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Medi_~ Visi~~Ii!y_ 

In the westem cultural context, media visibility is often conflated with power (Banet-Weiser, 

2004, p. 122). One way that girls are valued within Cartoon Network's co-opted, girl-power 

ideology is in terms of their commercial and media visibility. There is an obvious value to 

the visibility of bright, strong, witty, and contradictory girls on Cartoon Network for the 

imaginaries of young girls watching the programs. Baumgardner and Richards (2000) argue 

that media visibility is critical to political activism and empowennent. Ellen Seiter (1995), 
.-... ~.'-

in her research on My Little Pony, points out that, even though girl heroines in the 1980s 
~~- - ="" 

were portrayed as stereotypically girlish with their unfortunate lack of articulations of :;-- -..:;.. 

strength or intelligence, their media visibility did challenge the invisibility of girls in ear­
~---= -­

lier children's television. However, there are limitations to mass-mediated girl power rep­ =es.:-:-; 
resentations. Media visibility may be an important step to empowerment, but it is not 

unproblematic. 

Naomi Klein (2000) claims that media visibility has taken precedence over politics, 
~=--::-

and it is debatable whether this mainstream, commercialized version of feminism or 'girl 

power' is actually political and empowering (Banet-Weiner, 2004). The argument is that 

greater visibility of girls in popular media programs will result in the empowerment of girls 

viewing the programs. This claim, however, must address two factors: first, in a commer­

cial context, social power is connected with consumption and the acknowledgment of girls 

as active viewers does not free them from mass media's commercial power; second, the con­
:~- ­

flicting representations of empowerment articulated within the texts reflect ambivalent or 

conflicting messages of power. 

Connecting the two words girl and power, once absent in children's popular culture, is 

an ideologically complex concept. What does the word empowered signify and how are young 

girls powerful or empowered? Girls may be increasingly recognized by media industries as 

a profitable group of consumers, with more and more money to spend on girl power mer­

chandise, but besides empowerment through consumerism, what messages of empowerment 

are articulated within the texts of the animated series? 

The girls in Atomic Betty, PowerpuffGirls, and Totally Spies are undoubtedly visible and 

in leading roles, unusual in itself. Of the 106 cartoons listed as regular animated series pro­

duced by Cartoon Network, only six cartoons feature girls or young women as lead char­

acters: Atomic Betty, Powerpuff Girls, Totally Spies, Josie and the Pussycats, Hi Hi Puffy 
~:=-=AmiYumi, and The Perils of Penelope Pits top . Of these six programs, Atomic Betty, Powerpuff 

Girls, and Totally Spies offer girl power programming (Cartoon Network Web site). Atomic 
0'-"­Betty and Totally Spies are scheduled in a viewing block during the coveted afterschool4:00 

P.M. to 4:30 P.M. and 4:30 P.M. to 5:00 P.M. time slots, with the two programs promoted jointly 

as "The 'Girl Power' Extravaganza Hour." This back-to-back schedule, one could sunnise, 

provides the girl audience with a framework for desirable development from younger girl 

(Atomic Betty) to teen girl (Totally Spies). 
,=.-­

Betty tums into Atomic Betty-the transformation noted by a sudden outfit switch into	 ~--

-~:her space dress-to rescue the Galaxy. The Powerpuff Girls, Blossom, Bubbles, and 
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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 ofWOOHP. 

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 ma·instream, consumer 

culture, be it liberal feminism or girl power or punk rock, is that it fails to truly challenge 

or 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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3: pol­

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 conventi5:J[lal 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 

chick[s],' but the question remains: is a new form of feminist politics really being articulated 

in these girl power programs? 

REFERENCES 

Banet-Weiser, S. (2004, June). Girls rule! Gender, feminism, and Nickelodeon. Critical Stwlies in Media 
Communication, 21(2), (pp. 119-139) 

Baumgardner, J., & Richards, A. (2000). Manifesta: Young women, feminism, and the future. New York: Farrar, 

Straus, and Giroux. 

Bazalgette, c., & Buckingham, D. (1995). The invisible audience. In In front of the children: Screen enter­
tainment and young audiences (pp. 1-14). London: British Film Institute. 

Cartoon Network. (1992, October 1). Cartoon Network. Retrieved April3, 2006, from. <http://www.car­

toonnetwork.com>. 

Chalvon-Demersay, V. (Executive Producer). (ZOOl-present). Totally spies. [Television series]. Cartoon 

Network. 

Currie, D. H. (1999). Girl talk. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 

Dicker, R., & Piepmeier, A. (Eds.). (2003). Catching a wave: Reclaiming feminism for the 21 st century. Boston: 
Northeastern University Press_ 

Dow, B. (1996). Prime-time feminism: Television, media culture, and the women'smovement since 1970. 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 

Garrison, E. K. (2000). U.S. feminism Grrrl style! Youth (sub)cultures and the technologies of the third wave. 

Feminist Stwlies, 26(1),141-170. 

Gillis, K. (Executive Producer). Atomic Betty [Television series]. Cartoon Network. 

Giroux, H. (1994) Disturbing pleasures: Learning popular culture. New York: Routledge. 

Goldman, R. (1992). Reading ads socially. New York: Routledge. 

Heywood, L., & Drake, J. (1997). Third wave agenda: Beingfeminist, doing feminism. Minneapolis: University 

of Minnesota Press. 

Jenkins, H. (1998). The children's culture reader. New York: New York University Press. 



404 "The toughest chick in the alien world" 

Klein, N. (2000). No togo. New York: Picador. 

Kline, S. (1993). Out of the garden: Toys, TV and children's culture in the age ofmarketing. Toronto: Garamond 
Press. 

McCrecken, c., & Simensky, L. (Executive Producers). (1998-2004). Powerpuff girls [Television series). 
Cartoon Network. 

Meehan, E. (200l). Gendering the commodity audience: Critical media research, feminism and political 
economy. In E. Meehan & E. Riordan (Eds.), Sex & money: Feminism and political economy in the media 
(pp. 209-222). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Meehan, E., & Byars,]. (200l). Telefeminism: How Lifetime got its groove, 1984-1997. Television and New 
Media, 1(1),33-51. 

Mosco, V. (1996). The political economy ofcommunication: Rethinking and renewal. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Orenstein, P. (1995). School girls: Young women, self-esteem, and the confidence gap. New York: Anchor 

Books. 

Reed,]. (1997). Roseanne: A "killer bitch" for Generation X. In L. Heywood & J. Drake (Eds.), Third wave 
agenda. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Riordan, E. (2001). Commodified agents and empowered girls: Consuming and producing feminism. Joun1al 
of Communication Inquir)', 25(3), 279-297. 

Sandler, K. S. (2003). Synergy Nirvana: Brand equiry, television animation, and Cartoon Network. In C. 
A. Stabile & M. Harrison (Eds.), Prime time animation: Television animation and American culture (pp. 

89-109). New York: Routledge. 

Seiter, E. (1995). Sold separately: Parents and children in consumer culture. New Brunswick, N]: Rutgers 
University Press, 1995. 

Steeves, H. L., & Wasko,]. (2001). Feminist theory and political economy: Toward a friendly alliance. 1n 
E. Meehan & E. Riordan (Eds.), Sex & money: Feminism and political economy in the media (pp. 16-29). 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Turner Entertainment Web site. (2005). Turner Entertainment. Retrieved April 3, 2006, from 

<http://www. turner.com/about/networks_and_businesses.html>. 

Van Fuqua,]. (2003). What are those little girls made of? The PowerpuffGil'ls and consumer culture. In C. 
A. Stabile & M. Harrison (Eds.), Prime time animation: Television animation and American culture (pp. 
205-219). New York: Routledge. 

\
 


