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What a lot of fun—you guys have been real swell

First, this project could not have come about without the enthusiastic participation of the contributors. I thank them for their creative work, professionalism, and timeliness. My colleagues in the Philosophy Department at Marquette University have provided me with a near-ideal environment in which to pursue my philosophical interests. I thank them for their collegiality over many years, their willingness to let me take pedagogical chances, and their bemused toleration of my interest in popular culture. Particular thanks are due to Kevin Gibson, Andrew Tallon, and Paul Neiman for their assistance with computer issues. Jacob Held read almost every paper with a careful eye and caught many mistakes that I did not. The remaining mistakes are, of course, my responsibility. Father Thaddeus Burch, S.J. provided me with a summer grant that helped in producing the final typescript.

I appreciate all the expertise, help, advice, and trust provided by Bill Irwin the series editor for Popular Culture and Philosophy and by David Ramsay Steele at Open Court. Carolyn Madia Gray deserves praise for all her work related to the promotion of this volume. Independently, Jim Wagner suggested a Buffy volume to Open Court, and his timing was influential in convincing them that this was a viable project. A group of friends (Betty, Bill, Carol, Cindy, Deb, Jan, Kate, Linda, Liza, Nancy, Nicky, and Sandy) have allowed me to blow off steam and discuss BtVS, while providing much good advice and stimulating conversation over the last two years. I gratefully take the opportunity here to thank them. David Lavery and Rhonda Wilcox have generously supported this project and welcomed me into the burgeoning field of Buffy Studies. I am happy to offer this book as an addition to the field. Finally, this book would never have seen print without the encouragement and support provided by Kelly Wilson; but then I can say that about all of the good things that have happened to me over the last fifteen years.






And was there a lesson in all this?

Thanks to the organized efforts of fans of Buffy the Vampire Slayer (BtVS), I know that the origins of this book can be traced to April 21st, 1997, when I watched my first episode of the series. I wish I could say that I had seen the show from its beginnings, but like so many viewers, then as well as now, I had a near-visceral reaction to the show’s name. Why watch a show based on a harshly-reviewed movie from several years ago? Surely it was only a desperate attempt by a new network to curry favor with the coveted teen audience. And how are you supposed to take a character named Buffy seriously? However, in the five weeks between its premiere broadcast and the time I watched my first episode, I had heard enough from people whose judgment I respected to give the show a try.

In retrospect, it’s hard for me to see the show with innocent eyes. I recently re-watched the episode I saw first, “Witch.” I can see that there was some clever writing (BUFFY: Mom, I’ve accepted that you’ve had sex. I am not ready to know that you had Farrah hair. JOYCE: This is Gidget hair. Don’t they teach you anything in history?), fast pacing, and a rather nice twist in the plot late in the episode. However, on first viewing I would not have had an inkling of what the show was (having missed the two-part series opener) or what it was going to become. I would have assumed that the central guest character in the episode was just that—a guest character; not a character who would occasionally recur and then play a pivotal role in Season Six over 100 episodes later.

I found myself tuning in to another episode of the series, and another, and another. By June 2nd I was hooked, yet nothing I had seen up to that point prepared me for the Season One finale, “Prophecy Girl,” aired that evening. Joss Whedon, the series creator, has stated: “I designed Buffy to be an icon, to be an emotional experience, to be loved in a way that other shows  can’t be loved.”1 It’s certainly possible to take that statement as hyperbole, as a way for a series creator to retrospectively justify the fact that a show has been successful. Nonetheless, I recognize in that statement a grain of truth—after watching “Prophecy Girl,” a television show became something different for me: no longer a form of entertainment or relaxation, but something worth my thinking about. It quickly became apparent that I was not alone in my response. It’s because the show has developed such a strong following, especially websites, mailing lists, and such, that it was possible for me to specify the date I first watched it.

The main point of this book is to demonstrate that philosophy can bring much to the watching of BtVS and that watching BtVS can provide ample opportunity for philosophical reflection. The professionalization of philosophy as an academic discipline in the past century has been both a blessing and a curse. Certainly, it has allowed philosophers an opportunity to write for one another, and the level of sophistication of that writing has led to much precision in demarcating philosophical issues. At the same time, the non-philosopher or philosophical novice interested in, for example, the questions of political philosophy can be forgiven in feeling a bit resentful, or at the very least intimidated, when faced with the technicalities present in John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice. Books like Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Philosophy, and the others in the Popular Culture and Philosophy series, can go some way towards mitigating that resentment. After all, the first stirrings of philosophical interest are always rooted in the events of our lives, and as Plato taught us long ago, like it or not, we cannot easily escape the popular culture around us. It is not a stretch to say that our thinking about philosophy is always going to intersect with the popular culture, though philosophers forget this lesson too easily.

The twenty-two chapters of this volume all bring sophisticated philosophical concepts in metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, and political philosophy to bear on BtVS. Some chapters start with a difficult philosophical issue, say friendship or punishment, and show how BtVS can help us to better understand the issue by providing us with examples and themes from the   show. In other chapters, the authors use philosophical concepts to understand the stories and motifs present in BtVS. In this latter task, the goal is to help the reader understand how philosophical concepts and theories intersect with particular cases. So, for example, we might wonder about the problem of human irrationality or the problem of nihilism and look to the series to see how BtVS has grappled with those themes, thereby deepening our understanding of the abstract philosophical concepts at issue. Finally, some of the chapters also reflect more explicitly on what it means to turn to a television show for philosophical stimulation. The hope of the editor and the authors is the straightforward one that this book will spur the reader’s interest in philosophical themes. If, indirectly, it also raises issues for the reader about the relation of philosophy and popular culture more generally, the editor will be especially happy.

The contributors to this volume approach BtVS from a wide variety of perspectives and backgrounds. As a result, I doubt that any reader, including the contributors, would (or could, on pain of inconsistency) agree with the main argument of every chapter. As editor, I did not feel the need to agree with each chapter, and indeed there are chapters with which I disagree. However, I believe there is real value in bringing controversial topics and approaches into the conversation about BtVS. I trust the reader will be able to make her own evaluative decisions about each of the chapters, and that in running across arguments with which she disagrees, she will deepen her appreciation of the show and its extraordinary philosophical richness.

Aristotle famously distinguished between leisure and relaxation. If philosophy is a paradigmatic leisure activity, then it must be conceded that television watching is, usually, a paradigmatic means of relaxation. BtVS demonstrates, week in and week out, that we don’t have to relax to watch television. We can interact philosophically with the series, remembering that, in the words of Aristotle, “it is peculiarly disgraceful not to be able to use [the goods of life] in time of leisure.”2 Nobody disputes that philosophy is a good of life, but one indirect argument of this project is that BtVS may be one of those goods as well.






Codex 1

It’s kind of a Slayer thing. Buffy, Faith, and Feminism





1

Faith and Plato: “You’re Nothing! Disgusting, Murderous Bitch!”

GREG FORSTER

 

 

 

 

 

 

No fan of Buffy the Vampire Slayer (BtVS) needs to be told that it is unlike any other vampire fiction ever produced. Traditional vampire fiction has been heavily shaped by the worldview of Christianity, whose strict metaphysical separation between good and evil gives rise to images of vampires as demonic creatures with seductive and corrupting power. An alternative type of vampire fiction, which emerged over the past few decades and is now the dominant form in the genre, forcefully rejects the Christian worldview in favor of a nihilistic outlook with roots in the thought of Friedrich Nietzsche. In these stories the vampire appears as a hero (sometimes tragic, sometimes not) who overcomes conventional morality. However, the stories told in BtVS and Angel (hereafter referred to collectively as “the Buffyverse”) do not take place in either of these literary worlds.

Because the Buffyverse does not fit neatly into any familiar narrative framework, its dominant moral influences are not obvious to the audience; we do not have a broadly familiar worldview such as Christianity or nihilism to guide our understanding of the stories’ moral structure. But the Buffyverse does in fact have a moral structure: the school of ethics known as “eudaimonism,” which holds that the basis of moral goodness is the fulfillment of human nature to its highest potential. In particular, the eudaimonistic moral structure of the Buffyverse becomes clear when we compare the Buffyverse with the ethical  thought of Plato, one of the earliest and most important eudaimonist philosophers. The Buffyverse consistently reflects the Platonic view that a just person is always happier than an unjust person.

This chapter analyzes the character of Faith, whose journey from good to evil and back again most clearly represents the Buffyverse’s Platonic eudaimonism. From her first appearance, the narrative emphasizes that Faith is motivated by pleasure. Her eventual turn to evil seems natural to her, given that she takes such pleasure from it. But, in a series of events that are a remarkably close parallel to a hypothetical example Plato uses to demonstrate his ethics, Faith realizes, to her horror, that Buffy has a better, happier life than she does, and becomes disgusted with herself for taking pleasure in shameful things.




Neither Christ nor Nietzsche 

The Buffyverse does not fit comfortably into either the traditional Christian or the more recent Nietzschean literary styles of vampire fiction. Viewers were tipped off that BtVS would not rely on Christianity to supply a narrative universe as early as the series premiere: in the big exposition scene, when Giles lays out the history of the world according to the Buffyverse, he dismissively refers to the biblical story of Genesis as “popular mythology” (“The Harvest”). In the Buffyverse, only villains (such as the fanatical Knights of Byzantium or the twisted vampire hunter Holtz) revere God. On Angel, our heroes clash frequently with the higher forces of good, called “The Powers That Be.” When Buffy returns to earth from heaven in Season Six of BtVS, she is not transported with elation at having discovered proof that good does indeed rule the universe and that virtue will be rewarded in the afterlife. Nor does she embark on a life of piety and virtue in hopes of ensuring that when she dies again, she will go back to heaven.

Even the strict metaphysical lines between good and evil, which had been the most visible Christian influence on the Buffyverse in its early years, have become more and more blurred. One of the most fundamental features of the traditional, Christian-influenced style of vampire fiction is a bright, shining line between the supernatural forces of good and the supernatural  forces of evil. Try to imagine a Bible story about a good demon. When Whistler, a demon who serves good, was introduced in the finale of Season Two of BtVS, it was a novelty. A few years later, good demons were everywhere in the Buffyverse. On Angel it sometimes seemed as though you couldn’t throw a stone in Los Angeles without hitting one. Angel himself was working with no fewer than three (Cordelia, Lorne, and Gru). On BtVS, Spike, despite the absence of a soul, was treated as a quasi-good-guy for two and a half seasons. Obviously, in the Buffyverse the war between good and evil does not correspond to a strict metaphysical distinction between good creatures and evil creatures.

Neither does the Buffyverse fit easily with the Nietzschean style of vampire fiction, in which good and evil are created through behavior rather than unchanging moral standards. Although the metaphysics of good and evil have become more and more jumbled in the Buffyverse, there has never been a moment’s doubt that good and evil are permanent, objective landmarks rather than things that we make for ourselves. In the Buffyverse, people do not get to decide what shall be good and what shall be evil; protecting the weak is good, and preying on the weak is evil, period. Willow’s embrace of evil at the end of Season Six of BtVS is not celebrated as a glorious act of Nietzschean self-creation in which she rejects the old, obsolete moral standards in order to create her own. It is treated as a corruption rather than a rebirth—her entanglement with magic is an addiction, a sort of super-alcoholism culminating in the mother of all benders.

In the Buffyverse, goodness is a burden we must bear. Nietzsche celebrated characters who threw off the shackles of other people’s moralities in favor of inventing their own. Above all, he despised the “slave morality” that exalts service to others rather than the assertion of oneself, even—some might say especially—if asserting oneself meant preying upon others.3 A great deal of recent vampire fiction fits this mold. Contrast this with the Buffyverse, a narrative world in which it is a terrible, soulcrushing  burden to be young, gorgeous, and strong enough to pulverize bricks with your bare hands. Buffy, as Faith sarcastically puts it, chooses to “feel the burden of slayerness” (“Who Are You?”). It is not hard to guess what Nietzsche would have thought of the finale of Season Six of BtVS, in which Willow recoils from the nihilistic abyss when confronted with Xander’s refusal to stop loving her no matter how much suffering she inflicts.

All this is not to say that the Buffyverse has explicitly or specifically rejected either Christianity or Nietzsche. But the Buffyverse clearly does not seek to place itself in either the Christian or Nietzschean narrative frameworks of vampire fiction. The moral foundations of the Buffyverse are not laid out in easy view; we must do some digging to uncover them.




“The Work that I Have to Do”—Eudaimonism 

The Buffyverse does have a recognizable moral structure. That structure is eudaimonism, a mode of ethical thought in which the fulfillment of human nature is the standard by which we recognize what is good. The word “eudaimonism” comes from the ancient Greek term eudaimonia, which is usually translated as “happiness.” To put it briefly, eudaimonism arises from two premises: that people will always do whatever they think will make them happy, and that it is therefore the job of moral theory to show that the morally good life is also the happiest life. Eudaimonistic moral theories argue that human nature is ordered such that people are happier if they live morally good lives. Thus the moral life is the fulfillment of a moral plan or structure that is inherent in human nature.

This pattern has been seen countless times in the Buffyverse. Throughout Season One of BtVS, our heroine resists her calling as a vampire slayer. Giles’s arguments that slaying is her duty because she is the chosen one fall upon deaf ears. And yet Buffy discovers time and again that she cannot live with herself if she turns her back on the suffering of others when she has the power to help them. In the Season One finale, when she is told that she must sacrifice her life to stop a cataclysmic vampire plot, she balks. But she cannot bear  to see her peers continually preyed upon, and so she agrees to make the sacrifice. She does good not because she is called upon to do so by some higher power or duty, but because good, for all the very real pain and sacrifice it requires, is still less painful than the alternative.

She follows a very similar arc in the finale of Season Five. She announces in one scene that she is willing to refuse a supreme sacrifice even if it would be wrong to do so, rejecting moral arguments based on duty. But she ultimately makes just such a sacrifice, because it is, she explains, “the work that I have to do” (“The Gift”). Not “my duty,” but “the work that I have to do.” She has to do it not because the alternative is wrong—she has already rejected that argument—but because the alternative is unbearable. This good-people-are-happier-than-evil-people story has also been played out on Angel in the characters of Angel and Cordelia, who have each tried to turn away from the good life, only to find that they are miserable doing anything else.4




“The Real Tyrant Is ... in Truth a Real Slave”—Plato and Eudaimonism 

The school of thought we call “eudaimonism” actually includes an extraordinary variety of ethical thought. The label could reasonably be used to describe thinkers as diverse as the ultrapious St. Augustine and the ultra-impious David Hume. However, the particular philosopher whose thought most directly illuminates the eudaimonism of the Buffyverse is Plato, specifically in the eudaimonist ethics he lays out in his most important work, the Republic.

The Buffyverse evokes the eudaimonism of the Republic for two reasons. First, in the Republic Plato’s attention is focused directly on a moral question that the Buffyverse also frequently raises: who is happier, the just person (that is, the morally good person) or the unjust person? Early in the Republic Plato describes a magic ring, the Ring of Gyges, which will render its wearer invisible. Such a ring could be used to commit any crime   with no chance of being caught (359b–360d).5 Plato uses this ring to focus our minds on the contrast between following the rules out of fear of punishment and following the rules because following them is really better. Given the opportunity to do evil with perfect impunity, would we be better off doing so? Second, several of the hypothetical examples Plato uses to illustrate his arguments are very closely mimicked or evoked by stories from the Buffyverse. For example, Buffy’s invisible crime spree in the episode “Gone” bears a striking resemblance to Plato’s argument concerning the Ring of Gyges.

Plato argues in the Republic that we should strive to be just rather than unjust because the just person is happier than the unjust person. We will have to simplify his argument to treat it in the limited space available here, but the Buffyverse does not exactly delve into great philosophic depth either, so hopefully the subtleties we will miss in this account won’t make much difference for our purposes. Plato depicts the human soul as divided into three parts: reason, the source of contemplation, logic, and judgment; spirit, the source of anger, courage, and pride; and the appetites, the source of almost all our wants and desires. To reduce the account to a simple version, we can say that a just person listens to the voice of reason and controls his appetites, while an unjust person follows his appetites without control.

Plato’s most important argument is that the just person is most happy because all the parts of his soul are under control and in harmony with one another (443c–445b). This harmony provides happiness for both internal and external reasons; it is a state of psychological peace and serenity, and it also facilitates the discipline and self-control necessary to achieve greater happiness in the world. The unjust person, by contrast, follows his appetites without control. He is miserable because he is constantly torn by the internal conflict among his uncontrolled appetites. He can never be at peace with himself, nor does he have the self-restraint necessary to live a truly happy life. If he is cunning, he can gain power, money, and influence by unjust methods, but his very injustice will make him far unhappier than   those rewards can compensate for. Though he is master of all he surveys, he is a slave to his passions; the more powerful he becomes, the more miserable he will make himself. “The real tyrant is, even if he doesn’t seem to be so ... in truth a real slave” (579d). Deep in his heart, he knows it and detests himself for it.

There are, inevitably, important differences between Plato’s eudaimonism and the moral framework of the Buffyverse. In particular, the moral role of reason gets very little attention in the Buffyverse. It seems safe to say that the Buffyverse favors a moral psychology similar to that of Rousseau, for whom moral behavior is achieved by a partnership between reason and compassion—a partnership in which compassion, not reason, is the more morally significant element. What is important for our purposes here is the similarity of emphasis in Plato and the Buffyverse on the fundamental question that defines ethics: who is happier, the just person or the unjust person? No other philosopher gives this question a more pivotal role in ethics than Plato does, and—as we have seen above, and will see further below—it is a question the Buffyverse also treats as the central ethical dilemma of human life.




“Living My Own Way, Having a Blast”—Faith’s Corruption 

The character whose story most clearly reveals the underlying eudaimonism of the Buffyverse is Faith, the rogue vampire slayer. Faith’s unambiguous (and very self-conscious) pursuit of pleasure above all other things makes her the perfect illustration of eudaimonist ethics. She, unlike most characters in the Buffyverse, knows exactly what she wants and has no qualms about pursuing it. For this reason, her story is not subject to the complicating factors of confusion, self-deception, or indecision; her choices, whether good or evil, and the reasons she makes them are always clear and simple. And since Faith has moved from good to evil and back again, she is in a position to compare the two from experience, so her case most clearly illustrates the choice we face between good and evil.

When Faith is first introduced, her love of pleasure is heavily emphasized. She regales the group with a lurid story about  slaying vampires in the nude, which she wraps up with, “God, I could eat a horse. Isn’t it crazy how slayin’ just always makes you hungry and horny?” She meets Giles and coos, “If I’d’ve known they came that young and cute, I would’ve requested a transfer.” She assesses Buffy: “What’s up with B? I mean, she seems wound kinda tight. Needs to find the fun a little?” Asked whether she likes slaying, she replies, “God, I love it! ... When I’m fighting, it’s like the whole world goes away and I only know one thing—that I’m gonna win and they’re gonna lose. I like that feeling” (“Faith, Hope, and Trick”). The message is not subtle: Faith is interested in food, sex, “fun,” and beating up her enemies—all very direct and basic sources of pleasure.

Faith is not a vampire slayer because it is her duty, nor because it is the work she has to do. Faith is positively joyful to be a vampire slayer. As she tells Buffy, “slaying is what we were built for. If you’re not enjoying it, you’re doing something wrong.” However, her love of vampire slaying is entirely amoral; she doesn’t appear to care very much that slaying serves a moral purpose. “Staking a vamp” gets her “juiced,” and leaves her “hungry for more.” Buffy denies that she feels the same way, and after a particularly hard-fought victory Faith turns to her and says, “Tell me you don’t get off on this!” (“Bad Girls”). So at this point Faith is “good” only in an external sense. She is a force for good because her actions result in the promotion of good ends, such as the protection of the weak against predators. But she is not internally good. During her time in Sunnydale she never once utters a line reflecting any serious interest in the goals for which she is ostensibly fighting.

Because she’s a pleasure-seeker and loves vampire slaying for the thrills it provides, naturally when she discovers something even more thrilling—namely, evil—she’s hooked. When she accidentally kills a human, she defiantly refuses to acknowledge the incident’s moral significance, telling Buffy point-blank, “I don’t care” (“Bad Girls”). Buffy can’t believe this; she accuses Faith of concealing the pain that she is sure Faith is feeling over the incident: “I know what you’re feeling because I’m feeling it, too.... Like something sick creeped inside you and you can’t get it out.” We get some indication that Faith does feel this; her cool facade occasionally shows cracks. But Faith suppresses her guilt because feeling guilt is painful. Above all Faith loves pleasure and hates pain, so she decides to enjoy being a killer rather  than regretting it. “We’re warriors,” she says defiantly. “We’re built to kill.” She tells Buffy that if she feels sad or guilty over the death of an innocent bystander, “that’s your loss.” Pleasure is Faith’s only standard; to feel pain for any reason is, by definition, repugnant. When she makes her final leap to evil, she calls it “living my own way, having a blast ... It feels good” (“Consequences”). All she needs to know is that evil is more enjoyable than good.

Or at least, so it seemed to her at the time. Never having been a truly good person, she had never experienced the pleasure of living a genuinely good life. Her comparison of the good life and the evil life at this point was therefore flawed; she compared the pleasure of the evil life not to the actual pleasure of the good life, which she had never experienced, but only to the pleasure of a life that was externally good but internally amoral. Naturally it seemed to her that evil was the more pleasurable life. She would have a long, dark road to travel before she learned her mistake.




“Disgusting, Murderous Bitch!”—Faith’s Redemption 

For a while after her conversion to evil, Faith lives it up. The villainous Mayor Wilkins puts her up in a posh apartment and showers her with gifts, and all she has to do for him in return is kill people, the one thing she loves to do most. But this is Sunnydale, after all, and so the villains’ party ultimately comes to a crashing halt. Buffy defeats Faith in an epic fight, putting her into a coma, and goes on to ruin the mayor’s master plan. For most of a season, Faith lies in a hospital bed, comatose and forgotten. Then she wakes up, and suddenly Faith’s inner life gets really interesting.

Using a magical device left behind by the mayor, Faith switches bodies with Buffy. Faith gets to walk around in Buffy’s body and live Buffy’s life, while Buffy, trapped in Faith’s body, is captured by agents of the Watchers’ Council. This not only allows Faith to escape all punishment for her life of crime, it actually allows her to live the life of a hero—she, a professional murderess, will receive all the admiration and respect Buffy has earned through years of dangerous and painful self-sacrifice.  Meanwhile Buffy, who deserves to be treated as a hero, faces the prospect of spending the rest of her life in prison for a series of heinous crimes that she did not commit.

This episode enacts a hypothetical case used by Plato to set up the main argument of the Republic. Plato asks us to imagine two people: a perfectly just person who is mistakenly believed by everyone around him to be a perfectly unjust person (that is, a master criminal), and a perfectly unjust person who is mistakenly believed to be a perfectly just person. He luridly describes the fate of the just person mistaken for a criminal: he “will be whipped; he’ll be racked; he’ll be bound; he’ll have both his eyes burned out; and, at the end, when he has undergone every sort of evil, he’ll be crucified” (361e–362a). Next to this he places the fate of the unjust person mistaken for a just person: “First, he rules in the city because he seems to be just. Then he takes in marriage from whatever station he wants ... he contracts and has partnerships with whomever he wants, and, besides benefiting himself in all this, he gains because he has no qualms about doing injustice. So then, when he enters contests, both private and public, he wins and gets the better of his enemies” (362b). Who wouldn’t rather be king, sleep with anyone, prosper in business, and defeat his enemies, rather than be agonizingly tortured to death?

Well, as it turns out, Plato wouldn’t. And, very much to her surprise and horror, Faith discovers that she wouldn’t, either. Faith and Plato reach the same conclusion: the just person, punished for crimes he didn’t commit, is happier than the unjust person who has everything he desires.

Right after the switch takes place, Faith (in Buffy’s body) has a conversation with Joyce, Buffy’s mother, about why Faith turned to evil. “Maybe she likes being that way,” Faith says defensively. “I’ll never believe that,” says Joyce. “I think she’s horribly unhappy.” This remark sets the theme for the rest of Faith’s story. Faith, noticeably, changes the subject rather than directly respond to Joyce’s comment. She does still cling to her belief that she is happier being evil. Later, she puts it succinctly: rather than be “a stuck-up tight ass with no sense of fun,” like Buffy, “I could be rich, I could be famous, I could have anything, anyone” (“Who Are You?”). This sounds quite a bit like Plato’s description of the unjust person. And yet Faith seems taken aback by Joyce’s observation that she is not, in fact, happy  with her evil life. Faith’s confrontation with her own unhappiness is just beginning, and she won’t be able to deny it for much longer.

When Joyce hugs Faith, she becomes uncomfortable. When Faith saves an innocent girl from a vampire—strictly to avoid blowing her cover—and the girl thanks her, gazing at her with admiration and gratitude, she becomes even more intensely uncomfortable. The breaking moment comes when she offers Riley the opportunity to abuse Buffy’s body for his sexual pleasure; he refuses, and instead makes love to her. If Faith’s account of her love life in an earlier episode is to be believed, she has never been with a man who cared about her, or even—the hapless Xander excepted—with any man who met the most basic standards of decency. We are left to imagine what it must have been like for such a woman to spend her first night with a man who not only cared about her, but completely loved her.

When we rejoin them in bed, Riley whispers, “I love you,” and Faith breaks down. “What do you want from her?” she cries out, apparently unable to believe that Riley’s sexual generosity is sincere. As the truth dawns on her, she tries to deny it: “This is meaningless” (“Who Are You?”). But she can’t deny what has just been so forcefully demonstrated to her. Buffy—stuck-up, repressed, joyless, moral, goody-two-shoes Buffy Summers—has a better sex life than she does. Coming as it does after demonstrations of the love and adoration Buffy inspires in her family and friends, and in those she protects, this finally forces Faith to confront a truth with deeply unpleasant consequences for her: Buffy has a better life. Buffy is happier.

This realization forces Faith to acknowledge that her decision to turn to evil was wrong even on its own terms. That is, even if duty and abstract morality are set aside, it simply isn’t true that the evil life is more pleasant than the good life. Her elaborately concocted self-ustification—that good people are all pleasurehating hypocrites while she is simply an honest pleasureseeker—falls apart, and she begins to see herself for what she really is.

In a fight with Buffy, she pins down her own body and begins to mercilessly pummel her own face, screaming, “You’re nothing! Disgusting, murderous bitch! You’re nothing! You’re disgusting!” (“Who Are You?”). Her disgust with herself is so complete that after Buffy successfully switches their bodies back  to normal, Faith flees to Los Angeles and tries to induce Angel to kill her. “I thought you were happy with the way you are,” Angel says to her at one point, but they both know it isn’t true. Finally knowing that evil will never make her happy, and believing that redemption is impossible for her after what she’s done, Faith simply wants to end her pain. Ultimately, when Angel refuses to kill her, Faith drops all pretense and begs him: “I’m evil! I’m bad! I’m evil! Do you hear me? I’m bad! Angel, I’m bad! I’m bad. Do you hear me? I’m bad! I’m bad! I’m bad. Please. Angel, please, just do it. Angel please, just do it. Just do it. Just kill me. Just kill me” (“Five by Five”).

Faith’s disgust with herself is reminiscent of another story from Plato’s Republic. A man walking along the city wall came upon the dead bodies of criminals, left there to rot by the public executioner as a warning to others. The man wanted to stare at the mutilated, decaying bodies, but was ashamed of this desire, so he turned away. However, the temptation to look overcame him, and so he looked. As he did, he angrily rebuked his own eyeballs: “Look, you damned wretches, take your fill of the fair sight!” (439e). Plato’s point in telling this story is that it is a key feature of morally good personalities that they are ashamed and angry with themselves when they do wrong. To master one’s own desires requires discipline and self-control, which is achieved not by seeking a Spock-like state of pure logic, but by harnessing the emotions of anger and pride on the side of reason and against the disorderly passions. Faith’s disgust with herself, though she misguidedly followed it to what amounts to a suicide attempt, was the first crucial step to her redemption; it was, however halting and misdirected, her moral awakening.




The Buffyverse’s Moral Compass 

There are many important moral questions arising from its eudaimonist ethics that the Buffyverse leaves unanswered. One of the most intriguing is the role played by the soul in making the just person happier than the unjust person. Is it because humans have a soul that doing evil makes them miserable, while vampires and other soulless nasties tend to enjoy it so much? The evidence on this point is starkly conflicting; Angel’s story would seem to confirm the suspicion that the soul is what connects  moral goodness with happiness for a person, but Spike’s story would tend to undermine that conclusion. Because the metaphysics of the Buffyverse are growing more jumbled and confused with each passing season, we will probably never have an answer.

But then, that is only to be expected, since eudaimonism is a school of thought that has always appealed to those who seek a morality firmly rooted in real experience, with as little dependence as possible on abstraction and metaphysics. The Buffyverse’s eudaimonism dovetails perfectly with its longstanding ambivalence towards metaphysics, and particularly towards higher powers of good such as “The Powers that Be.” In the Buffyverse, characters seeking moral guidance look not to the heavens but within; a person’s happiness, or lack thereof, is his moral compass.6
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In On The Genealogy of Morals Nietzsche argues that morality is a creation of the weak; that the word “good” was originally defined in relation to the powerful, and was only later co-opted by the weak. The powerful only knew good and bad; that is, noble like themselves and weak unlike themselves. The weak apply the word “good” to themselves and invent the word “evil” to apply to the strong. They set up a moral system that defines the exercise of strength and power as evil as a means of selfprotection and as a result of their resentment of the powerful. Such arguments have been made before, notably by opponents of Socrates, who used reason to show the inconsistency of this position. Nietzsche is immune to this tactic, since he denies reason itself. There is no such thing as pure reason, “There is only a perspective seeing, only a perspective ‘knowing’ ... ”7 The nature of things is that the powerful should rule, and reason itself is just a tool invented by the weak to fight nature. Socrates used reason and logic to defeat the claim that might makes right, but Nietzsche denies the validity of reason and logic, since reason itself is a value judgment of the weak. It seems that there is no way to refute Nietzsche’s argument.

Perhaps there is a way. Even if reason is not allowed, one can appeal to the opponent’s own nature. Those who do not discipline their desires are out of tune with themselves, and an argument may be successful that demonstrates the discord resulting from such a course. The happy tyrant or successfully selfish human being is not going to be convinced by any logical argument that he or she should renounce power; what is needed is persuasion, an enticement. This persuasion can be accomplished by an appeal to drama and popular culture. The appreciation of drama is an empathic project. The audience must be able to feel what the characters are feeling; in addition, the characters cannot act in any way the author likes, but must act in accord with human nature for the empathy to be possible. This empathy is the key to convincing a Nietzschean. There are examples in drama of characters who live the sort of life that Nietzsche advocates (but which Nietzsche himself did not live); one can watch these characters and follow what happens to them. If they flourish believably and live complete and desirable human lives, then Nietzsche is vindicated. However, if they end badly, and their endings ring true, the audience may be persuaded that the Nietzschean ideal is a dead end not to be pursued.

Faith, the rogue vampire slayer, can serve as an example. When in “Bad Girls” Faith accidentally kills a human being, she discovers the joy of the free exercise of her power. She embarks on an apparently successful career of evil, using her strength to take whatever she wants whenever she wants. But in the end, she discovers that the life she has chosen is empty. There is no possibility of true friendship, and she ends up as quite a mess. If the story of Faith, the rogue vampire slayer, is believable and true to human nature, her example can serve as a warning. If one follows the path laid out in On the Genealogy of Morals, one will come to a bad end. The persuasion here occurs not through dialectic and syllogism, but through empathy and emotion. First, I will examine Nietzsche’s rejection of traditional morality and his alternative vision. Then, I will show how Faith can be identified with this ideal. Finally, I will show how Faith’s self-chosen world collapses on her, and argue that this collapse, if it rings true to the watchers of the show, can be a warning against taking a similar path.




The Use of Drama in Persuasion 

The commonality between the characters in the drama and human nature is what gives the key: we can look for examples of characters who act as if the claims of Nietzsche are true. If the drama is well executed, the characters will act as real humans would act, if they were in similar situations. So the inquirer can use the fictional character’s life as an experiment, a test-case: what would this life be like? If the results are believable and if we are able to empathize with the character, then the characterization may be an accurate depiction of what would happen. If the results are negative, then we have reasons not to pursue the proposed course of life. As Aristotle puts it, in a tragedy “pity is occasioned by undeserved misfortune, and fear by that of one like ourselves.”8 If Faith presents the choices we would make if we had the power to get away with them, and if she comes to a bad end, we should experience a useful fear that will prevent us from following the same course. The benefit is that this can be done without suffering in one’s own person the bad effects of that life.




Nietzsche’s View of Morality 

The clearest presentation of Nietzsche’s argument on the true nature of morality can be found in On the Genealogy of Morals. He argues that the concepts of good and evil arise out of the resentment of the weak for the strong, and that these concepts constitute a reversal of the original and primal categories of good and bad. Nietzsche gives a linguistic argument designed to show that the word “good” was originally used of the powerful nobility. This is quite an insight, and is linguistically defensible: even in English, an admirable person will be described as being noble, having class, or respectable, all words which describe one as belonging to the propertied or powerful hierarchy.

Nietzsche describes the original good in various passages, and it is worthwhile to give some here. “The knightly-aristocratic value judgments presupposed a powerful physicality, a flourishing,  abundant, even overflowing health, together with that which serves to preserve it: war, adventure, hunting, dancing, war games, and in general all that involves vigorous, free, joyful activity.”9 (This is a perfect description of Faith, as I will argue later.) The good are the rulers and masters. Noble morality “develops from a triumphant affirmation of itself.”10 The basic positive disposition of the primordial good is “filled with life and passion through and through.”11 The good man is forgetful, unable to hold grudges. Anger is expressed immediately in action.

So far, this is an attractive portrait. But Nietzsche goes further: those who are powerful and noble are also cruel without compunction. When these nobles leave the company of their equals (which for Faith would only include Buffy), “they go back to the innocent conscience of the beast of prey, as triumphant monsters who perhaps emerge from a disgusting procession of murder, arson, rape, and torture, exhilarated and undisturbed of soul, as if it were no more than a students’ prank, convinced they have provided the poets with a lot more material for song and praise.”12 One can see examples of this sort of behavior in the Iliad or the Odyssey. In order to rid his house of the suitors of his wife, Odysseus locks them in a room and slaughters them. He is acting in a good way, according to noble morality. Greek morality is not the same as modern morality: As Alasdair MacIntyre notes, “Agamemnon in dishonoring Achilles did not cease to be agathos.”13 Agamemnon or Odysseus can still be good Greek heroes, even though they act in ways we would consider evil. There has been a shift in meaning.14

The shift has come about, says Nietzsche, as a result of a slave revolt. The nobles had power, but the weak were numerous. They began to define themselves and their weakness as good, and to define those different than themselves as evil. The   noble were rechristened as evil, something to be pulled down and destroyed. This slave revolt in morality arises out of resentment, anger at the strength that one lacks, whereas the primeval noble morality arises out of the strength that nobles possess. Resentment makes new values by saying ‘No’ to what the weak are not, whereas noble morality says ‘Yes’ to what it itself is.

Strength is not to be exercised, say the weak, but Nietzsche rejects the possibility of self-restraint on ontological grounds: humans are nothing but the actions that they do. There is no soul, no substratum that can act to restrain what one is. If the strong ceases to act in a strong way, he or she is no longer strong. Expecting the strong not to exercise strength is like expecting an eagle not to eat mice. The concept of the soul that needs to be saved and that can conquer the instincts of the flesh (see St. Paul) is an invention of the slaves to justify their subjugation of the strong. There is no core to a human being that could restrain activity; there are only the effects of the will. Nietzsche says, “But there is no such substratum; there is no ‘being’ behind doing, effecting, becoming; ‘the doer’ is merely a fiction added to the deed—the deed is everything.”15 The only way one could restrain strength is by some sort of self-torture.

So far Nietzsche is describing the historical condition of morality as he sees it: there was a primordial morality of might makes right that has been overcome by a self-torturing morality of resentment, which is primarily embodied in Christianity. This is a historical claim, not a normative claim. It is one thing to describe the primordial noble morality; it is another thing to prescribe it as a good thing. But evidence is plentiful to show what the preferred course is. Nietzsche sees his destruction of morality not as a bad thing, but instead as choosing life: “It was precisely here that I saw the great danger to mankind, its sublimest enticement and seduction—but to what? to nothingness?—it was precisely here that I saw the beginning of the end, the dead stop, a retrospective weariness, the will turning against life.”16 The slave morality is a repression of the will to power, the will to do what one wants and to dare great things. It is rejected because it is a rejection of life. Nietzsche rejects this   self-torturing man, and looks to the dawn of a new sort of man, the well-known Übermensch. The development of conscience, which is currently directed against life, into a force that is directed against enemies of life, will require a new sort of person: “This man of the future, who will redeem us not only from the hitherto reigning ideal but also from that which was bound to grow out of it, the great nausea, the will to nothingness, nihilism; this bell-stroke of noon and of the great decision that liberates the will again and restores its goal to the earth and his hope to man; this Antichrist and anti-nihilist; this victor over God and nothingness—he must come one day.”17

Nietzsche desires that there come those who can go beyond good and evil and create their own values through strength of will. Nietzsche is not promoting despotism or mass murder: his ideal figure is not one who does evil for its own sake, but rather one who does not shrink from what is necessary for the satisfaction of his or her own desires. Nietzsche would probably be shocked to learn that his philosophy has been used to justify fascism and murder. But the fact remains that his destruction of conventional morality leaves no weapons to argue against murder: why not? It may be that Conard is right in saying that “Nietzsche’s ideal is more the artist, the self-overcoming, selfcreating individual, who forges new values, who makes an artwork out of his life.”18 But if the self-creation of this individual happens to involve murder and mayhem, there is no reason why one shouldn’t commit murder and mayhem.

Nietzsche’s argument is not refutable on rational grounds, since he denies rationality as a creation of slave morality. I propose a counter-argument not based on rationality, but based on empathy.




Faith As Nietzschean Ideal 

I will focus on five primary characteristics of this ideal: strength, the search for satisfaction of one’s desires, a ruthlessness or cruelty in the pursuit of these desires, a distrust of rational   argument, and a rejection of traditional morality. All of these will be seen quite clearly in the way Faith is portrayed.

As a vampire slayer, Faith possesses strength and health in abundance. She is something of a super-hero, with strength far beyond human beings and most non-human monsters that she encounters. In addition, slayers possess robust health: they can take punishment that would kill ordinary people and can heal quickly to fight again. At least on the physical level, Faith is a superb example of the sort of strength that Nietzsche extolled.

Faith is introduced as a vamp (not a vampire) in the episode “Faith, Hope, and Trick,” dancing seductively on the dance floor. She is an image of sexual desire, without a care in the world. She leads a young man out behind the Bronze, apparently for a tryst; when he turns out to be a vampire, she kills him in an ecstasy of violence. The slaying of vampires takes on all the characteristics of a sexual rendezvous: the flirtation on the dance floor and the choosing of the mate are both there, with the sexual act replaced by the slaying.

When Faith arrives, she takes over the room. Names are reduced to nicknames without permission given: Buffy becomes “B.” Faith tells stories of her various conquests, and the room is fascinated. In fact, her presence at the table and her stories are as much a contest for mastery as her slaying. She announces “Slaying always makes you hungry and horny.” Slaying is just another desire to be satisfied, like hunger or sexual desire. She even flirts with Giles.

Buffy at this point has come to hate her job. She longs for a normal life, for freedom from the grave responsibilities that saving the world multiple times entails. She knows that her life is likely to be short and violent to the end. She only slays because of duty, not for any love for the job. Faith, on the other hand, loves her job: she loves the chase and the moment of the kill. Slaying is a desire, a lust to be fulfilled. This difference is shown in the first battle that the two of them fight together. Buffy takes on two vampires, while Faith fights another. Buffy’s life is endangered because Faith pays more attention to the joy of killing than to the duty of getting the job done. So we have her presented clearly as a sort of Nietzschean: she is focused on the satisfaction of her lust for and joy in killing. In “Bad Girls” she insists to Buffy that one ought to enjoy the job: “Slaying’s what we were built for. If you’re not enjoying it, you’re doing something wrong.” 

Faith is ruthless and cruel in her pursuit of her slaying, and is similarly disposed in her sexual habits. Men are simply animals to be made use of: she tells Buffy “Find a couple of studs, use them, and discard them. That’s always fun” (“Homecoming”). A man is not to be valued as a person in his own right worthy of respect, but simply as a means to satisfying a physical desire. Once this desire has been satisfied, the man who is a means to this end is to be abandoned. In “The Zeppo,” Faith beds Xander in order to work off some of the stress of hunting vampires. Xander is very excited: it is his first sexual experience, and as a result he thinks the two have made some kind of connection. But he is mistaking her intentions: she is merely scratching an itch with whatever is convenient, and to expect Faith to establish a relationship with him is like expecting the person with an itchy back to establish a relationship with the backscratcher.

Faith often remarks that truth and rational reflection are not necessary, which places her squarely in the Nietzschean camp. Nietzsche rejects the ability of reason to decide arguments, since reason is after all the product of any pre-existing value system. It is rather one’s values that matter. Faith acts before she thinks, and doesn’t value reflection. She asks Buffy if she has ever had sex with Xander, and when the reply is one of hesitation and doubt, tells Buffy “You think too much” (“Bad Girls”). Thinking gets in the way of action and satisfaction of desire. Thinking and reflection is a characteristic of slave morality, of those who cling to false ideals such as “duty” and “goodness,” “right” and “wrong.” One shouldn’t think, but should act according to one’s passions.

This lack of reflective thought continues. Buffy suggests to Faith that she needs to “Wait, stop, think,” to which Faith responds “No. No. No.” Just fight! Thinking is the enemy. Faith even manages to tempt Buffy with her carefree attitude, as they enjoy a wild night out on the town stealing whatever they need from the stores of Sunnydale. The exercise of strength without restraint of reason is exhilarating.

But at this point tragedy occurs. In the course of battle, Faith, who is carried away by the joy of slaying, doesn’t stop to make sure that her victims are in fact vampires. She stakes and kills a human being by mistake. Horrified, Buffy tries to make things right, by trying to convince Faith to talk to the police. According  to traditional morality, the killing of a human being is a serious matter, even when it occurs by accident or through negligence. But Faith has decided that she need not worry about such things. When Buffy confronts her saying “You killed a man,” Faith responds with a smile: “No, you don’t get it. I don’t care.”

This accidental killing becomes a moment of discovery for Faith. Having gotten away with one killing, she finds that any reason for her not to kill has vanished. She is stronger and better than the people of Sunnydale, and if anyone gets killed in the process of her satisfying her lust for battle, it is a small matter. In response to a call to duty by Buffy, Faith says: “We are better! That’s right, better. People need us to survive. In the balance, no one is gonna cry over some random bystander that got caught in the crossfire” (“Consequences”). The morality of the slaves does not apply to the masters, those who are better and stronger. Faith and Buffy should be able to do what they feel they need to do in order to be good slayers, without being overly concerned about the fate of the ordinary humans that may get hurt in the process.

Faith abandons her job as a slayer, and hires on to work for the mayor, a human who has spent the last hundred years preparing for his ascension, whereby he can assume demonic strength and power. In order to make this ascension happen, the mayor needs to feed on a sufficiently large number of ordinary humans, which he plans to do at the high school graduation. It is worth noting that, although one cannot fail to see Faith as “the beast of prey, the splendid blond beast prowling about avidly in search of spoil and victory,”19 it is the mayor who most closely approximates Nietzsche’s concept of the Übermensch. This is the overman, the human who is to come, or at least ought to come, in order to justify the whole history of mankind. As Nietzsche puts it, “mankind in the mass sacrificed to the prosperity of a single stronger species of man—that would be an advance.”20 This is not done out of malice, but out of a search for beauty in life. Nietzsche gives a long description of the overman in The Will to Power:21   A race with its own sphere of life, with an excess of strength for beauty, bravery, culture, manners to the highest peak of the spirit; an affirming race that may grant itself every great luxury—strong enough to have no need of the tyranny of the virtue-imperative, rich enough to have no need of thrift and pedantry, beyond good and evil; a hothouse for strange and choice plants.22





We can see in this an apt description of the mayor: he shows no malice, no evil desire to kill everyone. In fact, he is an exemplar of a decent man, with a taste for beauty, culture, family values, and good manners (often correcting Faith’s own poor manners before sending her on a mission to kill an enemy). The only reason he wants to kill the students at the high school is to further his own desire to become a new and transcendent being. He wants to go beyond mankind, to be an overman, or at least an over-snake. Faith is simply along for the ride, out of admiration for his strength.

So it seems clear that Faith is an example of the type of person Nietzsche admired: strong, ruthless, not bothered by rational debates, and beyond traditional morality. She has even found herself a genuine Übermensch to work for in the mayor. The test will now be to see what happens to her. Two questions need to be answered: 1) is the depiction of her fate believable? 2) Is her fate one worth seeking? The answer to the first question will depend largely on the individual’s reaction to the drama and sense of the character. I cannot argue someone into thinking that BtVS is well-written: one will either see that or not. So watch the show, and decide for yourself if the characters act as real humans do. I believe that it is in fact a very well-written show, and the evidence for this is the continued success it has had over the years, as well as the fact that one can find a sufficient number of philosophers to publish a whole book about it.




What Is Faith’s Fate? 

The climactic ending of Season Three involves the mayor’s attempted ascension, foiled by Buffy and her friends. Faith is not there to see it, having been defeated in battle with Buffy. Faith spends the greater part of the next year comatose in the   hospital. But things get interesting when she awakens. It turns out that the mayor has left her a gift, a magical device that allows one to switch bodies. She contrives to switch bodies with Buffy and attempts to take over Buffy’s life, moving into her house, wearing her clothes, and attempting to form a relationship with Joyce Summers, Buffy’s mother.

There is a striking scene in “This Year’s Girl” that gives the key to Faith’s thinking. She has possessed Buffy’s body and is standing in front of the mirror, attempting to get used to her new face. As she is making faces, she begins to say things that she thinks Buffy would say. Faith gives a litany, delivered ironically: “You can’t do that. It’s wrong. You can’t do that, because it’s naughty, because it’s wrong. I’ll kick your ass. I’ll kill you!” These statements of moral “oughts” seem empty and contrived when they are stripped to the bare words: why not do something? It is wrong! The word “wrong” becomes a magical symbol, a talisman before which evildoers must shudder. If one repeats it often enough and loudly enough, it must be respected. And if the malefactor doesn’t desist, the magical word must be defended with force.

Faith has in these few sentences given her entire view of traditional morality. It consists of value statements that have no backing other than the might of the weak majority. The strong are told not to exercise their strength, but no reason can be given. All of the intricacies of moral reasoning, that one shouldn’t harm others because of the categorical imperative or the innate natural law, ultimately resolves itself into a statement of the mysterious quality of “wrongness.” For example, Faith (wearing Buffy’s body) goes to the Bronze, the local nightspot, and encounters Spike, a vampire who has recently been “defanged” by means of a computer chip in his head. Faith teases him, telling Spike that she could have sex with him in ways that he couldn’t possibly imagine, flirting explicitly and shamelessly. She then asks whether Spike knows why she will not do it. In a mock little-girl voice, complete with pout, she says, “Because it’s wrong.” Once again, the word “wrong” is an empty, emotivistic claim, which only has any meaning because of the force behind it, as Faith had said before: “I’ll kick your ass.”

It seems at this point as if Faith is prepared to live out her life happily occupying Buffy’s body, with no compunction, following  her desires as she wills. But in order to keep up her disguise, Faith needs to act as a slayer: Willow points out a vampire stalking a kill in the Bronze, and sends Faith out to save her. She has to comply in order not to blow her cover, and so saves the girl. The girl expresses heartfelt and sincere gratitude, to which a flustered Faith responds, “Yeah, it’s cool.” This is the beginning of the piercing of her Nietzschean shell. She has done an act that however motivated by prudence, connects her to a broader reality. The girl’s gratitude and the feelings it engenders in Faith start to show her that her good may involve more than just herself.

Later in the episode one of Riley’s friends claims that Faith/Buffy is just a killer, to which Faith angrily responds that she is the slayer. Afterwards, she says to herself that she doesn’t care. But it appears she is experiencing the call of conscience. A starker example: a band of vampires have barricaded themselves in a church to kill parishioners. Faith shows up in Buffy’s body. She has seen people in need and comes to their rescue. Why? It is a basic moral truth, missed by Nietzsche, that the other somehow makes a claim on us. Somehow, the good of the other is the good for me. Of course, the existence of this basic demand of the other cannot be proved by a rational argument since the commitment to reason is a value judgment that arises out of the very slave morality he is attacking. But it can be pointed to: one can see Faith experiencing it, and one can, if the drama is well executed, co-experience it with her.

Faith (still wearing Buffy’s body) tells Riley, “Don’t tell me what to do. I’m Buffy. I have to do this.” She then proceeds to save the parishioners of the church who are being held hostage by vampires. Confronting the bad guy, she says,FAITH: You’re not gonna kill these people.

VAMPIRE: Why not?

FAITH: Because it’s wrong.





Recall the earlier scene where she was looking into the window, getting used to Buffy’s face. Then she was pretending to utter moral maxims, providing what she thought was its sanction: “I’ll kick your ass!” Then the only reason that something was right or wrong was the threat of force. Now, she is making the same statement, “Because it’s wrong,” but with an entirely different meaning.  Right and wrong is not a matter of the will of the strong, but is an independent reality, a brute fact that must be dealt with, whether one wants to or not. Faith is going to defend the people with force, but this action does not become right because of the threat of force. Rather, the force is employed because the action is right. Slayers must defend, not because of some weakness on their part, but because it is simply the right thing to do. It doesn’t matter whether Faith is strong or not, or whether she likes the people in the church or not. She has strength and the means to defend the defenseless, and therefore has the duty to do so. Furthermore, she must save the people because the sort of person she will be if she doesn’t is unacceptable.

Why does Faith change her mind? She is confronted with the true shape of her life. While she is wearing Buffy’s body, Joyce asks her why Faith is the way she is. Faith responds that perhaps she likes being that way. In other words, Faith is strong enough to do what she likes, and is happy because she is doing it. But Joyce will have none of it and responds, “I’ll never believe that. I think she’s horribly unhappy.” For Faith, happiness means to do what one wants. How could she be unhappy if she is doing what she wants? Joyce’s claim argues that happiness does not consist in merely doing what one wants, but in flourishing.

These rival conceptions of the good for humans, to follow one’s own desires as well as one can, or to work to develop the whole person are what is at stake. Can we resolve this dispute rationally? Nietzsche quite correctly points out that we cannot. But what I have attempted to do is show that an empathetic evaluation of the two alternatives will lead most people to reject Nietzsche. Look closely at the sort of person Faith is. She has become a hired killer, and has no friends, no society. It seems that Faith herself recognizes the undesirability of her position. When she fights the real Buffy in her own body, Faith yells “You’re nothing, disgusting, murderous bitch!” (“Who Are You?”) The words do not apply to Buffy, but to Faith herself. She is attempting to distance herself from the life that she has made for herself. She sees the shape of her own life course, and it disgusts her. She makes an aesthetic evaluation of herself and doesn’t like what she sees. Rival moralities may not be able to be resolved rationally, but the results of choices in accord with them differ greatly. Faith’s life has become ugly.

Faith recognizes this fact, and in the conclusion to her story works to rectify the problem. In an episode of Angel, “Five by Five,” she shows up in Los Angeles, at first determined to show that she has no problems: she takes a contract to kill Angel, and proceeds to torture Wesley, her former watcher. When Angel finally counters her plans, she shouts at him “I’m evil, I’m bad, I’m evil! Do you hear me?” She wants Angel to kill her, to rid her of the terrible life she has formed, a life that resulted directly from her unabashed pursuit of her own ends without regard for her responsibilities to others.

In the end, Faith after much difficulty acknowledges that she needs to make things right. At Angel’s urging, she makes a confession to the police, and begins to serve a jail sentence for her crimes. The change is dramatic: she has completed the leap from Nietzsche to Socrates, accepting the Socratic dictum that “a man who acts unjustly, a man who is unjust, is thoroughly miserable, the more so if he doesn’t get his due punishment for the wrongdoing he commits.”23 There is, after all, a moral order beyond one’s desires, and the good of the person involves more than just the desires of the person, but the state of that person’s relationship to self and others.




Persuasion As Drama 

It may be that the triumphant view of the world today is that morality is a matter of personal choice. Furthermore, the claim that moral statements are not factual, but rather are value judgments makes debate on the issue impossible: what one values is a matter of one’s tastes, and as the old adage goes, there is no accounting for taste. If moral judgments are merely expressions of individual preferences, how can one dispute it? It’s like arguing over the best flavor of ice cream. One cannot even argue that morality is a matter of rationality rather than values, because the opponent will respond that rationality itself is a value judgment.

I have argued that persuasion can be attempted not by means of reason, but by means of drama. A well-told story can   often reach deeper into the human heart than a rational argument. For this reason I have proposed the example of Faith from BtVS. An examination of her decisions and course of life will resonate with the viewer, and serve not as an argument, but as a persuasion or enticement to reject a morality based merely on personal choice. The questions for the watcher: Do you feel what Faith feels? Do you sorrow over her evil actions? Would you want to be her? Do you cheer her final rehabilitation? If the answer to these questions is yes, then perhaps Nietzsche is not the best guide for your life.






End of sample
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