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INTRODUCTION


The superhero genre is a billion-dollar business. By the middle of the second decade of the twenty-first century, there were more than two dozen superhero television programs being broadcast or in planning, and more than fifty movies showcasing superhero characters. This media operation is across all platforms: the original comics, movies, animated and live-action TV programs, and fan conventions—all with linked and licensed merchandise. Transmedia gone global.


According to Statista, the German online global data and business intelligence platform, at the time of writing, the total global box office revenue for Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) movies is $29.55 billion, the total global box office revenue for DC Extended Universe movies is $6.59 billion, and the annual box office revenue of superhero movies in the US and Canada from 1978 to 2021 is $1.44 billion. Yet, of these media commodities, only around 7 percent are solo vehicles for superwomen. Of the remainder, around half have white male leads, and the rest have near total male (and white) ensemble casts. It’s a similar story in mainstream superhero comics, where the percentage starring female superhero characters is at an all-time high of only 12 percent.


The multimedia superhero genre in film, TV, and comic books stands as a very prominent cultural space that underrepresents women in places of power. This is true both in terms of fictional characters and as the real-life creators of those characters. So, the question of the very nature of the characters and stories of superwomen inspires huge passions in which fans feel emotionally invested.


This book explores the corporate productions, creator representations, and audience receptions of female superheroes in mainstream superhero comics, television shows, and films. It examines how and why they’re created and sold the way they are, how and why they sound and look the way they do, and how and why different audiences make meaning from them.


As the highest-grossing film franchise of all time, MCU movies have grossed more than twice the takings of Star Wars, with the average MCU movie grossing a billion dollars apiece. We shall see in this book that superhero fiction has been with us for almost a century; high-octane tales crammed with concepts and contrasting themes from superpowers and the post-human to masked vigilantes and immortality. In that time, superwomen have evolved from comic book caricatures (created by men, for men) to better representations of female power.


This book looks at that evolution, from its hypersexualized origins to today’s attempts at a more nuanced diversity. We explore the relationship between superhero film and fiction and the underlying current of our ever-evolving planet. We begin in the nineteenth century with the rather quirky Chapter 1: How Did Superwomen Lead to the First Sci-Fi Franchise? (page 1) telling the tale of subterranean superwomen and their links to a hot beverage. In Chapter 2: What Ideas of Hell Are in Buffy the Vampire Slayer? (page 11), we explore the story of one of television’s greatest ever superwomen and her relationship with hell and damnation. Chapter 3: Human and Monster: What Super-Females Are in Alien? (page 27) considers the female hero of a sci-fi/horror classic and her monstrous female nemesis of a xenomorph. Chapter 4: How Has Wonder Woman Changed with the Times? (page 43) grapples with arguably the greatest ever comic superwoman, as we look at the social, psychological, and political science of Diana Prince. In Chapter 5, Why Is Shuri Such a Big Deal? (page 79), we look at the various social, cultural, and educational factors in the public’s perceptions of cinema scientists. In Chapter 6: How Did Super-Barbie Go from Plastic to Profound? (page 107), we peel back the feminist layers of Greta Gerwig’s fabulous film, and in Chapter 7: Is Storm Wise to Tinker with the Weather? (page 119), we mull over the consequences of messing with chaos theory. Chapter 8: What of Witches, Wednesday Addams, and WandaVision? (page 127) brings together a brief history of witches alongside two very contemporary screen “witches” in Wednesday Addams and the Scarlet Witch, and finally in Chapter 9: Are Female Superheroes Less Profitable? (page 149) we lift the lid on superheroes and corporate power.









CHAPTER 1


HOW DID SUPERWOMEN LEAD TO THE FIRST SCI-FI FRANCHISE?


(. . . in which we tell the tale of subterranean superwomen and a hot beverage) 


“7 April 1852/Went to the zoo/I said to him—Something about that chimpanzee over there reminds me of you.”


—Carol Ann Duffy, Mrs. Darwin in The World’s Wife (1999)


MRS. DARWIN


Carol Ann Duffy is a Scottish poet and playwright. For a decade, between 2009 and 2019, she was poet laureate of the United Kingdom. She was the first female poet, the first Scottish-born poet, and the first openly gay poet to hold the poet laureate position. In 1999, Duffy published The World’s Wife, a collection of poems written from the perspectives of the wives of various famous and fictional men.


One of the poems, “Mrs. Darwin,” starts on a specific day in 1852, around seven years before Darwin’s On the Origin of Species was published. The speaker, Charles Darwin’s wife, pithily recalls a trip to the zoo with her husband. In particular, her pointing out a nearby chimp and suggesting the creature bore an uncanny resemblance to her husband. Duffy’s amusing implication is that Darwin’s historic theory, that human beings and apes have a common ancestor, was in fact sparked by Mrs. Darwin. Given that a woman was really behind this world-changing idea, Duffy’s poem makes the reader wonder how many more women’s contributions to history have been overlooked by society. Last, the poem subtly subverts Darwin’s stature, a poster boy for the science establishment, reminding readers that he’s as apelike (and human) as everybody else.


FOSSIL HUNTERS


The idea of evolution had been in the air for some time. British paleontologist, Mary Anning, was born a decade before Darwin. She dedicated her life to fossil collecting from the age of twelve, and once helped her father dig up an ichthyosaur skull. Her family lived nearby the cliffs along the English Channel at Lyme Regis in the county of Dorset in Southwest England. Mary’s discoveries in those Jurassic marine fossil beds became known around the world for helping paint a picture of life in the past and lending important evidence to the idea of change in species over time. (Mary’s life and legacy were made into a movie, Ammonite, that premiered at the Toronto International Film Festival on September 11, 2020, in which actress Kate Winslet portrayed Mary.)


Even though Mary knew more about fossils and geology than many of the wealthy male collectors to whom she sold, it was always the gentlemen geologists who published the scientific descriptions of her specimens, often neglecting to mention Mary’s name. Naturally, Mary became resentful of this. Mary was cursed by her social class, as well as her sex. The slights to Mary were part of a trend of disregarding the contributions of working-class people in nineteenth-century scientific literature. Many fossils would be found by quarrymen, construction workers, or road workers who would sell them on to a wealthy collector, and the latter was credited if the fossil was of scientific import.


INCENDIARY EVOLUTIONISTS


All this fossil evidence had to lead somewhere, as the idea of evolution had long been in the air. Yet you’d not know it if you witnessed “Darwin year,” or the bicentennial of Darwin’s birth, in full flight. It was 2009. All across the globe, but above all in Britain, programs of celebration were organized to commemorate Charles Darwin’s life, times, scientific ideas, and their impact. Many organizations and agencies, large and small, were involved. They ranged from arts councils and the BBC, through Westminster and the Woodland Trust, to various universities and zoological societies up and down the land. They planned and executed an incredible array of events to honor the life and legacy of a single biologist: conferences and exhibitions, graphic novels and dramatic performances, and documentaries on radio and television.


Darwin was big business. And, in 2009, the doctrine of Darwinism was on display. The Natural History Museum in London held a Darwin Big Idea Exhibition. Billed as the biggest ever exhibition about Charles Darwin, it celebrated “the impact of the revolutionary theory that changed our understanding of the world.” Regrettably, the exhibition’s campaign poster appealed to the faithful with the absurd words “If you had an idea that was going to outrage society, would you keep it to yourself?”


Now we can more clearly see the point Carol Ann Duffy was making in “Mrs. Darwin.” The theory of evolution was not the work of a single male “genius,” keeping secret an idea that would “outrage society.” A stream of very able thinkers, running from Empedocles, Epicurus, and Lucretius to Leonardo da Vinci, had tended toward a secular speculation at the rich variety of life on Earth. So too did luminaries such as Francis Bacon, René Descartes, and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (and possibly their wives!), all of whom favored natural over supernatural causes for species change. And the French naturalist Étienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire had made significant progress in the late eighteenth century, suggesting that some species adapt and survive when environments change.


ZOOMANIA


“Mrs. Darwin” aside, Charles Darwin was blessed with a familial vision that proved hard to live down. His grandfather, Erasmus Darwin, was an ingenious mechanic, inventing a speaking machine, a mechanical ferry, and a rocket motor. He was also a provocative evolutionist. As a boy, Charles had poured over Erasmus’s mighty work on evolution, Zoomania, published in two volumes in 1794 and 1796. It was replete with hearty exclamations that life had evolved from a single ancestor.


Erasmus Darwin was a celebrated communicator of science. Romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge declared him “the first literary character of Europe, and the most original-minded man.” One of Erasmus’s poems on evolution enjoys a science-fictional vision. It foresees, with unerring accuracy, a future of colossal skyscraper cities, overpopulation, convoys of nuclear submarines, and the advent of the car. Young Charles didn’t inherit his grandfather’s boldness of spirit. Science historian A. N. Whitehead declared that “Darwin is truly great, but he is the dullest great man I can think of.” Maybe Carol Ann Duffy was right about the zoo! Constrained by tradition and church, Darwin was reluctant to publish about evolution for many years. The blow to religion and the social order struck by this theory would inspire “atheistic agitators and social revolutionaries.” Evolution should have been countenanced long before. Opposition from landed and clerical interests, however, feared its deadly threat to the divine ordering of the world.


Evolutionary theory struck at the heart of what it was to be human. Isaac Newton’s system of the world had essentially reestablished the integrity of divine design, which had been shattered by earlier discoveries in astronomy. But the divine picture of creation had stayed more or less untouched. Humans were still made in the “image of God.” After evolutionary theory, the book of Genesis lay in shreds as a literal history. Darwin’s Origin of Species, published in 1859, was appropriated by the radical, anticlerical wing in politics, and molded to its agenda of laissez-faire capitalism. Evolutionary theory provided an alibi for brutal exploitation by the “fittest,” the subjugation of lesser by higher peoples. Association with nature “red in tooth and claw,” as Tennyson put it, could justify even war itself. And the notion of the “chosen ones,” that one-time apology for the supremacy of classes or races, had withered. It was replaced by a “Darwinian” validation of a brave new world of reason, industry, and empire.


The idea of evolution also injected the lifeblood of history into science. “He who . . . does not admit how vast have been the past periods of time may at once close this volume,” Darwin wrote in the Origin. Evolutionary theory could have been used to unite the human and nonhuman spheres, but the social evolution of humanity was eclipsed by scientism. A limited and penetrative science focus resulted in the perverse justification of race theories and imperialism. And utopian tales of the future that explored the connection between nature and society came to dominate.


A MILLION, MILLION SUNS


In this social atmosphere, the previous idyllic vision of a static world became passé. In its place was mutability. The utopian tales stressed the ebb and flow of evolution as a reaction to the unsettling changes in the fabric of Victorian society. In short, after Darwin, the new paradigm was the process of becoming; the question as to what would become of humankind. In the words of Tennyson, “Earth’s pale history runs, What is it all but a trouble of ants in the gleam of a million, million suns?”


During the development of the nineteenth century, early progress gave way to pessimism. The economic slump of the Great Depression in Britain between 1873 and 1896 marked the end of unquestioned expansion. In 1870 the country had been liberal, but by the middle of the 1890s British politics was sharply polarized and most of its capitalists had seceded to the conservatives. The first cloth-capped proletarian socialist sat in Parliament and new utopian fiction arose as the social order began to corrode, with many a narrative offering a parody on the disorder of the contemporary culture.


Science was not wholly responsible for the Great Depression and its ills. It was correctly felt, however, that science had transformed industry. This revolution cultivated the urban, class-conscious culture of industrial Britain. In addition, the radical displacement of Christian faith brought about by Darwin had ironically led to an alienation from nature. As the problems of the age grew more complex and challenging, historians of the future delivered bleaker forecasts.


THE POWER OF THE COMING RACE


This scientific and political context inspired one of the first evolutionary fables about superwomen, Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s 1871 novel, The Coming Race. Edward George Earle Bulwer-Lytton, 1st Baron Lytton, politician and novelist, was friend to creator of the modern British conservative party, Benjamin Disraeli.


Lytton wasn’t a happy man. He wasn’t happy about the new ideas of evolution. And he was even unhappier about the ideals of John Stuart Mill in his book, The Emancipation of Women, so it was Lytton’s intention to satirize both Darwinian biology and female emancipation. The Coming Race includes a pseudoscientific account of an evolved line of humans who believe they are descended not from apes but from frogs. Lytton’s satire also features a somewhat inelegant gender reversal. The women are fitter, beefier, more assertive, and hairier than the men.


His fascinating, if bizarrely paranoid, tale is set in a subterranean world of well-lit caverns. It begins as the narrator, an American mining engineer, falls into an underground hollow. There he discovers a mysterious human-like race, the Vril-ya. These humanoids derive immense power from vril, an electromagnetic animating force which fuels air boats, mechanical wings, formidable weapons, and automata:


In all service, whether in or out of doors, they make great use of automaton figures, which are so ingenious, and so pliant to the operations of vril, that they actually seem gifted with reason. It was scarcely possible to distinguish the figures I beheld, apparently guiding or superintending the rapid movements of vast engines, from human forms endowed with thought.


The scientific dream of an automated society had been realized by this race of subterraneans. The unEarthing of vril, the “all permeating fluid,” borne by strident emancipated females, had enabled the race to master nature. Gender equality had been more than achieved. War had been eliminated through mutually assured destruction. In Lytton’s words, it was a utopia that made real “the dreams of our most sanguine philanthropists.”


But Lytton rejects this utopia, this “angelical” social order. The sociable community of the Vril-ya has eliminated competition, but is, according to Lytton, barren of those “individual examples of human greatness, which adorn the annals of the upper world.” He means male greatness, of course. Not only that, but Lytton thinks suffering is a good idea, as long as it’s not actually Lytton doing the suffering, naturally. According to him, conflict and competition, misery and madness, all are innately “human.” Sounding a note struck more clearly in Huxley’s Brave New World, Lytton brands female emancipation and “calm and innocent felicity” as vain dreams. Utopia, and the displacement of human industry to vril, would lead only to enervation and ennui.


“OUR INEVITABLE DESTROYERS”


The Coming Race is a key marker of the Victorian obsession with evolving society. While a new kind of life is secured through the application of science, the novel suffers from machine determinism. The harnessing of technology made the Vril-ya formidable, but the new technology has no social agency (even though it is described as having inevitable social consequences). Far-flung subterraneans who do not have vril are uncivilized (or, we might say, “the great unwashed,” since Lytton is alleged to have coined the phrase). Indeed, the possession of vril energy is the civilization, and the refinement of society is based on technology alone.


The book strikes a fearful note at the prospect of the rise of superwomen. As suggested by the ominous title, once the more advanced Vril-ya surface from their caverns, they will take the place of mere men: “the more deeply I pray that ages may yet elapse before there emerge into sunlight our inevitable destroyers.”


Meanwhile, back in the real world, white women over the age of twenty-one were allowed to vote in the western territories of Wyoming from 1869 and in Utah from 1870. And New Zealand became the first self-governing country to grant all women the right to vote in 1893, when women over the age of twenty-one were permitted to vote in all parliamentary elections. The coming race was real.


A MOST UNEXPECTED FRANCHISE


Finally, that superwomen franchise. A modern media franchise is a collection of related and derivative products inspired by an original creative work of fiction or film. Media franchises tend to cross over from their original form into other markets. Literary franchises are often transported to film, such as Miss Marple, Nancy Drew, other popular detectives, and, of course, popular comic book superheroes: Wednesday Addams Funko POP! figures, Wonder Woman cosplay costumes, Buffy the Vampire Slayer felt figures, that kind of thing.


Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s The Coming Race can lay claim to being the first ever franchise product of the sci-fi genre. Indeed, when H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine was published in 1895, The Guardian said in its review:


The influence of the author of The Coming Race is still powerful, and no year passes without the appearance of stories which describe the manners and customs of peoples in imaginary worlds, sometimes in the stars above, sometimes in the heart of unknown continents in Australia or at the Pole, and sometimes below the waters under the Earth. The latest effort in this class of fiction is The Time Machine, by H. G. Wells.


The Coming Race was also the inspiration for the fortune made from Bovril, a thick and salty meat extract paste developed in the 1870s by Scottish entrepreneur John Lawson Johnston. For skeptical readers in North America, Bovril can be made into a drink, sometimes known in the UK as a “beef tea,” by diluting with hot water. The first part of the name, bovis, comes from the Latin meaning for ox, and the second part, vril, comes from Lytton’s novel. This drink is clearly meant to derive the great strength of an ox, in the same way that superwomen derived their powers from the electromagnetic substance of vril.


An early prototype of Bovril was provided by Johnston’s company to Napoleon III, who had requested one million cans of beef to feed his troops during the Franco-Prussian War. By 1888 in the UK, over three thousand public houses, grocers, and dispensing chemists were selling Bovril, and by the early twentieth century Bovril was being promoted as a superfood that could protect one from influenza. And Bovril holds the curious distinction of having been advertised with a Pope. An advertising campaign in Britain in 1900 showed a throned Pope Leo XIII holding a mug of Bovril. The advertising slogan read “The Two Infallible Powers—The Pope & Bovril.”


There we have it. The most unlikely story of science fiction’s first franchise. It began with the pen of a paranoid Tory. And it was ultimately appropriated by the patriarchy to such an extent that they appointed an “infallible” Pope as “guarantor.” And all based on the terrifying prospect of a future society of superwomen.









CHAPTER 2


WHAT IDEAS OF HELL ARE IN BUFFY THE VAMPIRE SLAYER?


(. . . the story of one of television’s greatest ever superwomen and her relationship with hell) 


“The first thing I ever thought of when I thought of Buffy: The Movie was the little blonde girl who goes into a dark alley and gets killed in every horror movie. The idea of Buffy was to subvert that idea, that image, and create someone who was a hero where she had always been a victim. That element of surprise, of genre-busting, is very much at the heart of both the movie and the series.”


—Joss Whedon, Welcome to the Hellmouth, DVD commentary (2006)


BUFFY THE VAMPIRE SLAYER


Before writing and directing Marvel’s The Avengers (2012) and its sequel, Avengers: Age of Ultron (2015), and cowriting DC’s Justice League (2017), Joss Whedon’s primary superhero character was Buffy the Vampire Slayer. In his first created television series, Buffy the Vampire Slayer tells the tale of Buffy Summers, the latest in a line of young women called to battle against the forces of darkness, including demons, vampires (naturally), and a bestiary of other monsters. Whedon’s creation was a reaction to the tired Hollywood formula of the victimized blonde girls who, Red Riding Hood–like, wander off their chosen path and inevitably get murdered, in every movie. Instead, Whedon wanted to subvert the genre and create a female superhero. As Whedon has commented, this superwoman idea was present from “the very first mission statement of the show, which was the joy of female power: having it, using it, sharing it.”


Buffy the Vampire Slayer soon became critically and popularly acclaimed, drawing in average audiences of between four and six million viewers on original airings, even though the series was broadcast on the relatively new and smaller WB Television Network. The resounding hit of Buffy meant a myriad of spin-offs, including books, comics, and video games. Buffy also drew in a lot of appreciation in fan film form, as well as in parody and academia. As a result, Buffy is thought to be a critical actor in the new wave of television series during the late 1990s and early 2000s which featured other notable strong female characters, including Xena: Warrior Princess, La Femme Nikita, and Dark Angel.


WELCOME TO THE BUFFYVERSE


Hardly surprising, then, that the Buffy franchise has been labeled the Buffyverse or Slayerverse. The Buffyverse refers to the fictional Universe centered around Buffy the Vampire Slayer, a place where supernatural phenomena exist, and supernatural evil can be countered by good actors fit for the fight against such forces. The existence of supernatural phenomena in the Buffyverse is what distinguishes Buffy’s realm from the real world, though only a small number of humans are aware of this distinction. Moreover, many traits of the Buffyverse are characterized as good or evil and storylines reflect this, though certain narratives follow more paradoxically gray paths.


Whedon’s subversion of the genre starts from the get-go. Episode one. It’s the dead of night. The camera pans across the front entrance of Sunnydale High School to a backing track which sounds like a musical buzzsaw; there may be trouble ahead. We move inside and through the deserted corridors of the school until we stop at the darkened science lab, whose arcane apparatus looks more nineteenth than twentieth century with a brass microscope, a skull in a bell jar, and dark specimens under glass. The sudden sound of a shattering window unsettles us further. A young man and his pretty blonde date break into the empty building for some extracurricular activities. The blonde seems brittle and timorous, starting at the slightest sound, seemingly uneasy that devilry is lurking in the shadowy lab. The lad has all the swagger and charm of the arrogant young male in the movies, sneering at the girl’s fears, and insisting the couple are quite alone. But hold on. What’s this? The blonde’s face instantly morphs into the form of a fanged and yellow-eyed demon, as she sinks her razored canines into the neck of her doomed date.


Welcome to the Buffyverse, where all is not what it seems. A weird and wonderful world, a realm where witches and vampires, hellmouths and magic, and demons and devils all exist, and the chance of the end of the world as we know it is a daily possibility. Mashing up sci-fi, horror, and high school melodrama, the main postulate of the Buffyverse is prosaic: “In every generation, there is a chosen one. She alone will stand against the vampires, the demons, and the forces of darkness. She is the slayer.” Enter a “blonde bombshell” with a difference. The less-than-sweet sixteen-year-old Buffy Summers is expelled from her old high school in Los Angeles for torching the gym (it was jam-packed with bloody vampires) and shipped to the fictional town of Sunnydale, California, which just happens to sit atop a hellmouth, a portal which often yawns open between the picture-perfect world of Sunnydale and the dimension of hell with its legion of demons. Buffy’s mission, should she choose to accept it, and which she does for the next seven years, is to keep the legion of demons at bay, as the hellmouth is a gravitational black hole of badness, drawing danger to Sunnydale and threatening an eruption of hell on planet Earth.


THE REALM OF THE BUFFYVERSE


Now, what, you might well ask, does this surreal and mystical world have to do with science? The answer lies in the understanding of both realms, the fictional Buffyverse and our own Universe, an understanding that revolves around the limits and boundaries of their laws. The magic of the Buffyverse seems wholly fictional at first; demons aren’t real, after all. And yet, when you take a closer look, hidden in the logic of the Buffyverse is a similar science to our own. Each realm can be seen as a complex mechanism which runs according to a set of underlying fundamentals. And, when they are grappling with the supernatural, the writers on Buffy the Vampire Slayer must think through the ways in which the magic may, or may not, supersede our normal laws of nature.


A comparison with the wizarding world of Harry Potter may help here. The Potterverse is another magical Universe that must place limits on its fantastic feats to make the fiction more believable. J. K. Rowling is on record as suggesting that, though not explicitly stated in her books, wizards could not simply conjure money out of thin air. An economic system based on such a possibility would be grimly flawed and highly inflationary. Perhaps that’s also why a limit was placed on Harry’s use of the sorcerer’s stone for alchemy. The stone’s abilities were described as extremely rare and possessed by an owner who did not exploit its powers. And Dumbledore also says there is no spell that can bring people back from the dead. Sure, they can be reanimated into compliant beings on a living wizard’s command, but they would be little more than soulless zombies with no will of their own.


THE CHEMISTRY OF THE BUFFYVERSE


As with the Potterverse, so it is with the Buffyverse. There are logical limits to the way a writer can create a magical Universe, just as there are limits to science. Witness to this fact is that magic in the Buffyverse is underpinned by a science of sorts. Consider the chemistry of the Buffyverse. As in the Potterverse, the synthesis of brews and potions is often carried out through concoctions derived from the ingredients found in the science lab.


In one tale, Buffy herself behaves like an analytical chemist. Her mother, Joyce, becomes ill, and Buffy is suspicious about the mysterious origin of the illness. She suspects foul play in the form of a spell. But the trace signature of a spell is usually invisible to mere humans, so Buffy concocts a counterspell of her own which enables her to see the “invisible” trace, in a similar way to that of chemists who use different wavelengths of light to detect the telltale presence of distinct “signatures” of chemical elements.


Buffy reads traces of spells in a similar way to cosmologists reading starlight. For example, both chemists and cosmologists know that the light leaving a star reveals much more about science than its mere place in the sky. The atoms of things that glow lead energetic lives. Their electrons are forever absorbing and emitting light. And if their surroundings are energetic enough, collisions between atoms let loose some or all of their electrons, enabling them to scatter light, so atoms leave their fingerprint signatures on the light being studied, which uniquely implicate the chemical elements that are responsible and present in the star. These signatures, in the form of black “absorption” lines, are what Richard Dawkins refers to as the “barcode of the stars.” They provide evidence for some remarkable conclusions, including the cosmic abundance of the chemical elements, and the red shift of galaxies receding from the alleged Big Bang at the beginning of the Universe.


THE PHYSICS OF THE BUFFYVERSE


Then there’s the physics of the Buffyverse. The writers of Buffy often draw on ideas from relativity and quantum mechanics to evolve innovative storylines. For instance, a schoolgirl becomes invisible after months of nobody noticing her, an interesting twist on the quantum notion that observation determines the outcome of a subatomic experiment. Buffy the Vampire Slayer also showcases plots that revolve around temporal tricks and time loops, teleporting demons and multidimensional portals. As Kip Thorne said in The Science of Interstellar, “speculations (often wild) about ill-understood physical laws and the Universe will spring from real science, from ideas that at least some ‘respectable’ scientists regard as possible.”


Thus, the Buffyverse includes concepts similar to the hypothetical wormholes proposed by real-world physicists like Kip Thorne himself. And the exchange of ideas is a two-way process. In December of 2005, planetary scientists discovered that a small object in the Kuiper belt, a ring of icy bodies near Neptune, had a peculiarly tilted orbit. They named the object “Buffy” because, as with a lot of physics in the Buffyverse, the small object’s orbit was not describable using standard scientific theories of how the Solar System formed.


THE BIOLOGY OF THE BUFFYVERSE


Given that Buffy the Vampire Slayer is a series brimming with monsters, it comes as little surprise that many of the monster ideas in Buffy are borrowed from real-world biology. We have demons that deliver death on their prey by jabbing them with poisonous toxins to paralyze them before they’re wolfed down. Then there’s the question of the biology of vampirism, which could be seen as a kind of contagion, a blood-borne disease caused by pathogenic microorganisms, like Hepatitis B (HBV), Hepatitis C (HCV), or Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV).


When primeval demons reemerge from “forever” slumber, their impact is akin to biological warfare. The show’s plot often involves a demon infecting a host like some type of turbo-parasite, but one which kills the host so that the remaining shell may be used as an embryonic weapon of mass destruction, so it’s no good trying to destroy the demon. That would simply result in spreading the warfare further, with thousands dying where once only one would have perished.


Indeed, in a 2001 paper, “Biological Warfare and the ‘Buffy Paradigm,’” Anthony H. Cordesman of the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington, DC, argues that “the US must plan its Homeland defense policies and programs for a future in which there is no way to predict the weapon that will be used or the method chosen to deliver a weapon which can range from a small suicide attack by an American citizen to the covert delivery of a nuclear weapon by a foreign state.” Cordesman’s suggestion is to “think about biological warfare in terms of a TV show called Buffy the Vampire Slayer . . . think about the world of biological weapons in terms of the ‘Buffy Paradigm,’ and . . . think about many of the problems in the proposed solutions as part of the ‘Buffy Syndrome.’”
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