
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
ABSTRACT 

 
Boys, Girls, and Monsters 

Regulation of Normative Gender in Supernatural 
 

Megan Genovese 
 

Director: Sarah W. Walden, Ph.D. 
 
 

Supernatural, a cult phenomenon currently in its tenth season on the CW, is about 
Sam and Dean Winchester and their heroic journey across a Gothic horror landscape of 
things that go bump in the night; as Dean puts it, “Sweetheart, this ain’t gender studies.” 
Yet while the creators may not have intended it to be as much, popular media texts 
always contribute to the construction of hegemonic norms. A close reading of Seasons 1 
through 9 reveals that Supernatural is in fact built upon the bedrock of binary sex-gender 
identities. Through both individual characterizations and narrative structure, Supernatural 
presents detailed portraits of idealized maleness and femaleness the depend on mutual 
exclusion and the subordination of female characters to the male ego ideal embodied in 
the Winchesters. Most interestingly, Supernatural also features a host of inhuman 
characters, through which emerges a third portrait of monstrosity as that which threatens 
the integrity of normative male and female identities.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

APPROVED BY DIRECTOR OF HONORS THESIS: 
 
 
 

____________________________________________ 
 
Dr. Sarah Walden, Baylor Interdisciplinary Core 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPROVED BY THE HONORS PROGRAM: 
 
 
 
____________________________________________ 
 
Dr. Andrew Wisely, Director 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
DATE: _____________________ 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BOYS, GIRLS, AND MONSTERS: 

REGULATION OF NORMATIVE GENDER IN SUPERNATURAL 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of 

Baylor University 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the 

Honors Program 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By 

Megan E. Genovese 

 

 

Waco, Texas 

May 2015 



 ii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
 

List of Figures…………………………………………………………………………….iv 

Acknowledgements……………………………………………………………………….vi 

Introduction………………………………………………………………………………..1 

Chapter One: Maleness……………………………………………………………………9 

 Physical Characterization………………………………………………………...11 

 Psychological and Relational Characterization………………………………….19 

 Sexual Characterization………………………………………………………….43 

 Narrative and Comparative Characterization…………………………………….53 

 Conclusion……………………………………………………………………….66 

Chapter Two: Femaleness………………………………………………………………..68 

 Damsels in Distress………………………………………………………………70 

 Women in Fridges………………………………………………………………..75 

 Disruptive Women……………………………………………………………….81 

 Essential Mothers………………………………………………………………...91 

 Behavioral Transvestites………………………………………………………..101 

 The Lesbian Loophole………………………………………………………….114 

 Conclusion……………………………………………………………………...124 

Chapter Three: Monstrousness…………………………………………………………127 

 Angels…………………………………………………………………………..130 

 Demons…………………………………………………………………………157 

 Fans……………………………………………………………………………..173 



 iii 

 Conclusion……………………………………………………………………...186 

Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………...188 

Bibliography……………………………………………………………………………192 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 iv 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

 

Figure 1. Winchesters, Season 1…………………………………………………………13 

Figure 2. Winchesters, Season 8…………………………………………………………13 

Figure 3. Winchesters, heroic plaid……………………………………………………...16 

Figure 4. Winchesters, disguises…………………………………………………………16 

Figure 5. Winchesters, the heterosexual script…………………………………………..47 

Figure 6. Gordon Walker………………………………………………………………...61 

Figure 7. Garth Fitzgerald IV…………………………………………………………….63 

Figure 8. Ghostfacers.……………..……………………………………………………..63 

Figure 9. Aaron Bass……………………………………………………………………..65 

Figure 10. Mary Winchester……………………………………………………………..80 

Figure 11. Amelia Richardson…………………………………………………………...85 

Figure 12. Lisa Braeden………………………………………………………………….86 

Figure 13. Sheriff Jody Mills…………………………………………………………….93 

Figure 14. Linda Tran……………………………………………………………………97 

Figure 15. Ellen Harvelle……………………………………………………………….100 

Figure 16. Jo Harvelle…………………………………………………………………..104 

Figure 17. Bela Talbot………………………………………………………………….109 

Figure 18. Charlie Bradbury……………………………………………………………115 

Figure 19. Uriel…………………………………………………………………………134 

Figure 20. Zachariah……………………………………………………………………134 

Figure 21. Raphael, male vessel………………………………………………………..139 



 v 

Figure 22. Raphael, female vessel……………………………………………………...139 

Figure 23. Anna………………………………………………………………………...142 

Figure 24. Castiel……………………………………………………………………….145 

Figure 25. Castiel, homoeroticism……………………………………………………...152 

Figure 26. Meg………………………………………………………………………….160 

Figure 27. Ruby………………………………………………………………………...163 

Figure 28. Crowley……………………………………………………………………..168 

Figure 29. Demian and Barnes………………………………………………………….178 

Figure 30. Becky Rosen………………………………………………………………...182 

Figure 31. Metatron…………………………………………………………………….184 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 vi 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 

 

I would like to thank everyone who made this project possible, a list that begins 

and ends with my supportive and encouraging parents, to whom I owe everything.  

I’m also grateful to Dr. Sarah Walden, my thesis director, who has not only 

coached and coaxed me through this process but also the model of an exceptional scholar, 

mentor, and friend I strive to imitate.  

A special thanks to the founder, moderators, and editors of Supernatural Wiki, 

which has been an unparalleled and indispensible resource in this endeavor. 

Lastly, I would like to express my sincerest gratitude to my friend Katarina, who 

has been a marvelous unofficial research aide and my unflagging moral support during 

this trying time. 

 

 

 

 

 



 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

The creators of Supernatural adhered to the aphorism to start as one means to go 

on and to go on as one began. The essence of the representation of gender in 

Supernatural is fully realized in the very first scene of the very first episode. Mary 

Winchester is murdered and the lives of her sons, Sam and Dean, change forever; it is 

man’s story, and woman is a narrative object. In end, as in the beginning, it is that simple. 

This thesis endeavors to explain and explore the foundations, corollaries, and stipulations 

of gender identity and performance as the creators of Supernatural present them.  

Though it is not an especially widely consumed cultural text, Supernatural is an 

important site for investigating representations of gender in popular culture. According to 

the models of media effects researchers such as John Fiske and Laura Mumford, ubiquity 

makes mass media such as television an “authoritative source of knowledge about what it 

means to be a man or woman, as well as what it means to be a good citizen, in today’s 

culture.”1 Wright (2008) situates Supernatural in terms of the “post-Clinton interest in 

masculinity” and a reiteration of traditional gender roles as valuable in mainstream 

television.2 Its combination of the horror and hero genres makes Supernatural 

particularly rich in examples of narrative conventions that accomplish this.3 Not only do 

media texts “reflect and enforce” the values of the cultural context in which they are 

created, viewers often internalize the narrative rewards and punishments meted out to 

                                                
1 Krelko, 2013, pp. 49-50; p. 53. 

2 ¶ 3. Cf. Krelko, 2013, p. 54; p. 65. 

3 Stabile, 2009, p. 87. 
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characters into their understanding of correct gender identity and performance.4 This 

project will critique the text of Supernatural as the creators’ rhetorical project in 

portraying, disseminating, and regulating their particular understanding of correct and 

even ideal gender roles. 

In the course of this textual analysis, this project uses the poststructuralist 

definition of gender as performance. This understanding is informed by the writings of 

Judith Butler, especially Gender Trouble, “Imitation and Gender Insubordination,” and 

Bodies That Matter. Butler defines gender as something under perpetual creation, 

perpetuation, and modification, both in the sense of the communally created ideal form of 

gender (i.e., maleness, femaleness) and in the individual’s realization or lack of 

realization of that gender ideal (i.e., masculinity, femininity). Most contemporaneous 

scholars distinguished between gender and the biological status of sex, but Butler 

contends that this is logically untenable when sex is a linguistically and culturally 

gendered concept. From this, Butler concludes that there is no blank canvas entity of ‘the 

body’ on which gender is written, that the construction of sex/gender ‘create’ the body as 

something others can perceive. As Hekman (1998) briefly summarizes Butler’s argument,  

[T]he materiality of sex is constructed through a ritualized repetition of 
norms; performativity is not an act of “choice,” but a reiteration of norms, 
in this case the “law of sex” What this comes to is that, for Butler, there is 
no “choice” of gender, because even, or especially, “deviant” gender roles 
are discursively constructed by the symbolic. 

In contrast to Butler’s theory, Supernatural’s creators represent gender as an 

expression of intrinsic biological sex as it is understood to manifest in gonadal 

configuration. Like many cultural texts originating in patriarchal cultures, Supernatural 

                                                
4 Krelko, 2013, pp. 53-54; p. 65. 
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adheres to the anachronistic Freudian dictum that “anatomy is destiny.”5 In this biological 

determinism, one’s gender identity is preordained by physical sex, which is considered a 

neutral ontological fact of the body. Sex and gender are both construed as oppositional 

binaries of strictly segregated physical, psychological, and behavioral traits. There is an 

element of Butler’s performativity in this system, however, as it requires characters 

constantly prove their gender identity. In addition to positive identification with the 

appropriate gender model, characters evidence their gender through the rejection of the 

other. This is particularly true for male characters, for whom “masculinity is defined by 

its not being feminine” and “the most significant thing about being a man is not being a 

woman.”6  

This project also draws from a wide variety of scholarship on conventions of 

literary and cinematic genres, particularly (super)hero narratives and Gothic horror. The 

former is the basis for the Winchesters’ identity and their orientation toward other male 

characters and to female characters. Attebery (1998) outlines the archetypal superhero as 

the embodiment of superlative masculine potential who is engaged in a Darwinian 

evolutionary struggle with other male entities for control over women. Absolutely 

isolated from heroism by cultural characterization of power as masculine and the nature 

of the sex-gender binary, women can only be resources through whom the superman 

proves his sexual superiority.7 Weltzein (2005), Stabile (2009), and Avery-Natale (2013) 

all explore the manifestation of these archetypes within various facets of specific 

contemporary superhero narratives. Hero and horror stories share a focus on the male 
                                                
5 Qtd. in Diamond, 2006, p. 1123. 

6 Diamond, 2006, 1100. Cf. Krelko, 2013, p. 54; Attebery, 1998, p. 71. 

7 Pp. 61-62; p. 64; p. 67.  



 4 

protagonist’s ability to rescue a terrorized woman. Stabile (2009) describes hero 

narratives as “quintessential protection scenarios” that flatter male power at the expense 

of the feminized victim. Clover (1989; 1992) offers feminist critiques of the ubiquity and 

virulence of this phenomenon of masculine heroes and monsters competing for feminine 

victims within the horror genre. These and other essays in film studies comprise the lens 

through which this project examines Supernatural’s representations of maleness and 

femaleness in Chapters One and Two, respectively. 

The third major area of research that this project draws from is the abject 

monstrous. Creed’s (1993) contextualization of Kristeva’s theory in terms of narrative 

conflict between the hero and the monster in horror films forms the bedrock of Chapter 

Three. Just as the hero must prove his maleness by excluding himself from femininity, he 

must also identify and distance himself from monstrous perversions of gender. The 

detailed examination of the process of making monsters through abjection in 

Ingebretsen’s (1998) monograph is indispensible to analyzing the discourse of 

monstrosity in Supernatural. 

Supernatural is far too sprawling and complex a text to do a close analysis of 

every episode. Instead, this project will draw examples from across Seasons 1 through 9 

to sketch a general but comprehensive outline the creators’ portraits of maleness, 

femaleness, and monstrousness. Although a detailed understanding of the internal reality 

of Supernatural is not necessary, it is the primary text under examination. To set the 

stage for its dissection, this introduction will conclude with a synopsis of major plot 

points that, despite all appearances to the contrary, really is an abbreviated distillation of 

the narrative. 
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As previously noted, Supernatural begins with the death of Mary Winchester at 

the hand of the demon Azazel. Driven to avenge his wife, John raises his two sons, Sam 

and Dean, to be hunters. In a world ignorant of the many species living in the shadows, 

hunters are humanity’s lone protectors, educated and trained in the identification, capture, 

and destruction of the supernatural beings. John’s obsession with Azazel absents him 

from his sons’ lives, and they become very close to another hunter, Bobby Singer, who 

becomes Sam and Dean’s surrogate father. Dean is diligent to his training as a hunter but 

the Sam is discontented and eventually leaves to pursue a normal life.  

The narrative of Supernatural properly begins twenty-two years after the 

Winchester family first entered into the business of hunting, when John goes missing. 

Sam is initially reluctant to help Dean search for their father, but the murder of his 

girlfriend by Azazel spurs him to rejoin his brother in hunting. Thus begins a road trip 

across the United States during which the brothers fight a number of supernatural 

creatures while continuing the quest to find John. Eventually, the three are reunited and 

John reveals that the only way to kill Azazel with bullets fired from unique, magic-

imbued gun known as the Colt. Before the Winchesters can begin searching for the Colt, 

Dean nearly dies in a car accident and John forfeits his life and soul to Azazel in order to 

save Dean.  

Now on their own, Sam and Dean embark on the quest for the Colt and vengeance 

against Azazel. In spite of the complication of Sam’s acute onset psychic visions, they are 

ultimately successful in acquiring the Colt. Azazel reveals that he chose Sam and other 

children to lead a demon army in the Apocalypse, and imbued them with psychic abilities 

by feeding them his blood as infants. Once all his special children are mature, Azazel pits 



 6 

them against each other in a fight to the death to weed out the strongest to lead his army. 

During the competition, Sam is killed by one of his rivals. Imitating his father’s self-

sacrifice, Dean makes a deal with a demon to resurrect Sam. In return, Dean forfeits his 

soul and dies, a debt to be collected in one year’s time. This is the first of many un-deaths 

the Winchesters will experience over the course of the series. 

Meanwhile, with Sam’s killer as his lieutenant, Azazel manages to open a portal 

to Hell. His has little time to savor his victory, as the Winchesters take the opportunity to 

use the Colt and kill Azazel while their allies shut the portal. A small fraction of Azazel’s 

demon army was unleashed onto the Earth during the brief time the Hell mouth was 

penetrable, so the Winchesters set about hunting them down. One of the recently released 

demons is Ruby, who becomes the Winchesters’ distrusted ally in the search for Lilith, 

the demon who holds Dean’s contract to try to regain ownership of his soul and prevent 

his death. Their attempts are unsuccessful and Dean is taken to Hell.  

In Dean’s absence, Sam works with Ruby to develop his latent psychic power 

enough to exorcise demons telepathically. Hopeful that this ability could give him the 

leverage to free Dean from Hell, Sam begins to give himself a psychic boost by drinking 

demon blood Ruby provides. Before Sam ever manages a successful exorcism, an angel 

named Castiel rescues Dean from Hell. Castiel tells the Winchesters that Lilith is 

planning to release Lucifer from the cage he has been trapped in since his rebellion 

against Heaven.  With Castiel and Ruby, the Winchesters race to stop Lilith before she 

succeeds. Unfortunately, Ruby was a double agent who convinces Sam to kill Lilith, an 

act that proves the final step in unlocking Lucifer’s cage.  

Lucifer’s release sets the stage for the Apocalypse. The Winchesters discover that 
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they are the vessels for Lucifer and Michael, who need the Winchester’s permission to 

inhabit their bodies for the prophesied contest between Heaven and Hell that will scorch 

the Earth. Enlisting the help of Castiel, the demon Crowley, and Bobby, the Winchesters 

hatch a plan to use the rings of the Four Horsemen to return Lucifer to his cage. In the 

end, Sam agrees to be Lucifer’s vessel and manages to wrest control of his body away 

from Lucifer long enough to seal himself and both Lucifer and Michael in the cage. 

After spending a year with an old fling, Dean finds out that Crowley, now the 

King of Hell, had retrieved Sam from the pit sans his soul and held him in indentured 

servitude to hunt down particular monsters. Dean makes a bet with the Horseman of 

Death to return Sam’s soul and place a block on Sam’s memory of his time in the cage to 

prevent mental damage. As the Winchesters then investigate what Crowley wants with 

the monsters Sam captured for him, they discover that Crowley and Castiel have been 

working together to find and exploit the energy resources of Purgatory. Castiel double 

crosses Crowley, absorbs the entirety of Purgatory’s potential energy, and declares 

himself the new God.  

Unfortunately, some of the energy he absorbed were the souls of primordial 

devouring monsters called Leviathans, which rip their way free of Castiel’s vessel. They 

disperse across the country into individual host bodies and, under the ruthless leadership 

of Dick Roman, enact a plan to domesticate humanity as livestock. As the Winchesters 

work to stop the Leviathans from turning humanity into their food source, Sam struggles 

with psychoses originating in his memories of his time in the pit with Lucifer and 

Michael. Feeling responsible for releasing the Leviathans from Purgatory, Castiel heals 

Sam’s broken mind at the cost of his own sanity and then helps the Winchesters 
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assassinate Dick Roman. Though this virtually eliminates the Leviathan threat, Roman’s 

dying act is to drag Dean and Castiel into Purgatory with him. 

After a year in Purgatory, Dean escapes back to Earth and angels rescue Castiel as 

well not long afterward. After reuniting with Sam, the Winchesters become mixed up 

with the Prophet Kevin Tran as they try to decipher the tablet God inscribed with all 

knowledge pertaining to demons, including how to permanently block their access to 

Earth. A similar tablet pertaining to angels soon surfaces. Metatron, the self-exiled scribe 

of God, manipulates Castiel into helping him use the angel tablet to give him an opening 

to seize control of Heaven. Metatron initially succeeds but he underestimates the 

Winchesters, and they manage to depose him. 

Even pared down to its barest bones, Supernatural has a complex plot twining 

through a detailed and sprawling fictional reality. However, the narrative structure is 

actually very simple: the Winchesters are heroes, and the narrative encompasses a wide 

range of situations that challenge the Winchesters to prove their maleness is correct and 

superior. Chapter One is a detailed analysis of what Supernatural’s creators enshrine as 

the male ego ideal in Sam and Dean’s characterizations. Chapter Two examines 

femaleness and its relationship to maleness in this narrative paradigm. Finally, Chapter 

Three shows how the articulation of Sam and Dean’s heroism as the counterpoint to 

monstrosity underscores the centrality of gender to the substance and execution of 

Supernatural’s narrative purposes.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Maleness 

The first place to begin interrogating gender representations on Supernatural is in 

the protagonists. Protagonists are the primary locus of audience identification with 

models of behavior, and thus are important texts for socializing audiences in cultural 

norms.1 In a show that has lasted nine seasons and now is airing its tenth with the same 

two actors helming every episode despite multiple character deaths each, it is not difficult 

to identify that brothers Sam and Dean Winchester are the protagonists. The fact that the 

brothers Winchester are always present, no matter what narrative backflips the creators 

must perform to undo their repeated deaths, is also an indication of how central their 

embodiments of masculinity are to the rhetorical underpinnings of the Supernatural 

universe. By keeping the Winchesters and their intertwined representations of 

masculinity largely static and wholly sacrosanct to the structure of Supernatural, the 

creators effectively enshrine a very specific definition of maleness. 

This analysis will treat Sam and Dean as not only the protagonists of the narrative 

but also as heroes. As this chapter will show, their heroism is fundamentally tied to their 

performances of masculinity and the superiority of those performances to those of other 

male characters. Stabile (2009) identifies Supernatural as an excellent example of the 

                                                
1 Krelko, 2013, pp. 49-50; p. 53.  
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intrinsic maleness of the hero narrative.2 The archetypal figure of the hero is “first and 

foremost a man, because only men are understood to be protectors” by nature.3 The 

protective capability is crucial because hero narratives “are quintessential protection 

scenarios that indulge in the heroes’ unlimited ability to protect a silent and largely 

feminized humanity from that which threatens it.”4 Because masculinity depends on 

competitive stratification into a hierarchy, “a specific form of masculinity will always 

dominate all others.”5 As the heroic protagonists around whom the creators organize the 

narrative of Supernatural, the Winchesters embody “the idealistic masculinity that few 

men can hope to achieve.”6 In short, their narrative function as heroes and how they 

perform heroism marks Sam and Dean out as the creators’ vision of the male ego ideal to 

which all men should aspire.  

This chapter will define and explore heroic maleness as it is embodied in Sam and 

Dean and analyze their physical, psychological and relational, sexual, and narrative and 

comparative characterizations. All four of these facets of characterization build off of the 

foundational warrant that maleness and femaleness are distinct, biologically determined, 

mutually exclusive, and oppositional categories of identification. This assumption that 

gender is a direct derivation of gonadal sex is implicit in much of American culture and 

results in the strict regulation of gender performances.7 Supernatural’s creators reinforce 

                                                
2 P. 87. 

3 Stabile, 2009, p. 87. 

4 Stabile, 2009, p. 87. 

5 Krelko, 2013, p. 11. 

6 Krelko, 2013, p. 15. 

7 Diamond, 2006, pp. 1103-1104. 
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and disseminate this understanding through Sam and Dean and the narrative frame that 

their correct performance of masculinity epitomizes and enables their heroism.  

 
Physical Characterization 

Before discussing the non-physical elements of the characters’ maleness, it is 

important to examine the bodies and costumes the creators chose for the brothers. Sexed 

physical forms are essential to cultural conceptions of gender identity. Actors Jared 

Padalecki and Jensen Ackles respectively play Sam and Dean.8 They and nearly all other 

recurring characters/actors are white.9 Casting Padalecki and Ackles as the heroes of 

Supernatural draws an emphatic parallel between physical size and fulfillment of 

maleness. With Padalecki purported to be 6’ 4½” and Ackles 6’ 1¼”, the Winchesters are 

well over average height.10 Padalecki was twenty-three when he began portraying twenty-

two year old Sam and Ackles was twenty-seven when cast as twenty-six year old Dean; 

disregarding several continuity errors about the dates of events in the show, it is assumed 

that the characters continue to match the actors’ ages over the subsequent nine years of 

production. This does not quite correlate with popular media, in which the majority of 

characters are men in their thirties and forties, and at least initially puts Sam and Dean in 

                                                
8 Multiple actors have played each brother at younger ages in flashbacks throughout the series.  

9 Over nine seasons, there have been only six recurring (appearing in two or more episodes) characters of 
color: two black men who are also hunters, two angels who inhabit black vessels, an Asian man who is a 
prophet, and his mother. One of the hunters, Gordon, and the angels, Uriel and Raphael, will be discussed 
later in this project, though only in terms of their performances of malenesss. Supernatural’s lacking and 
lackluster representations of racial and ethnic diversity will not be a focus of this project, but it is telling 
that all recurring characters of color have been written out of the show.  

10 According to the National Center for Health Statistics, the average height of American men over the age 
of twenty is 5’ 9½.” Adjusting for their race and age, Sam and Dean are still over the average height of 
white American men aged 20-39, which is 5’ 10½.”  
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the age category that is more closely associated with female characters.11 Given that the 

aggregate pop culture representation of women emphasizes their value as correlative to 

their youth and sexual attractiveness,12 Sam and Dean’s youthfulness relative to the 

aggregate pop culture representation of men indicates the importance of youth to their 

identities and their role in the Supernatural universe.13  

Exaggerated physical size as an expression of maleness is not an uncommon 

feature in many genres and mediums of popular culture, particularly the superhero 

narrative. Superheroes of any stripe embody initiative for and achievement of human 

potential for success and betterment. From the first appearances of superbeings in 

fictional texts, the iconography of that embodiment has drawn upon physical and 

psychological markers of gender distinction quite heavily.14 Maleness is in part “carefully 

constructed according to highly visible binaries” between powerful and weak men and 

also between men and women.15 Stabile (2009) argues that the “central premise of 

superhero lore is that someone out there needs to be protected,”16 and the Winchesters’ 

narrative role as protectors of humanity from various beasts and monsters fulfills the 

genre requisites. It is therefore unsurprising that Sam and Dean physically look like  

                                                
11 Lauzen & Dozier, 2005, p. 441. 

12 Lauzen & Dozier, 2005, p. 437; p. 443.  

13 Episode 5.07 “The Curious Case of Dean Winchester” highlights Dean’s inefficacy as a hunter when he 
is magically aged after losing decades of his life in a poker game. In addition to being essential to the 
physical rigors of the work, Sam and Dean’s youthfulness is fundamental to their sexualities, as the episode 
also points out with Dean’s usually successful flirtations eliciting nothing but amusement out of their 
object. The importance of sex appeal to their characterization will be examined more fully in the sexual 
characterization section later in this chapter.  

14 Attebery, 1998, p. 61; p. 63. 

15 Taylor, 2007, p. 345. 

16 P. 87. 
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Figure 1. The Winchesters in 1.01 “Pilot.” 

 

 

Figure 2. The Winchesters in 8.02 “What’s Up, Tiger Mommy?” 
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heroes. Their physical appearances as large, physically fit men code their power, both 

literal and metaphysical, to combat monsters. As such, both Winchesters cultivate and 

display exaggerated musculature as their heroic journey progresses.17 Tellingly, Sam’s 

physical enhancement over the course of the series is much more pronounced than that of 

Dean, in direct correlation to the length of Sam’s hair. Long hair is culturally coded as 

feminine, so Sam’s extreme increase in muscle mass can be construed a compensatory 

measure to retain his heroic maleness.  

Costuming is another important component of coding heroic identity. Heroes 

often have a particular uniform that both references “historical models of the warrior, the 

classic domain of heroic manhood” and implies membership in a caste with special 

powers and permissions.18 Unlike more stereotypical representatives of the superhero 

genre, Sam and Dean fight their nemeses while living out of a car in a world of small to 

middling sized towns with diners that employ middle-aged women in stiff yellow 

polyester uniforms to serve homemade apple pie. In the context of that setting and their 

need to evade attention, it would be absurd and self-sabotaging to wear colorful spandex 

and dramatic masks. Their uniform must reinforce their identity as masculine heroes 

while still allowing them to blend in to their surroundings. Consequently, the Winchesters 

wear a great deal of plaid. Plaid connotes the American West and the self-sufficient 

frontiersman who relies on his strength and know-how to survive in a difficult and often 

                                                
17 A notable example is 4.01 “Lazarus Rising,” which features both Winchesters shirtless within the first 
ten minutes, the context of Sam’s nudity in a workout in particular drawing attention to his muscular 
definition. In addition to their development of hypermasculine physiques, the Winchesters’ voices also 
deepen appreciably as the show progresses. 

18 Weltzein, 2005, p. 240. 
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hostile environment.19 In many ways, plaid is the perfect visual cue to help the audience 

to understand the Winchesters as a particular kind of hero.  

The other important aspect of costuming the Winchesters is how their alter egos 

differ from their ‘true’, masculine selves. Avery-Natale (2013) posits that creators of 

superheroes bundle non-heroic, stereotypically feminine characteristics into their alter 

egos of mediocrity to contrast with the “masculine ego ideal” of the hero personality.20 

There is a strong visual component to this duality because the alter ego cannot wear the 

costume of the hero. Nearly every time they pose as federal agents or take on other false 

identities in the course of their investigations, Sam and Dean shed their customary 

wardrobes in favor of the generic dark suits, white shirts, and quietly striped ties typical 

of anonymous government workers. On one stunning occasion, Dean wore a knit sweater 

vest as a part of his undercover identity as a reporter.21 Though their large, muscular 

bodies continue to code their power, the aliases’ clothes mask that power in the trappings 

of mediocrity and blandness.  

Although these garments impregnated with traits antithetical to the Winchesters’ 

heroically masculine identities obviously see regular use and loving care in the form of a 

warm iron, they are understood to only represent and construct the mild-mannered front 

Sam and Dean present to obfuscate their true identities. Whereas the heroic costume has 

the power to build and reinforce masculine bodies, the alter ego costume cannot destroy  

                                                
19 Theroux (1998) details the many possibly connotations plaid embodies depending on its context in his 
eponymously titled monograph. For the Winchesters, plaid implies a rugged, working class authenticity and 
solidity (p. 36; p. 44), strong affiliation with the rural American West (pp. 38-39), and a sense of being 
“manly and mountainous and macho” (p. 46). 

20 Pp. 93-94.  

21 7.08 “Season Seven, Time for a Wedding!” 
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Figure 3. Plaid is essential to the Winchesters’ heroic costume (8.13 “Everybody Hates 
Hitler”). 
 

 

Figure 4. The Winchesters use business casual disguises to masquerade as unexceptional 
(4.07 “It’s the Great Pumpkin, Sam Winchester”). 
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but only disguise those bodies.22 These disguises trick other characters but serve as 

jarring reminders to the audience that the Winchesters do not belong in a given setting 

and the light of their manly excellence must be wrongly hid under a bushel in such 

commonplace situations and circumstances. The clothes, as it were, do not make the man, 

and, as will be described later in this chapter, Supernatural regularly shows examples of 

other bodies taking on the Winchesters’ heroic garb and failing to take on the heroic 

identity.  

Usually, the Winchesters only act outside of the masculine ideals they embody 

when they must conceal their true identities, often demarcated by a costume change. 

Sometimes, though, the Winchesters display stereotypically feminine characteristics in 

conjunction with and in spite of their heroic uniforms. This lack of concurrence usually 

serves to signal the presence of an interfering external force. One of the best examples of 

this trope is 4.06 “Yellow Fever.” The cold open features Dean, not visibly altered and 

wearing his customary heroic costume, in a panicked race away from a pursuer. The 

Winchesters’ vocation puts them into continual confrontation with forces and entities that 

Supernatural establishes to be frightening, but that the Winchesters face with manly 

stoicism. This opening primes the audience for a particularly horrific antagonist, but 

Dean’s pursuer is revealed to be a Yorkshire terrier with a pink bow on its head. His fear, 

then, is not only unmanly but also implied to be unmanly to the point of effeminacy. 

“Abject fear is still gendered feminine,”23 and Dean’s fear is both antithetical to his 

established maleness and irrational, compounding the blow to his heroic identity. Sam 

                                                
22 Weltzein, 2005, pp. 242-243.  

23 Clover, 1989, p. 244. 
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investigates Dean’s sudden case of lily-liver in concurrence with three recent deaths 

heralded by fear and paranoia, and determines the cause to be ghost sickness in the form 

of a psychic contrapasso inflicted by the spirit of a man intimidated and terrorized before 

and during his death. Over the course of the episode, Sam’s impatience and exasperation 

at Dean’s increasing jumpiness and timidity underline the innate incompatibility of 

Dean’s behavior with heroism rooted in masculinity, essential to their identities in the 

Supernatural narrative reality.  

This example juxtaposes the physical and visual elements of the Winchesters’ 

masculinity with aspects of their personalities and psychological profiles. A sharp visual 

divide between the maleness of the true self and those of lesser, contextually benign 

embodiments of various alter egos, the failures of imposters to live up the Winchesters’ 

heroic trappings, and the failed masculinities embodied in other male characters24 

establishes that the Winchesters in their natural state are the embodiment of ideal 

maleness. This natural state is symbolized by and embodied in their physical size, fitness, 

and costume, but relies on less tangible elements remaining in narrow homeostasis to be 

fully realized. Episode 4.06 “Yellow Fever” is illustrative of the creators’ expectation that 

the audience understand lack of agreement between visual and active cues as a sign of 

unnatural, malignant interference with what the narrative of Supernatural requires the 

Winchesters to be. The next sections will detail the non-physical characteristics essential 

to Sam and Dean’s identities as male ego ideal. 

 
 

                                                
24 The two latter categories will be expounded upon later in this chapter in the section “Narrative and 
Comparative Characterization.” 
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Psychological and Relational Characterization 

Psychological and relational characterization is a loose term that refers in this case 

to how Sam and Dean view themselves in the context of their relationships with each 

other and the rest of the world. Of course, it is impossible to access this knowledge 

directly, not least because the individuals in question are fictional. Instead, the audience 

must rely on contextual clues embedded by the creators to determine how viewers are 

supposed to understand Sam and Dean’s perspective on their world and their place in it. 

To this end, synthesis of circumstantial evidence in the form of how the characters utilize 

gendered linguistic patterns, how the show creators present the Winchesters individually 

and as a unit, and how other elements are associated or contrasted with those 

presentations will constitute the best knowledge possible. Because Sam and Dean are 

heroes, their characterization will represent Supernatural’s ideation of the ideal 

performance of masculinity in personal and social orientation. 

A linguistic analysis of character communication styles and strategy is of 

particular use to this project because perception and performance of gender has been 

identified as a primary site for theorizing speech patterns. Attebery (1998) describes the 

Western hero as the “aggressive, brutal, courageous, and powerful” fulfillment of 

masculine potential for excellence.25 Although he was speaking to physical and narrative 

elements of the hero, this kind of gendered cultural expectation extends to verbal 

performances of self as well. Gender is a conventional site of linguistic observation and 

analysis and has been noted as a strong predictor of distinct communicative patterns.26 

                                                
25 Pp. 61-62; p. 71.  

26 Holmes & Meyerhoff, 2005, p. 1. 
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While these observations were made about interpersonal and group communication, all 

texts are rooted in the cultural reality in which the creators operate. Tannen (1994) 

defends scripted conversations as fodder for linguistic analysis, submitting that “artificial 

dialog may represent an internalized model or schema for the production of 

conversation—a competence model that speakers have access to.”27 As such, how and 

when Supernatural’s creators allow characters to conform to or transgress accepted 

linguistic models of gender performance is indicative of how the creators perceive the 

characters and accepted modes of gender performance in general, as well as how the 

creators want the audience to perceive the characters and gender performance. There are 

manifold subgenres of linguistic acts28 that could be useful to this project, but for the sake 

of brevity, this analysis will be limited to the most notable examples of phatic 

communication and talk in gender homogenous groups.  

Phatic communication is a somewhat miscellaneous category in that it comprises 

talk that linguists classify as “aimless, prefatory, obvious, uninteresting, sometimes 

suspect, and even irrelevant, but part of the process of fulfilling our intrinsically human 

needs for social cohesiveness and mutual recognition.”29 In simpler terms, phatic 

communication is small talk, and its purpose is not the transmission of information or the 

establishment of identity as much as it is the grease that oils the wheels of social 

interaction to go where interlocutors want the interaction to go. Often a high level of 

intimacy between interlocutors correlates with a decrease in their use of certain types of 

                                                
27 Tannen, 1994, p. 139.  

28 Including but not limited to labeling, requests, commands, advice, promises, congratulations, excuses, 
and gratitude. 

29 Coupland, Coupland, & Robinson, 1992, p. 209. 



 
 

21 

phatic communication that function to initiate and develop relationships.30 With regard to 

the Winchesters, the greetings and ritualized exchanges of playful insults that 

characterize their in-group exchanges as distinct from out-group exchanges are most 

interesting varieties of phatic communication on Supernatural.  

Greetings exchanged by Sam and Dean are distinctly different from the greetings 

they exchange with others, even other characters like Bobby who are ostensibly part of 

the hunting and familial in-groups. First, it is notable that the Winchesters exchange 

greetings as often as they do. Even when they have been separated within the same 

building for a short period of time, when they meet back up, Sam and Dean rarely fail to 

preface their conversation with mutual greetings, usually a simple, colloquial 

“Hey”/“Hey.” Their interactions with close friends like Bobby are more typical of 

intimate interlocutors in that they tend to lack even colloquial standardized greetings. For 

example, in episode 6.04 “Weekend at Bobby’s,” an interaction is verbally initiated 

between the Winchesters and Bobby four times and only one has any feature that could 

be termed a greeting, which in this case is Bobby answering a call from Dean by saying 

Dean’s name. In fact, in the course of the episode, there are a total of twenty-two 

onscreen verbal initiations of interaction, but only eight have quasi-greetings in the form 

of one-sided or mutual iterations of names. Only one of the twenty-three has a standard 

greeting: Bobby has Sam and Dean seize an asset of Crowley’s and, when they move to 

leverage the asset against Crowley, Dean initiates the interaction over the phone by 

saying, “Hiya, Crowley.” This explicit greeting can be considered a taunt based on the 

situational context and the dual facts that the Winchesters do not tend to greet enemies 

                                                
30 Coupland, Coupland, & Robinson, 1992, pp. 215-17. 
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and well-known nemeses like Crowley can be considered intimate, if not affectionate, 

acquaintances. Indeed, Crowley reciprocates Dean’s greeting by simply saying Dean’s 

name, a return to a more characteristic interaction initiation model between himself and 

the Winchesters. 

Given the rareness of formal greetings between interlocutors who know each 

other, Sam and Dean’s repeated mutual exchange of “Hey”/“Hey” significantly deviates 

from the norm. Functionally, it marks out Sam and Dean’s relationship as unique among 

all their other intimate relationships. The reciprocity of the exchange hints at the 

Winchesters’ identity as a unit, such that one without the other is an incomplete and 

unfulfilled entity. On another level, the connotation of lack of intimacy or conflict in the 

use of a standard greeting, as the example of Dean taunting Crowley exemplifies, may 

hint at the underlying tension that characterizes Sam and Dean’s relationship. Because 

they are so often in conflict and so often replaced by imposters, initiating the greeting 

functions to implicitly enquire whether the other brother is still ontologically “with” the 

speaker, in terms of both attention and allegiance. Reciprocation implies that both are 

truly present and are not preoccupied with any conflict between the brothers. The sources 

and forms of this tension and the larger implications of this aspect of the brothers’ 

psychological and relational characterization will be detailed later in this section. 

The other type of phatic communication Supernatural uses to define the 

Winchesters is the ritualized exchange of insults. In gender homogenous groups of male 

friends, playful “quick-fire argument or exchange of insults” is typical.31 Just as their 

greetings generally are limited to one form, Sam and Dean’s most iconic of playful 

                                                
31 Cheshire, 2000, p. 248.  



 
 

23 

insults is limited to a simple mutual interchange in which Dean calls Sam “bitch” and 

Sam retorts, “Jerk,” or in reverse order of occurrence. They use this insult exchange to 

end a conversation entirely or change topics after an emotionally charged conversation. 

Also like the greetings, this exchange functions to differentiate the brothers’ relationship 

from other relationships on the show. Both use insults seriously and playfully in other 

situations, but those uses are not ritualized in form or function. While Dean sometimes 

uses “bitch” as a genuinely pejorative epithet, both brothers more commonly favor 

variations of “son of a bitch” or “bastard” for enemies and friends alike. In addition to 

looking and acting differently than other insult usages, the “Bitch”/“Jerk” exchange 

emphasizes the Winchesters’ unique relationship by hinting at their shared history. 

Clearly a conventionalized and familiar aspect of their speech patterns before the first 

episode and likely established in childhood or adolescence, the inequality of the exchange 

is probably the result of the four year age gap between the brothers.  

Unlike the greetings exchange that happens with regularity over the course of the 

series, the “Bitch”/ “Jerk” exchange occurs a total of three times in nine seasons. relative 

paucity of occurrence does not belie the importance of this exchange in the Winchesters’ 

characterization. The third instance32 in episode 2.20 “What Is and What Never Should 

Be” drives this point home. Dean is affected by a djinn, a creature that traps its victims in 

a coma-like state their minds perceives as a pleasant reality so the djinn can feed on their 

blood for extended periods of time. In the false reality Dean finds himself inhabiting, 

neither he nor Sam is a hunter and they are not nearly as intimate as they are in real life. 

                                                
32 The first two instances are in the pilot, where Sam initiates the exchange (“Jerk”/“Bitch”), and in 2.10 
“Haunted,” in which Dean initiates.  
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The lack of familiarity between the brothers disturbs Dean, and he attempts to bring them 

closer together by engaging Sam in the ritual insult exchange. The inherent unnaturalness 

of the djinn’s false reality is encapsulated for both Dean and the audience in Sam’s 

confused enquiry, “What are you calling me a bitch for?” instead of the appropriate reply, 

“Jerk.”  

One final notable aspect of ritualized insulting epithets on Supernatural is the way 

other characters refer to Sam and Dean. Bobby regularly calls them “idjits,” an 

idiolectical pronunciation of ‘idiots’, though this is not a term he uses exclusively for the 

Winchesters. Crowley has a variety of names for them, including but not limited to 

“denim-wrapped nightmares,”33 “the Hardy Boys” after the fictional boy detectives,34 

“Moose and Squirrel” after the cartoon duo of Rocky and Bullwinkle,35 and “Timon and 

Pumbaa” after the Disney characters.36 While this is not an exhaustive list of all the 

epithets leveled at the Winchesters, they represent a tendency among secondary 

characters to refer to Sam and Dean as a pair unit rather than as separate entities. This 

reinforces Supernatural’s characterization of their relationship as inherent to their 

identities. 

The other linguistic category most relevant to this analysis is talk in gender 

homogenous groups. For obvious reasons, this setting often produces the most 

stereotypical gendered communication patterns, although this is truer for women than for 

                                                
33 6.20 “The Man Who Would Be King.” 

34 5.10 “Abandon All Hope.” 

35 8.02 “What’s Up, Tiger Mommy?” 

36 8.17 “Goodbye Stranger.”  
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men, as men tend to use the same linguistic strategies no matter the situation.37 Linguists 

have postulated that stereotypically masculine talk is “competitive” and “adversarial.”38 

The linguistic features that mark it as competitive – impersonal topic choice, monologues 

and playing the expert, questions, verbal sparring, and violations of turn-taking patterns – 

are expressions of power, which is considered a stereotypically masculine linguistic 

concern as opposed to the stereotypically feminine linguistic concerns of solidarity and 

cooperation.39 Again, for the sake of focusing on the most pertinent aspects of 

communication, this analysis will focus on impersonal topic choice, playing the expert, 

and interruptions in all-male interactions in Supernatural.  

These stereotypically masculine patterns of communication are rooted in the 

culturally idealized masculine characteristics of power and aggression. Coates (2004) 

claims that, in contrast to homogenous groups of women that favor personal and 

relational topics, interlocutors in homogenous groups of men tend toward impersonal 

topics, and even when speaking about personal topics, tend to shy away from expressions 

of feelings. Impersonal topics allow male speakers to ‘play the expert’ and show 

dominance by wielding special information that is implied the hearers lack or would 

consider personal.40 In concurrence with observations on organic interactions, Zhao and 

Ghent (2003) postulate that male characters in scripted programs like Supernatural use 

interruptions as expressions of power, “to disagree, to reject, or simply to change topic” 

and deny the other interlocutor’s right to speak. Conversely, women use interruptions as 
                                                
37 Aries, 1982, p. 131. 

38 Coates, 2004, p. 133. 

39 Coates, 2004, pp. 126-37. 

40 Coates, 2004, pp. 133- 134. 
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tools for collaborative construction, “to agree, to support, to ask for clarification, or to 

indicate interest in the current topic” and validate the other interlocutor’s right to speak.41  

Comparing this model to the reality of Supernatural reveals both adherence to and 

divergence from the model depending on circumstances. Returning to 6.04 “Weekend at 

Bobby’s” for a representative example, playing the expert and negative interruptions 

typify male-male interaction between antagonists. Although neither Sam nor Dean is 

involved in this exchange, the strategies employed are applicable to any interaction 

between protagonists and antagonists on Supernatural. Bobby, who traded his soul to 

Crowley to regain the use of his legs after being paralyzed, summons Crowley to demand 

his soul back. Crowley (C), who has successfully rebuffed Bobby (B) several times 

before, takes the opportunity from a throwaway comment to change the topic to his job as 

the King of Hell: 

C Don't we both know how this game ends? Really Bobby, you got to know when to 

fold 'em. 

B Word on the street is that ever since Lucifer went to the pokey, you’re the big 

kahuna downstairs. 

C I see you've been reading the trades. 

B Trouble in Paradise? 

C Mate, you…have no idea. I thought when I got the corner office—I thought it was 

all going to be rainbows and two-headed puppies. But if I'm being honest, it's been 

hell.  

[…]  

C You know, there's days that I think Lucifer's whole “Spike anything with black 

eyes” plan wasn't half bad. Feels good to get it off my chest. We should make this 

a thing. 

                                                
41 Zhao & Ghent, 2003, p. 351. 
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B Do I look like Dr. Phil to you? 

C A little. Anywho, obviously not here for a social call, so on with it. 

B I want— 

C Save you the recap. In fact I'll do the shorthand for you: I want my soul back, idjit. 

'Fraid not. But I'm surly and I got a beard. Gimme! Blah, blah, blah, homespun 

cornpone insult, witty retort from yours truly. The bottom line is, you get bupkis. 

Are we done?  

B Just getting started. 

[…]  

B I know it all now, Fergus. You may be king of the dirt bags here but in life, you 

were nothing but a two-bit tailor who sold his soul in exchange for an extra three 

inches below the belt. 42 

Although Crowley’s job could be considered a personal topic and is indicated to be an 

emotional topic by Crowley’s assertion that it “feels good to get it off my chest,” the 

context indicates that Crowley is uncomfortable with Bobby’s out of the ordinary 

overtures toward the topic and pursues it to try to turn the strategy on him. Bobby is 

clearly opposed to making a personal topic part of their interactions in his sarcastic 

enquiry, “Do I look like Dr. Phil to you?” This utterance indirectly distances him from 

the category of personal topics altogether. Crowley is quick to accept the return to 

impersonal topics but asserts his power by nonverbally interrupting Bobby and then 

playing the expert by predicting what Bobby would say if allowed to speak. While Bobby 

does not interrupt, he plays the expert with a very personal topic pertaining to Crowley to 

reclaim conversational and situational dominance. The roles of personal topics, playing 

the expert, and interruption in this exchange indicate that personal topics are not 

                                                
42 Note that the exchange has been edited for the sake of concision; the content has not been removed from 
its context. Italics denote Crowley imitating Bobby’s accent and speech patterns.  
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conversational fodder between antagonistic men but rather weapons to be wielded against 

enemies in various ways. On the whole, it is clear that aggressive claims to power 

characterize interactions between male characters hostile to each other. 

Interactions within groups of allied men, however, can be less stereotypically 

masculine, at least ostensibly. In a survey of Season 3 of Supernatural, Dhalqvist (2011) 

found that conversations between Sam, Dean, and Bobby “cannot be considered 

competitive [i.e., masculine] as a rule” as they show both stereotypically masculine and 

stereotypically feminine patterns of topic choice, playing the expert, and interruptions.43 

While conversation tends toward impersonal topics like supernatural lore, hunting, cars, 

food, and music, personal topics and self-disclosure of emotions, fears, and private 

opinions make up a significant portion of interactions between the three male 

protagonists.44 Nearly 74% of all instances of playing the expert, some of which 

pertained to personal topics, are collaborative and intended to contribute toward a 

common goal such as solving a case, though personal topics are also used to aggressive 

or combative effect.45 Interruptions are relatively uncommon with a total of only thirty 

attempted or successful interruptions in sixteen episodes, though the eighteen successful 

interruptions are slightly weighted toward competitive purposes.46 However, the 

characters do not integrate the stereotypically feminine conversational strategies into their 

speech patterns without comment; indeed, they expressly deny a natural gender affinity 

for them. 
                                                
43 P. 28. 

44 Dhalqvist, 2011, pp. 20-22. Both of these phenomena are due largely to plot and genre requirements. 

45 Dhalqvist, 2011, p. 19. 

46 Dhalqvist, 2011, pp. 24-25.  
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“Weekend at Bobby’s” again provides examples of all these characteristics in 

allied male group talk, and shows how Supernatural mitigates the transgressions against 

stereotypical masculinity in linguistic patterns. In the first dialogue, Dean had called 

Bobby to discuss concerns about Sam’s state of mind, Bobby had to put the conversation 

on hold to take another call, and Dean is offended that Bobby did not prioritize his needs: 

D You know you are the one person that I can talk to about this stuff, about Sam, 

about leaving Lisa and Ben. I mean, I don't—I don’t even know which way is up 

right now. Bobby? Hello? 

B I hear you, son. It just ain’t a good time. 

D Yeah, okay, you know what? Forget it. I mean, I'm baring my soul like a freaking 

girl here and—and you've got stuff to do. So, that is—that's fine. That's fine but, 

seriously, a little selfish. Not all about you. 

B Where’s your brother? 

D Outside. 

B Get him.  

D You’re on speaker, Bobby. 

B Sam, Dean, I love you like my own. I do, but sometimes—sometimes you two are 

the whiniest, most self-absorbed sons of bitches I ever met! I'm selfish? Me? I do 

everything for you! Everything! You need some lores scrounged up, you need your 

asses pulled out of the fire, you need someone to bitch to about each other, you call 

me and I come through every damn time! And what do I get for it? Jack with a side 

of squat!  

D Bobby— 

B Do I sound like I’m done? Now, look. I know you've got issues. God knows I 

know. But I got a news flash for you. You ain't the center of the universe! […] So 

how about you two sack up and help me for once? 

S Bobby, all you got to do is ask.  

D Anything you need, we’re there. 
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The initial topic is extremely personal and Dean notes that there are limited numbers of 

people with whom he feels comfortable broaching such a topic. Bobby’s outburst also 

deals with a personal topic, and his implied previous reluctance to express his opinion on 

their relationship again reinforces the idea that personal topics of conversation are 

atypical of male-male communication. Dean attempts to interrupt Bobby but is 

interrupted in return and does not try again, suggesting that Dean does not feel the need 

to aggressively assert his right to speak over Bobby. When Bobby accedes the right to 

speak, Sam and Dean do not try to wrest power back to their perspective or punish him 

for speaking so openly about a personal issue, instead emphasizing the stereotypically 

feminine goals of collaboration and validation47 by agreeing with Bobby.  

Later, after Sam and Dean have helped Bobby leverage Crowley, Bobby changes 

the subject from an impersonal topic to refer back to this conversation: 

B Listen. About the things I said earlier—I was in a tough spot and I guess I was— 

S You were right, Bobby. We take you for granted.  

D You've been cleaning up our messes for years, Bobby. Without you, I don't even 

want to think about where me and Sam would’ve ended up. 

B Okay then, let’s roll credits on this chick flick. 

Sam’s successful interruption is more stereotypically feminine than masculine according 

to Zhao and Ghent’s distinction because his objective is again to express agreement.48 

However, both exchanges reassert and privilege stereotypically masculine speech patterns 

through characters explicitly distancing their masculine identities from their transgressive 

uses of stereotypically feminine speech patterns. Although Dean introduced a personal 

                                                
47 Coates, 2004, p. 351. 

48 2003, p. 351. 
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topic by trying to talk about his feelings about Sam’s behavior, he recants at the first sign 

that Bobby is resisting the topic by saying, “I’m baring my soul like a freaking girl.” This 

utterance both disparages feminine discourse and dissociates Dean from femininity by 

indicating it makes him acutely uncomfortable to act in a stereotypically feminine way. In 

the second dialogue, Bobby similarly calls for an end of the conversation around the topic 

of his feelings by labeling it a “chick flick,” suggesting it is feminine and therefore 

unsuitable for a group of men. In fact, the general attitude Supernatural takes toward 

stereotypically feminine talk can be summed up as Bobby says in another episode, “Now, 

we done feeling our feelings? ‘Cause I’d like to get out of this room before we both start 

growing lady parts.”49  

Linguistic patterns clearly indicate how Sam and Dean perceive and orient the self 

in relation to gender performance. Taken together, phatic communication and talk in 

gender homogenous groups indicate two things about Sam and Dean’s masculinity: first, 

that their relationship with each other is unique among all their relationships and 

important to their heroic roles. Second, like the disguises they wear to pretend to be 

normal that do not impact their heroic identities no matter how often they are worn, use 

of stereotypically feminine linguistic patterns do not contradict their masculine identities 

if Sam and Dean stress that those linguistic patterns are not comfortable, natural, or 

appropriate for them. This agrees with and reinforces Attebery’s (1998) observation that 

masculinity is the essential foundation of a heroic identity and femininity is antithetical to 

heroic masculinity.50 Delving now into how Supernatural more explicitly depicts Sam 

                                                
49 5.07 “The Curious Case of Dean Winchester.”  

50 Pp. 71-72. 
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and Dean’s senses of self and other, there is strong reification of the fraternal bond as 

indispensible aspect of their identities and their roles as heroes. 

In terms of psychology and personality, the creators have set up Sam and Dean as 

ostensible complementary opposites. The implication of yin and yang coming together to 

form an unbreakable whole is quintessential to the way Supernatural portrays the 

Winchesters’ relationship as vital to both their identities and their work. By constructing 

the male ego ideal in this relationship rather than in a single character, the creators 

“suggest not two individuals but two warring halves of one consciousness, a psychic 

doubling.”51 There are three main focal points of difference: attitude toward and 

achievement in education, view of hunting, and character of relationship with their 

biological father, John Winchester. The three primary distinctions between their 

personalities are deeply interconnected to each other and rooted in their childhood. 

First, Sam is portrayed as the bookish brother earnestly interested in learning on a 

wide variety of topics. In flashbacks to the brothers’ childhood, Sam is a nerdy sort of 

child who applies himself with almost obsessive diligence to his studies. He maintains 

excellent grades despite living out of motel rooms and constantly changing schools as 

John drags along his children hunting various paranormal bogeymen across the country. 

He aspires to go to college and become a lawyer, and is admitted to Stanford on a full 

academic scholarship. Conversely, Dean is portrayed as an academic deadbeat who cares 

only about knowledge and skills that are practically useful. Between their rolling stone 

lifestyle and a fatalistic assumption that he will always be a hunter, Dean seems to find 

                                                
51 Greven, 2009, p. 25. 
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traditional liberal arts schooling pointless. Flashbacks to his school years52 and other 

contextual clues suggest Dean was apathetic to school before dropping out before 

finishing high school. When asked how he intends to accomplish seemingly impossible 

goals in 5.01 “Sympathy for the Devil,” Dean replies, “I got no idea. But what I do have 

is a GED and a give ‘em hell attitude, and I’ll figure it out.”  

The dynamic of book-smart versus street-smart continues into the Supernatural 

present day. On cases, Sam is the brother more likely to apply himself to research, find 

source material, and remember esoteric facts about various beasts and beings. Dean 

repeatedly highlights the difference with the implication that Sam derives pleasure, even 

sexual gratification from learning, saying, “Sam loves research. He does. He keeps it 

under his mattress with his KY.”53 He makes fun of Sam for enjoying reading books and 

Sam in turn expresses astonishment at the idea of Dean reading anything other than a 

lad’s mag. When they discover a library of the supernatural, Dean doubts that there is 

anything in the books he has not learned from experience, and advises Sam to “not go all 

geek on this stuff,” while Sam stoutly defends the library’s potential and immediately 

begins exploring.54 

The second major contrast and one of the primary points the brothers have been 

debating over the course of nine seasons is hunting. Tension between one hero’s yearning 

for normalcy and integration into society and the other’s staunch adherence to heroic 

                                                
52 Notably in 4.13 “After School Special.” 

53 4.04 “Metamorphosis.”  

54 8.13 “Everybody Hates Hitler.” 
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isolationism is extremely typical of dyadic constructions of maleness,55 so it is 

unsurprisingly present in the Winchesters. Since he was young, Sam has had a fairly 

negative perception of hunting. Part of his drive for academic achievement is his 

determination to get into college and open up for himself a life that is not nomadic, 

impoverished, on the edge of legality, and lethally dangerous. The news that John has 

gone missing is not enough of an enticement for Sam to leave normalcy. He refuses to 

return to the hunting lifestyle until his girlfriend dies under the same circumstances as his 

mother.56 In Season 5 and between Seasons 7 and 8, Sam unsuccessfully reattempts to 

return to a more normal life, returning unwillingly the first time when supernatural 

elements will not leave him alone and willingly but apathetically the second time when 

his single normal relationship crumbles.57 Although he acknowledges the importance of 

people who dedicate their lives to the protection of the ignorant public from non-human 

threats, Sam continually questions his vocation, wrestling with his envy for normalcy and 

his disillusionment with the demands of the hunter’s lifestyle.  

As previously noted, Dean had come to think of hunting as his sole fate at a very 

young age. Trained by his father to protect his brother and eliminate threats, he shot a gun 

for the first time at six58 and made his first sawed off shotgun in the sixth grade.59 Around 

age ten, Dean failed in his sworn responsibility to keep his younger brother safe and Sam 

                                                
55 Greven, 2009, p. 27. 

56 1.01 “Pilot.” See Chapter Two for details of Mary Winchester and Jessica Moore’s stunted character 
arcs. 

57 5.01 “Sympathy for the Devil” and 8.10 “Torn and Frayed.” 

58 2.06 “No Exit.” 

59 3.03 “Bad Day at Black Rock.” 
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only survived when their father happened to be in the right place at the right time.60 His 

childhood laxity has haunted Dean, and he views protecting Sam and other people from 

supernatural threats as his sacred duty. In nine seasons, Dean makes a serious attempt to 

live a normal life only once. Between Seasons 5 and 6, Dean lives with a previous 

girlfriend named Lisa and her son for a year in fulfillment of a promise he made to Sam 

before his death.61 Although he makes a genuine effort, it is apparent from his 

nightmares, irritability, skittishness, and paranoia that Dean suffers from PTSD after a 

lifetime of what amounts to guerilla warfare and forty years of physical and 

psychological torture in Hell. When the opportunity presents itself, Dean tries to 

accommodate both hunting and suburbia, but leaves the latter behind entirely between 

Lisa’s encouragement62 and a conviction that disassociation is the best protection he can 

give her and her son.63 For Dean, hunting is a terrible gig but one that he is honor-bound 

to do in order to make use of his unique knowledge and experience and save another, 

more innocent person from having to do it. 

As has become clear, the first two major distinctions between Sam and Dean are 

rooted in or otherwise reflect their respective relationships with John Winchester. John 

treated his sons very differently from the time of their mother’s death and his entrance 

into the hunting lifestyle. Though his life was constantly in danger by proximity, John 

never told Sam about hunting or monsters, instead passing off their mobile living as a 

                                                
60 1.18 “Something Wicked.” 

61 6.01 “Exile on Main Street” and 5.22 “Swan Song.” 

62 6.02 “Two and a Half Men.” 

63 6.21 “Let It Bleed.” See Chapter Two, “Disruptive Women,” for a more detailed analysis of Dean’s 
relationship with Lisa.  
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side effect of his job as a travelling salesman. An eight year old Sam only found out the 

truth by leveraging a confession out of twelve year old Dean,64 but he continued to be 

relegated to support roles into his teenage years.65 In contrast, John made Dean his 

hunting protégé from at least the age of six, but probably from the moment John made a 

four year old Dean responsible for saving his baby brother from the fire that destroyed 

their childhood home and killed their mother.66 John’s divergent attitudes toward his 

sons’ development is apparent in the childhood keepsakes he saved in secret, mementoes 

of Dean’s training, like his first sawed off shotgun, and mementoes of Sam’s 

achievements outside of hunting, like a sixth grade soccer trophy.67 

Neither son received much warmth or affection from John, but it was an unspoken 

understanding between the three Winchesters that John favored Sam for the similarities 

between their personalities. Sam was willing to argue with his father over his future and 

make familial sacrifices for what he thinks he needs to do, traits John admires even if 

they result in friction. While he appreciates Dean’s hunting skillset, John perceives his 

elder son as less assured and assertive than he should be and the absolute commitment to 

preserving his family members that John instilled in him to be a sign of weakness as a 

hunter. When John is possessed by a demon in 1.22 “Devil’s Trap,” Dean only realizes 

something is wrong when John praises him for not getting “obsessed” like he and Sam do 

and says he’s proud of Dean for sacrificing an irreplaceable asset to save John’s life. 

Dean idolized John, characterizing him as a “superhero” when he must disclose to Sam 
                                                
64 3.08 “A Very Supernatural Christmas.” 

65 7.03 “The Girl Next Door.” 

66 1.01 “Pilot.” 

67 3.03 “Bad Day at Black Rock.” 
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the real reason they live nomadically and John is always away.68 His deference to John 

continued until his father’s death, after which the revelation of secrets John kept from his 

sons shook Dean’s confidence in him.  

The importance of these three emphasized distinctions of character and 

personality to the larger symbolic text of Supernatural is both inflated for dramatic 

purposes and impossible to overstate. The Winchesters are far more alike than they are 

different. Both are better characterized as dedicated, pragmatic, self-sacrificing, and 

fanatically loyal than as any oppositional pairing. Throughout the course of nine seasons, 

the differences between Sam and Dean exist primarily as tools for keeping the two main 

characters from being interchangeable and serving as the building blocks for dramatic 

fraternal tension. Indeed, the Winchesters regularly disagree on whether their primary 

objective of “the family business” should be “saving people” or “hunting things,” 

whether monsters are the product of nature or of actions, and similar issues of moral 

greyness. One of the creators’ favorite wellsprings for contention is the brothers’ constant 

struggle over the reciprocity of personal independence and protectiveness toward his 

sibling.69 Though their individual opinions wax and wane over the course of their heroic 

journey, the Winchesters are consistently in the throes of interpersonal friction and 

conflict. Being troubled or in conflict, either with themselves or within their fraternal 

bond unit, often as a direct or indirect result of their respective affiliations with John 

                                                
68 3.08 “A Very Supernatural Christmas.” 

69 Unfortunately, the creators do not put much care into keeping Sam and Dean’s stances on moral and 
familial issues consistent. As a result, they often switch places in the space of as little as one episode 
without provocation or explanation, so that they are always in conflict if necessary for a B-plot, but the 
actual substance and stability of their underlying differences is far less important to the narrative arc and 
character development than the existence of conflict. 
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Winchester, is foundational to the Winchesters’ psychological and relational 

characterization. At the same time, however, the three consistent distinctions in 

characterization detailed above and the relationships Supernatural presents in parallel to 

the Winchesters are fundamental to understanding the underlying emphasis on fraternal 

fealty. This takes on extra, even metaphysical meaning when coupled with the concept of 

true vessels and the parallels drawn between the Sam-Dean and Lucifer-Michael 

relationships.  

Understanding true vessels requires a foray into the rules of the Supernatural 

reality. In Season 4, angels in the Christian sense of celestial soldiers created by God are 

revealed to be as real as the demons that had been around since Season 1. While demons 

can take possession of anyone without an anti-possession amulet or tattoo,70 in addition to 

verbal consent, angels require a certain level of innate, genetic compatibility with their 

vessel lest the enormity of the angel’s being explodes the vessel on contact.71 Also 

corresponding to the Christian tradition, the angels were led by the four archangels, 

Michael, Lucifer, Raphael, and Gabriel, until Lucifer was expelled from Heaven. The 

Supernatural version fleshes out the story to include a close, brotherly bond between 

Michael and Lucifer torn asunder in their argument over God’s commands, causing 

Gabriel to abdicate his post and cut off all ties to Heaven to avoid having to watch the 

familial breakdown. In addition, Supernatural’s Lucifer claims that Michael cast out him 

and his disciples only after God ordered the angels to venerate humans and they refused 

                                                
70 2.14 “Born Under a Bad Sign” and 3.12 “Jus in Bello.” 

71 As seen in 9.03 “I’m No Angel.” 
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on the grounds that humans were imperfect and only God was worthy of veneration.72 

Whether Lucifer’s version of the story accurately reflects what truly happened, it is 

accepted as fact that sometime after Lucifer’s expulsion, for unknown reasons, God 

followed Gabriel’s example and abandoned Heaven, leaving the loyal and dutiful 

Michael and Raphael in charge by default. 

During Seasons 4 and 5, Sam and Dean are equated to Lucifer and Michael and 

the concept of true vessels is the culmination of this theme. Because archangels are so 

much more powerful than ordinary angels, it takes a very special, preordained vessel to 

contain them. According to Michael, the Winchester bloodline, by which Sam is 

Lucifer’s true vessel and Dean is Michael’s, stretches back to Cain and Abel.73 Uniting 

all three stories is the deterioration of a strong relationship between brothers as a result of 

one brother’s disagreement with their father. Cain murders Abel because he becomes 

jealous and resentful over what he views as God’s unfair favoring of Abel’s offering, and 

God marks Cain as forever disgraced before God; Lucifer and Michael’s close 

relationship ends in violence after Lucifer refuses to adhere to God’s ordained hierarchy 

of creation, and God orders Lucifer’s imprisonment. Just so, Sam cut off all contact with 

his family for several years after he refused to follow John’s plan for his life. 74 The 

parallels between Sam and Dean and Lucifer and Michael are especially strong given that 

God and John both abandon their elder sons after the exile of their younger sons.75 

                                                
72 5.04 “The End.” 

73 5.13 “The Song Remains the Same.” 

74 1.01 “Pilot.” 

75 The strong parallelism between the Lucifer-Michael and the Sam-Dean relationships casts interesting 
implications on the identities of John and Bobby and the male ego ideal. John is equated with God but, in 
stark contrast to the Christian tradition, God/John is not a heroic figure. Both show favoritism that leads 
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Gabriel urges Sam and Dean to consent to be Lucifer and Michael’s vessels and finally 

end the millennia-old dispute one way or the other by explicitly highlighting the parallel: 

Why do you think you two are the [true] vessels? Think about it: Michael, 
the big brother, loyal to an absent father, and Lucifer, the littler brother 
rebellious of daddy’s plan. You were born to this, boys. It’s your destiny. 
It was always you. As it is in heaven, so it must be on Earth. One brother 
has to kill the other.76 

However, Sam and Dean are able to break the cycle and reconcile. In 5.22 “Swan Song,” 

Sam has consented to Lucifer and Dean has refused Michael but successfully faces the 

down the powerful being in his brother’s body anyway. Dean does so purely on faith that 

he can get the attention of Sam’s suppressed identity and that Sam can then will control 

of his body away from Lucifer long enough to cast them both into the metaphysical cage 

created to contain Lucifer.  

The structure of Supernatural that both establishes them as heroes and puts their 

relationship on par with those of nearly eternal archangels in a cosmic cycle of destiny 

firmly attaches certain ideas to the concept of the male ego ideal. Namely, strong 

fraternal bonds are essential to the formation of a truly male identity. Every aspect of 

Sam’s identity that allows him to be a hero in this instance comes down to his 

relationship with Dean. His affinity with Lucifer comes from their shared rejection of 

                                                                                                                                            
their creations’ relationship with each other to rupture and eventually abandon their creations without 
making a strong effort to mediate or even urge reconciliation. God/John is an enemy to the resilient male-
male friendship that allows characters to successfully be heroes. Despite his role as an adoptive father to 
Sam and Dean, Bobby is most like Gabriel in that he recognized and lamented God/John’s failings with 
regard to Lucifer/Sam and Michael/Dean but retreated from the initial conflict rather than confronting any 
of the involved parties. Like Gabriel, Bobby also urges Sam and Dean to put an end to the conflict, but 
Bobby is a contrasting foil to Gabriel in that Bobby believes Sam and Dean can overcome the narrative 
destiny embodied in Cain and Abel. Again, Gabriel/Bobby’s paralleled but contrasting roles accentuate 
how important Sam and Dean’s trust in and reliance on the strength of their relationship are in defining 
them as heroes, and in determining what makes Lucifer and Michael failed ego ideals. 

76 5.08 “Changing Channels.” 
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their fathers’ plans for their lives and the shared loss of their beloved brothers’ 

confidence after what Sam and Lucifer view as the betrayal of brother siding with father 

against brother. Sam accepts Lucifer, who represents a fully corrupted fraternal 

relationship and a fully denounced paternal relationship, and while he intends to throw 

him off from the start, Sam is unable to do so.77 In terms of relational characterization, 

this is symbolic of Sam accepting the narrative that his choices have irrevocably cut him 

off from his family, and particularly from Dean. On the other side of the relational 

characterization, Dean rejects Michael and, by extension, the narrative of irreparably 

broken relationships that can only end with one brother killing the other. The 

confrontation in the graveyard between Lucifer and Dean is an intentional mismatch; one 

party believes that the tragic ending of the story of Cain and Abel is inevitable for 

Lucifer/Sam and Michael/Dean, while the other believes that brotherly love can triumph.  

The finale of Season 5 is the only place where the narratives of the two pairs of 

brothers split. Sam succeeds in becoming self-aware and self-controlled after seeing 

something in the Impala, their childhood home, that reminds him of his shared history 

with Dean. He sacrifices himself to save Dean, dragging both Lucifer and Michael into 

the cage at the cost of imprisoning himself with them. A later episode reveals that Sam’s 

soul was so traumatized by the experience of serving as a “chew toy” for the two feuding 

archangels that accessing those memories sends him into convulsions.78 Despite Sam and 

Dean acting as an example of cheating Cain and Abel’s fate through purity and 

staunchness of fraternal love, Lucifer and Michael remain locked in the cycle of jealousy 

                                                
77 5.22 “Swan Song.” 

78 6.13 “Unforgiven” and 6.14 “Mannequin 3: The Reckoning.” 
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and resentment. This storyline drives home Supernatural’s emphasis on Sam and Dean’s 

brotherly bond as an intrinsic and indispensible facet of their heroic masculinity. 

Preserving that bond in spite of pressures from other relationships and internal fractures 

enables the Winchesters to literally forestall the apocalypse.  

While it is impossible to know exactly how Sam and Dean view themselves and 

their roles in the world, analyzing how Supernatural characterizes them in linguistic 

patterns and relational contrasts and parallels highlights the performance of masculinity 

in orientation of self and other. In speech patterns, this requires constant adherence to or 

at least privileging of stereotypical male communication strategies. In relationships, this 

requires Sam and Dean to preserve their fraternal bond despite all odds in order to be 

heroic, which itself indicates the importance of ruptures in male-male relationships to the 

male ego ideal. However, not all male-male relationships are treated equally. As has been 

repeatedly iterated, Sam and Dean’s brotherly relationship is among the most important 

aspects of their heroic identities in Supernatural, but other male-male relationships are 

less consequential. Their respective relationships with John Winchester, for example, do 

not have to be repaired for the brothers to function as heroes.79 While their relationship 

with Bobby is formative and beneficial, parallelisms between Bobby and Gabriel reveal 

the secondary nature of the role Bobby plays in Sam and Dean’s destinies.  

This is not to say that male-male relationships in general are not the most favored 

class of relationships in Supernatural, which are highly valued above male-female 

                                                
79 John makes his apologies after he has made a deal to trade his life for Dean’s but Sam and Dean don’t 
understand why he has suddenly become sentimental and are unable to fully reciprocate John’s efforts at 
reconciliation (2.01 “In My Time of Dying”). 
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relationships. Above all, however, Supernatural privileges platonic male-male 

relationships. These points will be expounded upon in the next section. 

 
Sexual Characterization 

In line with primetime television standards, sexual characterization in 

Supernatural is overwhelmingly heteronormative. Like most mainstream programs, 

Supernatural shores up the cultural narrative of heteronormativity by privileging the 

heterosexual script in the context, consequences, and character locus of onscreen sexual 

acts. The heterosexual script is based on the theory that cultural texts serve as scripts that 

socialize audiences into understanding what constitutes sex and appropriate conduct in 

sexual situations. Acting as a normalizing and regulatory cultural text, television 

univocally presents heterosexual relationships as compulsory, “the only sanctioned social 

arrangement that constitutes ‘appropriate’ or ‘normal’ relational and sexual behavior.”80  

To better understand where Supernatural’s sexual characterization of Sam and 

Dean fits within the larger cultural framework, examples will be compared to the 

heterosexual script as defined by Kim et al. (2007) in their survey of sexuality on 

primetime American television. They argue that the heterosexual script is a cohesive 

whole that nonetheless is based on four gendered dichotomies. Because this chapter 

focuses on the characterization of the male leads, this analysis will focus on the male 

halves of these dichotomies, and in Chapter Two, female sexual characterization will be 

explored in greater detail. For now, it is only necessary to understand that the nature of 

these dichotomies is related to the previously explained definition of masculinity as 

                                                
80 Kim et al., 2007, p. 146.  



 
 

44 

assertive and powerful, and the correlative definition of femininity as the lack or opposite 

of masculine attributes.  

The four elements of the heterosexual script as defined by Kim et al. (2007) are 

“the sexual double standard, courtship strategies, attitudes toward commitment, and 

homophobia.”81 The sexual double standard essentially portrays masculine sexuality 

active and fundamental to male identity, and portrays feminine sexuality passive and 

reactive to the male identity. For male characters, sex is masculinity. Masculine courtship 

strategies place emphasis on assertions of power, which include showing off wealth, 

status, and physical prowess. Masculine attitudes toward commitment in romantic 

relationships are generally negative. Male-oriented homophobia discourages any sort of 

behavior in a male character that could cause him to be labeled homosexual.82 All four 

tropes are present in Supernatural but sex as masculinity and male-oriented homophobia 

are the most common and the most influential in the characterization of Sam and Dean.  

With respect to male characters, the strength of their heterosexuality is literally a 

measure of their masculinity. Combined with the fact that most leading characters on 

television are male and exploitation of perceived failures of masculinity to create 

humor,83 it comes as no surprise that Kim, et al. (2007) found that tropes of sex as 

masculinity constitute nearly half the enactments of the heterosexual script on American 

television.84 True to form, nearly all episodes include some assertion or allusion to sex as 

a measure of Sam and/or Dean’s masculinity. They both regularly track the progress of 
                                                
81 P. 147.  

82 Kim et al., 2007, pp. 147-48. Cf. Krelko, 2013, p. 36. 

83 Kim et al., 2007, p. 155.  

84 P. 150.  
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young, attractive women across the screen and respond with positive arousal in 

encounters with nameless female characters. The creators validate the sex appeal of both 

Winchesters in repeated onscreen depictions of female characters’ arousal and sexual 

interest. When an adolescent male witch swaps bodies with Sam, the audience knows that 

Sam is not himself when he reveals a distinct lack of sexual knowledge and experience 

by eagerly accepting the advances of a middle-aged prostitute, enthusing, “I would love 

to have the sex with you.”85 Both Sam and Dean have been in multiple long-term 

monogamous heterosexual relationships, though these have constituted only a small 

percentage of onscreen sexual depictions and mostly take place before the program 

timeline or in flashbacks.  

These relationships and Sam and Dean’s desire to pursue them, while important 

for establishing their characters as heroic by upholding the cultural ideal of stable 

monogamous heterosexuality, also represent a threat to their heroic masculinity. In 

delineating the performance of heroic masculinity, Attebery (1998) notes the strange 

relationship that heroes have with social norms; on the one hand, they must conform to 

culturally constructed measures of excellence to be heroes rather than villains86 but must 

not “be incorporated too easily into society, to accept its morals and its ways of seeing.”87 

As symbols of domesticity and social expectations,88 long-term monogamous 

relationships with women have the potential to fatally disrupt the Winchesters’ heroic 

identities. This is especially true in Supernatural, where all four stable heterosexual 
                                                
85 5.12 “Swap Meat.” 

86 Rose, 1998, p. 10.  

87 Attebery, 1998, p. 64.  

88 Attebery, 1998, p. 64. 
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relationships Sam and Dean have between them were marked by periods of separation or 

increased friction between the brothers.89 The creators regulate the Winchesters’ heroism 

by inflicting narrative punishment whenever Sam or Dean tries to “lay claim to anything 

normative in terms of relationships or lifestyle.”90 While they must show interest in 

heterosexual romantic and sexual relationships constantly in order to be appropriately 

masculine, Sam and Dean also must deny themselves or be denied stable heterosexual 

relationships that endanger their fraternal bond and their roles as male ego ideals. 

While Supernatural frames Sam and Dean as equally sexually viable and 

attractive, there is a distinct tendency for Dean to monopolize the positive verbal 

attributions of sex as masculinity. Breaking down the heterosexual script category of sex 

as masculinity into tropes, male characters are shown to be preoccupied with women’s 

bodies, constantly consumed by sexual thoughts, urges, and fantasies, verbally 

forthcoming about their sexual desires and experiences, and the initiators of sexual 

situations,91 all of which perfectly characterize Dean. Canvassing for information about a 

case, Dean reports back to Sam that the witness’s “name is Carly. She’s twenty-three, she 

kayaks, and they’re real.”92 Sam has to prompt Dean to divulge the pertinent information 

Carly provided rather than Dean’s opinions on her breasts. Both brothers have a 

demonstrable interest in pornography but a majority of the thirty-five episodes that 

reference pornography do so in relation to Dean. Only Dean has specific porn franchises   

                                                
89 This phenomenon is explored in greater detail in the “Disruptive Women” section of Chapter Two and in 
the “Demons” section of Chapter Three. 

90 Felschow, 2010, ¶ 8. 

91 Kim et al., 2007, pp. 150-51.  

92 2.08 “Crossroad Blues.” 
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Figure 5. The Winchesters pause their conversation to ogle an attractive waitress (3.03 
“Bad Day at Black Rock”).  
 

explicitly and repeatedly named as his favorites.93 Dean’s abiding affiliation with 

pornography is such that Sam insinuates that his capacity to distinguish between porn and 

reality has been compromised.94 He dreams about strippers performing strip teases and 

simulating lesbian sexual contact for him,95 and when he concludes that being restored to 

physical wholeness by an angel “re-hymenated” him, Dean obviously views his 

apparently restored virginity as something to be discarded as quickly as possible and goes 

                                                
93 Casa Erotica pay-per-view pornographic films are referenced in 2.04 “Children Shouldn’t Play With 
Dead Things,” 3.10 “Dream a Little Dream of Me,” 4.18 “The Monster at the End of This Book,” 5.19 
“Hammer of the Gods,” 9.08 “Rock and a Hard Place,” and 9.18 “Meta Fiction.” The online and/or 
physical publication Busty Asian Beauties is featured in 2.15 “Tall Tales,” 3.14 “Long-Distance Call,” 4.01 
“Lazarus Rising,” 4.08 “Wishful Thinking,” 5.12 “Swap Meat,” 8.10 “Torn and Frayed,” 8.17 “Goodbye 
Stranger,” 8.22 “Clip Show,” 9.04 “Slumber Party,” and 9.16 “Blade Runners.” 

94 4.10 “Heaven and Hell.” 

95 5.13 “The Song Remains the Same.” 
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to bed with a case victim within twenty-four hours.96 He consistently draws attention to 

his sexuality no matter how applicable to the situation, concurring “[T]hat sounds like 

heaven” with his half brother, Adam, who describes his experience of Heaven as 

perpetually kissing his prom date,97 denying a prognosis that he has only months to live 

by protesting, “I’m not going to die in a hospital where the nurses aren’t even hot,”98 and 

interrupting a murderous pagan god bemoaning the declining quality of humanity’s idols 

to say he prefers Penthouse Forum to celebrity gossip magazines.99  

Despite the fact that the Winchesters are narratively framed as having equal sex 

appeal, only Dean’s characterization typifies sex as masculinity tropes. This inequality 

mirrors the distinctions of personality the creators stress in Sam and Dean’s 

psychological characterizations. Sam is more oriented toward attempting to get out of the 

family business of hunting and living a normal life, which would include a stable 

heterosexual relationship usurping his fraternal relationship with Dean. Consequently, 

while Sam does obey the sex as masculinity tropes, he does so with much lower 

frequency and less overtness than does Dean. In addition, Sam becomes the object of a 

great deal of sexualized shaming from Dean, exemplifying how a lack of masculinity is 

equated with effeminacy and humor. Dean asks Sam who he thinks is the most attractive 

psychic, “Patricia Arquette, Jennifer Love Hewitt, or you?”100 Grouping him with women 

and putting Sam’s attractiveness in feminine terms, which have already been noted to be 

                                                
96 4.05 “Monster Movie.” 

97 5.18 “Point of No Return.” 

98 1.12 “Faith.” 

99 5.05 “Fallen Idols.” 

100 1.10 “Asylum.” 
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distinctly different from masculine standards of attractiveness,101 implies Sam is more 

feminine than masculine. When Sam and Dean are stuck in a time loop that resets every 

time Dean dies but that only Sam is aware of, Sam attempts to prove he knows what’s 

coming by saying Dean’s half of the conversation with him. As Dean tries to say things 

Sam won’t suspect and Sam says them in unison, the theme of Dean’s utterances is 

consistent: 

Cut it out, Sam. Sam! You think you’re being funny but you’re being 
really, really childish. Sam Winchester wears make-up. Sam Winchester 
cries his way through sex. Sam Winchester keeps a ruler by the bed and 
every morning when he wakes up—okay, enough!102 

All three of Dean’s declarative statements meant to demonstrate that Sam could not know 

what he will say accuse Sam of effeminacy either through direct association with 

feminine traits or lack of masculine traits.  

This is not to say that Dean’s heterosexual masculinity goes completely 

unchallenged. As much as Dean ribs Sam, some exchanges allow Sam to cast similarly 

negative aspersions on Dean’s performance of sex as masculinity. In 2.15 “Tall Tales,” 

Sam and Dean display their perceptions of each other’s sexuality in retelling the events of 

an investigation to Bobby. Sam describes Dean shirking work to drunkenly pull a trashy 

and equally drunk girl. Though he admits to not being able to remember the girl’s name, 

Dean repudiates this lecherous depiction, reframing the situation as the girl being unable 

to resist his physical appeal and Sam as a mincing, effeminate killjoy who is incapable of 

understanding the importance and inevitability of heterosexual attraction.  

                                                
101 Lauren & Dozier, 2005, p. 438; p. 443. 

102 3.11 “Mystery Spot.” 
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In addition, Dean is also sometimes associated with femininity, though much less 

often than is Sam. When a case requires Dean dress in black tie to infiltrate a museum 

function, his date for the evening, a bounty hunter named Bela Talbot observes, “You 

know, when this is over, we should really have angry sex.” Uncomfortable with being the 

object of a sexual overture rather than the instigator and thereby feminized, Dean folds 

his arms defensively and protests, “Don’t objectify me.”103 On another occasion, when 

confronted with a future version of himself who demands proof of identity, Dean 

volunteers a detail no one else could know: an early girlfriend “made us try on her 

panties. They were pink and satiny. And you know what? We kind of liked it.”104 

Enjoying wearing women’s clothing is as effeminate as wearing women’s make-up, but 

these instances that affiliate Dean with effeminacy do not correlate with an impact on his 

ability to enact sex as masculinity as do Sam’s affiliations. Although Dean is discomfited 

and as a masculine ego ideal “cannot bear the burden of sexual objectification,”105 his 

ability to incite Bela’s arousal without effort parallels the implied charms that facilitate 

the sexual situations he initiates and about which he boasts. Admitting to liking wearing 

women’s underwear is effeminate, but the confession is noted as something Dean has 

never told anyone before and is kept literally between Dean and himself. Keeping this 

aspect of his sexual history a secret when Dean is happy to share any other detail 

reinforces the idea that any association with femininity has the potential to rupture a 

masculine identity. 

                                                
103 3.06 “Red Sky at Morning.” 

104 5.04 “The End.” 

105 Mulvey, 1975, p. 63. 
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In addition to using sex as masculinity to fulfill the requirement that men “must 

constantly work to construct and assert their masculinity,”106 male-oriented homophobia 

is a key feature in the Winchesters’ sexual characterization. According to the normative 

assumption that male heterosexuality is the “complete and true sexuality” that serves as a 

standard for all other sexualities, homosexual men are “understood to suffer from an 

incomplete sexuality” that is  “uncivilized and unnatural.”107 Because Sam and Dean’s 

masculinity cannot come under real suspicion, insinuations and allegations of 

homosexual acts or identity are treated lightly and used as humor and metaphors for 

unmanly powerlessness. Homophobic humor often takes the form of one-liners but can 

also be a more developed running gag. A hostile witness sends Dean to a gay BDSM club 

where a leatherclad dom swinging a cat o’nine tails assumes he is a client. Later, Sam 

asks if Dean found anything interesting and Dean dissembles, “Nothing I want to talk 

about, or think about ever again.”108 He becomes perturbed when he and Sam are 

mistaken for a gay couple and the implication that he could appear homosexual. At his 

concerned question of what makes him appear less than appropriately heterosexual, Sam 

jokingly replies, “Well, you are kind of butch. They probably think you’re 

overcompensating.”109 In these and many other similar situations, Dean verbally 

distances himself from homosexuality as something distasteful and unmanly and the 

effect is played off as humorous. 

                                                
106 Kim et al., 2007, p. 154. 

107 Krelko, 2013, pp. 33-34. 

108 4.12 “Criss Angel is a Douchebag.”  

109 2.11 “Playthings.” 
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Supernatural also uses homosexual rape jokes as metaphors for an unmanly lack 

of power and dominance. When Dean fears he is about to be abducted by aliens, Sam 

advises, “You better run, man. I think the fourth kind [of alien encounter] is a butt 

thing.”110 Mentioning the angels that keep imploring him to consent to be Michael’s 

vessel, Dean complains, “I got an archangel waiting for me to drop the soap,” 111 a phrase 

that invokes popular conceptions of anal rape in prison. During Season 6, the brothers 

reluctantly become agents for Crowley, bringing him live supernatural beings they 

suspect will be subject to inhumane experimentation and vivisection. Dean insists that 

they only bring Crowley evil beings and make sure they pose an immediate threat to 

humans before “hand[ing them] over to a lifetime of demon rape.”112 In 6.10 “Caged 

Heat,” there are two separate references to Sam and Dean being metaphorically raped in 

their inability to refuse to work for Crowley. In one of the most vivid examples of rape as 

a metaphor for powerlessness, Dean laments he “need[s] a daily rape shower” due to the 

circumstances and, given a lack of options, Sam advises, “Stock up on soap on a rope,” 

another reference to the dropped soap in prison imagery. That imagery has a great deal of 

staying power in Supernatural’s rape humor, perhaps because it emphasizes extreme 

circumstances in which the homosexual connotation of anal sex cannot impugn the 

Winchesters’ heterosexuality,113 though it does negate their masculinity. Illustrative of 

this dynamic is the way Lucifer taunts Sam from within Sam’s own damaged psyche after 
                                                
110 6.09 “Clap Your Hands If You Believe.” 

111 5.08 “Changing Channels.” 

112 6.08 “All Dogs Go to Heaven.” 

113 This can be understood in the terms of situational bisexuality, which contextualizes a heterosexual 
individual’s homosexual acts as the product of extenuating circumstances rather than of real desires and 
proclivities (Meyer, 2010, p. 370). 
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his soul spent a year in the cage: “You’re still in my cell. You’re my bunkmate, buddy. 

You’re my little bitch, in every sense of the term.”114  

Supernatural underscores the role of sexuality in defining masculinity and, by 

extension, defining heroism. Sam and Dean comply without exception to the heterosexual 

script that enforces cultural heteronormativity. Along with the rest of the chapter, this 

section has detailed what masculinity looks like in the main characters. However, 

representations are not formed in a vacuum, and the next section will delve into the 

storylines and secondary male characters that shed light on Supernatural’s construction 

of Sam and Dean Winchester as the male ego ideal. 

 
Narrative and Comparative Characterization 

Previous sections have used discrete examples to construct a coherent 

understanding of the Winchesters as characters, but this section will put those characters 

back into their narrative environment and observe their functionality. So far, what Sam 

and Dean’s masculine characterization is has been detailed; now it is necessary to 

observe how Supernatural frames that characterization as ideal. Success, inimitability, 

and competitive comparison will be considered in turn.  

Since superheroes are extensions of Darwinian ideas about fitness115 and 

masculinity is stratified in a competitive hierarchy,116 heroic status also connotes personal 

success. There are many different criteria for success that this project could adopt to 

analyze Sam and Dean, but the short, nasty, and brutish lifespans of Supernatural 

                                                
114 7.02 “Hello, Cruel World.” 

115 Attebery, 1998, pp. 61-63. 

116 Krelko, 2013, p. 11. 
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characters suggests that simple survival is a valid measure. As was noted at the beginning 

of this chapter, one way to tell that Sam and Dean are the main characters of 

Supernatural is the fact that they’ve both been in every single episode despite both 

having died multiple times. Not including his soul’s yearlong stint in Lucifer’s cage, Sam 

has died and then been resurrected five times by a variety of means:  

• a conventional stab wound,117 healed and resurrected when Dean makes a deal 

with a crossroads demon;118  

• a wish causes what seems to be lighting to strike Sam, but the removal of the coin 

and the destruction of the wishing well reverses the wish;119  

• asphyxiation after the angel Zachariah removes Sam’s lungs, after which Castiel 

threatens Zachariah into compliance, Sam is resuscitated, and his lungs 

restored;120 

• a stab wound from an angel sword, which Michael heals to preserve a vessel 

necessary for the Apocalypse;121 

• gunshot wounds from a pair of hunters who blame Sam and Dean for instigating 

the Apocalypse, but they find the angel Joshua in Heaven who returns them to 

their miraculously healed bodies.122 

Dean has died even more times than Sam, though he does so in fewer episodes: 

                                                
117 2.21 “All Hell Breaks Loose: Part One.” 

118 2.22 “All Hell Breaks Loose: Part Two.” 

119 4.08 “Wishful Thinking.” 

120 5.01 “Sympathy for the Devil.” 

121 5.13 “The Song Remains the Same.” 

122 5.16 “Dark Side of the Moon.” 
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• in Gabriel’s time loop, he dies more than one hundred times from myriad causes, 

including electric shock, gunshot wounds, car crash, food poisoning, asphyxiation 

by choking, and a falling dresser;123 

• torn apart by a Hellhound as a result of his expired crossroad demon deal to 

resurrect Sam,124 and later raised from Hell on Heaven’s orders by Castiel;125 

• gunshot wounds from the hunters who blame him and Sam for starting the 

Apocalypse and restored by Joshua; 

• a stab wound from an angel sword, brought back as a demon by the Mark of 

Cain.126 

These reversed deaths take on extra meaning when compared to the unmitigated 

deaths of nearly every other character over the course of nine seasons. Not only do the 

Winchesters survive circumstances that kill lesser men and women, their identity as a 

fraternal unit is so important to each other and to the show narrative that Sam and Dean 

are effectively immortal. To put that in terms of the characterization of ideal masculinity 

on Supernatural, the platonic/brotherly bond unit is so essential to the Winchesters’ 

ability to be the heroes worthy of the narrative that even death cannot rend it. As stated at 

the start of the chapter, the repeated deaths and resurrection also enshrine their 

performance of masculinity as the singular performance that leads to success in the 

Supernatural narrative reality.  

                                                
123 3.11 “Mystery Spot.” None of these deaths are permanent, as Gabriel restores him to life at the 
beginning of the same day immediately afterward. 

124 3.16 “No Rest for the Wicked.” 

125 4.01 “Lazarus Rising.” 

126 9.23 “Do You Believe in Miracles?” 
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The Winchesters’ inimitability and the failures of other male characters 

accentuate this implicit message. In the section of physical characterization, it was 

observed that the clothes do not make the man, and indeed, multiple episodes have shown 

that beings that occupy Sam and Dean’s physical selves but do not have Sam and Dean’s 

non-physical characterization are fundamentally wrong and untenable. These imposters 

take Sam and Dean’s forms by either taking possession of the original or a copy of a 

Winchester’s body or by forcibly altering a Winchester’s perception of self and other, 

resulting in a completely different non-physical characterization. The former is slightly 

more common as there are more entities capable of enacting that method of imitation than 

the latter. These imposters are incapable of replacing Sam and/or Dean by their natures, 

and the revelation of their specific deficiencies indicate what aspects of Sam and Dean’s 

characterization are most essential for their heroic identities. 

One of the best examples of the imitation phenomenon and how it narratively 

feeds the Winchesters’ heroic characterization takes place in 1.06 “Skin.” In that episode, 

a serial killer shape shifter that takes on other peoples’ appearances and memories while 

committing his crimes adopts Dean’s body. The shifter captures and taunts Sam with his 

brother’s face and thoughts, saying that he and Dean are actually very alike in their 

feelings of isolation from the world and their resentment of people who have access to 

normalcy. He reveals that Dean harbors envy for Sam, who was able to leave hunting to 

go to college while Dean was obliged to stay with their father. As the shifter has access to 

the real Dean’s thoughts and the theme of Dean begrudging his limited life choices has 

come up repeatedly throughout the series, it is extremely probable that the shifter is 

telling Sam the truth when he says Dean is like a creature that lives on the fringes of a 
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society he both desires to be a part of and detests to the point of murdering individual 

members of that society. What differentiates them is that Dean’s resentment of ‘normal 

people’ and Sam is always superseded by his duty to protect and his love for Sam. Dean’s 

masculinity is superior not because he is untouched by malignant emotions but because 

he transcends them through self-sacrifice in favor of the better angels of his nature.  

Demons possessing humans also have access to their meat suits’ thoughts and 

memories, and a similar reveal of a Winchester’s inner world occurs when Sam is 

possessed by the demon Meg.127 While Meg has possession of Sam’s body, she kills 

another hunter, assaults a female acquaintance who resists flirtation from ‘Sam’, and 

attempts to kill Dean, during which she capitalizes on the Winchesters’ fears that Sam is 

destined to become evil by mocking Dean with his refusal to kill Sam, even to the point 

of allowing innocents to die. Dean does not take the bait and after separation, both Meg 

and Sam emerge relatively unscathed. However, Sam, who was aware of everything that 

his body did while possessed, chastises Dean for his unwillingness to put others’ safety 

before his determination to save Sam. Interestingly, this instance reveals that Dean is 

heroic for his devotion to the Winchesters’ brotherly bond while Sam is heroic for his 

readiness to die as a sacrifice to the greater good. These apparently conflicting 

presentations of heroic masculinity are unified by the nature of Sam and Dean’s 

relationship, in which Supernatural’s creators emphasize their differences. Again, the 

Winchesters’ individual heroism is secondary to their heroism as a pair unit, which 

requires their differences to be significant but in balance with each other and tempered 

with fraternal love.  

                                                
127 2.14 “Born Under a Bad Sign.” 
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Similarly, instances in which Sam and/or Dean’s perceptions are artificially 

altered by third parties reinforce the idea that their relational characterization is both 

crucial and preordained. The case of the djinn vision in which the Winchesters lived 

normal lives but did not have a close relationship and failed to perform the heroic acts 

that had saved lives has already been described earlier in this chapter. During the first 

half of Season 6, Sam’s body and memories are intact after being retrieved from 

Lucifer’s cage but his soul remains trapped. The resulting creature looks like Sam and 

knows everything Sam knows but lacks vital human characteristics, most notably that he 

has no capacity for emotional intimacy or compassion. Soulless!Sam or RoboSam, as he 

was known in the fandom, is essentially sociopathic in his deceit and detachment from 

relationships and consequences. Although of the pair of them Dean is typically the more 

pragmatic and willing to cause harm to achieve good ends, he is horrified by the normally 

compassionate and reluctant Sam’s newfound complete indifference to allowing and 

causing others to suffer.128 Eventually, Dean makes a bet with Death to have Sam’s soul 

retrieved from the cage,129 and the newly whole Sam returns to his usual state of open 

affection for Dean and compassion for victims. This story arc underscores the idea of true 

natures, the indispensability of trust and love between Sam and Dean, and the importance 

of balance of differences in their relationship.  

Perhaps the most overt expression of these themes is episode 4.17, “It’s a Terrible 

Life.” Without explanation, the audience is shown Dean in white-collar corporate job and 

                                                
128 6.03 “The Third Man.” For example, Sam does not tell Dean that he is alive and hunting with relatives 
on their mother’s side of the family for a year (6.01 “Exile on Main Street”) and even allows Dean to be 
infected by a vampire in order to gain access to other members of the vampire nest (6.05 “Live Free or 
Twihard”).  

129 6.11 “Appointment in Samarra.” 
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Sam, who is no longer his brother, as an underling in the IT department. Dean in 

particular is almost the polar opposite of his “true” self, though both retain their 

homophobic sexual characterization. As the episode progresses, they start investigating a 

spate of employee suicides with no knowledge of the supernatural and Sam finally 

confesses to Dean that he has been having dreams of being a hunter with Dean, who he 

has never met before, and he thinks that this isn’t their real life and they’re meant to be 

out saving people from ghosts and the like. Dean initially rejects this but the next day, 

turns down a promotion and announces his intentions to quit his job. At this point, the 

angel Zachariah reveals himself and restores Sam and Dean’s memories of their real 

lives. The point of the exercise, he explains, is to remind Dean, who has been backing 

away from hunting as a result of his apparent fate to be Michael’s vessel in the 

Apocalypse, that  

[I]t’s how you look at it. Most folks live and die without moving anything 
more than the dirt it takes to bury them. You get to change things, save 
people, maybe even the world. All the while you drive a classic car and 
fornicate with women. This isn't a curse. It's a gift. So, for God's sakes, 
Dean, quit whining about it. Look around. There are plenty of fates worse 
than yours. So, are you with me? You want to go steam yourself another 
latte? Or are you ready to stand up and be who you really are? 

As Zachariah points out, all it took for Sam and Dean to get back into hunting from 

absolutely nothing was being in the same vicinity as each other and an unnatural 

phenomenon. Not only does this situation position the Winchesters’ role as hunters as the 

epitome of heroic masculinity, it implicitly references the fraternal bond and Zachariah 

explicitly references the heterosexual script as crucial to the construction of that 

masculinity.  
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Just as these examples of the inimitability of the Winchesters show how 

Supernatural limits the heroic male ego ideal to their performance of masculinity, the 

alternate performances of masculinity by other male characters are presented as the 

causes of their inferiority and ultimate failures. John and Bobby are necessarily sidelined 

because they are father figures, by nature contributory but secondary to the true heroes’ 

identities and roles. There are, however, a multitude of foil characters that in some way 

attempt to take on the Winchesters’ roles and are inevitably proven unequal to the 

requirements of heroic masculinity.  

While of the Winchesters’ male foils fail through a deficit of masculinity, fellow 

hunter Gordon Walker is an example of the comparatively rare failure through excessive 

masculinity. Gordon got into hunting when his sister was turned into a vampire and he 

was forced to kill her. Unlike the Winchesters, who may vacillate over whether “saving 

people” or “hunting things” is the prime directive of being a hunter but agree that both 

are important, Gordon is absolutist in his view of the world that anything other than 

baseline human is evil by nature rather than by act and hunts solely to exterminate non-

human beings by any means necessary. Dean is at first happy to meet someone with 

similar views but ultimately rejects Gordon in favor of Sam after he realizes Gordon is 

too violent and compulsive.130 Later, Gordon becomes obsessed with the idea that Sam is 

not human or even the Antichrist and is determined to kill him even after being made into  

                                                
130 2.03 “Bloodlust.” 
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Figure 6. Gordon’s introduction in 2.03 “Bloodlust” foreshadows his infection with 
vampirism and his death by decapitation at the Winchesters’ hands. 

 

a vampire.131 In the end, Sam decapitates Gordon in self-defense. Although he expresses 

the stereotypically masculine qualities of power and aggression, Gordon’s character again 

reveals the importance of balanced elements and of transcending malignant and 

destructive emotions in becoming a hero. 

In contrast to Gordon, as previously noted, the majority of male foils lack 

sufficient masculine characteristics. Fellow hunter Garth Fitzgerald is ostensibly more 

successful than Gordon in that he has so far survived Supernatural reality, but he is also a 

failed male ego ideal. Compared to Sam and Dean, he is extremely slight, not attractive, 

and not as effective a hunter. Although he has apparently worked alone without incident, 

the few times he has worked with the Winchesters reveal him to be something of a 

bumbling idiot who doesn’t plan well and relies more than he should on dumb luck. 
                                                
131 3.03 “Bad Day at Black Rock” and 3.07 “Fresh Blood.” 
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References to Garth’s ineptitude is a running joke best summed up by a telephone 

exchange seen only from Bobby’s side in which Bobby advises Garth that the case he’s 

working is a mundane human crime he should report to the FBI. Garth immediately calls 

Bobby’s fake FBI line used to defend false identities during investigations. Annoyed, 

Bobby chastises, “No, Garth, not me the FBI, the real FBI! How are you still alive?”132 In 

addition to his lack of aptitude, Garth is characterized as less than fully masculine in his 

childish interest in sweets and comics, happily vaunted appreciation for feminine luxuries 

like bubble baths, and his enthusiasm for affection expressed in hugs that the Winchesters 

do not appreciate.133 Finally, it worth noting that, while Garth has survived, he has retired 

from hunting, thereby effectively removing himself from consideration for heroism. 

Shortly after the Winchesters first meet Garth, he reveals his interest in pursuing a stable 

and conventional heterosexual relationship and his bowing out coincides with his  

marriage.134 This reiterates Supernatural’s representation of women and heterosexual 

relationships as threats to male heroism. 

Harry Spengler and Ed Zeddmore, founders of a paranormal investigation team 

called the Ghostfacers, are also less than appropriately masculine. Their maleness is 

problematized by their sexual inexperience and effeminacy. Urging Harry to do 

something dangerous, Ed cajoles that they will finally achieve “sex – with girls.”135 Their 

implied lack of sexual experience constitutes a failure of masculinity, as does the fact that 

Ed and Harry explicitly model their behavior after a woman. Imitating a woman rather  
                                                
132 6.04 “Weekend at Bobby’s.” 

133 7.18 “Party On, Garth.” 

134 9.12 “Sharp Teeth.” 

135 1.17 “Hell House.” 
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Figure 7. Garth’s introduction frames him as literally beneath the Winchesters (7.08 
“Season Seven, Time for a Wedding!”). 
 

 

Figure 8. Harry and Ed of the Ghostfacers are physically as well as ontologically dwarfed 
by the Winchesters (1.17 “Hell House”). 
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than a man and, in light of Harry’s admission that “she’s stronger than me,” the 

suggestion that they are not equal to even a female role model, let alone a male role 

model, evidences an astounding level of incompetence in performing maleness. 

The Ghostfacers are also explicitly associated with homosexuality, which 

redoubles the implied effeminacy. Their second appearance on Supernatural requires Ed 

to pretend to reciprocate the homosexual interest of a dead intern who had a crush on him 

to keep his spirit from reliving his death forever.136 Harry has to convince Ed to “be gay 

for that poor, dead intern” and “send him into the light,” which casts the deed as heroic 

while still establishing how inappropriately heroic it is, not least because it was Harry and 

Ed’s incompetence as hunters that got the intern killed in the first place. After all, this 

invocation of homosexuality is a joke for the audience but not for the characters, 

indicating that they are not as distant from homosexuality as they should be.  

The Ghostfacers are also subordinated to Sam and Dean by the fact that they were 

inspired to hunt paranormal beings rather than document them from meeting the 

Winchesters and by their desire to gain the Winchesters’ approval, which they never earn. 

Like Garth, the Ghostfacers are ultimately removed as potential competition for the 

Winchesters by disruptive heterosexuality; disillusioned by their repeated failures as 

hunters, Harry had planned to leave the Ghostfacers and get married, but Ed, desperate to 

keep the band together, falsified evidence of a supernatural phenomenon to keep Harry 

engaged. Harry’s relationship with his girlfriend broke down and, when Ed’s deception 

becomes known, he also leaves the Ghostfacers.137 As foils for Sam and Dean, Harry and   

                                                
136 3.13 “Ghostfacers.” 

137 9.15 “#THINMAN.” 
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Figure 9. Aaron’s introduction frames his interest in Dean as homosexual (8.13 
“Everybody Hates Hitler”). 

 

Ed not only emphasize the importance of proper masculinity to heroism but also how key 

a strong, reliable platonic male relationship is to the construction of that masculinity. 

The repeated failure of secondary male characters to measure up to the male ego 

ideal as embodied in Sam and Dean reaches an illustrative apogee with Aaron Bass in his 

single appearance in 8.13 “Everybody Hates Hitler.” The grandson of a Jewish rabbi who 

was a member of a group similar to the Men of Letters, Aaron is an amalgamation of the 

characteristics of all the previously described foil characters. Though he is aware of the 

existence of supernatural beings and tied by blood to a hunter, Aaron lacks sufficient 

knowledge and experience to be an effective hunter. He is short, not impressively fit, and 

also explicitly connected to homosexuality, as he played gay to have an excuse for 

following Dean around on his investigation. While Aaron survives the episode and leaves 

with the intention of becoming a hunter, his actual and expected success is attributable 
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entirely to his golem, a humanoid protector made from clay and animated by Aaron’s 

grandfather and his cohorts. The golem is an avatar of stereotypical masculinity, huge, 

muscle-bound, and focused on his duty of protection by destruction to the exclusion of all 

other interests. He and Aaron are at odds throughout the episode, with the golem 

disparaging Aaron’s frivolous lifestyle and lapsed Jewish orthodoxy and Aaron 

expressing reluctance to take full control over the golem and the responsibility to be a 

hunter that comes with it. In the dénouement, Aaron rejects the Winchesters’ offer to take 

the golem off his hands and embraces his grandfather’s hunting legacy for himself. 

Though Aaron accepts the necessity of stereotypical masculinity and wields control over 

an embodiment of that masculinity, it does not change the fact that Aaron himself is not 

manly enough to be a hero. Like the other secondary male characters, Aaron is a foil that 

demonstrates by comparison the essential aspects of Sam and Dean’s unique 

representation of heroic masculinity. 

 
Conclusion 

From the four facets of characterization elucidated above, a very clear picture of 

Supernatural’s ideal masculinity takes form.  

• Maleness has a distinct shape; the amount of physical space a character takes up 

and how developed the character’s musculature is an indication of filled 

masculine potential. While clothing often correlates with and can augment 

relative masculinity, it is more commonly used to disguise the body to make it 

look less or more stereotypically male as the situation and character requires. 

• Maleness has a distinct style of speech; strategies that emphasize and assert 

interlocutors’ power and dominance are ‘correctly’ masculine. While men can use 
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strategies that emphasize community and collaboration, these ‘incorrect,’ 

stereotypically feminine speech patterns must be explicitly renounced. 

• Maleness requires platonic male-male relationships. These relationships allow for 

variations in performance of masculinity to check each other and maintain 

homeostasis in the ego ideal. They also provide a setting for interlocutors to assert 

and prove their masculinity. 

• Maleness requires heterosexuality; maleness requires a man to prove his ability to 

attract and sexually satisfy women. Proving heterosexuality also inures 

necessarily intense male-male relationships against allegations of homosexuality, 

which is equivalent to femaleness and therefore antithetical to the male ego ideal. 

• Maleness requires the denial of stable heterosexual relationships; as will be 

explored in Chapter Two, women represent a threat to heroism, both directly and 

directly. 

• Maleness is variable; those who are more correctly and completely masculine are 

more successful and heroic but there can be only one winning individual or 

cooperative male-male team. 

As noted at the beginning of the chapter and referenced throughout, many if not 

all of these defining qualities of maleness rely on the counterpoint of femaleness. As 

heroism is fixed in maleness, female characters cannot be heroes. The next chapter will 

examine representations of femaleness in Supernatural to expand on the creators’ 

conception of allowable roles for women and appropriate performance of femininity.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Femaleness 
 
 

Given how heroism is inextricably caught up in what it means to be male, as 

explicated in the last chapter, it is unsurprising that there is no female equivalent of the 

Winchesters on Supernatural. Heroism requires aggression, brutality, courage, and 

power, which is to say heroism is a compilation of the qualities that are stereotypically 

construed as masculine. If Sam and Dean are “super men,” then a “super woman” is a 

contradiction in terms, a glorification of that which is by definition the absence or 

opposite of the qualities that underpin heroism. In this narrative and cultural paradigm, 

femaleness comprises a subordinate ego ideal, one that exists solely to “provide the 

means for superior males” to prove their superiority, immediately through their 

competitive sexual viability and ultimately through reproduction and the transmission of 

their advantageous traits.1 Consequently, “men’s success is measured by what they do, 

whereas women’s success is measured by how they look,” the means by which they 

attract male sexual attention and constitutes their only native affinity for power.2 

Ideally, this project would talk about the female characters on their own terms 

before showing their subordination to the male ego ideal. Unfortunately but 

unsurprisingly, Supernatural’s representation of femaleness is sporadic and decentralized 

and the individual women have little to no appreciable characterization beyond their 

                                                
1 Attebery, 1998, pp.61-62; p. 67; pp. 71-72. Compare to Johnston (1973), who observes that “woman is 
presented as what she represents for man” rather than as an autonomous entity (p. 33).   

2 Lauzen & Dozier, 2005, p. 438. Cf. p. 443. 
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relationship to the Winchesters’ heroic journey. The core cast of protagonists is 

exclusively male and recurring female characters are never around for long before the 

creators cycle them out permanently. However, these characters’ performances of 

femininity and their narrative fates combine into a coherent depiction of the creators’ 

conception of femaleness. As the definition of maleness and masculinity that underpins 

Sam and Dean’s characterizations would suggest, this conception of femininity is one of 

subordination to the male ego ideal.  

The ephemerality and secondary role of femaleness in Supernatural is a function 

of the genre conventions at work within the narrative. Although this project examines the 

Winchesters as the heroic protagonists of the narrative, Supernatural is ostensibly within 

the horror genre and horror’s gender tropes are rampant. However, given the close 

correlation between the Darwinian evolutionary model of heroism and the ecology of 

gender in horror, the confluence of genres is complementary rather than contradictory. As 

in the superhero narrative, in the horror genre, gender is closely correlated with narrative 

space. The entities of power, heroes and monsters, tend to be coded as masculine, while 

the powerless victims tend to be coded as feminine.3 Both hero and horror narratives use 

the victimized woman as a site for the proving of masculinity. Female characters exist 

primarily if not solely to “provide trouble or sexual interludes for the male characters.”4 

This is to say that female characters on Supernatural exist if not exclusively then at least 

primarily to create situations and circumstances that allow Sam and Dean to demonstrate 

the male ego ideal.  

                                                
3 Clover, 1992, p. 12. Cf. Stabile, 2009, p. 89. 

4 Smith, 1972, p. 14.  
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Because femaleness occupies a vastly different narrative space than maleness in 

Supernatural, this chapter cannot mirror the structure of its predecessor. Critically, there 

is no female character with an arc long enough and detailed enough to be as closely 

examined as were Sam and Dean’s characterizations in Chapter One. Instead, this chapter 

will survey both recurring and guest characters and identify the four categories of 

feminine identity on Supernatural: damsels in distress, women in fridges, disruptive 

women, and essential mothers. Although these categories represent ostensibly distinct 

types of femininity, this chapter will show that all four types are identical in their 

representation of femaleness as one-dimensional and dependent upon maleness for 

meaning. The second half of the chapter will examine how Supernatural’s creators use 

the narrative to regulate femaleness over the character arcs of women who engage in 

behavioral transvestitism.  

 
Damsels in Distress 

Supernatural is infamous for its liberal use of the damsel in distress narrative 

trope. In every episode there is at least one person in need of rescue and, more often than 

not, that person is female. Distinguishing from characters who happen to come into 

distress, the term “damsel in distress” denotes a character, typically female but 

necessarily coded as feminine, whose only function in the narrative is to be imperiled and 

then rescued.5 In these instances, the female characters are not actually characters but 

rather sites of identity construction for the male hero. Like the hero, the damsel is defined 

by her sexuality. The violence that male heroes must do is tied to the heterosexuality they 

                                                
5 Scott, 2013, ¶ 1.1.  
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must prove,6 and both depend on the presence of a female victim. Unlike the hero’s 

sexuality, which contributes to the construction of his identity, the damsel’s sexuality is 

the sum total of her identity, which is fundamentally passive and vulnerable. As Stabile 

(2009) describes the scenario, while the damsel’s “survival is vital to the future of the 

world in some indeterminate way, she cannot save herself or others” and needs a man to 

play the hero and rescue her.7 She must be sexual to have a reason to exist at all in the 

male hero’s narrative, but a sexual existence for a female character is foundational to 

being a damsel. In other words, the damsel in distress trope describes femaleness as the 

object of sexualized violence. 

When Sam and Dean inevitably rescue the damsel, they solidify their masculinity 

and heroism. This is especially true given that most monsters and especially those that 

prey on female victims are coded explicitly as masculine.8 The superiority of Sam and 

Dean’s male ego ideal is particularly emphatic given that their victory almost always 

takes the form of killing or literally destroying the malignant male entities. For the 

encounter to do its symbolic purpose, it must be clear that only the Winchesters could kill 

the monster. As such, it is common that “[p]olicemen, fathers, and sheriffs appear only 

long enough to demonstrate risible incomprehension and incompetence.”9 The 

Winchesters grapple with oppositional male entities and their virtually guaranteed 

eventual victory and rescue of the female victim(s) proves that the Winchesters’ version 

of masculine performance is superior according to the Darwinian narrative of competition 

                                                
6 Stabile, 2009, p. 89. 

7 P. 89. 

8 Clover, 1989, p. 234. 

9 Clover, 1989, p. 236. 
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for resources. The resources the Winchesters claim through vanquishing their rivals are, 

of course, the women. As noted in Chapter One, part of being correctly and heroically 

masculine is proving one’s heterosexual viability. Swooping in as the “last minute hero,” 

saving women from other “suitors,” and gaining their gratitude and admiration is a 

metaphor for Sam and Dean’s virility as the “protector[s] of the helpless female.”10 

Episode 1.07 “Hook Man” is an excellent illustration of the damsel in distress 

trope and its sexual implications. A vengeful spirit becomes obsessed with a preacher’s 

daughter named Lori and people around her begin dying. While kissing Lori and 

attempting to touch her breast for the first time, her boyfriend is attacked, killed, and 

strung up in a tree. Her college roommate, explicitly a partier and implicitly promiscuous, 

is mutilated in their dorm room and her blood is used to leave a taunting message for Lori 

on the wall. Sam and Dean investigate and discover the spirit is the Hook Man, a 

nineteenth century preacher who took his preoccupation with immorality to the point of 

murdering thirteen prostitutes with his hook prosthetic. Lori confides in the Winchesters 

that her father is having an affair with a married woman, and they have to save him from 

the spirit, though they do not succeed in dispelling the Hook Man until a second 

confrontation when it is Lori they are immediately saving.  

This episode is highly symbolic of the prototypical conflict suitors vying over the 

same woman. Lori is convinced that she is to blame for the two murders and the 

attempted murder of her father, even though she doesn’t have a name for her crime. Lori 

prays for forgiveness for essentially tempting the two victims into “desiring” her and for 

betraying her father’s hopes for her continued innocence, insisting that, “They didn’t 

                                                
10 Clover, 1989, p. 236. 
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deserve to be punished. I do.” Combined with her naiveté and the implication that the two 

murder victims were coaxing her into (sexual) maturity, the parallel with puberty and 

“becoming a woman” is strong. However, the Hook Man and the punishment of feminine 

sexuality he embodies is a “bad” suitor for several reasons but particularly because he is a 

threat to the cultural ideal of heteronormativity. The Hook Man is explicitly affiliated 

with ideas of modesty and chastity that are incompatible with hegemonic ideas of what 

adulthood requires and entails, namely compulsory heterosexuality. The role of a woman 

is to be physically attractive and engage in “mating games” with the male characters.11 

This framework its injunction to attract male attention is essentially the only avenue by 

which Lori or any other woman can have any real role in the narrative reality.12 Lori is 

meant to be sexually available and attractive to men. It is very much women’s sexuality 

that marks them for predation and victimization at the hands of monstrous male beings. 

The threat to Lori the Hook Man presents is not so much death as it is the failure to be 

appropriately female. 

In contrast to the Hook Man and the destructive adult chastity he represents, the 

Winchesters are ideal and curative suitors for Lori. As the Hook Man tries to convince 

Lori to abdicate her femininity out of guilt, Sam and Dean’s actions assert her successful 

femininity: physical attractiveness. After meeting Lori and questioning her about the 

brutal murder of her boyfriend, Dean opines, “I think she’s hot.” It’s heavily implied 

throughout the episode that Sam is also very attracted to Lori and once their competitor is 

vanquished, Dean suggests that they could stay so Sam could pursue a relationship. As 

                                                
11 Smith, 1972, p. 14. 

12 Kim et al., 2007, p. 154. 
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explained in Chapter 1, however, stable relationships are impossible for the heroic male 

ego ideal and Sam declines. Still, the Winchesters leave behind a Lori who no longer has 

to fear a murderous entity stalking her burgeoning sexuality and who now understands 

that the Hook Man was not, as she had believed, a messenger of Heaven but a twisted and 

demonic entity. The proof of their masculinity is a combination of their defeat of the 

Hook Man with the rescue of Lori’s femininity from unnatural disfigurement.  

This link between the Winchesters defeating monsters and the reassertion of 

compulsory heterosexuality for both women and men is reiterated repeatedly. The 

creators underscore the implication that female sexuality is at the heart of female 

victimization in scenarios that involve young women who are targeted specifically and 

literally because they are adult virgins13 and the members of an adult celibacy support 

group run by a pagan god who buries alive those who break their vows of chastity, 

including a former porn star Dean recognizes and helps break her vow.14 While saving 

these damsels symbolizes the Winchesters’ masculine dominance and virility, these 

activities also afford many opportunities for Sam and Dean to prove their heroism by 

abstaining from long-term heterosexual relationships. After weeks of Dean trying to push 

Sam into a new sexual relationship after the murder of his fiancée, Sam finally kisses an 

art appraiser named Sarah after he saves her from a vengeful ghost of a psychopathic 

child anchored to the mortal plane by a china doll.15 To summarize the plot in terms of 

the heterosexual script, Sam rescues a woman from the specter of unnatural childhood 

and then immediately proves both his sexuality and hers by performing a “mating game” 
                                                
13 6.12 “Like a Virgin.” 

14 9.08 “Rock and a Hard Place.” 

15 1.19 “Providence.” 
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with her. Of course, she is pleased to reciprocate before Sam leaves, escaping her 

domesticating influence and thereby proving his heroism. Similarly, in 9.07 “Bad Boys,” 

Dean returns to a town where he briefly lived apart from his family as a teenager and 

dated a girl named Robin. She initially pretends not to remember him as punishment for 

breaking his promise to never leave her, which Dean did in order to return to his father 

and hunting. By the end of the episode, though, Dean has saved Robin from a 

supernatural entity and she graciously revokes her purposeful denial of his sexual 

viability and accidental condemnation of his heroism by openly admiring and then 

kissing him.  

Damsels in distress are the embodiment of femaleness as sexual objects 

vulnerable to victimization. Their presence and their salvation is essential to Supernatural 

because the Winchesters need both someone to save and proof of their heterosexuality in 

order to be heroes.  

 
Women in Fridges 

As infamous as is its use of the damsel in distress trope, Supernatural builds its 

narratives and its heroes on top of a sturdy foundation of dead women. Though saving 

women is an important part of Sam and Dean’s heroic lives, women also die in 

disproportionate numbers. For example, when Lucifer wants to summon Death, he and 

his demon minions take over a town of thousands, possessing the male inhabitants while 

slaughtering all human women and children as blood sacrifices; only a handful of demons 

in male bodies must also be killed.16  

                                                
16 5.10 “Abandon All Hope.” 
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Women are “fridged” to create a trauma that furthers the male hero’s story. Gail 

Simone coined the phrase “women in refrigerators” in 1991 to describe the phenomenon 

of creators inflicting extreme violence and death on female characters with strong ties to 

male heroes as the simplest and most expeditious way of driving the hero to confront his 

antagonists. The term references Green Lantern #54, in which the eponymous hero 

returns home to find his nemesis has murdered his girlfriend and stuffed her body into the 

refrigerator just to goad him into action.17 A dead woman is a visceral image for both 

viewer and the narrative hero, inscribing the seriousness of the situation for the audience 

and goading the hero into action. A dead body enunciates the emotional and physical 

ordeal that led to the body’s demise. Dead women are more evocative than dead men 

because the female bodies are the traditional sites, particularly in the horror genre, for the 

inscription of strong emotions and sensations, especially fear and pain.18 Men also can be 

victims but it is a universally acknowledged truth that “women make the best victims.”19 

This is the result of the gender dichotomy the underpins the hero narrative, contrasting 

the “powerful and not physically vulnerable” male body with the feeble and helpless 

female body.20 

The creators have firmly established the gruesome ends of female loved ones as 

the raison d’être for nearly every hunter whose past is revealed in Supernatural. It is not 

an accident that the event that incites John, Sam, and Dean to become hunters is the 

                                                
17 Scott, 2013, ¶ 1.1-1.2.  

18 Williams, 1991, pp. 270. Cf. Clover, 1989, p. 234. 

19 Williams, 1991, p. 271. 

20 Stabile, 2009, pp. 89-90. 
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graphic murder of Mary Winchester.21 Gordon becomes a hunter after his younger sister 

is turned into a vampire.22 Bobby becomes a hunter after having to kill his demon-

possessed wife due to his ignorance of non-fatal cures.23 Astonishingly, Bobby’s wife is 

raised from the dead in a later episode and he must again kill her, though this time, she 

begs him to do it before she becomes a mindless cannibal.24 Unsurprisingly, in 9.20 

“Bloodlines,” written as the pilot for a spinoff series of the same name, the male 

character intended to be the protagonist learns of the existence of supernatural beings 

after his girlfriend is murdered in front of him just before he can propose to her. 

Just as the women they save are “fetishistic images” meant to flatter “male 

narcissism,”25 the women Sam and Dean do not save are also important positional 

markers in the construction of the hero’s journey and its meaning.26 In 2.17 “Heart,” Sam 

and Dean discover a woman named Madison is a werewolf, and they try to save rather 

than kill because Sam is attracted to her. The supposed cure fails, however, which Sam 

discovers when Madison begins to shift to her wolf form immediately after having sex 

with him. Unwilling to be a monster, Madison begs Sam and Dean to kill her, which she 

describes as “the way you can save me.” Dean offers to do it to save Sam the pain, but 

Sam insists and kills Madison. This incident leads Sam, who had been experiencing a 

bout of reluctance about hunting and killing monsters who had once been human, to 

                                                
21 1.01 “Pilot.” 

22 2.03 “Bloodlust.” 

23 3.10 “Dream a Little Dream of Me,” 

24 5.15 “Dead Men Don’t Wear Plaid.” 

25 Johnston, 1973, p. 33. 

26 De Lauretis, 1984, p. 83. 
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become more uncompromising while Dean becomes more reluctant. Whether female 

victims live or die, they live and die to serve Sam and Dean’s character maintenance 

and/or development.  

The more emotionally fraught a woman’s death will be for Sam and Dean, the 

more quickly, violently, and vindictively she dies. In 8.22 “Clip Show,” Crowley begins 

killing off people the Winchesters had previously saved in order to force them to cease 

their efforts to shut the Gates of Hell. The first victim is a man named Tommy but his 

murder is abstract for Sam and Dean, who neither witness it nor see the aftermath, only 

hear about it when Crowley tells them it happened and why he did it. The taunting and 

his emphasis on negating the Winchesters’ past success in saving these victims is 

necessary because these characters are not familiar to the audience, each having appeared 

on only one episode before their deaths. The second victim, whom they find dead in her 

oven after Crowley directs them to her home, is female. The third victim is Sarah, the art 

appraiser whom Sam kissed seven seasons earlier as discussed above in “Damsels in 

Distress.” Crowley warns the Winchesters ahead of time where and when he plans to kill 

her and they rush to save her but are helpless to do anything but watch as a spell 

asphyxiates her to death. Sarah’s death convinces Dean that they must do as Crowley 

demands, but they do not actually surrender until Crowley is in the middle of killing 

another of their successes.27  

It should be noted that the three deaths occur out of chronological sync with the 

order of their saving but in order of emotional affect. Crowley explicitly targets these 

three individuals to leverage the Winchesters to do his bidding. His success lies not in the 

                                                
27 8.23 “Sacrifice.” 
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murders per se but in the metaphorical castration of the Winchesters implicit in undoing 

all their sexually symbolic good deeds. When the Winchesters first met and saved 

Tommy, they also saved his sister, Hailey. Hailey has a much more prominent role in that 

episode and is the one to explicitly thank Dean for the Winchesters’ intervention, a 

moment sexualized by Dean’s blatant implication that he would accept sexual favors as a 

token of her appreciation.28 That Hailey was not Crowley’s first victim in “Clip Show” 

does not change the fact that she was the symbolically designated damsel even when her 

brother was the original victim. Tommy is a step removed from the potent symbolism 

surrounding the saving of women as well as not put on display for the Winchesters during 

or after his death. The second victim was a damsel but did not have any overt sexual 

attraction to either of the Winchesters and died before the Winchesters arrived in her 

home, making her death more impactful than Tommy’s but much less so than Sarah’s. As 

noted before, Sarah fully realized the sexual aspect of the damsel in distress trope29 and 

then died in the Winchesters’ presence in spite of their best efforts to save her a second 

time. The cumulative effect of these murders of the Winchesters builds throughout “Clip 

Show” but it takes the particular frustration and anguish Sam and Dean experience at 

Sarah’s death, symbolically the negation of the most explicitly sexual rescue of a damsel 

in distress among the three victims, to finally motivate them to negotiate with Crowley.  

Fridging is more directly effective with recurring female characters or female characters 

with inbuilt emotional ties to the Winchesters. After several years of working with the 

Winchesters Ellen and Jo Harvelle sacrifice themselves to save Sam and Dean  

                                                
28 1.02 “Wendigo.” 

29 As noted in the “Damsels in Distress” section of this chapter, before coming back to die, Sarah’s first and 
only other appearance in Supernatural was in episode 1.19 “Providence.” 
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Figure 10. Mary Winchester’s death, which sets Sam and Dean on their road to heroism. 
Jessica’s death mirrors Mary’s exactly down to the pale nightgown and instigates Sam’s 
return to hunting (1.01 “Pilot”). 

 

from dying before they can end the Apocalypse.30 Their martyrdom motives the 

Winchesters and their remaining (uniformly male) compatriots to continue to fight. As 

has already been mentioned, the death of Mary Winchester, John’s wife and Sam and 

Dean’s mother, initiates them into the world of demons and monsters in a flashback at the 

beginning of the pilot. The perpetrator of this crime is Azazel, an acolyte of Lucifer who 

feeds his blood to human infant children in order to groom a general to lead demon 

armies on Earth to prepare for the Apocalypse.31 One such child, Sam displeases Azazel 

by abdicating from the hunting lifestyle, so Azazel plots to draw Sam back into what 

Azazel considers training for his future by manipulating Sam to meet and begin a 

                                                
30 5.10 “Abandon All Hope.” 

31 2.22 “All Hell Breaks Loose: Part 2” and 4.03 “In the Beginning.” 
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relationship with a human woman named Jessica.32 After eighteen months of dating and 

then cohabitation, Azazel murders Jessica in the same way he murdered Mary 

Winchester, which galvanizes Sam into leaving Stanford and rejoining Dean as a hunter 

at the beginning of the series.33 Effectively, Jessica exists only so that her death can incite 

the Winchesters’ heroic journey.  

Like damsels in distress, women in fridges are reduced from human beings to 

reflective surfaces arranged to illuminate and flatter the male ego ideal. If sex is the 

female character’s defining trait, death is her highest calling. The attractive dead woman 

can both prove the hero’s sexuality through his mournful yearning for her living self and 

preserve his heroism by removing herself as a temptation. She epitomizes Boetticher’s 

observation that female characters are narrative points in stories about men, important 

because of what they make male characters feel or do; “In herself the woman has not the 

slightest importance.”34 

 
Disruptive Women 

In the two categories of female characters described so far, femaleness is 

synonymous with physical and mortal danger as a result of sexual femininity. However, 

as was explained in Chapter One, sexual femininity can also present a danger to the male 

ego ideal in the form of stable heterosexual relationships. Women who can bring the hero 

into line with domesticity and social expectations through long-term monogamous pair 

                                                
32 5.20 “The Devil You Know.” 

33 1.01 “Pilot.” 

34 Qtd. in Mulvey, 1975, p. 63. 
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bonding destroy his heroic identity.35 The threat of these women to Sam and Dean’s 

heroism is emphasized by the importance the fraternal bond to Sam and Dean’s heroic 

characterization, which would necessarily be usurped by a stable heterosexual bond with 

a woman. Smith (1972) observes, “Women provide trouble or sexual interludes for the 

male characters;”36 disruptive women are of the special breed that provides both 

simultaneously, distracting Sam and Dean from their heroic mission even as they affirm 

their heterosexuality and goodness. 

There have been four disruptive women in nine seasons of Supernatural, three of 

whom were in relationships with Sam and one with Dean. This disparity correlates with 

the difference between Sam and Dean’s attitude toward hunting, with Sam more inclined 

to seek out a “normal” lifestyle and the stable heterosexual relationship that is 

quintessential to normality in Supernatural. All four relationships were marked periods of 

increased friction between the brothers. The most extreme case of this, Sam’s relationship 

with Ruby, was exacerbated by the fact that Ruby was a demon. Since Ruby is inscribed 

with monstrosity, her relationship with Sam will be discussed in Chapter Three, though it 

should be noted that there is a high degree of overlap between the themes of her 

relationship arc with Sam and those of the human women. The Winchesters’ relationships 

with Jessica, Amelia, and Lisa are identical in increased distance between Sam and Dean, 

absence of heroic masculinity in both Sam and Dean, and the need to eliminate the 

female partner to maintain the heroic narrative of Supernatural. 

                                                
35 Attebery, 1998, p. 64. 

36 P. 14. 
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It is significant that Sam and Dean meet and spend much of the time with their 

respective paramours while apart from each other and off screen. Sam meets Jessica 

Moore while away at Stanford, a place intimately associated with Sam’s decision to 

renounce his family and the hunting lifestyle. Numerous references to her throughout all 

nine seasons imply Sam and Jessica’s relationship was an important and formative 

experience for Sam. However, virtually the entirety of their relationship takes place off 

screen and before Supernatural even begins. As previously stated, Jessica exists so that 

her death can push Sam into reuniting with Dean. Her nearly complete absence from the 

cumulative runtime of Supernatural, except for as a projection of Sam’s guilt-stricken 

mind or as Sam and Dean verbally reference her, marginalizes the reality of Jessica’s 

relationship with Sam. Similarly, Sam’s relationship with Amelia Richardson takes place 

between Seasons 7 and 8 while Dean is trapped in Purgatory and, except for Sam leaving 

her in the dead of night in the Season 8 premiere, is portrayed exclusively in flashbacks. 

Unlike Jessica, though, Amelia does appear alive onscreen as events unfold, though it is 

brief and again tied inexorably to symbolic and explicit heterosexual mating games. In 

8.09 “Citizen Fang,” Dean capitalizes on Sam’s lingering feelings for Amelia to keep 

Sam from hunting a vampire he befriended in Purgatory and who helped him escape. 

Sam and Amelia have a brief, adulterous fling before Sam leaves her again permanently 

and repairs his relationship with Dean.37  

Lisa also exists primarily in the liminal space of Sam and Dean’s periods of 

separation. As he relays to Sam, Dean met her for the first time while on a solo hunting 

trip in 1999, before Sam left for Stanford, and they engaged in a brief but vigorous sexual 

                                                
37 8.10 “Torn and Frayed.” 
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relationship.38 Though he seeks her out while still in Sam’s company in the course of 

Season 3, Dean does not pursue a long-term relationship with Lisa until Sam is locked in 

Lucifer’s cage, ostensibly with no hope of being rescued.39 Again, the bulk of this 

relationship takes place in the year that passes between Seasons 5 and 6 but Dean and 

Lisa’s relationship limps along for another six episodes after Sam reveals his resurrection 

to Dean and she appears in a further two episodes after their breakup. Compared to Sam’s 

two long-term relationships, Lisa’s relationship with Dean is much more an integrated 

part of the narrative of Supernatural. Not only do the creators grant Lisa vastly more 

screen time than Jessica and Amelia, her involvement in Dean’s life is portrayed in real 

time rather than in flashback or in reminiscences and regrets.  

Because Supernatural is about the Winchesters’ heroic journey and femaleness is 

necessarily subordinate to the development of the male ego ideal, all three of these 

relationships with disruptive women are framed around their impact on the Winchester 

involved. Again, the difference is correlated with the distinction between Sam and Dean’s 

roles in the narrative of Supernatural. Sam’s character arc revolves around his 

overwhelming desire to be normal, which he defines in terms of not being a hunter and 

heterosexual domesticity,40 and his slow, reluctant acceptance that he is destined for 

heroism instead. As such, his relationships with Jessica and Amelia are important not for 

the simple fact of their occurrences but for how Sam left them to return to hunting. 

Complementarily, Dean’s character arc is a study in the suppression of such desires under  

                                                
38 3.02 “The Kids Are All Right.” 

39 5.22 “Swan Song.” 

40 4.21 “When the Levee Breaks.” 
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Figure 11. The Amelia flashbacks have luminescent coloring that suggests the way Sam 
thinks about her and the normative life she embodies (8.01 “We Need to Talk About 
Kevin”). 

 

the conviction that a hunter cannot leave the life except for in death.41 His relationship 

with Lisa is important in that it reveals his hidden desire for the mundane while 

simultaneously underscoring his fundamental inability to achieve or acquire it.  

Superheroes cannot be heroic if they are constrained by the obligations of monogamous 

heterosexuality. While the initial flush of attraction and successful mating games prove 

Sam and Dean’s virility and sexual viability, the prolonged presence of Jessica, Amelia, 

and Lisa in Sam and Dean’s lives puts tension on the Winchesters’ potential for heroism. 

This is plainly evident in how these three relationships are structured into the narrative. In 

the course of their romantic interludes, Sam and Dean are separated with varying but high 

degrees of perceived permanence, necessarily  

                                                
41 6.06 “You Can’t Handle the Truth” and 8.17 “Goodbye Stranger.” 
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Figure 12. Lisa tries to be supportive of Dean’s heroic identity but it is incompatible with 
domesticity (6.01 “Exile on Main Street”). 

 

diminishing their heroic potential. All three relationships take place mostly before or 

between actual episodes the audience sees, or are shown outside of the linear progression 

of events. This marginalizes the importance of the day-to-day reality of these 

relationships to Supernatural (i.e., the record of Sam and Dean’s heroic journey). Sam’s 

relationships in particular are framed around their endings and Sam’s nostalgia and guilt 

surrounding the memories of his time with Jessica and Amelia.  

Dean’s time with Lisa is more overt and integrated into the present, yet almost 

every moment shown is meant to convey the tragedy of Dean’s fruitless attempts to be 

normal. Wracked with paranoia, emotional volatility, and other symptoms of PTSD from 

his trauma-filled life, Dean frightens Lisa, her son Ben, and himself with his behavior.42 

Once Dean resumes hunting with Sam, he tries to maintain his ties but he cannot bear that 

                                                
42 6.02 “Two and a Half Men.” 
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his presence in their lives endangers Lisa and Ben.43 Under the influence of a being that 

compels her to tell the truth, Lisa informs Dean that she cannot allow him in their lives 

when he’s still tangled up with Sam.44 This ultimatum and the circumstances in which it 

is given highlight the imperative of the Winchesters’ fraternal piety with the work that 

makes them heroes, and the conflict that brotherly bond comes to with stable 

heterosexual relationships. Like Sam’s relationships with Jessica and Amelia, Dean’s 

relationship with Lisa functions to prove the ultimate incompatibility of heroism with 

home life. 

This incompatibility necessitates the elimination of the disruptive women. In fact, 

the inevitable removal of disruptive women from the heroes’ lives suggests that 

disruptive women are a category at least related if not subordinate to women in fridges. 

Because Sam and Dean desire these relationships they cannot have without upsetting the 

order of their narrative universe, their preordained ends function like the deaths of 

women in fridges. Due to the inbuilt emotional ties of a long-term monogamous 

relationship, the angst Sam and Dean suffer over their ex-girlfriends does not depend on 

their deaths in the literal sense. Though Jessica dies as the quintessential woman in a 

fridge, neither Amelia nor Lisa exits Supernatural in a casket. However, both Amelia and 

Lisa symbolically die and their fridgings are identical to Jessica’s in function and effect. 

Sam’s relationship with Amelia is revealed in pieces to parallel current events and the 

relationship between Sam and Dean. Sam met Amelia when they coincidentally chose the 

same motel to recover from the death of a loved one away from prying eyes.45 As usual, 

                                                
43 6.05 “Live Free or Twihard” and 6.21 “Let It Bleed.” 

44 6.06 “You Can’t Handle the Truth.” 

45 8.05 “Blood Brother.” 
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Sam is mourning another of Dean’s reversible deaths sustained in the course of his 

hunting duties while Amelia mourns her husband, Don, a soldier killed in action in 

Afghanistan.46 The same day that Amelia introduces Sam to her father, she receives word 

that Don is alive.47 Don is understanding of the situation and tells Sam that he will 

respect Amelia’s decision if she chooses Sam over him, but Sam opts to bow out 

instead.48 The flashback to Sam’s confession that he’s hiding out in the motel to try to get 

over Dean’s “death” occurs in the same episode in which Sam discovers that Dean has 

developed a friendship with a vampire named Benny. Just as their heroism was in critical 

danger when Dean was supposedly dead and Amelia was in Sam’s life, the conflict over 

Dean’s association with Benny creates distance between the brothers and limits their joint 

heroic potential. When Dean manipulates Sam into thinking Amelia is in danger to keep 

him from hunting Benny, Sam remembers Don’s miraculous return and his decision to 

respect Don’s territory49 but then has sex with Amelia.50 The opposing pulls Amelia and 

Dean exert on Sam are compounded by the paralleled introduction of Don and Benny as 

counterweights to Sam’s established relationships. In Sam’s eyes, Dean had chosen 

Benny, so he gets revenge by cuckolding Don, symbolically undermining Benny’s claim.  

It should be noted that the initial breakup was a unilateral decision on Sam’s part 

and Amelia reinforces the implication of her enduring attraction to Sam by suggesting 

they take two days to consider and then meet up at the motel if they want to be together. 

                                                
46 8.06 “Southern Comfort.” 

47 8.08 “Hunteri Heroici.” 

48 8.09 “Citizen Fang.” 

49 8.09 “Citizen Fang.” 

50 8.10 “Torn and Frayed.” 
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Sam’s heroism is bilaterally strengthened by the results: Amelia shows she wants to leave 

Don for Sam by coming to the agreed upon meeting place, proving Sam’s sexual viability 

and superiority, and Sam shows his commitment to his heroic identity but not meeting 

her there. 51 While the rest of his relationship with Amelia is situated in the past, both 

occasions on which Sam leaves her are situated in the present and in congruence with a 

reunion of Sam and Dean. The first time, Sam runs into Dean fresh out of Purgatory 

when they coincidentally choose the same place to lick their wounds.52 The second time, 

Sam returns to Dean having prioritized the repair of their relationship above all else. 

Independent of Sam’s choice, Dean follows suit by cutting all ties with Benny.53 These 

parallels reinforce the idea that stable heterosexual relationships are inconsistent with a 

heroic identity, juxtaposing Sam’s relationships with Amelia and Dean as mutually 

exclusive to each other. At the same time, they reaffirm the narrative character of 

Supernatural as about the Winchesters as superheroes. Sam chooses Dean over Amelia, 

just as the Winchesters always choose each other over anybody else. Like Jessica, Amelia 

must “die” in order to facilitate Sam and Dean’s indispensible partnership. 

Lisa’s symbolic death, like her relationship with Dean, is framed in terms of its 

reflection of Dean’s character alone. Their weekend together in 1999 was apparently a 

watershed moment in her life, as more than eight years later, her neighbors quickly 

identify Dean Winchester as the man Lisa has called “the Dean, best night of my life 

Dean.”54 This evidences Dean’s sexual prowess and his innate masculine appeal, as does 

                                                
51 8.10 “Torn and Frayed.” 

52 8.01 “We Need to Talk About Kevin.” 

53 8.10 “Torn and Frayed.” 

54 3.02 “The Kids Are Alright.” 
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Lisa’s apparent weakness for his “type,” as she has a son who takes after his father, who 

seems to have resembled Dean strongly in both looks and character. A few months after 

Lisa and Dean separate so Dean can return to hunting full time with Sam, Lisa is dating a 

doctor in an obviously futile attempt to “get over” Dean.55 Her son, Ben, manipulates 

Dean into thinking that Lisa is dangerously depressed in an attempt to orchestrate their 

reconciliation that gives Dean the opportunity to look sad over Lisa’s continued but 

doomed devotion and look like a hero for loving her and Ben enough to leave them 

behind.56 This incident buttresses Dean’s natural superiority to all other men, and in ways 

beyond sexual ability, while also reiterating Dean’s heroic abnegation of the life he 

desperately wishes he could have instead of hunting. Ben’s insistence that Dean is better 

for Lisa than anyone else could be is proven seven episodes later when Crowley’s 

henchmen break into their home, kill Lisa’s new boyfriend, and kidnap mother and son.57 

While her uneven relationship with Dean stretches over more than a decade, 

Lisa’s “death” is relatively quick. Dean and Sam rush to save her and Ben from 

Crowley’s machinations and Lisa, possessed by a demon, steals Dean’s knife and holds 

Ben hostage, taunting both of them with what it claims are Lisa’s actual, negative 

feelings for them. When Dean exorcises the demon, it stabs Lisa in the stomach before 

relinquishing her body. At the hospital, Dean tries to apologize to Ben for putting them in 

harm’s way by association, but Ben refuses to listen and simply walks away. Castiel 

arrives immediately after Ben leaves, heals Lisa instantaneously, and at Dean’s autocratic 

request, wipes Lisa and Ben’s memories of him. When Dean comes to see them later, 
                                                
55 6.14 “Mannequin 3: The Reckoning.” 

56 6.14 “Mannequin 3: The Reckoning.” 

57 6.21 “Let It Bleed.” 
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they don’t recognize him and accept his apology for hitting their car with no sign of 

remembering anything different. Dean’s split second decision to alter their minds is 

framed as a tragic but noble thing to do, again emphasizing that women only matter as 

they relate to the Winchesters’ choices and characterization.  

Though the characters survive, all their ties to the Winchesters have been neatly 

severed and, with even Crowley observing Dean’s injunction to Sam to never mention 

Lisa and Ben again for obscured reasons, it is as if they never existed at all. Lisa and Ben 

drop off the narrative face of Supernatural with hardly a ripple to mark their passing. 

Disruptive women exist, whether living, dead, or “dead,” only so far and as long as they 

serve Sam and Dean’s individual and conjoined character development, and not one iota 

further.  

 
Essential Mothers 

The final possible category of femininity the creators of Supernatural allow is 

essential motherhood. Whereas the three categories described above depend on 

victimhood and sexual potential, essential mothers are defined by their fulfillment of 

female sexual potential through childbearing. Though Supernatural treats a woman’s 

sexual relationship with a man as a necessary prerequisite to her becoming an essential 

mother, there is no corresponding category of essential fatherhood. While female 

sexuality is obviously distinct from male sexuality, compulsory heterosexuality is an 

equalizing force, as “men are just as much prey to sexual bonds forged within a couple as 

women are. The bonds of mothering are what differentiate women’s lives” most 
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completely from the male experience.58 There are three recurring female characters, Jody, 

Linda, and Ellen, who fit into and exemplify this category.  

To be clear, this critique of essential mothers is not intended as an attack on 

motherhood as inherently objectionable. Instead, it is meant to expose the poor 

characterization Supernatural’s creators inflict on women outside of the more obviously 

problematic sexual objectification and victimization. The problem is not that these three 

women have an affinity for or desire to be nurturing and maternal, but rather that the 

creators have made motherhood the singular defining quality of every woman who has 

ever had children. Just as there is a crucial distinction to be made between a female 

character who is in distress and a damsel in distress, there is a crucial distinction between 

a female character who is a mother and an essential mother. In the latter case, 

Supernatural’s persistent problem with one-dimensional female characters manifests in 

the overpowering “idea that her children are best parts, her best self (ultimately her only 

self).”59 There is no nuance to an essential mother; she is simply a mother, to the 

exclusion of all other possible characteristics. Given the short life expectancy of 

Supernatural characters, essential mothers have the tendency to commit suicide when 

their children die.  

Due to this alarming trend, only one of the three essential mothers has survived to 

the end of Season 9. Sheriff Jody Mills has obvious potential to be a multifaceted female 

character, but the creators fail in the execution. She is a wife and mother, though during 

her first appearance, her resurrected young son becomes a zombie and kills her husband  

                                                
58 Demetrakopoulos, 1992, p. 51. 

59 Demetrakopoulos, 1992, p. 54. 
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Figure 13. Jody assists Sam when Dean goes missing (7.21 “Reading Is Fundamental”). 
 

before Sam shoots him in the head.60 Occasionally and only when it serves to remind the 

viewer of Sam and Dean’s childhood trauma, she acts as their surrogate mother. She is a 

respected law enforcement officer, but spends most of her time covering for hunters’ 

various suspicious activities, often unsuccessfully,61 abusing her position to help the 

Winchesters’ investigations,62 and stumbling into dangerous situations that require Bobby 

or the Winchesters to save her.63   

Out of eight appearances total, there are only two episodes in which there is any 

significant attention paid to the development of Jody’s backstory and characterization, 

one of which was her first episode where her character was defined almost entirely by the 

                                                
60 5.15 “Dead Men Don’t Wear Plaid.” 

61 6.04 “Weekend at Bobby’s.” 

62 7.12 “Time After Time.” 

63 7.02 “Hello, Cruel World” and 8.23 “Sacrifice.” 
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deaths of two male family members. The other is 9.19 “Alex Annie Alexis Ann,” also 

one of the three episodes in which it is arguable that Jody is essential to the conclusion of 

a problem. In 9.08 “Rock and a Hard Place,” Jody brings a case to Sam and Dean’s 

attention and assists during the investigation. Monster of the week Vesta, Roman goddess 

of the hearth with a mania for virginity, captures Dean and Sam and Jody collaborate to 

save him. Sam thinks of a way to track the kidnap victims, finds where they’re being 

held, gets knocked out by Vesta but recovers to save Jody just before Vesta kills her; 

Jody punches an uncooperative witness in the face and is able to kill Vesta by taking 

advantage of her distraction with Sam and stabbing her in the back. Though she is 

technically responsible for killing Vesta, Jody is still firmly in the role of an 

undifferentiated sidekick character. Even when she provides the solution to injuring the 

apparently impervious Leviathans, she does so by accidentally dripping cleaning fluid 

into the basement while scrubbing floors in Bobby’s cabin, allowing Bobby to discover 

that sodium borate is highly caustic to the Leviathan he is attempting to torture.64 If 

someone else could seamlessly replace Jody in most of her appearances, for what is 

perhaps her most significant contribution to the narrative arc of Supernatural, she could 

be replaced by unusual seismic activity or, even more unusual in this fictional reality, by 

a man cleaning his own house.  

Episode 9.19 “Alex Annie Alexis Ann” is the closest Jody ever comes to 

protagonist status. It opens with her quickly identifying a male vampire harassing a 

young woman and decapitating him before his intended victim comes to any harm. 

However, as soon as the Winchesters answer her summons, they shuffle Jody and the 

                                                
64 7.06 “Slash Fiction.” 
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young woman, Alex, off to a cabin in the woods for protection while Sam and Dean deal 

with the vampire nest. Alex was kidnapped by the vampires as a child and had developed 

Stockholm syndrome over the eight years they held her captive. While this is one of the 

episodes that attempts to develop Jody’s character, this attempt comprises only her trying 

to gain Alex’s trust by recounting of the deaths of her husband and son and Jody’s 

ongoing struggle to cope and move on. Predictably, the secure location is compromised 

and Jody is immediately knocked unconscious while trying to protect Alex, only to 

follow the Winchesters to the vampire nest and be knocked out again while trying to save 

her. She is about to be exsanguinated when Alex comes to her rescue. Although this 

episode is the closest Jody comes to being a central character, the creators fall back on 

essential motherhood for every aspect of her characterization and story arc. She mourns 

over the loss of her child, expresses an innate instinct to nurture, and her final triumph is 

adopting a surrogate child and thereby avoiding the necessity of maternal suicide.  

Similar to their treatment of Jody, the creators reduce Linda Tran’s to her 

relationship with her son, Kevin. The entirety of her existence in Supernatural is a racist 

caricature of a hyper-involved Asian tiger mommy.65 Kevin is a Prophet who is regularly 

coerced into translating various tablets that only he can parse and, because Linda is his 

only family, she is often threatened or held hostage to keep Kevin in line.66 While she 

shows many instances of determination and ingenuity, Linda’s initiative ends up being 

downplayed or even condemned. For example, while on the run with Kevin, Linda 

engages a witch to supply them with the materials needed to create quasi-grenades that 
                                                
65 As previously stated, it is impossible to go into the details of representations of race and ethnicity on 
Supernatural in the course of this project. However, Linda and Kevin are the only recurring Asian 
Americans characters, and the creators’ attitude towards their characterization is fraught with casual racism. 

66 7.22 “There Will Be Blood.”  
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will work against demons.67 The witch doesn’t care for Linda’s domineering, demanding 

personality and has ambitions of working for Crowley, and betrays them. Kevin is 

captured but Linda overpowers the demon trying to kill her. She asks the Winchesters for 

help, who use the information from the captive demon and bomb-making instructions and 

raw materials Linda provides but handcuff Linda herself to the Impala so she won’t be in 

danger during the rescue mission. Later, Castiel chastises her for getting involved with a 

witch, saying she is responsible for Kevin’s subsequent kidnapping and severed finger. 

These reactions completely ignore Linda’s demonstrated capability in dealing with 

demons and the Winchesters’ multiple dealings with witches and witchcraft,68 and instead 

characterize her attempt to wield power as “overstepping, overly aggressive,” and 

inappropriate for a woman.69 

Her longest story arc takes place almost entirely off screen as a means for 

manipulating Kevin. Crowley tells him in 8.19 “Taxi Driver” that he tortured and 

murdered Linda, then backtracks in 9.02 “Devil May Care” to say that she may not be 

dead but wishes she was. Dean discourages Kevin from trying to save her, arguing (from 

zero information), “If she is alive, then she’s dead. In every way that matters, she’s 

dead.” By 9.14 “Captives,” Kevin is dead, but his ghost sends Sam and Dean to find 

Linda, who was being held captive in a storage locker for nearly a year. When Dean is 

knocked unconscious and Sam and Linda are locked inside a storage unit, she is able to  

                                                
67 8.07 “A Little Slice of Kevin.” 

68 Sam and Dean work with witches in 7.05 “Shut Up, Dr. Phil,” 7.15 “Repo Man,” and 8.15 “Man’s Best 
Friend with Benefits.” The Winchesters use spells quite often, including to summon or banish demons, 
angels, and other beings, bind and track various beings, and absorb and restore souls. Indeed, it is arguable 
that the Devil’s trap and rite of exorcism the Winchesters in practically every episode involving demons are 
spells as well.  

69 Lauzen & Dozier, 2005, p. 444; p. 438. 
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Figure 14. The framing of this shot from 8.02 “What’s Up, Tiger Mommy?” epitomizes 
how the creators always orient Linda around Kevin. 

 

short circuit the electronic door lock and free them. Later, Sam and Dean tell her demon 

captor they’re “saving [him]” for someone “much worse” than Crowley, the King of Hell, 

before inviting Linda to kill him, which she does.  

In all of her appearances and this episode in particular, the creators frame Linda 

as an impressive force to be reckoned with, but always end up flattening her 

characterization to the single note of essential motherhood. Linda is intelligent, dogged, 

and fiercely protective, but the creators limit her range of efficacy to only her role as 

Kevin’s mother. All of her attempts to go beyond the maternal sphere of influence incur 

narrative punishment like the bodily harm Kevin suffers and the tongue lashing Linda 

receives in 8.07 “A Little Slice of Kevin.” Additionally, once Kevin dies in Season 9, she 

has no ties to the main narrative arc and the creators accordingly shuffle her out of the 

way. In full knowledge that all ghosts trapped in the mortal plain eventually lose their 
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humanity and become homicidal, Linda takes the ring anchoring Kevin’s ghost, declares, 

“He’s my son. It’s my job to keep him safe as long as I can,” and walks offstage for good. 

The third female character whose identity is solely maternal is Ellen Harvelle. 

Ellen is an archetypal frontierswoman, running a saloon with her daughter, Jo, and 

functioning as an information hub for hunters. Her husband died on a hunt with John 

Winchester in 1995, purportedly by John’s hand in a mercy killing70 and Ellen stopped 

speaking to John long before his death in 2006, but she is repeatedly depicted as another 

of Sam and Dean’s surrogate mothers. Shortly after meeting her, Sam asks Dean, “You 

think Dad and Ellen ever had a thing?” Dean discounts the idea,71 but in the false life 

Zachariah constructs for the Winchesters in 4.17 “It’s a Terrible Life,” Dean names 

Bobby as his father and Ellen and Jo as his mother and sister. As Bobby is their unofficial 

but much loved adoptive father in real life,72 this indicates Sam and Dean feel a similar 

familial bond with the Harvelles. Like Bobby, Ellen is someone the Winchesters call for 

both professional and personal help73 and in the alternate timeline created by an angel 

saving the Titanic from sinking, she is married to Bobby and looking after the 

Winchesters in the same way she does for Jo. This alternate reality could be disregarded 

as arbitrary, but the episode in which it is featured, 6.17 “My Heart Will Go On,” takes 

place after the deaths of Ellen and Jo Harvelle in 5.10 “Abandon All Hope” and is set up 

to make it gut wrenching for the Winchesters to return to the “real” world. In other 

                                                
70 2.06 “No Exit.” 

71 2.02 “Everybody Loves a Clown.” 

72 7.10 “Death’s Door.” 

73 2.02 “Everybody Loves a Clown,” 2.03 “Bloodlust,” 2.05 “Simon Said,” 2.11 “Playthings,” and 2.14 
“Born Under a Bad Sign.” 
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words, the insinuation is that an ideal world would have Ellen married to the 

Winchesters’ surrogate father and semi-officially made their surrogate mother.  

Though this had not come to pass in the primary timeline, Ellen’s identity as a 

mother is firmly established in her relationship with her daughter, Jo. She is protective, 

refusing to let Jo hunt on her own74 and issuing an ultimatum that forces Jo to either give 

up hunting or leave home.75 Jo opts for the latter but even after they reconcile and start 

hunting together, Ellen continues to be overprotective and skeptical of Jo’s ability to 

survive in the masculine realm of hunting. Unsurprisingly, within the same episode, 

Ellen’s dire predictions of failure come true, and the Winchesters must save her from Jo’s 

attempts to kill her while under the influence of a perceptual trick.76 Eight episodes later, 

Jo fails again and is mortally wounded by a Hell hound. Ellen consciously and willingly 

chooses to die, hugging Jo’s dead body to her side as she sets off a nearby bomb that kills 

her as well as the remaining Hell hounds so Winchesters can escape.77  

There is an interesting parallel between Ellen’s death and the supposition of 

Linda’s future death once each woman’s one and only trueborn child has died. Both 

characters embody the idea that her child is “a terrible binding force” that consumes a 

woman’s identity “to the point that the mother cannot enter history/community,” leaving 

the mother who buries her child with no recourse but suicide.78 Linda and Ellen’s lives  

                                                
74 2.06 “No Exit.” 

75 2.10 “Hunted.” 

76 5.02 “Good God, Y’all.” 

77 5.10 “Abandon All Hope.” 

78 Demetrakopoulos, 1992, p. 58. This total consumption of the maternal psyche into the life of her child is 
also partially true of Jody, who, as it has been noted above, is liminal and eminently replaceable in all of 
her appearances except those that require maternal nurturing. Most of the time, Jody could be replaced with 
any anonymous extra. She is at her most vital when protecting a child she sees as her own, but the 
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Figure 15. Ellen prepares herself for the suicide of an essential mother whose child has 
died (5.10 “Abandon All Hope”). 

 

revolve entirely around their respective children so entirely that the death of the child 

heralds the death of the mother. Linda’s suicide is symbolic with the potential to become 

real, prompted when she becomes aware her link to the integral plot ended along with her 

son’s life and executed in a choice to go off-screen and take her chances with a ghost that 

will most likely become homicidal over time. Ellen’s death, though, is very real and 

explicitly shown, from decision to action. More worryingly, the creators frame her 

suicide as particularly noble as she chooses to multiply the self-sacrifice by martyring 

herself for the Winchesters’ continued survival as well as in tribute to Jo’s death.  

For the three female characters whose identities begin and end with their children, 

their femininity is completely divorced from the victimization and sexual availability that 

                                                                                                                                            
Winchesters and the male ego ideal they incarnate are not in need of mothering except for in brief, discrete 
moments of poignancy that highlight their childhood loss. She is defined as a mother but the narrative 
rarely needs her in a mothering position, which leaves her with very little to do.  
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define the other three categories of femaleness on Supernatural. Jody, Linda, and Ellen 

exchange them viability for all-encompassing motherhood, both for their biological 

children and for the Winchesters as is required. While there is some variability in these 

four categories of femininity, particularly between the first three and the essential 

mothers, they are univocally reductionist, leaving female characters in narrowly defined 

roles that depend on their relationship to the development of the male ego ideal for their 

existence. 

 
Behavioral Transvestites 

Masculinity and femininity, according to Bordo (1993), are constructed as 

diametrical opposites that cannot coexist in the same body except farcically. As shown in 

Chapter One, the addition of feminizing traits to male bodies is a failure of masculinity. 

Sam and Dean get away with occasional exhibition or accusation of feminine 

characteristics because these incidents are framed as jokes or as baseless slander. While 

the male ego ideal cannot abide the “historically feminine virtues” that make women 

passive objects of sexual attention and violence,79 the historically masculine virtues of 

aggression, autonomy, and authority are understandably appealing regardless of gender 

identity. However, this does not mean that female characters have legitimate access to 

masculine characteristics. In Supernatural, the creators only offer women the roles of 

“woman-as-phallus” masturbatory device for the male ego ideal80 in the three varieties of 

damsel, fridging, and disruption and the devouring bonds of essential motherhood as 

acceptable performances of femaleness. Just as failed masculinities exist in order to 

                                                
79 Bordo, 1993, p. 174.  

80 Johnston, 1973, p. 35. 
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reflect well on the Winchesters’ maleness, the creators use female characters who adopt 

and imitate stereotypically masculine behaviors, attitudes, and skills as sites of gender 

regulation. These behavioral transvestites exist so the creators can show that layering 

trappings of masculine ability and power onto the sexed female body can only result in 

what Bordo (1993) terms a “parody” of gender construction.81 As the creators show in Jo 

Harvelle and Bela Talbot’s character arcs, a woman may desire masculine virtues but 

they will suit her ill, never elevating her to equal status with the male ego ideal, and she 

will not survive them.  

Jo Harvelle’s characterization, as mentioned before, depends primarily on her 

desire to be a hunter. As hunting is the seat of the Winchesters’ heroism and encoded as 

explicitly masculine, Jo’s desire to be a hunter can be understood as a kind of gender 

dysphoria, a case of Freudian phallus envy. Even Jo’s name, which is properly Joanna 

Beth,82 is clipped into androgyny that could be mistaken for masculine. Martínez 

Reventós (1996) describes this rejection of femininity in favor of imitating the male ego 

ideal as the inevitable result of the tension between the imposition on women of 

femininity and identification with the mother and the fact that “what our culture values 

most is the masculine, the father.”83 Despite wearing all the trappings of Supernatural’s 

conception of conventional femininity – long, dyed-blonde hair, impractically tight, body 

conscious shirts and jeans, obvious attraction to Dean – Jo also tries to align herself with 

the masculine and even with maleness. When introduced in 2.02 “Everybody Loves a 

Clown,” she holds a gun on Dean when he and Sam infiltrate her mother’s roadhouse. 
                                                
81 P. 174. 

82 2.06 “No Exit.” 

83 P. 287. 
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Guns are, of course, phallic symbols whose primary function is to evidence and enact the 

wielder’s masculinity.84 The creators heavily reinforce this connotation when Dean, who 

cannot see Jo behind him, only feel the muzzle of the shotgun pressed against his lower 

back, reacts by saying, “Oh God, please let that be a rifle.” This utterance reinforces 

Dean’s masculinity through the rejection of homosexuality while also setting up an 

opportunity for Jo to clarify her gender, as she has not been shown onscreen yet except 

through the assumption that someone must be holding the gun. Though she cocks the 

shotgun, allaying Dean’s fears of homosexual contact, she says, “No, I’m just real happy 

to see you.” In doing so, she implies that, while the gun is not her native flesh, it 

functions as a phallus, an extension of quintessentially male power, and she treats it as 

her own. Considering the Winchesters’ common usage of guns in the course of hunting, 

this exchange underscores the correlation between hunting and maleness and reveals Jo’s 

determination to be a hunter is, according to the representational logic of Supernatural, 

essentially a determination to be a man. 

However, all the rest of Jo’s appearances prove that her physical self, which is 

always coded emphatically female under the plaid shirt and olive canvas jacket she wears 

in echo of Dean’s iconic costume, cannot be denied. No matter how doggedly she 

imitates masculinity, the frailty and fallibility of her femininity shows through what is 

ultimately only a façade. The hollowness of her masculine performance is proven from 

the start: Dean admonishes her that she shouldn’t threaten him with a gun right up against 

his body because it makes it too easy for him to disarm her, as he demonstrates.  

                                                
84 Myrttinen, 2003, p. 38; p. 41; p. 44.  
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Figure 16. Jo’s hunting plaid is an unnatural façade that fails to disguise her femaleness 
(2.06 “No Exit”).  

 

Disarming her in this situation is akin to a castration that evidences Jo’s lack of inherent 

claim to her phallus and all the power and autonomy it represents. She punches Dean in 

the face and takes back the shotgun, but the damage has been done; her chimerical 

masculinity has been proven deceitfully appropriated and easily confiscated by a “real” 

man. 

The Winchesters and indeed the audience see her as female first and last, and 

thereby a sex object cum potential victim. Her sexual viability is quickly proven in that 

first appearance, as she tells Dean, “Most hunters come through that door think they can 

get in my pants with some pizza, a six pack, and side one of Zeppelin IV."85 Not least 

because Jo obviously predicted his standard pick up strategy, Dean retreats with the 

excuse that it’s the “wrong place, wrong time,” but reassures her of her feminine appeal 

                                                
85 2.02 “Everybody Loves a Clown.” 
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and that “Normally, I’d be hitting on you so fast it’d make your head spin.” When Jo first 

expresses her wish to work with Sam and Dean as a hunter, Dean refuses, “I’m sure you 

could [help], but we’ve got to handle this one ourselves. Besides, if I ran off with you, I 

think your mother might kill me.”86 This phrasing is layered with meaning. It 

condescendingly reserves the particular case and hunting generally as the Winchesters’ 

sole domain into which they have power to grant or refuse entrance as they see fit 

(“we’ve got to handle this one ourselves”), and makes a mockery of Jo’s actual offer by 

recontextualizing it as an elopement (“if I ran off with you”). It suggests that Jo’s 

femaleness is inescapable, biological determination, coloring her pursuit of the male ego 

ideal as sexual rather than self-empowering. 

Unsurprisingly, when Jo disregards her disbarment from hunting, she proves a 

victim rather than a hero. Her first attempt is the subject of 2.06 “No Exit.” After lying to 

her mother, Jo invites herself onto the Winchesters’ hunt for the ghost of the serial killer 

Dr. H.H. Holmes. When they find her interrogating a witness, she covers for their 

presence by introducing them as her boyfriend and his friend. In punishment for barging 

in on their case and taking control of the introduction, Dean smacks her hard on the bum 

twice in fewer minutes. While going over the case with Sam, Jo plays with a knife until 

Dean tells her to put it down, an echo of the symbolic castration he commits against her 

during their first encounter. It is later revealed that her knife belonged to her father, again 

indicating that the masculine aspects of Jo’s gender performance are not authentically her 

own and diminished when wielded by someone not a “real” man. Dean tries to turn her 

away again and Jo loses her temper, berating him for his “chauvinist” belief that women 

                                                
86 2.05 “Simon Said.” 
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can’t hunt. Dean retorts, “Sweetheart, this ain’t gender studies. Women can do the job 

fine; amateurs can’t. You have no experience. What you have is a bunch of half-baked 

romantic notions that some barflies put in your head.” Jo is caught in a catch-22, unable 

to be trained as hunter because she has no experience but not allowed to gain experience 

because she isn’t a trained hunter. As much as Dean argues that this is not a gendered 

catch-22, it cannot be denied that virtually every experienced hunter in Supernatural is 

male, and that the Winchesters have deigned to instruct uninitiated women when, like 

Jody Mills, the women quiescently accept their roles as limited strictly to what flatters 

and serves the Winchesters’ egos and interests.  

The creators design Supernatural around flattering and serving the Winchesters, 

and Jo plays her part, evidencing their superiority and the inherent inferiority of 

femaleness with each successive failure to live up to the male ego ideal. Her plan for 

dealing with the ghost of H.H. Holmes consists entirely of making herself bait because 

she fits his preferred victim profile of “pretty petite blondes.” However, when Holmes 

abducts her, Jo is very clearly not in control of the situation. Her reassurances to the other 

kidnap victim are that “I’m here to rescue you” before immediately switching to “We’re 

getting out of here. My friends are looking for us. They’ll find us.” True to genre 

requirements, the Winchesters burst in to dispel Holmes before he smothers Jo to death. 

A shaken Jo is then made to implement her earlier plan to play bait, but because Dean 

says that she must, not because she volunteers; Jo is again not in control. She tries to take 

charge over what Supernatural portrays as the innate inclination of her femaleness to 

victimization, but is unsuccessful.  
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In spite of her best efforts, Jo continues to be primarily a victim in all of her 

appearances, underscoring the creators’ point that femaleness is not suited to masculine 

heroism. In 2.14 “Born Under a Bad Sign,” she has left home to be a hunter when Sam, 

possessed by the demon Meg (see Chapter 3), finds her in the bar where she works. 

While pretending to be Sam, Meg taunts Jo for her crush on Dean and his lack of interest 

in her because “he kind of thinks [she’s] a schoolgirl” and then aggressively hits on her. 

When Jo asks who she thinks is Sam to leave, Meg attacks her. The scene strongly 

suggests violent rape, as Meg in Sam’s imposingly large body pins Jo against the bar and 

ignores her pleas to stop before knocking her unconscious, all while possessively stroking 

her hair. When Jo wakes bound to a post, Meg menaces her with a knife, a phallic 

weapon threatening symbolic rape and literal death.87 Meg tries to coerce Dean into 

killing Sam in order to save Jo from his apparently psychotic brother, but Dean has 

realized Sam is possessed and douses Meg in holy water. Later, Meg shoots Dean 

through the shoulder and, adopting the support role Ellen often occupies, Jo removes the 

bullet and bandages his wound. She wants to help him exorcise the demon from Sam but 

Dean orders her to stay behind with the threat “You try to follow me and I’ll tie you back 

to that post and leave you here. This is my fight. I’m not getting your blood on my 

hands.” Dean does not attempt to revive his argument from 2.06 “No Exit” about Jo’s 

competence level. He simply tells her that hunting, even in the case of an antagonist that 

targeted her specifically, is none of her business and that she will never be more than a 

victim. Having the all but deified hero show willingness to assault as woman in the same 

manner as a sadistic demon and do so seriously enough that even Jo drops her case 

                                                
87 Myrttinen, 2003, p. 40. 
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immediately normalizes this kind of violence as simply the lot female characters can 

expect.  

Though Jo continues hunting with Ellen, the only one of their cases that the 

audience knows any of the details about is the subject of 5.02 “Good God, Y’all.” As has 

already been mentioned, this case consists of Ellen and Jo being cozened by an illusion 

projected by War and needing Sam and Dean to rescue them before they each murder the 

other. The only other time Jo is onscreen and alive is in episode 5.10 “Abandon All 

Hope.” As the Winchesters lead her and her mother to find and kill Lucifer before he 

initiates the Apocalypse, they are beset by Hell hounds. Jo goes back for Dean when he 

gets knocked down, shooting the hound attacking him until she is attacked herself and 

mortally wounded. The group takes shelter in a hardware store and try to adjust their 

original plan but Jo, knowing she’s dying, tells Sam and Dean to build a bomb for her to 

trigger and take out the Hell hounds so the Winchesters won’t miss out on a rare 

opportunity to attack Lucifer. Even in this, Jo fails; she dies before the time comes and 

Ellen, who had stayed behind with her, is the one to set off the bomb.88  

Bela Talbot is the other female character who papers over her femininity with a 

flawed imitation of the male ego ideal. Like the Winchesters, she was introduced to the 

world of the supernatural at a young age, but as an active participant rather than as a  

                                                
88 In a final humiliation, Jo is brought back for episode 7.04 “Defending Your Life” as a reluctant character 
witness against Dean and to be his unwilling executioner. Once again, her crush on Dean is brought up as 
the defining facet of her character, and Jo’s limp rebuttal is that her defining facet is actually “Daddy 
issues, definitely.” Jo’s perpetual lack of control over her circumstances and her unavoidable victimhood is 
underscored as she is compelled to kill Dean, in possession of her faculties only to tell him all the while 
“You know I’d never do this” and someone else “is making me do this.” Predictably, Dean survives not 
because Jo manages to overthrow the force impelling her to attack him against her will but because Sam 
finally manages to kill the (male) being directing her movements. Even in death, Jo remains helpless to 
overcome the innate femaleness that, in the narrative reality of Supernatural, bars her from power, 
autonomy, and heroism.  
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Figure 17. Though successful in the short term, Bela’s attempts to prove herself equal to 
the Winchesters always fail (3.03 “Bad Day at Black Rock”). 

 

victim, making a crossroads deal with a demon at the age of fourteen to have her parents 

die in a car accident. This is implied to be in response to years of sexual abuse from her 

father.89 As an adult, she specializes in supernatural beings and artifacts, but in their 

procurement and sale rather than their extermination. She uses aliases in the course of her 

work, but has rejected her given name and permanently adopted the false identity of Bela 

Talbot, making her less “real” and honest compared to the Winchesters, who only use 

assumed names when it is professionally necessary. Like Sam and Dean, she is openly 

and aggressively sexual, in particular making passes at Dean but her version of female 

sexuality violates the accepted code of heterosexual conduct that defines men as active 

and women as passive. 

                                                
89 3.15 “Time Is on My Side.” 
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Perhaps most insultingly, despite being set up as their foil nemesis for a sustained 

arc, Bela is consistently undermined as incompetent and ineffectual compared to the 

Winchesters. In her first appearance in 3.03 “Bad Day at Black Rock,” Bela is a passable 

opponent. In competing with the Winchesters for possession of a cursed rabbit’s foot, she 

cunningly uses her physical assets to distract them while picking Sam’s pocket. Though 

she later falls for the simplest of traps and is forced to cooperate with the Winchesters’ 

plan to destroy the rabbit’s foot rather than selling it as planned, Bela gets some small 

revenge by stealing a handful of winning lottery tickets from Dean. Three episodes later, 

Bela tricks the Winchesters into helping her steal a valuable artifact only to be marked as 

the intended victim of a vengeful spirit.90 Despite knowing the identity of the spirit and 

his raison d’etre, Bela survives only because she goes to the Winchesters for help and 

they banish the vengeful spirit. Bela pays them ten thousand dollars for the service, 

though after working in the realm of the supernatural for years, she surely must have been 

aware of how to handle a vengeful spirit.  

The end of Bela’s arc is the culmination of these mounting insults. Whereas Jo’s 

violent death was the creators’ way of showing that a woman who tries to do a man’s job 

will suffer dire consequences for her inevitable incompetence, Bela’s horrible death is 

framed as the fitting end of a victim of sexual abuse. In repudiation of an incidence of 

objectification at the beginning of 3.10 “Dream a Little Dream of Me,” she successfully 

steals the Colt, a gun that can kill any demon and the Winchesters’ most prized 

possession, from under their very noses. After evading their attempts to track her,91 Bela 

                                                
90 3.06 “Red Sky at Morning.” 

91 3.11 “Mystery Spot.” 
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lures the Winchesters to a motel room in Colorado and calls to tell them she has set them 

up to be captured by the FBI,92 which is pursuing the Winchesters as the prime suspects 

in a number of crimes including murder. Once bitten, the Winchesters are twice shy about 

tracking Bela93 and Sam even argues that it isn’t worth the trouble.94 However, Dean 

takes another hunter’s offer of information, including about Bela’s role in her parents’ 

deaths, tracks her down, and is at the point of killing her when he realizes that Bela’s debt 

to the crossroads demon is coming due and Hell hounds will do the dirty work for him. 

Desperate to save herself from a horrible death and an eternity in Hell, Bela had tried to 

barter with the demon Lilith for her life and her soul with the Colt, only to find the 

bargain has changed and she has to fulfill a contract on Sam’s life. Stealing a leaf out of 

Bela’s book, Dean leads her to a red herring hotel room and calls her to taunt her with her 

impending doom. Crying, she begs him for help, but he coldly rebuffs her, saying,  

You know what, you’re right, you don’t [deserve our help]. But you know 
what the bitch of the bunch is? If you would have just come to us sooner 
and asked for help, we probably could have taken the Colt and saved you. 

In her last moments, Bela gives Dean all the information she has on Lilith, who also 

holds a contract for Dean’s life, “[b]ecause just maybe [he] can kill the bitch.” He hangs 

up, the clock ticks over to midnight, and a petrified Bela listens to the snarling of the Hell 

hounds approaching as the screen cuts to black.95  

Her story practically begs to be an allegory of society’s failure to provide services 

and support to abused women and children, but Bela’s gruesome end is treated like a just 

                                                
92 3.12 “Jus in Bello.” 

93 3.14 “Long-Distance Call.” 

94 3.15 “Time Is on My Side.” 

95 3.15 “Time Is on My Side.” 
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reward for not trusting the Winchesters immediately and automatically with her deepest 

secrets. She dies not because she lived in the morally grey margins of society and got 

herself into bad company but because she was despairing enough to trade her soul for 

emancipation from sexualized violence. Whereas many of Supernatural’s female victims 

“are brutalized in ways that come too close to real life for comfort,”96 the abuse Bela 

suffered is neither symbolic nor perpetrated by an inhuman monster, and yet her past is 

treated as completely negligible compared to the fact that she wasn’t entirely subservient 

and deferential to the Winchesters. Her experience and perspective are barely a footnote 

in the indignant narrative that she kept secrets from Sam and Dean and worked her own 

agenda rather than theirs. Bela herself is barely a footnote in the Winchesters’ story, a 

subplot set parallel to Dean’s own deal with a demon to put his motivations in a more 

flattering light against the apparently sinister backdrop of a terrified, tormented girl who 

was willing to pay any price to be free. 

Taken together, Jo and Bela’s character arcs express the biological determinism 

that “anatomy is destiny”97 that is intrinsic to Supernatural’s narrative structure. Trans* 

people do not exist in the reality of Supernatural; the creators offer no representations of 

non-binary identifying or non-cissexual/-gendered people. Being physiologically female 

in Supernatural requires being appropriately feminine. Jo and Bela have no children and 

thus there are certain roles they are predestined and obligated to fulfill. In particular, they 

are supposed to take up the female part in the heterosexual script and they refuse to fulfill 

this expectation. Despite being attracted to Dean, Jo repeatedly denies it and even rebuffs 

                                                
96 Clover, 1989, p. 235. 

97 Freud qtd. in Diamond, 2006, p. 1103. 
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him when he finally shows an interest in her,98 upsetting the heterosexual script that 

requires her to yield to his sexual advances. Bela is also attracted to Dean but pursues 

him rather than waiting for him to pursue her,99 upsetting the heterosexual script that 

requires her to be passive.  

In Supernatural, femininity means victimization; it means sexual objectification; 

it means existing specifically and solely for the purposes and pleasures of the male 

heroes. Jo and Bela, however, strive to do something for themselves, which necessitates 

striving towards masculinity. Wielding masculine traits, though, results in Jo and Bela 

“losing their femininity or status as ‘real’” women in the narrative reality.100 They cannot 

be successful as un-feminine women, as that would constitute a lethal blow to the sex-

gender binary that underpins Sam and Dean’s heroism. As Lauzen and Dozier (2005) 

observe, women who attempt to take on masculine characteristics to overcome the 

secondary status assigned to most female characters are “seen as overstepping, overly 

aggressive, or somehow uncomfortable with that power.”101 Even as their deaths are the 

narrative punishment they incur for these sins, Jo and Bela serve Sam and Dean’s heroic 

narrative. Jo’s death makes her a woman in the fridge, a bitter reminder that, while 

women hypothetically might be able to be hunters, only men can do it without dying in 

the permanent way. Bela’s death demonizes her for not recognizing the Winchesters as 

the heroes everyone is supposed to innately trust to fix their problems. The message the 

creators send through their grisly ends is that women who do not submit themselves to 

                                                
98 5.10 “Abandon All Hope.” 

99 3.06 “Red Sky at Morning.” 

100 Lauzen & Dozier, 2005, p. 438.  

101 P. 444.  
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the limited roles of correct femininity in Supernatural have no place in the narrative 

except in the ground.  

 
The Lesbian Loophole 

Charlie Bradbury was designed with the clear intention of disrupting 

Supernatural’s dismal record with female characters. Despite being in only four episodes 

over Seasons 7, 8, and 9, the fewest of the recurring female characters featured in this 

chapter, she has the most fleshed out backstory, and virtually none of it relies on her 

relationships of any kind with men. Though Charlie has been in unequivocal need of 

rescuing in two of these four episodes,102 these instances have never been sexually coded 

in either the predation or the rescuing by Sam and Dean. Charlie shows no sexual or 

romantic interest to either Winchester and is the object of no sexual attraction from them 

in return. When she informs Sam and Dean that she has decided to become a hunter, 

Charlie does not receive any speeches about being an amateur and being a danger to 

herself.103 Jo and Bela had to struggle to prove their claims to autonomy and agency, but 

Charlie wields them without incurring accusations that she has no right to those 

characteristics. She is the only female character to have died and been brought back to 

life.104 In short, Charlie has an extraordinary affinity for masculinity. Unfortunately, this 

is only possible in Supernatural through the sublimation of her femaleness into symbolic 

maleness through her sexuality. 

                                                
102 In 7.20 “Girl with the Dungeons and Dragons Tattoo” when being stunned by a broken arm prevents her 
from escaping an imperiling situation; 8.20 “Pac-Man Fever” when she gets caught in a nightmare by a 
djinn and doesn’t know how to break out. 

103 8.20 “Pac-Man Fever.” 

104 9.11 “Slumber Party.” 
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Figure 18. Charlie is only able to move in masculine spaces because her lesbianism 
corrodes her identity as female (8.20 “Pac-man Fever”). 

 

Charlie is portrayed as uniquely as akin to the Winchesters. Dean even refers to 

her affectionately as “the little sister I never wanted.”105 Like the Winchesters, Charlie 

suffered parental loss as a child. When she was twelve, her parents were driving to pick 

her up from a sleepover and struck by a drunk driver.106 Her father died but her mother, 

Gertrude, lingered in a vegetative state for more than a decade, during which Charlie has 

visited often to read her mother books she was read as a child. At the discovery of 

Charlie’s history, Dean explicitly references the resemblance it bears the Winchesters’ 

past, observing to Sam, “Gertrude seemed like a cool mom, too. Kind, strong, taken from 

her family way too young – remind you of anybody?”107 Completely comfortable with 

                                                
105 7.20 “Girl with the Dungeons and Dragons Tattoo.” 

106 8.20 “Pac-Man Fever.” 

107 8.20 “Pac-Man Fever.” 
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breaking laws when she finds it expedient to her purposes, Charlie lives a semi-nomadic 

life as she hops from one interesting job to the next and interacts with other people almost 

entirely under assumed identities to avoid attracting unwanted attention from law 

enforcement.108 Though as reluctant to sacrifice normalcy as Sam when she first enters 

the world of hunting, Charlie feels obliged to act in humanity’s defense, both to ensure 

people’s safety from supernatural threats and to keep other people from having to 

sacrifice in her stead. “People are dying,” she explains to the Winchesters. “That can't 

happen on my watch.”109   

Charlie is also singled out as special among all humanity, though not in the same 

way that Sam and Dean are singled out as special at various points in the narrative. She is 

introduced while unknowingly working for Leviathans, primordial apex predators that 

can take on the appearances, knowledge, and memories of any human they consume and 

seamlessly take over their lives. Leviathans can copy even the Winchesters,110 but not 

Charlie. She is marked out as irreplaceable by none other than Dick Roman, the ruthless 

Leviathan overlord. “You have that thing,” he tells her, “that spark that makes humans so 

special. Not everyone has it, you know. Most people can be replaced but people like you 

are impossible to copy.” Frustrated but fascinated, Roman again affirms Charlie’s place 

among the few inimitable humans:  

Your spark, it’s one in a million, believe me, but when you got it, you 
invent guns and iPads and viruses, and, holy crap, you can be crafty. What 

                                                
108 7.20 “Girl with the Dungeons and Dragons Tattoo” and 8.11 “LARP and the Real Girl.” 

109 8.11 “LARP and the Real Girl.” 

110 7.06 “Slash Fiction.” 
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is that, Charlie? 'Cause I can feed every fact in your brain to someone else, 
and they still wouldn't be able to be you.111 

Where Jo and Bela fruitlessly strive for distinction from the generic femaleness of all 

other Supernatural women, Charlie is seemingly born into a unique genius, just as the 

Winchesters seem to have been born into their singular role as the embodiment of the 

male ego ideal.  

Beyond the surface, however, Charlie does nothing to contradict the ideology 

apparent in damsels in distress, women in fridges, disruptive women, and her fellow 

“strong” female characters. Though her kinship with Sam and Dean is individually 

empowering for Charlie, it comes at the price of complete disassociation from “real” 

femaleness. The crux of the matter is what makes her different enough from the other 

women on Supernatural to have access to the relatively empowered characterization 

outlined above. This difference is easily identifiable: Charlie Bradbury is the only 

recurring canonically non-heterosexual character on Supernatural, and the only 

canonically homosexual woman.  

Having a lesbian as the best developed female character would seem to make her 

especially progressive, or to turn Supernatural’s representation of femaleness on its head, 

but it in fact is just the opposite. Being a lesbian marks Charlie as Other, so her 

achievements do not suggest any unfulfilled potential in heterosexual women like Jo and 

Bela. Freedom from the heterosexual script enables her to act in the world in a way that 

more closely resembles maleness than femaleness. Her confident, promiscuous sexuality 

closely mirrors Dean’s. Charlie readily attracts female attention and treats it as her due, 

                                                
111 7.20 “Girl with the Dungeons and Dragons Tattoo.” 
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just as she expects her advances to be appreciatively received.112 She and Dean even 

share a mutual preoccupation with sex and a favorite pornographic actress.113 Highly 

suggestively, Charlie comfortably possesses and uses symbolic phalluses. Jo’s gun and 

knife phalluses were always coded as synthetic and not her own; Charlie’s blades are 

replicas from popular science fiction and fantasy franchises that cannot inflict significant 

damage,114 but they belong to Charlie alone. Though she does not own her own gun, 

Charlie borrows one from Dean and stuns him with her effortless and expert 

competence.115 Charlie wears a great deal of plaid.116 Her name is almost exclusively 

masculine. Effectively, Charlie is portrayed not as a female transvestite but as a man with 

breasts. 

Interestingly, particular moments of Charlie’s masculinization/empowerment are 

juxtaposed with incidences of the Winchesters’ feminization/castration. For example, 

shortly after a woman bestows her implied sexual interest on Charlie instead of Dean, she 

mistakenly refers to him as her handmaiden and the title plagues Dean the rest of the 

episode.117 In 8.11 “LARP and the Real Girl,” the antagonist, Gerry, has enslaved a fairy 

to use her magic for his own designs. With this advantage, he cuts through Dean’s sword 

and destroys Sam and Dean’s guns, symbolic castrations like the one Jo suffers at Dean’s 

hands in episode 2.02 “Everybody Loves a Clown,” and overpowers them via magically 

                                                
112 8.11 “LARP and the Real Girl.” 

113 8.11 “LARP and the Real Girl.” 

114 7.20 “Girl with the Dungeons and Dragons Tattoo.” 

115 8.20 “Pac-Man Fever.” 

116 Perhaps because it is so closely associated with manliness, Theroux (1998) notes what he terms “a 
lesbian preference” for plaid (p. 48). 

117 8.11 “LARP and the Real Girl.” 
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animated proxies. As he revels in his victory over the Winchesters, Charlie declares, “I’m 

the one who saves damsels in distress around here,” and stabs Gerry’s spellbook through 

with a knife. Dean is the one to physically knock Gerry out, but Charlie is responsible his 

defeat and the rescue of both the fairy and the Winchesters. It must be noted that the 

Winchesters’ failing in this instance is due only to Gerry’s unsportsmanlike use of magic. 

That they need a woman to rescue them from Gerry is not a severe blow to the 

Winchesters’ masculinity because the Winchesters abstain from magic as a corrupting 

element incompatible with their heroism. Similarly, in 9.11 “Slumber Party,” Charlie 

again saves Sam and Dean from a magical opponent. The antagonist in that episode is a 

female witch who hypnotizes the Winchesters and compels them to attack another female 

character. Tellingly, while Charlie never laid a hand on Gerry, she stabs the witch in 

“Slumber Party” twice with women’s high heels, once in the back and once in the 

forehead. This disparity may suggest that phallic aggression is more easily or more 

correctly wielded against female characters than against male characters. These 

momentary reversals of power both reinforce the likeness between Charlie and the 

Winchesters and imply a threat Charlie poses to the male ego ideal as an empowered 

woman. 

The recurring evidence that Charlie will never come close to surpassing the 

Winchesters’ heroism, however, swiftly cancels whatever threat Charlie might represent. 

While Charlie’s lesbianism opens doors for her that are closed to heterosexual women 

unavoidably enslaved to the heterosexual script, she is still female and therefore denied 

access to the male ego ideal and associated heroism. When captured by a djinn in episode 

8.20 “Pac-Man Fever,” Charlie has no plan to escape, merely a staunch belief that her 
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“manly man-friend's going to come get you” and save her. True to genre, her belief is 

vindicated and she is rescued. Charlie relies on the Winchesters to give her opportunities 

and resources for heroism, to the point that Dean dictates whether her wardrobe is 

appropriate for cases,118 and everything she does is quickly usurped. Despite creating a 

searchable digital encyclopedia of supernatural beings that Sam envies, Charlie is at least 

equally envious of John Winchester’s journal, which is shown to be superior despite 

being the opposite of user-friendly.119 Even Charlie minimizes her own heroism, 

describing her hunting as “real life roleplaying” rather than a genuine vocation120 and 

limited to “just a couple little cases” that sound “like a YA novel if you say it out loud” 

as opposed to the epic quests Sam and Dean have completed.121 When the Winchesters 

express doubt over their ability to go through with grueling trials to close the gates of 

Hell, Charlie is their cheerleader. She encourages Sam and Dean with the documented 

evidence that “there is pretty much nothing the Winchesters can’t do if they work 

together” and assures Sam, “If anyone can get through the trials, Sam, it’s you.” She 

explicitly references the sibling dynamic of “having a brother, someone to always watch 

your back” as important to the Winchesters’ success and reveals that she has no siblings, 

excluding herself from certain necessary aspects of heroic potential as the creators define 

it in Supernatural.122  

                                                
118 8.20 “Pac-Man Fever.” 

119 8.20 “Pac-Man Fever.” 

120 8.20 “Pac-Man Fever.” 

121 9.11 “Slumber Party.” 

122 8.20 “Pac-Man Fever.” 
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Her actions in 7.20 “Girl with the Dungeons and Dragons Tattoo” are the most 

heroic in the sense that they do the most to combat a recurring antagonist, and every step 

is facilitated by the Winchesters. After deciding to infiltrate Dick Roman’s office to steal 

information, Charlie loses her nerve at the last moment and Sam must give her a pep talk. 

It is telling that Sam exhorts her to imitate a woman who “kicked ass” and the example 

given is Hermione Granger from the Harry Potter franchise. That Charlie so often quotes 

and references fictional characters as inspiration implies that even her limited, imitative 

heroism apes something unreal. The insinuation is that in the real world of Supernatural, 

the only true heroes are men, specifically Sam and Dean Winchester, and Charlie cannot 

imitate them without becoming the kind of chimerical transvestite doomed to die like Jo 

and Bela. Almost immediately after Charlie is buoyed up by Sam’s pep talk, she runs into 

another hurdle that only the Winchesters can help her overcome. Charlie is uncertain how 

to deal with the guard blocking her path to Roman’s office, but Dean quickly determines 

that the guard has a crush on Charlie and then talks her through how to flirt with a man. 

This is another instance of pairing Charlie’s masculinity (attraction solely to women) 

with a Winchester’s femininity (Dean acting out the female role in a heterosexual 

encounter). Though this constitutes a threat to Dean’s heterosexuality, it is mitigated by 

the fact that his input quickly stops being helpful, leaving Charlie to take over the 

encounter with skill apparently innate to her femaleness, and that he fervently avows 

feeling “dirty” for participating in feminized flirtation. The information she finally 

acquires from Roman’s office and Charlie’s hacking skills enable her to give the 

Winchesters time to appropriate an important artifact before the Leviathans get their 
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hands on it. However, she does not come up with the deception on her own and merely 

does as the Winchesters instruct.  

All of her victories are due more to the Winchesters’ magnanimity than to her 

own talents. Though Charlie has earned her position as queen in an elaborate live-action 

role-playing game in 8.11 “LARP and the Real Girl,” the Winchesters come in as novices 

and quickly prove they could outplay her if they chose. When Charlie describes the 

upcoming staged battle between the different factions, Dean barely glances at the map 

before offering unsolicited improvements to her strategy. After the events of the episode 

leave Charlie’s army “decimated” and certain to lose, Dean delivers a rousing speech 

cribbed from Braveheart and he and Sam deliver Charlie a victory. When she dies and is 

brought back to life in 9.11 “Slumber Party,” it is not due to any cosmic power that has 

determined she is necessary, as they have done for Sam and Dean, but because Dean feels 

guilty that she died saving him and demands the angel Ezekiel resurrect her. Both her 

death from throwing herself into the path of a lethal spell meant for Dean and her 

resuscitation reiterate the Winchesters’ narrative vitality and influence.  

Perhaps the best way of understanding the qualitative difference between Charlie 

and the Winchesters is through the reference that crops up in three of her four 

appearances. In all three episodes, a character says, “I love you” to another and receives 

the response, “I know.” This is a reference to the iconic exchange between Leia and Han 

Solo at the end of The Empire Strikes Back, which is widely considered the epitome of 

Han Solo’s enviable cool. In 7.20 “The Girl with the Dungeons and Dragons Tattoo” and 

8.11 “LARP and the Real Girl,” a tertiary character declares their love for Charlie and 

she gets to be the dashing rogue arrogantly receiving the adoration as her due. However, 
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at the end of 8.20 “Pac-Man Fever,” Charlie says she (platonically) loves the Winchesters 

and Dean replies, “I know.” Shifting her from the receptive to the declarative position 

puts Charlie in an unequivocal hierarchy; she may be more heroically cool than most 

people, but she is no equal to the Winchesters.  

Ironically, the homosexual identity that is most responsible for allowing Charlie 

to try on masculine characteristics is also her heroic downfall. Although Charlie survives 

her final episode, 9.11 “Slumber Party,” she unceremoniously chooses to leave the 

primary reality of Supernatural to go adventuring in the fairy realm of Oz with a woman 

she had met only earlier that day. Though any sexual attraction between Charlie and 

Dorothy is strictly subtextual, the implication drives home Supernatural’s assertion that 

monogamous pair bonding disqualifies characters from the heroic male ego ideal. 

Dorothy is Charlie’s disruptive woman and, without a familial bond to overrule the 

romantic one, Charlie falls out of the narrative frame swiftly and completely. 

Coincidentally, the very next episode, 9.11 “Sharp Teeth,” details the similar dismissal of 

the Winchesters’ occasional hunting buddy Garth after he gets married. Both Charlie and 

Garth are male failures unable to live up to the example of the Winchesters. Their 

symbolic deaths removing them from the narrative are quiet and non-violent compared to 

those of many women described in this chapter, but they are equally as important to the 

deification of the Winchesters as the male ego ideal as any plot point. Although Charlie 

Bradbury comes the closest of all the female characters to overcoming the gender barrier 

on heroism in Supernatural, she still falls very far short of it. Like the other “strong” 

female characters, Charlie never achieves parity with the Winchesters, always a helpmeet 

and sidekick rather than a true partner.  
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Conclusion 

De Lauretis (1984) suggests that texts like Supernatural are designed “toward 

seducing women into femininity.”123 The femininity outlined by all four categories of 

characterization described above is both coherent and univocal in the reduction of 

femaleness to essentialist sexual and maternal functions; as suits the rapacious need to 

prove the heterosexuality of the male heroes, there is heavy emphasis on the former. In 

the end, “strong” female characters are no different from damsels in distress, women in 

fridges, and disruptive women; all female characters are written explicitly and 

exclusively for the Winchesters and the development of the male ego ideal. Women on 

Supernatural are always defined by their relationships with Sam and Dean, and these 

relationships invariably shore up the Winchesters’ characterization as the sole 

embodiment of heroic masculinity. In short, Supernatural’s depiction of femaleness is 

one of simultaneous opposition and subordination to maleness.  

• Femaleness exists in relation to maleness, entering and exiting the narrative as 

suits the male characters’ needs. 

• Femaleness is an essential reduction of reproductive potential, either as a sexual 

object for male appetites or as a maternal nurturer. There is little to no overlap 

between these categories. 

• Femaleness is often the harbinger of predation and pain as a necessary part of the 

heterosexual script that demands male characters be powerful and valiant saviors. 

• Femaleness symbolizes and embodies the social domestication that the hero must 

deny himself in order to remain heroic. 
                                                
123 P. 85. 



 125 

• Femaleness is the harbinger of predation and pain while maleness is the 

prerequisite for power and agency. Women are weak and vulnerable victims while 

men are strong and valiant saviors; women die while men survive.  

• Any threat individual female characters pose to this paradigm and the 

Winchesters’ narrative is swiftly punished with actual or symbolic victimization 

and death.  

This last point is particularly true of the three women who transgress gender norms, 

monsters in the sense that they threaten normality.124 As it is presented in Supernatural, 

normality consists in part of innate sex-gender division between men and women and 

compulsory heterosexuality. Jo and Bela refuse to comply with the heterosexual script 

they are meant to follow and instead masquerade as male. Charlie’s sexuality precludes 

her participation the heterosexual script altogether, which ironically makes her 

monstrosity less threatening because she was, according to contemporary ideological 

standards,125 born a monster (lesbian) rather than aspiring to become one. The threats 

these three women constitute are resolved by their narrative marginalization (appearing in 

very few episodes), heroic failure (often made victims or incompetents in need of 

Winchester intervention), and finally erasure either in death or dismissal. The 

unequivocal and often violent defeat of their respective challenges to norms of gender do 

just as much if not more to buttress Supernatural’s overarching ideology as do “correct” 

performances of gender. In fact, as the next chapter will detail, the narrative fates of 

                                                
124 Fife Donaldson, 2011, p. 26. 

125 Amy-Chinn, 2012, p. 64; p. 68.  
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monsters like Jo, Bela, and Charlie are crucial to the construction of Supernatural’s 

representations of idealized maleness and femaleness. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Monstrousness 
 

 
Fantastical texts such as Supernatural appeal to audiences in part because, 

“[r]elieved of any obligation to verisimilitude, they afford exploration of the purely 

speculative.”1 As the previous two chapters have illustrated, there are models of right 

maleness (the Winchesters) and right femaleness (the essential women), and there are 

men and women who fail to live up to these models and are derided and punished 

accordingly. These models are built on the precept of binary biological sexes that form 

the cornerstone of human identity and presage a gendered model of right behavior. The 

key idea in that precept is human. Human men are meant to act a certain way; human 

women are meant to act in a certain other way. Supernatural is a particularly interesting 

text in which to investigate norms of gender identity because of its many inhuman 

characters that must be situated in conversation with the representations of right maleness 

and femaleness. Though there are many inhuman species in Supernatural, the three 

analyzed in this chapter – angels, demons, and fans – were chosen because they are well 

represented by a variety of recurring characters in multiple contexts.  

It may seem odd to group together angels, demons, and fans under the category of 

inhuman, let alone to also call them monstrous. Critic Robin Wood’s theory of the genre 

of horror that informs much of the plot structure of Supernatural states that it is a 

dramatization of the repression of the monstrous that threatens the paradigms of 

                                                
1 Gwenllian-Jones 2002a, p. 85. 
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normality.2 Kristeva’s concept of the abject, “that which ‘disturbs identity, system, 

order’” by disregarding hegemonic norms,3 is helpful in defining the monstrous. Creed 

(1993) explains, 

The place of the abject is ‘the place where meaning collapses,’ the place 
where ‘I’ am not. The abject threatens life; it must be ‘radically excluded’ 
from the place of the living subject, propelled away from the body and 
deposited on the other side of an imaginary border which separates the self 
from that which threatens the self. Although the subject must exclude the 
abject, the abject must, nevertheless, be tolerated for that which threatens 
to destroy life also helps to define life. Further, the activity of exclusion is 
necessary to guarantee that the subject take up his/her proper place in 
relation to the symbolic. […] The concept of a border is central to the 
construction of the monstrous in the horror film; that which crosses or 
threatens to cross the ‘border’ is abject. Although the specific nature of the 
border changes from film to film, the function of the monstrous remains 
the same—to bring about an encounter between the symbolic order and 
that which threatens its stability.4 

In every interaction Sam and Dean have with monsters, Supernatural reiterates this 

border between the social order they defend and what it must be defended against. As 

Wood describes the role of heroes in horror situations, “The characters […] are valued 

precisely according to their potential to distinguish themselves from the [monsters], their 

ability to demonstrate that the [monsters] are not ‘us’.”5 Much of the narrative of 

Supernatural is “a discourse of the monstrous” that incites “a ritual of boundary guarding 

through which the civic monster is named, repudiated, and, finally, staked.”6 Considering 

how essential binary gender identity and performance is to the primary narrative of the 

Winchesters’ heroism and the content of the previous two chapters, it comes as no 
                                                
2 Fife Donaldson, 2011, p. 24. 

3 Creed, 1993, p. 8. 

4 P. 9; p. 11. 

5 Qtd. in Fife Donaldson, 2011, p. 27. 

6 Ingebretsen, 1998, p. 91. 
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surprise that the abject and monstrous in Supernatural is situated in gender trouble which 

is exhibited in angels, demons, and fans alike.  

Though fantastical texts offer opportunity to go beyond the limits of reality, 

Supernatural does not do so when it comes when it comes to the non-human. Humanly 

sexed bodies and gender expectations do not exist in the native forms of both angels and 

demons. Nonetheless, they are personified with gender, both in the bodies they occupy 

onscreen and the rhetorical and narrative constructions around them, “making gender 

roles and expectations central to how humans interact with non-human (usually also 

interpreted as less-than-human) entities.”7 This is not uncommon; writing about 

engendered forms and functions of non-human entities in science fiction, Schwartzman 

(1999) observes, “In strange (but perhaps not quite brave) new worlds, sexual identity 

and the social roles associated with it remain surprisingly familiar.”8  

In Supernatural, “the separation of the human and non-human (abject)” in order 

to codify the correct forms of “our identities and societies”9 depends on enforcing the 

gender binary and castigating those who resist. Because they all “look like people, not 

otherworldly monsters,” the definition of Supernatural’s monsters and their fates reflects 

back on humanity their deepest fears about the instability of gender norms.10  The good 

and evil divide between angels and demons is inscribed along lines of gender 

expectations. Angels are monsters by their inhuman, non-binary nature, but some are 

                                                
7 Schwartzman, 1999, p. 76.  

8 P. 77. 

9 Boyer, 2011, 26. 

10 Fife Donaldson, 2011, p. 26. 
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redeemed by their interest in learning to abide by human gender norms. Demons are also 

monsters by nature, and they confirm their monstrosity by shunning those norms.  

Fans are perhaps the most interesting inhuman species considered, as the majority 

are technically human but, like angels and demons, exist outside of the normative gender 

binary. Supernatural is somewhat unique in its overt metanarrative of having the events 

of the show disseminated and consumed as entertainment within the narrative reality, 

which allows it to offer a representation of the show’s fandom within the text itself. Like 

the three female characters who transgress gender norms as described in Chapter 2, fans 

as Supernatural represents them do not fulfill the gender performances demanded by 

their sexed human bodies. Yet where Jo, Bela, and Charlie are framed in terms of the 

female model they flout, fans are framed in terms of monstrosity. Instead of individual 

punishment for not living up to the demands of the human sex-gender binary, the 

narrative collectively excommunicates fans from proper humanity.  

 
Angels 

Angels are the best case for describing how the definition of monstrosity in 

Supernatural is defined not in terms of inhumanity per se but in terms of defiance of 

normative sex-gender paradigms. Angels are celestial beings with variable native forms 

that cannot be perceived by humans. A psychic trying to communicate with Castiel has 

her eyes burned away by the sight of his true form,11 and Michael kills all the humans in 

a bar with his mere presence.12 Although they address and refer to each other by the 

terms “brother” and “sister,” it is unclear if angels natively conceive of themselves as 

                                                
11 4.01 “Lazarus Rising” 

12 5.18 “Point of No Return” 
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sexed and if they have a concept analogous to human gender. It is possible that this is 

merely a rough translation from the angelic language of Enochian into English 

terminology. Like their true forms, angels’ true voices are dangerous to humans, and the 

vast majority perceives angelic voices as only a high-pitched shriek that can shatter glass. 

Additionally, angels are able to speak telepathically across distances.13 This ability 

translates into a partial ability to read human minds14 and communicate with humans 

through humanoid avatars in dreams.15 All of angels’ extrahuman abilities come from 

their grace, the animating spark of being equivalent to a human’s soul that has been 

described as a kind of “energy” that binds the angel to Heaven and its true form.16  

Angel society is a strictly regimented, quasi-military hierarchy that demands 

perfect obedience in accordance to station on pain of death. Although they have the 

capacities for emotion and critical reasoning, angels must repress those traits that are 

considered dangerous to their purpose. According to Raphael, an archangel in charge of 

the Host of Heaven in God’s absence, “They’re soldiers. They weren’t built for freedom. 

They were built to follow.”17 When Dean expresses affront that angels are not what he 

imagined, – “I thought angels were supposed to be guardians. Fluffy wings, halos—you 

know, Michael Landon. Not dicks” – Castiel replies shortly, “Read the Bible. Angels are 

warriors of God. I’m a soldier.”18 When Dean accuses angels of being “some heartless 

                                                
13 4.09 “I Know What You Did Last Summer” 

14 5.14 “My Bloody Valentine”  

15 4.02 “Are You There, God? It’s Me, Dean Winchester,” 4.10 “Heaven and Hell,” 5.01 “Sympathy for the 
Devil,” 5.03 “Free to Be You and Me,” 5.13 “The Song Remains the Same,” and 5.18 “Point of No Return”   

16 4.10 “Heaven and Hell” 

17 6.20 “The Man Who Would Be King” 

18 4.02 “Are You There, God? It’s Me, Dean Winchester” 
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sons of bitches,” Castiel agrees, “As a matter of fact, we are. And?”19 Extraordinarily 

long-lived, angels were forbidden from manifesting on Earth for much of human history 

and simply watched over God’s “favorites” from afar.20 As previously noted, angels can 

manifest in human vessels, but these vessels must be genetically compatible with the 

angel and must give consent. Once an angel has possession of a human body, the body 

seems to change to mimic its inhabitant’s otherworldliness.21  

When first introduced in Season 4, angels are assumed from their reputation in the 

Judeo-Christian tradition to be allies to the Winchesters. How individual angels’ 

characterizations develop from that point depends on their relationships with the 

Winchesters and their goals, and is always represented in gender constructions and 

connotations. This section will look at three different development arcs, beginning with 

those angels who end up undisputed monsters according to the definition given above. 

This group of angels, represented by the three distinct angelic personalities of Zachariah, 

Uriel, and the archangel Raphael, are defined by their disdain for humanity and desire to 

bring about the Apocalypse, traits whose development is mirrored by increasing gender 

trouble. 

All three angels chosen to represent the apocalyptic faction disparage humans, 

particularly Sam and Dean’s humanity and their status as the male ego ideal. Zachariah 

expresses revulsion for human bodies, saying, “I had no interest in popping down here 

into one of these smelly things,” but the failures of other angels made his intervention 

                                                
19 4.10 “Heaven and Hell” 

20 4.10 “Heaven and Hell” and 5.13 “The Song Remains the Same.” Quote from 4.16 “On the Head of a 
Pin”  

21 Castiel has said in 6.03 “The Third Man” that the blood in his human vessel does not qualify for a ritual 
requiring human blood.  
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“necessary.”22 He then gripes about being “down on the ground, in the mud, nose to nose 

with all you pig-filthy humans.”23 When Dean argues with Zachariah, he is outraged a 

human would dare to impose his opinion on an angel when he is “nothing but a maggot 

inside of a worm’s ass.”24 Similarly, Uriel calls the Winchesters “mud monkeys” and 

describes humans as “savages, just plumbing on two legs.”25 He also complains about 

being made to obey “rules that make no sense” but oblige angels to care for humanity, 

which he calls “[t]his whining, puking larva” that God inexplicably favors over the 

obedient Host of Heaven.26 Zachariah and Uriel ultimately serve Raphael, one of the two 

archangels left in charge of Heaven during the first five seasons of Supernatural. Raphael 

dislikes the order of the universe that leaves angels responsible for the mortal world. As 

Raphael tells Dean, “We’re tired. We just want it to be over. We just want paradise,” and 

he believes that the culmination of the prophesied Apocalypse will result in this 

paradise.27 As the Apocalypse that he, Zachariah, and Uriel desire to bring to fulfillment 

requires Sam and Dean to forfeit their bodies as vessels of Lucifer and Michael and the  

raze of humanity from the Earth, this sets Raphael’s angelic faction in opposition to the 

heroes of Supernatural, making them antagonists. 

 

                                                
22 4.17 “It’s a Terrible Life” 

23 5.18 “Point of No Return” 

24 5.18 “Point of No Return” 

25 4.07 “It’s the Great Pumpkin, Sam Winchester” 

26 4.16 “On the Head of a Pin” 

27 5.03 “Free to Be You and Me” 
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Figure 19. Uriel is indifferent to the Winchesters’ morality (4.07 “It’s the Great Pumpkin, 
Sam Winchester”).  

 

 

Figure 20. Zachariah attempts to coerce the Winchesters into abandoning themselves to 
the angels’ designs for the Apocalypse (4.17 “It’s a Terrible Life”).  
 



 135 

Nothing that makes these angels antagonists has to do with gender identity, but 

gender identity has everything to do with making them monsters. According to the 

description of monstrosity given in the introduction to this chapter, monsters are 

rhetorically constructed. As Ingebretsen (1998) explains, “One makes a monster through 

a politics of alienation: deny, repudiate, and dis-nominate.”28 In other words, the nature 

of monstrosity needs to be defined, rhetorically proven to reside in a particular entity, and 

then that monster must be destroyed. The creators of Supernatural define monstrosity 

almost exclusively through gender construction and/or destruction. All three apocalyptic 

angels initially manifest in male bodies and are referred to with masculine pronouns; their 

gender identities start out as stable as they can be for sexless angels. Over time, however, 

their masculinity comes into conflict with the Winchesters’ masculinity, they are 

redefined as monsters, and their gender construction ultimately breaks down as a result.  

Zachariah, attempting to persuade Sam and Dean’s half-brother Adam to side 

with the apocalyptic angels, denies their heroic identity and particularly their 

heterosexual masculinity: “You know you can’t trust them, right? You know Sam and 

Dean Winchester are psychotically, irrationally, erotically codependent on each other, 

right?”29 As was explained in Chapter 1, Sam and Dean’s close fraternal relationship is 

not only an integral part of their characterization but an integral part of their heroic 

potential. By casting doubt on that relationship, particularly with the compounded taboo 

of incestuous homosexuality, Zachariah proves himself in opposition to the social norms 

the Winchesters both embody and champion. As he opposes the Winchesters and 

                                                
28 P. 99.  

29 5.18 “Point of No Return” 
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repeatedly loses, Zachariah also loses the markers of masculine success, essentially 

becoming feminized. As he takes out his anger on the Winchesters in the form of physical 

blows, Zachariah rails,  

I was on the fast track once. Employee of the month, every month, 
forever. I would walk these halls and people would avert their eyes! I had 
respect! And then they assigned me you. Now look at me. I can’t close the 
deal on a couple of flannel-wearing maggots? Everybody’s laughing at 
me, and they’re right to do it. So, say yes, don’t say yes; I’m still going to 
take it out of your asses. It’s personal now, boys, and the last person in the 
history of creation you want as your enemy is me.30 

In saying that he can destroy them, Zachariah asserts his angelic version of masculinity is 

superior to the Winchesters’ human masculinity as an extension of his belief in angels’ 

superiority over humans. However, the narrative quickly proves him wrong. An emissary 

of God interrupts his attack on the Winchesters to insist that he must leave them alone; 

Zachariah is forced to leave in disgrace, his masculinity proclaimed lesser than the 

Winchesters’ by literal divine intervention.31 Shortly thereafter, Dean kills Zachariah with 

an angel blade.32 By having a Winchester destroy an angelic version of masculinity with 

a phallic symbol of angelic privilege and power, the creators reiterate Sam and Dean’s 

status and the suspect nature of Zachariah’s inhuman masculinity. Zachariah’s “status as 

[a] failed social project” in a new vision of maleness reaffirms the “appropriateness and 

correctness” of Sam and Dean’s gendered embodiment of the male ego ideal.33 

Where Zachariah’s gender trouble is implied through his attacks on the human 

male ego ideal, Uriel and Raphael’s gender troubles are more overt. Uriel is a “specialist” 

                                                
30 5.16 “Dark Side of the Moon” 

31 5.16 “Dark Side of the Moon” 

32 5.18 “Point of No Return” 

33 Ingebretsen, 1998, p. 104. 
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who takes great pleasure in razing human towns. The Winchesters oppose his intention to 

“wipe out a whole town for one little witch,” and Dean accuses him of “compensating for 

something,” implying that Uriel is less than a real man in phallic terms.34 After these 

initial clashes, Uriel and the Winchesters get into an argument over the fate of the fallen 

angel Anna.35 When Uriel is disgusted that Dean had sex with Anna, Dean retorts, “What 

do you care? You’re junkless down there, right? Like a Ken doll?”36 In Supernatural, 

gonadal configuration is the dividing line between human men and women’s sexed and 

gendered identities, and maleness is intimately associated with aggressive and obsessive 

sex urges. Dean accusing Uriel of being utterly not-male in this manner is the equivalent 

of accusing him of being a monster in the terms of human social norms. 

It should be made clear that this accusation means almost nothing to an angel, as 

their biology and social norms differ widely from those of humanity. Given the disgust 

with which angels like Uriel view humans, he likely takes pride in the dissimilarities of 

native physiology and appetites. The point is that the Winchesters, as the heroes in 

Supernatural’s narrative reality, get to define what is human and what is monstrously 

not-human. The rhetoric associated with the monsters in Sueprnatural, whether from their 

own lips as in Zachariah’s case or from the Winchesters in Uriel’s, shows that dyadic 

sex-gender identities are essential to delineating what is human and what is not. All 

angels are biologically sexless according to human definitions, but that trait is 

                                                
34 4.07 “It’s the Great Pumpkin, Sam Winchester” 

35 Anna’s character arc will be analyzed more fully later in this section. 

36 4.10 “Heaven and Hell.” Junkless is an epithet Dean favors for angels that do not adequately support his 
and Sam’s goals; he calls Uriel by that title as they continue to clash over Anna (4.10 “Heaven and Hell”), 
berates Castiel for being a “junkless sissy” when Castiel loses hope that they can avert the Apocalypse 
(5.22 “Swan Song”), and refers to all angels as junkless when there is no Heavenly aid forthcoming in the 
Winchesters’ fight against Leviathans (7.21 “Reading Is Fundamental”). 
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discursively elevated in those angels who are denoted as monstrous. As other angels’ 

character arcs will show, inhuman sexlessness can be minimized when the angel is not 

antagonistic to the Winchesters and human norms.  

Raphael, perhaps in proportion to his status in angelic hierarchy, is subject to the 

most obvious gender trouble. Raphael is referred to with masculine pronouns and his first 

vessel is male. Though he renders the possessed man catatonic,37 Raphael continues to 

use this vessel until another angel transmogrifies it into a pillar of salt,38 at which point 

Raphael is forced to seek out a second vessel. This second vessel, first seem when 

Raphael hunts the Winchesters down in order to force them into consenting to possession 

Lucifer and Michael, is female. The Winchesters’ contemptuous response – “Nice meat 

suit. Dude looks like a lady”39 – underscores the narrative implication that antagonists’ 

monstrosity is either symbolized by or situated in a lack of a fixed sex-gender identity. 

Considering that not all vessels are equally compatible and durable to a given angel, there 

is also a reflexive implication that the original male vessel that was partially destroyed by 

Raphael’s usage, despite correlating with Raphael’s preferred pronouns, did not correlate 

especially well with Raphael’s true self.  

The difficulty of Raphael’s lack of definitive sex is reiterated and emphasized in 

6.22 “The Man Who Knew Too Much.” Having increased his antagonism to the 

Winchesters by joining forces with the demon king Crowley, Raphael’s gender confusion 

increases as well. With a female face and a female voice, he refers to himself as Castiel’s  

                                                
37 5.03 “Free to Be You and Me” 

38 6.03 “The Third Man” 

39 6.15 “The French Mistake.” The term “meat suit” is more associated with demons than with angels. 
Because demons are more automatically associated with failed humanity than are angels, the code 
switching here reinforces the idea that Raphael’s visible gender trouble correlates with his monstrosity. 
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Figure 21. Raphael’s original vessel matches his established male identity (5.03 “Free to 
Be You and Me”). 

 

 

Figure 22. Raphael’s monstrosity manifests most dramatically in his transition into a 
female vessel (6.15 “The French Mistake”). 
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brother, a deliberate dissonance on the part of Supernatural’s creators. Crowley pointedly 

vacillates over pronouns, first saying, “You know, Castiel, you’ve said all sorts of 

shameful, appalling, scatological things about Raphael. I’ve found him—her to be really 

quite reasonable,” and immediately afterward, “She—he has offered me protection 

against all comers.” That even Crowley, an erstwhile nemesis to the Winchesters and a 

gender monster himself (see this chapter, “Demons”), can mock Raphael for claiming a 

male identity while having a female vessel indicates just how central gender troubles are 

to monstrosity. Shortly thereafter, Castiel kills Raphael and explodes his female vessel, 

destroying both the entity and the symbol of non-binary gender characterization. 

With Zacharaiah, Uriel, and Raphael, their inhumanity with regard to sex-gender 

identity was made the crux of their monstrosity. Although all angels share this trait, not 

all angels are monsters, or at least not permanently and irredeemably so. For example, 

speculating on whether Gabriel, an archangel in self-imposed exile from Heaven, will 

ally with the Winchesters against the apocalyptic faction of angels, Sam points out that 

he’s “a Hugh Hefner type” who particularly enjoys sex with human women.40 Gabriel is 

noted for his fondness of passing messages to the Winchesters and their allies by 

inserting himself into pornographic films and speaking to the camera before applying 

himself to the scantily clad women sharing the scene.41 Although his native self is 

inhuman and sexless, Gabriel’s disarticulation from the passionlessly obedient ideal of 

angelic personality and his voracious and masculine sexual appetites appropriate to his 

human form protect him from the accusation of monstrosity. Creating monstrosity 

                                                
40 5.08 “Changing Channels” 

41 5.19 “Hammer of the Gods” and 9.18 “Meta Fiction” 



 141 

through the discourse of gender trouble allows ambiguity in inhumanity, “licensing 

otherwise transgressive energies in limited,” mitigated instances.42 The other two angels 

considered in this analysis, Anna and Castiel, also exploit this loophole that tolerates 

distinction between inhumanity and monstrosity.  

One way that the native sex-gender difficulty of angels can be overcome is 

through rejection of the angelic identity, as Anna Milton does. She is unique among the 

angels in Supernatural in that she is purposefully fallen. For millennia, Anna was a 

member of the same angelic garrison as Uriel and Castiel and their superior, but she 

began to question whether the rule of Heaven was just and eventually defected. As 

human souls are detachable from bodies and minds under extraordinary circumstances, so 

is an angel’s grace, at which point the angel falls from Heaven. Anna describes the pain 

of excising her grace as analogous to “cutting your kidney out with a butter knife.”43 The 

Winchesters are shocked that she would willingly submit herself to that ordeal only to 

lose her angelic powers, invite the hatred of her former compatriots, and join the mortal, 

“miserable bastards” on Earth. In response, Anna argues that the human experiences of 

“loyalty, forgiveness, [and] love” are worth the sacrifice, and when that fails to convince 

them, she plays the trump card of sex, which the Winchesters acknowledge as indeed 

worth it.44 While a fallen angel lacks a soul and is therefore not technically human, it will 

manifest in a human body through conception rather than through possession of a vessel 

                                                
42 Ingebretsen, 1998, p. 97.   

43 4.10 “Heaven and Hell” 

44 4.10 “Heaven and Hell” 
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Figure 23. The pinnacle of Anna’s imitation of correct femaleness (4.10 “Heaven and 
Hell”). 

 

and quickly lose its memories of its previous existence. Giving up her sexless angelic 

form and experiences for a mortal life in a human body and explicitly stating that human 

sexuality was a primary incentive in her decision makes Anna the closest to a human an 

inhuman being can be in Supernatural, both literally and in the symbolic language of 

inhuman monstrosity.  

Anna’s allegiance with the Winchesters is expressly articulated in her expression 

of human femininity. When she first meets Sam and Dean, Anna instantly recognizes 

them and says she has heard the angels discussing whether the Winchesters “can help 

save us.”45 This utterance, along with the fact that the Winchesters are searching for Anna 

to keep her safe from the demons hunting her, shows Anna’s willingness to play by the 

rules of human femaleness as expressed in the damsel in distress identity (see Chapter 2). 

                                                
45 4.09 “I Know What You Did Last Summer” 
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The sexual aspects of this identity are reinforced when she effuses that Dean is “the 

Dean” with the same inflection Lisa uses to describe Dean as the “best night of [her] life” 

in 3.02 “The Kids Are Alright,” and more obviously when she has sex with him.46 Anna’s 

dedication to human femininity comes to culmination when Dean betrays her to the 

angels who want to punish her for her defection. She instantly understands that he was 

given the choice of giving up either her or Sam for execution and “did the best [he] 

could,” and forgives him. By recognizing and respecting the importance of the 

Winchesters’ fraternal bond at the expense of her relationship with Dean and possibly 

even her life, Anna becomes the epitome of Supernatural’s idealized femininity of 

complete subordination to the heroic male ego ideal.  

When Anna stops subordinating herself to the Winchesters, her gender identity 

deteriorates and she becomes a monster. The transition begins when Anna regains her 

grace. Though she does so only in order to save Sam and Dean from a demon,47 the 

reclamation of her angelic powers negates her humanly gendered identity as a damsel in 

distress. In a theme that will be explored in greater detail later in this chapter, power 

corrupts Anna’s femininity. She takes the Winchesters’ quest to stop the Apocalypse into 

her own hands in 5.13 “The Song Remains the Same” and decides that the elimination of 

Sam, Lucifer’s vessel, from the playing field will scupper the prophesied battle between 

Lucifer and Michael. Not only does Anna’s determination to destroy Sam contradict her 

earlier recognition of the fraternal aspect crucial to the Winchesters’ heroism, it rejects 

the Winchesters’ role as the protagonists of the narrative. As this is the core tenet of their 

                                                
46 4.10 “Heaven and Hell” 

47 4.10 “Heaven and Hell” 
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characterization, repudiating it makes Anna an antagonist to not only the Winchesters, 

but to the very narrative structure of Supernatural as well. Where Raphael and his 

minions experienced gender trouble for his antagonism, Anna is the recipient of complete 

gender erasure, referred to as a genderless “it” instead of by her overtly feminine identity. 

In proportion to her crimes against the narrative norms of the male ego ideal, Anna’s 

descent into monstrosity is both swift and short lived. She dies an ignoble death, a traitor 

to Heaven and humanity alike, burned to ash from the inside out so there was nothing 

left, angel or vessel, of the offensive creature she had become.   

The other strategy for an angel to avoid gender monstrosity is through imitation of 

the male ego ideal as embodied in the Winchesters. For obvious reasons, this approach is 

only accessible to those angels with a stable male identity; for an ostensibly female angel 

such as Anna to imitate the male ego ideal would defy the human gender norm of strict 

delineation between maleness and femaleness, making her a gender monster 

automatically. One angel who uses this imitation strategy to great effect is Castiel. Not 

coincidentally, Castiel is also the longest recurring angel character on Supernatural; he 

first appears in episode 4.01 “Lazarus Rising” as the angel who rescued Dean from his 

forty year stint in Hell and, despite four deaths,48 survives at least to the end of Season 9. 

Also not coincidentally, Castiel’s affinity for humanity begins immediately 

following the confrontation between the Winchesters and Uriel over the fate of a small 

human town that will soon become overrun with demons, with the Winchesters resolute  

                                                
48 Raphael disintegrates Castiel and his vessel (4.22 “Lucifer Rising”) and an unknown entity presumed to 
be God resurrects him (5.01 “Sympathy for the Devil”); Lucifer explodes Castiel and he is resurrected 
immediately, likely by the same entity (5.22 “Swan Song”); Leviathans overpower and devour Castiel and 
his vessel from the inside out (7.02 “Hello, Cruel World”) and he is restored with total memory loss by the 
entity assumed to be God (7.17 “The Born-Again Identity”); a reaper stabs a nearly human Castiel to death 
and the angel Gadreel heals and resuscitates him (9.03 “I’m No Angel”).  
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Figure 24. Castiel’s arrival is first met with hostility from the Winchesters, but he soon 
becomes an avid pupil of their heroic masculinity (4.01 “Lazarus Rising”). 
 

that they can defuse the threat and save the town and Uriel insistent on razing the 

community to eliminate the threat.49 As previously noted, this confrontation is typical of 

the clash between the norms of humans and angels, pitting the Winchesters’ idealized 

masculinity against repressive inhumanity, and Uriel becomes the object of 

Supernatural’s discourse of gender monstrosity. Although Castiel is ostensibly on Uriel’s 

side, the future slated for him by the show creators keeps him from becoming a target for 

this discourse; the worst he receives is the accusation that he is “a hammer,” just a blunt 

instrument blindly obeying another entity’s dictates. Later, Castiel expressly distances 

himself from at least the apocalyptic faction, if not yet from angels altogether, and allies 

himself with humanity and the Winchesters. He does so in three ways, first by admitting 

that he has “doubts” about his orders from Heaven. This suggests Castiel is willing to 

                                                
49 4.07 “It’s the Great Pumpkin, Sam Winchester” 
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deviate from the standard of obedience demanded of an angel. As Anna’s story line 

shows, this kind of skepticism can lead to disobedience and, ultimately, a facsimile 

humanity.50 Second, Castiel implies the natural superiority of humans over angels. Where 

Uriel and his ilk despise humanity and their obligation to be humanity’s caretakers, 

Castiel calls humans “works of art” and rebukes Uriel for coming “close to blasphemy” 

with his eagerness for the Apocalypse and the annihilation of humanity that comes with 

it.51 Finally, Castiel acknowledges the Winchesters’ narrative status as the heroic male 

ego ideal. As the Apocalypse comes to culmination, Castiel says, Sam and Dean will be 

the ones making the difficult decisions about the fate of all beings and admits, “I don’t 

envy the weight that’s on your shoulders.”52 In contrast to the apocalyptic angels who 

resent the Winchesters’ power of determination, Castiel both recognizes the Winchesters’ 

right to that power and refuses any share of it, effectively recognizing them as heroic 

protagonists and himself as a secondary character.  

This self-awareness allows Castiel to become something of an apprentice to the 

Winchesters in how to be a human male hero, and he generally succeeds in the imitation. 

As has already been mentioned, Castiel repeatedly dies and is resurrected, an element of 

the Winchesters’ heroism that is rare in other characters (see Chapter 1, “Narrative 

Characterization”). This apprenticeship is explicitly stated only in Season 853 but is 

evident from Season 4. Once Castiel’s sympathies for the Winchesters become apparent, 

                                                
50 4.10 “Heaven and Hell.” In 4.16 “On the Head of a Pin,” Castiel first rejects Anna’s urging that he rebel 
against Heaven but later goes to her for guidance, reiterating the correlation between disobedience and 
angels who would prefer to be human. 

51 4.07 “It’s the Great Pumpkin, Sam Winchester” 

52 Castiel reiterates the sentiment in 4.16 “On the Head of a Pin.” 

53 8.08 “Hunteri Heroici” 
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Heaven tightens Castiel’s leash by putting him under Uriel’s command.54 However, 

Castiel continues to prioritize the Winchesters’ needs over his orders, notably when he 

flouts a non-intervention policy and helps Dean prevent Sam from making a deal with a 

particularly powerful demon by giving him privileged information about Heaven’s 

response protocols so Dean can incite an archangel to attack the demon.55 The last straw 

comes when Castiel decides to inform Dean that Sam is Lucifer’s true vessel. The 

archangels know that Dean will not consent to Michael if he knows this, and they forcibly 

retrieve Castiel from his vessel for reindoctrination in the obedience required of angels.56 

Though this initially works and Castiel is abruptly cold and distant with the Winchesters, 

Dean quickly convinces Castiel to rebel again, to the point that he knowingly sacrifices 

himself in an unwinnable contest against an archangel to buy Dean time.57  

After he is resurrected, Castiel continues to look to the Winchesters for cues and 

the example of correct maleness they embody. He credits them with showing him “how 

to stand up,”58 and in turn, considers himself beholden to “bleed for the Winchesters,”59 

whether literally or figuratively, whenever they require. Castiel’s dedication to serving 

the heroic male ego ideal is so complete that Dean considers him an excellent substitute 

for Sam during their estrangements. In 5.03 “Free to Be You and Me,” when the 

Winchesters had split up due to Sam’s indiscretions with Ruby, (see this chapter, 

                                                
54 4.16 “On the Head of a Pin”  

55 4.18 “The Monster at the End of This Book” 

56 The repatriation and reeducation occurs in 4.20 “The Rapture” and referenced in 4.21 “When the Levee 
Breaks,” but the truth is not revealed until 4.22 “Lucifer Rising.”  

57 For the first time in 4.22 “Lucifer Rising” and again in 5.22 “Swan Song.”  

58 6.20 “The Man Who Would Be King” 

59 7.21 “Reading is Fundamental” 
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“Demons”) Dean tells Castiel that he is happy for the first time “in years” in Castiel’s 

company.  Similarly, in 8.10 “Torn and Frayed,” Sam is considering whether to leave 

hunting to be with Amelia again and Dean declares that he and Castiel “don’t need Sam.” 

Cas, however, still in tune with the mechanics of the male ego ideal of Supernatural, 

insists on including Sam, and the episode ends with the Winchesters recommitting to 

each other and hunting. This is a crucial aspect of Castiel’s characterization. In 

functioning as Dean’s partner during these estrangements, Castiel proves that his 

performance of male humanity is superior to any other inhuman character’s performance. 

At the same time, Castiel demonstrates an acceptance that he is fundamentally incapable 

of embodying the human male ego ideal. If Castiel tried to usurp Sam’s role in Dean’s 

life, he would be attempting to dissolve the fraternal bond that helps establish their 

heroism (see Chapter 1) and thus be an antagonist. By pushing Sam and Dean back 

together in 8.10 “Torn and Frayed” in spite of their protests, Castiel shows that he is an 

ally of the male ego ideal, perhaps even a better ally than are the Winchesters themselves.  

In fact, Castiel’s deference to male ego ideal is so excellent that his native 

inhumanity must be reiterated regularly in order to keep him from becoming a hero. To 

maintain the status quo that elevates Sam and Dean as the sole embodiments of the male 

ego ideal, the creators must prove that, “[w]hile the male ego ideal may be a ‘model’ with 

which the subject [Castiel] identifies and to which [he] aspires,” that model is always 

“something to which the subject is never adequate.”60 The creators of Supernatural do 

this by keeping Castiel’s innate inhumanity a central aspect of his characterization, which 

in turn prevents him from embodying the human male ego ideal. One of the most 

                                                
60 Neale, 1983, p. 7. 
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repeated ways the creators accomplish this is by making Cas, in spite of his presence for 

the whole of human history, overwhelmingly ignorant of pop culture references and 

unable to intuitively grasp metaphorical, sarcastic, and other varieties of non-literal 

utterances. For instance, when Castiel calls himself the Winchesters’ third wheel and Sam 

tries to tell him “that’s not a good thing,” Castiel refuses to entertain the notion, pointing 

out, “A third wheel adds extra grip, greater stability.”61 This inability to communicate 

with the Winchesters as they do between themselves and with other human characters 

marks out Castiel as inhuman, though not monstrous.  

References to Castiel’s inhuman native form are another tactic the creators use to 

distinguish between his maleness and the male ego ideal. Along with Zachariah, Castiel 

is one of the small percentage of angelic characters on Supernatural who describes his 

true form. He does so twice, first as a “multidimensional wavelength of celestial intent”62 

and second as the dimensional estimation that he is the size of the Chrysler Building.63 It 

should be noted that both of these descriptions come within four episodes of each other 

during a season when Castiel betrays the Winchesters and allies with the demon Crowley 

in order to gain control over Heaven. It is not coincidence that these reminders of 

Castiel’s fundamental inhumanity coincide with a storyline that establishes Castiel as the 

Winchesters’ antagonist. He is never directly rhetorically inscribed as a gender monster, 

however, because he continually reviles Crowley’s monstrosity64 and eventually returns 

                                                
61 8.08 “Hunteri Heroici” 

62 6.03 “The Third Man” 

63 6.07 “Family Matters” 

64 In 6.21 “Let it Bleed,” another angel asks Castiel if he is “in flagrante with the King of Hades” and then, 
in discussion with the Winchesters, likens Castiel’s association with Crowley to a troubled “marriage.” 
Though these utterances imply a homosexual component to the relationship, the overall tenor of the 
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to the Winchesters’ fold. Castiel does suffers a brief bout of gender trouble when he 

briefly manifests in his original vessel’s daughter. She is genetically compatible with 

Castiel’s presence but is both overtly feminine and a child,65 a visual jarringly dissonant 

with Castiel’s established affinity with the male ego ideal. Partly because of its brevity 

and because there are no human witnesses within the narrative, but mostly because 

Castiel exhibits a preference for his original vessel, the “transgressive energies”66 

inherent in this gender trouble are assuaged and allowed to pass without inciting the 

discourse of monstrosity.  

The most notable strategy the creators use to remind viewers of Castiel’s native 

inhumanity, though, is through the veiled suggestion of homosexuality. Though he 

eventually succeeds in fulfilling the heteronormative requirement that the male ego ideal 

be attractive to women67 and desire women in return,68 Castiel’s sexual characterization 

has always been somewhat troubled. He is overtly terrified at the prospect of sex with a 

human woman in 5.03 “Free to Be You and Me” and then dismissive of human sex in 

general as boring “repetition” in 7.21 “Reading Is Fundamental.” His inhumanity is made 

                                                                                                                                            
situation as it plays out over Season 6 is that Crowley is a monster and Castiel is sullied by affiliation, 
perhaps suffering a form of gender trouble, but ultimately never succumbs to monstrosity himself. One 
illustration of this delicate balance is episode 6.17 “My Heart Will Go On.” When one of Castiel’s plans to 
take control of Heaven away from Raphael results in a threat on the Winchesters’ life, he scraps it 
immediately, despite the massive cost to his campaign, because in the end, the Winchesters are paramount 
for Cas.  

65 4.20 “The Rapture” 

66 Ingebretsen, 1998, p. 97.  

67 A woman who witnessed Castiel murder a bigoted pastor describes him as “young and sexy,” (7.01 
“Meet the New Boss”); Meg flirts with him repeatedly, most obviously and directly propositioning him in 
8.17 “Goodbye Stranger;” the reaper who kills Castiel takes the time to have sex with him first because she 
was attracted to him (9.03 “I’m No Angel”); a female demon unironically calls Castiel “Captain Sexy” 
(9.10 “Road Trip”).  

68 6.10 “Caged Heat,” 8.17 “Goodbye Stranger,” 9.03 “I’m No Angel,” and 9.06 “Heaven Can’t Wait” 
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obvious his bemusement at the concept of erotic fiction as well as his misunderstanding 

of proper sexual conduct; as Dean admonishes him, “You don’t watch porn in a room full 

of dudes.”69 However, this incident also proves Castiel’s latent potential to achieve 

normative heterosexuality, as he gets an erection from the porn he does not understand 

and later in the same episode, reenacts a passionate kiss from the film with the female 

demon Meg. Castiel’s heterosexual potential and its realization in this and other instances 

are crucial to his imitation of human maleness.70  

Yet at the same time, the creators consistently frame Castiel’s relationship with 

Dean as homoerotic. Neale (1983) remarks that “male heroes can at times be marked as 

the object of an erotic gaze” that is a byproduct of the voyeuristic looking necessary to 

another man’s identification with the hero as the ego ideal.71 Though Castiel credits both 

Sam and Dean with teaching him how to be a man, Castiel always credits solely Dean 

with inspiring him to doubt Heaven and then rebel. Explaining why Uriel is now his 

superior, Castiel tells Dean that Heaven thought “I was getting too close to the humans in 

my charge – you. They feel I’ve begun to express emotions.”72 The emotion he was 

accused of experiencing is not specified but it is suggestive that Castiel unambiguously 

indicates Dean is either the object of and/or the stimulus for that emotion. Castiel also 

repeatedly expresses his defection from Heaven as something he did for Dean  

                                                
69 6.10 “Caged Heat” 

70 Of particular note is his first true sexual experience in 9.03 “I’m No Angel.” A powerless Castiel has sex 
with someone he believes to be a human woman but is actually a reaper intentionally misrepresenting itself 
to get close enough to kill Cas. Castiel could not give informed consent, making this is rape, but 
Supernatural treats it jokingly, as if it were a completely normal sexual encounter. In doing so, 
Supernatural helps perpetuate the dual myths that men cannot have sex against their will and are always 
eager for sex with any woman (Krelko, 2013, pp. 30-31; p. 38).  

71 P. 8; p. 12. 

72 4.16 “On the Head of a Pin” 
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Figure 25. The suggestive framing in this prolonged moment in 5.03 “Free to Be You and 
Me” is typical of Castiel’s interactions with Dean.   
 

specifically. In one such instance, Castiel reveals to Dean, “I killed two angels this week. 

My brothers. I’m hunted. I rebelled. And I did it, all of it, for you.”73 The fact that the 

angels refer to each other as brothers deepens the suggestion that Castiel’s renunciation 

of Heaven for Dean is analogous to the Winchesters periods of separation due to 

influence of disruptive women. The difference in this case is that the Winchesters 

ultimately always privilege their relationship with each other over their respective 

relationships with woman, but Castiel always privileges his relationship with Dean. That 

it is specifically Dean he privileges and not the Winchesters as a unit is evidenced in 6.03 

“The Third Man,” when Castiel comes immediately at Dean’s call despite ignoring Sam 

                                                
73 5.02 “Good God, Y’all.” The idea is reiterated in 5.18 “Point of No Return,” when Castiel says to Dean, 
“I gave everything for you,” and in 6.20 “The Man Who Would Be King,” though Castiel is speaking now 
of his plans to take over Purgatory when he says, “I’m doing this for you, Dean. I’m doing this because of 
you,” suggesting that Dean is central to much of Castiel’s decision making process in general.  
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for weeks. Miffed, Sam asks if Castiel likes Dean better and Castiel replies, “Dean and I 

do share a more profound bond” than do he and Sam. 

Along with Castiel’s overt utterances that hint at an erotic or romantic component 

to his observation and admiration of Dean, there are narrative constructions that insinuate 

it. When the Winchesters discover the Supernatural book series written about their lives, 

Dean is affronted at the level of detail included about his sex life, complaining, “I’m full 

frontal in here,” and accuses the author, the Prophet Chuck, of being “practically a 

Penthouse Forum writer.”74 Immediately adjacent to these criticisms that the books make 

Dean an unwilling sexual object, Castiel admits to being a fan of Chuck’s work,75 

suggesting that he appreciates Dean as a sexual object. In 5.03 “Free to Be You and Me,” 

the first of only a few episode that features Dean completely out of contact with Sam and 

working exclusively with Cas, there are two extremely overt references to homoerotic or 

homosexual couples in association with Castiel and Dean’s relationship. First, while 

discussion a potentially suicidal plan to confront the archangel Raphael directly, Dean 

sums up the situation as “I’m Thelma and you’re Louise and we’re just going to hold 

hands and sail off this cliff together.” Thelma and Louise are the eponymous antiheroes 

of a 1991 film who many film scholars read as representations of forbidden and 

ultimately doomed homosexuality.76 The parallel between Castiel and Dean and 

homosexual couples is extended when Dean takes an interest in Castiel’s sexual 

experience. Upon learning that Castiel has “never had occasion” to have sex before, 

                                                
74 According to its website (www.penthouseforum.com), Penthouse Forum is “America’s premiere erotica 
magazine.”  

75 4.18 “The Monster at the End of This Book” 

76 Hart, 1994, pp. 441-443. Cf. Dick, 1997, p. 22 and Indurain Eraso. 2001, pp. 70-72.  
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declares, “There are two things I know for certain. One, Bert and Ernie are gay. Two, you 

are not going to die a virgin, not on my watch. Let’s go.” Even more so than the Thelma 

and Louise reference, Dean’s invocation of a male-male relationship that is ambiguous 

but that he perceives as homosexual is completely unnecessary, except to further the 

insinuation that there is a subtextual homoerotic element to the dynamic between Castiel 

and Dean. This subtext is again brought to the forefront when Heaven again tries to 

regain Castiel’s loyalty through psychological conditioning and torture that involves 

forcing him to kill hundreds of facsimile copies of Dean Winchester until he is able to do 

it with “[n]o hesitation.” When the time comes for Castiel to follow through on the real 

Dean later in the same episode, Dean breaks through the conditioning with the simple 

plea of “I need you.”77 This is an overt iteration of the love conquers all narrative trope 

usually reserved for heterosexual couples.78  

This leads other characters openly comment on Castiel’s relationship with Dean 

as sexual and/or romantic. An angel with whom the Winchesters are trying to negotiate 

sneers, “Why should we give you anything after everything you have taken from us? The 

very touch of you corrupts. When Castiel first laid a hand on you [Dean] in Hell, he was 

lost!”79 This shows that other characters also attribute Castiel’s defection from Heaven as 

the product of his association with Dean. Another angel speaking to Dean refers to 

                                                
77 8.17 “Goodbye Stranger.” This narrative situation is almost exactly repeated in 9.22 “Stairway to 
Heaven” when angels ask Castiel to prove his loyalty by killing Dean; Castiel refuses and the angels 
abandon him. 

78 In a study of romantic tropes in film, Hefner & Wilson (2013) found that 99% of involved parties were 
heterosexual. They found that the trope of love conquers all, defined as “any expression that convey[s] that 
love [is] the only thing needed to deal with obstacles in a relationship” (p. 156), is the overall message of 
82% of films that have romantic tropes as primary themes (p.158). 

79 7.21 “Reading Is Fundamental” 
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Castiel as “the one in the dirty trenchcoat who’s in love with you.”80 After taking care of 

Castiel following his mental break in Season 7, Meg loses patience and quits, telling 

Dean that Castiel is his responsibility because “[h]e was your boyfriend first.”81 Even 

Dean overtly refers to Castiel’s attention as sexual, telling him, “Cas, not for nothing, but 

the last time someone looked at me like that, I got laid.”82 Having characters within the 

narrative name the dynamic between Castiel and Dean in this way underscores and 

legitimizes the homoerotic subtext to the audience. 

This homosexual taint keeps Castiel in his place as a secondary character 

subordinate to the male ego ideal. As noted in Chapter 1, heterosexuality is essential to 

the male ego ideal and homosexuality, which situates in a male body the sexual appetites 

that should only exist in women according to the heterosexual script, can exist only as a 

joke or anathema.83 The Winchesters’ constant need to prove their heterosexuality and 

abnegate homosexuality is crucial to their status as the male ego ideal.84 Castiel’s 

inability to avoid the impression of homosexual interest in Dean, whether through actual 

preference or simple ignorance of what it means to a human man, keeps him perpetually 

removed from the male ego ideal.  

However, the creators must also ensure that the homoeroticism remains subtextual 

to preserve the male ego ideal. Because Dean is necessarily an accessory to this 

innuendo, it must be mitigated and denied so as not to damage his masculinity. The two 

                                                
80 6.17 “My Heart Will Go On” 

81 7.23 “Survival of the Fittest” 

82 5.18 “Point of No Return” 

83 Krelko, 2013, p. 19; p. 34.  

84 Krelko, 2013, p. 36. 
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parallels drawn between him and Castiel and homosexual couples in 5.03 “Free to Be 

You and Me” are succeeded by a scene in a brothel, where Dean picks out a female 

prostitute and urges Castiel to “have at it.” The immediate assertion that Dean’s 

conception of sex is strictly heterosexual overshadows the previous suggestion of 

homosexuality and preserves Dean’s masculinity. It does not extend the same favors to 

Cas, who is reluctant and quickly derails the encounter with his failure to understand the 

pertinent script. Though it is Dean saying “I need you” that finally brings Castiel back to 

himself, Dean himself is protected from the homosexual implication by first saying, 

“We’re family. We need you.”85 This establishes Dean’s perception of Castiel as 

analogous to his perception of Sam, which automatically negates the possibility of a 

homosexual relationship through the taboo of incest. All three characters that name 

Castiel and Dean’s dynamic as sexual/romantic are hostile to the Winchesters’ purposes 

and therefore antagonists.86 These mitigating factors preserve Dean’s masculinity from 

the feminizing taint of homosexuality and thus maintain his status as half of the male ego 

ideal in Supernatural. 

Like Anna, Castiel’s affinity for humanity’s gender ideals allows his native 

inhuman sexlessness to avoid the branding of monstrosity. Although he does suffer from 

sexual dysfunction in the form of insinuations of homosexuality, this gender trouble 

problematizes his ability to achieve the male ego ideal, not his gender identity as male. 

This puts him on a level with his human counterparts in failed masculinity such as Aaron 

                                                
85 8.17 “Goodbye Stranger” 

86 The first angel attempts to kill Dean in retribution for corrupting Castiel (7.21 “Reading Is 
Fundamental”); the second angel is in the process of refusing to aid the Winchesters and drawing a negative 
comparison between himself and Castiel to illustrate why he won’t help them (6.17 “My Heart Will Go 
On”); Meg, of course, is a gender monster who has repeatedly been the Winchesters’ enemy (see this 
chapter, “Demons”).  
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and the Ghostfacers (see Chapter One, “Narrative and Comparative Characterization”). 

Castiel imitation of human maleness is too flawed to put him on the same heroic level 

with the Winchesters, but it is sufficient to keep him from being a monster. Contrasted 

with Anna and the apocalyptic angels, Castiel’s characterization proves that Supernatural 

does not define monstrosity with a character’s inhumanity but rather by the character’s 

gender failure. 

 
Demons 

Demons are another inhuman species in Supernatural whose monstrosity depends 

on the rhetorical construction of failed human gender. They are very similar to angels in 

that they have inhuman true forms, though demons are represented onscreen by twisting 

streams of opaque black smoke and the flicker of inhuman black eyes in their host 

bodies.87 Like angels, they possess extrahuman abilities that vary depending on the 

demon’s age and rank in the hierarchy of Hell, but all demons have superhuman strength. 

Also like angels, demons alter the bodies of humans they possess so that their blood has 

special properties.88 Unlike angels, demons can possess any human without regard for 

consent except if the host body is protected by certain symbols in talisman or tattoo 

form.89 Because human bodies can be chosen for possession and discarded at random, 

                                                
87 Certain hierarchical subspecies of demon have red, yellow, or white eyes instead, but black is most 
common.  

88 8.10 “Torn and Frayed.” For example, Azazel uses his blood to make Sam into one of his ‘special 
children’ (2.22 “All Hell Breaks Loose: Part Two;” 4.03 “In the Beginning”) and Sam’s psychic powers 
against demons in Season 4 are shown to be the product of consuming Ruby’s blood (4.16 “On the Head of 
a Pin”).  

89 2.14 “Born Under a Bad Sign,” 3.12 “Jus in Bello,” and 5.02 “Good God, Y’all” 
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demons do not refer to them as vessels but as ‘meat suits.’90 Demons’ most significant 

difference from angels, however, is that demons are not a uniquely created species but the 

“twisted, perverted, [and] evil” results of centuries of torture administered to human souls 

in Hell.91 This means that when demons are gender monsters, the ways in which they 

deviate from human norms are marked as doubly distant from correct maleness or 

femaleness – not only the result of inhumanity but also, by definition of what a demon is 

in Supernatural, the corruption of humanity. The three demons analyzed in this section, 

Meg, Ruby, and Crowley, are antagonistic to the Winchesters, often working overtly or 

covertly against Sam and Dean’s goals or trying to kill them. What makes them 

monstrous, however, is their deliberate defiance of human norms, particularly those of 

correctly gendered sexuality. 

Meg and Ruby’s monstrosity is the result of their failed femininity. As detailed in 

Chapter 2, femininity “occupies a dual position as radical Other and as the manifestation 

of gender expectations” that often depend on the presumed correct relationship between 

men and women.92 In Supernatural, female characters are presented as both emphatically, 

inherently distinct from men and dependent on their relationships with male characters 

for their identities. According to the hegemonic social constraints of compulsory 

heterosexuality, female characters are required to be available to male characters as 

                                                
90 This terminological distinction between angelic and demonic possession implies the nature of demons by 
evoking the murderous transvestite in horror films such as Silence of the Lambs and Psycho, whose evil is 
symbolized in the putting on, literal or figurative, of another person’s skin (see Tharp, 1991). Dean’s use of 
the demonic turn of phrase when referring to Raphael’s new female vessel in 6.15 “The French Mistake” 
emphasizes the monstrous implications of Raphael’s gender trouble. 

91 3.09 “Malleus Maleficarum;” quote from 6.04 “Weekend at Bobby’s”  

92 Schwartzmann, 1999, p. 78. 
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sexual objects and passively accepting of their attentions.93 Inhuman characters with 

female identities are held to human standards of femininity, including those of sexuality. 

Meg and Ruby have reliable female identities based on implications about their centuries 

past former lives as humans and especially on their shared penchant for young and 

attractive female host bodies. Both have occasions of minor gender trouble94 that indicate 

a capacity and even propensity for the monstrous, but their monstrosity is narratively and 

rhetorically constructed by how they trouble gender with their inappropriate sexualities. 

Meg’s inappropriate sexuality takes the form of stereotypically masculine sexual 

expression. In the narrative reality of Supernatural, assertiveness and aggression are 

exclusively masculine and diametrically opposed to feminine sexuality. As Krelko (2013) 

describes the gender divide, “Masculinity enacts dominance as a means of erotic arousal, 

and femininity is defined by the erotic nature of its submission.”95 According to the 

normative heterosexual script, a woman who refuses to be a sexual object and instead 

misappropriates the active, aggressive masculine role is unfeminine. In Meg’s 

characterization, this lack of femininity is closely associated with being a demon. One of 

the most extreme examples of Meg’s rejection of Supernatural’s prescription for passive 

femaleness as a manifestation of her demonic nature actually introduces her character in 

episode 1.11 “Scarecrow.” For much of the episode, Meg seems to be a human hitchhiker 

who happens to cross paths with Sam while hitching rides with truckers who offer only  

                                                
93 Krelko, 2013, p. 29. Cf. Kim et al., 2007, p. 154.  

94 Meg is referred to as a genderless “it” (1.22 “Devil’s Trap”) and spends an episode possessing Sam (2.14 
“Born Under a Bad Sign”); Ruby shams at lesbian desire for a demon of unspecified gender in a female 
host body (3.09 “Malleus Maleficarum”) and compares herself to the generalized masculine aggregate of 
demons as “the best of those sons of bitches” (4.22 “Lucifer Rising”).  

95 Krelko, 2013, p. 29; p. 35. 
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Figure 26. Meg refuses to perform female victimization (5.10 “Abandon All Hope”). 

 
because her human host is young and pretty. This indicates an acceptance of 

Supernatural’s heterosexual script and the valuation of female characters according to 

their ability to attract male attention. Later, her true nature is revealed when she coerces a 

male truck driver into pulling over with the implication that she will do him sexual favors 

but then slashes him across the neck and uses the blood to facilitate a communication 

spell. The confluence of her demonic inhumanity and her brazen disregard for hegemonic 

norms sets the stage for Meg’s identification and repudiation as a monster. 

If Meg is thrust into situations where a human woman would become a damsel in 

distress, she instead becomes sexually aggressive as a defense mechanism. Meg reacts 

uniformly to insults, threats of violence, and actual violence with blasé sexual innuendo 

to regain some control over the situation. Verbal aggression is relabeled as “kinky” and 

welcomed; after being called an “abomination,” Meg asks, “Keep talking dirty; [it] makes 
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my meat suit all dewy.”96  When the Winchesters capture and brutalize Meg, she 

deliberately sexualizes the situation, teasing, “You know, if you wanted to tie me up, all 

you had to do was ask,” adding that the Winchesters “hitting a girl” is “kind of a turn 

on.”97 Even when Meg is stripped naked, strapped down, and tortured, she downplays the 

symbolic sexual assault by suggesting that her assailant is attempting to make up for his 

lackluster masculinity and generously invites him to do his worst since “[i]t’s [only] a 

host body” and “probably not even the worst thing that ever happened to her.”98 Meg’s 

strategy turns her victimization back onto her male attackers, which proves her 

incompatibility with the fundamental correlation between victimhood and femaleness in 

Supernatural, establishing her as a threat to the norms that the Winchesters must defend.  

In addition to rejecting the sexualized victimization Supernatural prescribes to 

female characters, Meg deliberately perverts the heterosexual script to victimize and 

humiliate the male ego ideal. By usurping a masculine role and making a Winchester the 

object of sexualized violence, Meg reverses the damsel in distress narrative construction 

that makes female characters “victims, perpetually in need of protection” from male 

aggressors and saving by male heroes.99 In forcing the reversal of gender roles in this 

scenario, Meg also distresses the male ego ideal and the sex-gender binary that underpins 

the Supernatural narrative. In 5.01 “Sympathy for the Devil,” for example, she sullies the 

heterosexual attraction the male ego ideal inspires by conversationally informing Dean 
                                                
96 6.10 “Caged Heat” 

97 1.22 “Devil’s Trap”  

98 6.10 “Caged Heat.” This is another instance of Supernatural’s glib treatment of rape. There is a second 
iteration directed at Meg in this episode when Dean laments that she fled before he could kill her and 
jokingly adds that he would “have given [Cas] an hour with her first” to avail himself of her sexually before 
her execution. 

99 Stabile, 2009, p. 89. 
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that, had she known his goal was to kill Lucifer, “I’d have ripped your pretty, pretty face 

off ages ago.” Shortly thereafter, she kisses him to taunt Dean with his powerlessness to 

attack her while she has Bobby held hostage.100 In an escalation of this theme, Meg has 

Dean tied to a chair, straddles his lap, and asks him to explain the Winchesters’ recent 

activities. When Dean remains silent, she declares herself “officially over the foreplay,” 

menaces him with a knife, and demands, “Satisfy me, or I please myself!”101 In 

destabilizing the masculinity of the heroes, Meg cements her status as a threat to human 

norms and therefore her monstrosity.102  

Ruby’s monstrosity is also the result of the intersection of her inhumanity and the 

challenge she poses to the male ego ideal embodied in the Winchesters. Unlike Meg, who 

attacks directly through the forcible inversion of normative gender roles, Ruby 

epitomizes the potential inherent in the heterosexual script to destroy male heroism. The 

connection between heroes and the social norms they both embody and defend is 

complicated by the stipulation that the hero not integrate fully into society commitment to 

a heterosexual relationship.103 This is especially true in Supernatural, as Sam and Dean’s 

heroism is also stipulated on the privileging of their fraternal bond above all other 

relationships. What differentiates Ruby from the heterosexual relationships detailed in 

Chapter Two (“Disruptive Women”) and makes her particular threat to the Winchesters 

monstrous is her abject inhumanity. Over the course of Seasons 3 and 4, Ruby protests 

that she doesn’t mean to come between the Winchesters but manipulates Sam into  

                                                
100 5.01 “Sympathy for the Devil” 

101 6.10 “Caged Heat” 

102 Creed, 1993, p. 11. 

103 Attebery, 1998, p. 64. Cf. Rose, 1998, p. 10.  
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Figure 27. Ruby’s introduction hints at how her sexual relationship with Sam will disrupt 
the Winchesters’ fraternal bond (4.01 “Lazarus Rising”). 
 

drinking demon blood and then, when Dean demands he stop associating with and 

feeding from Ruby, asks Sam to choose between his lover and his brother.104 The 

addictive quality of demon blood as well as Ruby’s own machinations, including warping 

a conciliatory phone message from Dean to make Sam hear furious accusations and 

warnings to never come back,105 stack the deck overwhelmingly in her favor, and her 

influence drives Sam and Dean into conflict.  

Nurka’s (2012) distinction between feminine shame and masculine disgrace is 

crucial to understanding Ruby as a monster rather than simply as a disruptive woman. 

The fundamental prefiguration of the female body and sexual penetration in the Western 

narrative tradition allows sex to bring women shame. This shame “becomes bound to 
                                                
104 3.09 “Malleus Maleficarum,” 3.16 “No Rest for the Wicked,” 4.04 “Metamorphosis,” 4.16 “On the 
Head of a Pin,” and 4.21 “When the Levee Breaks” 

105 4.22 “Lucifer Rising” 
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processes of social abjection” and “exposes an intractably flawed selfhood.”106 The 

shame a woman experiences is attached to her “‘true’ self” and therefore inescapable and 

irredeemable.107 The escalation of Sam’s addiction corresponds closely with the 

revelation of his sexual relationship with Ruby, and the onscreen depiction of Sam 

drinking from her slashed open veins is either highly sexualized or antecedent to them 

actually having sex.108 Inextricably bound up as Ruby is with demonic inhumanity and 

her opposition to the male ego ideal, Ruby’s sexuality, no matter that it takes place in a 

body that is not natively her own, is inherently shameful. In contrast, men who have sex 

with women are not subject to shame but disgrace, which is “rhetorically produced 

through feminine shame” and constitutes “a transitive external event that disfigures 

outward appearance and reduces social station.”109 In other words, a man will lose face 

from sexual relations with a shameful woman, but because his disgrace is caused by the 

female object of penetration rather than by sexuality itself, the effect is not permanent.  

Supernatural’s presentation of Sam’s relationship with Ruby and the subsequent 

breakdown of his relationship with Dean follow this pattern to “produce [her] body as the 

privileged site of shame and alibi for [Sam’s] sexual disgrace.”110 The heteronormative 

and patriarchal premise that the female body is defined by its “violability and 

secretiveness”111 is implicit in Ruby’s seduction of Sam by inviting him “inside this 

                                                
106 Nurka, 2012, p. 313; p. 312.  

107 Nurka, 2012, p. 312. 

108 4.16 “On the Head of a Pin” and 4.21 “When the Levee Breaks” 

109 Nurka, 2012, p. 329; p. 312. 

110 Nurka, 2012, p. 329. 

111 Nurka, 2012, p. 318.  
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body” where it is “soft and warm” and where he can be closest to her.112 Because of her 

inhuman nature, Ruby’s effect on the Winchesters goes beyond that of a standard 

disruptive woman. Having sex with her and the associated activity of drinking her blood 

disgraces Sam in Dean’s eyes, but his disgrace is the result of her shame. Dean 

characterizes the relationship with Ruby as something that will tarnish Sam because 

“[s]he’s poison.”113 It is not the fact of their sexual intercourse that disgraces Sam but 

Ruby’s nature as a demon, which is inherently monstrous and shameful. In his disgrace, 

brought on literally through imbibing Ruby’s blood but symbolically through sex, Sam 

invites accusations of acquiring her native monstrosity.114 In one of their more violent 

arguments, Dean makes the distinction that Sam’s relationship with Ruby is “not 

something that you’re doing; it’s what you are,” and “[i]t means you’re a monster.”115 

Though Sam’s disgrace causes the brothers to part ways,116 both the disgrace and the 

separation are temporary. As ever, the disruptive woman dies,117 the brothers reconcile, 

slowly regain trust in each other, and their bond is renewed and ultimately strengthened 

from the experience. 

The necessity of the death of the disruptive woman in order to preserve 

Supernatural’s heroic narrative is also unique to Ruby because of her monstrosity. Ruby 

is the only disruptive woman to die at the Winchesters’ own hands, which is necessary to 

                                                
112 4.09 “I Know What You Did Last Summer” 

113 4.21 “When the Levee Breaks” 

114 4.02 “Are You There, God? It’s Me, Dean Winchester,” 4.04 “Metamorphosis,” and 4.21 “When the 
Levee Breaks”  

115 4.21 “When the Levee Breaks” 

116 5.01 “Sympathy for the Devil” and 5.02 “Good God, Y’all” 

117 4.22 “Lucifer Rising.” See Creed, 1993, p. 8-9. Cf. Ingebretsen, 1998, p. 91. 
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repudiate her shameful monstrosity and its reflection of disgrace on Sam. After Ruby 

reveals to Sam that Dean was right about her nefarious ulterior motives in seducing him, 

Sam collaborates with Dean to kill her, reestablishing the border between normality and 

monstrosity between himself and Ruby and thus, proving himself part of humanity and 

the heroic male ego ideal. 

The critical point about monstrosity as it is embodied in female demons is that it 

is inherently tied to their non-normative sexuality. Since horror is the dramatization of 

discourse that excludes the abject from the normative,118 the way the Winchesters define 

Meg and Ruby is as important to their monstrosity as the acts that make them monstrous. 

Though the ways in these acts are very different, the discourse of monstrosity 

surrounding them is the same. Meg’s monstrosity is the result of her adoption of 

stereotypically masculine sexual aggression, denial of female sexuality as inherently 

victimized, and concerted efforts to feminize the male ego ideal. Ruby’s sexuality is 

ostensibly normative but the shame intrinsic to her sexual self and her exploitation of the 

heterosexual script to deliberately draw Sam away from the heroic narrative makes her a 

danger to the foundation of Supernatural. Though only Ruby’s monstrosity is contingent 

upon her actually having sex, they both are universally reviled as sluts and whores. These 

are “derogatory epithets that are qualitatively inapplicable” to anyone but “women who 

embody sexual deviance.”119 Labeling Meg and Ruby as sluts, whores, and skanks120 

                                                
118 Ingebretsen, 1998, p. 91. Cf. Fife Donaldson, 2011, p. 27. 

119 Nurka, 2012, p. 316; p. 315.  

120 ‘Slut’/‘slutty’: 4.02 “Are You There, God? It’s Me, Dean Winchester,” 3.16 “No Rest for the Wicked,” 
4.10 “Heaven and Hell,” and 4.15 “Death Takes a Holiday.” ‘Whore’: 3.09 “Malleus Maleficarum,” 4.10 
“Heaven and Hell,” 6.10 “Caged Heat,” 7.21 “Reading Is Fundamental,” and 8.17 “Goodbye Stranger.” 
‘Skank’: 3.09 “Malleus Maleficarum,” 3.16 “No Rest for the Wicked,” and 7.21 “Reading Is 
Fundamental.”  
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does not symbolize the nature of their individual monstrous acts but the nature of female 

monstrosity generally in Supernatural, namely that it manifests from a failure to comply 

with the portrait of essential femaleness described in Chapter Two. These labels are not 

unique to Meg and Ruby, but they are closely correlated with them and not with human 

women who also defy Supernatural’s narrow parameters of femininity, albeit in lesser 

magnitude than do Meg and Ruby. This suggests that, while certain crimes against gender 

norms are punishable only by death, some crimes are so egregious that they can only be 

found in demons, twisted perversions of humanity and monsters who are both narratively 

and symbolically irredeemable.  

Just as Meg and Ruby are monsters for their disregard for Supernatural’s norms 

of femininity, Crowley is a monster as a result of his contempt for norms of masculinity. 

A high-ranking crossroads demon who usurps the throne in Hell after the Winchesters 

stop the Apocalypse, Crowley is an opportunist who either works with the Winchesters or 

puts prices on their heads as suits his interests. No matter the situation, the Winchesters 

view Crowley with cautious hostility because “he will always find a way to bone” his 

partners and enemies alike.121 Crowley has a stable male identity, firmly rooted in a well 

articulated human past as a Scottish tailor who sold his soul “to hit double digits” in the 

length of his penis.122 He does have one instance of obvious gender trouble when he 

temporarily possesses Linda Tran while attempting to steal a valuable asset from the 

Winchesters.123 However, this brief lapse in Crowley’s overt embodiment as male only 

proves his inhumanity; it is the discourse surrounding this lapse that evidences the threat 

                                                
121 7.23 “Survival of the Fittest” 

122 6.04 “Weekend at Bobby’s” and 9.21 “King of the Damned” 

123 8.02 “What’s Up, Tiger Mommy?” 
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Figure 28. Disdainful of segregated human gender norms, Crowley is unmoved by the 
Winchesters’ macho posturing (5.21 “Two Minutes to Midnight”).  

 

Crowley poses to gender norms and thus his monstrosity. In response to demands that he 

“[g]et out of her,” Crowley invokes a metaphor for possession that implies he has an 

extensive sexual history with women. Countering Crowley’s assertion of his 

heterosexuality, Dean suggests Crowley is “[g]etting in touch with [his] feminine side.” 

This implies that Crowley is a failure of masculinity according to Supernatural’s 

definition that “to be a man, above all else, is to be the opposite of a woman.”124 

Crowley’s monstrosity is rooted in his easy acceptance of this accusation as compatible 

with his original assertion of heterosexuality, tacitly claiming that he can be feminine 

without disrupting his male identity.  

                                                
124 Krelko, 2013, p. 54. Though the Winchesters sometimes exhibit stereotypically feminine qualities, 
particularly in their communicative patterns, they always deny the association as unnatural and unmanly, 
thereby reasserting the segregation of gendered traits as absolute and paramount. 
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Indeed, Crowley’s characterization is an ongoing argument for the dissolution of 

the traditional conception of the male ego ideal embodied in the Winchesters as 

competitive, anti-feminine, and exclusively heterosexual. The Winchesters enact their 

maleness according to this model of hegemonic dominance that demands a constant 

struggle to prove one’s own masculinity and strip others of theirs.125 In Supernatural, 

maleness is a zero sum game that the Winchesters either have or have temporarily lost in 

symbolic, feminizing rape.126 In contrast, Crowley shows equal comfort in positions of 

masculine empowerment and feminine disempowerment. For example, he readily flees 

from unfavorable situations rather than asserting dominance, and he does not treat these 

defeats as significant blows to his identity.127 While they are still in an uneasy alliance in 

the search for Purgatory, Crowley reminds Castiel that he is “the bottom in this 

relationship,”128 but when their power dynamics abruptly flip, Crowley does not express 

the same bitterness that the Winchesters do when they are outmatched. Instead, he 

accepts his sudden powerlessness with good humor, joking that Castiel “like[s] to bend 

them right over” and inviting, “Let’s go.”129 By showing no fear at the prospect of being 

seen as feminine, Crowley simultaneously opts out of and exposes the Winchesters’ 

                                                
125 Krelko, 2013, p. 15; p. 37. Cf. Attebery, 1998, p. 64.  

126 Krelko, 2013, p. 47. This understanding of the mechanics of acquiring and losing masculinity is evident 
in Winchesters’ response to domination by their antagonists with rape jokes in 5.08 “Changing Channels,” 
6.08 “All Dogs Go to Heaven,” 6.09 “Clap Your Hands if You Believe,” 6.10 “Caged Heat,” and 7.02 
“Hello, Cruel World.” 

127 5.21 “Two Minutes to Midnight,” 6.04 “Weekend at Bobby’s,” 6.22 “The Man Who Knew Too Much,” 
7.01 “Meet the New Boss,” 7.06 “Slash Fiction,” 8.02 “What’s Up, Tiger Mommy?,” 8.07 “A Little Slice 
of Kevin,” 8.10 “Torn and Frayed,” 9.10 “Road Trip,” 9.16 “Blade Runners,” and 9.21 “King of the 
Damned” 

128 6.22 “The Man Who Knew Too Much” 

129 7.01 “Meet the New Boss” 
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obsession with the masculinity contest as the product of insecurity rather than a natural 

fact of maleness.  

Going beyond simply allowing himself to be perceived as feminine, Crowley 

actively associates himself with femininity and particularly with homosexuality. 

Homosexuality is a failure of masculinity because  “homosexual men deviate from the 

hegemonic male standard” of voracious heterosexual viability and appetites and because 

they are “generally assumed to be effeminate.”130 In fact, Crowley’s primary 

characterization is his cheerful association with explicit and implicit homosexual desires 

and acts. The creators introduce Crowley closing a crossroads deal with a banking 

executive who is selling his soul for solvency. Crossroads deals are sealed with a kiss, 

and when the bank executive balks at closing with Crowley rather than the “very young, 

attractive lady” demon who had first worked with him, Crowley offers him the choice of 

“cling[ing] to six decades of deep-seated homophobia, or giv[ing] it up and get[ting] a 

complete bailout.”131 This initial, overt link between Crowley and homosexuality is 

consistently reiterated across Crowley’s appearances over the next four seasons.132  

The problem that Crowley poses to the normative human reality in Supernatural 

is that he negates the assumption that femininity and homosexual desires or acts diminish 

male power. Not only does Crowley often go toe to toe with the Winchesters and come 

out their equal or even their better, he makes sport of their obsessively curated 

masculinities. Unlike the Winchesters, who repudiate their association with even the 

                                                
130 Krelko, 2013, p. 20; p 34.  

131 5.10 “Abandon All Hope” 

132 5.21 “Two Minutes to Midnight,” 6.04 “Weekend at Bobby’s,” 6.10 “Caged Heat,” 6.21 “Let It Bleed,” 
6.22 “The Man Who Knew Too Much,” 7.01 “Meet the New Boss,” 8.17 “Goodbye Stranger,” 8.22 “Clip 
Show,” 9.10 “Road Trip,” and 9.11 “First Born” 
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potential femininity of emotional conversations, Crowley lacks the stereotypical male 

fear of being perceived as too feminine and “mislabeled as homosexual.”133 When they 

issue ultimatums, Crowley replies with condescending flirtations meant to poke fun at 

their masculine insecurities, including “You’re adorable when you get all threatening”134 

and “Love it when you get all tough. Touches me right where my bathing suit goes.”135 

After briefly possessing Sam,136 Crowley invokes the sexual metaphor again to retaliate 

for poor treatment from Dean. Commenting that he has “been inside [Dean’s] brother” 

effectively casts aspersions on Sam’s essential masculinity according to how the 

Winchesters depend on scrupulous renunciation of homosexuality to construct their 

identities as men. 

Association with homosexuality in and of itself is not enough to make Crowley a 

monster, but it becomes the discourse of his monstrosity when it correlates as closely as it 

does with Crowley’s antagonism towards the Winchesters. The monster “registers the 

moment where human integrity is threatened,”137 and in Supernatural, Sam and Dean 

both embody and defend the integrity of the sex-gender binary. Crowley presents a threat 

to the Winchesters integrity, physical and otherwise, on a consistent basis, and this threat 

is always associated with homosexuality. For example, in his most direct assault on the 
                                                
133 Krelko, 2013, p. 36. This is not to say that Crowley is meant to be homosexual. As noted before, 
Crowley professes to sexual relationships with women and has been hinted to have been involved with 
several female characters (5.18 “The Real Ghostbusters” and 8.17 “Goodbye Stranger”). In 9.16 “Blade 
Runners,” he is shown to have a demon lover called Lola and who wears a female host body. Expressing 
sexual interest in both men and women is another way that Crowley fails to conform to the gender norms, 
as binary sexuality (either hetero- or homosexual) is a corollary of innate binary sex-gender identity (see 
Amy-Chinn, 2012, p 64; p 68). 

134 6.21 “Let it Bleed” 

135 8.17 “Goodbye Stranger” 

136 9.10 “Road Trip” 

137 Ingebretsen, 1998, p. 92. 
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Winchesters’ identities as the male ego ideal, Crowley successfully attempts to cow them 

into submission by threatening to kill “everyone [they have] ever saved.” He expressly 

articulates the relationship between the Winchesters’ rescue of these “damsels in distress” 

and their identities as both men and heroes in his motivation in doing so. “What’s the 

line?” he asks mockingly,  

Saving people, hunting things: the family business. Well, I think the 
people you save, they’re how you justify your pathetic little lives. The 
alcoholism, the collateral damage, the pain you’ve caused—the one thing 
that allows you to sleep at night, the one thing, is knowing that these folks 
are out there, still out there happy and healthy because of you, you great 
big bloody heroes! They’re your life’s work, and I’m going to rip it apart, 
piece by piece, because I can, because you can’t stop me, and because, 
when they’re all gone, what will you have left?138 

This by itself would be enough to make Crowley a monster because he is threatening one 

of the cornerstones of the male ego ideal, namely its sexually symbolic capacity to save 

threatened women.139 However, this utterance, which appears in a conversation that takes 

place over the phone, is bookended by overt performances of effeminacy and 

homosexuality. Though Crowley’s purpose in contacting the Winchesters is to issue the 

threat quoted above, he takes the time for “first things first” and flirtatiously asks, “What 

are you wearing?” Then, with his purpose accomplished and the Winchesters reeling 

from watching one of the success stories die in front of them, Crowley finishes with the 

flourish of calling the Winchesters “my darlings.”140 By framing Crowley’s intensive 

attack on the Winchesters’ heroism with his non-normative gender performance and 
                                                
138 8.22 “Clip Show.”  

139 See Chapter 2, “Women in Fridges,” for a more detailed analysis of how the murder of previously saved 
damsels in distress threatens the Winchesters’ heroic identities. 

140 This situation and symbolism is almost perfectly replicated when Crowley calls the Winchesters to tell 
them he is holding Lisa and Ben hostage. There is again correlation with effeminacy and homosexuality 
when Crowley calls Dean’s righteous anger and masculine posturing “adorable” and hangs up with the 
farewell offer of “kisses” (6.21 “Let It Bleed”). 
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sexuality, Supernatural’s creators contextualize Crowley’s effeminacy and 

homosexuality as symbolic manifestations of his monstrosity, both in this situation and in 

all others.  

While there is a difference between angels’ and demons’ native orientation 

toward humanity, the discourse of monstrosity is identical for both species. Where angels 

are completely distinct from humanity, demons are by definition the outcome of a process 

that corrupts and perverts humanity. Particular to demons is the emphasis on willfully 

incorrect sexual identity and expression. Meg and Ruby are either too aggressive or too 

potent a threat to the male ego ideal, resulting in their sexual shaming as sluts and 

whores. Crowley flaunts his homosexual affiliation like a badge of honor to exaggerate 

the threat he poses to the Winchesters’ masculine dominance. In the end, though, 

demons’ monstrosity is construed in the same manner as angels’ monstrosity, which is as 

a crisis of gender. 

 
Fans 

Though fans are largely a different species than angels and demons, they are the 

same breed of monster. In Supernatural’s discourse of monstrosity, angels and demons 

are already on the wrong side of the border between humanity and the abject by dint of 

their innate inhumanity.141 In order to be accepted into the heroic narrative even as 

secondary character, Anna and Castiel have to prove their dedication to upholding the 

integrity of human social norms. As Anna’s story arc shows, however, no matter how 

well a nonhuman character has imitated humanity, any misstep results in prompt 

repudiation. While it is possible for human characters to falter and fail in their gender 
                                                
141 Creed, 1993, p. 9; p. 11. Cf. Ingebretsen, 1998, p. 97; Boyer, 2011, 26. 
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performances, they never become monsters. Even Jo and Bela, who die so violently as 

punishment for their sins, never incur the sexually shaming epithets that plague Meg and 

Ruby. Supernatural defines fans not by their species, which is by vast majority human, 

but by their monstrous orientation to the heroic narrative and its constituent norms of 

gender identity and performance. This section will examine Supernatural’s 

representations of its own fandom generally and then closely examine the two recurring 

fan characters, Becky and Metatron.  

Supernatural is somewhat unique in its inclusion in the textual body of the show 

metanarrative representations of its fandom. This is possible through a series of pulpy 

novels written, published, and popularized within the narrative universe that detail the 

Winchesters’ heroic journey. Obviously, given the nearly one to one parallel between 

episodes and books, the fans depicted in Supernatural are reflections of the creators’ 

perception of the fans of Supernatural. Most of these fans are human but Metatron, one 

of only two recurring fan characters, is an angel. Metatron is grouped with the fans rather 

than with the angels because his monstrosity does not originate in his inhumanity but in 

his fannish activities.  

Supernatural’s representation of its fans as monstrous is not an isolated incident 

of hostility. In academic scholarship and the broader discourse of pop culture in general, 

fans are considered a marginal and “scandalous category.”142 They are construed as 

distinct “from ‘ordinary’ consumers because their modes of consumption are considered 

excessive.”143 Where average audience members simply watch television, fans 

                                                
142 Jenkins qtd. in Costello & Moore, 2007, p. 126.   

143 Gwenllian-Jones, 2002b, p. 172.  



 175 

“participate in a range of activities that extend beyond the private act of viewing and 

reflect enhanced emotional involvement in the narrative.”144 There is a wide range of 

activities that is considered fannish, including but not limited to cosplaying and live 

action role-playing (LARP) as fictional characters, the creation of original artwork and 

fiction, and meta-analysis of the text as exemplified in this project. All the fans on 

Supernatural are shown to have participated in some kind of fannish activity.145  

According to Jenkins (1992), the perceived disproportion of fans’ attachment and 

dedication to their favorite texts inspires scorn,146 which is evident in the evocative 

designation of such fans as ‘cult fans.’ Both external and internal to the text, 

Supernatural’s fandom is associated with this label. Felschow (2010) observes that, for 

Supernatural’s creators, “the cult fan is both a boon and a burden,” avidly consuming 

their product but proving difficult to please.147 Within the show, the Winchesters stumble 

upon the existence of the book series while on a case that takes them into a used 

bookshop. The first representation of the fandom is the shopkeeper’s casual mention that 

the books “[d]idn’t sell a lot of copies” but instead “had more of an underground cult 

                                                
144 Bielby, Harrington, & Bielby, 1999, p. 35. Jenson (1992) asserts that fans are viewed as having a 
disproportionate and overly emotional “obsession” that is considered vulgar in our society, which values 
“unemotional, detached, ‘cool’ behavior” (pp. 20-21). 

145 The publisher has an anti-possession tattoo because it is a symbol associated with the Supernatural book 
series (4.18 “The Monster at the End of This Book”), Demian and Barnes LARP as Sam and Dean (5.09 
“The Real Ghostbusters”), and Becky and Metatron both write fan fiction (5.01 “Sympathy for the Devil;” 
9.10 “Road Trip,” 9.18 “Meta Fiction,” 9.22 “Stairway to Heaven,” and 9.23 “Do You Believe in 
Miracles?”), 

146 P. 86.  

147 ¶ 5.8. 
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following.” Upon investigating further, Dean marvels first that “There’s actually fans” 

and then that “for fans, they sure do complain a lot.”148 

This comment predicts the nature of fans’ monstrosity in the narrative discourse 

of Supernatural. The antagonistic view Supernatural’s creators have of the show’s fans 

can be understood as the manifestation of frustration that these fans often do not fit the 

idealized model of the viewing audience that “mindlessly buys into whatever the 

producers are selling.”149 A snide comment that Supernatural’s fans are overly critical is 

only the first retaliatory blow from the show’s creators. They also view fans as “outlaws 

in the sense that they do not use the programming offered to them as intended.”150 The 

intended purpose of Supernatural, as with any hero narrative, is the assertion and 

recitation of proof that Sam and Dean as the male ego ideal, the manifestation of correct 

masculinity.151 In their reception, however, fans “do their own interpretations of the text, 

ignoring the opinions and desires of” the creators.152 These interpretations destabilize the 

Winchesters’ heroism by focusing on and celebrating their moments of femininity and 

homoeroticism rather than their masculine dominance, which in turn threatens gender 

norms. For example, the first fan seen onscreen, the books’ publisher, is a caricature of 

“the stereotypical Supernatural fangirl” who is emotionally overwrought and completely 

delusional.153 She enthuses, “the best parts [of the books] are when they’d cry” and 

                                                
148 4.18 “The Monster at the End of This Book” 

149 Felschow, 2010, ¶ 4.2. Cf. Jenkins, 1992, p. 86; Tulloch & Jenkins, 1995, p. 4. 

150 Costello & Moore, 2007, p. 14. Cf. Gwenllian-Jones, 2002b, p. 178 

151 Stabile, 2009, p. 87. Cf. Krelko, 2013, p. 11; p. 15.  

152 Jenkins, 1992, p. 86. 

153 Felschow 2012, ¶ 6.6.  
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laments that only fictional men are “so open and in touch with their feelings.”154 Given 

that vehement denial of emotional display as feminine is crucial to the Winchesters’ 

maleness and heroism (see Chapter One, “Psychological and Relational 

Characterization”), valorizing those displays as something all men should do is not only a 

misunderstanding of the text but an attack on the binary gender norms that underpin it. 

The publisher also slanders the male ego ideal by presuming that she has authority over it 

and the Winchesters, despite being a female character who should be subordinate to both. 

She possessively refers to the book characters as “my boys” and demands that the 

Winchesters prove they are familiar with minutiae such as their own birthdays, Sam’s 

LSAT score, and Dean’s favorite songs before making herself useful to their purposes.155  

Similarly, when the Winchesters visit a fan convention, the fans are excited for 

panels entitled “Frightened Little Boy: The Secret Life of Dean” and “The Homoerotic 

Subtext of Supernatural.”156 The creators show that these interpretations of the text are 

fundamentally wrong through Sam and Dean, who were already taken aback by the 

excess of fans’ enthusiasm and react to the announcement of the panels with disbelief and 

horror. It is not a coincidence that the most prominent fans at the Supernatural 

convention are Demian and Barnes, a pair of LARPers who flaunt a fundamental 

misunderstanding of the characters and the text while clumsily inserting themselves into 

the Winchesters’ case in a hollow attempt to prove they are equally capable. The reveal at 

the end of the episode that Demian and Barnes are a gay couple contextualizes their 

exhibition of inferiority as a failure of masculinity. At the same time, this reveal reasserts  

                                                
154 4.18 “The Monster at the End of This Book” 

155 4.18 “The Monster at the End of This Book” 

156 5.09 “The Real Ghostbusters.”  
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Figure 29. In Demian and Barnes, the creators characterize homosexuality as evidence of 
fan monstrosity (5.09 “The Real Ghostbusters”). 

 

the creators’ assertion that fans’ interpretation of the Winchesters’ relationships with each 

other and other male characters is not only incorrect but impossible because 

homosexuality in Supernatural precludes heroic maleness. 

Through this kind of narrative discourse, the creators portrays fans as a group that 

has, through their willful misinterpretation of the text, “failed in their humanity” and 

enacts “a ritual of civic repudiation.”157 Having the Winchesters respond with violent 

disgust and anger rhetorically defines fannish culture as emblematic of “an ontological 

quality” of monstrosity within fans’ essential selves.158 For example, Dean discovers that, 

in addition to “Sam girls and Dean girls” who express sexual or romantic preference for 

one of the brothers’ particular characterizations, there exists in the Supernatural fandom 

                                                
157 Ingebretsen, 1998, p. 96. 

158 Nurka, 2012, p. 312. 
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something called a “slash fan.” An obviously disgusted Sam explains that ‘slash’ refers to 

“Sam-slash-Dean, together,” and that it “[d]oesn’t seem to matter” to fans that the 

Winchesters are brothers. Recoiling in revulsion, Dean protests, “Oh, come on. That—

that’s just sick.”159 Plainly referring to the popular slash pairing commonly referred to in 

fan communities as Wincest,160 Supernatural’s creators allow no ambiguity in their 

condemnation of both the pairing and its perpetrators as that which “is (or at least ought 

to be) personally unthinkable.”161  

Fans are marked out as literally deserving of death as the final repudiation of this 

monstrosity. The Winchesters’ violent reactions to the tenor of the Supernatural 

convention culminate in miming death threats at the books’ author for tacitly endorsing 

these interpretations of the text with his participation. Additionally, when the 

Winchesters realize that there are murderous ghosts threatening the convention goers, 

Dean characterizes gruesome murder as a punishment that “serves them right.”162 That 

the Winchesters grudgingly agree that they have to save the fans anyway is the creators’ 

unsubtle insinuation that they are more merciful than the fans deserve.  

The two recurring fan characters, Becky and Metatron, are also the best examples 

of the creators defining and denouncing fans as monsters. Unsurprisingly, the harshest 

treatment is a reaction to the most dangerous of fan activities, writing fan fiction. Because 

they impose fans’ own interpretations on the narrative of Supernatural, all fan activities 

                                                
159 4.18 “The Monster at the End of This Book” 

160 Felschow, 2010, ¶ 6.1. 

161 Ingebretsen, 1998, p. 97. 

162 5.09 “The Real Ghostbusters.”  
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fundamentally challenge “discursive and productive monopolies” held by the creators.163 

Fan fiction is especially dangerous because it constitutes “a rebellion against the system” 

of hegemonic social norms that underpin the narrative and the production and regulation 

of those norms through institutional channels.164 Just as writing fan fiction poses a more 

direct threat to the integrity of the narrative than other fan activities, the fan characters 

who write fan fiction pose a more direct threat to the Winchesters. For instance, Metatron 

attempts to rewrite the narrative of Supernatural from within to make himself the hero 

and the Winchesters his villainous nemeses who he triumphantly kills to establish his 

power.165 Where other fan activities dispute the creative intent of Supernatural, writing 

fan fiction commands control over the narrative itself and overturns definitions of correct 

maleness and femaleness, especially by queering the male ego ideal. For example, Becky 

writes fan fiction that shifts the Wincest slash pairing from an easily refutable 

interpretation of Supernatural’s homoerotic subtext to an unambiguous, fully realized 

text in its own right.166 Her domain of influence may be limited to her Website, 

morethanbrothers.net, but Becky is technically as much the god of her own reality as the 

show creators are.167  

Taking full advantage of their exclusive control over canon, the creators represent 

fans as delusional and incompatible with the narrative reality to remind the rebellious 

                                                
163 Johnson, 2007, p. 291. Cf. Jenkins, 1992, p. 86. 

164 Costello & Moore, 2007, p. 136. 

165 9.18 “Meta Fiction” and 9.23 “Do You Believe in Miracles?”  

166 5.01 “Sympathy for the Devil” 

167 Along with the fans, the creators insert themselves into the text of Supernatural in the form of Chuck 
Shurley, the author of the book series, whose facetious description of himself as a god is narratively 
supported by the fact that he is a divine Prophet protected by archangels (4.18 “The Monster at the End of 
This Book”).   
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fandom “of who exactly is in charge.”168 Becky Rosen is as unflattering a portrait of a 

fangirl as it is possible to create. She is described as “so pathetic, it actually loops back 

around again to cute,” accurately capturing the cruel pleasure the creators take in making 

her a laughingstock. To quote the words they put in Becky’s own mouth, “I know what I 

am, okay? I’m a loser, in high school, in life,” who feels a sense of belonging only on 

online fan message boards.169 Though she protests, “I know the difference between 

fantasy and reality,” Becky has in fact immersed herself so deeply in what are ostensibly 

only hacky dime novels that, even in absence of any evidence, she truly believes they are 

real.170 She is obsessed with Sam and after meeting him, makes a fool of herself by 

fawning over him and refusing to acknowledge his discomfort at her caressing his 

chest.171 Convinced that Sam returns her lustful interest, Becky embarrasses herself even 

further by trying to let him down gently when she begins dating someone else. “I’m not 

going to lie,” she tells Sam in all seriousness. “We had undeniable chemistry. But like a 

monkey on the sun, it was too hot to live. It can’t go on.” Sardonically, Sam assures her 

he will “find a way to keep living” after the disappointment.172  

The relationship does not last, so Becky’s third and final appearance on 

Supernatural in 7.08 “Season Seven, Time for a Wedding!” brings her obsession with 

Sam back in full force. When confronted with the prospect of her high school reunion, 

Becky determines that having Sam accompany her will prove to her worth to her former 

                                                
168 Felschow, 2012, ¶ 6.6. 

169 7.08 “Season Seven, Time for a Wedding!” 

170 5.01 “Sympathy for the Devil” 

171 5.01 “Sympathy for the Devil” 

172 5.18 “The Monster at the End of This Book” 
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Figure 30. The creators cruelly caricature female fans in Becky’s delusional obsession 
with Sam (7.08 “Season Seven, Time for a Wedding!”).  

 

bullies. She is still portrayed as delusional to the point of idiocy, again convincing herself 

that Sam “already love[s her] deep down” to justify her methods of convincing him to be 

her date for the reunion. In a turn for the sinister, Becky forces Sam into abandoning 

Dean and marrying her by drugging him with a magical roofie. The creators draw a 

deliberate parallel with the trope of the disruptive woman so the necessity of Becky’s 

reliance on magical aids and, when the spell fails, physical ligatures to keep Sam with her 

makes a nasty point of her complete lack of appeal. From the instant he realizes that she 

and Sam are involved, Dean is utterly assured that Becky is mixed up in something 

unnatural. After the love spell breaks and Becky ties him to the bed, Sam tries to 

convince her to release him with the promise that she could find love without the need for 

coercion and Becky sadly responds, “That’s sweet, but I’m not so sure.” At the end of the 
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episode, she leaves in complete humiliation, the Winchesters’ warning to stay away from 

them ringing in her ears.  

 The creators’ depiction of fan fiction writers as monsters reaches its pinnacle in 

Metatron. Though he is an angel and shares many of the attitudes characteristic of the 

apocalyptic faction described earlier in this chapter, Metatron is symbolically aligned 

with Becky and the other fans. They both have multiple identities, one corresponding to 

their “real” lives and one to their fannish lives.173 Also like Becky, Metatron is willfully 

deluded about the shape of reality and his place in it. He is portrayed as a “petty, unliked, 

unloved angel”174 who has a ludicrously overinflated opinion of his natural charisma, 

abilities as a writer, and his own importance in the world. Just as Becky is introduced 

writing fan fiction at her computer and speaking of the Winchesters as if they were 

characters she has control over, the episode that features Metatron most prominently 

situates him at a typewriter, writing what he calls the “script” for his preferred 

narrative.175 While he never refers to his work as fan fiction per se, it performs the same 

deleterious functions of upsetting the narrative status quo of Supernatural by bringing a 

side character to the forefront, shredding the Winchesters’ established identities, and 

rejecting institutional creative authority.176 The creators even show the title card changing  

                                                
173 In her fannish life online, Becky uses the noms de plume samlicker81 (5.01 “Sympathy for the Devil”) 
and beckywinchester176 (9.04 “Slumber Party”), whereas Metatron uses his true name for his fannish 
activities and goes by Marv “[i]n public” (8.22 “Clip Show”). 

174 9.23 “Do You Believe in Miracles?” 

175 9.18 “Meta Fiction” 

176 Johnson, 2007, p. 291. Cf. Costello & Moore, 2007, p. 136. 
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Figure 31. Metatron is the creators’ image of the fan author as monster (9.19 “Meta 
Fiction”).  

 

from the usual “Supernatural” to “Metatron” to show the authorial power he sees himself 

possessing.177  

As an author of what is symbolically fan fiction, Metatron poses a threat to the 

integrity of human social norms. Originally God’s scribe, Metatron exiled himself from 

Heaven and took up residence on Earth to feed his obsession with human storytelling. A 

megalomaniac who understands that “[w]hen you create stories, you become gods of tiny, 

intricate dimensions unto themselves,”178 the threat Metatron poses to the Winchesters 

and their heroic masculinity is exponentially larger than Becky manages through incest 

                                                
177 9.18 “Meta Fiction.” In the course of Seasons 1-9, there have been a total of twenty unique title cards. 
Each season has its own stylization and there have been individual episodes with altered title sequences that 
relate to that episode’s subject matter or tone. The Metatron title card is the second of only two that 
interrupt the standard season title sequence to replace “Supernatural” with something else. The other was 
3.13 “Ghostfacers,” which transitioned from the regular sequence to the opening credits of the in-universe 
pilot episode of the Ghostfacers’ television show. 

178 8.21 “The Great Escapist” 
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erotica. Enabled by his inhuman power as an angel, Metatron inscribes his monstrous 

interpretation on the scale of reality in an attempt to warp the narrative of Supernatural 

itself to make himself the heroic protagonist and the Winchesters and Castiel his arch 

nemeses. Obviously, he fails, but his arc as the villain of Season 9 offers plenty of 

opportunity for the creators to make their low opinion of fan authors clear.  

Supernatural’s creators make it painfully obvious that Metatron is the in-narrative 

whipping boy for the fandom in 9.18 “Meta Fiction.” Anomalously breaking the fourth 

wall to speak directly to the audience, Metatron looks up from his typewriter to muse, 

What makes a story work? Is it the plot, the characters, the text? The 
subtext? And what gives a story meaning? Is it the writer? Or you? 
Tonight, I thought I would tell you a little story and let you decide. 

This monologue serves two purposes, one within the ostensible narrative and one 

transcendent of the narrative. First, it evidences Metatron’s role as a monster within the 

narrative reality of Supernatural. As is revealed later in the episode, this speech takes 

place as he is gloating to Castiel that he and the Winchesters are at Metatron’s mercy and 

will be forced to play the doomed villains in Metatron’s twisted narrative. In usurping the 

identity of creator while overturning the Winchesters’ established roles as the heroic male 

ego ideal, Metatron’s antagonism is symbolically aligned with his fannish identity and 

transmuted into monstrosity. 

Second, the monologue contributes to the creators’ campaign to shame the 

fandom, and particularly writers of fan fiction. As an avatar of the fan author, Metatron’s 

ultimate disarmament and defeat serves as a reminder to the fan authors in the audience 

that the canon text will always trump fans’ interpretations and alternate story lines. This 

is not the only point in Metatron’s character arc that is used for these purposes. His plan 

to gain the public’s trust and affection depends on him spreading clichéd self-
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aggrandizing stories of his own heroism online.179 The angels who side with and work for 

him are referred to as fans.180 While Dean is speaking to one such “fan,” the creators 

abandon all subtlety and break the fourth wall again to sneer, “Just because you’re hot for 

[a character], just because you know everything about them, doesn’t mean that you 

actually know them.” Sam chimes in to add that the objects of fans’ adoration do not 

“even know [they] exist,” let alone care.181  

Though fans are not natively inhuman in the aggregate, Supernatural singles them 

out as monsters. Just as the disparate treatment of angels based on their performances of 

gender showed that monstrosity is not intrinsic to inhumanity, the creators’ condemnation 

of fans shows that inhumanity is not intrinsic to monstrosity, either. As with angels and 

demons, fans’ monstrosity is situated in their failure to adhere to gender norms. Their 

gender trouble does not manifest physically but rather in their participation in and 

identification with a culture that is inherently hostile to the gender norms that the 

Winchesters embody and champion through the heroic narrative.  

 
Conclusion 

Monstrosity is perhaps the most interesting category of identity in Supernatural 

because it offers a third perspective on gender uncommon in mainstream media. 

Specifically, Supernatural’s discourse of monstrosity consistently isolates gender trouble, 

                                                
179 9.23 “Do You Believe in Miracles?” 

180 9.21 “King of the Damned” 

181 9.21 “King of the Damned” 
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transgression, and failure as that which is not only “socially unacceptable” but also 

beyond “the outer limit of the human.”182 The main points are: 

• Human gender norms are considered the universal standard. All inhuman characters 

are held to the gender expectations that correspond with the sexed human bodies in 

which they manifest. 

• Though there is a high correlation between inhumanity and monstrosity, there is no 

direct and inherent causality or reciprocity between these two identities. Monstrosity 

always depends on the character’s insurrection against gender norms. 

• There are multiple avenues by which the creators can initiate the discourse of 

monstrosity, including visually, linguistically, and narratively. 

• Identifying and degrading monsters is a major component of the narrative and 

essential to the Winchesters’ heroism. 

This final point is the most important. The creators use the narrative to shame and punish 

human men and women for their sins, but the naming and repudiation of monsters is their 

primary method for regulating gender identity and performance. The ideation of maleness 

and femaleness described in Chapters One and Two are the foundation on which the 

creators build Supernatural, but it is in defining monstrousness that Supernatural sets and 

polices the limits of gender. 

                                                
182 Ingebretsen, 1998, p. 97. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

From the extensive analysis of the previous three chapters, it is obvious that, no 

matter what the creators’ intentions may have been, Supernatural says a great deal about 

gender identity and performativity. Maleness and femaleness are defined as the correct 

performance of gender corresponding to physiological sex dimorphism. As the heroic 

protagonists, Sam and Dean represent the epitome of maleness, which is constructed 

around the premise that “there is only one way to be a man, and that to be a man, above 

all else, is to be the opposite of a woman.”1 Femaleness is no more varied a category; 

though there are multiple ways to be female without incurring narrative punishment, 

femaleness always depends on women being “functionally ‘for’” the male characters and 

their narrative arcs.2 Once they have exceeded their usefulness, female characters are 

summarily dismissed, often through a violent death that contributes to the Winchesters’ 

character development.  

While maleness and femaleness are necessarily opposites, there is the ostensible 

corollary that they are complementary opposites. Much of the construction of correct 

maleness and femaleness depends on their interaction through heterosexual availability, 

viability, and attraction. There are no male exceptions to the heterosexual script, but 

female characters with children are sexually nullified in the discharge of their maternal 

duties. The Winchesters must be heterosexual and sexually active in order to be heroes, 

while women must be heterosexual and sexually receptive in order to exist meaningfully 

                                                
1 Krelko, 2013, p. 54. 

2 Lauzen & Dozier, 2005, p. 439.  



 189 

in the Supernatural narrative. Heterosexual failure, whether through incompetence, spite, 

or disinclination, is a laughable, reprehensible, and even punishable offense.  

The inherent mutual exclusivity of masculinity and femininity and their 

interaction through heterosexual norms are the foundation of monstrosity in 

Supernatural. Ingebretsen (1998) defines the process of making monsters as “spelling 

out, quite literally, what a populace fears.”3 There are many kinds of monsters in 

Supernatural, but there is a unifying discourse of monstrosity. Antagonism depends on 

obstructing the Winchesters’ heroic journey but failures of human gender in one’s 

presentation or performance of self both predict and symbolize monstrosity. These 

failures are actualized discursively through visual, verbal, and narrative cues that 

disparage antagonists for being incorrect or insufficient in their gender identity. Just as 

the female characters exist to serve the development of the Winchesters’ identities as 

men, the monsters exist to be denounced and destroyed in proof of the Winchesters’ 

heroism.  

 There are two salient points about the representation of gender in Supernatural: 

first, that it is not an outlier. The toxic message in Supernatural’s representations of 

maleness, femaleness, and monstrousness cannot be ignored or dismissed as marginal. In 

itself, the fifty years of scholarship about gender in the horror and hero genres that exists 

for this project to cite evidences a long tradition of similar representations of maleness 

and femaleness. As for the contemporary milieu, Krelko (2013) observes that, in carrying 

out its function “to reflect and enforce societal values,” there has been a recent trend “to 

                                                
3 P. 109. 
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revalue and reiterate traditional gender roles” in television and popular media generally.4 

Supernatural is very much a part of this reactionary information campaign, fitting neatly 

into a sprawling matrix of representation that defines men as powerful protectors, women 

as victims of sexual violence, and monsters as failed men and women according to the 

binary gender norms. Though it is a comparatively minor text in the panoply of Western 

fictional narratives, Supernatural is representative of the education in the correct 

constitution and performance of gender identity that audiences receive from popular 

culture.  

The second salient point about representation of gender in Supernatural is that it 

is conspicuously aware of the existence of other systems of norms. If the monsters were 

all natively inhuman, it would suggest that the normative conception of human gender is 

natural and objectively real to the human condition, and simply inaccessible to those 

species born outside of it. That the third major identity category of monsters transcends 

the distinction between human and inhuman exposes the truth that norms are socially 

constructed. The fans in the show are avatars of a real world fan community and, just as 

Supernatural is integrated into a coordinated ideological matrix, Supernatural’s fans can 

be constituents of other ideological matrices. In the text of the show, characters must 

choose between humanity and monstrosity, but in the real world, individuals can choose 

between the mundane options of the hegemonic gender norms of the creators and a 

variety of critical perspectives on those norms. Though Supernatural condemns and 

vilifies fans for making a choice that undermines the genre conventions essential to its 

                                                
4 P. 54; p. 65.  
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narrative, merely admitting the existence an organized and thriving community that 

eschews binary sex-gender norms proves that there is a choice to be made. 

The multiple ideological perspectives on gender available to individuals are 

always in conversation with each other. Though this project is fan output by nature, it 

exclusively examines one perspective on this ideological conversation in the canon text 

of Supernatural. Beyond that, there is much that can and should be said about the fans’ 

creative and critical works and about the dialogue between creators and fans. Future 

projects should analyze the alternative narratives and representations of gender 

Supernatural’s fans offer in their own texts. The points of convergence and divergence 

between canonical and fannish constructions of maleness, femaleness, and monstrousness 

will offer a window into the conflict between traditional and alternative ideologies of 

gender currently extant in Western society.  

Another important continuation of this project is a comprehensive understanding 

of outcomes of the dialogue between creators and fans. Supernatural’s creators have 

acknowledged that narrative and character arcs have been amended in reaction to fan 

reception, and there have been allegations that creators have exploited fans’ enthusiasm 

for queer slash pairings with no intent to ever canonize those pairings.5 These actual 

outcomes suggest the extent of power that fans have over canon texts and their potential 

ability to effect real change in television ideological norms. Understanding this potential 

is the first step toward harnessing it to reform representations of gender in Supernatural 

and across popular media as a whole. 

 

                                                
5 Felshow, 2010, pp. 16-17. 
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