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The girl power lead characters in Cartoon Network, visible, heroic, and contradictory
though they may be, operate within contexts in which the actual dominant role or leader
position is taken by a male figure, even if that male figure is not given as much air time as
the girls. Admiral DeGill of Atomic Betty, a fish in army gear, is the Commander in Chief
of the Galactic Guardians. Jerry of Totally Spies is the director of WOOHP World
Organization of Human Protection). These men oversee the happenings of the world (or
galaxy) and exercise the authority to dictate when and where the girls must perform their
heroic feats. The Powerpuff Girls program depicts a more ironic patriarchal structure.
Professor Utonium possesses some authority as the Powerpuff Girls’ father, but of a kindly
and solicitous nature. The Mayor commands the girls to move into action, but he is por-
trayed as a dim-witted bureaucrat who would be lost if not for the support of his assistant,
Ms. Sara Bellum, a strikingly beautiful and intelligent woman who undoubtedly is the brains
behind the Mayor. The Powerpuff Girls recognize Ms. Bellum’s power, which Ms. Bellum
(unfortunately) keeps hidden from the public.

Are these representations of girl power, in fact, political? In terms of disrupting power
relations or dominant structures, it is unlikely that Atomic Betty or Totally Spies offer seri-
ous challenges, because their superheroic feats take place in the contexts of masculine-run
structures. The Totally Spies girls may be sexually emancipated, or at least sexually complex,
but fighting international crime is still their primary mission and in this arena, they work
under the leadership of the white, male, middle-class, British-accented director of WOOHP.
The Powerpuff Girls offer gender representations that contest traditional stereotypes of power
in that, even though the males are situated in positions of authority, the audience under-
stands that the female figures, in fact, possess the power. Cartoon Network’s representation
of girl power constructs girls as lead characters, who are bright and strong, and the
girls/women may even hold the real power. However, this power must be concealed from
a “real” world that still needs to function with men at least feigning to be the true leaders.

The problem with appropriating a marginal culture’s ideas into mainstream, consumer
culture, be it liberal feminism or girl power or punk rock, is that it fails to truly challenge
ot de-center dominant structures. This is because the co-opted culture must be rearticulated
in ways that satisfy both the dominant culture, as commodity audience, and the subculture,
in a manner that, in the end, does not necessitate real structural change or significant dis-
ruption of power relations. Atomic Betty, the Totally Spies girls, and the Powerpuff Girls may
be powerful, but their power is weakened in the context of a conventionally male-domi-
nated power structure. In other words, when girl power is commodified, the feminist pol-
itics of empowering girls becomes diluted in order to fit into mainstream dominant culture.
Normalizing feminism neutralizes it, and turns it into slogan rather than a movement

(Dow, 1996). ™

Conclusions

The production of girl power culture in contemporary media demonstrates the tensions
between media visibility, consumer culture, and power inherent in third wave feminist pol-
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itics. Tension resides between the media’s “embrace of the ‘girl power’ consumer market and
its role as a producer of ‘girl power’ ideology” (Banet-Weiser, 2004, p. 121). Mass-mediated
representations of girl power provide contradictory forms of power by disrupting the dom-
inant gender relations, in which boys are expected to be lead characters, and by entrench-
ing conventional gender relations. The commodification of audiences and marketing of
program merchandise reveal a form of girl empowerment that repositions girls into conven-
tional feminine roles as consumers.

The visibility of strong, bright, and heroic girls in animated network television is
understandably valuable for young, female audiences. Less palpable is how the traditional
and contradictory feminine representations articulated within these texts are negotiated by
actual girl viewers.

Appropriating girl power rhetoric into mainstream, consumer culture does not neces-
sarily disrupt power relations or require real structural change. As girl power is commodi-
fied, feminist politics is, in a sense, at risk of being neutralized. The girls may be ‘the toughest
chickls],” but the question remains: is a new form of feminist politics really being articulated
in these girl power programs?
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