
90000

9 781118 615959

ISBN 978-1-118-61595-9

Supernatural and Philosophy introduces fans of the show to the big philosophical 
topics relating to the long-running hit show Supernatural, covering thorny issues in a 
fun and accessible way. Contributors, themselves philosophical fans of Supernatural, 
tackle issues ranging from the biological classifications of monsters, to the 
epistemological problems of ghost hunting, as well as the ultimate questions of life, 
love, and the moral issues involved in the killing of blood-sucking monsters. Like the 
great Bobby Singer himself, fans can pore over this tomb, containing essays pertaining 
to the archaic and monstrous themes of character formation, ethics, and why shows like 
Supernatural would ever entertain a rational, scientific mind. Even those unfamiliar with 
the show will find fascinating insights into Heaven, Hell, angels, demons, God, Lucifer, 
and good and evil. This unique collection of diverse philosophical essays is written for 
those who love the self-effacing style of the show’s humor, wit, and self-reflection.

Galen A. Foresman is an Assistant Professor of Philosophy at North Carolina Agricultural and 
Technical State University, where he teaches ethics and critical thinking. He is the author of “Why 
Batman Is Better than Superman” in Batman and Philosophy (Wiley, 2008) and “What’s Wrong 
with Camping?” in Halo and Philosophy (2011).

William Irwin is Professor of Philosophy at King’s College. He originated the philosophy and 
popular culture genre of books as co-editor of the bestselling The Simpsons and Philosophy and 
has overseen recent titles including Superman and Philosophy, Black Sabbath and Philosophy, 
and Spider-Man and Philosophy.

To learn more about the Blackwell Philosophy and 
Pop Culture series, visit www.andphilosophy.com

Irwin

E
d

it
e

d
 b

y
 

Fo
r

e
s

m
a

n

PHILOSOPHY/POP CULTURE

B L A C K W E L L  P H I L O S O P H Y  A N D  P O P  C U L T U R E  S E R I E S
This book has not been approved, licensed, or sponsored by any entity or person 

 involved in creating or producing Supernatural.

S E R I E S  E D I T O R : W I L L I A M  I RW  I N 

E D I T E D  B Y Galen A. Foresman

Metaphysics and Monsters...for Idjits

M
etaphysics and  

M
onsters...for Idjits





PS0001
File Attachment
9781118615959.jpg





Supernatural 
and Philosophy



The Blackwell Philosophy and PopCulture Series
Series editor William Irwin

A spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down, and a healthy helping of popular culture clears the cobwebs from Kant. 
Philosophy has had a public relations problem for a few centuries now. This series aims to change that, showing that 
philosophy is relevant to your life—and not just for answering the big questions like “To be or not to be?” but for answering 
the little questions: “To watch or not to watch South Park?” Thinking deeply about TV, movies, and music doesn’t make you 
a “complete idiot.” In fact it might make you a philosopher, someone who believes the unexamined life is not worth living and 
the unexamined cartoon is not worth watching.

Already published in the series:
24 and Philosophy: The World According to Jack
Edited by Jennifer Hart Weed, Richard Brian Davis, 
and Ronald Weed
30 Rock and Philosophy: We Want to Go to There
Edited by J. Jeremy Wisnewski
Alice in Wonderland and Philosophy: Curiouser and 
Curiouser
Edited by Richard Brian Davis
Arrested Development and Philosophy: They’ve Made a 
Huge Mistake
Edited by Kristopher Phillips and J. Jeremy Wisnewski
The Avengers and Philosophy: Earth’s Mightiest Thinkers
Edited by Mark D. White
Batman and Philosophy: The Dark Knight of the Soul
Edited by Mark D. White and Robert Arp
Battlestar Galactica and Philosophy: Knowledge Here 
Begins Out There
Edited by Jason T. Eberl
The Big Bang Theory and Philosophy: Rock, Paper, 
Scissors, Aristotle, Locke
Edited by Dean Kowalski
The Big Lebowski and Philosophy: Keeping Your Mind 
Limber with Abiding Wisdom
Edited by Peter S. Fosl
Black Sabbath and Philosophy: Mastering Reality
Edited by William Irwin
The Daily Show and Philosophy: Moments of Zen in the 
Art of Fake News
Edited by Jason Holt
Downton Abbey and Philosophy: The Truth Is Neither 
Here Nor There
Edited by Mark D. White
Ender’s Game and Philosophy: The Logic Gate is Down
Edited by Kevin S. Decker
Family Guy and Philosophy: A Cure for the Petarded
Edited by J. Jeremy Wisnewski
Final Fantasy and Philosophy: The Ultimate Walkthrough
Edited by Jason P. Blahuta and Michel S. Beaulieu
Game of Thrones and Philosophy: Logic Cuts Deeper 
Than Swords
Edited by Henry Jacoby
The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo and Philosophy: 
Everything is Fire
Edited by Eric Bronson
Green Lantern and Philosophy: No Evil Shall Escape 
this Book
Edited by Jane Dryden and Mark D. White
Heroes and Philosophy: Buy the Book, Save the World
Edited by David Kyle Johnson
The Hobbit and Philosophy: For When You’ve Lost Your 
Dwarves, Your Wizard, and Your Way
Edited by Gregory Bassham and Eric Bronson
House and Philosophy: Everybody Lies
Edited by Henry Jacoby
The Hunger Games and Philosophy: A Critique of Pure 
Treason
Edited by George Dunn and Nicolas Michaud

Inception and Philosophy: Because It’s Never Just a  
Dream
Edited by David Johnson
Iron Man and Philosophy: Facing the Stark Reality
Edited by Mark D. White
Lost and Philosophy: The Island Has Its Reasons
Edited by Sharon M. Kaye
Mad Men and Philosophy: Nothing Is as It Seems
Edited by James South and Rod Carveth
Metallica and Philosophy: A Crash Course in Brain 
Surgery
Edited by William Irwin
The Office and Philosophy: Scenes from the Unfinished 
Life
Edited by J. Jeremy Wisnewski
Sons of Anarchy and Philosophy
Edited by George A. Dunn and Jason T. Eberl
South Park and Philosophy: You Know, I Learned 
Something Today
Edited by Robert Arp
Spider-Man and Philosophy: The Web of Inquiry
Edited by Jonathan Sanford
Superman and Philosophy: What Would the Man of 
Steel Do?
Edited by Mark D. White
Supernatural and Philosophy: Metaphysics and Monsters 
… for Idjits
Edited by Galen A. Foresman
Terminator and Philosophy: I’ll Be Back, Therefore I Am
Edited by Richard Brown and Kevin S. Decker
True Blood and Philosophy: We Wanna Think Bad Things 
with You
Edited by George Dunn and Rebecca Housel
Twilight and Philosophy: Vampires, Vegetarians, and the 
Pursuit of Immortality
Edited by Rebecca Housel and J. Jeremy Wisnewski
The Ultimate Daily Show and Philosophy: More Moments 
of Zen, More Moments of Indecision Theory
Edited by Jason Holt
The Ultimate Harry Potter and Philosophy: Hogwarts 
for Muggles
Edited by Gregory Bassham
The Ultimate Lost and Philosophy: Think Together, 
Die Alone
Edited by Sharon Kaye
The Ultimate South Park and Philosophy: Respect My 
Philosophah!
Edited by Robert Arp and Kevin S. Decker
The Walking Dead and Philosophy: Shotgun. Machete. 
Reason.
Edited by Christopher Robichaud
Watchmen and Philosophy: A Rorschach Test
Edited by Mark D. White
X-Men and Philosophy: Astonishing Insight and Uncanny 
Argument in the Mutant X-Verse
Edited by Rebecca Housel and J. Jeremy Wisnewski



Supernatural 
and 

Philosophy
Metaphysics  

and Monsters …  
for Idjits

Edited By Galen A. Foresman



This edition first published 2013
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Registered Office
John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

Editorial Offices
350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148-5020, USA
9600 Garsington Road, Oxford, OX4 2DQ, UK
The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

For details of our global editorial offices, for customer services, and for information about how 
to apply for permission to reuse the copyright material in this book please see our website at  
www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell.

The right of Galen A. Foresman to be identified as the author of the editorial material in this work 
has been asserted in accordance with the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or 
transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or 
otherwise, except as permitted by the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, without the 
prior permission of the publisher.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in print 
may not be available in electronic books.

Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks. 
All brand names and product names used in this book are trade names, service marks, trademarks 
or registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publisher is not associated with any 
product or vendor mentioned in this book.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: While the publisher and author(s) have used their best 
efforts in preparing this book, they make no representations or warranties with respect to the 
accuracy or completeness of the contents of this book and specifically disclaim any implied 
warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. It is sold on the understanding 
that the publisher is not engaged in rendering professional services and neither the publisher nor 
the author shall be liable for damages arising herefrom. If professional advice or other expert 
assistance is required, the services of a competent professional should be sought.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Supernatural and philosophy : metaphysics and monsters for idjits / edited by Galen A. Foresman.
    pages  cm. – (The Blackwell philosophy and pop culture series)
  Includes bibliographical references and index.
  ISBN 978-1-118-61595-9 (pbk. : alk. paper) 
1.  Supernatural (Television program : 2005– )  I.  Foresman, Galen A., editor of compilation.
  PN1992.77.S84S87 2013
  791.45′72–dc23

2013017489

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Cover image: Sky and lightning © sankai/iStockphoto; House © Shaun Lowe/Getty Images; 
Chevrolet Impala 1969 © schlol/iStockphoto.
Cover design by www.simonlevy.co.uk

Set in 10.5/13pt Sabon by SPi Publisher Services, Pondicherry, India

1  2013



Contents

Acknowledgments� vii

Introduction: Codename: GhostPhacers� 1

Part One O f Monsters and Morals� 5

1	 Are Monsters Members of the Moral Community?� 7
Nathan Stout

2	 Aristotle’s Metaphysics of Monsters and Why  
We Love Supernatural� 16
Galen A. Foresman and Francis Tobienne, Jr.

3	 Hunters, Warriors, Monsters� 26
Shannon B. Ford

4	 Team Free Will: Something Worth Fighting For� 37
Devon Fitzgerald Ralston and Carey F. Applegate

Part Two L ife, Liberty, and the Apocalypse� 47

5	 What the Hell Is Going On?� 49
Galen A. Foresman

6	 Try Hell, It’s a Democracy and the Weather Is Warm� 62
Dena Hurst

7	 Hunting the American Dream: Why Marx Would  
Think It’s a Terrible Life� 74
Jillian L. Canode



vi contents

8	 Mothers, Lovers, and Other Monsters:  
The Women of Supernatural� 83
Patricia Brace

9	 Night of the Living Dead Demons and a Life  
Worth Living� 95
John Edgar Browning

Part Three E vil by Design� 109

10	 Dean Winchester and the Supernatural  
Problem of Evil� 111
Daniel Haas

11	 Angels and Atheists� 125
Fredrick Curry

12	 Oh God, You Devil� 139
Danilo Chaib

Part Four I t’s Supernatural� 151

13	 Naturally Supernatural� 153
James Blackmon with Galen A. Foresman

14	 Masculinity and Supernatural Love� 169
Stacey Goguen

15	 Naturalizing Supernatural� 179
Joseph L. Graves, Jr.

Contributors: Bona Fide, Card Carrying  
Wisdom Lovers and GhostPhacers� 189

Index� 195



Acknowledgments

I would be remiss if I didn’t begin the acknowledgments by recog-
nizing the dedicated fans of the show, many of whom began their 
stalwart fandom during an ancient time when people watched 
shows on large boxy televisions at specific times during the week to 
the exclusion of other programming. These fans made true sacri-
fices with their time and attention, helping to make Supernatural 
the success it is today. For all those fans, as well as those who have 
joined them along the way, I am very grateful.

Many thanks are owed to Jeff Dean for helping get this book 
off the ground and for his steady oversight in keeping it there. 
However, much of the thanks for guidance and timeliness belong 
to Bill Irwin, whose remarkably short correspondences always 
gave me several hours of material to think upon, not unlike the 
late great Bobby Singer. Additionally, Robert Arp was instru-
mental in putting this book together, providing Castiel-like 
guidance and moral support whenever he was summoned. Thanks 
to Lindsay Bourgeois for cheerfully responding to all my inane 
questions and requests, as well as to Jennifer Bray for her help 
wading through arcane rules from ancient tombs of U.S. law and 
other clearance-related mystical rituals. Thanks also to Louise 
Spencely for swiftly copy-editing and laying waste to my many 
double-spaces.

My dear friend and colleague, Karen Hornsby, was enormously 
helpful in keeping extra work off my plate during much of the 
editing of this book. She’s a tireless Dean Winchester.



viii acknowledgments

Most importantly, none of the work I put into this book would 
have been remotely possible without the loving patience and 
encouragement of my wife, Amy. I’d be just another John 
Winchester without her, and I thank her especially for working 
tirelessly to care for our brood, so that I could geek out on my 
favorite show for hours and hours at a time.



Supernatural and Philosophy: Metaphysics and Monsters … for Idjits, First Edition.  
Edited by Galen A. Foresman. 
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2013 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

1

Introduction
Codename: GhostPhacers

[From a drive adjacent the myriad of external drives of Ed 
Zeddmore and Harry Spengler …]

When Alan J. Corbett died courageously seeking truth, we 
knew our quest was only just beginning. Spurred by the loss of 
our brave intern and cook, we GhostFacers have rededicated our 
lives to fulfilling the mission Corbett was slain so admirably 
pursuing, opening “people’s eyes to the truth: that ghosts do, in 
fact, exist,” along with many other things that do, in fact, also 
exist along with ghosts.

Now surely you’re wondering why the GhostFacers are 
working under the auspices of Supernatural and Philosophy, and 
no doubt you’re rightfully concerned about the degree of douch-
nozzelian chicanery that has coerced our hand in adopting such 
a title for our manifesto of truth, as opposed to the very razor 
GhostFacer Manifesto. As we have said secretly elsewhere at our 
website:

The GhostFacers are poised to take a number of different industries 
by storm. These industries include: science, math, philosophy, reli-
gion, agriculture, government and entertainment with the potential 
of affecting some major public works projects as well. In fact, it is 
safe to say that there is no aspect of human civilization that will not 
be impacted to some degree by GhostFacers.
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So fear not, for we’re simply taking our first steps in the larger plan 
to subvert these many different industries. All of this requires 
working covertly and duplicitously to bring you what those two 
wanted criminals—the Wine-chesters—won’t: insight into the 
greatest mysteriosities humankind has ever known. To that end, 
we have begun here by subverting the very foundations of all the 
industries mentioned previously and some that went unmentioned. 
We do this through the mystery that is philosophy.

Recent extensive research utilizing the power of the interwebs 
through the “Search the Web” web-based search engine reveals that 
the first ten results of the word, “philosophy,” are all websites. 
From this we’ve deduced that philosophy is more popular than we 
first expected, and infiltrating it won’t be the cake-walk in the park 
that we originally believed it to be. After consulting a research 
librarian from the special reference section of a non-descript college 
in Wilkes-Barre, PA, we have confirmed that the word “philo
sophy” has ancient roots in the Greek word philosophia (ϕιλοσοϕία), 
which means something like “loving wisdom” or “loving know
ledge.” Regardless of the exact meaning, we’re confident that this 
was an important and powerful secret, although it left unexplained 
why the ten websites we looked at had nothing to do with loving 
anything, even despite our disabling “safe-search.”

Armed now with knowledge, we used secret contacts to recruit 
experts in this industry of philosophy, all bona fide, card-carrying 
wisdom lovers. And just to be clear, I should say that by “we” I 
have so far meant, me, alone, like a wolf with no pack that was 
trying to organize a pack of wolves together via email and other 
means. I was a wolf howling in search of other wolves, and after 
the howl of my call went out, there was a chorus of howling replies. 
Amidst that choir of howling, philosophers the world over taught 
me many secrets about what we truly know and don’t know. 
Philosophers who readily admitted that they knew nothing, but 
continued nevertheless to love and pursue this fictional thing they 
claimed not to know. When I inquired as to whether knowledge 
was some sort of tulpa, I was rebuked for speaking blasphemy.

After meticulously transcribing these dialogues onto ancient 
papyrus scrolls, I made a sandwich and a ring of salt. Placing the 
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scrolls securely within a duffle bag, I climbed safely inside—the 
ring of salt, not the duffle bag. Equipped now with time, sustenance, 
and the safety that only a ring of salt and a duffle bag can provide, 
I began to read. And the more I read, the more my eyes were opened 
to a world I did not fully understand. From my original call on 
philosophers, my recruits were legion, but only the strongest and 
finest were permitted to remain in this elite ghost-facing wolf pack 
of wisdom lovers, and so a multitude of scrolls were committed to 
the flames.

Finally, I should point out that although I’m not an original 
member of the GhostFacers, I suppose you could technically 
consider me an honorary co-founder who’s not, yet, officially 
recognized as having any founding role or leadership role or other 
role, with the core team. But my recent contributions to the Mission 
are, without a doubt, somewhat noteworthy, hence my strong 
hunch that I’ll hear an update regarding my membership to the 
team soon. Having said that, I can confirm for you, dear reader, 
that I have heard from a good source that says my resume may 
have been received by the visionary leader Ed Zeddmore himself 
and/or co-founder and tactical expert, Harry Spangler. In either 
case, it is certain to probably mean that my unofficial and 
unrecognized honorary co-founder status is soon to convert to at 
least either “officially unrecognized” or “unofficially recognized.” 
Therefore, I speak with some authority when I say that this 
collection of essays is comprised of the most mind-blowing, 
eye-popping, soul-exploding revelations—nay, revolutions!—in 
truth and wisdom loving.

So tether your brain, don safety-tested safety goggles, and prepare 
for the imminent detonation of your soul, because in reading these 
pages you have unofficially joined the yet-to-be-recognized 
movement in the philosophy of ghost-facing, henceforth codenamed, 
“GhostPhacing.” (The “Ph” is for Philosophy!)
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Are Monsters Members of 
the Moral Community?

Nathan Stout

sam:	 How do you do it? How does Dad do it?
dean:	 �Well for one, them. I figure our family’s so screwed to Hell 

maybe we can help some others. Makes things a little bit 
more bearable. I’ll tell you what else helps. Killing as many 
evil sons of bitches as I possibly can.

In this exchange between Sam and Dean from the Season 1 episode 
“Wendigo,” Dean establishes the attitude that the brothers will 
take toward the things they hunt. Monsters are evil and harmful to 
others, so the brothers are completely justified in eliminating the 
various creatures they encounter. The viewer finds herself pulling 
for Sam and Dean to succeed, to safely avert the Apocalypse, to put 
the vengeful spirit to rest, to exorcise the demon, and, in many 
cases, to kill the monster, but monsters often present a formidable 
challenge for our view of the brothers’ moral character. Not only 
do we care about the safety and well-being of the protagonists, but 
we also care about the morality of their actions. We want the good 
guys to win, but we also want them to be good guys.

In this sense, Supernatural presents us with a difficult puzzle. We 
find ourselves holding contradictory attitudes about Sam and 
Dean. We want them to save those who are in danger, but we have 
a difficult time squaring this desire with our concern that they act 
morally. What if that monster doesn’t deserve to be killed? What if 

Chapter 1
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the monster is not responsible for his or her actions? What if the 
monster’s actions are justified, or, at the very least, excusable? In 
short, what if that monster is really a lot like you and me, a genuine 
member of the moral community?

Moral Community? Is That Like a Coven?

Moral philosophy is concerned with matters of right and wrong, 
and with answering questions about how we should live. Moral 
philosophy aims to tell us how to think about particular moral 
dilemmas; it aims to give us principles by which we can make 
moral decisions; and it aims to give us insight into how those 
moral principles are grounded. In doing all of this, moral philos-
ophy should also help us to determine precisely whom, or what, 
we should consider when making moral decisions. In other 
words, moral philosophy should be able to tell us which crea-
tures deserve moral consideration, which beings we must take 
into account when deciding which actions are right and which 
actions are wrong.

By telling us these things, moral philosophy sets boundaries on 
what philosophers refer to as the “moral community.” In essence, 
to be a member of the moral community is to be the type of being 
that deserves moral consideration from others. For example, most 
people believe that it is wrong to kill another human being just 
for the fun of it. The reason we feel this way is because humans 
are members of the moral community. The fact that you are a 
member of the moral community means that you can’t be killed 
for the fun of it. In any moral decision that we make, we must 
take into account the effects that it might have for members of the 
moral community.

So how do we know who or what belongs to the moral 
community? One way that philosophers have gone about defining 
the boundaries of the moral community is by paying special 
attention to the notion of moral responsibility. In other words, they 
have attempted to define the moral community as the group of indi-
viduals who are capable of being held responsible for their actions.
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In his essay, “Freedom and Resentment,” P.F. Strawson argues 
that we ought to understand moral responsibility as being tied to 
the “reactive attitudes.”1 Reactive attitudes are emotions that we 
experience in response to another’s actions toward us; some of these 
emotions—such as resentment or indignation—are of an overtly 
moral nature. Therefore, it is best to understand moral responsi-
bility as applying only to those beings that are the appropriate target 
of these moral emotions. For example, when a toddler uses a living 
room wall as a canvas for her finger-paint masterpiece, it might be 
appropriate to feel frustration toward her, but surely, it would not 
be appropriate to resent the child for her actions. We would say that 
the person who is morally outraged at the toddler’s behavior is 
overreacting. Children are different from fully developed adults 
who should know better. Thus, the appropriateness or inappropri-
ateness of a moralized attitude ought to give us insight into the 
moral status of the creature toward which we hold the attitude.

For Strawson, there are two factors that might render a moral 
emotion inappropriate: how much control you have of your actions 
and the type of thing you are. For example, in “Asylum,” Sam shoots 
Dean in the chest with a shotgun full of rock salt while under the 
control of the spirit of Dr. Ellicott. Since Sam’s actions aren’t under 
his control, Dean shouldn’t be angry with him. After all, it wasn’t 
really Sam’s fault. It was Dr. Ellicott’s spirit. Sometimes, however, a 
creature can be perfectly in control of its actions, and yet, because of 
the type of thing it is, we cannot appropriately feel moral emotions 
toward it. Consider Sam’s character navigating life without the 
benefit of having a soul throughout most of Season 6. Assuming a 
popular understanding of the soul, which says a soul is necessary to 
act morally, we ought to consider Sam in a much different light as far 
as moral responsibility is concerned. In Season 6, Sam is simply not 
the type of creature toward which it is appropriate to hold the moral 
attitudes. Being angry with Sam in this situation is like being angry 
with a robot. We ought to consider him with what Strawson calls an 
“objectivity of attitude.” He is a being whom we must manage or 
control; such beings are unable to enter into normal moral relation-
ships wherein the moral emotions have a place. As a result, we must 
treat them objectively, as if they were an “object of social policy.”
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How can we tell when a creature is the sort of thing that is the 
appropriate target for moral emotions? One promising approach 
makes an individual the appropriate target of moral emotions only 
if the being has the ability to understand and be motivated by 
moral reasons. In other words, the being must be able to under-
stand when a situation presents her with a duty to act in a certain 
way, and the recognition of this fact must motivate her to fulfill 
that duty.

Monsters and the Moral Community:  
Group 1—Low-Functioning Monsters

Sam and Dean have a veritable trophy case of monster hunts. They 
have killed everything from your run-of-the-mill werewolves, vam-
pires, and shapeshifters to more exotic creatures such as shtrigas, 
wraiths, and djinn. Thus, it will be helpful to begin placing these 
creatures into different categories based on our intuitions about 
their status as members of the moral community. Doing this allows 
us to distinguish those monsters that are firmly outside the bound-
aries of the moral community, thereby highlighting the hard cases, 
wherein moral status is more difficult to determine.

In “Heart” Dean sums up our first group, low-functioning monsters, 
saying, “What about a human by day, freak, animal, killing-machine 
by moonlight don’t you understand?” These monsters obviously fall 
outside of the moral community. They kill humans out of a basic 
instinct. Their mental abilities are no more advanced than a wild 
animal, and, thus, they show no ability to understand or be motivated 
by moral reasons. For this reason, it would be absurd to criticize them 
for acting immorally. For example, if my dog rummages through the 
garbage at night making a huge mess in the house, it would make 
sense for me to be angry and say, “Bad dog!” It wouldn’t, however, 
make sense for me to feel offended and say, “How dare you treat my 
home with such disrespect!”

One excellent example of a low-functioning monster comes to us in 
the second episode of Season 1, “Wendigo.” A wendigo is a creature 
that hunts humans for food. They actually begin life as human beings 
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and become monsters when they turn to cannibalism for survival 
after being stranded in the wilderness. If enough human flesh is 
consumed, “over years, [the cannibal] becomes this less than human 
thing … always hungry.” The wendigo, then, is an example of an 
animal-like monster. It is a skilled hunter, but its skill is a product of its 
instincts. It does not have the normal human emotional capacities. 
Instead, it is driven by self-preservation and its need to feed.

Another enlightening example of a low-functioning monster is the 
werewolf. In the episode “Heart,” Sam and Dean encounter a woman 
named Madison, who turns out to be a werewolf. As noted before, 
Dean describes them as “freak, animal, killing-machines.” While in 
their werewolf state, these monsters are driven by base, animal 
instincts. Later in the episode, Sam exhorts Dean to refrain from 
killing Madison, saying, “Maybe she really doesn’t know she’s 
changing, you know? Maybe when the creature takes over she blacks 
out … What if some animal part of her brain saw both of those guys 
[the murder victims] as threats?” Sam is pointing out how were-
wolves pose an interesting moral question for us, which we will 
come back to. For now it seems clear that while they are in their 
wolf-state, these creatures are not members of the moral community.

Group 2—Antisocial Monsters

In addition to the Group 1 monsters, there is another set of crea-
tures that falls clearly outside of the boundaries of the moral 
community. These are the “antisocial monsters.” Such creatures 
share distinct similarities with individuals who are diagnosed with 
various forms of antisocial personality disorder, which is typically 
characterized by an inability to feel empathy and regard for the 
rights of others, appearing manipulative and lacking in conscience. 
Monsters from this category fall outside of the moral community 
as well, albeit in a very different way.

Demons provide a good illustration of antisocial monsters. 
Throughout the series, demons are portrayed as purely evil, 
wantonly killing human beings and engaging in torture for fun. 
Unlike the Group 1 monsters, however, they have highly developed 
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mental abilities. They rely on reasoning to plan and achieve their 
goals and, by all accounts, they appear to be equal to human beings 
in terms of mental prowess.

Similarly, leviathans are prototypical antisocial monsters. They 
lack any regard for the human race and implement a plan to turn 
us into a factory-farm-style food supply. Leviathans show a high 
degree of intelligence, and they are clearly able to conceive of and 
execute elaborate plans for the sake of achieving a rational goal, 
which is ultimately what precludes them from being classified 
among the Group 1 monsters.

Why shouldn’t we consider Group 2 monsters full members of the 
moral community, and simply hold them morally responsible for 
their actions? The answer, I think, lies in their inability to recognize 
moral reasons. Demons, for example, are purely evil and simply 
cannot understand a moral demand made by a human. Suppose that 
instead of making plans to kill Lilith in order to avert the Apocalypse, 
Sam and Dean decided that they should explain to her that she has a 
moral obligation to avoid destroying humanity. Obviously, we could 
expect Lilith to make short work of the brothers and continue on her 
quest to destroy humanity. But why is this so obvious?

The reason seems to be that she is incapable of understanding a 
moral reason with respect to humans. She may very well be aware 
that human beings live according to a moral code, but she certainly 
wouldn’t care in the least about it. It simply wouldn’t motivate her, 
and this motivational component is part of what it means to be a 
member of the moral community. The same explanation could be 
given with respect to the leviathans. They simply aren’t moved by 
moral reasons, thus precluding them from being members of the 
moral community and thereby excluding them as appropriate 
targets of the moral emotions.

Group 3—The Moral Monsters

For any creature to be a member of the moral community it must 
care about and be motivated by moral reasons. Moral reasons 
don’t register as important decision-making factors for either 


