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Supernatural Teen Television: Spiritual Lessons for Teen Viewers?

Clare Diviny

Abstract

Supernatural teen television is a popular and recent phenomenon attracting millions of viewers worldwide. Part 
of the appeal of these programs is the combination of teen genres, teen culture and supernatural elements. Like a 
range of different teen media texts, supernatural teen television adheres to these conventions but adds another ele-
ment. The supernatural often functions as a metaphor for deeper spiritual lessons, issues and themes. Characters, 
narratives, generic tropes and discourses convey more profound and mystical meanings than in other teen genres. 
A close textual analysis of The Vampire Diaries and Teen Wolf demonstrates the ways in which these shows portray 
a surprising number of spiritual themed concepts and ideas. A genre analysis reveals that it is the combination of 
the lighter more entertaining elements with the more philosophical spiritual ones that offers teen viewers a more 
holistic and satisfying experience.

Introduction

For centuries cultures have been using supernatural symbols and concepts to depict spiritual and religious mean-
ing. Supernatural elements in texts have continued to endure across different mediums, genres and audiences. 
However, since the early nineties an unprecedented volume of supernatural television programs has been pro-
duced in the United Kingdom and the United States. Interestingly a large proportion of these shows are aimed 
at a teen/young adult audience. Some popular examples of these shows include; Sabrina the Teenage Witch, Buffy 
the Vampire Slayer, Charmed, Supernatural, American Horror Story, Being Human (UK version), The Vampire 
Diaries, The Secret Circle, Teen Wolf and Wolfblood. Some of these programs are extremely popular attracting high 
television ratings and millions of fans world-wide both on and offline. For example, Supernatural entered its tenth 
season in 2015 and has 15.2 million Facebook fans. The Vampire Diaries entered its sixth season in 2015 and has 
23 million Facebook fans.

At first glance the fascination with these programs to teen viewers is evident. Supernatural teen television 
draws heavily on the teen television genre which depicts teen centric characters, storylines, issues and events. 
Another appealing element of these shows is the taboo nature of the supernatural. Clarke argues that teenagers 
are frequently attracted to anything which may challenge or rebel against authority figures (5 – 6). However, it is 
questionable as to whether the allure of the forbidden would be enough to sustain such loyal viewership over so 
many years. It is interesting to note that the supernatural might also have appeal beyond that of testing boundaries 
with authority figures. There are a surprising number of additional layers of meaning conveyed by the supernatu-
ral discourses in these shows. The supernatural elements in these texts convey profound theosophical and spiritual 
meanings with which the viewer could engage. Certainly most teen viewers are not tuning in to supernatural teen 
television to contemplate existentialist and theological philosophy, or are they?  In order to better understand the 
popularity and appeal of these programs I will now define and discuss the supernatural teen television genre.    

Supernatural Teen Television Genre

The supernatural teen television genre is comprised of a number of different genres such as; the teen mystery genre, 
the teen television genre and the supernatural genre. The teen mystery genre has its roots in adventure fiction with 
classics such as Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe and Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels. These classic adventure stories spawned a 
plethora of child and young adult fiction. By the early twentieth century an offshoot to this adventure genre had 
emerged. These exciting tales now included a mystery to be solved, a secret to be discovered or a conundrum to 
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be cracked. A popular example of this genre is the animated series Scooby-Do, Where Are You? Unlike other types 
of mystery and suspense texts, the teen mystery draws inspiration from gothic fiction. Problems, mysteries and 
secrets are all shrouded in the supernatural and are often conveyed via “ruined mansions, eerie goings-on, and 
spooky accoutrements” (Brunsdale 261). In Buffy characters call themselves ‘the Scooby gang’ or the ‘Scoobies’ 
(Mandala) referring to the television series Scooby-Do, Where Are You?

The second generic element is the teen television genre which features teen/young adult main characters who 
deal with issues relevant to adolescents (García-Muñoz & Fedele 134 – 135). Teen issues are depicted in a soap 
opera style. Storylines are often based on personal relationships and emotional exchanges are heavily featured. 
Characters frequently use the current vernacular familiar to teens and drop numerous popular cultural references. 
Teen television regularly presents the latest teen fashions, music, technology and pastimes and functions as a 
vehicle for teen consumer culture (Ross & Stein 7-8). Another key aspect of teen television is humour. Sarcastic 
responses, mocking, exploiting embarrassing moments and making light of serious situations are all common 
devices to counter the soap opera and teen culture elements. The mode of delivery in these programs is also 
tongue in cheek. Strange and obscure supernatural phenomena is presented in seemingly contradictory ways; 
simultaneously in a mocking tone yet at the same time presented in genuine ways expecting viewers to take it seri-
ously. Finally, another signature of this genre is the absent or flawed parental characters. As the main focus is on 
the teen characters, their guardians need to have limited screen time. Therefore, these characters are conveyed as 
either absent, hands-off, abusive or at least flawed. This then justifies little or no parental interference in the teen 
characters’ lives.  

Supernatural teen television acknowledges the supernatural by including supernatural beings and events. Some 
examples include; witches, werewolves, angels, demons, ghosts, goblins, fairies, vampires, mummies, dragons, sor-
cerers, warlocks, psychics, shapeshifters, spirits, possessed creatures and objects, deities, unicorns, centaurs, grif-
fins, trolls and gremlins. Some examples of supernatural events and acts includes; physical transformation, objects 
moving on their own, magic, clairvoyance, clairaudience, clairsentience, channelling spirits and/or information, 
supernatural beings appearing and performing various acts, voodoo, sudden and inexplicable changes in weather, 
livings things growing or dying at an unexpected rate, miracles, events changing course, sudden and unexplained 
changes in people’s demeanour and/or appearance.  

There is one final signature of the genre that is worth noting here and that is the gendered depiction of key 
supernatural characters. One of the most notable is the witch figure. Throughout cinematic history the witch 
character has regularly been portrayed as female (Edwards 131). In television there are numerous examples of 
witches1 presented as feminine2. However, the preference for female characters3 is not just restricted to the witch. 
There is an array of different types of central protagonists in the genre that are portrayed by young girls and 
women4 and further information on this pattern can be found in Beeler and Biddinger. As a result of this gendered 
depiction young women are portrayed in conflicting yet ultimately empowered ways. Due to their supernatural 
gifts and abilities they are presented as disrupting the hegemonic positivistic worldview favoured in many Western 
societies. Characters are shown to confound and defy traditional scientific explanation via their mystical talents. 
Ultimately these ‘super power’ characters usually thwart the bad guy, find the missing artefact and save the day 
which vindicates their seemingly disruptive position to the status quo. However, these victories are not without 
compromise. Frequently characters are in difficult positions justifying their unusual and quirky behaviour. The 
genre resolves this tension in one of two ways; with humour or poignant reflection. Overall, the message this genre 
conveys via these characters is an empowering one for women. Although some emphasis is placed on their physi-
cal beauty, characters are shown to draw strength from their inner gifts. Aside from their supernatural abilities, 
characters are depicted as fostering qualities such as intelligence, strength, kindness, healing abilities, sacrifice, 
strategy and stealth.   

These are the four core generic elements that make up the supernatural teen television genre. A perfect example 
of how these generic elements work together can be found in The Vampire Diaries. The central protagonist Elena 
Gilbert starts out as a high school student recovering from the loss of her parent’s death. She meets and falls in love 
with a 165 year old vampire Stefan Salvatore. By falling in love and dating him, Elena unknowingly endangers 
herself, her friends and the town. The show incorporates the supernatural with regular teenage issues and prob-
lems. The supernatural elements come from the supernatural mythology, characters and narratives via the vam-
pires, Bonnie the witch and Mayor Lockwood the werewolf. As the program progresses through the seasons there 
are a greater variety and number of supernatural beings. There are always new problems of a mystical nature to be 
solved and these are depicted using teen mystery signifiers. Bonnie casts a spell in a graveyard, the Salvatore broth-
ers live in a big gothic-style mansion and there are mystical artefacts to be discovered, destroyed and activated. 
The more mundane issues surrounding dating, friendship, school life and family are addressed in a soap opera 
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style. For example, in season one when Bonnie tells Caroline that she is a witch it is during a sleep over at Elena’s 
house. The gendered depiction of the central protagonist is also present in The Vampire Diaries. In the first couple 
of seasons the focus is centred on Elena and early in the series the characters know one another through Elena. 
However, as the series progresses the focus shifts and the characters are depicted more as an ensemble which is a 
mixture of both male and female characters.   

 How does the Supernatural relate to Spirituality?

The supernatural is intrinsically linked to religious and spiritual rituals, practices and beliefs.  Hultkrantz argues 
that religion cannot “be defined without reference to the concept of the ‘supernatural’” (231). All religions and 
spiritual practices have some type of supernatural elements whether they are supernatural creatures (such as 
angels, gods or demons) or events (such as miracles or magic). Supernatural elements aid in the understanding of 
more complex and esoteric concepts such as parallel worlds or places (such as nirvana and hell), the afterlife and 
a transcendent or divine being. Popular cultural texts conveying supernatural themes are more frequently being 
cited as a source for potential spiritual exploration. One television program which has provoked a glut of academic 
investigation is Star Trek. Works by Jenkins, Jindra, Porter and McLaren have all explored fans’ spiritual/religious 
connection with the show. In their seminal study of teen witches Berger and Ezzy acknowledge how texts such as 
Buffy, Charmed and The Craft popularised witchcraft and have been instrumental in teenagers wanting to explore 
Wicca (37). There exists a long and rich tradition of using supernatural elements to convey more esoteric and even 
spiritual elements.

In order to better understand how supernatural teen television has the potential to function as a catalyst for 
spiritual contemplation I will analyse some scenes from The Vampire Diaries and Teen Wolf. Historically, vampires 
have been depicted as hedonistic creatures that serve only their bloodlust and use humans for food and sexual 
gratification (Cardow 2-3; Tyree 31-32). However, over time there has been a variety of different incarnations of 
the vampire in contemporary popular culture (Auerbach; Cardow; Trow; Tyree). In more recent versions there are 
depictions of the vampire that are less dark and sinister and more relatable. One such example is the ‘gentleman’ 
vampire figure (Tyree 32) and some examples include; Edward Cullen in Twilight, Angel in Buffy, Bill Compton 
in True Blood and Stefan Salvatore in The Vampire Diaries. The gentleman vampire character is constantly fight-
ing against his monstrous true self. As a result he is seemingly more complex as he offers the best of both worlds. 
These figures are depicted as being more romantic and chivalrous than a traditional vampire, yet their dangerous 
doppelganger is never too far away, lurking underneath. This more tempered incarnation of the vampire figure 
allows viewers to engage with the character and even consider more profound issues. Vampires represent the deli-
cate balance between life and death. These characters also raise questions about the quality of life, what it means 
to be human and life after death. 

In The Vampire Diaries two of the central characters, the Salvatore brothers Stefan and Damon, are portrayed 
as distinctly different types of vampire. Damon is depicted as the hedonistic, rebel who unapologetically feeds 
on, kills and has sex with anyone he chooses. In contrast Stefan avoids hurting humans, feeds on animal blood 
and uses his vampire powers to help people. As the seasons progress, each of the brothers take turns in these roles 
as they alternate losing and then regaining their humanity. However, in a season one episode called ‘Haunted’ 
Stefan tries to help Vicki, who Damon has turned into a vampire. As Stefan passes her a mug of animal blood, he 
explains that vampires don’t have to kill humans to survive. Damon tells Vicki that she should just feed on some-
one trashy and erase their memory. Damon mocks Stefan’s attempts to convince Vicki that a less hedonistic and 
destructive lifestyle is possible. Damon says to Stefan: “Ooohhh Count Deepak. I’m out of here”. The reference 
here to the Indian/American New Age writer Deepak Chopra indicates to viewers that Damon believes Stefan 
is going against his inherent nature as a vampire and striving to be something he cannot; an enlightened being. 
This scene aligns Stefan with Deepak Chopra who is a spiritual man dedicated to living his life in a spiritual way. 
Clearly this scene is about right and wrong but it is also about what it means to be human and the type of life you 
lead. Stefan is depicting a more difficult life path, one that respects human life even though it comes at a cost. 
The cost here is that drinking animal blood is not as satisfying as human blood. Furthermore, it puts Stefan at a 
disadvantage becomes it makes him physically weaker than vampires who feed on human blood. 

Teen Wolf is another popular supernatural teen television program. It centres on teenage high school student 
Scott McCall who gets bitten and becomes a werewolf. The werewolf figure is used to raise several important 
issues in this show such as the tension between nature versus culture; primal forces versus civilised society and 
issues of low self-worth and loyalty. In her book The Curse of the Werewolf, Du Coudray examines the history and 
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many forms of the werewolf figure in popular culture. Based on Slavoj Žižek’s concept of monsters, Du Coudray 
argues that werewolves act as “a bridge between nature and culture, by exceeding both categories and representing 
the slippages between them” (3). Žižek’s concept is played out via the characters in Teen Wolf as it uses the were-
wolf to explore concepts of humanity, right and wrong and what is regarded as civilised behaviour in our current 
society. In the show there is a family of werewolf hunters the Argents. They only kill werewolves because were-
wolves kill humans and they are zealous in their hatred and pursuit of werewolves. In season one an alpha male 
werewolf is slaughtering various people in the town. For this reason, the hunters are after any werewolf including 
Scott. The Argents chase Scott, shoot him twice and try to run him over with their cars. What is interesting is that 
they operate in accordance to a moral code but their behaviour is depicted as not always being beyond reproach. 

Initially the show portrays the Argents as being opposite to werewolves and as battling evil. These two facts 
easily lead the viewers to assume that the characters are ‘good’. However, throughout season one it becomes obvi-
ous that this early assessment of the Argents may be premature. Their actions are a little extreme, they are not 
above harassing people they suspect and they attempt to kill Scott without establishing whether he has killed 
anyone. In season one it comes to light that Kate Argent killed innocent people when she set fire to a house 
because there was one werewolf inside. She justified her act that she was there to kill a werewolf and that’s what 
she did. To further complicate this moral conundrum (the Argents have saved lives but their actions are morally 
questionable) Scott McCall is not a scary, evil werewolf. The werewolf is a monster and monsters are traditionally 
depicted as being a threat to good people and deeds (Bodart; McMahon-Coleman and Weaver ). In Teen Wolf 
Scott is a different type of monster because his new found powers do give him great advantages but also come with 
huge liabilities. Teen Wolf portrays Scott as a sympathetic werewolf.  Although he tries to kill his best friend Stiles 
when in wolf form he learns from the experience. In the episode ‘Heart Monitor’ Stiles helps Scott to discover 
what triggers his shapeshifitng and how he can learn to control turning into a werewolf.  The moral ambiguity in 
the show allows teens to consider what they would do in a similar situation. Are morally dubious acts ok if you 
believe that you have the right intentions? These kind of thorny moral questions are at the heart of determining 
our own moral compass which is an important aspect of spiritual development. 

Conclusion

Beneath the slick surface of the sarcastic teen vernacular and the frothy emotion filled teen angst, this genre 
offers viewers a spiritual smorgasbord. It is important to note that spirituality is a complex notion and the raison 
d’être of supernatural teen television is not to explore the ontology of spiritual philosophy. However, the generic 
elements, characters, narrative and discourses of this genre present teen viewers with a range of profound philo-
sophical and spiritual meanings in complex ways. It is in fact the gloss and the froth of the teen television genre 
that facilitates these deeper and more mystical meanings. Without these generic tropes, the more profound ele-
ments would not be as successful. For example, Teen Wolf breaks up the monotony of moral conundrums and 
supernatural mythology with more emotional fantasy and teen consumerist elements.  In the first two seasons the 
sidekick character Stiles can’t get a date and the program follows his turbulent journey of near misses, rejection 
and unrequited love. Teen romance is a common and a popular feature in these types of texts and it functions as 
a contrast to the fantastic supernatural aspects of the show. Presenting more every day teen centred issues provides 
welcome relief and makes the show more relatable for teen viewers.  The teen consumerist parts of the text func-
tion in a similar way.  Both Teen Wolf and The Vampire Diaries use music frequently to appeal to teen tastes. In the 
case of Teen Wolf, as MTV produces the show, the song details even appear on screen to facilitate viewer purchase.  

Although these texts oscillate between entertainment and more esoteric concepts, it is the esoteric, the mysti-
cal and spiritual that make these programs noteworthy. The supernatural mythology functions as a metaphor for 
larger issues about what it means to be human, right and wrong and life and death. The vampires, werewolves and 
witches of these shows function to provide viewers with opportunities to better understand their adolescent grow-
ing pains, flesh out identity issues and contemplate larger issues beyond their own immediate worlds. Topics are 
presented in complex and sometimes contradictory ways in an attempt to capture the multi-layered and intricate 
nature of issues faced in daily life. Teen characters are conveyed as being placed in difficult situations and being 
empowered to fumble their way through, make mistakes, resolve a crisis and sometimes even fail. The key message 
is that regardless of the outcome these characters still learn along the way. These texts thrust young characters into 
adult worlds often compelling them to make important and profound decisions that many adults are portrayed as 
unable to make. All of these discourses present the viewer with a rollercoaster ride of various elements that satis-
fies on a number of different levels. There are cool clothes, engaging characters with an array of different pleasing 
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attributes (such as good looking, funny, intelligent, naïve etc…), the latest teen culture accoutrements, soap opera 
emotional moments, action and supernatural mysteries. Finally, there are the moral conundrums, difficult life 
changing decisions, sacrifices, challenges and spiritual quests which make for great adventures and even better 
spiritual exploration. However tempting it might be to dismiss the significance of the spiritual for contemporary 
teenagers living in a Western consumerist society, spiritual matters can and sometime are a significant part of 
adolescent development. Supernatural teen television delivers the opportunity to engage in these spiritual lessons 
whilst simultaneously enjoying the more carefree elements of the genre.     
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Endnotes

1 Some of these television examples include; Bewitched, Sabrina the Teenage Witch Show, Sabrina the Teenage Witch, Buffy, Charmed, Hex, True Blood, 
The Vampire Diaries, Eastwick, The Secret Circle, American Horror Story, Witches of East End and Every Witch Way. 
2 Although it is beyond the scope of the current discussion, there is a rich body of academic research on the empowering function of the witch 
character in media texts. Moseley argues that there is a strong historical connection “between witchcraft and feminism in practice and theory” (409). 
There is a canon of research acknowledging the witch character as empowering female audiences not only to explore their spirituality but also as an 
inspirational figure of feminist power (Moseley; Feasey; Berger & Ezzy; Sanders; Jarvis).
3 It needs to be noted that although overwhelmingly there is a pattern of female characters there are exceptions to this rule. Texts such as The Dead 
Zone, Highway to Heaven,  Warlock, The Sixth Sense, The Covenant, Supernatural and Teen Wolf all feature male characters as the central protagonist. 
4 Some supernatural television programs featuring central female characters include; Touched by Angel, Buffy, Witchblade, Joan of Arcadia, Dead Like 
Me, Ghost Whisperer, Medium, Saving Grace, True Blood and The Vampire Diaries


