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ABSTRACT

In this paper, | attempt to analyze the function of gender messages in ex¢slend the
engagement of audiences with these messages. | adopt an interdiscipipraach, applying
theoretical and methodological concepts from both film studies and audience studieg, o orde
develop a new model through which to study media texts and fans. | apply this model to an
analysis of female characters in the television progdapernaturabnd to self-identified female
fans ofSupernatural Throughout the paper, | contend that such an interdisciplinary model is
necessary for understanding media texts and audiences, and | conclude thémsextaas

academics in their reading and interpretation of media texts.
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[.INTRODUCTION

Two men sit on a dark sidewalk, commiserating about absent fa(ees. miserable,
asks the other, “How do you manage it?” To which his friend rgplii@n a good day, you get to
kill a whore.”

This exchange, heard in tBeipernaturalseason five episode, “99 Problems”, written by
Julie Siege, is not between two villains or a pair of murderoug@amds. It is between two of
the series’ principal characters, two heroes, and is, prédymmaeant to be humorous. Context
is clarifying, here, as the “whore” in question is the biblM#iore of Babylon, but there is a
sense of casual misogyny in it that cannot be ignored.

Watching “99 Problems”, as a fan, in April of 2010, | heard the seat&On a good day,
you get to kill a whore” come out of my hero’s mouth, and my jawhetfloor, too shocked to
be angry. That moment of offhanded, violent sexism soured whabtliasvise an excellent
episode, and it underscored what | had come to see as a pessistemisettling problem in my
favorite television show.

If we understand gender to be defined primarily through actionserddtions (West &
Zimmerman, 1987), then we must consider that the average Ameratahes 153 hours of
television every month (Nielson quarterly report, 2009), and that mucthabf television
programming is likely to involve gendered interactions of some kinduderstanding of how

gender is constructed within media texts, therefore, is ¢riacan understanding of how gender



functions in a mediated society. However, | contend that an exaomnaftigendered media is
incomplete without a corresponding examination of how audiences remedvénterpret that
media. It is with this understanding that | have undertaken a faramadysis of the television
programSupernaturabnd of the engagement practicesSapernaturafans.

This study was designed with the intent to address two questioss. How does
Supernaturalas a media text, construct gendered interactions and, spegifiegliesent female
characters? To approach the first question, | conducted a conteysisnékhe first five seasons
of Supernaturgl with emphasis on the first two seasons. | found that the deathsnafefe
characters were likely to be portrayed in radically differesatys than the deaths of male
characters, and that representations of women within the nartgpieally fell into the
categories of “women as victims”, “women as objects”, and “wonsepraps”. | believe my
findings support an assessmengapernaturabs basically, if latently, misogynistic.

My second question, then, is how do women viewSuypernaturalengage with the
program’s gender ideology and representations of women? To addsegaéhiion, | submitted
a written, online survey to self-identified fans $@ipernaturgl asking questions about their
viewing habits and what aspects of the program they liked an#edisll received responses
from 94 fans, the vast majority of whom were women, and their ogsctind opinions varied
widely. There was generally little consensus on the subjdeintdle characters, and comments
on female characters ranged from excitedly supportive to gctnaent. A number of female
respondents said that they related closely to the male chrarasithout mention of female
characters. Despite its sexist ideology, fans said that theyngedtto watchSupernatural
because of its content and suggested a strong sense of visgaggraent, as well as extensive

boundary work within the fan community. Ultimately, | found fangidieags of the program to
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by complex and highly contextualized, and that they are activedypiating media messages
according to their own understandings and ideologies, rather thanysmeg®iving those
messages.

Since its inception in the 1930s, commercial television has playech@ortant role in
shaping Western culture, disseminating images and ideas to thealgeopulation in ways
previously unachievable through radio or print media. Media texts asepasition to both
reinforce and challenge existing ideologies of the dominant cultunek audiences are, through
their engagement with those texts, in a position to do the sahreugh my analysis of
Supernaturaland its surrounding fan base, | hope to contribute to the understandirgabify
how media texts perform this process of challenge and reinforcespewtfically with regard to
gender roles and representations. | also hope to develop a working widoregard to the

mental tactics used by audiences in their engagement with those texts.



. LITERATURE REVIEW

For this study, | have employed an inter-disciplinary theodetozandation, drawing on
both film analysis and audience studies. Bec&uggernaturalffits, ostensibly, into the “horror”
genre, | have chosen to focus on film studies literature deaditgpresentations of women in
horror films, a large portion of which employs a psychoanalytic &gbréo genre constructions
of gender.

Barbara Creed (1996), for instance, uses Julia Kristeva’s noti@ajettion’ to discuss
the concept of the “monstrous-feminine” in horror flms and how boundatgtion is used
cinematically to evoke both horror and fascination. For Kristevaptbeess of subjectivity is
threatened by anything that crosses or transcends barrspesialy physical barriers. The
disruption of boundaries causes physical disgust and distress, a raspstes& calls abjection.
(Mansfield, 2000). Drawing on Kristeva’'s own readings of horrontardture (Creed, 1996),
Creed enumerates those things which cause simultaneous revulsiontraagiomatin films,

saying:

definitions of the monstrous as constructed in the modern horror reexgreunded in
ancient religious and historical notions of abjection — particularlyelation to the

following religious “abominations”. sexual immorality and perwans; corporeal



alteration, decay, and death; human sacrifice; murder; the cdrpdady wastes; the

feminine body; and incest (1996: 37).

Creed calls up various tropes common to the genre, conjuring imageee aforpse, the
reanimated and ethereal dead, werewolves, and the preponderance of blogdyrgamst, and
other internal bodily fluids and parts. All of these, Creed sayssyemdols of abjection and are
employed by filmmakers in the interest of creating thatuditegd enthrallment which Kristeva
claims necessarily accompanies confrontation by the abject.

Of particular interest to Creed, however, is Kristeva's dpsori of the abject mother
and the recurring appearance of this idea within the horror gencerdieg to Kristeva, the
child’s attempt to break away from maternal authority and terehe paternal system of order
makes the mother abject. Creed offers examples of films, suebyahoandCarrie, in which
the attachment of a possessive mother is positioned as the ultemageof the ensuing violence.
She also discusses the filife Exorcistas a narrative in which the male order, represented by
the figure of the priest, is pitted against feminine/satdisorder as represented by a female
body which is violated both physically - as it is rotting - éspiritually” - as it is possessed by a
demonic force.

Creed summons the image of the female victim in slashes fimal the threat this image
presents to male viewers, saying, “Woman’s body is slashed arnldtetytnot only to signify
her own castrated state, but also the possibility of castratiothé male” (1996: 44). In this
way, she says that “the horror film brings about a confrontatidin the abject in order... to

eject the abject and redraw the boundaries between human and nonhuman” (Creed, 1996. p. 46).



Creed concludes her discussion with an analysis of the Allen which, she says,
presents a “complex representation of the monstrous-feminine ia térthe maternal figure as
perceived within a patriarchal ideology” (1996: 47) and illustrdtess continuous conflict
between maternal authority and paternal law. This conflat ke very center of Kristeva’s idea
of abjection, since it is that which exists outside the symbddile mrder — the feminine body —
that is the most abject.

Linda Williams (1996) employs psychoanalysis of horror films talifferent end,
focusing on the use of the “gaze” and viewer identification. In mastegfilms, Williams says,
there is no perspective with which female audiences can identdwireg the male gaze — the
perspective of male characters and, by extension, male viewgrsdominate the narrative.
Through this “frustration” of the female gaze, male desir@abte to persist unchallenged.
Williams goes so far as to say that “the woman’s gapeimsshed... by narrative processes that
transform curiosity and desire into masochistic fantasy” (1996: i3, subverting any form of
feminine pro-activity to the dominating pleasures of male viewers.

In privileging the male gaze, the female audience vanishe®lgrtiom consideration.
The data in my study, drawn almost entirely from female viswimdicates that Williams’
understanding of the exclusive cinematic gaze is not viable. SydlgifiWilliams’ approach
precludes the possibility that female viewers might identifihvmale characters, a tendency
which appeared frequently in my findings.

Adam Knee (1996) expands the notion of the gaze and constructions of gende
examine the films of Dario Argento, discussing Argento’s use aadgeration of genre tropes
to overturn traditional gender ideologies. According to Knee, Argefilmis foreground notions

of gender in order to question them. Argento presents female victiorsler to highlight the
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victimization of women in the horror genre, and in the media in genaratdition, he includes
male victims, portrays as many female protagonists as, rate often includes villains which
confound static concepts of gender.

In the film Opera Knee says, the female gaze becomes identified with thecfahe
male killer as the captive woman is forced to watch a sefié®rrific murders carried out for
her benefit. Similarly, inThe Bird with the Crystal Plumageéhe male protagonist becomes
obsessed with solving a murder which he witnesses, helplessly, from behinddoglass

In both of these films and, Knee argues, in Argento’s films in general, whehahnacters
—and, subsequently, the audience — think they see is very often coottheyrtarrative reality.
In this way, Argento is able to subvert the audiences certantyassumptions. Knee says, “As
visual and auditory perceptions and memories are thrown into doubt, sssamepsions about
gender, about sexuality, and about sanity — assumptions about whatuteasms norm, what
constitutes the identities of those around us” (1996: 224). Thus, accardimgé, Argento uses
the conventions of a genre which is notorious for its violent misogymydermine hegemonic
constructions of gender, sexuality, and power dynamics.

Unlike Creed and Williams, Knee acknowledges the possibilityesfstance within
media texts. That is, rather than viewing gender in terms of abjection orierckisee suggests
that the format and tropes of genre narratives themselves mahaydally subverted to reject
dominant interpretations. What is most interesting about Knee’s appi®éhe possibility of its
application in interpreting the work of flmmakers other than Argenth andeed, genres other
than horror. In what ways might the broader conventions of film leel as a medium for

resistance?



Although the psychoanalytic approach is predominant in feministingsdf horror
films, it is not the only framework for analysis, and, accordm@ynthia A. Freeland (2004),
this approach is often lacking in film analysis. Freeland outlhersobjections to the use of
psychoanalysis in understanding horror cinema, pointing out, first faremost, that
psychoanalysis is not generally well regarded within the digeif psychology. She adds that
it is only useful as an aide to reading the texts themseiwesthen only for certain texts, going
on to say that the abjection approach, as employed by Creed, is twbtbrprovide a truly
relevant context for analysis.

Freeland’s second objection is simply that psychoanalytic reatiéhss tend to rely on
the frameworks of Lacan and Kristeva to the exclusion, even, of qsyrhoanalytic
approaches, such as those of Irigaray and Cavell. Third, she claingsiychoanalysis is too
reductive, providing only a one-dimensional understanding of a single aspssene of a film,
neglecting even narrative context and often missing the point dieteas a whole. Fourth,
Freeland says, these readings rely upon assumptions about gendendaddifferences which
are culturally based and potentially problematic, and that such assasgnd to gloss over or
ignore other distinctions such as class, race, age, sexuality,oand. sThe fifth objection
Freeland raises is that psychoanalytic approaches are dispoatey common within feminist
film theory, and she proposes that other strains of feministytheoch as feminist frameworks
centering on new technologies or even radical Marxist feminmay, be more useful in this
regard. Finally, she says that psychoanalysis is not necgasseful for understanding viewers,
even if it does presumably provide insight into the texts.

Having thus deconstructed the psychoanalytic approach, Freelandioedénsr possible

tactics for feminist readings of horror. She suggests thamanist reading should undertake to

8



reveal the gender ideologies of a given text. She points to Tandkebki's “The Terror of
Pleasure: The Contemporary Horror Film and Postmodern Theory” }1®B&h views horror
as attacking the feminine via deconstruction of “feminine” cultalamnents, as an example of a
critical approach that differs from Freeland’s. Freeland adgers to Noéll Carroll (1990), who
applies a different theoretical understanding, for the concept dbfiba strategies, such as the
elicitation of audience presumptions in completing gaps in the st@304( 753). Freeland
recommends the work of psychoanalytic theorist Luce Irigaray (1&88%) means of conducting
psychoanalytic feminist analysis while also deconstructing rduditibnal assumptions of the
psychoanalytic approach through critiques of Lacan and Kristeva.

Freeland then proposes her own alternative framework for readingy Hitnrs, saying,
“a promising feminist approach to cinematic horror should be histlyri@alare and also broad
and open enough to work for all [the] varieties of horror” (2004: 751prdier to accomplish
this, she suggests that films should be examined in two waysa-#xrtic” and “intra-filmic”.
The “extra-filmic” analysis centers on the context, recept@om production aspects of horror
films. Specifically, Freeland asks that the reader consider wsregperiences in the production
of horror, how audiences read and respond to horror texts, and the historical and @ultexisc
surrounding them. By contrast, the “intra-filmic” approach focuses‘fims as artifacts”,
examining specific elements of the film, representations of woamel monsters, and narrative
and cinematic structure in order to uncover gender ideologies.

Freeland’s discussion is primarily concerned with the “intraifi” approach, and she
provides specific questions to guide the reader in this analysisasutHow do the film’s
structures of narrative, point of view, and plot construction operatéeaatiag a depiction of

gender roles and relations?” and “What are the film’s intplietorical presuppositions about
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natural gender roles and relations?” (2004: 753). She encourages teamgrsider both what is
shown and what isiot shown, to avoid assumptions about gender and focus instead on the
ideology of a given text, to look at actual depictions of women and ewtts for deep,
psychoanalytic readings.

It is worth noting that these and other analyses of gender ihatter genre (Clover,
1992; Grant, 1984; Conlon, 1992) are concerned exclusively with cinematic had give no
consideration to genre television. A notable exception to this neiglabe serieBuffy the
Vampire Slayerwhich has received a great deal of attention from feminist anscholars
(Douglas, 2010; Driver, 2007; Early, 2004; Karras, 2002; Owen, 1999), thoughstineses do
not situateBuffy within the context of the horror genre. This repositioning is underdtnda
sinceBuffy, and indee®upernaturagl might arguably be classified as “urban fantdsy’believe
that the episodic nature &upernatural as well as its use of traditional horror tropes, will
provide a rich and diverse variety of content for analysis.

Though | will refer to elements of the psychoanalytic approachmy reading of
Supernatural specifically Kristeva’s abjection and the question of the mate,gado, for the
most part, agree with Freeland’s criticisms and intend % mast heavily on her proposed
alternative framework. | will, however, give equal attention to le¢h*extra-filmic” and “intra-
filmic” aspects of the series, as | will be examining f#es’ understandings of the program’s
gender ideology along with the construction of that ideology withenrthrrative. Freeland’s

framework includes extra-filmic analysis primarily as aams of understanding the text. My

! Wikipedia classifies both Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Supernatural as “fantasy” and “horror”. The Internet
Movie Database classifies Supernatural as “horror”, but not Buffy.
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work, on the other hand, focuses on both intra- and extra-filmic conswhsrats a means of
understanding how the text and the audience interact in terms of gender.

Focusing strictly on gender within the text itself provides amlpartial view of how
Supernaturdk representations of women function as concepts and does not adugess t
implications of those representations for a gendered audience. | ptbpdsan order to fully
understand the workings of genderSuapernaturalor in any other television program, we must
also consider the ways in which audiences respond to and engagendtdr gn television, not
only in terms of explicit opinions, but also in the reading taaitd communal practices of
devoted viewers. To that end, | have employed literature on the sabjgewer engagement in
both classic cinema and contemporary television.

Traditional audience studies see the audience as “vulnerable” sity“gdluenced and
open to persuasion” (Adorno, 1991; Barker, 1997; Hoggart, 1957; Wertham, 1955dlincit
Brooker & Jermyn, eds, 2003). Brooker and Jermyn suggest that studies wipelygie the
“vulnerable audience” model are based in conventional wisdom, itadnrerempirical research.
This model reinforces and justifies institutional control over medra, by claiming that
audiences have no agency, theorists actively restrict what ageigty actually exist. In
“Culture Industry Reconsidered”, T.W. Adorno (1991) argues that audieareenot entities in
themselves, but rather “an object of calculation; an appendage ofidtiginery” (1991: 55)
which produces media culture. The “culture industry”, Adorno saygsforees pre-existing
“mass” mentalities, leaving no room for the challenge of thosetatites either within the
system of production or by audiences. He asserts that “trugesuils inherently meaningful and
resistant, though what he means by “true” is unclear, and tharadects of mass culture are

necessarily incapable of acquiring meaning or expressingamsistin Adorno’s understanding,
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the message of the culture industry is that of conformity in antself, and the concepts it
“hammers into human beings... remain unquestioned, unanlysed, and undi&ectical
presupposed” (1991: 59). Adorno’'s model of audience consumption assumes thas there
space in which viewers may resist or reinterpret the mesumhmedia text, and, moreover, that
viewers have no desire to actively engage cultural messages, even if tltey coul

Though it is important to consider traditional understandings of cultarelumption as a
foundation of contemporary audience studies, existing data on audienceerargadHills,
2004; Jenkins, 1992; Jenkins, 1995; Radway, 2003; this study) undermines the vulnerable
audience model completely. Rather than blind, mindless consumption, ¥iap@ioach media
texts as objects of scrutiny, employing critical taciicgheir reading and interpretation of those
texts. In order to understand how media messages function in a cmeiakt, we must first
reject entirely the construct of the unquestioning audience andceeplavith a theoretical
standpoint which affords the viewer, at the very least, the possibildictive engagement with
the media text.

In her book,Attack of the Leading Ladiessender, Sexuality, and Spectatorship in
Classic Horror Cinemg1996), Rhonda Berenstein deals issues of gendered audiences in horror
films of the 1930s. She addresses both the positioning of female emnsriactelation to male
heroes and monsters and the relationship of the spectator to-fteeen horrors. In the third
chapter, “Horror for Sale: The Marketing and Reception of Glddsrror Cinema”, Berenstein
discusses constructions of gender performance in promotional material.

She says that marketing for classic horror films encouraged hspemtatorship as an
arena in which viewers could play out — possibly exaggerated formscofventional gender

dynamics. Specifically, the advertising suggested that “hor@rien provide women with a
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socially sanctioned reason to grab on to their boyfriends” (1996: 60), reipdhat, even as
spectators, men are given the opportunity to play the “hero” in cangdtteir girlfriends, the
terrified victims. In this way, spectatorship was presented as art afgender performance.

Berenstein also addresses the perspectives of film critits megard to gendered
audiences of horror cinema. She found that, when the critics remaskadyender at all, they
expressed one of three opinions. Some critics suggested that both nveonaernl were equally
frightened by the film, though often with the caveat, consisteit mvitch of the marketing, that
male viewers would feign bravado and disguise their fear. Othar reviews expressed
unmitigated surprise that women enjoyed horror films at all. @tiers concluded that men and
women simply enjoyed different aspects of the films. Berensdeind the assumption that men
and women enjoyed different aspects was also reflected iketimay. The 1931 filnDracula,
for instance, was marketed as a romance in order to draw imadef@audience. A 1933 study on
the film-viewing habits of children, however, found that girls prei@rmysteries while boys
enjoyed war movies. Neither group, the study said, liked romatros filCharman, 1933).
Likewise, a 1930 article on female film attendance suggestedvtimaén attended and enjoyed
films whether they contained romance or not (Aaronson, 1930).

Regardless of evidence undermining that assumption that women were tdréilms
with romance, Berenstein says, the romantic slant of publicitgediiat women persisted. This
assumption and subsequent tendencies in promotion are also found in contemmgaokating
and media reviews. A receNew York Timeseview (Bellafante, 2011) of the HBO serf@ame
of Thrones adapted from a series of fantasy novels by George R.RinMa#&96), sparked a
backlash from female fantasy readers (Eleni, 2011; Forum post, 200,1204i1; Ratcliffe,

2011) when thdimescritic suggested th&ame of Throne®xplicit sexual content was “tossed
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in as a little something for the ladies, out of a justifiable,fparhaps, that no woman alive
would watch otherwise” (Bellafante, 2011). Thamesreview, written by a woman, ran just a
day afterMSNBC Today ran another review oGame of Thronegitled “Geek girls power
viewership for sci-fi/fantasy TV” (Young, 2011). The aggressivepoase of fans and the
marked difference between tfi@mesand Today reviews illustrate the continued disconnect
between conventional assumptions about female viewership and the pettiedes of female
audiences, as well as discontinuity within structures of mainstream media ne

Berenstein also refers to the use of the female scream, noa®mlytrope in the films
themselves, but also as a promotional performance. She saysoutite &f a woman’s scream
promoted fear, guaranteed the genre’s effectiveness, and linkatefgender behavior to an
overwrought performance” (1996: 73). Marketers also used the resporiemalé audience
members to judge the effectiveness of the films, specifitallyciting fear. It is worth noting
that the marketing faBupernaturglthough it is considered a “horror” series, does not attempt to
invoke elements of terror. Rather, the series is promoted on \theh@ugh brief clips of
upcoming episodes, usually depicting moments of humor or emotional drama.

Janice Radway'’s (2003) study of women reading romance novels dea@specifically
with women-as-audience, particularly with motivations for regdRadway finds that, for the
women in her study, a significant source of the pleasure deriosdrEading romance novels is
the act of reading, not only - or necessarily - the texts themselveswbmeen she spoke to
characterized their own reading as an “escape”, a wayhichwto “diversify the pace and
character of their habitual existence” (2003: 222).

Radway — and the women — also remark upon the semi-clandestine natessliofy

romance fiction. The women refer to their reading as a Ygpliasure”, an activity which their
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husbands consider to be “hedonistic” or foolish. According to Radwaynémés disapproval
stems from the feeling that reading takes their wives’ abemitaway from their family and
themselves. However, the women are quick to suggest that the ebegpsetk is from
responsibilities, not family. Radway characterizes the acaiding romance as “a special gift a
woman gives herself” (2003: 223), an act which acquires significasbpa& meaning for the
readers despite the fact that their desire for pleasure in escapeustuatly validated.

Though my methods and approach differ radically from Radway’s, | fsanme of her
concepts useful in my analysis. Specifically, the act of readmgan element of visceral
engagement and the understanding of fan activities as clandestynsignificant roles in my
discussion of fans’ reasons for watchBigpernatural.

In his discussion of women writin§tar Trekfan fiction, Henry Jenkins (1995) focuses
on the active engagement of female audiences with the medi&dexiction, a popular practice
among media fans, is defined as “a fictional account writtea fayr of a show, movie, book, or
video game to explore themes and ideas that will not or cannot bwezkpia the originating
medium” (Dictionary.com). Jenkins discusses the ways in which fdaimgvallows fans, in this
case specifically female fans, to engage with and rewhigesource text. Fan fiction allows
writers to focus on character relationships and to draw attentionirtor — often female —
characters. It also gives them an opportunity to “exploreceasipects of texts which could not
be directly represented on television” (1995: 197). Finally, fanmgritiffers a space in which to
expand the series timeline and to allow the “universes” of various programertct.

Jenkins points out that most fan writers are women. This is dtyart interest in the
case ofStar Trek he suggests, since the egalitarian ideology of the programligivevice to

gender equality, but the narrative itself portrays traditigesider relations. In this wayStar
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Trek thus offered a potential or a ‘philosophy’ of gender equality wkiicl not often translate
into on-screen images of fematbaractersbeing treated equally” (1995: 198). In the original
pitch for the seriesStar Trekcreator Gene Roddenberry fought to cast a woman in the role of
first officer aboard thdenterprise but the network producers denied this request. Instead, the
ship’s first officer, now rewritten as the alien Mr. Spock, iasously portrayed by Leonard
Nimoy, and the female members of the crew were cast in sunbdedpositions, as nurses or
glorified radio operators, wearing miniskirts and often defined Hayr tsexuality. The only
female characters shown to be in positions of authority, Jenkins says, iase alie

Star Trek Jenkins says, “invited female fans to think of themselves againtributors
to the utopian future, yet offered them little substantive reprdssmtavithin the program
episodes” (1995: 199). Fan writing, on the other hand, provides female fidma wpace in
which to rework conceptions of gender identity, challenging dtiofial form the politics of
subordination and gender roles.

Christine Scodari’s (2003) study of female fans of the sci@oten programsStargate:
SG-1 and Farscape deals directly with the responses of those fans to the show’aldem
characters. For her analysis, Scodari relies upon fan fiatidriaaa comments and discussions in
publications and online. Scodari argues that these seeminglyviee$ast practices can lead to
the reinforcement of other harmful practices and that fan sijidzan be disrupted by other
statuses such as race, age, and so on. The act of reappropriation, Sigupksis, is not resistive
in and of itself, and the content of fan texts may not be resiatiall. She adds that, even in
cases where the content is non-hegemonic, this does not necessarily repessstive mindset.

Scodari found female fans to be generally antagonistic towardldeainaracters. She

proposed that a reason for this may be that fans view femalactéra as competition for the
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male protagonist’s affections, saying that “slash” fan fiction, stevieésh describe a romantic or
sexual relationship between two male characters, removeothgetition. She also claims that
“Mary Sue” fan fiction, stories in which a — usually poorly writteoverly perfect — female

character features as a fictional stand-in for the author, arenwiott¢éhe same reason.

The hegemonic motivations of producers seeking a male audience, iSsayarare
reinforced by female fans’ activities which exclude femaharacters, so that even fans’
proposed resistive activities can reinforce hegemonic structureexofality. She says that
“[fans] want tolike and the writers want tbe likethe show’s male heroes” (2003: 123. ltalics
original). She suggests that female fans’ dislike of femd&laracters is related to fans’
attachment to other male characters and says that fans winelafh fiction as resistive are
reinforcing continued marginalization of female characters.

In asserting that “[fans] want tiike and the writers want tbe like the show’s male
heroes”, Scodari is making a number of assumptions that needattdbessed: that the writers
are uniformly heterosexual males, that female fans are uiyjfdraterosexual, that identification
with characters is privileged over attraction to characterd, that female fans cannot identify
with male characters. First, a brief glance at the ngitredits for botiStargate: SG-land
Farscapeeliminates the assumption that all of the series wrdaegsmale, and, though | cannot
speak to the sexuality of the writing staff, with 48 writeetween them, it is statistically
unlikely that all of the writers are heterosexual. Second, thougtafits data suggests that the
series’ fans are predominantly heterosexual, white women, &ienstnt that “[fans] want to
like... the show’s male heroes” not only assumes necessary atiramtmale characters, it also
precludes entirely the possibility that female fans of amyaeorientation might be attracted to

female characters. Third, Scodari implicitly assumes thainfaa character perspective with
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which to identify is inherently preferable to experiencing ettba to a character. This
assumption also underlies work concerned with the male gaze (KneeWi86ns, 1996) and,
through its unquestioned persistence, serves to marginalize theeetipermportance of female
sexuality in viewership. Perhaps there are times at whichléevi@vers prefer to appreciate the
visceral appeal of characters, rather than seeking to podigomstlves subjectively within the
narrative. Finally, and most importantly, Scodari assumes that ndeve@m only identify with
characters whose gender expression matches their own, that feevedes can only identify
with female characters, male viewers with male chargctnd so on. By contrast, female
respondents in my survey frequently said that they identifiedawithelated to” male characters
in Supernaturalundercutting assumptions about gender restrictions in the narrative gaze.

Though Scodari’s topic is directly relevant to my interestsyasgarch approach differs
greatly from hers, as do my findings. While Scodari relies omiagazines and forum posts, my
data comes from questionnaires addressing fans directly. Thougjomista toward female
characters is not entirely absent, it does not characterize the majddtyale fans’ responses in
my study. On the contrary, a number of female respondents in my simlgssed varying
degrees of displeasure with the narrative’s treatment of fechaleacters and with extra-filmic
aspects of characterization, rather than with the charabtarselves. Unlike those in Scodari’s
study, my respondents did not, at any point, frame female charasesexual rivals. | would
suggest, moreover, the possibility of an overlap between the fardar8s study and mine,
since at least four of my respondents also said that they were fatesgdite: SG-1

If the theoretical structure of film and media studies ssfterough its neglect of the
audience, then audience studies also suffers through its failaddtess the content of media

texts. A thorough understanding of audience engagement requires thaidtbecas under
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scrutiny not be removed from the context of the textual contentwtitbh they are interacting,
just as a thorough understanding of ideologies within media textsoti possible without
considering how those ideologies are received and interpretedaldgrs. Through an inter-
disciplinary theoretical approach which builds on Freeland’s analytiramework and

incorporates principals of audience studies via Radway and Jersiudy seeks to correct
the imbalance between intra- and extra-filmic analysis and tthesnstruct a more complex,

contextualized model of how media texts and media audiences interact.
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1. METHODS

In order to create a thorough, complex understanding of how gendeohmitimedia
texts, it is necessary to examine not only the text itbeif,also the readings of that text by
gendered audiences. This requires that research be condutteédavijuestions operating under
an overarching query. Given that my larger question pertainketovbrkings of gender in
Supernatural | must first ask howSupernaturagl as a narrative, constructs gender and, second,
how audiences receive and interpret gender wiupernatural Freeland’s framework for
reading horror films provides a theoretical foundation from whichagproach these very
guestions. By focusing on both the “intra-filmic” elements — thos@d within the text itself —
and the “extra-filmic” elements — those relating to the tepattsluction, context, and reception —
| attempted to assess the function and meaning of gendsuparnatural.Through content
analysis, | addressed the gendered intra-filmic elements itetheand | approached the extra-

filmic aspects through a survey $fipernaturafans.

A. Case Selection
Supernatural premiered on the WB Television Network in September of 2005. It
followed the popular mother-daughter come@iymore Girls which had previously featured
Supernaturalstar Jared Padalecki. Other popular programming on the network aimibe

included teen dram®ne Tree Hill long-running family dram&™ Heaven Superman tie-in
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Smallville and sitcomReba starring country music singer Reba McEntire. The WB had first
gained commercial success in 1997 when it launéhdty the Vampire Slayewhich it carried

for five seasons. It is important to make note of the CW’s broaddagiry and similar
programming on other networks in order to situtgernaturalin the context of its home
network and of contemporary genre television.

Created and run by Eric KripkeSupernatural centers on the adventures of the
Winchester brothers, played by Padalecki &mallville alum Jensen Ackles, as they travel
around the United States fighting all manner of magical, mythaad paranormal monsters.
Sam and Dean Winchester, Padalecki and Ackles, respectivelyraised by their ex-marine
father, John, to be monster “hunters”. John himself pursued the lifawitar seeking revenge
for the death of his wife, Mary, who was killed by a demon namedeAzlwthe first season of
the series, the brothers are looking for their father, who has gone missin{gadideover clues
to suggest that the demon who killed their mother has plans for Sam.hTAaagel himself is
not seen in this season, the brothers encounter his “daughter”, Megrdlastdemon who
attempts to manipulate and trap them. They exorcise the demonhwitielp of another hunter
named Bobby Singer, and the real Meg, the young woman being posskssetaving been
brutally beaten. The brothers are reunited with their fathehetend of the first season.
However, at the beginning of the second season, John sacrificedf hansezazel in exchange
for Dean’s life?

In 2006, the WB merged with United Paramount Network (UPN) to fthven CW

Television Network. The CW retain&@lpernaturals part of its prime time line-up, moving the

? John and Mary Winchester are played by Jeffrey Dean Morgan and Samantha Smith. Meg Masters is played by
Nicki Aycox. Bobby Singer is played by Jim Beaver.
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series from Tuesday to Thursday nights where it competed witR'sGBSI| ABC’'s Grey’s
Anatomy and Fox’sThe O.C.(Owen, 2007). That same year, NBC launched the science fiction
dramaHeroes on Monday nights. Through the first seas@upernaturalsaw a significant
increase in male viewer demographics (WB Press Release, B@igh the audience continued

to consist primarily of women.

Season two follows Sam and Dean as they attempt to uncover Azamel'plans and
eventually stop him. Season two also introduces a number of recuh@mgcters, including
Ellen and Jo Harvelle, a mother and daughter who run a roadhousenfershiilso introduced
in this season are Gordon Walker, a hunter who comes to believeathas 8 monster, and FBI
Agent Victor Henriksen, who intends to bring the brothers to justide worth noting that both
of these characters are Black men and are, up to this point, theeomtsing characters of color
in the series. They are also both killed in the third se&son.

A subplot introduced in season one and developed in season two deals wathic'ps
kids”, young men and women who, the brothers learn, have been given ppaaeat by Azazel
in preparation for a coming war between demons and humans. Sam, loingself the chosen,
has visions of the future, and, through the season, he and Dean mé&fil#oma who also has
visions, and Andrew Gallagher, who can control people’s minds. Theseh@vacters reappear
at the end of season two, along with Sam and other “psychic kidebmpete in a battle royale
set up by Azazel. All are killed except Sam and a young Blatdker named Jake Talley, who
fatally stabs Sam just as Dean and Bobby arrive. Dean offesohl to a demon in exchange for

Sam’s life. The demon makes the deal and tells Dean he has ore . The brothers, with

* Ellen and Jo Harvelle are played by Samantha Ferris and Alona Tal. Gordon Walker is played by Sterling K. Brown,
and Victor Henriksen is played by Charles Malik Whitfield.
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Bobby and Ellen, kill both Jake and Azazel and succeed in closintg doghell opened by the
antagonisté.

Despite a ratings drop in the second seaSapgrnaturalwas renewed for a third season
(Downey, 2007) and returned in 2007. That year also saw the premier 3§ GBort-lived
paranormal romandgloonlightand the Sci Fi ChannelBhe Dresden Filesbased on the series
of urban fantasy books by Jim Butcher. Science fiction sd@eesiinator. The Sarah Connor
Chroniclesalso appeared mid-season on Fox.

In season three, the brothers attempt to save Dean from hifidoyg and destroying
Lilith, the demon who holds the contract for Dean’s soul. In addition ftthLilhis season
introduces three significant female characters. In the BrEsode of the season, “The
Magnificent Seven”, the brothers meet Ruby, a demon who profesdes on their side and
claims that she can help them save Dean’s soul. In the second epidw&ids are Alright”,
the audience is introduced to Lisa Braedon, a woman with whom Dearhadce brief affair.
This episode features a subplot in which Dean believes that hisaigy son Ben may be his
own, though Lisa ultimately denies this. Later in the season,dppaars to Dean in a drug-
induced dream state as a representation of the quiet farsilyliich he secretly desires. She is
not seen again until the fifth season. Also introduced in seasonighmegrofessional thief and
black market occult dealer named Bela Talbot. Though her professitaraists are typically at
odds with the brothers’ efforts, Bela periodically works alongSides and Dean as an ally and
source of information and is framed as a possible — but never ceallege interest for Dean. In

addition to the introduction of Ruby, Lisa, and Bela, the third seasorbaigys back a male

* Azazel is played by Frederi Lehne. Ava Wilson, Andrew Gallaher, and Jake Talley are played by Katharine Isabelle,
Gabriel Tigerman, and Aldis Hodge.
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character called the Trickster, a god of mischief previowsty sn the season two episode “Tall
Tales”. Through a complicated a highly symbolic trap, the $teak shows Sam the
consequences of his attempts to save Dean, urging him to give upcapd Rean’s impending
death, which Sam refuses to do. At the end of the season, the br@&bkby, and Ruby
confront Lilith and her demon entourage, but their attack fails. De&illed, and the season
ends with an image of his soul in hell.

Because of the dramatic cliffhanger at the end of the teadm Supernaturafans have
come to refer to the gap between seasons and the mid-seasoashtelakatus”, a reference to
the standard “hiatus” taken by television shows and to Dean’sitirhell. Due to the Writers
Guild of America strike in 2007 and 2008, season three was shortenedgisddes, rather than
the standard 22. In spite of the shortened season, mixed recepti@mswarfd critics, and
consistently low ratingsSupernaturalwas once again renewed for a fourth season. Kripke’s
original series plan was for three seasons, and \Blpernaturalreturned in the fall of 2008 it
was with a decidedly different approach.

Though the first three seasons were driven by over-arching ghetg,wiere primarily
built on a “monster of the week” format, where most episodes &xisidividual stories in which
the protagonists face a new problem, unrelated to the largemsplas. Season four, however,
expanded the show’s mythology and introduced a more complex meta-ploicimthe brothers
are inexorably caught in conflict between demons and angelsnaistl stop an impending

apocalypse. This season introduced a host of recurring charactéugdjng the angel Castiel,

> In this season, Ruby is played by Katie Cassidy. Lisa and Ben Braedon are played by Cindy Sampson and Nicholas
Elia. Bela Talbot is played by Lauren Cohan. The Trickster, later revealed to be the angel Gabriel is played by
Richard Speight, jr.
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played by Misha Collins, who is responsible for resurrecting De#lmrer@ngels are Castiel’s
middle-management superior, Zachariah, and the hard-nosed Uriel, pblagd8lack actor, who
betrays the angels in the service of hell and is killed. The rely female character in season
four is Anna Milton, a rebellious angel who, betrayed by Castieljsaadested and imprisoned
by the other angels. In addition to angels, the fourth season introdno#ter, more unusual
element to th&upernaturamythology®

In episode 18, “The Monster at the End of this Book”, Sam and Dean discover afkeries
pulp urban fantasy novels, written under the name “Carver Ediuniat chronicle their
adventures in exact detail, beginning with their father's disappearand ending with Dean in
hell. Confused and disturbed, the brothers investigate and learn thasetiss, titled
Supernatural has a devoted cult following and that many of its readers, ynastinen, also
write fan fiction. They track down the books’ author, whose real nanhugk Shurley, and
demand answers. Castiel appears and informs them that Chuck o, & faophet and that the
Supernaturahovels will one day be known as the Winchester Gospel. Chuck continples/ ta
minor role throughout seasons four and five, but it is the breadte dékevision series’ “fourth
wall”, the symbolic division between the performance and the audidratastmost notable and
which becomes an oft revisited theme.

During the fourth season, Sam is involved in a romantic relationsitiptiae demon
Ruby, now played by a different actor, from whom he learns thakidg the blood of demons

will give him supernatural powers. Eventually, it is revealed Bhdiy is in league with Lilith,

® Zachariah and Uriel are played by Kurt Fuller and Robert Wisdom. Anna Milton is played by Julie McNiven.

’ The name “Carver Edlund” combines the names of series writers and producers Jeremy Carver and Ben Edlund.
Chuck Shurley is played by Robert Benedict.
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who uses Sam to help release Lucifer from hell, and that thesaagelell as the demons, want
the apocalypse to happen. Zachariah imprisons Dean, but Castiel, digobesyorders, helps
Dean escape. However, Dean is too late to stop Sam from Killlitlg &nd unlocking Lucifer’s
cage®

As Supernaturakentered its fifth season in 2009, five other major genre seriesged the
prime time line-up. The SyFy channel launched both fantasy dvéanehouse 1andStargate:
Universe the third series in theStargate franchise. Much-hyped science fiction series
FlashForward based on a novel by Robert J. Sawyer, aired for a singt®orseon ABC, and
Buffy creator Joss Whedoni3ollhouse premiered on Fox. Meanwhil&§upernaturds home
network, the CW, launched the paranormal drdrha Vampire Diariesbased on a series of
books by L. J. Smith.

Season five ofSupernaturalcontinued the apocalypse storyline from season four and
added Misha Collins as a series regular. Sam and Dean discat/érey are destined to become
human vessels for the angels Lucifer and Michael and thereliyatacihe final battle between
hell and heaven. Much of this season focuses on their efforts tonsient this destiny and to
also prevent the apocalypse. Castiel, killed at the end of the faasbrs returns claiming that
he was restored by God and spends season five alternately hbpimgthers and searching for
his Father, who is missing.

Both Lucifer and Michael appear as characters, and this seassrihe return of Anna
Milton, who tries to kill the brothers and is destroyed by Michamed, of the Winchesters’ long-

lost half-brother, Adam Milligan. Also returning is the Trickstezyealed to be the angel

% In this season, Ruby is played by Genevieve Cortese. Lilith is played by Katherine Boecher.
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Gabriel, who at first tells Sam and Dean to accept thestirdes but later sacrifices himself
helping them fight against Lucifer. The prophet Chuck also appearsliipl® episodes and
with him is a new female charact@upernaturalsuper-fan Becky Rosen, who fills her screen
time with mooning over Sam. Ellen and Jo Harvelle, unseen since ssasoreturn to help
avert the apocalypse, only to be killed mid-sedson.

Ultimately, in an ill-conceived plan to send the devil back to hett)y 8hows himself to
be possessed by Lucifer. After an abbreviated show-down withaictvho is possessing half-
brother Adam, Sam is able to regain control of his body and tragehjrhacifer, Michael, and
Adam in hell. During the fight, both Castiel and Bobby are killed &g immediately
resurrected. With the apocalypse averted and Sam gone, Dean tetlises and Ben Braedon
to pursue a civilian family life.

With the end of season five and the resolution of the primary atoryseries creator Eric
Kripke stepped down as show runner and ceded the position to seresSeria Gamble. For
season six, the CW move&lpernaturalto Friday nights, and, according to network president
Dawn Ostroff, the series is “doing better” and likely to pgieked up for a seventh season
(Arrow, 2011). As of writing this, season six is ongoing, andualasiewing suggests that,
despite the beginning of a new meta-plSuypernaturalremains mostly unchanged under

Gamble’s leadership.

B. Intra-Filmic Methods

° Adam Milligan is played by Jake Abel. Becky Rosen is played by Emily Perkins.
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ThoughSupernaturalis currently in its sixth season, my primary data comes fitzen
first two seasons, only. | have chosen to draw my data from ntetto seasons for three
reasons. First, the data yielded is sufficient to provide sigmifiand interesting conclusions and
to represent patterns which, | believe, would hold across the eXistngeasons. Second, while
the first season aired on the WB Television Network, WB then mevgadJPN to become the
CW Television Network, and subsequent seasor@upernaturakired under CW management.
By collecting data from both before and after this transition,vie Haopefully increased the
representativeness of my results. Finally, the over-archingfptothe first two seasons is
resolved at the end of season two. Though a closed narrative archdsseatial, it adds a
certain symmetry to the research and allows me to considelatagrom these two seasons as
isolated from the whole.

In order to conduct a thorough reading of the program, | createdirmgcsheet to record
and describe the appearances and roles of female characters viduaddiepisodes of
Supernatural Using the coding sheet, | made note of the following: what fermladeacters
appear in each episode, the character’'s approximate age, réligtistegus, role as victim or
antagonist, whether the character is framed as a sexual fubj@ther characters, and whether
the character dies over the course of the episode. Due to titregntss the coding for part of
season one was done by another researcher who had knowledge oéangtr@mrameters and
had been given detailed instructions. The information gathered throeigloding sheets is used
both to characterize representations of women across the veaat to develop a foundation
for my description of the program’s gender ideology. See AppendiXadk coding instructions

and an example of coding for an episode.
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In addition to the episode coding sheets, each episode of thewvfirsteasons received
individual consideration. | viewed and took detailed notes on each episodegatld to female
characters and gendered interactions. | noted, in particular, thes delaich occurred over the
course of each episode, comparing the deaths of female victihmss®wof male victims. Though
some details may overlap, the coding chart and detailed notes pdiffedent perspectives on
the presentation of characters and the functions of gender in themrdgrese notes are used to

expand and specify my account of the show’s approach to women.

C. Extra-Filmic Methods

To collect information on the engagement of female audienceghettext, | submitted
surveys, via the internet, to fans of the series. The suresyfivet made distributed on June 8,
2010, and the last response was received on August 25, 2010. | did noy idespiEcific cut-off
date for survey responses, but all responses were received before the begiSopeyiohturas
sixth season. No responses were submitted after August 25. The sonagts of fourteen
guestions related to demographics and engagement with the seridssilimeee questions ask
respondents to identify their age, gender, and location, in order tdfydpatterns in the
responses. Subsequent questions deal with the respondents’ engagemidat teit. The fourth
guestion asks how the respondent was introduc&lip@rnatural The fifth asks how she or he
physically watches the show, and the sixth asks about frequematgizctions with other fans.
The next four questions deal with the actual content of the tdxgathe respondent to list and
explain no more than four favorite characters and four cleasashe or he dislikes, as well as no
more than three favorite and disliked episodes. Both to help chazactee respondent’s

engagement as a fan and to elicit further discussion, | askedewntséth or he read fan fiction
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and, if so, what kind. The next question asks directly why the respoodetmues to watch

Supernaturaland to identify the aspects of the program that she ornldls fnost engaging.

Intending to eventually submit a more in-depth follow-up survey, | aséggbndents whether
they would be willing to respond to such a survey, but logistesttaints prohibited a second
round of surveys. The final question asks if there is anything #pomdent would like to add
that was not addressed in the previous questions. See Appendix A&fay af the survey as it
was distributed to respondents.

Respondents’ participation was entirely voluntary. | did not direslycit individual
participants, and | did not offer incentives for the completiomefquestionnaire. Rather, | used
social networking and fan sites to disseminate the survey and findteets. | contacted the
moderators oSupernaturafocused blogging communities on the websites LiveJournal.com and
Dreamwidth.com. Both of these websites allow users with individual atmpunts to join
“communities”, in which members post public journal entries dealiry wpecific topics. |
selected the communities, first, by searching LiveJournal andnivalth for communities
which listed “supernatural” as an interest. Communities unrelatdgetshowSupernaturalwere
eliminated from my search. | then eliminated unpopular or unused comnesuyy looking at the
number of users subscribed to the community and at the frequenegeot posts. At least one
community that might otherwise have been eliminated due to & sumaber of members was
included because it was maintained specifically by and for iiars non-English speaking
country, and | wished to include a wide variety of respondents. | cotithetaisers responsible
for maintaining 20 different communities on LiveJournal and Dreamwidiingthem to please

make a post in their communities directing users to the survéglaeain multiple formats on

30



my personal journal. | received positive replies from only a handftheimnaintainers, two of
whom invited me to post in their communities myself, and negative replies from tws.othe

In addition to the blogging communities, | used other avenues to find respantient
asked for volunteers on tl8upernaturaffan page on Facebook.com. | also posted a request for
volunteers in the forum section of TheRandomAct.org, a charity ordgemzéounded by
Supernaturabctor Misha Collins and maintained by fans of the show. Finalhgde a personal
request to Sam Starbuck, known by the username copperbadge on botburngkhlnd
DreamWidth, a well-known fan ddupernaturaland other programs, asking him to direct his
readers to the survey.

Respondents submitted their completed surveys to an email adesessished
specifically for this study, though some respondents replied via eatsron LiveJournal. Once
| received the responses, | saved them to my personal computgnedssach respondent a
number, and removed all identifying information. For those who respondedvedolrnal, |
filtered the comments to so that they would only be visible to me.

| entered data from the surveys into a coded database with masefmr each topic
addressed by the survey questions. This database was used tdecatatistical characteristics
of my sample and of their responses. Specifically, | exandaga on the respondents’ location,
gender, and age, and on the respondents’ introduction to the series, noétfiedsng, favorite
and disliked characters, and participation in the fan community. Movingndethe numerical
data, | approached the content of the responses as textual anabsingdout themes and
observations among the comments.

For the sake of clarification, | would like to identify a distion between “fans”, who

are the focus of my research, and “viewers”. To this end, | propasgédwneral definitions of
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“fans”. First, fans are those viewers whose media consumptiomdsxtieeyond viewing a
program into other activities, such as interaction with other vieweeating art or texts which
draw on specific media, or actively pursuing extra information onntiealia. Second, | propose
that fans are those viewers who identify themselves as fans.athisf self-identification

expresses a sense of attachment to a specific symbolic cotyrandiparticipation in particular

methods of media consumption.
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V. FINDINGS

In this chapter, | discuss specific findings which provide a foundatiomy analysis of
Supernaturaland the survey responses. First, | describe trends in femabeterarappearing in
the first two seasons &upernaturaland trends in the deaths of both male and female characters
in the first two seasons. Second, | present findings from faregsirbeginning with statistical
characteristics of my sample, followed by a description of feesponses to female and male
characters irsupernatural These findings will help support and contextualize my analystseof t

text and the surveys.

A. Women in Supernatural
a. Female Characters in Seasons One and Two
The 22 episodes @upernaturds first season introduce 83 female characters. Of these,

only three appear in multiple episodes, and only three others arennafnaolor. Approximately
48% of the female characters appear to be in their 20s or late teens. 22% are80stH&i% are
above the age of 40, and 12% are below the age of 16. Of the total, 84%oamn to be married
or otherwise romantically attached and 30% are framed as sebjeats for one or more of the
male characters. 36 female characters, 43%, are framediassywhere they are threatened or
placed in physical danger. Only six women, one of whom is a reguwrharacter, are presented

as antagonists and represent a threat to the principle characigrthree female characters are
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framed, alternately, as both victims and antagonists. 18% of thaleferharacters are dead

before the end of their respective episodes.

B.1: Female Characters in Season One.

Age Total | Sexual Object| Married/Attache®ictim/Antagonist Dead
-16 10 0 0 4(V) - 1(A) 1
16-22 10 | 3 3 6(V) 4
20-30 29 | 20 13 15(V) — 3(A) = 3(V/A) | 7
30-40 18 | 1 7 7(V) — 1(A) 3
40-50 9 0 5 2(V) — 1(A) 1
50+ 5 0 0 1(V) 1
Total 81 | 24 28 35(V) — 6(A) — 3(V/IA) | 17

Season two sees a significant drop in the number of femalectdratafrom 83 to 56,
with two appearing in multiple episodes and six being women of coloredtey number, 60%,
are in their late teens or 20s, while approximately 16% appdae in their 30s, 14% above the
age of 40, and 9% below 16. 24% are in some kind of romantic relationshipf af®m, a
young woman in the season’s penultimate episode who is quickly kittethdicates that she
was previously in a relationship with another woman. Other perantagd relatively constant,
with 34% of the female characters framed as sexual objec#ldfds victims. There is a small

increase in the number of women portrayed as antagonists, 19%f aadnen as both victim

34



and antagonist, 7%. 27% are killed over the course of their episodes weitirring character

dying near the end of the season.

B.2: Female Characters in Season Two.

Age Total | Sexual Object| Married/Attache®ictim/Antagonist Dead
-16 5 0 0 1(V) - 2(A) 1
16-22 2 0 0 1(V) 1
20-30 33 | 17 8 11(V) - 7(A) —4(VIA) | 9
30-40 9 3 4 6(V) 3
40-50 6 0 2 4(V) - 1(A) 3
50+ 2 0 0 1(V) 1
Total 57 | 20 14 24(V) — 10(A) — 4(V/IA)| 18

Of the three recurring characters in the first seasom,die in the pilot episode and are
seen throughout the series only as apparitions or in flash backhifth@ecurring character, a
major antagonist, is violently neutralized in the season finalel@a@sl not reappear until the fifth
season. The second season introduces three significant recumadg taracters, two of whom
are mother and daughter. Though both survive the season, they aremagam until season

five, in which they are abruptly killed.

b. Character Death in Seasons One and Two
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During the first season, there are 44 separate death scenexf 3@ch depict the
murder of women, and 61% depict the murder of men. Of these, only oneiatiateis shown
in a state of undress, where all others are fully clothed. By aginteight of the 17 female
victims are shown in night clothes, underwear, or no clothes at a8i, Al the deaths of female
characters, the majority occurred onscreen and in the chasaatene, whereas the majority of
male characters’ deaths were not explicitly shown onscreen anuired in a public space.
Female victims were also more likely to be alone when theg Wiled, where male victims
were more likely to die in the vicinity of other characters.

Of these murders, 57% were perpetrated by male antagonisls, 20% of the killers
were female, and 23% had no specified gender. Male and femtaasvigere both most likely

to be killed by a male antagonist.

B.3: Character Death in Season One.

Gende | Tota | Dressed/UndresseOn/Off Home/Publi | Witnessed| Shot off Gender

r I d Screen C Body of Killer

Femal | 17 9(D) — 8(U) 11(On) — | 12(H) - 8 6 3(F) -

e 6(Off) 5(P) 10(M) -
4(0)

Male | 27 26(D) — 1(U) 9(On)—- | 11(H) - 18 9 6(F) —

18(Off) 16(P) 15(M) -

6(0)

Total | 44 35(D) — 9(U) 20(0n) — 23(H) — 26 15 9(F) -
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24(Off) 21(P) 25(M) —

10(0)

In the second season, the number of deaths rises to 58, but the nufebealefvictims
drops to 28%. While only two of the male victims were shown in stdtaadress, so, too were
three of the female victims, a marked difference from seasarAtseein contrast to season one,
the deaths of women in season two were equally likely to be showeresnsas they were off-
screen, and 59% of male characters were killed on-screen. kikelalf the murders of female
victims were witnessed by another character, though menmedkass likely to be killed alone,
with 78% of male character deaths being witnessed. Patternsatblgchowever, held more or
less true, where 88% of men’s deaths occurred in a public poppased to 69% of women’s
deaths, though women became more likely to die in a public place, rather than their homes.

Though male and female characters alike remained more liaebe tkilled by male
antagonists, men were twice as likely as women to be killealfeynale antagonist. In addition,
38% of the total deaths in season two were either accidentahonitted by antagonists whose
gender is unknown or non-existent, as opposed to 23% in season one and coong@dedct

those committed by men in season two.

B.4: Character Death in Season Two.

Gende| Tota Dressed/Undregse On/Off Home/Publi Witnessed Shot of Gender
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r | d Screen c Body | of
Killer
Femal | 16 | 13(D) - 3(U) 8(0n)— | 5(H) - 8 5 2(F) -
e 8(Off) 11(P) 7(M) —
7(0)
Male | 41 | 39(D)-2(U) 24(0n) — | 5(H) — 32 12 10(F) -
17(0ff) | 36(P) 16(M) —
15(0)
Total | 57 | 52(D) - 5(U) 32(0On) — | 10(H) - 40 17 12(F) -
25(Off) 72(P) 23(M) —
22(0)

B. Survey Findings

a. Characteristics of the Sample

Of the 94 respondents, 93% identified as female and only 7% ideraffiethle. Though

| anticipated that my sample would be largely female, this digigdeore extreme than | would

have predicted. The distribution of ages, however, met expectationdarfj@st number of

respondents, 34%, were between the ages of 18 and 22, what | would cizerasteoughly

college-age. The second largest group, at 30%, were between 23 aokb@@d by ages 31 to

40, at 17%. 14% of respondents were bellow the age of 18, and only 5% wedd owh the

highest age being 56 years-old. 51% of my respondents were locdbedUmited States. 18%

were from Portugal, 7% were from the United Kingdom, 6% from Caridafrom Australia

and New Zealand, 2% from Brazil, and 1% each from Bulgaria, Finlaadnany, Malaysia,
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and Switzerland. A number of fans from non-English speaking coumépested that English
was not their first language, and they, as well as othersdraside the United States, expressed
frustration that their local television networks were at laastason behind the episodes airing in
the US and that they often had to watch current episodes online. [geEndix C.1 for

respondent statistics by location.

C.1: Survey Statistics

Age Female Male Total
-18 10 3 23
18-22 30 2 32
23-30 28 0 28
31-40 13 2 15
41-50 6 0 6

51+ 2 0 2
Total 89 5 94

a) United States

Age Female Male Total
-18 3 0 3
18-22 14 2 16
23-30 14 0 14

39



31-40 10 2 12
41-50 2 0 2

51+ 1 0 1
Total 44 4 48

b) Portugal

Age Female Male Total
-18 5 3 8
18-22 6 0 6
23-30 2 0 2
31-40 1 0 1
41-50 0 0 0

51+ 0 0 0
Total 14 3 17

c) Europe (Not Portugal)

Age Female Male Total
-18 2 0 2
18-22 5 0 5
23-30 5 0 5
31-40 0 0 0
41-50 1 0 1
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51+ 1 0 1

Total 14 0 14

d) Other Location

Age Female Male Total
-18 0 0 0
18-22 5 0 5
23-30 7 0 7
31-40 2 0 2
41-50 0 0 0

51+ 0 0 0
Total 14 0 14

The most interesting patterns began to emerge when | looked aiogsiesbout the
respondents’ favorite characters and characters they dislikeked aach respondent to name no
more than four characters Bupernaturalthat they considered favorites and to give a brief
explanation of their choices. Some respondents named fewer or moréotinabut | did not
count any that exceeded four. 82% of my total 94 respondents listadVIZinahester, the older
brother, as a favorite character. The younger Winchester, Sam, icathied, with 54% of
respondents naming him a favorite. The other three of the top five characteedswerale.

In the survey, | posed an identical question asking respondents diavatters they

disliked. This time, of the top five characters, only one was mal#there was less consensus
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among respondents than in the “favorite characters” category. The mosiddi$ideacter, Ruby,

one ofSupernaturdk recurring female villains, was named by only 40% of respondents.

b. Female Characters

Based on the survey data, the most popular female character,xtmansist popular
character overall, was Ellen Harvelle, played by Samanth& Felen, introduced in the second
episode of season two, is the widow of a hunter and the proprietooatihause that caters to
hunters, specifically. In season five, Ellen sacrifices Ilifeisean explosion to allow the
Winchesters to escape.

The fans who cited Ellen as a favorite character reféaédabr strength as a woman and
as a maternal figure, calling her “tough” and “kick ass”, as well @i and “caring”. One fan
added, “I wish they’'d bring her back”, a possibility exploited for ynahthe male characters
killed and resurrected over the course of the series. The one respehdesited Ellen as a least
favorite character described her as “pushy” and expressed the gb@ideome writer wanted a
female reoccurringsic] presence and just threw [her] in without really thinking about it”.

Overwhelmingly, the character fans most disliked was Rubgnaod played in season
three by Katie Cassidy and in season four by Genevieve Coltgseduced as an unsteady ally,
Ruby becomes an ongoing love interest for Sam and ultimatelypoiat@s him into releasing
Lucifer from Hell, after which she is stabbed and killed by Dean.

The respondents who liked Ruby referred to her complexity as actkaand moral
ambiguity. Though many said they did not appreciate the way in whiehvas killed, and all
made a distinction between the character as played by Casxidihe one played by Cortese.
Among fans who disliked Ruby, the most common complaint was her betrayal of Saetl, @s
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inconsistencies between the two actors’ performances. Others sagidmey like the character
simply because she was evil, while others pointed specificalpoto acting as the source of
their dislike.

The second least popular character was Anna Milton, played by MaN#ven. It is
worth noting that Anna’s character arc is sporadically developedcantlicated. She is
introduced in a two-episode arc in season four in which Anna, pursued lbydé&woions and
angels, is revealed to have once been an angel herself. Durirgahshe has sex with Dean.
After her angelic power is restored, Anna is betrayed byi€lastd imprisoned by the forces of
heaven. She does not reappear until late in the fifth season, at whithspei attempts to
preemptively murder the Winchester brothers. This attempt faild she is burned alive by
another angel. If, at this point, readers unfamiliar with thesexie confused, you should know
that fans were confused, too.

Of the 94 respondents, only one cited Anna as a favorite chanahtks,17% said they
disliked her. Like Ruby, a number of fans mentioned poor acting agaken for their dislike
and several referred to inconsistent story lines and charattariz@ne fan observed, “I don't
really think the writers knew what they were doing with &ed her story seemed to go nowhere
with earlier comments she made not matching up with later attiOtisers cited her eventual
animosity toward the brothers, with one respondent saying simplyskigadidn’t like Anna
because she “tried to kill them”. Many fans also remarked onctiaacter's death, a
commentary absent in discussion of other female charactemsg ghgt they felt apathetic or
even elated. One fan went so far as to say, “when she burned exidre that episode, my

euphoria was only slightly dampened by the realization that Sasryiwng on the ground, dead,
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not ten feet away from where she was being destroyed”. Ancgfeared to her as “a whiney,
selfish, heartless bitch” and others said she was “annoying”.

Jo Harvelle, ranked fourth on the list of most disliked charadatetiBe daughter of Ellen
and is played by Israeli actor Alona Tal. Against her motheishes, Jo pursues a life of
hunting, including helping the Winchesters with a case. Sheimsat#ly mauled and killed by
hell hounds in the same season five episode in which Ellen also dies.

Like Ellen, the respondents who liked Jo described her as “strong” asidd$s”, saying
that she worked well in conjunction with the brothers and was “totaNyery good equal to
them”. While some remarked that they did not like the subplot in wdacivas romantically
attracted to Dean, one fan observed, “She could take care of hanseBhe could do that and
still have an unrequited crush, which you hardly ever see on television in femaletersir The
respondents who cited Jo as a disliked character often said that she “trieditdo bara hunter
or to “be one of the boys”, with one fan even referring to her as én@arbie”. Others
suggested that she was “annoying” and childish.

Under suggestion from the network (Ausiello, 2007), Eric Kripke introduceal Babot,
played by Lauren Cohan, as a recurring character in season Belke an occult thief,
alternately helps and hinders the Winchesters’ efforts, and esl lall the end of the season, due
in part, according to Kripke, to negative response from fans (Williams, 2008).

The few fans who did list Bela as a favorite character ltked she was “sassy” and
“smart ass”, but did not provide much detail in their responses, trengdid say, “I was really
growing to like her sassy ways before they killed her off”. €kplanations of respondents who
disliked Bela were even less expansive. One fan simply saal “Béi[s] me the wrong way”

and described the character as “pointless”. The others did not give a reabeir fdislike.
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C.2: Female Characters

Character Liked Disliked
Anna Milton 1 16
Ava Wilson 0 2
Becky Rosen 1 4
Bela Talbot 3 10
Cassie Robinson 0 4
Ellen Harvelle 10 1
Jo Harvelle 4 10
Leah Gideon 0 1
Lilith 0 2
Lisa Braeden 0 6
Madison 0 1
Mary Winchester 1 0
Meg Masters 0 8
Missouri Moseley 1 1
Pamela Barnes 1 0
Ruby 5 38

Though it is tempting to view this aggression toward femalgachers through a
psychoanalytic lens, specifically the Kristevan notion of the feripady as abject (Creed, 1996),

| do not believe that the fans’ comments support this interpretatiotheffonore, | would point
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to three specific patterns in these comments which, | beliewwe s® undermine a
psychoanalytic interpretation.

First, the comments evidence a certain hesitation in discussing chathetedisliked. In
general, fans responded to the question about favorite charactedetail and enthusiasm, but
this was not necessarily the case when asked about charaeterdigliked. 26% of the 94
respondents said that there were no characters they dislikeat tney couldn’t think of any. Of
those who did name disliked characters, many did not give a reasard dhey didn't know
why. This would appear to be in direct opposition to the enthrallingcitin Kristeva claims is
intrinsic to the abject.

Second, another trend in describing disliked characters was foondents to cite
reasons external to the narrative, a tendency which was alsotpres®mments on favorite
characters. Many fans pointed to failure or inconsistency ompdheof the show’s writers for
creating poor characters with comments like “Their charasterg introduced sloppily and
handled poorly” or “[The writers] brought them in without any relaa of the context or where
this would take the story”. Also common was a tendency to refer togmbmig as a source of
dislike, and a number of fans explained that they would have likedrcettaracters, Anna in
particular, had the part been cast differently. Though some madeatatpaay that they held
nothing against the actors and simply did not like the charatte¢h@se characters existed for
the viewers as representatives of an intra-narrative symbalier, as Kristeva would suggest,
then why would the respondents go to such lengths to de-mystify and contexhetize

Finally, a reading of fans’ distaste as a response to aisjastundermined by the simple
fact that not all of the disliked characters discussed in theeygsi were women. In fact, the

second most disliked character was male. Furthermore, respondentasgftesimilar language
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or gave similar reasons for disliking characters of eithadge Disliked male characters were
just as likely to be described as “pointless”, “evil”, or everhitwey” as female characters.
Though the word “bitch” appeared often in descriptions of disliked feoreleacters, the words
“douche” and “asshole” were just as frequent in describing dishkal@ characters. Also, the
extra-narrative complaints regarding poor acting or writingewegually common for disliked

male characters as for disliked female characters.

c. Male Characters

Though my analysis centers on fans’ engagement with fematactlis, | believe it is
important to examine, briefly, specific patterns in fans’ gegaent with male characters, also.
One trend in particular emerged through the survey responselsdidahot expect and which
runs counter to both conventional wisdom and previous research (Scodari, 2@@3;1R98;
Williams, 1996) regarding gendered viewing.

As previously stated, the most popular characters were overwigymmale, which is
unsurprising considering the make up of the principle cast. Whaswvasising was that many
female fans said that the reason they liked these charagtsrbecause they related to them on a
personal level. This tendency was strongest when discussing thetehafaDean Winchester.
“He reminds me a lot of myself’, one fan remarked. On a vikteral, one fan said she liked
Dean because “Dean is like a male version of me. | stradghtify with him because we like
the same music, same clothes, and have the same sense of humssuesavith self-worth”,
while another expressed the same sentiment, adding “even though he aadouche (mostly
season 5) | can't help but love him”. Another said she identifidd Dean specifically because

she was also an older sibling who “spent a lot of time as &akidg care of my siblings when

47



my folks weren't around”, much as Dean does for Sam throughout uhgecaf the series. One
respondent even identified Dean as role model, saying. “When liglagen | tried to model
myself on him. He’s so brave”.
Likewise, one fan connected her own personal difficulties to Sam:
| relate to Sam more probably since the Pilot. | get whanhdosi
people close to you can do to a person. And when | watched Sam
struggle with his darker urges in Season 4; it was a scarypdemi
of my own inner struggle. | feel that Sam's journey can maot
of ours (minus the monsters and stuff).
Regarding sibling dynamics, another remarked, “I feel a huge cbondo [Sam]. We're both
the youngest, black sheep in the family, and share a deep resetdanhemg bossed around
without any explanation”.
Even Castiel, an angel and the second most popular charaateconsidered relatable,
with one fan saying, “like him, | often feel like I'm struigg to fit into society around me and

don't understand why people think the things | say are funny sometimes”.

C.3: Male Characters

Character Liked Disliked
Adam Milligan 1 1
Alastair 3 2
Andrew Gallagher 2 0

Ash 3 0
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Azazel 3 0
Ben Braeden 0 1
Bobby Singer 33 1
Castiel 56 2
Chuck Shurley 4 0
Crowley 7 0
Dean Winchester 77 4
Gabriel 27 2
God 0 1
Gordon Walker 0 2
John Winchester 8 6
Joshua 0 1
Lucifer 8 3
Raphael 0 2
Sam Winchester 51 8
Uriel 0 6
Victor Henriksen 2 1
Zachariah 0 12

In many ways, my findings, specifically those on fans’ respottsebaracters, serve to
destabilize existing models of audience engagement, ratherupparsthem. Specifically, the
absence of abjection in female fans’ readings of female dkesatiminishes the usefulness of a

Kristevan psychoanalytic reading of gender in film. Also, the popylafi identification with
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male characters among female respondents serves to underrodai'Sq2003) assumptions
about how female fans situate themselves in fictional narraawesit calls into question ideas
regarding the exclusive male gaze in horror films (Knee, 198@jiams, 1996). By

deconstructing these models, we can proceed to build a more usefgiretiensive model of

audience engagement with regard to gender.
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V.ANALYSIS

A. Intra-Filmic Analysis
a. Women as Victims

During the Supernaturalpanel at the 2010 San Diego Comic Cdi, fan asked new
show runner Sera Gamble whether any of the women in season six ‘gbokd around”.
Gamble equivocated, claiming th@tipernaturalwas just as dangerous for men as for women,
that just as many male characters were killed. Though thesdpperts Gamble’s assertion, this
does not address the fact that approximately half of all female atvsrace framed as victims or
that, over the course of five seasons, only four of thirteen totalrieguiemale characters
survive, two of whom are not technically alive.

Throughout the first two seasons, six episodes open immediateleoassof women in
danger, and nine others show women being killed or threatened Hefoopdning credits. All
but four of the total episodes contain at least one scene in whigtnmean is in immediate
danger. In order to contextualize this victimization, | would likedtscuss three specific
episodes which frame women as victims in different ways.

Many of the patterns for women 8upernaturakre set early on, in the pilot episode. The

episode, written by series creator Eric Kripke, opens in the Wstehéamily home. Mary

%) was in the audience during this panel, and | remember this question being asked. | reviewed video of the panel
to refresh my memory of Gamble’s response.
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Winchester, a beautiful blonde woman dressed in a white nightgown,ldadsr&Sam crying and
peeks into his nursery. A dark, male figure standing over the crithehiuser, and Mary,
assuming it is her husband, John, acquiesces and moves on. Upon sediaghbaband is, in
fact, asleep in front of the television, Mary rushes back to Saursery. John is awakened by
Mary’s scream and runs, also, to the nursery, where he fingsSzah asleep and Mary pinned
to the ceiling above, a blood stain spreading across her stomachwsdches, her body bursts
into flames which quickly spread across the ceiling and eventoafigume the house. John
grabs Sam and calls for Dean, who carries his baby brother cug bbtise. The three of them
stand on the front lawn and watch in horror as the house burns.

All of this happens before the opening credits.

The episode picks up 22 years later, and we learn that Mary’s glegiklled John into a
life of hunting down the supernatural and that Sam and Dean weed taislo the same. Sam,
however, has left the life and is now a pre-law student at Stamedjirlfriend, Jessicg, is a
pretty blonde woman seen three times over the course of tloelepighe first time she appears,
she is dressed for a costume party as a “sexy nurse”. For her other t@mapps, one of which
is her death scene, she is in a small T-shirt and underweas, $inesumably, also a student, but
her course of study is not known.

The monster for this episode is a creature, originating in ddexfolklore, known as a
“‘woman in white”. InSupernatural the ghost of a beautiful woman in a white dress haunts a
stretch of highway, luring men to their deaths, supposedly as punisfonédmir unfaithfulness.
Once the brothers have eliminated the spirit, which Dean redeas a “bitch”, Sam returns

home to witness Jessica die in the same manner as Maryrdgesly causes Sam to join Dean

! Jessica Moore is played by Adrianne Palicki.
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in the search for their currently missing father and forctieature that killed Mary and Jessica.
Though this could be the origin story for any hero, the serieshmayewed in a different light
when we consider that this origin is framed by the deaths of termen and that it is those
deaths which provide the impetus for the story that follows.

The sixth episode of season one, titled “Skin” and written by Johraishdpens on a
young woman tied to a chair. Her clothes are torn, she is ¢rgndyit is obvious that she has
been badly beaten and tortured. The monster in this episode is a blisggendrosemodus
operandiis to assume the appearances of men with attractive wiveslfoielgds and then
torture those women. The Winchesters become involved in the caseonb of Sam’s college
friends, a young woman, asks him to help prove the innocence of heerpratcused of
torturing and killing his girlfriend. Throughout the episode, we retuimtmes like the one in
the opening: a young woman, tied to a chair, being tortured forupéeashough there is a
certain amount of action and drama, these are the only scenes of violence inathe. epis

The third episode | would like to discuss strikes a very diffet@m. In season two’s
“Heart”, written by Sera Gamble, Sam and Dean are investggaterewolf attacks in San
Francisco when they meet Madi$gra young woman connected to one of the victims. Believing
her to be in danger, the brothers decide that one of them should stiplaradter her. When
Dean declares, “I'm gonna hang here with the hot chick”, S&ks, &Why do you always get to
hang out with the girls?”, at which point they use a game of rockrmagssors to decide who
stays. Sam wins and ends up watching soap operas with Madisonfaklsheer underwear and
describes how being the victim of a “mugging” made her a strongee confident person. The

brothers quickly discover that Madison is the werewolf and thatittiens were men by whom

12 . . . . .
Madison, for whom no surname is given, is played by Emanuelle Vaugier.
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she, consciously or not, felt threatened. In reference to theewsakwolf who turned her, Dean
says, “Maybe he was looking for a little hot breeding action.”

The remainder of the episode consists of Sam insisting thaimihstyfind a way to save
her and reverse the werewolf curse. Their efforts fail, thouglhefote Sam and Madison have
sex. Eventually, the brothers realize that there is no way torsarlyeand Sam, at Madison’s

insistence, shoots her in the heart with a silver bullet.

b. Women as Objects

In seasons one and two, 54% of the female characters betwesgethef 16 and 30 are
framed as sexual objects in one way or another. However, unlikg shanvs with a largely
female audience, there are few long-term love interestthéobrothers oBSupernatural Aside
from Sam’s girlfriend, Jessica, who dies in the pilot, only fouriptessr existing love interests
occur in multiple episodes. These characters are Jo Harvelke, TBiot, Lisa Braedon, and
Ruby.

When Jo first appears in the second episode of season two, Déas) begarently out
of habit, to make a pass at her, but he stops himself. Jo seemsesuhyrithis and tells him that
the hunters who pass through the roadhouse often hit on her, and she dasuckagy routine
that sounds, to regular viewers, like a page right out of Dean’s pkydtis establishes a
pattern for their interactions as the series goes on. In eplgbdéseason two, a demon who is
possessing Sam mocks Jo for her “crush” on Dean, supporting the assutiatishe is, in fact,
attracted to him. Though Jo’s mother, Ellen, appears sporadicailygtinthe rest of season two
and is featured in the season finale, Jo herself is not seenuaggiepisode two of season five.

In the 1 episode of season five, Dean makes a direct sexual advanshelrefects him. Later
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in the same episode, Jo is fatally injured, and Dean, before le&issgs her on the forehead, as
a brother, and on the mouth, as a lover. Though there is cleabpart and attraction between
them, circumstances and hesitation prevent them from acting @osk#bility of romance until
that possibility is finally eliminated by Jo’s death.

To a certain extent, a similar pattern is set for Dearedioaship with Bela Talbot. Bela,
however, is frequently at odds with the brothers, and it is this conmiliich prevents the
romantic possibility from being realized. Though it is never engticktar whether Dean feels
any kind of attraction to Bela, she openly expresses sexuat dessinim. In one episode, Dean
emerges cleaned up and dressed in a fitted tuxedo. Bela is op\flasstred by his appearance
and tells him, “You know, when this is over, we should really haveyasex.” Dean hesitates,
embarrassed, then crosses his arms uncomfortably and replies, tbgctify me.” There is
also an episode in which Sam has an erotic dream about Bela, buptivations of this are not
explored. Bela’s motivations, however, are primarily self-irstiz@, and she frequently
undermines and betrays the brothers. For the most part, the onhgfBelan expresses toward
Bela is a desire to kill her. When the opportunity to shoot her psegealf, he tells her she’s
“not worth it” and walks away, and he later listens unfeelinghees cries and begs for help to
escape her impending death. She gives Dean a crucial pieceomhatibn just before she is
killed by hell hounds in payment for a deal she made with a demoshé&atewing Dean’s own
death at the end of the season.

Through sporadic contact, Dean is able to eventually establidatemehip with Lisa
Braedon, a single mother with whom he had a brief affair eigirsylgefore. She is introduced in
the second episode of season three, in which her son and other neighborhdrecs ene

threatened, and Dean initially pursues the case out of a desée tasa again. She appears once
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more in season three, but it is as a dream in Dean’s minseé$eher in a picnic setting, calling
him to her and talking about picking up her son from soccer practite® sééne suggests that,
for Dean, she is a symbol of the suburban family life he hasrread. Dean does not actually
see her again until episode 17 of season five.

Faced with what he believes is inevitable tragedy, Dean @osge Lisa to tell her
goodbye and to say that he is going to make “arrangements” teeehsatishe and her son will
be safe. Later in season five, after forming a plan in which 8ast sacrifice himself to stop the
apocalypse, Sam makes Dean promise that, once everything is eaarwidl return to Lisa and
lead a normal life. At the end of the fifth season, with the @gpse averted and Sam gone,
Dean does exactly that. As of season six, however, Dean and Lisa are no longer.toget

The only definite, ongoing romantic relationship in the seridsaslietween Sam and the
demon Rub}¥?, though describing their involvement as “romantic” may not be eptturate.
Ruby first appears in the third season, claiming to be anaily,provides the brothers with
information and help throughout the season. Though she expresses animi8egstfrom the
beginning, they are not involved in a sexual relationship until the foltpseason. At first, Sam
keeps the relationship and Ruby herself a secret from Dean, deapits insistence that he tell
his brother the truth. Dean does discover that they have been wookiether by following
Sam, and he immediately attacks Ruby. Sam stops him, and theegihabish a shaky truce.
Throughout the season, Ruby encourages Sam to develop his latentc psyaldrs and

strengthen them by drinking the blood of demons. She provides her own blong duiew

| have chosen to approach Ruby as a single, uniform character, though she was portrayed by two different
actors, and fans typically make a distinction between “Ruby 1” or “blonde Ruby”, played in season three by Katie
Cassidy, and “Ruby 2” or “brunette Ruby”, played in season for by Genevieve Cortese. Incidentally, in February of
2010, Cortese married Jared Padalecki.
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highly sexualized scenes, and Sam drinking from her acts auato their sexual encounters.
Despite being warned by Dean and openly threatened by the ,afgass under Ruby’s
advisement, believes that using his powers is the only way to dittpftom releasing Lucifer.
In general, Ruby appears supportive and understanding of Sam’sdgaad the difficulties he
faces, and she frequently tells him that he should be honest withabdahat she doesn’t want
to come between them. Eventually, Sam’s addiction to demon blood atwhkistion that he is
doing the right thing drives the two brothers apart, and Sam and Ruloe fuligh on their own,
though Ruby insists Sam and Dean will patch things up once everyshwger. Meanwhile,
Dean learns that killing Lilith will actually release Lten. He races to stop Sam, but he is too
late. Sam kills Lilith, and Ruby, triumphantly euphoric, revelatd she has been in league with
Lilith all along. However, she does not mock Sam for his gullbilibstead, she is happy for
him, saying that he has done the right thing and that they'll bottewarded. Finally, Dean
bursts in, and Sam holds Ruby still so that Dean can stab her and kill her.

Jo, Bela, Lisa, and Ruby are framed as objects in two senssss.tlirey are sexual
objects in that they receive the sexual attentions of the protégani, more to the point, do not
overtly project sexuality of their own. Only Bela and Ruby esprdirect sexual agency, and
they are framed as erstwhile antagonists and are both killedmW#&t also question the
possibility of female sexual agency in the context of suamake-dominated narrative. Second,
these women are objects in the sense that they are disposablar@Hapught into the story

sporadically as needed, and, once they are no longer useful to the narrative, tHidao#.ki

c. Women as Props
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Though a case can be made for the regular victimization and abpaatih of women on
Supernaturalthe most frequent and most significant pattern for female characteeas tkey are
simply pushed aside, comparable to the way in which small physicps might be used in
stage or film. Women, like props, appear when they are usefulv@ aespecific purpose and
return to the offstage when they are not. Observation suggests that womeséni¢isisvill meet
one of three fates. A female character will appear in desgygsode, in which much is made of
her relationship with one of the brothers, and then she will never &l Heom again.
Alternately, a female character will appear in a sirglsode, establish a relationship with one
of the brothers, and then she will die during that episode. Foxaanpde of the second pattern,
see my discussion of the episode “Heart”, above. Finally, arneguemale character will be
introduced, she will disappear from the narrative for some lengtmef and then return later to
be quickly killed off. There are a few exceptions to these pattéut, as a general rule, women
who attempt to take part directly in the action are, at bestepted from doing so or, at worst,
meet with death for their efforts.

In the episode “Route 666" in season one, written by Eugenie Rassiing and Brad
Buckner, an old girlfriend of Dean’s, Casdjeasks him for help in discovering the truth about
her father's mysterious death. Dean and Cassie intimately restoramel, at the end of the
episode, he promises to call her. She is not mentioned again. In @dasam one episode,
“Provenance” by David Ehrman, Sam goes out with Sarah, an int¢lygeing woman who
eventually helps the brothers solve their case. Sarah is up-frinten attraction to Sam and

tells him they should pursue a relationship. Sam insists that thiklwe too dangerous for her,

! Cassie Robinson is played by Megalyn Echikunwoke.

58



and she tells him his protectiveness is both “sweet” and “arcla&spite this, she is never seen
again, and, when Dean asks about her in the following episode, Sam is dismissive.

Episode six of season two, “No Exit” by Matt Witten, focuses oroaster, the ghost of
serial killer H. H. Holmes, who victimizes young women exdslelyi. In “No Exit”, the brothers
are joined by Jo, who finds the case and conducts preliminary acleséat both brothers are
resistant to her working with them. She accuses Dean of sexlimg him, “You don’t think
women can do the job.” He replies, “Women can do the job fine” and ttsthier lack of
experience he doesn'’t like. Dean insists on remaining close ito diler to protect her. Just
moments after she does, in fact, leave his sight, she is abidiyctbe ghost and imprisoned in a
concrete chamber. Another woman is likewise imprisoned, and Jdée]lSThis won’'t make
you feel better, but I'm here to rescue you”, underscoring thedssipbss of their mutual
situation. In her single moment of active resistance, Jo dtabghbst as it reaches for her, but
she is otherwise unmoving until the Winchesters arrive to savelbaesolve the case, Jo is
positioned as bait so that the Winchesters can trap the ghoseplidosle resolves without harm
to the heroes, but Jo, of course, is seen only twice more before her death in season five.

Finally, the themes of victimization, objectification, and maafipation are most clearly
expressed in the character of Anna Milton. Anna is introduced iroapigsode arc in season
four and is first seen as a patient in a psychiatric hospitalt Wikapsychiatrist describes as
paranoid schizophrenia, however, is a psychic gift, and Anna is pursuedhogdmbns and
angels. After she escapes from the hospital, the Winchesters fiaddhéelp her evade capture.
For the first half of the arc, Anna is fearful and follows thead, becoming angry only when
she’s overhears them discussing her past and psychiatric histahe second half, however,

Anna learns that she was once an angel, and her frightened denneawecliately becomes one
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of calm confidence. It is worth noting that this dramatic sed€alery is ultimately passive.
Anna regains her memories after being hypnotized by a psychic,ocatidues to acquiesce to
Sam and Dean, even after revealing that she was a miki@der in heaven. She then has sex
with Dean in the backseat of his car. Though they appear to ds&blished an emotional
connection, this encounter is not framed as part of a largerncenand there is a vague
suggestion that she might be sleeping with him out of gratitudéheAend of the arc, Anna
regains her full powers as an angel and vanishes.

She appears briefly in three more episodes in season four. Théanmexshe sees the
Winchesters, Dean remarks, “You look terrific.” She replies simp¥eah, not the most
appropriate time, Dean.” Most of her exchanges are with Castieburaging him to question
the authority of heaven and think for himself. Though he ultimatelgviclithis advice and sides
with the Winchester, Castiel first betrays Anna and turnower to the other angels. She is not
seen again until episode 13 of season five, during which interim she is being tortoeaden.

When she does return, Anna appears to Dean during a dream in whsckritertained
by exotic dancers dressed as a demon and an angel. She tetstg@t ther, saying that she has
escaped from heaven, but Castiel believes she was releasegugrose and goes to meet her
instead. Anna insists that the only way to stop the apocalypsils $am, and, warned away
by Castiel in the present, she time travels to 1978 with thatioteof killing John and Mary
before Sam and Dean can be born. Dean suggests that she issagargethat she has “gone all

Glenn Close”, presumably a referenceFatal Attractiorf®. Castiel transports Sam and Dean

!> Close’s character in Fatal Attraction becomes fixated on a married man with whom she had an affair, harassing
him and his family and threatening them with violence.
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back in time to stop Anna, which they are unable to do. Michael apfmeaave them and undo
Anna’s actions. Without a word, he touches Anna and burns her alive from the inside out.

Though she is, at least in part, framed as a strong, competeaie character, Anna’s
over-arching story cycles through the patterns already estatlifor women irSupernatural
She is introduced as a victim, threatened by supernatural forcessaaed through the
intervention of the Winchesters. Her sexual encounter with Deamef her as a sexual object,
though subsequent interactions, or lack thereof, negate her as a pttestimterest. She is
established as a recurring character, only to be abruptly rehfoven the narrative for an
extended period. When she does eventually return, she not only meelsna death, but has
also transitioned from an erstwhile hero to a clear villain.

In my analysis oSupernatural | have chosen to focus on the representation of female
characters, neglecting the question of how male characteatsarrepresented. It is possible that
the majority of male characters also fall into patterngicfmization and marginalization. What
is significant about the treatment of women as “props”, howevdheidact that all female
characters oupernaturaimeet one of the three fates discussed above, which is not éhocas
male characters. There are three exceptions among femabetehnsy but the circumstances
surrounding these characters makes it difficult to argue thathiteak pattern in a significant
way. It is also worth noting that the series is not over, ane ttese characters may yet return

to the narrative to die.

B. Extra-Filmic Analysis

a. Why fans watch
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If, as | have assertedgupernaturalconsistently marginalizes and portrays women as
sexual objects and victims of violence, why, then, do so many woargmae to avidly follow
the series? References to the program’s content appeatesl nmajority of responses, but fans
also mentioned aspects of visceral engagement with the prograboandary work in the fan

community as reasons for watching.

1. Content

Almost all of the respondents cited the relationship betweemihdiothers, as well as
general characters and dynamics, as the reason for ¢minwed interest in the show. As one
fan said, “If you're not watching it for the brothers, then you'rendat wrong”. The sibling
bond and the sacrifices it necessitates are, in fact, a major themes oiethe se

A majority of respondents also said they appreciated the folklorenaridology —
American, Christian, Eastern, and Classical, to name a few sodr®m which the writers
draw nemeses for the brothers to fight. While some respondents said they wereeratygins
of horror or paranormal media, many others said that it was ¢hasents that drew them to the
show, to begin with, and were part of what they most enjoyed. Sait¢hey liked the show’s
humor and funny episodes, others preferred the drama, and many ategdrédee blending of the
two. Likewise, many fans enjoyed the large, over-arching pldfseirseries, while others would

rather see scary “monster of the week” episodes.

2. Visceral Engagment

Interest in character and plot, however, was far from the onkonefans gave for

enjoyingSupernatural Regarding the aspects she most enjoyed, one fan observed frarskly, “I
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couple of hot guys in a mad-ass catr, killing monsters and ghdstdingiand guns”. Many fans
expressed love for the series’ musical soundtrack, which conkigistaentirely of classic rock
and eschews, as one draft of the pilot script stated, “@naternative pop” (MacKenzie, 2011).
There was also admiration for Dean’s car, a black 1967 Chevrgbaldnknown affectionately
to fans as the “Metallicar’” and considered by many to biah part of the show’s cast. Many
fans also referred to the attractiveness of the actors as caenwiber of sources for their
continued interest, and several mentioned the technical and visual aspects oéshe seri

In addition to the visceral elements, fans also engage with thgrapnothrough the
physical act of watching. 52% of the total respondents said theh 8apernaturalprimarily
online, and another 6% said they watched it on DVD or using a DVR device. This sulggests t
significant number of fans are deliberately going out of they twavatch the series, especially
fans in countries where the local television channels are oftezasors or more behind the
American broadcast schedule. One American fan who no longer had &md¢he CW network
said that she used a website for video streaming which put her @nmapuisk for viruses, but
this was of less concern to her than the fact that she haditt@ way for the episodes to be
available online.

Radway (2003) describes the “escape” experienced by women reathagce novels,
but only one respondent in my survey said that watcBungernaturalhelped her “[forget] the
world and the problems”, though another described it as a “cathapariexce”. Rather, for
many fans, watching the program is a semi-communal experierfiges&tl that they regularly
watch with friends or family members, and, unlike the women in Radwstydy, several
watched with their husbands or boyfriends. One fan said it has bectimdiion” for she and

her sister to watch online every week. Another described a typiodly scene, saying, “I watch
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live every week in my den with popcorn and soda and one or two famihpare join me every
time”, and another said, “I watch with friends the night new epispdamiere, sometimes just
the one friend, but if others are around, there can be about five mthes ioom, starting at the
screen”. Even those who said they typically watched the show alerelikely to have some
communal contact, since 46% of respondents said that they becarbedanse of a friend, and
59% said that they often talked to other fans about the show.

One similarity between Radway’s participants and my own wasutigerstanding of
reading or fan activities as being “clandestine”. Though myomdents were highly likely to be
in regular contact with other fans, several expressed a slasetheir enthusiasm was
inappropriate outside of a fannish context. One fan confessed, “| dealtto admit to anyone
that | watched it, actually”, though she did not elaborate on why. Anatbescribed the
experience of encountering a fan in her class while she wasstigdehing, saying, “Every
Thursday it was "Did you watch it?! What did you think?!" Anddvgd on and on, to the great
displeasure of everyone else”, suggesting that, though she astlittent clearly enjoyed these
exchanges, other non-fans found them irritating. One respondent said thetdsti®thered a
few friends who've at best seen a few episodes with my ovieusastic ramblings about it”,
and another said she was hesitant even to talk with the friend who&tiuoéd her to
Supernaturalbecause “I don't want to freak her out [too] bad with my fannish sihees
behavior”. Another respondent even described reducing her discussittressgybgram, saying,
“Two years ago | did it more often, because | was younger, noew gp and became to know

how to control myself”, though it may be interesting to note that this respondent isré®lgkta

3. Boundary Work
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Other reasons for watching went beyond actual consumption of the pragedf and
extended into the boundary work undertaken by more devoted fans. By “boundaryiwoeki
those activities which take place specifically within the fammunity, including interaction
with other fans, the writing and reading of fan fiction, and theoself-identification as a fan.
The understanding of their activities as “clandestine” allows argh eencourages fans to
maintain the boundary between the “symbolic community” (Lamont & Mol2&02) of
Supernatural fan culture and “mainstream” media culture, though boundaries between
Supernaturaland other media fandoms are highly permeable. WithinSingernaturalfan
community itself, however, boundaries between subgroups are activetedyoparticularly
between readers of specific subcategories of fan fiction, but éw=e tdivisions are often
transgressed. Still, it is not the work of maintaining boundarieshinhafans took pleasure, but
rather the activities within those boundaries. Even those respondensawhthat they do not
regularly interact with other fans still identify themsehass fans, suggesting that communal
identity can exist separately from communal interaction.

As | mentioned in my discussion of the te8upernaturalregularly breaches the
metaphorical “fourth wall” and engages in an unusually direct giieavith fans. The episode in
which the brothers discover ti&ipernaturalinovels includes the following exchange about fan

fiction:

Dean: There’s “Sam girls” and “Dean girls”, and... what's a slash fan?
Sam: Asin... Sam-slash-Dean. Together.
Dean: Like, together together?

Sam: Yeah.
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Dean: They do know we’re brothers, right?

Sam: Doesn’t seem to mattér.

In another episode, super-fan Becky tricks Sam and Dean into agea@upernaturalfan
convention, featuring fans dressed as chara®esernaturaimerchandise, a role-playing game
that turns out to be a real hunt, and running commentary on the s@pes. The most dramatic
transcendence of the fourth wall divide occurs in a seasagpsrde in which the brothers are
transported to an alternate reality where they are actomsechdared Padalecki and Jensen
Ackles, on the television shoBupernatural’. Through this deviceSupernaturalopenly invites
fans to engage with the text and creates a unique fan environmera,racent survey (Clarissa,
2011) listedSupernaturabs the television show with the strongest online fandom.

Reference to these “fandom-call ous&c]’ appeared in many survey responses. One fan
even remarked, “I have the whole Dean Discovers Fandom exchalagenggone on my cell
phone”. Another cited the character of Becky as evidence of the shmeflgence and fan
savvy, saying, “She provides hilarious and awkward moments to the Klsolike a metaphor
or a representation of the fans of Supernatural, it's our careca&xaggerated to the top. It's
really funny and not offensive at all”. Discussing the writensareness of the largely female

audience, one fan said, “It is so refreshing to be thought highly brnafugs viewers that the

* This dialogue is from episode 18 of season four, “The Monster at the End of this Book”. | referred to a video on
YouTube.com for the exact dialogue. The YouTube user had title the video “Funniest scene” of the episode.

7 Because season six is ongoing at the time of conducting this research, | have chosen to focus on events and
characters in the first five seasons only. However, | feel this episode is pertinent to the discussion and have chosen
to include it.
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writers don’'t assume we’ll eat up any drama we can get, evets ifsilly, nonsensical
melodrama, because “girls dig that”. No thank you”.

Fans and fan practices also played a major role in many respdraenisued interest
in and introduction td&Supernatural. Fan fiction, in particular, was a crucial factor, with an
overwhelming 82% of respondents saying that they read or wrote fan fiction oksam# few
even claimed that they started watching the show as a redah @ittion. One respondent said
she first encounteredupernatural through “crossover” fan fiction, stories which feature
characters and elements from different media texts, and bao&éenested. Finally, she said,
“When | found myself writing Supernatural fanfic myself |lreed it was time to give up my
resolution never to watch Supernatural and | then proceeded to watch thHofingh seasons at
once”. For some, fan fiction and other fan writing provide a medium ichMa interact with
other fans and to express ideas about the show. Saying thatdsfteotten talk with others
aboutSupernatural one respondent explained, “I'd rather show how | feel through fanfiction”
and another similarly remarked, “I prefer to just read fanfictid?lacing fan practices in a
broader cultural context, one fan said that she occasionally Wenoetéction, “but | work in
publishing, so not only is there not a lot of free time for it and | read and writayadlbdmy job,
but it's a bit of a risk having a career in an industry that m®wn violation of copyright”.
Another respondent said frankly, “I'd have given up on SPN if not for the fiction thawmtten
around the canon”. One fan concluded her survey by embracingates sis a fan, saying,
“Don’t hate the crazy fandom, yo. Life is too short to be normal”.

However, not all respondents appreciatgpernaturds “meta” episodes or viewed
fandom interactions as entirely positive. One respondent statedysiifiphe whole “breaking

the fourth wall” thing just scares me. Fandom/canon should NOTKripke should stay off the
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internet”. Another fan referred to Becky as one of her mostkdislcharacters, saying, “she
exemplified everything that is negative about fandom, with none of thévessi Likewise,
another praise®upernaturdbs “incredibly large, talented, prolific fandom”, adding, “I heavily
resent Kripke for how he’s portrayed fans on the show”. Other famessed more negative
views of the fan community. Several indicated hesitation to voice urggoppinions, “for fear
of being jJumped by bitch-queen fangirls wearing rose coloulleEssgs” or because “it is easy —
especially since it is online and there are no facial exjpres$o help convey people’s meaning
— to misunderstand and even offend others”. One fan explained hetarele to participate in
fan activities, saying, “l tend to steer away from the 'faridtsra whole, not in the least because
it generates a lot of hatred and | don't like being caught iy, #wad another went so far as to
say, “l don't talk to many people anymore because fandom was kind of ruinirigptindos me”.
Despite this resistance, however, these respondents continue to watch the show.

In addition to fan practices, a sense of loyalty also playedieain fans’ continued
interest inSupernatural Some of the respondents also made reference to the amount ahtime
emotion they had invested in the story and characters. “I just keep watching Heeausested
a lot of time in the show, and | want to see how it ends”, said amealdding that it was
elements of earlier seasons that she liked the best. Anotharkexin“I've been watching for
four years and you can't just let that kind of time go”. Likewisae respondent said frankly,
“I've been with the series pretty much since the beginning. Anel) ¢élvough the show [has]
disappointed me greatly this past year, I'm staying with itabse | do enjoy the mythology
greatly”.

It is possible that the size and breadtiSapernaturafandom, as well as the prominence

and accessibility of the fandom, is a motivation for viewers doolme involved as fans of
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Supernatural rather than seeking out alternative genre programming wibhe npositive

representations of women.

b. Critical Commentary

Though the questions were designed to elicit responses on spabijkcts, the format of
the survey allowed fans a great deal of latitude in the detdilcantent of those responses.
Though respondents presented their loveSapernaturalas a matter of course, many also
remarked upon aspects of the series in general that they dickeatdrlfound offensive. For
instance, referring to an episode which dealt with a coven @€lfes”, one fan said, “I'm a
pagan and | didn't particularly care for the way that modernnsagsre portrayed”. In a
discussion of a different episode, another fan said, “Being that |aholZ and am taking a
college course in Theology, | am somewhat offended by what theyw(riters) did with the
plot”, and another described the series as “very dismissiveyofedigions other than Judeo-
Christian”.

With regard to women in the series, a number of fans expressaatiarsboth with the
absence of strong female characters and with the narragaengnt of women. The same fan
quoted directly above also stated, with regard to her dislikeetsf, Bhat she “wanted a good,
strong female characteand was disappointed. Another fan referred to “just another example of
Supernatural NOT creating well developed female characters,hafithg them when they do
appear” (emphasis original), and another, in response to the questiordsliket characters,
said, “just every single vapid female Sam and Dean rescueNraimown, America in every
single episode when they're not busy causing the Apocalypse. Than &igether, and they're

all uninteresting”.
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The absence of strong female characters was also mentionddrence to fan fiction.
Almost all of those who said they read or wrBtgpernaturafan fiction said they read primarily
slash fiction, which features a romantic pairing between ofaeacters, though most mentioned
that they sometimes read other types of fan fiction, as ateleast in other fandoms. One fan
remarked, “The main problem | have with Hethips in SPN is that none of the girls are shown
to be strong enough to handle the several tons of issues that eathbalys bring”, adding,
“SPN is dangerous for women though, so be careful!”. Another observedcimmaspectly, “I
mostly just read slash. | mean, there's not really much else, is there®ilers of the show kind
of shot themselves in the foot when it comes to females”.

In addition, a few fans commented pointed on the series’ geneafiintret of female
characters. The observations of two respondents, in particularspeeialy interesting. The
first, 21 years-old, listed four female characters as the dmesm®st disliked, remarking,
“Obviously, there is a huge problem with how all four charactersdtrdislike are women”. In
another response, she referred angrily to the deaths of Ellen asalyig, “While their death
was brave, it's still yet another instance of women dying for the Witeshleothers, while when
men die (as in the S5 finale, with Bobby and Castiel, and even Joffly bti¢ghe end of S2),
they get to come back”. Finally, when invited to make any additicoeiments, she said
frankly,

As | watched the show, | quickly became aware of the very sepimidems it

has in its treatment of race and women, and quite honestly, dnitdove it

(meaning how well-written 95% of it is, Sam and Dean’s charaetion and

18 .
“Het” refers to fan fiction focused on heterosexual couples.
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relationship, and Jensen’s and Jared’s acting) as much as | do,dnivatand

for it.

Though this respondent is evidently aware and critic8lupiernaturads gender ideology,
she actively prioritizes her pleasure in watching the senes her displeasure with its gendered
messages. Likewise, another respondent, 31 years-old, cut diratityheart of the series latent
misogyny and situated it in the broader context of network politics and the hamrer ge

My one criticism of this show (and Supernatural is not alone ingdthis) is the

fate of its women. It goes beyond the age-old Angel/Whore syndrome.

Supernatural kills off its women via fire, stabbing, choking, drownihgpting,

getting hit by cars, blowing themselves up, being attacked by

monsters/demons/hellhounds, or being turned into ash. I'm sure this isrdone i

part b/c rabid teenage fangirls feel possessive of “their bayd"don’t want any

potential female love interests on screen, and the CW categparinto their
wishes. And Supernatural also dishes out plenty of pain to malectdrardBut so

few of the doomed male characters come off like victims @isdch uber-violent

deaths. Supernatural seems to almost take pleasure or ertieizerture of

women, and, if you look too deeply into it, it can dampen enthusiasm for the show
and its writers... particularly when Sera Gamble herseliade such strides for

female screenwriters, and the president of CW Entertainment) Qestroff, is a

woman—but perhaps they do the best they can in a male-dominated industry

where the horror genre has always eroticized and sensationdizeabuse of

women.
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Here, the respondent not only criticiz8sipernaturdk treatment of women, she
interprets it in terms of production and genre politics. She desctitee treatment of
female characters in detail and makes distinct comparisonisetéréaatment of male
characters. She even goes on to speculate possible reasons fgertter disparity,
attributing specific rationales on the part of the writers and pssduand pointing to

potential influences within the horror genre itself.
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V1. CONCLUSIONS

A. Discussion

Based on the findings and analysis | have described, | faethive are three principal
implications to be considered. First, though some fan comments dorceirdxisting sexist
ideologies, this reinforcement is not uniform, and is sometimégebctesisted. Second, fans
bring their own frames to the reading of female characterserraghan applying the frames
established by the narrative. Finally, fans are actively engaig complex, contextualized
readings of the narrative, not simply absorbing what they're given.

This study is, in part, a response to Christine Scodari’'s (2003) fmdagarding female
fans of the showstargate: SG-land Farscape in which she concludes that fan practices
reinforce sexist structures, rather than resisting them. Manmyyotespondents did, in fact
express antagonism toward female characters, employingt sexiss such as “bitch” and
expressing joy or apathy upon characters’ deaths. These sentiments, howawatr cdnstitute a
majority of the responses. Many fans attributed their dislikéefoiale characters to poor writing
or acting, rather than the characters’ actions or attitude. Though this mayliteealstinction, |
believe it is an important one, because it suggests that wiagioargm exists is directed toward
extra-filmic elements and not to the characters as womenlditican, a number of respondents,
especially those quoted in the previous section, articulated idebsdtingely resist sexist

ideologies and condemn the misogynysimpernatural
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As | have demonstrate®upernaturafrequently frames women as victims and as sexual
objects, but the survey data suggests that female fans do nibtesseframes. Nor do they, as
Scodari would suggest, frame female characters as sexual Rather, respondents seemed to
understand women in the series, first and foremost, as fictionghatbies. This may seem
intuitive, but there is a point to be made. In their responses friam&d female characters in
terms of their purpose in the larger narrative, their relationghipther characters, and the
competency with which the character was presented. In the otdypaesin which a fan referred
to a female character as a sexual rival, she suggestelddhat the brother in question, should
have instead been involved with another male character. Likewise,dfacgssed female
characters in terms of their agency and active involvement istting, not, in general, as plot
points waiting to be rescued. Though some fans did refer to tlaetatness of the female
actors and to the sporadic romantic relationships between maleraald feharacters, this was
the extent of fans framing female characters as sexualt®lgad was far from their primary
understanding.

These conclusions and other evidence in the data suggest thatrdadmgs of
Supernaturalare not simply those of uncritical consumption. Rather, fans régudaing
external ideas and knowledge to their viewing and situate the text within thedangexts of its
production and its status as a genre series. The fact that regpontade reference to writing
and acting illustrates that, in addition to engagement with thése}, they are also considering
extra-filmic elements in their reading. Also, a number of fans refeorether television series in
their responses, whether to describe how they had come to Sapenrnaturalor to compare
specific elements between shows. Though this could be dismissad@yg evidence that fans

do, in fact, watch other television, | propose that it demonstrates gbthe ways in which they
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situate and understar®upernaturalwithin a broader context. This is a significant observation
when we consider the possibility — indeed, the likelihood — that othergmnsegmay not
represent women in the way tiatpernaturadoes. In fact, at least a few of the other programs
mentioned, includingstargate: SG-1, Dark AngedndSupernaturdbk original lead-inGilmore
Girls, all feature female leads. Though fans may not actively corSwgoernaturds gender
ideology to those of other series, their awareness creatpsghmility for reading one in terms
of the other.

Though other researchers, have argued that audience consumption exgendssheple
reception of media (Berenstein, 1996; Jenkins, 1995; Radway, 2003; Scodari,| 28€)&ve
that the engagement of fans is even more complex than previous ratboels My findings
suggest that fan practices achieve a broader purpose than “poatientgxt for useful or
interesting elements (Jenkins, 1992). Rather, | contend than faosimgeavenues such as fan
fiction, community interaction, collective viewing, and even filliogt surveys about favorite
programs as mediums in which to conduct critical analysis of éRke @t hand. Though
interpretations of the text may vary widely, the act n§aging in complex, contextualized
reading appears across responses, illustrating an awardmebsasademia traditionally fails to
recognize in media audiences. In fact, | propose that, through inétigmeand criticism, fans
are acting as academics, reading the text through an exriems$ that draws on knowledge of
social politics, genre, and personal ideology.

In “Strategies, Tactics and the Questionlof Lieu Propre What/Where is “Media
Theory™?”, Matt Hills (2004) suggests that fans “poach” from theooaof academic media
theory just as readily as Jenkins (1992) says that they do frona teets. Theory, Hills says, is

constructed as being the property of the academy, the educasedrkis notion of theory as
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academic property restricts the production of it to the eliteusmaidrmines the “legitimacy” of
applied theoretical research. It is with a particular appboatif theory, however, that Hills is
concerned: the application of media theory by fans in the readimgedfa texts and in the
reflexive understanding of fan practices. Hills argues that,usecanedia fans receive primarily
negative or dismissive attention from mainstream media and aead#dmy are inclined to
reflect critically on their own practices, tactically appiapng elements of media theory. While
Hills raises interesting and important questions regarding thégmoand purpose of theory in
academic and media culture, he persists in using the “poachietiphor (de Certeau, 1984
Jenkins, 1992). | contend that the actual critical practices ofdemsnore holistic than this
metaphor suggests. Furthermore, though Hills identifies three enterg identities of
scholar/fan — “scholarly fans”, fan-scholars, and scholar-fans (2004:-14%jould argue that
the distinction between “fans” and “scholars” is itself arbytrand unnecessary. Furthermore, |
propose that the generation of media theory is not restricted tacdaemy. Rather, fans
themselves are both employing existing theories, with and wittnateness, and generating
theory of their own. Finally, my research supports the contentidnathéans are employing
critical tactics in their reading, not just those fans witbeas to “legitimate” theory, as Hills
suggests (2004: 144-5).

| cannot state with confidence the nature of female fans’ resgongpresentations of
women onSupernatural because the responses of those in my survey were not uniform.
However, | believe that this lack of uniformity supports an undersigndi fans as critical
readers. Some fans re8dpernaturals a misogynistic text, while others did not, and even those
who acknowledged its underlying sexism did so with differentudiés and expressions. The

variety of responses undermines the conventional assumption of faneritisal devotees, and
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the content of the responses suggests an engagement other than “paarctakinyig away only
those things that appeal to them. Through visceral engagementtoandary work, fans are
situating the text as a whole within their own critical undeditegs and using fan writing and
community as means to express their interpretations. It is d¢bmplex reading and
contextualization which allows fans to act as academics andp@ience criticism as an aspect
of pleasure in viewing. Ultimately, fans’ resistance to oit teapport ofSupernaturds gender
ideology is secondary to the practice of engaging with the text aglkrdéaders, as academics.

At the beginning of this study, | asked two principal questions. ,Frstv does
Supernaturalconstruct representations of women? Second, how do women viewingrig® s
respond to and engage with those representations? These questions wdravifoa view
toward understanding both the construction of gender ideologies in metdicatel the tactics
employed by viewers in reading those ideologies.

Through analysis of the narrative text, | found tBapernaturalfrequently marginalizes,
victimizes, and eroticizes female characters. Though thigsentation of women is consistent
with that found in traditional horror films, it appears to be out g steh contemporary genre
television. Through viewer comments in my survey, | found female fanbet generally
ambivalent with regard to female characters, expressing blotiration and dislike as well as
frustration with extra-narrative factors. | found that fan tacin readingSupernaturalwere
complex and contextualized, which, | believe, supports a fan-as-acadeump#es.

Though the practical and theoretical limitations of this studygereme from providing a
more comprehensive understanding of textual and fan practicaspernatural I believe that
my findings offer some insight into the ways in which readeragagvith media texts, and that

this work may be useful in future research on this subject.
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As | have contended, a thorough understanding of media texts regxamegation both
of the texts themselves and of their reception by dedicated wewer that end, | have
developed a research model which draws on and combines elements afpayaty media
studies and fan studies. Using Freeland’s (2004) framework ashaduokigical foundation, |
applied different theoretical approaches to analyze the “itngct and “extra-filmic” elements
of the text. Because it is useful to underst8agernaturalas a horror text, | used theory which
addressed constructions of gender in horror films to analyze thisidk though | believe that
any media theory may be applied through this method to addressotexdsious genres. To
analyze the engagement of fem&8epernaturalfans, | applied the work of Radway (2003),
Jenkins (1995), and Scodari (2003), but, once again, | believe that other shearyebe
employed. | have applied this dual approach model to a specific endatoutdnfident that it is
applicable to the study of other media texts. Indeed, | proposet tisahécessary and that a

research model which addresses both text and audience is crucial to the futlitgalfstudies.

B. Limitationsand Further Research

Though the focus of this study is relatively narrow, there aseess that | have not
addressed which should be considered when discussing fandom, gen@&rparrdatural

First, any further research on the subject should conduct an ardlffsgsways in which
masculinity is also constructed in the narrative. | have chosefodios exclusively on
representations of women, but this is problematic insofar as anystanuing of gender as a
performance requires consideration of how different gendersaattén addition, | believe that
such an analysis would reveal an interesting, complex relatpristtweenSupernaturak

gender ideology and constructions of hegemonic masculinity.
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Likewise, an examination of how race and ethnicity are deéft ovi Supernaturalis in
order and would be integral to any larger discussion of gender ondgeapr, especially with
regard to masculinity. The series features three regucharacters of color, all Black men, two
of whom are framed as antagonists, and all of whom, as of season six, are dead.

Finally, with regard to the text, in order to fully understand constmg of gender on
Supernatural we must consider it within the context of the horror, sciendefi, and urban
fantasy genres, as well as the other CW programming. As ldspegted, | believe that fans are
already making this contextualization as a matter of couanseé,we, as academics, would be
remiss in doing otherwise. Extensive research on gender in horms Bluggests that
Supernaturalis far from unusual in its treatment of women. However, a cyremk at the
larger genre of science fiction television shows, to widapernaturalis linked by viewers, at
least, paints a different picturBtargate: SG-landFarscape the two series in Scodari’s (2003)
study, both include significant female characters as partasfa ensemblé&ark Ange] a show
mentioned by several respondents because it features Jensen éektess around a female
protagonist. Likewise, other programming on the CW network, ostendibkydaat the same
audience asSupernatural also includes prominent female leads. Popular sdiesVampire
Diaries and Nikita both feature female protagonists, and long-running Superman tie-in
Smallville in which Ackles also appeared and which several respondents menirmhedes a
number of central female characters as part of its enseMblgple respondents also indicated
that they had begun watchir@upernaturaldue to an interest iBuffy the Vampire Slayea
crucial text in the dialogue on feminist media (Douglas, 2010; Dr&@d7; Early, 2004; Karras,
2002; Owen, 1999). This, in my opinion, raises a pointed question reg&dpeynaturdb

place in genre television with regard to women.
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Other questions concerning fan engagement also remain unaddressedrsucereth |
have suggested that fans simultaneously reinforce and resist iskieologies, but | have not
examined the possibility of active, conscious resistance withipractices or what shape that
resistance might take, if it does exist. If, as | contend, €aitisize and interpret media texts,
does that critical engagement then translate into social asti@ctivism, either within fan
spaces or outside of them? The understanding of fan practidgabeaently resistant has been
scrutinized elsewhere (Jenkins, 1992; Scodari, 2003; Busse and Hellekson bR0®&), must
also address the possibility that fandom may provide a medium dstaiece and activism,
regardless of whether it is resistant in-and-of itself. Base anecdotal experience, | would
suggest that social action is strongly present within fan culbutefurther study is required to
understand the shape and meaning of this action.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, | have chosen to focus myreksea the
engagement of female fans and have neglected to address thecpeesof other genders within
fandom. Specifically, | would ask whether male fanSwopernatural or of any other media text,
are equally engaged, and, if so, where is their engageniang talace? A number of my
respondents said that they watct&agpbernaturalwith their husbands or boyfriends or that they
had been introduced to the series by a male acquaintance. Based@®icdmments and on the
fact that only 7% of my respondents were male, we may assuiméhthagh men are engaging
with the text, their engagement is conducted in different spgheesthose through which my
survey was transmitted, i.e. those spaces dedicated to fan withege, then, and through what
means do male fans interact with media texts? Other scholars (Bussellakddre2006; Green
and Guinery, 2004; Jenkins, 1995; Scodari, 2003) have examined the motivatioomeh w

writing and reading fan fiction, but | have not encountered a studpgasky so few men
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participate in these practices or addressing the motivatiomosd that do. Other spaces for fan
engagement and interaction, such as fan art and films, role plagmigconventions, are
prominent, well-used, and generally neglected by academia. If faxadeare more present in
these spaces, we must question the gender disparity among ¢doegrand examine why and
how men engage through their chosen mediums. Secondarily, we mustr vatroig the

academic assumptions that have excluded male engagement from fan stidiéssnhlace.
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Appendix A

1. Coding instructions for text analysis.

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7

“S.” = “Season”. The researcher should indicate the season nuhllee episode under
consideration.

“Ep.” = “Episode”. The researcher should indicate the number of efrisode under
consideration.

“Description” = The researcher should provide a brief description déthele character. If a
name is given, that should be indicated here. Otherwise htimaater should be identified
based on her function in the narrative, e.g. “victim no.2”, “blonde waitress”, etc.

“Age” = The researcher should indicate the approximate age of the telmdcawithin at least
ten years, e.g. “20-25", “30s”, “late teens”, etc.

“Obj.” = “Object”. The researcher should indicate whether tharacter is presented as a
sexual object. A character is considered to be presented asah algjiect if she engages or is
engaged by another character in sexually or romantically stiggeconversation of if she
engages in or is known to have engaged in physical intimacywofkimd with another
character.

“M/A” = “Married or Attached”. The researcher should indicatbether the character is
known to be married or otherwise romantically attached.

“VIA” = “Victim/Antagonist”. The researcher should indicate winer the character is a
“victim”, whose well-being is directly threatened during the rseuof the narrative, or an
“antagonist”, who poses a direct threat to either the protagomistther characters. If this

distinction is ambiguous, this should be indicated in the “Notes”.
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8) “D.” = “Dead”. The researcher should indicate whether the cheraies during the course

of the narrative. If the character is a reappearancechheacter who died previously in the

narrative, this should be indicated in the “Notes”.

9) “Notes” = The researcher should make note of any extraneousnatfon relevant to the

current research. Notations regarding meta-knowledge are appropriate.

An example of the coding for a single episode is given below. #pgspde features no female

characters, this should also be noted.

Ep. | Description Age Obj{ M/A VIA| D| Notes:
12 | Nurse in hospital 40s
Layla Rourke 20s X Not victim but charac aksveak
Doctor 30s
Sue Ann la Grange 45-55 M A X
Layla’s mother 45-55
runner 20s \Y X
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2. Copy of survey as it was distributed.
Before you get started, you need to know two things. First, all the answers gdo thiese questions
will be entirely anonymous, there will be nothing connecting your idefRityqr digital) to your
answers, and the only person who will see your answers as they appeafamtiigl be me. Second,
while | would ask, for the sake of accuracy, that you answer every questidly as fgou can, all of the
guestions are entirely optional. If you don’t feel comfortable providingiceinformation, feel free to

skip the question.

Once you're finished, please send the completed sunagnsurvey@gmail.comnder the subject line

“Survey”. Don’'t miss the last two questions on the second page!

Age:

Gender:

Location:

How did you start watchin§upernature?

How do you watch the show now? (e.g. on TV every week, online, alone, with friengls, etc

Do you talk to other fans about the show? How often?

Who are your favorite characters? Why? (No more than four, please.)

Which characters, if any, do you most dislike? Why? (Again, no more than four.)
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What are your favorite episodes? Why? (No more than three.)

What episodes, if any, do you most dislike? Why? (You get the picture.)

Do you read fan fiction? If so, what kind? (Please be as general or spegiierase comfortable with.)

What aspects of the show do you most enjoy? What keeps you watching?

Would you be willing to respond to a more in-depth, follow-up survey? If so, please praad&at e-

mail address.

Is there anything else you’d like to add?

If you have any questions of your own about this survey or my project, pleasd ocomizic

spnsurvey@gmail.conand I'll get back to you as soon as | can.
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Appendix B

1. Female Characters in Season One.

Age Total | Sexual Object| Married/Attache®ictim/Antagonist Dead
-16 10 0 0 4(V) - 1(A) 1
16-22 10 | 3 3 6(V) 4
20-30 29 20 13 15(V) — 3(A) — 3(V/IA) 7
30-40 18 1 7 7(V) — 1(A) 3
40-50 9 0 5 2(V) — 1(A) 1
50+ 5 0 0 1(V) 1
Total 81 | 24 28 35(V) — 6(A) — 3(V/IA) | 17
2. Female Characters in Season Two.
Age Total | Sexual Object| Married/Attache®ictim/Antagonist Dead
-16 5 0 0 1(V) — 2(A) 1
16-22 2 0 0 1(V) 1
20-30 33 | 17 8 11(V) — 7(A) —4(VIA) | 9
30-40 9 3 4 6(V) 3
40-50 6 0 2 4(V) - 1(A) 3
50+ 2 0 0 1(V) 1
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Total 57 | 20 14 24(V) — 10(A) — 4(V/IA)] 18
3. Character Death in Season One.
Gende | Tota | Dressed/UndresseOn/Off Home/Publi | Witnessed| Shot of Gender
r I d Screen C Body of
Killer
Femal | 17 | 9(D) - 8(V) 11(0n) — | 12(H) - 8 6 3(F) -
e 6(Off) 5(P) 10(M) —
4(0)
Male | 27 | 26(D) - 1(U) 9(0n)— | 11(H) - 18 9 6(F) —
18(Off) 16(P) 15(M) —
6(0)
Total | 44 | 35(D)-9(V) 20(0n) — | 23(H) - 26 15 9(F) —
24(0Off) 21(P) 25(M) —
10(0)
4. Character Death in Season Two.
Gende | Tota | Dressed/UndresseOn/Off Home/Publi | Witnessed| Shot off Gender
r I d Screen C Body of
Killer
Femal | 16 | 13(D) - 3(U) 8(0On) — 5(H) — 8 5 2(F) 4
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e 8(Off) 11(P) (M) —
7(0)
Male | 41 | 39(D)-2(U) 24(0n) — | 5(H) — 32 12 10(F) -
17(0ff) | 36(P) 16(M) —
15(0)
Total | 57 | 52(D) - 5(U) 32(0n) — | 10(H) - 40 17 12(F) -
25(Off) 72(P) 23(M) —

22(0)
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Appendix C

1. Survey Statistics

Age Female Male Total
-18 10 3 23
18-22 30 2 32
23-30 28 0 28
31-40 13 2 15
41-50 6 0 6
51+ 2 0 2
Total 89 5 94
e) United States
Age Female Male Total
-18 3 0 3
18-22 14 2 16
23-30 14 0 14
31-40 10 2 12
41-50 2 0 2
51+ 1 0 1
Total 44 4 48
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f) Portugal

Age Female Male Total
-18 5 3 8
18-22 6 0 6
23-30 2 0 2
31-40 1 0 1
41-50 0 0 0
51+ 0 0 0
Total 14 3 17
g) Europe (Not Portugal)
Age Female Male Total
-18 2 0 2
18-22 5 0 5
23-30 5 0 5
31-40 0 0 0
41-50 1 0 1
51+ 1 0 1
Total 14 0 14
h) Other Location
Age Female Male Total
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-18 0 0
18-22 5 5
23-30 7 7
31-40 2 2
41-50 0 0
51+ 0 0
Total 14 14

2. Female Characters

Character Liked Disliked
Anna Milton 1 16
Ava Wilson 0 2
Becky Rosen 1 4
Bela Talbot 3 10
Cassie Robinson 0 4
Ellen Harvelle 10 1
Jo Harvelle 4 10
Leah Gideon 0 1
Lilith 0 2
Lisa Braeden 0 6
Madison 0 1
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Mary Winchester 1 0
Meg Masters 0 8
Missouri Moseley 1 1
Pamela Barnes 1 0
Ruby 5 38
3. Male Characters

Character Liked Disliked
Adam Milligan 1 1
Alastair 3 2
Andrew Gallagher 2 0
Ash 3 0
Azazel 3 0
Ben Braeden 0 1
Bobby Singer 33 1
Castiel 56 2
Chuck Shurley 4 0
Crowley 7 0
Dean Winchester 77 4
Gabriel 27 2
God 0 1
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Gordon Walker 0 2
John Winchester 8 6
Joshua 0 1
Lucifer 3
Raphael 0 2
Sam Winchester 51 8
Uriel 6
Victor Henriksen 2 1
Zachariah 0 12
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