovate in more interesting ways than this computer program. Fan innovations have 
also occasionally been cited as inspiring slayer slang later used in Buffy. This truly 
dialectical behavior seems rare, however. We can at least impressionistically see a 
general adherence to the patterns laid down by canonical slayer slang, in both second-
order slayer slang sources. 
[52] How much is the slang of scoobyage.cgi like the slang used in the Bronze and 
other BtVS fan sites? Once we look past the jargon particular to the online fan 
communities (bezoar, bitca, etc.), we find firm conclusions evasive—therein lies 
another research project. 
[53] What is at stake in the current research?  We seek to understand a basic cleavage 
in the community of slayer slang speakers, between innovators and imitators. This is 
another aspect of the same question with which I began my research. Although I was 
interested in the overall balance of innovation and conservatism in slayer slang, it is 
also important to understand the relationship between them. This perspective places 
slayer slang in the context of other slang systems. Any group with slang of its own and 
in which privilege differentials exist (in slayer slang, one group of speakers—the 
Scooby Gang— certainly has a privileged status for its speech) may tend to separate 
innovation and repetition among distinct groups of speakers.
  
Conclusion 
[54] My research began with the goal of answering questions about the nature of 
slayer slang and about its relationship to its community of speakers. To find these 
answers, I constructed a computer program that uses the vocabulary of BtVS and the 
patterns of slayer slang used in the show to construct original sentences in the style of 
slayer slang.  Theoretically, this program can generate an infinite number of never-
before-spoken sentences that are unmistakably in the style of slayer slang. This gives a 
solid answer to the first question raised in this paper: yes, slayer slang is largely based 
on rules which are as consistent as the rules of dialects and other variation from 
mainstream speech in the real world. 
[55] More difficult questions concern the relationship of slayer slang to its community 
of speakers and the different levels of command and authority over the slang given to 
different groups and individuals within that community. Here the products of the slayer 



slang sentence generator are inconclusive: more work must be done in this area before 
we can answer all of the attendant questions, including those about the reciprocity 
between canonical slayer slang and the slayer slang used by fans and other language 
users, those underprivileged within the community of slayer slang speakers. How much 
do their extensions of slayer slang and their original coinages feed back into canonical 
slayer slang? A greater influence by BtVS fans on the development of canonical slayer 
slang would change our understanding of the relationship between the different groups 
of speakers. Work must also be done to investigate the development of slayer slang 
within the show over the course of seven seasons, along with its parallel development 
on Angel. 
[56] This article explores many new ways to study longstanding questions concerning 
the characteristics of slang and subculture. Like Adams’s Slayer Slang (2003), this 
work problematizes its own conclusions by looking forward. Thus I do not apologize if 
this article raises more questions about slayer slang than it has answered: some other 
student of the Buffyverse will feel the need to solve the remaining problems and, in 
doing so, will advance our shared understanding of that world and what it tells us 
about ourselves. 
  

Appendix: Buffy sentence generator corpus
(Gathered August 9, 2004, 4:36 - 4:40 p.m.) 

 
(1)      Your totally violent guys don’t love her gatheringy ashes. 
(2)      Who vamped Faith? 
(3)      Alright! Her yawnworthy ashes didn’t dust Angel. 
(4)      Your demons are not brooding. 
(5)      Xander researches. 
(6)      Okay, her sombernesses totally freaked. 
(7)      I think the sillinesses are vampirey. 
(8)      You know, her sadness doesn’t show. 
(9)      Don’t you think her somberness totally doesn’t love your majornesses? 
(10)    I think Xander doesn’t miss that freaksome guy. 
(11)    Her freaksomenesses don’t watch your slayers. 
(12)    Okay, Angel so dusts her sirey school. 
(13)    The girlfriend didn’t stake Spike. 
(14)    And yet some totally clue-free gatherings had been feeding. 
(15)    Alright! A minion-free gal very much doesn’t like Cordelia. 
(16)    Don’t you think her girlfriend totally wigs? 
(17)    Some witchy werewolves had very not been feeding. 
(18)    The really watchery covens are feeding. 
(19)    Whoa, he really researches. 
(20)    Okay, Willow didn’t brood. 
(21)    He really avoids. 
(22)    Principal Wood pretty much didn’t freak. 
(23)    This sadness has pretty much been feeding. 
(24)    Cordelia doesn’t watch her wickednesses. 
(25)    That destiny-free girlfriend kinda didn’t like his minion-free crazy. 
(26)    Xander didn’t like your sitches. 
(27)    A slayer pretty much loved your dollsomeness. 



(28)    Your coveny vampires were wigging. 
(29)    And yet Oz didn’t wig. 
(30)    Maybe the Mayor freaked. 
(31)    Spike vamps her dead demons. 
(32)    Whoa, your girlfriend-free sitches have really not been feeding. 
(33)    Cordelia freaked. 
(34)    These sadnesses have not been feeding. 
(35)    Okay, her bad didn’t hit the witch. 
(36)    The yawnworthinesses had really been feeding. 
(37)    And yet the violent slayers totally freaked. 
(38)    Joyce was Anya. 
(39)    Okay, some minion-free slayers pretty much like Xander. 
(40)    Okay, these slayers love these sitches. 
(41)    That gal pretty much didn’t like her vampires. 
(42)    Buffy was not wigging. 
(43)    Xander totally rushed. 
(44)    And yet Xander very much didn’t avoid Buffy. 
(45)    Whoa, her miniony demon liked some girlfriendy gals. 
(46)    Oz totally showed. 
(47)    You know, her freaksome clues very much don’t babble. 
(48)    You know, Willow is coveny. 
(49)    You know, a stakey guy so doesn’t avoid. 
(50)    Her skankinesses don’t like that yawnworthiness. 
(51)    Okay, a demon dusts Spike. 
(52)    Spike muchly likes those pretty wiggy clues. 
(53)    Don't you think Anya doesn’t dust her vampirey weirds? 
(54)    Buffy didn’t dust her broody library. 
(55)    Don’t you think Anya loved her dollsomenesses? 
(56)    And yet Cordelia didn’t love his crazinesses. 
(57)    Faith didn’t love who. 
(58)    Joyce likes this freakedness. 
(59)    And yet Principal Wood totally didn’t dust her ampedness. 
(60)    Cordelia totally freaked. 
(61)    Cordelia didn’t save Buffy. 
(62)    The girlfriend-free slayer didn’t wig. 
(63)    Whoa, Angel didn’t like your wicked clues. 
(64)    Warren babbled. 
(65)    The really demony girlfriend muchly researched. 
(66)    Alright! Spike totally fed. 
(67)    That watchery guy really kicked Oz. 
(68)    Maybe Willow totally didn’t like that book. 
(69)    Don’t you think that wiggy gal really doesn’t love Angel? 
(70)    Joyce is wigging. 
(71)    Don’t you think her very violent happies don’t see Willow? 
(72)    Buffy really doesn’t rush. 
(73)    Don’t you think those freaksomenesses had been feeding? 
(74)    Maybe Spike pretty much doesn’t love a freaksomeness. 
(75)    Those vampires fed. 
(76)    I think Buffy muchly saw her destinies. 



(77)    Don’t you think Anya pretty much didn’t like her baddie minions? 
(78)    Don’t you think her girlfriend totally freaks? 
(79)    You know, her demons freak. 
(80)    Okay, the unusual vampires pretty much don’t love this witchy bad. 
(81)    Her dollsomenesses don’t vamp this really wiggy slayers. 
(82)    I think her messedness really loved this pretty yawnworthy slayer. 
(83)    Buffy was his clue. 
(84)    Some clue-free guys kinda didn’t rush. 
(85)    I think Xander didn’t freak. 
(86)    Alright! The slayers are watching those demons. 
(87)    Anya rushed. 
(88)    The demon totally saved her. 
(89)    Oz so bails. 
(90)    Maybe your crazinesses have pretty much been feeding. 
(91)    I think Cordelia totally researches. 
(92)    Dawn doesn’t brood. 
(93)    Her dollsomeness muchly likes your wickedness. 
(94)    Her sirey library very much didn’t like Willow. 
(95)    Alright! The minion-free demons very much babble. 
(96)    That vampire pretty much doesn’t bail. 
(97)    Whoa, Cordelia pretty much loved your demony zombies. 
(98)    I think that dollsome boyfriend doesn’t research. 
(99)    And yet the slaggedness kinda was not girlfriend-free. 
(100)  Warren stakes her bloody school. 
(101)  Don’t you think his yawnworthinesses pretty much were miniony? 
(102)  Her freaky sires pretty don’t like some demons. 
(103)  Dawn really slays the Master. 
(104)  Your slayer doesn’t avoid. 
(105)  The deadness feeds. 
(106)  Her somber covens didn’t avoid these boyfriend-free witches. 
(107)  Alright! The Hellmouth had really not been feeding. 
(108)  Okay, these slayers didn’t see her sires. 
(109)  These witches loved your slayy happies. 
(110)  The Master loved those slayers. 
(111)  Whoa, those covens had been feeding. 
(112)  Whoa, your slayers were not rushing. 
(113)  Buffy liked her so freaksome school. 
(114)  The Mayor really didn’t nap. 
(115)  I think Willow really sees these yawnworthy guys. 
(116)  I think that exactness pretty much was not kicky. 
(117)  Willow so doesn’t babble. 
(118)  I think some researchy gals are not loving that rushy werewolf. 
(119)  Those watchery vampires brooded. 
(120)  And yet the Mayor avoided some nappy witches. 
(121)  Okay, some hitty slayers avoid your dollsome girlfriend. 
(122)  Alright! Willow likes your slayers. 
(123)  Alright! Angel pretty much doesn’t freak. 
(124)  Angel doesn’t bail. 



(125)  Your watcher didn’t miss his slayer. 
(126)  The Master vamped Oz. 
(127)  Her crazinesses bail. 
(128)  Her majornesses don’t like Angel. 
(129)  Angel kinda doesn’t like your pretty coveny crazy. 
(130)  His yawnworthinesses totally was not sire-free. 
(131)  I think she likes Cordelia. 
(132)  The Master pretty much doesn’t bail. 
(133)  Her pretty much don’t like Cordelia. 
(134)  The pretty bloody girlfriend kinda bailed. 
(135)  Maybe an uber guy doesn’t babble. 
(136)  Her ampedness didn’t avoid. 
(137)  The Master pretty much doesn’t like her covens. 
(138)  And yet Willow doesn’t research. 
(139)  Okay, the girlfriend really doesn’t wig. 
(140)  Her book-free demon muchly loved that vampire. 
(141)  Okay, the sucky gal doesn’t nap. 
(142)  Her werewolf has been researching. 
(143)  Whoa, Angel pretty much watches Principal Wood. 
(144)  The girlfriend-free guy pretty much loved the boyfriend-free slayers. 
(145)  Willow pretty much staked her slaggedness. 
(146)  Oz totally didn't love that gal. 
(147)  Some violent slayers pretty much don’t love Cordelia. 
(148)  The pretty sirey slayer didn’t like Giles. 
(149)  I think her creepies pretty much avoided the slayy watchers. 
(150)  And yet these vampires kinda babble. 

  
Notes 

*Thanks are due to Kevin Sandler and D. Terence Langendoen, current and former 
faculty at the University of Arizona, where the research described in this paper began. 
This research would not have been possible without their advice and insight into Buffy 
the Vampire Slayer and Natural Language Processing, respectively. 
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Mark Peters 
Getting a Wiggins and Being a Bitca: How Two 
Items of Slayer Slang Survive on the Television 

Without Pity Message Boards 
  
[1] It’s not news that Buffy the Vampire Slayer is one of the most 
verbally creative television shows in history. Seinfeld and The Simpsons are its only 
rivals in the production of neologisms, slang, and memorable one-liners, and 
discussions of the linguistic contributions of those shows can be found in Verbatim: The 
Language Quarterly (see McFedries, 2003 and Peters, 2005). “Slayer slang”—as named 
by its strongest proponent and primary recorder Michael Adams—has spread beyond 
BtVS and Angel to Buffy-related books, fan fiction, and Internet communities. This 
article will look at the continued use of two examples of slayer slang (bitca and 
wiggins) on the popular message boards of Television Without Pity (http://
televisionwithoutpity.com). The survival of these terms is one of many signs of how 
television has expanded and enlivened the language of its fans and students.  
  
Slayer slang 
[2] Adams (2003) has written at length in Slayer Slang: A Buffy the Vampire Slayer 
Lexicon about the distinctive and innovative language of the show. In this book, Adams 
distinguishes between slayer slang and slayer jargon, summarizes scholarship on new 
word formation, shows why studying emerging words is an important and rare 
opportunity, and presents a delicious glossary of slayer slang terms such as lunchable, 
break and enterish, cuddle-monkey, fester-free, and wow-potential. Along the way, 
Adams looks at expressions like give (one) a happy, words like bezoar, suffixes like the 
-age in whuppage and usages like the much in Control freak much? and Broken-record 
much. 
[3] Most of these words and tendencies have not spread widely in the language, and 
therefore remain what linguists call “nonce words”—words coined for specific occasions 
that might be “invented” by different speakers or writers at different times but 
ultimately do not catch on. If a nonce word is intended as a joke or to show off the 

virtuosity of its author, then the word is called a “stunt word.”1 In any case, I prefer 
Adams’s term “ephemeral language” as a blanket term for both nonce and stunt words. 
As to the value of ephemeral language, I strongly agree with Adams, who writes: 
  

Most American culture is wonderfully superfluous, and the language that 
expresses our experience of it is often wildly creative and relatively short-lived; 
but words thus created are no less important because they are the linguistic 

http://www.slayage.tv/PDF/kromer.pdf


products of living in a particular place, at a particular time, doing particular 
things, the various threads from which our individual, not to mention cultural, 
experience is mostly woven. To travel among ephemeral American English and 
the conversational grammar that accompanies it is simply to participate broadly 
and deeply in American culture, here and now. The words and linguistic habits 
one picks up along the way are souvenirs of any one person’s American journey. 
(114) 

  
[4] Of course, slayer slang is also slang—which isn’t the same thing as ephemeral 
language, though as slang scholar Connie Eble points out, “[S]lang is ephemeral. A 
constant supply of new words requires the rapid change characteristic of slang. Most 
slang items enjoy only a brief time of popularity, bursting into existence and falling out 
of use at a much more rapid rate than items of the general vocabulary” (1996, 13). 
Though there is little agreement as to a precise definition of slang, there are several 
definite factors that distinguish slang words from non-slang words (ephemeral or not)—
the first has to do with slang’s dignity-lowering, stuffiness-demolishing effect. In the 
introduction to the Historical Dictionary of American Slang, Jonathon E. Lighter writes: 
  

[T]he use of slang undermines the dignity of verbal exchange and charges 
discourse with an unrefined and often aggressive informality. It pops the balloon 
of pretence. There is often a raw vitality in slang, a ribald sense of humor and a 
flip self-confidence; there is also very often locker-room crudity and toughness, a 
tawdry sensibility. Whether slang’s undignified sensibility communicates abrasive 
disrespect or a down-to-earth egalitarianism depends on one’s point of view. 
(1994, xii) 

  
This “undignified sensibility” of slang can be seen in slayer slang words such as destiny-
free, which takes the wind out of the portentous word and concept destiny, and a 
similar effect is achieved by Buffy’s oft-quoted “Sacred duty, yadda yadda yadda.” As 
to how these terms “lower the dignity” of discourse, imagine sticking slayer slang 
words such as crack-whore-free, butt monkey, or cuddlesome in a CNN broadcast, 
newspaper obituary, or job application—in each case, the balloon of pretence would be 
quite popped. 
[5] The social aspect of slang is equally crucial and has been much remarked upon in 
discussions of slang, such as Eble’s book Slang and Sociability. Eble defines slang as 
“an ever changing set of colloquial words and phrases that speakers use to establish or 
reinforce social identity or cohesiveness within a group or with a trend or fashion in 
society at large” (1996, 11) and Lighter touches on the same point: “Like the use of 
any special vocabulary, unselfconscious and accurate use of an identifiable group’s 
slang both implies and contributes to a strong emotional allegiance to that group and 
its values” (1994, xxxv). All language is social, but unlike standard English’s 
assumption of universal, neutral diction and personhood, different slang vocabularies 
cultivate and maintain different communities and identities. 
[6] Slayer slang is typical slang in that it is characterized by a “raw vitality” and “often 
aggressive informality” that serves to bond both the characters on BtVS and the fans 
who watch the show. It’s no wonder then that the distinct social setting of Television 
Without Pity—which partially overlaps but is not synonymous with Buffy fandom—has 
been an important site for the spread of slayer slang. 
  



Television Without Pity (TWoP) and language 
[7] TWoP—originally known as Mighty Big TV— is a particularly fertile breeding ground 
for slang, and the slang-happy fans of the Buffyverse have found a home there. With 
an avowed mission statement of “Spare the snark. Spoil the networks,” the site is 
made up of witty, sarcastic, humorous recaps of almost a hundred and fifty shows from 
the recent-past and present, and the message boards discuss these and many more 
shows. Though it’s not hard to find praise on the site, biting criticism is far more 
common, and this blurb for the discontinued recaps of Big Brother is pretty 
characteristic of the site’s tone: 
  

Being a really, really bad show is usually not enough to get you banished 
to Permanent Hiatus. However, being a really, really bad show that's on 
constantly, is 80% filler, and includes that skeevy live feed phenomenon? 
Yeah, that'll do it. We decided to save the money we would have had to 
spend on carpal tunnel treatment for recappers and redirect it to ... 
anything else. 

  
[8] TWoP’s prolific recappers and posters are also frequent neologizers—a trait they 
share with BtVS’s writers. Ephemeral words I have found on the site include ass-
owning, badassery, chest-thrustage, crap-diddly-tastic, deadee, double-meh, fluttery-
nugget, horrendo-mom, mom-burban, nunliness, ominousity, ovary-style, sexual 
genius-dar, skankspionage, soap-opery-ness, soulmate-itude, su-diddly-fucking-uck, 
and super-grope-y. Just like the writers of BtVS, TWoP’s users revel in making up 
words that communicate and entertain, even if just for one post, one topic, and one 
day. 
[9] To emphasize the shared language of the site, TWoP publishes a glossary of terms 
that are often used there. Some, like asshat and YMMV (your mileage may vary), are 
becoming very common slang terms, at least on the net; they can be found on many 
websites, message boards, and blogs, while other terms are more (though not 
completely) unique to TWoP, such as for God’s sack—which was created when recapper 

Sep mistyped for God’s sake.2 Another of the site’s more distinctive catchphrases is 
blah blah blah [fish]cakes—an expression used to mock and/or dismissively summarize 
any tedious speech, conversation, or situation, like so: “I would agree that Sam and 
her problems seem recycled, but for me they're recycled from some lazy T.V. movie 
(Feisty nurse, single mum, teenage pregnancy, vaguely abusive ex, troublesome tow 
headed son, dark, brooding widower doctor wanting to rescue both she and her child 
from it all ... blah, blah, blah badromancenovelcakes” (Jenn, 2005). And that’s just the 
tip of the fishcakes-berg, as the widely varied use of blah blah blah [fish]cakes shows 
the willingness of TWoP users to experiment and play with language. Just to show the 
flexibility, I’ve compiled an alphabetical list of forty variations from the site: 
  

blah blah blah abstinence cakes 
blah blah blah look-at-me-attention-getting-antics cakes 
blah blah blah medical gobbledy-gook-cakes 
blah blah blah pretentiousfashiontalkcakes 
Blah Blah Blah Repressed Feelings for Jack-Cakes 



blah blah blah soulmate slavery fishcakes 
blah blah blah stalkercakes 
blah blah blah terrific opportunity-cakes 
blah blah blah, destiny-cakes 
blah blah burning in Hell cakes 
blah blah fictionalcharactercakes 
blah blah jealousy cakes 
blah blah repetitive bullshit-cakes 
blah blah revenge cakes 
blah blah Utopia cakes 
blah blah wiccacakes 
blah obviouscakes 

blah, blah, “How do you guys deal with such a tough subject matter?” 
cakes 

blah, blah, blah anvilcakes 
blah, blah, blah No Joy in Mudvillecakes 
blah, blah, blah sexist-cakes 
blah, blah, blah, more High&MightyMe-cakes 
blah, blah, blah, rehabcakes 
blah-blah inspiring-others-and-following-dreams-cakes 
blahblahblah it isn’t that easy cakes 
blah-blah-blah-meltdown-cakes 
blah-blah-blah-the world revolves around me-fishcakes 
yada yada be sure to tune in Wednesday-cakes 
yada yada conflict cakes 
yada yada evilcakes 
yada yada peace and love fishcakes 
yada yada yada 2 forms of id-cakes 
yada yada yada it’s-been-a-big-week-cakes 
yada yada, shudder, chicken cakes 
yadda yadda afterschool special cakes 
yadda yadda breaking stereotypes-cake 
yadda yadda fish cakes 
yadda yadda impendingstormcakes 
yadda yadda redemption-cakes 
yadda, yadda, boring, Vera Wang-copy, snooze-cakes 

  
Clearly, the “cakes” can be virtually any flavor or size, providing nearly endless 
possibilities for dismissive-and-bored-yet-creative-and-clever writers. The “cakes” can 
be one word (anvilcakes, stalkercakes) or many words (look-at-me-attention-getting-
antics cakes). There can be one, two, or three blahs, and the blahs can be separated 
by commas, hyphens, or nothing—the blahs can also be replaced by yadas or yaddas. 
TWoP recappers and posters revel in this kind of improvisational, performative 
language play, and the creativity of shows like BtVS and the cake-baking TWoP users is 
mutually reinforcing and impossible to separate completely. 
  
The words 
[10] As Adams discusses, many of the innovations of slayer slang are of a piece with 
larger trends in slang; for example, one of the most characteristic tendencies in slayer 



slang is making atypical adjectives with the suffix –y, such as heart-of-darkness-y, out-
of-the-loopy, stammery, twelve-steppy, unminiony, and crayon-breaky. But increased 
productivity of -y can be seen far beyond the Buffyverse—even by as unlikely a 
speaker as Donald Rumsfeld, who was quoted at a 2002 press conference as saying: 
“I’m not into this detail stuff. I’m more concepty.” 
[11] Though adding –y to nouns is not unusual in itself, and concepty doesn’t have an 
unusually-long root like stiff upper-lippy, I’d say the sound and tone of concepty has 
more than a touch of slayer slang: concepty wouldn’t seem out of place next to avoidy, 
metaphory, developmenty, slippy, chickeny, and commandery. I find it remarkable that 
Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld would choose this word instead of conceptual. Whatever 
your political beliefs, few would accuse Rumsfeld of being on the cutting edge of 
anything; I also doubt he’s got a collection of BtVS DVDs stashed away at the 

Pentagon.3 So if Rumsfeld is capable of making up a word like concepty, then clearly 
the wider usage of –y has spread beyond both the Buffyverse specifically and youth 
culture broadly. Since the increasing use of suffixes like –y and –age is not exclusive 
to the Buffyverse, I opted against searching for them. 
[12] Instead, I picked bitca and wiggins—two Buffyverse neologisms that can’t easily 
be explained as part of larger trends in American English slang. As most fans will know, 
bitca is simply a euphemism for bitch that came about when Xander misheard Willow’s 
spelling-out of bitch in “When She Was Bad” (2001). Adams (2003) has identified 
related terms such as bitcalet (“diminutive bitch”—a term of endearment) and uber-
bitca (“superbitch”), and I have found, through Google searching, examples of super-
bitca, mega-bitca, psycho-bitca, bitca-ish, bitca-esque, bitca-like, and the bitca from 
hell. 
[13] Adams defines wiggins as an “episode of fear, over-excitement, agitation” (279). 
This word was used several times on the show, and its meaning is quite clear when 
Buffy uses it in “Welcome to the Hellmouth” (1001): “That place just gives me the 
wiggins.” The wiggins seem to be a close cousin of the creeps and the willies, and from 
examples on the show and elsewhere, it’s clear that one can have the wiggins or a 

wiggins.4 Adams has pointed out that wiggins hasn’t spread far beyond the Buffyverse 
despite the potential advantage of being related to words such as wig, wigged, wiggy, 
and wig out. 
[14] With bitca and wiggins in mind as good candidates for searching, I was curious 
how (and if) slayer slang had persisted in the absence of new episodes and in a 
particular place where the Buffyverse is a priority but not the priority. I collected all the 
appearances of bitca and wiggins on TWoP from June 2004-February 2005—a nine-
month period that took place a full year after BtVS’s final episode Chosen (7022) aired 
on May 20, 2003. In the next section, I will present these citations in the style of 
American Speech: A Quarterly of Linguistic Usage, though I have added bold for each 
use of the terms to make skimming easier. Quotations are reprinted as presented on 
the board; emendations are placed in square brackets, except that quotation marks 
and dashes are regularized to minimize confusion. 
  
The citations 
[15] bitca n. Bitch. 
  
2005 
Jan 17 TeenLibrarian http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?

http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?showtopic=3122122&view=findpost&p=2402454


showtopic=3122122&view=findpost&p=2402454 Some stories work better as a series 
than either a movie or a mini-series; and while I enjoyed the new miniseries I didn’t 
love it. I thought Apollo was too moody & Starbuck was a bitca; but I have since 
changed my mind. A lot. I didn’t rewatch the mini so I’m not sure if the writing 
changed or if they are both better an hour at a time. 
  
Jan 19 kenyaj http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3122259&view=findpost&p=2414427 My brother also jokingly said Vaughn 
was was only pretending to be asleep to avoid talking to Sydney (it’s a guy thing, he 
informs me), but I thought it was sweet that he was finally able to sleep peacefully 
next to her. Insomnia is a bitch, but especially when it’s Lauren’s worthless mug that’s 
keep you awake at night. Burn in hell, bitca. 
  
Jan 22 enness2000 http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2285194&view=findpost&p=2425984 It’s strange—I hate season 6 a lot 
more, but I get way more worked up over the flaws of season 7. I think its because 
season 6 was so bad it’s pretty much irredeemable in my mind, whereas season 7 
started off so promisingly (the final scene of Lessons, Buffy not being a mopy bitca, 
Selfless, CWDP) only to end up as a total train wreck. I can write off season 6 in my 
mind, but the wasted possibilites (I’m loathe to use the easy pun here) of season 7 will 
always annoy me. 
  
Jan 25 minisprout 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3119187&view=findpost&p=2438509 Well, perhaps shrew was the wrong 
word. But, there are times when the bitca really emerges from her. 
  
Jan 27 PeachesNCream 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3120113&view=findpost&p=2446417 We are well aware that these 
hopeless morons can barely string together basic sentences, and are more preoccupied 
with sitting on beaches with vapid long-lost stares, engaging in semi-macho-yet-
unbelievably-insipid pissing contests, or f*cking their siblings, YET we feel that if you 
do not come forward and expose yourself for the backstabbing bitca you are, 
consequences will be dire. Castaways should be informed immediately that you have 
pulled “babymamadrama” before, and are not above seducing male leads with your 
doe-eyed looks. Pull it together, Tess, before we mind-meld your ass out of this galaxy. 
Jan 28 No Other Way 
  
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2641556&view=findpost&p=2454185 Sadly, Willow seems to think she’s 
still dealing with the best friend she had in S1 and S2, and not the selfish bitca Buffy is 
being transformed into. How is Willow supposed to know that Buffy isn’t actually 
concerned about their friendship, that she’s only come to Willow because she wants 
Willow to make her problems with Faith (the same Faith she “dumped” Willow for) go 
away? [This citation was quoted by both Stargazer and namrog on January 28.] 
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Feb 2 wounded 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3122740&view=findpost&p=2472983 I’ll start off with the Emily issue: I 
hate her for what she did, yes, but to rub this off as character assassination? Hell no! I 
remember at the beginning of the season when we were all, “Why is Emily acting so 
rude towards Luke? She’s always liked him!” leading to the conclusion that while it was 
fine and dandy that she knew that Lorelai perhaps had a thing for him, it was a whole 
other story when Lorelai began dating him. She was threatened by it, and had to do 
something, and was a bitca at dinner. (Kind of like she and Richard being manipulative 
assholes by trying to break Rory and Dean by throwing her the Male Yale party.) 
  
Feb 9 jase-bot 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2932285&view=findpost&p=2502299 The only thing that can salvage 
Evangeline for me - and this was true long before John/Van began—is if they own her 
hypocritical bitchiness and go for making her a career—oriented villainess. I would love 
it if Natalie was what made her little internal screw turn all the way over to Evil Bitca, 
scheming against Natalie, etc. 
  
Feb 11 musetta 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3123062&view=findpost&p=2508781 This episode was a mixed bag, some 
highs and some lows. Loved the return of Julie, and her just being a blunt bitca to 
everyone. 
  
Feb 18 PeachesNCream 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3120113&view=findpost&p=2541116 Dear J.J. Abrams, [¶] Stop stealing 
my writers, bitca. [¶] Love, Joss Whedon. 
  
2004 
June 6 kat_may 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=603319&view=findpost&p=1521133 I always thought Nathan was the best 
thing that would ever happen to Grace, as Harrelson was to the show—he was hilarious 
and she wasn’t such a selfish shallow bitca when they were together. While I like Harry 
Connick, Jr. I hated him on this show, and he brought out the worst in Grace. She’s 
shrill and unlikeable, IMO; I kept hoping that Nathan would come back. 
  
June 8 Paris Madeleine 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2285194&view=findpost&p=1526472 I recently discovered Buffy durning 
my vacation and went on an all-out marathon of seasons 1-3. I was in love! But then I 
started watching F/X reruns on season 7 and I can barely comprehend that it’s the 
same show. Bitca Buffy? Obsessed-insane Spike? Spike has a soul? Xander as a prop? 
Willow as the crazy Yoko? I could only bring myself to watch 2 eppies yesterday (7.2 
and 7.3) ... that was enough. 
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June 8 Peachy Keen 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3090924&view=findpost&p=1528771 Don’t worry, we’ve all defended that 
crazy bitca. I blame it on Ryan’s white knight complex carrying into real life. 
  
June 10 gr8red 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3113070&view=findpost&p=1536845 It seemed to me that putting Cara 
with Steven was supposed to redeem her. She was such a bitca earlier in the series, 
and once Steven “saw the real Cara,” she was ready to show everyone else that she 
was good. Just my HO. 
  
June 11 Mamalita 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3115076&view=findpost&p=1543083  Raquel’s wardrobe was truly 
unfortunate and Pati was indeed a raving bitca. Angela seemed relatively normal but 
her boyfriend was too old for her and sleazy, which was fun to watch, but she was 
obviously slumming. 
  
June 12 Shika 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3117165&view=findpost&p=1544100 It is SO not just you. I had this 
feeling about her at last years awards where she seemed to show up tanked (which 
really didn’t bother me i guess) and had this holier-than-thou attitude about things. I 
seem to remember her making some crack about the “Daredevil” movie stealing the 
upside down “Spiderman” kisss and a cut to Jennifer Gardner looking like she wanted 
to wipe the floor with that snotty little bitca. I know she thinks she’s all cool and indie 
but darlin’ get ovah yourself. 
  
June 16 Endeavour 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3106028&view=findpost&p=1560410 Bitka or bitca means bitch. I first 
heard it on Buffy. I think they were spelling out the word for some reason, and Xander 
replied “bitca?” 
  
June 21 TenPea 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3100820&view=findpost&p=1575215 I was actually hoping to find the 
Menopause Monitor in my store. It will give me a bona fide reason to be a bitca. I can 
wave the test-stick-or-whatever at my boyfriend and say “See, THIS is why I’m yelling 
at you, I have no control!” 
  
June 28 Hitwoman 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2060075&view=findpost&p=1603441 Coleburg, that’s a scenario I can live 
with. I just didn’t care for the implication that Joey was some kind of heartless bitca by 
forcing Pacey to wear a condom. Birth control should be the responsibility of both 
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partners, and Pacey as the experienced partner should at the very least be just as 
responsible as Joey. And honestly, no matter what adults choose to do or say or 
believe, I’d be pretty disappointed if any show marketed at teens chose to show two 
kids having sex without using a condom. It’s the most easily acquired and user-friendly 
form of birth control, and as such I’d expect to see it at least implicitly stated that one 
was used. 
  
July 5 boardnow 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=497846&view=findpost&p=1625475 Good job we’re talking about Xander’s 
lines in S2 (kinda), as watching my DVDs last Friday, I finally got the B-I-T-C-H/bitca 
line. Yeah, I’ve seen the ep (“When She Was Bad”) about a million times, and never 
got it, but it finally clicked last week – it’s in the pronuciation, y’see. Next week, I’m 
going to learn how to use a knife and fork. 
  
July 7 EONdc http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=576641&view=findpost&p=1635433 Me too. While I think Buffy is a bitca 
in The Yoko Factor, I think her friends meet her by exhibiting their own worst 
personality traits too. 
  
Aug 11 TAPhD http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=1878967&view=findpost&p=1789938 Is your keyboard Cordy after 
Cordelia? And if so, is it named after early Buffy Cordy, late Buffy Cordy, early Angel 
Cordy, or that character on later Angel who was named Cordy but actually bore no 
resemblance other than the physical to the snarktastic bitca we knew and loved? [This 
citation was quoted by healing fish on August 11.) 
  
Aug 19 bloody_walker http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3113416&view=findpost&p=1828021 About the capitalization, I use it to 
separate the different roots. For example: [¶] PhoeBitca: “Phoe” for “Phoebe” and 
“Bitca” because I’m a Buffy fan and thats the only way I can say “Bitch.” 
  
Aug 21 Penny Robinson http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=1754944&view=findpost&p=1836845 Word, word, word. I liked Val because 
I love me some good bitca, but she was no Brenda. 
  
Aug 27 Just’sin 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3113416&view=findpost&p=1861473 Persephone—smart and 
bookwormish, clean, and eager to learn the ways of the wicca and bitca. 
  
Aug 27 Just’sin http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=95288&view=findpost&p=1861400 A young woman named Persephone, 
smart and bookwormish, clean, and eager to learn the ways of the wicca and bitca. 
  
Sept 12 Camo http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3118758&view=findpost&p=1915514 Didn’t like her on sight. I fear she’ll 
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alternate between cutesy-pooing it up and being a snide little bitca in an attempt to 
get! tough! I have no real clue why I get this from her. Buts I do. 
  
Sept 27 DavidK93 http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=164056&view=findpost&p=1982014 Aw, crap. Pigeon is channeling 
Braindead. Ugh. Ugh. Ugh. However, I think Pilar should talk about sex in every 
episode. Pigeon, shut up about being Pilar’s maid. The woman just cooked you dinner, 
bitca! 
  
Oct 7 BlackOrchid http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3116749&view=findpost&p=2026275 SouthernMom: Cold bitca. 
  
Oct 8 amani http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2984473&view=findpost&p=2034297 Ugh, jcp ... er, retr, that sucks. She’s 
a bitca and don’t let her bring you down. How rude and unprofessional of her. Do you 
think you could report her or would that be too tattletaleish? There’s no excuse for 
behavior like that in the workplace. 
  
Oct 13 Brahmsian http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3119141&view=findpost&p=2055961 Our girl hasn’t turned into an overly 
cynical bitca *yet*, but she is in some danger of becoming one. She needs a guy who 
can help her avoid going down that road, and Weevil doesn’t seem a very likely 
candidate for that job. 
  
Oct 26 huntergrayson http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3119482&view=findpost&p=2109975 If the Teri rumors are true, that 
would support the blind item being her (or vice-versa). It’d be especially grating 
because she doesn’t turn 40 for another two months. Yet, (a) TH was nice to the other 
gals on Oprah (watch her body language) and (b) she got the role because she’s not a 
diva. The TH-as-bitca seems entirely media invented since they are adoring the SATC-
comparisons way too much. Another possibility is the rumours were drummed up by 
NBC for LAX interest. Hey, it makes sense if you live here and know how weird the 
publicity machine is. Then again, the A-list mentions a grudge held against her by 
every single person involved in Lois & Clark. 
  
Nov 3 jo_tornblade http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3086685&view=findpost&p=2140688 I missed the Shannen Doherty 
interview because the show was pre-empted for election coverage. I think I’m one of 
the few people who likes Shannen Doherty, but I tend to like strong women. Or 
Bitca’s, if you will. 
  
Nov 16 TAPhD http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3120499&view=findpost&p=2190899 Rory, you’re a self-centered bitca. 
Marty is awesome and he’s sitting there on your bed and after you’re done talking 
about your own issues you just fall asleep in 2 seconds flat. You didn’t even attempt to 
stay awake and listen to him. Unacceptable. [This citation was quoted by Polter-Cow on 
November 16 and Summer InA Bowl on November 17.] 
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Nov 21 caltrask55 http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3117444&view=findpost&p=2203268 heh. I’ve heard that about her too. 
Apparently she has bitca qualities. [This citation was quoted by gleebo on November 
21.] 
  
Nov 21 raen http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3016155&view=findpost&p=2204842 Yeah Marcia is a total bitca and I 
agree that last night at the start of her song she was either taking the piss out of 
Chanel or copying her because she wants to be young and interesting too. 
  
Nov 25 tracyKAY http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3120707&view=findpost&p=2221399 Jen: Hmmm ... nice try bitca. But. 
No. Looking awfully lonely there, chicky. Flying under the radar, indeed. 
  
Dec 3 fishboots 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3120931&view=findpost&p=2248345 Eliza has book smarts, but she is 
emotionally needy. She would never have voted for Ami if Ami hadn’t been such a 
smug bitca last week. She would have wanted to sit at the popular girls table FOREVA! 
It’ll be interesting, if the previews are to be believed, if Eliza’s upbraiding Twila has any 
consequences. Personally, all of the parroting of Ami’s opinions and imagined moral 
superiority has made me hate her more than I could ever hate Ami ... at least Ami had 
a reason for buying the bullshit. 
  
Dec 4 Perfect Xero 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2830122&st=2925&p=2250899&#entry2250899 Eh? The episode implies 
that Buffy doesn’t know about the pendant. Aside from her insistence that there’s no 
option other than killing Anya, there’s also the scene where she runs her though with a 
sword and then just stands there (rather than making a grab for the pendant) while 
Anya has a flashback to OMWF then wakes up and pulls the sword out. Buffy even 
seems surprised by this, in spite of the fact that Halfrek pulled the same stunt in 
Season 6. So Buffy is either just being a vindictive bitca looking to prolong Anya’s 
suffering before her death, or she genuinely doesn’t know (and this is just a product of 
bad writing/continuity). 
  
Dec 6 babybluez 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=1154497&view=findpost&p=2256982 Yeah, Serena was a total bitca 
tonight. FOSH! 
  
[16] wiggins n. A feeling of dread similar to the creeps, the willies, the heebie-jeebies, 
or the whim-whams. 
  
2005 
Jan 1 kariyaki
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http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?showtopic= 
509312&view=findpost&p=2343179 I also liked it because I didn’t really like either 
Chakotay or Seven with their respective other options. J/C? Nope. Dr/7? Negatory. In 
fact, I found the Doctor’s infatuation with Seven to be pretty creepy because his 
instruction throughout her journey from Borg to Human seemed more paternal. For 
him to start crushing on her gave me the wiggins. I was glad that Seven seemed to 
have the same reaction I did. 
  
Jan 23 BottomLine http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/ index.php?
showtopic=3122335&view=findpost&p=2430635 I’ve actually never watched this show 
before, mostly because The Donald gives me The Wiggins. But, I was assured by 
some friends it was a good show, so I am giving it a shot. For someone like me who is 
just finding the show, it was a good start. 
  
Feb 1 DrShell http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3112947&view=findpost&p=2468649 The kid smacking dude gave me a 
serious case of the wiggins. He just looked like he could go off and hit you any time. 
Ugh. 
  
Feb 7 LennoxHC http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=263163&view=findpost&p=2495011 ETA: Traci Lords wasn’t just a porn 
star, but an underage porn star. If I think too much about that, I just get the wiggins. 
  
Feb 8 Andeely http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=196664&view=findpost&p=2498266 I still get the wiggins thinking about 
that movie. 
  
Feb 16 DrShell http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3112947&view=findpost&p=2530465 God, no lie. What a sleazeball. And he 
had those watery, glassy drug-abuser eyes. He gave me a serious case of the wiggins. 
What did Mr. Plaintiff ever see in him? 
  
2004 
June 1 Beelzebubba 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3100820&view=findpost&p=1499810 The “girthy” hot dog guy. That has to 
be the filthiest, dirtiest commercial on TV. It’s not even funny dirty, it’s just creepy 
watching this guy fellate a hot dog before visciously biting into it. It gives me wiggins. 
  
June 8 Set 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2285194&view=findpost&p=1527177 Although it would have been Worse. 
Thing. Ever. material had they treated Tara the same way, as a walking queer joke. 
Fortunately, they dealt with the whole Tara / Willow thing respectfully, almost 
hypersensitively so, with the whole gangs reaction being glossed over, save for a 10 
second wiggins from Buffy, a “Tara’s you’re girlfriend?!” and a “Bloody Hell!” from the 
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funny drunk. I would have dreaded someone as much a woman-hater as Marti was a 
man-hater getting their hands on the whole lesbian story arc and making Tara into a 
grotesque cliche like Andrew. 
  
June 20 Bent137 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3116452&view=findpost&p=1572910 I got bit by a tick this morning, and 
this episode was seriously one of my first thoughts. I even said to my parents, “But I 
don’t WANT to start seeing GOD!” (Dad watches the show, so he got it.) I was, 
however, bit by a LoneStar Tick, which isn’t known to carry Lyme Disease. Instead it 
carries “Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever” which really sounds like a similar thing. There’s 
even rash and hallucinations! As well as fever, head aches, muscle pains, nausea, 
vomiting, diareha and loss of appetite. Sounds fun! Only not. Really hoping this tick 
was NOT a carrier. It didn’t get a chance to bed itself in me so maybe I caught the 
stupid little bugger in time. Seriously though, they’re gross and evil and painful and did 
I mention gross? They look ... *shudder* Creepy. Gave me the wiggins. So watch 
yourselves when you’re outside everyone! 
  
June 25 IcyLuna 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=762743&view=findpost&p=1594916 I know the story sounds like the 
lamest thing that ever was. It seriously creeped me out at the time though. It was 
night. My lights were turned off. I had a few porcelain dolls at the time. I suddenly 
realized that I had all these beaty little doll eyes starring at me from their shelves. It 
scarred me for life! Plus, the doll on the TV show really did look like it was posessed. It 
looked nasty and mean. To this day, just thinking about it gives me the wiggins. 
  
July 1 Lillilux 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3116197&view=findpost&p=1614604 Yes! I felt that, too. I always felt like 
a police raid was going to burst in on them and arrest Marina. Truly. It grossed me out. 
At least with the boy they seem the same age, and the trapeze artist as well. Marina 
feels like my contemporary so it just gave me the “wiggins” that she’d be doing 
DBJ™  
  
July 4 jazmyne 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2891151&view=findpost&p=1625083 Ooh! Kittens! Yes, Miss Kitty 
Fantastico was black and white. I’ve had several black and white cats—Stanley, Mrs. A-
Wiggins, and Bogie. None of them are Buffyverse names, but they are all inspired by 
various entertainment media. I like Riley as a name for your kitten, though. It also 
hearkens back to Dawn telling Riley that Buffy liked that he was “weak and kittenish.” 
Kitteny? One of those, anyway. 
  
July 9 Sureshot26 http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3117219 &view= findpost&p=1645331 Personally, Nicole creeped me out 
way more than Brandon did. He’s merely a dipshit, whereas she has this very “I’m an 
evil robot” vibe that gives me the wiggins. During the infamous “God’s plan” interview 

http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?showtopic=3116452&view=findpost&p=1572910
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?showtopic=3116452&view=findpost&p=1572910
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?showtopic=2891151&view=findpost&p=1625083
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?showtopic=2891151&view=findpost&p=1625083
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?showtopic=3117219%20&view=%20findpost&p=1645331
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?showtopic=3117219%20&view=%20findpost&p=1645331


where Brandon pats her shoulder, she had this incredibly disturbing look that I can’t 
even describe adequately. It seemed like a combination of “Touch me again and you 
can say goodbye to your nutbunches,” “Oh, so this is how humans behave when 
they’re being totally patronizing,” and “Note to self: Pick up milk.” Cree-pee. 
  
July 13 Neen http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3117766&view=findpost&p=1663116 Speaking of eye candy, I think that 
was quite possibly the hottest Phil has ever looked. I’m still having palpitations. That 
smile that he gave Charla at the pit stop made me all melty. But yeah, I think Mirna 
may have given him the wiggins last week. Hee! 
  
July 16 Boliver 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2891151&view=findpost&p=1675713 valny, I don’t think that’s just you- 
Egyptian stuff is creeptastic. It doens't help that a good portion of the PC game Heretic 
2 was in Egypt, and it had scary Pharoah-panthers and spiders. When I go to the Luxor 
in Vegas I still get a wiggins, but it’s the good kind of creepy and cool wiggins. I’ll get 
the creeps in a scary movie, but it doesn’t keep me away. 
  
July 16 casperchick http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2891151&view=findpost&p=1676572 But Scream I love. I’ve probably seen 
it 20 times and the part with Drew still gives me the good creepy wiggins. 
  
July 16 valny http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2891151&view=findpost&p=1679535 Do clowns give anyone the wiggins? 
If they do, don’t watch the horror movie, Clownhouse I did like it though. Marionettes 
and some puppets for some reason also give me the wiggins. 
  
July 18 LittleVoice 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2891151&view=findpost&p=1683436 hobbit, your Exorcist experience 
would have given me the wiggins. 
  
July 20 alexias http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3112420&view=findpost&p=1692871 I hated the sisters (piper excluded) in 
that one. They couldn’t understand why Piper was freaking. HELLO! She’s taking on the 
demon who KILLED HER MOTHER!!! [¶] I think she was entitled to some wiggins on 
that one. 
  
July 28 catndahat http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3118038&view=findpost&p=1730767 And I frequently use the word 
“wiggins” and the phrase “that’s not of the bad.” 
  
Aug 2 Boqueisha 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=762743&view=findpost&p=1753235 I followed that link for Bad Ronald and 
was severely disturbed. Not quite so much by the story of the movie, but because I 
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was following a link to a horror movie and a page opens up with my name on it. 
“Loren” isn’t a very common name, I almost never see it, so it gave me a bit of a 
wiggins. 
  
Aug 12 nqllisi http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=927368&view= findpost &p=1794483 In fact, her speech at the end makes 
more sense in that context. She might be saying that Trill society, because of its 
inclusion of the symbiotes, has a more fluid understanding of such things than the 
society that Bev grew up in. In effect, she’s saying, “I can’t cope with you being a 
woman now, because the society I grew up in didn’t provide a lot of examples of sexual 
relationships being continued after a sudden gender switch. Frankly, I can’t conceive of 
myself in such a situation—it gives me the wiggins because I’m heterosexual. After 
continued exposure to species such as yours, perhaps my culture will adopt the same 
understanding of the fluidity of gender as yours, but that’s just not where I’m coming 
from.” 
  
Aug 16 valny http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2891151&view=findpost&p=1813006 Oh man, I don’t care how small the 
spider is, that would squick me out AND give me the wiggins all at once. 
  
Aug 18 valny http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2891151&view=findpost&p=1819905 Ugh, you just gave me the wiggins, 
neighbors, and a frightening visual. 
  
Aug 23 NickChick 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3111912&view=findpost&p=1846552 Speaking of gymnastics, did anyone 
else’s ped-o-meter go off with all the inappropriate touching going on between Carly 
Patterson and her coach? They gave me the wiggins. 
  
Aug 24 Knee High Boots http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3100820&view= findpost&p=1846761 I don’t even know how the damn 
thing ends because the first time I caught it (on TiVo), I was so terrified by the mass o’ 
skin with the blinking eye that I immediately fast-forwarded through it. Thanks a whole 
lot, Milk Pimps, for giving me a severe case of the wiggins. You bastards. 
  
Aug 26 NickChick 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3111912&view=findpost&p=1859901 Talk about your wiggins. It’s 
generally a really big damn planet, ya know? Are you also the sorts who travel and run 
into random people you know in far-flung airports? Slip—love that about mom-induced 
e-mails. Hee! 
  
Aug 26 Gwynevere1 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=721445&view=findpost&p=1861190  Major rec for Annakovsky’s piece. I 
mentioned it once before. It is truly amazing. Probably the best Xander fic I’ve ever 
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read. It succeeds in being a completely insane piece of crack and, yet, a highly 
emotionally effective dramatic work at the same time. Annakovsky seems to have the 
entire piece plotted from the beginning: every twist and turn in the story is completely 
surprising, until you realize that hints were dropped all along. I love the parallels she 
creates amongst the “characters,” particularly between Xander and Dom. The author 
has a beautiful writing style, with detailed descriptions of settings and genuinely human 
reactions. Plus, the story is balanced by a wicked sense of humor. Even if RPF usually 
gives you the wiggins, Annakovsky is very respectful of the actors, who she appears 
to understand very well; the fic is not exploitative in the least. 
  
Aug 27 Mr. Pointy 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=721445&view=findpost&p=1862917 I agree that Annakovsky is a great 
writer, but will have to disagree that A Critique of Pure Reason doesn’t give you the 
wiggins if you don’t like RPF 
  
Sept 3 IcyLuna http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=394850&view= findpost&p=1887525 I think Abby is precious and she’s far 
better than most of the child actors I see on the television screen. I love her scenes 
with the Bradbot. They are so sweet. It brings out a sort of vulnerable and tender side 
to the Bradbot. Yet, the actress kind of freaks me out. It’s the Dakota Fanning 
Syndrom from the mini series Taken. She seems so poised and ladylike. There’s no 5 
or 6 year olds like that. I guess we’re supposed to believe it’s because she’s spawned 
from TheSpermPig who is the epitome of grace *gag*. It just gives me the wiggins to 
see children act beyond their age. Even Cassie squicked me out when she was acting 
too mature for her age. Child genuises disturb me slightly too for the very same 
reason. 
  
Sept 22 Crackopuff http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3115913&view=findpost&p=1959306 I agree with Eegah on the creepiness, 
that gave me major wiggins. 
  
Sept 29 Putli Bai http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3119213&view=findpost&p=1992672 Dude, no kidding. That, followed by 
“it has been playing for sixteen years” has given me some serious wiggins. 
  
Sept 30 zoeyblue13 http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2891151&view=findpost&p=1995712 Mr. ZB was telling me about some 
helicopter crash in Hawaii recently, but I can’t find any reference to it in the news. Did 
anyone hear about this? I think he was just trying to give me the wiggins. He lives to 
creep me out and play jokes one me. Its pretty funny ... for him. 
  
Oct 4 Rhea13 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3119295&view=findpost&p=2014396 I also agree with this. That being 
said, Amy had a point too - you shouldn’t complain about not having friends if you’re 
not willing to give anything. of course, Hannah is still giving me subliminal wiggins, 
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so .… [This citation was quoted by Busted Flush on October 5.] 
  
Oct 13 Katrinawitch 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2828258&view=findpost&p=2056991 Speaking of game show hosts, I could 
never stand the smarm that is/was Richard Dawson on Family Feud. His fake tan, his 
pinky ring, his Julius Caesar haircut, the way he called all the women “darlin” and had 
to kiss all of them, right down to the blue-haired grannies. I’m getting a wiggins just 
thinking of him now! Shudder! However, I always loved his character on Hogan’s 
Heroes. Go figure. 
  
Oct 15 SiameseCatLady 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=1763083&view=findpost&p=2067917 Great description—glad to know I’m 
not the only one who gets the wiggins from Shill’s handsiness and attitude toward 
young girls. He’s like that teacher in junior high or high school who goes right to the 
line of being inappropriate, but never quite crosses it – at least not in front of anyone. 
He just seems a little bit too fascinated with the psyches and souls of these girls and a 
little too anxious to be their White Knight/Saviour/ Protector. 
  
Oct 21 NickChick http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3119812&view=findpost&p=2099790 The doc was creepy. When he was 
ratling off his, “I give women ...” items, I thought, “You’re giving me the wiggins.” 
  
Nov 4 zoeyblue13 http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=2891151&view=findpost&p=2143335 Chyna, I can’t even tell you how 
happy I was that Obama won. Though I don’t think he had much of an opponent in 
Keyes. Keyes is creepy, gives me the wiggins. [This citation was quoted by Chyna on 
November 4.] 
  
Nov 4 kariyaki 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3120169&view=findpost&p=2146146 To add to the creepiness, they had to 
hire Harriet Sansom Harris. I still get the wiggins from that actress ever since I saw 
her in that “Eve” episode of The X-Files. 
  
Nov 11 Bean9879 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3113300&view=findpost&p=2170489 I watched it ... and actually enjoyed 
the way it was edited together. It did some skipping between her time in France & her 
making the same sorts of food at home. The did a cocktail party, a luncheon for two, 
and a late supper for her & the hubby. As an aside—something about her and her 
husband together gives me the wiggins. Just me? Okay then. 
  
Nov 16 SiameseCatLady http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3117693&view=findpost&p=2187806 Anne-Marie made my head hurt and 
my blood sugar level hit dangerously high spikes. I know a fair amount of born again 
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Christians, some I like, some I don’t, but that woman and her associates gave me the 
wiggins with a capital-W (as in her fave president). I always say, if you have to keep 
telling people what a good Christian you are, then you probably aren’t. Kudos to 
whoever came up with the candy is better after the wrapper is removed and you don’t 
share your candy with the whole football team analogies! 
  
Nov 24 angryhamster 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3120566&view=findpost&p=2217831 As an aside, Koontz is one seriously 
creepy dude. I realise he’s probably gonna be the closest thing this show has to an 
exposition fairy, and while his interaction with Veronica was excellent, I’m not really 
sure if I want to see more of him on the show —he really gives me the wiggins. 
  
Nov 25 triumveratex http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3119440&view=findpost&p=2220630 ok now i know im new to the thread 
and about to give a few people a wiggins but i was thinking that one of the reasons 
for chris leaving san fran could be a moment of weakness, like say “borrowing” one of 
raiges friends, [¶] i was thinking of a scene where the GL return to the manor and hear 
a noise from upstairs, (boys rooms or attic) and without thinking paige would orb up to 
investigate and find chris getting sweaty with, i dont know maybe glenn. 
  
Dec 8 NickChick 
http://forums.televisionwithoutpity.com/index.php?
showtopic=3111912&view=findpost&p=2268603 A friend sent me a creepy clown bday 
card as a laugh—and it’s definitely a generational wiggins. My mom thought he was 
cute while I blame Poltergeist for stripping me of any notion clowns might ever mean 
well. 
 
Looking at the citations 
[17] As I collected the preceding citations, some of the questions that interested me 
were: 
  

Are the terms being used in relation to non-Buffyverse shows? If so, are there 
patterns to the types of shows? 

  
Were just a few prolific users using the terms or were many users familiar with 
bitca and wiggins and comfortable enough to use them? 

  
Have the terms shifted in form or meaning at all? Have any new shades of 
meaning or new usages developed? 
Are there any good signs for the success of these terms in the future? Could they 
make the leap from slayer slang to a more established vocabulary? 

  
[18] From June 2004-February 2005, there were a total of forty-six TWoP posts 

containing bitca and forty-seven posts containing wiggins.5 Bitca was used to discuss 
twenty-five different shows while wiggins was used to discuss twenty different shows, 

and both were used in the “TV Potluck” area for miscellaneous chatter.6 
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[19] I was pleased to see the terms used in reference to so many shows; this 
confirmed my hope that they had moved beyond the Buffyverse to some extent. It’s 
not surprising that slayer slang would have migrated over to discussions of 
supernatural shows like Charmed and The X-Files, arc-heavy shows like Alias and Lost, 
sci-fi shows like Star Trek and Battlestar Galactica, or witty shows like The O.C. and 
Gilmore Girls, but there is little to connect the Buffyverse with The 2004 MTV Movie 
Awards, cop shops like C.S.I., or reality shows such as The Apprentice, Starting Over, 
Survivor, and Wife Swap. Buffy and Judge Judy may both be strong women with a 
fondness for wielding blunt objects, but I would never have guessed that a word like 
wiggins would be used (twice) to discuss Judge Judy (though the good judge has 
probably given more than her share of the wiggins to viewers and defendants). I was 
equally surprised to note that the large and active Angel boards included not a single 

bitca or wiggins for this time period.7 
[20] The BtVS-related areas included eight bitcas and fifteen wiggins, so of the two 
terms, it seems that wiggins remains more closely tied to BtVS and may be used 

slightly less widely than bitca on TWoP.8 Given the “without pity” slant of the site, I 
think bitca has an inherent advantage—folks who prize snark and lack pity could 
probably avoid talking about the creeps if they wanted, but they would have a harder 
time avoiding a word like bitch, so the synonym/euphemism bitca may fill a strong 
need/desire. Since there isn’t an obvious need for wiggins, I’m impressed that the word 

is holding its own.9 
[21] Of the 40 versions of bitca, many were accompanied by an adjective, which is 
obviously similar to how bitch is used; these included: backstabbing bitca, blunt bitca, 
cold bitca, crazy bitca, Evil Bitca, heartless bitca, mopy bitca, raving bitca, self-
centered bitca, selfish bitca, smug bitca, total bitca (twice), vindictive bitca, overly 
cynical bitca, selfish shallow bitca, snide little bitca, and snotty little bitca. These 
modifiers, along with the near-bitch spelling, make it easy for readers not familiar with 
slayer slang to understand bitca in context, (though I wonder if some users may 
believe the word is merely a typo). 
[22] Bitca was used four times in commands or imperatives (Burn in hell, bitca; Stop 
stealing my writers, bitca; The woman just cooked you dinner, bitca!; and Hmm ... nice 
try bitca) three times in names (Bitca Buffy, PhoeBitca, and TH-as-bitca), and once as 
an adjective (bitca qualities). Users discuss bitca’s status as a word three times, which 
indicates a little self-consciousness about its status as a “real word.” Only one user 
discussed wiggins’s status as a word, indicating a solid level of acceptance. Since 
relatively few users discussed or questioned the words, one can assume that bitca and 
wiggins were generally easy to understand based on prior knowledge or context. 
[23] Adams (2003) has written about variability in how wiggins is introduced—some 
folks get a wiggins, others get the wiggins, and still others avoid the whole mess by 
getting something along the lines of serious wiggins (107). Of the 45 original citations 
for wiggins, thirty-one used the article the before wiggins, indicating a strong 
preference among users. Most of these thirty-one citations were some version of gives 
me the wiggins or get the wiggins, though modifiers were sometimes added to create 
usages such as the good creepy wiggins and the good kind of creepy and cool wiggins. 
The a article didn’t fare nearly so well, with only five examples: Two users simply used 
a wiggins, and this version had longer variations such as a 10 second wiggins, a bit of a 
wiggins, and a generational wiggins. Users who avoided the “a vs. the” issue altogether 
described some wiggins, some serious wiggins, subliminal wiggins, your wiggins, major 



wiggins, and in one case simply wiggins. This variation may indicate, as Adams has 
noted, that wiggins is still searching for a stable idiomatic form (107). 
  
Do these words have a future? 
[24] I am a fan of both these terms, and I would love to see them graduate from 
slayer slang to a wider category of American English slang. Is this possible? Allan 
Metcalf’s (2002) FUDGE scale may be helpful here—this tool for predicting the success 
of new words assigns a 0, 1 or 2 to five factors: “Frequency of use,” “Unobtrusiveness,” 
“Diversity of users,” “Generation of forms and meanings,” and “Endurance of the 
concept.” So a score of 10 would indicate a word with the highest possible chance of 
success, and a zero would indicate a word unlikely to catch on (152). 
[25] I don’t need to crunch or otherwise harm the numbers to see that neither term 
would fare well in Metcalf’s system: both would get low marks for frequency of use, 
unobtrusiveness, and diversity of users. Bitca might score a little better in the 
“generation of forms and meanings” category, but wiggins would do poorly; both would 
do fine in the “endurance of the concept” area, though I doubt this would help 
overcome the other low scores. Concepts may endure, but words usually do not, and I 
believe bitca and wiggins have little chance of approaching the popularity of asshat and 
batshit (two slang terms used very widely on the web), much less the broader usage of 
slang terms such as apeshit and dude. 
[26] However, the place bitca and wiggins have carved out on TWoP is promising in 
many ways. “Standard American slang” may be out of reach, but movement from 
strictly BtVS-related web spaces to a broader television-related site like TWoP shows 
that these terms can infiltrate the vocabularies of non-Buffy fans. Who knows which 
fans of Lost, Gilmore Girls, or Judge Judy might see the words, like the words, and use 
them elsewhere? It’s also promising that of the 43 bitca users and 37 wiggins users, 
there was no overlap. For eighty different users to employ such distinctive slayer slang 
while causing so few raised eyebrows might indicate the terms are becoming equal 
parts slayer slang and TWoP lingo. This migration is reason to hope that other 
migrations are possible: perhaps the terms have a shot at crossing over to other slang 
subsets, maybe even to online discussions of non-BtVS, non-TV-related obsessions. 
[27] It wouldn’t in the spirit of slayer slang to end with a clichéd, “further research is 
needed” but … only time will tell how many bitcas will be named in the future, and if 
the wiggins will be embiggened or not. 
  

Notes 
1. A classic example of stunt words is Rich Hall’s (1984) “sniglets,” such as 
choconiverous, or the “tendency when eating a chocolate Easter bunny to bite off the 
head first” (22). 
2. Naturally, other rapidly spreading slang terms, such as batshit, can be found 
frequently on TWoP, too; see Peters (forthcoming). 
3. Though someone might, as indicated by the existence of Anthony Cordesman’s 
“Biological Warfare and the ‘Buffy Paradigm,’” a post-9-11 report on homeland defense 
from the Center for Strategic and International Studies (see Adams 2003, 100-101). 
4. On Angel, another, much less successful Whedonverse synonym for the creeps was 
coined when Cordelia Chase answered the question, “What have you got?” with “The 
weebies” (“Sense and Sensibility,” 1006). 
5. Six of the bitca posts were quotations of other posts, and this was the case for two 
of the wiggins quotes, as well; so the actual number of original uses are forty for bitca 



and forty-five for wiggins. Unless otherwise noted, I will count the quotations as equal 
to non-quotations for the bulk of this article, since this repetition is very much like one 
person echoing another in conversation and, in my estimation, should “count” as a use. 
6. Bitca occurred in posts about the 2004 MTV Movie Awards, Alias, Arrested 
Development, Australian Idol, Battlestar Galactica, Beverly Hills 90210, Buffy the 
Vampire Slayer, Charmed, Dawson’s Creek, Desperate Housewives, Destinos, Gilmore 
Girls, Lost, Neighbors, One Life to Live, Passions, Starting Over, Survivor, Sweet Valley 
High, The Apprentice, The Ellen Degeneres Show, The O.C., Veronica Mars, Wife Swap, 
and Will and Grace. Wiggins appeared in posts regarding Amazing Race, Barefoot 
Contessa, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Charmed, CSI, CSI: New York, Dr. Phil, Everwood, 
Gilmore Girls, Joan of Arcadia, Judge Judy, Lost, Star Trek: The Next Generation, Star 
Trek: Voyager, The Apprentice, The L Word, The X-Files, The Young and the Restless, 
Trading Spaces, and Veronica Mars. 
7. Oddly enough, bitca has only appeared in six Angel posts and wiggins in one. All of 
these posts were in 2003 or early 2004. 
8. The message boards of several other shows featured bitca and wiggins more than 
once. Bitca appeared multiple times in discussions of Arrested Development (2), 
Charmed (2), Gilmore Girls (8), Lost (3), and The Apprentice, while wiggins showed up 
more than once for Amazing Grace (2), Charmed (2), CSI (2), Everwood (2), Judge 
Judy (2), and The X-Files (3)—plus six uses in the “TV Potluck Area.” 
9. I focused on the message boards but searched the TWoP recaps as well: bitca has 
been used only four times in recaps that appeared from 1997-2001, and wiggins has 
appeared in eight recaps from 1998-2002. the most notable usage I found in all of 
these is a combined Buffyism/Simpsonism written by Sep in a recap of “Conversations 
with Dead People” (7007): “I’m so glad I’m watching this in daylight this time around 
because this scene really embiggens the wiggins.” 
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Katrina Blasingame

“I Can’t Believe I’m Saying It Twice in the 
Same Century. . . but ‘Duh . . .’”1 The Evolution 

of Buffy the Vampire Slayer Sub-Culture 
Language through the Medium of Fanfiction

 
[1] I became interested in the evolution of fan language due to the story from which the 
title of this article derives, Chocolaty Goodness by Mad Poetess. Mad Poetess appropriates 
canonical language constructions from the Buffy mythos, changes them into something 
completely her own yet still recognizably from Buffy. Reading Mad Poetess led me to 
speculate that fanfiction writers are internalizing Buffy’s language and style for their own 
ends, their fanfiction, and especially for characterization within their fanfictional worlds. As 
a fanfiction writer, I find myself applying the playfulness I witnessed in Buffy, and later 
Angel and Firefly, to non-Whedon texts like Stargate: Atlantis.2 I also find other writers, 
whether familiar with Whedon-texts or not, who use language with a Whedonesque flair. 
Fanfiction is copious on the Internet, so I have chosen to illustrate the Buffy influence on 
fanfiction language from a small and admittedly personal selection. Though not a 
comprehensive reading of fanfiction language, this article is an introduction, a place to 
start that can be applied to all Buffy fanfiction and, potentially, further afield and applied 
to other fanfiction appropriated universes, perhaps even further, in the course of history, 
to mainstream English. 
[2] The idea of an evolving fan language is a bit confounding. Admittedly, language 
constructions in fanfiction are difficult to track from fanfiction’s modern origins in series 
like Star Trek, Star Wars, and Blake’s 7, to current fan creations related to series like 
Stargate: SG-1, Andromeda, X-Files, or Buffy the Vampire Slayer. We cannot assume that 
current fanfiction has more blends or compounds or other linguistic constructions than the 
fic of pre-Internet generations. Nor can we easily analyze the fanfiction produced by the 
pre-Internet communities. There would be too much material to manage, and there is a 
problem of access, since pre-Internet fanfiction was shared through friends, zines, and 
conventions, but not generally available—much of the original material exists only in hard 
copy. However, we can analyze Internet accessible fanfiction, the appropriation of Buffy’s 
language constructions within that fanfiction, and how those constructions evolve into 
something vastly different from the source language, while still bearing the source’s mark. 
[3] It is even more difficult to show the evolution of fan language in fanfiction when few 
scholars have looked at actual fan language rather than concentrating on ethnographic 
studies of fan interaction. Such studies occasionally refer to the liveliness of fan language 
but do not explore it further. They also overlook distinctions between insider and outsider 
communities, the differences between which have as much to do with recognizing 
information from the source as with language used among acknowledged members of a 
community. There have been several articles written about Buffy the Vampire Slayer 
fanfiction, as well as the construction of its slang via the mediums of the Buffy and Angel 
series, novels, graphic novels, and the Bronze and Bronze: Beta posting boards.3 Yet 
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there is a noticeable lack of attention paid to the continuation and evolution of slayer style 
through fanfiction. One of the few to look thoroughly at the source language, as well as 
fan appropriate message boards, is Michael Adams, author of the seminal work Slayer 
Slang:  A Buffy the Vampire Slayer Lexicon (2003). Jane Espenson, co-executive producer 
and writer on Buffy, writes that “With so many of us laboring over so many years and with 
so many fans writing about the show, and indulging in creative fanfic, together we have 
extended the language of the Buffyverse” (Adams 2003, ix). Espenson seems to be 
stating that slayer slang, or Buffyspeak, is a continually evolving subculture language 
partly due to fanfiction, even though academics tend to dismiss fanfiction as inherently 
non-canonical. 
[4] An intrepid few have dared to write about fan communities. Camille Bacon-Smith 
(1992, 2000) has worked extensively with fan community interaction and initiation but 
she is not primarily concerned with linguistic fluidity in fanfiction. Bacon-Smith’s appendix 
to Enterprising Women (1992), titled “An Introduction to the Language of the Fan 
Community:  Glossary,” is more or less a who’s who of the Blake’s 7 and Star Trek 
universes and also includes some very general references to Star Wars and other, less 
well known, series, like Doctor Who and Alien Nation. There are also entries for some fan 
specific creations, from the letterzine and genres like slash, but, ultimately, the suggestion 
that the appendix is an introduction to fan language is misleading. 
[5] Bacon-Smith’s Enterprising Women (1992) hearkens back to pre-Internet fan 
communities that relied upon ink and paper production of their fanfiction and snail mailing 
(traditional postal delivery) of their zines; it is historically interesting but less relevant to 
study of current fanfiction language. Fanzines still exist, but many have become Web-
based or Web-accessible, and fanfiction is no longer limited to small groups of people and 
initiated-by-the-community participants. Internet access has broadened fan activity across 
social, economic, ethnic, age, gender, and national backgrounds; as a result, fanfiction 
and its creators have flourished, crossed genres and universes. Online archives have also 
promoted diversity.4 Archives open up the insider/outsider communities of fandom, 
blurring divisions between participatory and non-participatory involvement and promoting 
mythos inclusion and crossing. For instance, James Walkswithwind writes fanfiction across 
a multitude of series, including Angel, Buffy, Forever Knight, Harry Potter, The Sentinel, 
Stargate: SG-1, Stargate: Atlantis, and Firefly. 
[6] Bury (2005) takes some salient technological changes into account, but, like Bacon-
Smith, Bury focuses on language that appears primarily in message boards and listservs, 
rather than in fanfiction, and is overly invested in the idea that members of fan 
communities are female, university educated, and share a “middle-class aesthetic.” This 
may have been true of the few lists in the few fandoms she studied, but it does not 
consider the changing faces of fan communities, which are becoming more diverse and 
inclusive due to the accessibility of computers, the anonymity of pseudonyms, and the 
identities that one can choose to put forth by means of style. 
[7] Mice, who writes fanfiction in the Stargate: Atlantis, Lone Gunmen, and X-Files universes, 
exemplifies such multiple identity. Mice identifies himself as a “retired iconoclast and rabble rouser” 
who likes guys and writes fanfiction. Mice also identifies himself with the Emperor penguins that 
raised him, Buddhists who (also) raised him, Hillary Rodham Clinton in disguise, and Sir Edmund 
Hillary in disguise. He claims that, “Some of this might be true on alternate Thursdays. Maybe. 
Except the walruses. That’s all true” (www.squidge.org/mice/). While Mice does present a 
“true” identification, he also creates other identities for himself that one can accept as 
utter silliness or as an association that means something to the chooser. Identity implies 
style; multiple identities imply complex style, the sort of style as yet undiscovered by 
academic discourse on Web communities and fanfiction. 
[8] Fanfiction is, quite literally, fiction written by the fans of a particular TV show, book, 
movie, etc., which changes or modifies the source in some way. There is a long tradition 
in literature of adapting someone else’s work. An apocryphal set of stories was based 
upon the character of Quixote during the ten-year hiatus between Parts 1 and 2 of Don 
Quixote (Cervantes 1957). These non-canonical stories, acknowledged as apocryphal, are 
early fanfiction, similar to later exemplars like Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966), 
which imagines the story of Rochester’s insane, caged wife from Jane Eyre. Rhys’s need to 
write Rochester’s wife’s story was the same sort of need that prompts many fanfiction 
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writers to create their tales. 
[9] Discussing fanfiction in a modern context, Henry Jenkins (1992), director of Media 
Studies at MIT, wrote that “fan fiction is the way of culture repairing the damage done in a 
system where contemporary myths are owned by corporations instead of owned by the 
folk” (23). Given the number of fanfiction writers and readers that have it up on their 
sites, this statement has become a rallying cry for fanfiction, which gains legitimacy by its 
presence within the carnivalesque space of the Internet and its opposition to corporate 
exploitation and traditionally accepted projections of self.5 According to Kristina Busse 
(2002), “Generating their own version of the Buffyverse, these fans use fiction to 
emotionally respond to the show, comment on its plot, and character development, and 
most important, interpret and analyze the series, thereby teasing out its subtext” (207). 
Fanfic writers oriented toward the Buffyverse pick up on the subtleties of the texts and 
utilize them to create a version of the Buffyverse that most accurately projects who they 
are as individuals, especially their perceived status as outsiders within society. 
[10] The phenomenon of fanfiction is not restricted to Buffy the Vampire Slayer, nor is it 
restricted to recent TV shows or books. Yet, the Buffyverse is among the few fandoms that 
encourages flexible play with the conventions of a mythos in which fans’ efforts participate 
in the canonical Buffyverse (Larbalestier 2002, Rust 2003). Erik Davis (2001) asks, 
 

What does it mean to own culture? For media companies, ownership means 
an exclusive right to squeeze dollars out of materials gripped by the ever-
growing tentacles of copyright. But fandom is essentially an open source 
culture, even as it feeds on corporate media. Fan ownership is really 
stewardship, a commitment that does not center on individual control but on 
shared imagination and collective process—one that includes passionate 
consumers alongside actors, directors, bean counters, and PR flacks. In a 
sense, fans have always been preparing for today’s more participatory and 
open-ended media universe: It’s no accident that Trekkers and Deadheads 
were among the first to colonize the Internet. But it’s equally true that 
fandom harks back to a time when we sat around the campfire and swapped 
the old, untrademarked tales of heroes and gods. 

 
Davis’s reference to fanfiction as stewardship seems to echo the self-perceptions of 
fanfiction writers who see themselves, not defilers of the text, but as creators of potential 
readings generated by the text’s possibilities. As C. S. Lewis wrote, “Literature adds to 
reality, it does not simply describe it. It enriches the necessary competencies that daily 
life requires and provides; and in this respect, it irrigates the deserts that our lives have 
already become” (quoted in Holmer 1976, 76). Even if it is non-canonical, fanfiction could 
be seen as a way to illuminate the human experience. The language of fanfiction 
contributes to culture and to personal discovery and bears looking into. Fan language 
challenges language restrictions and the role of Standard English. What does it mean that 
fanfiction writers feel both compelled and entitled to manipulate language conventions to 
develop new forms of old types, create completely new types, and to play at the margins 
of Standard English?
[11] The power of fanfiction lies in its language, language in flux, because it incorporates 
popular culture references that change meaning from moment to moment and from 
person to person. Yet the language of fanfiction also depends on textual stability rather 
than the permeability of visual media. Fanfiction construction of language, particularly in 
the Buffyverse, is even more transgressive and subversive than the language of Buffy 
itself, partially due to the method of presentation, that of text. Fanfiction is stable because 
it is printed and typed. In other words, fanfiction exists in a regimented letter form, but, 
because the text is housed on the Internet, it is also, paradoxically ephemeral. The fic 
could disappear or be removed at any moment. Fanfiction language also can be 
subversive and transgressive because it is not censored. Writers can say what they mean 
rather then dance linguistically around the subject as writers of a TV series often must do. 



[12] The subversive and transgressive constructions of canonical and non-canonical 
Buffyspeak are similar to those of Early Modern English; some are reminiscent of Old 
English or Middle English. Early Modern English was still in a state of flux and did not have 
a conventional grammar per se (Baugh and Cable 2002, 250). Of course, English in any 
period operates according to structural rules, but the sense that some English is better 
than the rest is more or less a Modern attitude. In Early Modern English, there was little 
grammatical correctness, little consistency of spelling, and new words were constantly 
being introduced from other languages, which increased the fluidity and hybridity of the 
language. Today, youthful exuberance and ready changeability of language have been 
relegated to slang and sub-culture languages. 
[13] Slang and sub-culture languages have a bad reputation, because they bend generally 
accepted English. Slang and sub-culture languages express alienation, but really they are 
more about self-identification. By contrast, jargon is alienating because it belongs to those 
of a particular profession or craft. Many times with spoken slang or sub-culture language, 
and particularly with the written language of Buffy fanfic, meaning is a matter of subtext. 
When the subtext is overlooked, the text loses the potency of its meaning, and when the 
reader attends to frequency of forms rather than fluency in the style, misunderstandings 
occur. 
[14] Michael Adams, author of Slayer Slang, often notes that frequent exposure to a 
subculture’s language does not necessarily result in fluency; in fact, he urges that view 
onto potential students of slayer slang. Yet even a careful student of sub-cultural language 
like Adams can misapprehend intentions behind what insiders say and write. For example, 
Adams seems to misunderstand the context and subtext of the sub-culture language of 
Buffy in his treatment of the terms overshare and overthink. Adams (2003) writes of 
overthink that “I suppose that one can think too much or too often about a particular 
subject at a particular time, yet I am unconvinced that overthinking is possible in general, 
rather, I suspect that the word reflects a frequent adolescent concern, sometimes 
recovered by adults, an unwillingness to think as hard as certain situations in life demand 
or deserve” (32). 
[15] Based upon the prefix construction of overthink and overshare, over- is defined as 
“1: so as to exceed or surpass <overachieve> 2: EXCESSIVE <overstimulation> 3: to an 
excessive degree <overthin>” (Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary 2005), so 
overthink means exactly what it sounds like. Adams’s comment shows how someone from 
outside a subculture may interpret the subculture’s style without fully grasping subtleties 
of meaning apparent to an insider. Within the subculture, overthink means pretty much 
the opposite of what Adams proposes: one can think about a topic for so long and so hard 
that the thought lacks clarity, thinking breaks down completely, and any actual meaning 
becomes lost, or even interferes with the thinker’s functionality. Adams (2003) explains 
overshare along the same lines as overthink and suggests that it “compactly and neutrally 
expresses the act of being stingy (with things or information, etc.)” (32), but it simply 
means that one person gives too much information (TMI in the colloquial) to another. 
Adams defines overshare lexically as “Share generously or in excess,” but stylistically he 
evaluates it from an outsider’s perspective (203). 
[16] The example of overshare cited in Slayer Slang is from “Halloween” (2006), in which 
Buffy says of Angel, “If you haven’t noticed, he’s not exactly one to overshare.” Buffy says 
this with a self-deprecating irony about Angel’s inability to share anything with her, let 
alone potentially overshare (or give Buffy too much information), and none of this is lost 
to the general audience. The context lends itself to Adams’s suggestions of stinginess, yet 
overshare still retains its TMI meaning. Overshare and overthink are not idiolectic: they 
are straightforward prefixations used frequently among gen-X-ers and younger 
generations; within those generations, they have taken on connotations beyond dictionary 
definitions and speakers outside the subculture, but generally agreed upon within it. 
[17] Adams’s criticism of each of these terms depends on a single citation. In the case of 
overthinking, he refers only to Lisa Loeb’s song “I Do,” and, in the case of overshare, he 
refers only to the line from “Halloween” (2006), a single instance spoken by the one and 
only Slayer, regarding a single undead person. Adams defines as though the meaning in 
each case were idiolectal, when he should understand them as sociolectal for a particular 
sub-cultural group of speakers. Without a broader array of citational evidence from within 
the appropriate sub-cultures, Adams, like many outside of them, finds it difficult to 



identify subcultural meaning. 
[18] In spite of the occasional misunderstanding, Adams compiles an admirable lexicon of 
the slang used in the Buffyverse. He subdivides his discussion of Buffyspeak into sections 
about slayer jargon, slayer slang, slayer style, and about modes of word formation, such 
as prefixing, suffixing, and functional shifting from one part of speech to another. Many 
slayer slang items, such as Angel-angsty, chocolate vampire crispies, and Mr. I Freeload 
Off Everyone are nicknames for people, places, products, emotions, etc. These not-quite-
nicknames or, as I refer to them in honor of Michael Adams, Slayer Pseudonyms, 
encapsulate complex concepts in a minimum of space. 
[19] Slayer jargon includes the professional terms of a vampire slayer, or other pursuits 
specific to the Buffyverse, like stake, dust, Bronze, and Hellmouth. Many of these slayer-
specific words move from jargon to actual slang. The most interesting example of this is 
the word Hellmouth. Although Hellmouth is a very specific place name or word for a type 
of place in the Buffyverse (see, for example, “The Wish,” 3009 and “Chosen,” 7022), the 
noun Hellmouth becomes the adjective hellmouthy (Mad Poetess Chocolaty Goodness and 
James Walkswithwind and Mad Poetess, Small Fry) in Buffy fanfiction. Actually, 
hellmouthy appeared in fanfiction several years before it appeared in Season Seven of 
Buffy. Whether fanfiction use of hellmouthy prompted the term’s later appearance in the 
series is unclear. 
[20] Although slang is generally thought of as singular words in a sub-cultural lexicon, 
much Buffy-inspired slang in fanfiction is more in line with Adams’s idea of slayer style. 
Slayer style is created by compounding, suffixing and prefixing, and functional shifting, 
certainly, but also by combination of these traditional word-formative practices with pop 
cultural references and promotion of parallel constructions. For instance, the Xanderism 
chocolatey goodness (“Nightmares,” 1010) is later echoed in Season Seven’s contracty 
goodness (“Lessons,” 7001), but also in fanfictional contexts, as in cocoa goodness 
(Chocolate Hurricane); Peter Paul goodness, doughnutty goodness, calorie-laden 
goodness, dirty goodness, and fannish goodness (Chocolaty Goodness); frozen goodness 
and blueberry-banana goodness (Domestic Piranha); and malty goodness (Skelping). 
Many forms created in fanfiction that depend on slayer style are difficult to categorize, 
since many cross word-formative categories. Some are long, self-explaining compounds 
yet blends at the same time. Others are explicit popular culture references but are also 
compounded statements borrowed (at least in part or pattern) from Buffy. In this blurring 
of categories, fanfiction invigorates slayer style but only because it owes its stylistic 
opportunities to Buffy. 
[21] Richard W. Bailey (2004) points out in his review of Slayer Slang that some 
techniques of slang formation are rarely used within the canonical Buffyverse like, for 
instance, acronyms (like MASH), noun-noun or verb-verb compounds (such as warp-speed 
or slam dunk), infixing (as The Simpsons' Ned Flanders’s mur-diddly-urderer), and 
distinctive exclamations (for instance, Homer Simpson’s doh!) (96). Bailey’s assessment is 
not exactly accurate, but words from Buffy’s Season Seven were not included in Slayer 
Slang; and Adams (2005) admits that he overlooked a few earlier infixings and syntactic 
interposings. A noteworthy example of such omissions is Buffy’s muhuh? (“Lessons,” 
7001) response to the job offered by Principal Wood in Season Seven. Although some 
constructions for which Bailey checked are not frequent within the canonical Buffyverse, 
they do thrive in fanfiction: you’ll find noun-noun and/or verb-verb constructions like Sally 
Jessy questions and hell-vibes, infixings like box of pop—well, store-brand Frozen Fruit 
Pops, but they tasted the same, and more importantly were just as cold—sicles, and 
distinctive exclamations like blurble. The distinctive exclamations are omnipresent in facial 
expressions, the astonishing variety of Spike pouts, Cordelia glares, Gilesy quirks, Buffy 
Frenchisms, patented Willow babble, and Xander-speak. 
[22] Abbreviations, such as initialisms, clippings, blends, and factitious forms, the origins 
of which can be traced back to the 1830s (Crystal 1996, 120), are all formed in slayer 
slang, but the most frequent in Buffyverse fanfiction are blends. A prime example is Count 
Bloodula, which is a blend of Count Chocula, the trademarked name of brand of sugary 
cereal that, ironically, has a cartoon vampire on the box; another is Scoobyriffic, which 
blends Scooby and terrific. Scooby, aside from being a cultural reference to the cartoon 
Scooby Doo, is also the term by which Xander, Willow, and whoever else has joined Buffy 
in defending the world from the evil-of-the-week each refers to him or herself; it derives 



from Scooby Gang, which refers to Buffy’s colleagues collectively. Besides Scooby, there 
are an extraordinary number of constructions formed on Scooby Gang in canonical slayer 
slang, such as Scoobies, Scoobs, Scoobycentric, Scoobyganger, and Scooby-sense (also 
indebted to slayer sense; see Adams 2003, 208-212 and 237). 
[23] Some fanfiction forms ultimately from Scooby Gang are extravagant compounds, 
clippings, clipped compounds, or pop-cultural blends, such as of the Scoob, Scoobathon, 
late-night Scooby sessions, Scooby-related, Scooby Snack (which directly parodies the 
Scooby Snacks fed to Scooby in the cartoon series Scooby Doo and which, in the fic, are 
made from Count Chocula cereal), gone all Scooby, Scooby togetherness, Scooby peer 
facilitator, extended Scooby family, emergency of the Scooby variety, Scooby Jeopardy, 
Scooby Maturity Squad, Scooby-boy (meaning Xander) (Mad Poetess, Chocolaty 
Goodness); Scooby looks (Cicircisso, Chocolate Hurricane); Scooby meeting (James 
Walkswithwind and Mad Poetess, Small Fry); Scooby habits and Slayer Scoob (James 
Walkswithwind and Wolfling, Sands of Time). 
[24] Popular culture references inundate Buffy, from Spike’s comment before the Scoobies 
go into battle to square off with Glory in “The Gift” (5022), “We band of buggered,” which 
is obviously a take on King Henry’s pre-battle speech in Shakespeare’s Henry V (4.3.60) 
and is quoted in Renaissance Man, “We few, we happy few, we band of brothers,” to 
Buffy’s quip in response to Xander’s dismal attempt at a Yoda-like pep-talk in “The 
Freshman” (4001), “Thanks for the Dadaist pep talk. I feel much more abstract,” a 
reference to the Dadaist movement of the early twentieth century which, by its 
abstraction, criticized contemporary culture. The presence of an overt Dadist reference 
within Buffy is rather ironic since much of the subtext in the Buffyverse either criticizes or 
questions the culture that gave it birth. In fanfiction, pop-cultural reference is both more 
prevalent and more obscure than in the canonical Buffyverse, and it is not always 
deferential to its source. 
[25] Fanfiction writers exploit the obscurity of popular culture references. Lexical items 
they create reflect the diversity of writers and their interests, but the writers disseminate 
their work over the Internet, where they will find readers reader sure to understand even 
their most obscure creations, as the following list illustrates: 
 

Powerpuff Princess’ Pad (a blend of Pony Puff Princess from Dexter’s Laboratory and 
Powerpuff Girls) and Angel and his Zoobilee Zoo (a reference to a mid to late ’80s 
children’s show that becomes a slayer pseudonym) (James Walkswithwind and Mad 
Poetess, Domestic Pirahna); 

evil-dead stare (referring to Sam Raimi’s Evil Dead movies) (Cicirossi, Chocolate 
Hurricane); 

Or should he be checking the empties, to see if they were really full of undead amber joy? 
(referring to the cartoon The Last Unicorn, in which a literally, and celluloidly, animated 
skeleton gets drunk off of the memory, the ghost, of wine [Mad Poetess, Skelping], a 
reference even more oblique than at first appears, since skelping refers to the ghost 
movie High Spirits, 1988, starring Darryl Hanna, Peter O’Toole, Liam Neeson, and Steve 
Guttenburg); 

Ives St. Laurent of Sunnydale (referring to the fashion and beauty maven Yves St. 
Laurent, Mad Poetess, Chocolaty Goodness);

Hair Dyers Anonymous (reminiscent of Alcoholics Anonymous); and Come out of the 
follicle closet (referring to non-heterosexuals “coming out of the closet”) (Mad Poetess, 
Dyeing Young); 



Like Daniel Boone said, he was just bewildered; ask the Sally Jessy questions; anime eyes 
(a reference to the popularity of anime and the way the characters seem to all possess 
very large, very round, guilt-inducing eyes); and unrealistic grassy knoll (referring to the 
assassination of JFK) (James Walkswithwind and Mad Poetess, Domestic Piranha); 

How could the rest of his body be subzero when his face was Mr. Heat Miser? (referring to 
the character Mr. Heat Miser [Mr. Green Christmas] in the Rankin Bass claymation, The 
Year Without Santa Claus); The movement set off a chain reaction of tremors that would 
make Acme Earthquake pills proud (recalling the Warner Brothers cartoons, in which Acme 
is god of the product market); and with an Eliza Doolittle squeal (referring to the musical 
My Fair Lady, based on George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion) (Cicirossi, Chocolate 
Hurricane); 

lack of white light at the end of a long tunnel and other new-age bollocks notwithstanding 
(referring to the supposed light-at-the-end-of-the-tunnel), a veritable E. M. Forster on the 
subject of pining (referring to a twentieth century novelist who wrote A Room with a 
View), and the Matt Damon of Bracken Demons or not (Mad Poetess, Skelping); 

Creature of the Night and all (referring, not only to Dracula and all the subsequent movies 
based on Bram Stoker’s book, but also to The Rocky Horror Picture Show), Peter Paul 
goodness (referring to the company that made Almond Joy and Mounds bars), that wasn’t 
meant to be a Chandler Bing moment (referring to a character on Friends), and if you 
want to play Tom Bodette to Chip-boy (referring to the author and radio personality from 
All Things Considered who was the narrator for the recent Motel 6 commercials) (Mad 
Poetess, Chocolaty Goodness). 

 
[26] Compounding, especially self-explanatory compounding, whether long or short, is 
rampant in slayer style. Compounding in Buffy, but especially in Buffy fanfiction, results in 
phrases from short to very, very long. Examples from the canonical Buffyverse include 
Cave Slayer, Net Girl, Prophecy Girl, Edge Girl, Destructo Girl, Disco Dave, Exorcist twist, 
Hacker Girl, and inner Slayer (Adams 2003, 82-83), all of them short, most of them noun 
plus noun. In fanfiction, however, proper name compounds mix freely with long 
explanatory compounds, and the result epitomizes slayer fanfiction style, as in the 
following: 
  

come out all “swoony-gothic heroine”, cocoa-gods, Not To Think Of It box, sanity-giving-
milk-chocolate-happiness, Discovery-channel-voice, looked all action-woman again, And it 
made sense in a twisted “ever since the chocolate came in the mail” kind of way, the 
“possessive vampire” growl, and have a babbling-question-answer-hug-fest, okay? 
(Circirossi, Chocolate Hurricane); 

a bigger-meaner-sadder-woefuller-pout; Angel and his crew-staff-gang-sewing-circle; and 
the familiar thunderous “I am going to slay you and your little dog Toto, too” expression 
(James Walkswithwind and Mad Poetess, Domestic Pirahna); 

all one big-concussion-induced-dream (Jessamyn, 2001, All Dressed Up in Big Sister’s 
Clothes); 



khaki Dockers-wanna-be uniform pants, a “who do you think you’re fooling?” look, wiggins-
inducing (versus dream-induced wiggins [Adams 2003, 280]), and Uncle Rory’s repaired-
for-the-moment car (Mad Poetess, Chocolaty Goodness); 

box of pop—well, store-brand-Frozen-Fruit-Pops-but-they-tasted-the-same-and-more-
importantly-were-just-as-cold—sicles; Spike-logic; the same mind-numbing, kill-me-now-
and-let-me-go-to-hell-where-it’s-cool heat; boyfriend-slaying-implements-of-death; like 
some big “Here, find your hopeless, pathetic vampire here’ spotlight; “can’t let it touch the 
ground or it might get contaminated” kind of hop; with a “Come on, argue with me, I’m 
actually telling the truth for once” challenge; Filing that one—again—under Things We Do 
Not Talk About; giving him the “you’re the insane one, no matter what anybody says” 
look; Spike’s chip-allowed-parameters; Mr. I Freeload Off Everyone (reminiscent of Mr. I-
Loved-The English Patient (see Adams 2003, 198); and Angel-I-have-friends-in-the-police-
department-this-week-Investigations (James Walkswithwind and Mad Poetess, Domestic 
Piranha); 

plain old dump-it-over-your-head peroxide, Five-foot-and-not-much-more of Chosen One, 
weirdness-meter, and the mousse-master (Mad Poetess, Dyeing Young); 

ever-flowing-beer-keg, slept the exhausted sleep of the too-knowing-to-be-innocent, and 
Angel-angsty (Mad Poetess, Skelping); 

it’s a “he doth protest too much” approach and Only without the whole principal-making-it-
bad sorta thing (Kirasmommy, The Key of the Dragon Witch); and 

parking-gods (James Walkswithwind and Wolfling, Sands of Time). 

  
[27] Compounds are combinations of words that inevitably extend meanings of those 
combinations, yet nothing can compact subcultural meaning like a compound. Angel-
angsty is a compound of Angel and angsty, a noun and adjective compound, which 
signals complication from the outset. In fanfiction, the suffix –y is usually an intensifier, 
and angsty is a common colloquialism within the fanfiction subculture. Angel-angsty 
occurs in Mad Poetess’s Skelping, as follows: 
  

… he wanted that now, and he wanted to touch, and that was all that was really 
bothering him. Odd. He wasn’t sad, or really frightened, or depressed, or Angel-
angsty. He was hanging about, getting to know another sort of crowd, and waiting, 
waiting for whatever he was here for to reveal itself to him. 

  
Angel-angsty expresses concepts well known in the Buffy subculture, that Angel cannot 
have a moment of true happiness without losing his soul and that he lives with guilt that 
constantly recalls the horrid things he did when he was Angelus. This little compound 
compresses seven seasons of Buffy and five seasons of Angel, all of the pain, torment, 
guilt, and regret of all of those seasons of both of those shows in one compact package. 
[28] Another compound that captures complex sub-cultural understanding is Spike’s chip-
allowed-parameters. This type of compound depends heavily on conventions within the 
fanfiction subculture. Spike, a once soulless demon, was caught by the Initiative. The 
Initiative put a computer chip it had created in Spike’s head so that he would no longer be 
able to bite, feed from, or harm humans. In much of the fanfiction, Spike is involved in 



relationships with various and sundry Scoobies much as he is involved with Buffy during 
the last two seasons of Buffy. The only difference is that, whereas in Season Seven, 
Spike’s chip malfunctions and is removed after he is ensouled, Spike is generally 
unensouled with an operational chip. Willow and Spike find ways to ensure that the chip 
causes a limited amount of pain for pleasure. 
[29] This type of motif within fanfiction is referred to as “hurt/comfort”: one partner cares 
for a suffering partner. This does not automatically imply a “slash” relationship (that is, a 
relationship between unorthodox partners, such as Kirk/Spock), though the item depends 
on slash conventions. The term also embeds a “get” convention in which the hero suffers 
yet receives no comfort. A version of the hurt/comfort motif within fanfiction, 
psychological torment, is a recent occurrence and may have direct connections with Buffy: 
character turmoil and insecurity can be addressed more completely than a series can 
accommodate, and psychological turmoil comes out (no pun intended) in queer readings 
of the series, particularly in Buffy slash fiction. The most common form of this specific 
type of slash fiction is the love/hate relationship based upon improbable but plausible 
pairings of Buffy and Angel, and on other oppositional relationships (Saxey 2001, 199-
202). These phrases are so multi-layered that it is hard to explain all of the different 
implications. A few examples that illustrate such slash include: 
  

Daddy’s socially correct princess (Mad Poetess, Skelping); 

Spike-logic, non-Gilesy, the mousse-master, and Watcherish  (Mad Poetess, Dyeing 
Young); 

personal ad in the school newspaper gayness; Anne Rice family togetherness thing; 
Grown Up Ripper; manlike, even; and Prozac for the poor (Mad Poetess, Chocolaty 
Goodness); 

his Poofiness and fake-cheese (James Walkswithwind and Mad Poetess, Domestic 
Piranha); 

hell-vibes (Jessamyn, All Dressed Up in Big Sister’s Clothes);

the Giles (Boxerman, Pirates of the Hellmouth); and

un-Xanderlike, witched, and the mosquito (Cicirossi, Chocolate Hurricane).

  
[30] As was mentioned before, many of the constructions discussed in this article overlap 
into one another; some words and phrases that carry fanfiction style combine several 
word-formative processes in a single form. The multi-use items of fanfiction multi-
textually intensify terms from the canonical Buffyverse. As Adams (2003) illustrates in 
Slayer Slang, and as Mark Peters continues to illustrate in this issue of Slayage, the series 
and the other canonical works, by means of lexical diffusion and appropriation, have 
projected potentially disposable nonce words unique to the Buffyverse into broader literary 
contexts and linguistic communities. Fanfiction extends their use and development into 
sub-cultures otherwise unrelated to Buffy, including Firefly, Stargate SG1, Stargate 
Atlantis, Harry Potter, Andromeda, Sentinal, and The West Wing fanverses, to name a 
few. There even seems to be some influence into the areas of anime and manga 
fanfiction. The influence is sometimes lexical—that is, a word is borrowed or adapted from 
slayer slang, for instance mathy (see below; cf. Adams 2003, 196)—but usually it is 
structural, as word and phrase formative patterns typical of slayer slang are introduced in 



new contexts, for new stylistic purposes. 
[31] Examples of this cross-pollenization include the following: 
from Andromeda fanfiction
  

Holo-Rommie (maryavatar, Beer and Sympathy); 

Mr. Hot Shot (Harper’s, Choices Given, Choices Taken); 

adrenaline-sharpened sweat (maryavatar, Hunting Harper); 

Will-to-Power aphorisms; Miss Gold-and-Shiny; making-friends-’n-influencing-people 
department; making-foes-’n-extinguishing-people schtick; “give Harper a bell and treat 
him like a leper” bit; the full one hour “who-the-hell-does-he-think-he-is-Captain-Rebecca-
Valentine-is-way-too-good-for-him-thank-god-I-didn’t-notch-up-yet-another-loser-
boyfriend-my-taste-in-men-really-sucks’ rant”; and 

patented Harper Outraged Squeak (tosca’s kiss, Hypothermia); 

  
from Stargate: Atlantis fanfiction
  

ancient underwater Hoovers; the director’s cut of Wes Craven’s The Little Mermaid; little 
crystal-wire-pen-thingy; The Secret Life of Sushi; and 

not post-coital tickling-level annoyed (Merry, 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea 
(give or take)); 

mathy; Buffy part of my brain; and new and improved teddy bear Rodney, complete with 
kung fu grip (Amireal, Breaking Up Is Hard To Do); 

the anti-kryptonite; big porny slide show complete with prime numbers; with the sort of 
horror the new Skeptical Inquirer usually inspires; Something is rotten in the state of 
Atlantis; starting to put irrational number and irrational number together and coming up 
with the square root of five; and he imagines a neon sign above them that flashes “big 
gay Lieutenant Colonel here!” (Amireal, Chaos Theory); 

We’re not in Flowers for Algernon; and “gone through the McKay-related stages of 
irritation followed by loathing and hit the unwilling respect, and they took it as the 
compliment he meant it to be (shallot, Proof by Contradiction). 

  
from Firefly fanfiction
  

Simple Simon, shattered Simon ... (Rebecca, The Glue Series); and a ghost in the wings, 



keeping track of scenes I’m not in (Nicole Clevenger, A Butterfly Pinned), which seems to 
be a direct reference to the Angel episode, “Waiting in the Wings” (3013), where Summer 
Glau plays a time-loop trapped ballerina; 

  
from Harry Potter fanfiction
  

non-Apparating relatives; It was the fact that she was equally cheerful when informing 
him of the daily impending catastrophe. Or possibly Impending Catastrophe. It happened 
so often that it deserved an official title; Everybody to the dinner table on the gallop, 
trouble; Ron looked at his extended hand as if it were a haddock, or perhaps a shrieking 
eel…; grovelly; and It didn’t help that her braids—long, black, leather-wrapped, “I am the 
dominatrix who ate your mother for breakfast” cornrows—were gathered at the ends with 
yellow children’s duck barrettes (James Walkswithwind and Mad Poetess, Price of 
Wisdom); 

  
from The Sentinel fanfiction
  

James—my, is that your night-stick or are you just pleased to see me?–Ellison; Capt. 
Simon—I own your ass Sandburg so shut up and follow orders—Banks; Kermit the Twit; 
Kermie the Love Newt; the original model for the Elbeews—Weebles, only the version 
where they fall down but don’t get up again; Oh God. Thursday. I could never get the 
hang of them; Kermit—the Bog of Eternal Stench—Holt; and If he is an example of the 
elder statesmen of homicide, then bring back Columbo (Dangermouse, End of Term 
Report); 

  
From Stargate: SG-1
  

I know these things. I have a sixth sense. I see dead relationships; Dust to dust. Ashes to 
ashes. Copies to copies; I found myself craving a smoke for the first time in almost thirty 
years; Xerox and original time combined that is; and suffering from some residual effects 
of savetheworlditis (Danvers, Bring in the Clones); 

his little-archaeologist-lost, sex-in-waiting substitute, and 0-Goddamn Livid in Sixty 
Seconds flat (Anais, Daniel’s Journal); 

dumbfounded land; with the kind of voice you use on children and mental patients; Only 
question left was whether it was General Hammond or himself who’d been “podded”; He 
sighed his patented, “I’m such a jerk” sigh; and bookboy (Sideburns, A Lifetime); 

  
From The West Wing fanfiction
  



yankee jackass self (Cat, Josh Lyman Best Friend Files); 

and the look on her face says “if you hurt Josh I will destroy you” and happy-Toby 
(Sophia, 500 Dollars); and 

It does have a distinctive Randy Spears/Savannah kind of feel to it (Sophia, 3 Hour Tour). 

  
[32] Of course, these are just a few isolated examples, but they demonstrate something 
of the variety of fanfiction “universes” and their intertextuality. Together, these universes 
contribute to the (admittedly) loose parameters of fanfiction style, the results of which are 
patterned and somewhat predictable, though expressive, too, of each author’s stylistic 
objectives. Whether the allusions to Buffyspeak in other ficverses are coincidental or are 
connected to fan cross-interests is often difficult to assess. Some of the writers quoted in 
this article have written Buffy fanfiction, and stylistic similarities in their fics from universe 
to universe may originate in Buffyspeak. Others among the writers have no clear 
connection to Buffy: they contribute to fanfiction style by appropriating marginal 
tendencies of American speech and emphasizing them as central to the discourse of 
fanfiction. While patterns of discourse hold across fanverses, many of the examples in the 
previous paragraph, compared to those presented earlier in the article, demonstrate the 
increasingly tenuous connection of fanfic language and slayer slang—fanfiction has 
subsumed slayer slang as one influence among many on a sub-cultural discourse with its 
own identifiable character.
[33] Though sub-cultural, fanfiction is one among many universes of discourse affiliated 
with Buffyspeak, a few items and patterns of which may, given the unexpected reach of 
its influence, someday enter mainstream English, perhaps even (a long time from now) 
Standard English. Though the medium is constantly in flux, and thus unremittingly 
inventive, fanfiction also draws on familiar, mainstream patterns as it negotiates the limits 
of its own style. This stylistic hybridity allows sub-cultural outsiders to attain the edginess 
associated with outsider status, without entirely (or even mostly) leaving the comfort-
zone of the mainstream. The story is not new; outsider sub-cultures are continually 
appropriated by the mainstream in media that cross boundaries between the two. 
Consider the development of punk into corporate punk and emo, metal into hair metal and 
cheese metal, and goth sub-culture on sale at your local mall. In a commercial culture, 
such appropriation is unavoidable, because markets play on the antagonism between 
margin and mainstream.
[34] Fanfiction represents the outsideness of sub-culture, and its language the 
outsideness of sub-cultural style. Slayer slang depends on its role as one element of 
fanfiction style for its participation in language beyond the Buffyverse, though, of course, 
fanfiction is only one medium of dissemination. But looking at fanfiction style reminds us 
that, in order to gain general currency, a sub-culture’s language must get outside of itself. 
Inside the Buffyverse, slayer slang is one thing; at large in the world, in fanfiction or any 
other site of hybrid style, it’s something else.
  

Notes 
1. Quoted from Mad Poetess, Chocolaty Goodness (2001).
2. I write under the pseudonyms squid and trie_squid in the Stargate: Atlantis mythos, 
and my fics are archived at Wraithbait (www.wraithbait.com).
3. Among these, Saxey (2001), Overbey and Preston-Matto (2002), Busse (2002), 
Larbalestier (2002), and Zweerink and Gatson (2002), are most prominent, but Jowett 
(2005), Wilcox (2005), and Williamson (2005) also comment on fans and fanfiction, 
passim.
4. Online archives include the multimedia fanfiction.net (www.fanfiction.net), which 
includes books, music video games, etc, as well as television series); the visual media 

http://www.wraithbait.com/
http://www.fanfiction.net/


archive, The Wonderful World of Makebelieve (www.squidge.org/~peja/cgi-bin/index.
php); the Buffy the Vampire Slayer archive, The Slayer’s Fanfic Archive (slayerfanfic.
com/); the Stargate: SG-1 and Stargate: Atlantis archive, Area 52: The HKH Standard 
(www.area52hkh.net); the Stargate: Atlantis archive, Wraithbait (www.wraithbait.com); 
the Firefly recommendation archive, The Cortex (fireflyrecs.diaryland.com); the West 
Wing archive, The National Library (library.westwingstories.com/index-02.shtml), and the 
Harry Potter archives, Ink Stained Fingers (inkstain.inkquill.net) and Fiction Alley 
(fictionalley.org).
5. Rachel Shave (2004) makes a compelling argument that the subversive nature of slash 
in conjunction with the permanent-impermanence of the Internet creates a modern site 
for Bakhtinian carnivalesque resistence.
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