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This project utilizes a case study approach to explore the various ways in which 

the portrayals of gay people have changed on American television. Three contemporary 

programs – Will & Grace, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy and The L Word – are 

examined as examples of how far American television has progressed in terms of 

treating gay people with respect. Whether those shows move beyond merely presenting 

gay characters and into a level of actively challenging mainstream views on gay people 

is also examined. Findings suggest different factors affect the ability of the individual 

programs to test said views – including the genres to which each belongs, and their 

presence on network television (Will & Grace), basic cable (Queer Eye for the Straight 

Guy) or premium cable (The L Word). While all three programs show some tendencies 

toward queerness, they also take steps toward negotiating with mainstream culture, 

indicating that complete queerness may be an unattainable goal on American television. 
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CHAPTER 1 

A MODERN HISTORY 

No, you're not wrong. You're right. This is so hard. But I think I've realized that I 
am ... I can't even say the word. Why can't I say the word, I mean, why can't I just 
say ... I mean, what is wrong, why do I have to be so ashamed, why can't I just 
see the truth, I mean, be who I am, I'm thirty-five years old... I'm so afraid to tell 
people. I mean, I'm just...   Susan... I'm gay.  

 
The above is the pivotal scene in the April 1997 groundbreaking episode of Ellen, 

entitled “The Puppy Episode,” in which Ellen DeGeneres’s titular character came out of 

the closet and became the first gay lead character on any American network television 

program. In a way, 1997 can be considered the year in which the rules changed about 

how gay people were portrayed on American television.  Though there had been a 

number of gay characters on television prior to this event, DeGeneres’s coming out 

brought about a significant shift in the attitudes of both the entertainment industry and 

the American culture at large toward the portrayals of gay people on television. Though 

DeGeneres’ show would deteriorate in the following year (an event to be discussed later 

in this chapter) and would eventually be cancelled, the groundwork was laid for other 

programs to build on the momentum that Ellen started.   

In this opening chapter, I will lay out the theories, definitions and approaches to 

be used throughout this thesis, as well as give a brief history of televisual 

representations of gay people both pre- and post-1997.  Of specific interest is the way in 

which gay characterizations have evolved in a relatively short amount of time.  These 

representations have moved from mostly-outsider status to the heart of multiple 

programs and now entire channels.  In turn, those changes have affected the way in 

which the general public and the academic world interpret said representations.  This 
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thesis will utilize a case study approach to investigate the ways in which the 

representations of gay people on American television have changed since Ellen 

DeGeneres simultaneously declared that she and the character she played on her 

eponymous sitcom, Ellen, were gay.  This work will accordingly focus on three programs 

– Will & Grace (1998-present), Queer Eye for the Straight Guy (2003-present), and The 

L Word (2004-present) – that exemplify the differences between the type of 

representations seen today on network, basic cable and pay cable, respectively. The 

three programs also demonstrate how three different genres (situation comedies, reality 

television and dramas) affect the way these representations are presented to the world.   

This shift in portrayals is significant for a variety of reasons, not the least of which 

is the idea that the gay characters on many network shows are put forth as stabilizing 

influences rather than the disruptions they were portrayed as in the past (Walters 64).  I 

intend to show how Will & Grace has made good use out of this change, putting forth a 

program that attempts to influence public opinion on the perception of gay people, but 

doing so in such a manner as to leave their message open to interpretation.  I will also 

demonstrate the limitations that conspire to keep the program from making its message 

more progressive.  One drawback is the inconsistent use of the subversive nature of the 

sitcom genre to which the program belongs.  Another is the fact that it is on network 

television, an arena which itself holds multiple obstacles, including stricter standards 

than cable regarding any kind of sexuality shown, and the need to appeal to as wide an 

audience as possible. 

 Both basic and pay cable have responded with numerous, and arguably more 

challenging, portrayals that have stretched the limits that the American public will 
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accept.  One reason these channels have been able to do so is because they are not 

subject to FCC standards to which networks must adhere (“America,” 19).  Because of 

this difference, programs on these channels have the opportunity to more freely address 

gay issues/themes, something which is still considered somewhat taboo on network 

television.  In addressing Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, I will argue that the program 

succeeds, as on Will & Grace, in taking on previously-held assumptions about gay men, 

but in a style that is often detrimental to that goal.  Queer Eye’s focus on 

commercialism, its dependence upon stereotypes (for both gay and straight men) and 

its de-politicizing of the word “queer” gives the program an aura of assimilation that 

holds it back from being more socially relevant than it already is. 

The L Word has taken steps in addressing queer issues in just two seasons that 

the other two programs in this thesis have not been able to, which highlights the edge 

The L Word has over them in terms of being part of a genre (drama) and a channel 

(Showtime) that are able to speak to such issues in a more forthright manner.  However, 

it too has been inconsistent in its overall tone, bringing the program far into the queer 

realm before pulling back in favor of more mainstream storylines.  However, before 

delving further into the current state of gay characters on American television, one must 

first look at the types of representations that have preceded those of today. 

 

The Role of Stereotypes 

 Stereotypes will be referred to often throughout this thesis, so it is important to 

understand the role that they play when they are used by various programs.  Richard 

Dyer, drawing upon a quote from Walter Lippmann (the man who coined the term 
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“stereotype”), points to four ways in which stereotypes work: 1) As an ordering process; 

2) as a short cut; 3) as a reference to the world around us; and 4) as something that 

expresses our values and beliefs (11).  Dyer claims that the first way, an ordering 

process is “a necessary, indeed inescapable, part of the way societies make sense of 

themselves, and hence actually make and reproduce themselves” (12).  At the same 

time, this leads to “a belief in the absoluteness and certainty of any particular order” and 

“a refusal to recognize its limitations and partiality” (Dyer 12).  This drawback is 

something that can be seen in the reactions of many to supposed stock gay 

“characters” like that of Jack McFarland on Will & Grace and Carson Kressley on Queer 

Eye for the Straight Guy.  While each brings certain nuances to their performance that 

can be recognized as deviating from a strict caricature, many still view them as the 

embodiments of the standard flamboyant gay character seen on television for decades. 

The use of a stereotype as a short cut “points to the manner in which stereotypes 

are a very simple, striking, easily-grasped form of representation but are none the less 

capable of condensing a great deal of complex information and a host of connotations 

(Dyer 12).  Thus, putting forth a character as a stereotype tells the audience much more 

than just the surface information that he or she would seem to convey.  The stereotype 

as a reference brings up the idea that “stereotypes are a particular sub-category of a 

broader category of fictional characters, the type” (Dyer 13).  The use of the type over a 

“novelistic character, defined by a multiplicity of traits that are only gradually revealed to 

us through the course of the narrative” (Dyer 13), points to the kind of importance a text 

wants to give to that character.  Using a type tends to refer to a character in 

generalities, keeping him or her the same, whereas the novelistic character can be seen 
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to evolve, although there can be a combination of the two (Dyer 14).  The expression of 

values through a stereotype, Dyer says, is a tricky concept in that, instead of showing “a 

general agreement about a social group … it is from stereotypes that we get our ideas 

about social groups” (14).  Dyer here makes the distinction between “social types” and 

stereotypes, indicating the former are those “who ‘belong’ to society … the kinds of 

people that one expects, and is led to expect, to find in one’s society, whereas 

stereotypes are those who do not belong, who are outside of one’s society” (14).  With 

the three programs in this thesis using both in reference to their gay characters, it was 

of particular interest to look at the way in which each compares and contrasts those 

characters against each other. 

 More than most, gay stereotypes tend to “make visible the invisible, so that there 

is no danger of it creeping up on us unawares” (Dyer 16).  They do this by putting forth 

“signs of gayness, a repertoire of gestures, expressions, stances, clothing, and even 

environments the bespeak gayness” (Dyer 19).  In the case of gay people, Dyer sees 

types as both a benefit and a limitation in terms of their effect on the audience:  

(T)ypes keep the fact of a character’s gayness clearly present before us 
throughout the text.  This has the disadvantage that it tends to reduce everything 
about that character to his/her sexuality.  It has the advantage that it never allows 
the text to closet her or him, and it thus allows gay subcultural perspectives to be 
always present in a scene (24). 
 

It is here that the passage of time and the changes that have occurred during that time 

affect the merits of Dyer’s argument, originally written in 1993.  Far from closeting gay 

characters, programs of today (especially the ones studied for this thesis) showcase 

them instead by putting them at the forefront, making it somewhat less necessary to 

keep relying on old stereotypes.  However, new types have arisen in their place, 
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confirming Dyer’s idea that “typification is a near necessity for the representation of 

gayness, the product of social, political, practical and textual determinations (19).  How 

each of the three programs studied for this thesis use different forms of stereotypes will 

be a constant theme throughout this thesis. 

 

The History of Gay Representations 

 The variety of ways in which gay men and lesbians have been portrayed 

throughout the history of television has been chronicled by a multitude of writers.  

However, two of the most respected accounts have come in the form of books by 

Steven Capsuto and Stephen Tropiano.  Capsuto’s book, Alternate Channels: The 

Uncensored Story of Gay and Lesbian Images on Radio and Television (2000), goes 

into great detail about the various changes gay portrayals have undergone through the 

years, going so far as to break down different “eras” into small segments ranging from 

one to eight years.  Capsuto’s motivation behind writing his book was discovering the 

influence television has had on gay people looking for images of themselves in the 

medium.  As such, his approach looked into not just the types of changes that have 

occurred by why they occurred, from political pressures to societal shifts.  Tropiano’s 

approach in his book, The Prime Time Closet: A History of Gays and Lesbians on TV 

(2002), is at once similar and different from that of Capsuto.  While encapsulating the 

same time period as Capsuto, Tropiano chose to group programs together in terms of 

their genres.  For him, this meant making distinctions between medical dramas, law and 

order dramas, and other dramatic series (which he also put together with mini-series 

and movies of the week); a fourth chapter was set aside for situation comedies.   

 6



 

My thesis necessarily contains similar elements to that of Capsuto and Tropiano, 

even as I attempt to bring in some new thinking to the subject.  Like Capsuto, I am 

interested in what outside influences exist that control the way in which gay people are 

portrayed on television.  Like Tropiano, I have focused on shows from different genres 

in order to investigate how each shapes their characters.  However, even the space of 

three years from the publication of Tropiano’s book has afforded me the opportunity to 

look at two programs (Queer Eye for the Straight Guy and The L Word) that were not on 

the air at that time.  These shows have brought up issues that neither Capsuto nor 

Tropiano addressed in full because no program had had the chance to do so yet.  

Consequently, I can look at each program (Will & Grace included) in terms of 

queerness, something that was not the primary focus in either book.  Even though 

Capsuto uses the term “queer” in multiple chapters, he does so more in a manner 

equating the term with “gay” rather than evaluating how a program/character challenges 

heteronormativity.  Also, because of the limited amount of material written on either 

Queer Eye for the Straight Guy or The L Word, the hope is that the writing of this thesis 

will serve as an illumination on the state of gay characters on television today. 

 

Media Representation Theory 

The fact that American television today has gay-themed programming is an 

indication of the level of respect gay people have achieved in American society, and on 

television in particular.  Cedric Clark put forth a significant theory in 1969 in which he 

categorized four distinct stages of media representation of social groups: non-

recognition, ridicule, regulation and respect (18-22).  This media representation theory 
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was originally posited by Clark to illustrate how ethnic minorities had been portrayed 

throughout the history of television, but the theory can easily be applied to the portrayals 

of gay people as well.  As Clark notes, “Television reflects the social structure of society 

by selection and presentation of characters associated with its structural divisions” (18).  

Thus, while not a perfect mirror image, television tends to imitate the state of society at 

any given time.  Given the year in which Clark’s article was published, he had a 

considerably shorter period of television history to analyze.  With the benefit of a much 

longer span of time, the progression of gay images on television through all four of 

these stages is just as apparent as those of ethnic minorities, albeit with a few caveats.   

A significant change that Clark could not have anticipated at the time of the 

publication of his article was the rise of cable television, and specifically premium 

channels such as HBO and Showtime.  Clark noted that “(t)he commercial nature of the 

medium emphasizes advertising of products bought by those at the top of the social 

structure, and thus reinforces the status quo” (18).  But what happens when channels 

that do not rely on the revenue of advertising to fund their programming circumvent that 

“commercial nature”?  This is a subject that will be touched on briefly later in this 

chapter, and more deeply when discussing The L Word, a Showtime program.  There is 

also the issue of depicting “gayness,” a trait that is not as visible as that of race, Clark’s 

topic.  When and where the first portrayal of a gay person occurred on American 

television is open to debate, as can be seen when looking at the four different stages of 

social representation. 

Clark’s first stage is non-recognition, in which a group is not represented at all in 

the medium (Clark 19).  The non-recognition of gay people on American television is a 
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point that could be argued. Television shows of the ‘40s and ‘50s, while never explicitly 

referring to homosexuals, contained intimations of homosexuality in the forms of 

stereotypes, such as Milton Berle as a drag queen, a practice used by other comedians 

of the day such as Tennessee Ernie Ford and Red Skelton (Fejes and Petrich 399-400).  

However, because these characterizations were never specifically labeled as “gay,” the 

non-recognition stage for gay people can be said to have occurred.  This is a 

phenomenon that mirrors the experience of many real life gay people at the time, who 

often had much to risk if their lifestyle was revealed, forcing them to keep their gay 

identity hidden.  It is also an illustration of what is at stake through the portrayals of gay 

people in the media.  Instead of choosing to try to accurately portray members of a 

certain social group, programs more often than not chose to put forth aspects which 

would garner the most laughs, which in turn can be seen to have created stereotypes 

which have perpetuated ever since. 

The difference between “gay” and “queer” is significant when discussing this era.  

In his book Making Things Perfectly Queer: Interpreting Mass Culture, Alexander Doty 

uses queer “to describe a cultural common ground between lesbians and gays as well 

as other non-straights—a term representing unity as well as suggesting diversity” (2).  

Doty talks at great length about the presence of queer personas on television, including 

an entire chapter on Jack Benny (63-79), who, like Berle and Skelton, was a television 

star in the 1950s.  Benny, like many comedians a radio star prior to the start of 

television, brought his familiar radio persona to the small screen, described by Doty as 

consisting of such “unmasculine” traits as “excessive hand and arm gestures; a loose, 

bouncy walk; a high-pitched nervous giggle (and) a lack of aggressive sexual desire for 
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women” (63).  Again, while not expressly identified as “gay,” the hallmarks of future 

stereotypes could certainly be seen in Benny’s television/radio persona.  However, 

Steven Capsuto, referring to a Steve Allen sketch, says this type of 1950s humor, as 

opposed to later representations, was not a “malicious media conspiracy: just unthinking 

reflections of the era’s ‘obvious’ truths” (26). 

Whether one considers early portrayals of men in drag or men with “feminine” 

qualities to signify the presence of gay characters on television or not, when explicitly-

labeled gay characters first started appearing in the late 1960s (Fejes and Petrich 400, 

Hart 62), Clark’s second stage of ridicule (and, often, demonization) could clearly be 

seen.  “In Stage Two, groups formerly non-recognized are ‘taken-into-account’ by 

television at the price of being ridiculed” (Clark 19).  Hart notes that this second stage 

started in earnest in the years following an infamous statement made by CBS 

correspondent Mike Wallace in the 1967 CBS Reports documentary, The Homosexuals, 

that the typical homosexual was promiscuous and did not care about and was incapable 

of any kind of long-term relationship (Hart 62).  Hart also points out that many media 

outlets perpetuated this stereotype by continuously making gay men the brunt of jokes 

or derogatory statements, a practice that spread to talk shows and dramas of the day 

(63).  This also served to at once create and propagate many stereotypes about gay 

men to the general public; lesbians were rarely represented, though Edward Alwood 

claims that they were subject to their own stereotypes, such as “Mack truck drivers or … 

serial killers” (Alwood 140).  Richard Levinson and William Link, a well-known writer-

producer duo of the time, sum up the feeling of the era succinctly: “It was perfectly 

acceptable for Bob Hope or Johnny Carson to mince about the screen doing broad 
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parodies of homosexual behavior.  But anything else, anything not derisive or played for 

laughs, was out of the question” (105). 

The third stage in Clark’s media representation theory, regulation, is when 

“members of the social group are presented as protectors of the existing social order, 

such as police officers or detectives” (Hart 61).  The transition from ridicule to regulation 

was tenuous one, however, as “series such as N.Y.P.D. (1967-69), The Bold Ones 

(1969-70), Dan August (1970-71), Police Story (1973-77) and Police Woman (1974-78) 

simultaneously reinforced and challenged negative stereotypes by featuring gay 

characters on both sides of the law” (Tropiano 55).  According to Clark, regulation 

occurs “when groups … react, either through pressure-group protests or violent 

rebellion, against the cultural images the mass media creates of them” (19-20).  

Protests from the gay community were clearly evident in the mid-1970s, including a 

swift reaction by the National Gay Task Force to “an episode of Marcus Welby (1969-

76) [that] showed a homosexual as a child molester and homosexuality as a treatable 

disease” (Fejes and Petrich 400).  The protest succeeded in causing several advertisers 

to drop out and various affiliates to threaten not to air the program (Fejes and Petrich 

401).  In an interesting twist, Walter Cronkite, then-anchor of the CBS Evening News 

(the network that had aired The Homosexuals just seven years earlier), broadcast a 

piece on gay rights after being subject to an on-air protest (Alwood 144-145).  Protests 

such as these led to the creation of more “positive” gay characters, although Fejes and 

Petrich point out that the programs still “portrayed homosexuality as a problem 

disrupting heterosexuals’ lives and expectations” (401).   
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It is interesting to note that Clark viewed regulatory roles as ones aimed at 

getting a particular social group “to identify with the ‘right’ side of society” (21).  

Consequently, these roles can be read as both attempts to appease the protesters and 

a way of controlling them, showing members of that social group the way they “ought” to 

live their lives, rather than bringing to light the many options available to everyone.  

While the late 1970s and early 1980s did bring about more gay characters on shows 

such as Barney Miller (1975-82) and Alice (1976-85) (Hart 63-64), the appearance of 

AIDS on the world landscape had the dual effect of pushing gay sexuality to the 

forefront and stalling the progress in representations that had been made to that point 

(Fejes and Petrich 401).  For the next decade, gay male characters were seldom 

introduced without the accompanying stigma of AIDS, which only served to reinforce a 

damaging link between gay men and the deadly disease, especially in the eyes of the 

general public.  Ironically, with AIDS being the focus of the majority of shows doing 

storylines on gay characters in the ‘80s, lesbians were further shunted to the 

background.  “[N]etworks [could] argue that they [were] meeting responsibility to the 

entire gay community when in fact their coverage [was] heavily weighted toward gay 

men and largely focused on AIDS” (Moritz 66).   

The late 1980s and early 1990s brought about the advent of the fourth stage, 

respect, for gay people on American television.  The respect stage shows a social group 

in a wide variety of roles that reflect the diversity of that group, whether that entails a 

positive or a negative representation (Hart 61).  Stephen Tropiano points out that one 

show in particular, Brothers, which aired from 1984-89, “opened new doors by featuring 

not one, but two gay characters, and tackling some serious gay-themed issues, like 
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AIDS and gay-bashing” (150), something that could be read as the beginnings of the 

respect stage.  Significantly, Brothers appeared on Showtime, which at that time played 

to only a small segment of America due to the cable/satellite industry being only a 

fraction of what it is today.  Respect could be seen again in various forms throughout 

the early to mid-1990s, including two gay men shown in bed together on thirtysomething 

(1987-91), two recurring gay male characters getting married on Roseanne (1988-97) 

and several storylines on daytime soap operas such as One Life to Live (1968-present) 

and All My Children (1970-present) (Hart 66).  The majority of these, however, served 

as little more than tokens of respect, as none were consistently represented over the 

course of a season or longer. 

The respect stage, in fact, is one of the weak links in Clark’s theory.  Clark 

himself expressed doubt as to the viability of the stage with regard to his subject: “While 

many European immigrant groups have managed to reach this level, there is serious 

question whether non-white groups ever will” (21).  As can be seen in the portrayals of 

racial minorities to this day, for every success there seems to be an equal or greater 

number of failures.  Respect most often shows up in the form of individual characters 

and scenes, rather than entire programs.  For a program to truly be considered 

respectful of a particular social group, it would have to present an unending stream of 

such characters, scenes and issues.  Consistency is key, and if racial minorities have 

not achieved that goal 30 years after the publication of Clark’s theory, then it is clear the 

portrayals of gay people are still experiencing the same struggle.  An additional aspect 

to the progression of gay portrayals through the four stages is the idea that they must 

go through the cycle multiple times: once for gay people in general, another for gay 
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people of color, and yet again for those who do not fit the “standard” that has been put 

forth for gay people so far, i.e. those who identify apart from the accepted “gay,” 

“lesbian” or “bisexual” labels.  The point at which gay people of color are in this cycle 

will be addressed in later chapters. 

For the sake of space, I have omitted many significant moments in the history of 

gay characters pre-1997, such as the 1971 episode of All in the Family entitled “Judging 

Books by Covers” in which the omni-phobic Archie has his (and consequently much of 

America’s) views on homosexuality challenged by presenting a “heterosexual 

(character) Roger (as) fey and flamboyant, while (the) homosexual (character) Steve, 

an ex-pro football player, is 100 percent all-American male” (Tropiano 187).  Moments 

like these, though, were the exception rather than the rule in the ridicule/regulation era 

of the early ‘70s, and were hard to read at that, since Archie’s constant spew of 

homophobic remarks enabled some to laugh at his ignorance but just as many to laugh 

with him (Tropiano 187).  I have included this lengthy explanation of the four stages of 

Clark’s theory in order to show the changes that had occurred leading up to the 

watershed year of 1997.  Hart rightly points out that multiple other programs had 

introduced gay characters by the time DeGeneres came out (66-67), but none had ever 

headlined a show (Walters 81).  In fact, the number of gay characters on American 

television was so low that GLAAD’s (The Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation) 

Website, which has been in existence since 1994, did not even bother making up their 

annual list of gay/lesbian characters on television until 1996/1997, the year in which 

Ellen DeGeneres came out on her program (“Where We Are on TV”).  This event can be 

seen as the impetus behind an expanded gay televisual visibility, another sign of 
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respect, and one of the few instances in which lesbians were the trendsetters on 

television instead of following the lead of gay men.  The event was so groundbreaking, 

in fact, that a prominent Website reporting on gay-themed media, which has been used 

on several occasions for this thesis, is called AfterEllen.com.   

While Ellen becoming the first lead gay character on television was 

groundbreaking, the next two television seasons actually showed a decline in gay 

characters overall (“Where We Are on TV”).  However, Will & Grace, a program 

featuring not one but two gay male leads, debuted in fall 1998, a little over a year after 

DeGeneres came out, and each successive year has shown an increase in lead gay 

characters, if not overall characters, highlighted by a significant boost in the 2000-2001 

season when cable networks such as Showtime and HBO unveiled Queer as Folk and 

Six Feet Under (“Where We Are on TV”).  Additionally, the tremendous upswing of the 

reality television genre has given rise to the presence of “real” gay people on television, 

including Richard Hatch, the winner of the original Survivor, Chip Arndt and Reichen 

Lehmkuhl, winners of the fourth version of The Amazing Race, and culminating with the 

highest profile gay-themed reality program to date, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy.   

 

Queer Theory 

 While the meaning of such awareness has been debated, one benefit of 

increased visibility is that gay people no longer have to search far and wide for 

representations of themselves on American television.  This development brings about 

a shift in the way queer theory can be applied to modern television.  Queer theory is a 

multifaceted line of thinking, generally applied to film in the past, that, among other 
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things, “criticized the coercive binarism of sexual difference, favoring instead hybrid 

permutations of gay and straight, lesbian and bisexual” (Stam 263).  Queer theorists 

look at the way individual media texts deconstruct the heteronormative world, especially 

with regard to sexuality.  In the past, this deconstruction meant unearthing queer 

meanings in films (and to lesser degree, television shows, as in the case of Jack Benny) 

that may or may not have been obvious at the time of their original release.  However, 

now that representations of gay men and lesbians are manifest across the television 

spectrum, what does this mean for queer theory?  Any films or television shows that put 

gay and lesbian characters to the forefront would seem to be of obvious interest to 

some queer theorists, but only if the text makes an effort, conscious or not, to differ from 

the norms of heteronormative society.  Suzanna Danuta Walters notes that increased 

visibility creates “new forms of homophobia (for example, the good marriage-loving, 

sexless gay vs. the bad, liberationist, promiscuous gay)” (10).  One example of this can 

be seen on Will & Grace, where the two gay characters, Will and Jack (leaving out for 

the moment the increasingly queer Karen), are diametrically opposed in the way they 

are presented: Will is, for the most part, straight-laced, responsible and monogamous 

(when he has a boyfriend), while Jack is loud, immature and the embodiment of other 

gay male stereotypes.  If programs are breaking down one level of homophobia only to 

create another, then how queer can they be? 

 The term “queer” has been and will be used multiple times throughout this thesis, 

so my meaning behind it should be clear.  Queer has been used in various contexts 

through the years, and the change in the meaning of the word is significant, especially 

with regard to its use in the programs studied here.  For many years, queer was a 
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derogatory term, used by homophobic people to denigrate gay people.  The term was 

later reclaimed by gay people in protests for acceptance and equal rights, as in the 

chant, “We’re here, we’re queer, get used to it!”  Still later, Queer Nation used the term 

to be “an inclusive, but not exclusive, category, unlike ‘straight,’ ‘gay,’ ‘lesbian,’ or 

‘bisexual’ (Dyer xiv), which is similar to the definition provided by Doty.  Most recently, 

queer has become the hot new word in the media, used to brand a certain item with a 

degree of hipness.   

With regard to the “queerness” that may or may not be present in the programs 

highlighted in this thesis, I use the term more along the lines of the definition provided 

by David Halperin: “As the very word implies, ‘queer’ does not name some natural kind 

or refer to some determinate object; it acquires its meaning from its oppositional relation 

to the norm.  Queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the normal, the legitimate, 

the dominant.  There is nothing in particular to which it necessarily refers” (qtd. in W. 

Turner, 134).  With regard to the programs studied in this thesis, however, “the normal, 

the legitimate, the dominant” are also those portrayals of gay men and lesbians that 

have preceded those in current programs, in addition to heteronormative society.  

American television has passed the point where the presence of gay characters is 

noteworthy in and of itself.  It is the ways in which these characters are presented and 

how the programs address gay issues that are of interest now, and a marker of 

queerness.  “Queerness,” however, should not necessarily be equated with “respect.”  

Although the two can be taken to mean the same thing in certain instances, a program 

can be respectful of its gay characters without making advances in terms of queerness.  

I will attempt to make that distinction clear when necessary.  Also, for the sake of 
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brevity, my use of the term “gay” can generally be taken to mean any and all of those 

identifying along the GLBT (gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered) spectrum.  I will 

be more precise when discussing particular programs/characters, especially in the case 

of The L Word, where the distinction between “gay” and “lesbian” is especially 

important.  Additionally, how the use (or non-use) of “gay” affects Queer Eye for the 

Straight Guy will be addressed in Chapter 3. 

 The increasing opportunities for the portrayal of gay people on television not only 

alter the way queer theory can be applied to the medium, but also highlight what others 

consider to be inherent problems of the theory.  Walters argues in great detail about 

what she considers to be both positive and negative representations of gay men and 

lesbians in the modern media landscape.  The idea of a representation being positive or 

being negative is something that queer theorists try to avoid, as it is yet another way to 

set up a binary.  While Walters does not claim to be a queer theorist herself, her 

argument brings up an interesting point about queer theory; namely, that queer theorists 

often make their arguments in the vacuum of the academic world, without considering 

the way in which these issues are perceived by non-academic viewers.  As Walters puts 

it, the current cultural landscape finds “society readily embracing the images of gay life 

but still all too reluctant to embrace the realities of gay identities and practices in all their 

messy and challenging confusion” (10).  How does one rectify the divide between those 

who would read a text based upon academic ideals and those who have the influence of 

modern-day society shaping the way in which they view that text?   

Ironically, in an attempt to avoid any and all binaries, queer theory inadvertently 

creates other dichotomies.  One of the biggest is the labeling of media texts as either 
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“queer” or “not queer.”  “…(W)e find dichotomies such as ‘us’ and ‘them,’ queer and 

heterosexual, queer and gay/lesbian at work in many accounts of queer practice and/or 

identity” (Sullivan 48).  What this criticism of queer theory suggests is that the act of 

labeling, something that proponents of the theory supposedly avoid, is in fact done quite 

often, whether the queer theorists intend to or not.  As previously hinted at, the new 

visibility of gay men and lesbians on television brings up the manifestation of this idea, 

namely whether a specific program and/or its characters actually put forth queer ideas, 

or do little more than include gay and/or lesbian characters without actually being 

progressive.  This change marks a noteworthy transition from when gay characters, if 

they appeared at all, came mostly in the form of one-time only guest roles.  In those 

appearances, the sole difference was usually whether a character was straight or gay.  

Again, now that gay characters are on multiple shows, for some the focus has shifted 

from celebrating the presence of the gay character to whether the character and/or 

program as a whole are queer.  

 The queering of a media text can happen in many ways, whether through the 

actual content, through the people behind the scenes (directors, writers, producers, 

actors), and even through the eyes of spectators.  While it is certainly not necessary to 

actually be gay to produce a queer text, many of the recent opportunities to create 

programs with gay and lesbian characters and content have been going to 

acknowledged gay writers, producers and directors.  Gay writer/producer Max 

Mutchnick co-created Will & Grace; the American version of Queer as Folk is headed by 

gay writer/producers Ron Cowen and Daniel Lipman (who also wrote and produced one 

of the first television movies about AIDS, 1985’s An Early Frost); and The L Word would 
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not exist without the help of prominent lesbian writers, directors and producers like Rose 

Troche, Guinevere Turner and executive producer Ilene Chaiken.  The question is, does 

the involvement of these gay writers, directors and producers actually produce queer 

programming, or are these just shows with gay and/or lesbian characters?   

The three shows just listed are arguably the most well known gay-themed 

fictional programs on the air today.  However, two of them are on Showtime, a pay 

cable channel, where, according to producer Daniel Lipman, interference from network 

executives is never an issue (“The History”), and programs are allowed more time to 

gain an audience.  Network programs do not have that luxury, and even though all 

network programs are subject to the same scrutiny by ratings-minded network 

executives, it is still interesting to note the unsuccessful track record of gay-themed 

programming on network television.  Besides Will & Grace, no network program 

specifically focusing on a gay character has survived longer than a season.  Consisting 

exclusively of sitcoms, these include attempts by such gay Hollywood notables as Alan 

Ball (Oh Grow Up!), Nathan Lane (Charlie Lawrence) and even another attempt by Ellen 

DeGeneres herself (The Ellen Show).  The sitcoms have tried a mixture of approaches, 

but all of them seem to be a variation on the theme of playing up the differences 

between gay people and straight people, and the “hilarity” that ensues from that conflict.  

Thus far, network television has not tried to put a gay-themed drama on the air.  

However, gay characters on otherwise straight network dramas have proliferated, on 

shows as disparate as NYPD Blue to Buffy, the Vampire Slayer, although these 

characters have generally consisted of supporting roles.   What reasons are there that 
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keep gay-themed sitcoms from succeeding, and dramas from even getting on the 

(network) air?    

 

Genre 

 Defining television genre in the 21st century is almost an exercise in futility.  

Almost no program on television can lay claim to being one particular genre.  The notion 

of hybridization has become increasingly popular, to the point that many dramas contain 

as much comedy as drama, with the inverse being true of many sitcoms.  The same 

goes for the idea of the series, in which there are “self-contained episodes with 

relatively autonomous plotlines,” being combined with the serial, in which there are 

“continuing storylines with characters who learned from episode to episode” (G. Turner 

6).  Hybridization has changed the notion of a series (which is how most television 

programs are described) into something closer to the serial, while still maintaining 

elements of the definition of a series.  When looking at the three programs that are the 

focus of this thesis, one can see a definite pattern of hybridity in the sitcom Will & 

Grace.  The reality television show Queer Eye for the Straight Guy and the drama The L 

Word tend to stick closer to the series and serial types, respectively.   

Will & Grace is perhaps the ultimate in hybridization between the series and 

serial.  Many of the episodes epitomize the definition of a series, in that there is a 

beginning and end to a particular story in one episode, with no continuation to the next, 

and in that each character tends to stay the same from episode to episode, i.e. they 

never learn.  However, the series often contains story arcs across multiple episodes, 

something that leans closer to the serial.  Of course, just as often, the characters revert 
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back to their stock personas soon after a story arc has culminated.  Additionally, as 

hinted at earlier in the All in the Family example, sitcoms in general have been seen as 

being capable of much subversiveness “because of its assumed social role as the 

questioner of norms and a licence to say the unsayable (Mills, “Studying,” 61).  

However, more often than not, Will & Grace does not seem to take advantage of that 

trait.  In fact, it is similar to previous sitcoms in its incongruous nature: “[A]lthough 

comedy was one of the first places to acknowledge that homosexuals exist, its 

predilection for camp portrayals has resulted in criticisms of stereotyping” (Mills, 

“Studying,” 61). 

Queer Eye for the Straight Guy is actually unusual among most reality programs 

in that it is strictly a series.  While most other reality programs tend to progress 

throughout a season, ever changing as they move to a particular goal, Queer Eye for 

the Straight Guy’s “plots” are self-contained in each episode.  Every episode consists of 

a new straight guy project for the Fab Five to help, and while there is arguably learning 

for both the straight guy and the Fab Five, the next week regresses to the same starting 

point, only to have the cycle repeated.  The show does occasionally go back to catch up 

with their straight guy projects, but these episodes have been rarities during the show’s 

four seasons.   

The L Word, on the other hand, joins the grand tradition of serials in that its 

storylines are constantly evolving.  So, while every episode has elements that are self-

contained within that episode, each of these elements serves to further individual plots 

throughout the season, a key component of the type of genre The L Word most closely 

resembles, the soap opera.  Soap operas are the epitome of seriality, and while they 
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are most often associated with daytime programs, nighttime soaps have been a 

mainstay since Dallas (1978-91) (McCarthy, “Studying,” 49).  Most of the characters on 

The L Word share one trait – being a lesbian – that only heightens the idea of the show 

being a soap opera, since relationships between the multiple characters serve to drive 

most storylines.  The program’s status as a drama/soap opera does not inherently 

enhance its potential queerness, but the way in which the producers have used those 

elements, among other things, does point to a possible difference in the abilities of each 

genre. 

 

Case Studies 

In Chapter 2, I examine Will & Grace as the first of my case studies.  I have put it 

first for several reasons.  One, it was one of the first programs to focus on gay 

characters, and it is the longest-running of all gay-themed programs, giving it 

considerable cachet in the history of gay representations.  Two, it is a network program, 

which is a significant factor in how it can portray its gay characters.  Through the order 

of the chapters, I intend to show the progression of abilities to air queer programming, 

from network (Chapter 2) to basic cable (Chapter 3) to pay cable (Chapter 4).  Finally, 

Will & Grace’s influence can be felt on most other gay-themed programming.  By 

studying it first, this influence can be seen more readily on the other two programs. 

Chapter 3 looks at Queer Eye for the Straight Guy.  The program ostensibly has 

many of the same goals as Will & Grace and The L Word of trying to show gay people 

in a new light.  However, different factors come into play because it is a reality television 

show rather than a fictional one.  How the perception of the five stars of the show (both 

 23



 

on and off the program itself) affects the reading of the program will be of significant 

interest in this chapter.  The relative queerness of the program will also be discussed in 

relation to the type of format in which the show is set, as it is the only true series among 

the three programs being studied. 

In Chapter 4, the newest of the programs, The L Word, is analyzed.  As the only 

program of the three to focus specifically on lesbians, rather than gay men, it is of 

special interest.  Gay men and lesbians have always been treated differently in their 

portrayals on television, and how this difference plays out on a lesbian-themed program 

will be looked at extensively.  As the lone drama and pay cable program being studied, 

how the producers of The L Word are able to make the program, its characters and its 

relationships queerer than either of the two other programs will also be considered. 
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CHAPTER 2 

WILL & GRACE: A COMEDY OF CONTRADICTIONS 

When Ellen became the first American network program to have a lead gay 

character in April 1997, the stage was set for others to take what Ellen started and 

expand upon it.  A little over a year after Ellen’s coming out episode (and the season 

after Ellen was cancelled), Will & Grace took that opportunity.  Now entering its eighth 

(and likely final) season, Will & Grace can be considered the standard-bearer for all 

gay-themed programming on the air today.  The program has become both a 

trendsetter and a lightning rod for criticism in its dealings with gay issues.  While some 

praise the show for its continued ability to put out a quality product portraying gay 

people that is widely accepted, others view the program as a text that compromises 

itself too often to connect with mainstream audiences.  This chapter will examine the 

reasons behind the success of Will & Grace, in light of the failure rate of other network 

sitcoms involving gay characters, as well as the various ways in which the program can 

be considered queer or not, including the portrayals of the individual characters, the 

central relationship of Will and Grace and the secondary relationship of Jack and Karen. 

Will & Grace can be credited as the program that led to the next step in the 

evolution of representations of gay people on television.  If Ellen created the opportunity 

for gay characters to be leads on television, then Will & Grace popularized the idea by 

becoming one of most successful sitcoms on the air today and showing that the 

American public will accept television programs that showcase gay characters.  In fact, 

according to the Nielsen ratings for the fall 2004 season, only three other network 

sitcoms ranked higher than Will & Grace.  This is a remarkable feat in a culture that 
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seems to vacillate between enjoying the sensibilities of gay culture (with the popularity 

of Queer Eye for the Straight Guy being a prime example) and expressing a fear of the 

influence of gay people.  This latent homophobia is underscored by recent decisions by 

voters in 11 states to enact constitutional amendments outlawing gay marriages (Willing 

1A).  So, how has Will & Grace maintained its success?  Some contend that it has been 

through a conscious effort by the producers of the program to negotiate with the 

dominant culture so as not to appear “too gay.”  Matthew Hays argues that the 

characters of Will & Grace still seem to maintain a curious distance from events that are 

affecting gay people in the United States today: 

This gap was evident in (the program’s) treatment of the most important issue 
facing America’s gay and lesbian population right now, same-sex marriage.  
Even as gay and lesbian couples were lining up to get legally wed in 
Massachusetts in the wake of the Goodridge decision, Will and Grace seemed to 
be treating it as still the love that dare not speak its name (50). 
 

Complicating matters further at the time was a storyline that had Grace having marital 

problems while Will was still denied a serious relationship.  Hays says that the point that 

this drives home to the general public is “that gay people are incapable of long-term 

commitments” (50), an interesting choice of words that harkens all the way back to the 

infamous comments of Mike Wallace in the 1967 documentary, The Homosexuals. 

 

Transfer of Knowledge Theory 

Melinda Kanner brings up an interesting question in reading gay characters and 

texts as to whether there is a transfer of knowledge of the real-life actor’s sexual 

orientation over to the character he or she plays in determining how to interpret the 

character’s identity (“Can Will,” 34).  Kanner points out that each of the main actors on 
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Will & Grace have been steadfast in their declarations of their own sexuality, whether 

that be heterosexual (Eric McCormack, Debra Messing), bisexuality (Megan Mullaly) or 

no declaration at all (Sean Hayes), which in turn has led to assumptions that he is gay 

(“Can Will,” 34).  These real-life declarations (or non-declarations) have shifted over to 

their respective characters, so that Will is regarded as the more masculine of the two 

gay characters, Grace as absolute in her straightness, Karen as willing to explore 

different areas of sexuality, and Jack as the stereotypical gay male queen.  Jane Feuer 

agrees, noting “The Puppy Episode” on Ellen “illustrated how closely interwoven in the 

public’s mind are the persona of a sitcom star … and the assumed life status of the 

actor portraying that character” (“The Gay,” 71).  In fact, in the case of Will & Grace, the 

real-life sexualities of the actors might have influenced the naming of their individual 

characters.  James R. Keller argues as much, noting, “(t)he surname Truman suggests 

that Will is a ‘real man’,” while Jack’s last name of McFarland “suggests both literal and 

figurative outlandishness” (124-125), something that seems to jibe with the personality 

of both Sean Hayes and his character.   

 

Gay vs. Queer Sitcoms 

When analyzing the program, Will & Grace’s status as a sitcom is one of the first 

things that should be addressed, as it stands as a stark reminder that (as mentioned in 

the opening chapter) no other network sitcom with a gay/bisexual character as one of 

the lead characters has survived longer than one season.  This trend started with the 

original Ellen program (cancelled a year after DeGeneres and her character came out) 

and continued with Oh Grow Up! (premiered 9/22/99, ended 12/28/99), Normal, Ohio 
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(premiered 11/2/00, ended 12/13/00), Some of My Best Friends (premiered 2/28/01, 

ended 4/11/01), The Ellen Show (premiered 9/24/01, ended 1/11/02), Charlie Lawrence 

(premiered 6/15/03, ended 6/22/03), Coupling (premiered 9/25/03, ended 10/23/03) and 

It’s All Relative (premiered 10/1/03, ended 4/6/04) (TV.com).  There is no discernible 

reason (other than perhaps the quality of the humor) why each of these programs met 

an early demise while Will & Grace continues to be successful to this day.  Yet it is an 

undeniable fact that audiences (and, consequently, network executives) have been 

extremely quick in their rejection of series with gay characters as their leads.   

Feuer, in an article written before the majority of these shows premiered, made 

the distinction between “gay” and “queer” sitcoms with regard to “the relative specificity 

of the jokes and according to how much of an attempt the writers make to reach a 

heterosexual audience with their jokes” (“The Gay,” 71).  However, Feuer also argued 

that “Ellen (final season) and Will & Grace as well as the short-lived Normal, Ohio might 

be considered gay sitcoms since they began with already fully formed gay main 

characters” (“The Gay,” 71), an observation that can be extended to all of the other 

programs mentioned above.  These seem to be contradictory statements, as Will & 

Grace can be credited with having multiple queer moments (and perhaps one fully-

fledged queer character).  Now that gay-themed sitcoms are not the rarity they once 

were (or, rather, the attempts at gay-themed sitcoms), such a fine distinction between 

“gay” and “queer” sitcoms is not as easily made.  However, at the time Feuer wrote her 

article, she was still reading television under the original notion that queerness is 

something that is read in the subtext of a program, such as in Frasier or Absolutely 

Fabulous (Feuer, “The Gay,” 71).   
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At the same time, the inclusion of gay characters on recent sitcoms can be 

viewed as an extension of the open-minded tradition of sitcoms.  “Since Norman Lear, 

the situation comedy has served, at moments, as a popular touchstone for mainstream 

liberal values” (McCarthy, “Crab,” 97).  The customs of sitcoms dictate that, even when 

introducing controversial elements, the same basic blueprint of a particular show is 

upheld.  “It is, in a sense, formula for formula’s sake; the very ritualistic simplicity of the 

problem/solution format gives us a comforting feeling of security as to the cultural status 

quo” (Feuer, “Genre,” 149).  Thus, through their relative innocuousness, sitcoms are 

able to bring gay characters, if not their myriad issues, to the consciousness of 

television viewers.  This fits with relief theory, an offshoot of humour theory, “in which 

humour functions socially and psychologically as a vent for repression and, by 

extension, questions social norms” (Mills, “Humour,” 63).  This, however, still does not 

explain why Will & Grace has succeeded while other gay-themed sitcoms have not.  

The answer could lie in the way in which the producers of the program have attempted 

to appeal to all types of viewers.  In a 2000 interview with Mediaweek, Steve Levitan, 

co-creator of Say Uncle, a never-aired pilot about a single gay man who adopts his 

niece and nephew following the death of their mother, says the reason that Will & Grace 

has succeeded is because of its subtlety:  

The show isn’t just about a gay man.  These are human stories with funny 
dialogue, all of which has gotten America to like those characters.  And once 
America liked the characters, they accepted them more readily than if they were 
to stand on a soapbox and say, “Accept me because I’m gay” (Frutkin 39). 
 
 

 29



 

Differentiation vs. Accommodation 

From its beginnings, Will & Grace, created by David Kohan and Max Mutchnick, 

has walked the fine line between challenging and appealing to mainstream viewers, 

trying to make sure the show retains its credibility in the eyes of the gay community 

while also accomplishing the arguably more important goal of attaining high ratings and 

making money from as broad an audience as possible.  “While Will and Grace 

continues a socially charged dialogue rebutting our culture’s objections to 

homosexuality, it does so in a more subtle fashion than did Ellen.  It compromises with 

the dominant culture in many important ways, and it tempers its political agenda with 

outrageous humor” (Keller 123).  This compromise can easily be seen in the portrayals 

of Will and Jack, the two overtly gay characters.  The presentation of Will can be seen in 

two different lights: as a way of contesting stereotypical views of gay men by having him 

be relatively conservative and buttoned-down, rather than flamboyant, or as a way 

being as inoffensive as possible in order to not turn away those bothered by that 

stereotypical behavior.  His juxtaposition against the character of Jack tilts the argument 

toward the former.  Upon first glance, Jack embodies several of the stereotypes of gay 

men, including narcissism, effeminacy and promiscuousness.  However, by contrasting 

Jack against the more staid Will, the program works to combat previously held 

assumptions.  Keller supports this viewpoint when he notes the combination of Will and 

Jack, at least initially, took the portrayals of gay men into unknown territory: 

They (Will and Jack) are the embodiments of the familiar and the unfamiliar, 
although, paradoxically, what is coded as familiar here is actually unfamiliar in 
the history of gay representation.  The presentation of gay men as respectable, 
middle class citizens is an uncommon and recent popular culture phenomenon, 
but the presentation of gay men as dangerously and/or ridiculously unfamiliar has 
a lengthy history.  Because gay men are expected by the dominant culture to be 
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odd and outrageous, Jack’s character collapses the familiar/unfamiliar binary.  
He is the expected representation of gay men, yet he is portrayed as unusual 
among gay men (125). 
 

By injecting the program with this comparison/contrast from the beginning, the 

producers of Will & Grace made a clear attempt at challenging the beliefs of the 

mainstream audience.  This can be read as a sign of respect for gay characters, as it 

shows them as a varied group, rather than one homogeneous set.  Of course, going 

back to the argument of Walters, this could also be read as creating a new form of 

homophobia.  Will, as the conservative gay man who is more often than not paired with 

Grace, is someone for the straight audience to claim as a protagonist, while Jack and 

his flamboyant ways are the embodiment of the “expected” behavior of gay men.  If one 

believes the recent stereotypes of gay men, then this too is rebutted through “gay 

signifiers.”  As posited by the popular Seinfeld episode, “The Outing,” gay men in the 

1990s are “thin, single and neat,” traits shared by both Will and Jack.  While Jack may 

put forth more of a gay aura with his overenthusiastic gestures and expressions, Will 

shares the high-brow design tastes of Frasier Crane (a sensibility referred to as “queer” 

by Jane Feuer).  Both Will and Jack dress well, another supposed “gay quality,” 

although the difference in their tastes can be attributed to the different types of lives 

they live (Will the lawyer, Jack the actor). 

However, over the course of seven seasons, the program has obviously deviated 

from those initial impressions.  Jack has not remained the only flamboyant gay man to 

appear on the show, though he is of course the most consistent presence.  Will has had 

the occasional boyfriend, an event that takes away from the idea that he is forever 

holding out for the possibility of being with Grace (or, for that matter, Jack).  In fact, in a 
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perhaps not-so-odd turn of events, the most significant relationships the two men have 

had on the program have been with men who tended toward their own personas.  Jack 

was paired with Stuart (played by Dave Foley), described as “eccentric” on the NBC 

Website, for a total of five episodes.  Stuart does not exactly mirror Jack, but his 

demeanor and his profession of chef point him toward more of the old gay male 

stereotypes, much the same as Jack.  Will, on the other hand, was paired with Vince 

(Bobby Cannavale), an Italian policeman, a relationship that lasted 10 episodes.  While 

not put forth as an ultra-macho man, the fact that Vince is Italian and a policeman, two 

traits coupled more often than not in films and other television programs with 

heterosexuality, suggests that the producers wanted the audience to associate Vince 

with that aspect, much as they did with Will.  However, the relationships with people 

similar to Jack and Will, respectively, only serves to strengthen the argument that the 

producers seem to be trying to challenge the stereotypical way in which gay men have 

been portrayed.  By giving the audience multiple different portrayals of a particular 

social group, the producers highlight the complexities and wide nature of that group. 

 

Coupling 

 The differentiation between Will and Jack can be read as serving another 

purpose altogether.  It could be argued that by showing the two gay characters to be so 

different from the beginning, the producers gave themselves an easy “out” from the 

possibility of Will and Jack ever being a couple, thus allowing the program to maintain 

its “illusion” of heteronormativity.  Pairing up the members of the cast romantically is a 

time-honored tradition in sitcoms, so by essentially eliminating the most obvious 
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possibility in a show with two gay male characters, Will & Grace’s “compromise with 

dominant culture” is all the more evident.  The program chose to instead maintain the 

male/female romantic pairing in spirit if not in actuality, putting together Will and Grace 

and, eventually, Jack and Karen.   

The type of relationship between Will and Grace is one that was all the rage 

during the late 1990s/early 2000s, that of the gay male/straight female “couple.”  Films 

including My Best Friend’s Wedding (1997), The Object of My Affection (1998) and The 

Next Best Thing (2000) all explored this type of pairing.  Following in the same vein, Will 

& Grace almost always expresses the underlying idea that the relationship between the 

two is one that is friendlier and, in a way, better than any romantic relationship either of 

them could ever have.  Their relationship is what drives the program, and in keeping 

with the hybrid nature of the program, neither of them has had any relationship that 

meant more to them than their own.  This includes Grace’s marriage to Leo (Harry 

Connick, Jr.), an event that, momentous as it was, was still shown to be inferior to the 

central relationship of Will and Grace.  Perhaps this is unavoidable in a program so 

focused on one friendship, but it also keeps the program in more of a series mode, 

where none of the characters ever change.  For a show featuring a relationship between 

a gay man and a straight woman, this is harmful with regard to its queerness.  This 

pairing could be considered queer on one level, in that it is presenting a relationship that 

is not the “norm” in mainstream society.  But by continuously coming back to the idea 

that either Will or Grace do not approve of a person the other is dating, or showing one 

of them as the support for the other when a relationship fails, the program keeps intact 

the idea/possibility that the two make the perfect (romantic) couple.  The program does 
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occasionally show the two being supportive of their respective love lives (most notably 

with Grace actively advocating Will’s relationship with Vince), but the inevitable break-

ups leads the show back to the point where it first began.  “The subdivision of the cast 

into two male/female pairs is clearly a compromise with the dominant culture, which is 

not comfortable with same sex intimacy, particularly between two men.  Thus the show 

is intellectually and philosophically gay and yet is visually straight” (Keller 126). 

An ironic twist to the constant focus on, for example, the mostly non-existent sex 

life of Will or the consequence of Jack embodying a gay male stereotype, is the fact that 

Karen, a supporting character who has always been quirky, has evolved into the 

queerest person on the show.  Karen has a tendency to say whatever is on her mind, no 

matter the politically incorrect implications it might bring, and she also indulges in a 

constant, unapologetic use of alcohol and prescription pills.  “Karen is Jack’s alter-ego: 

rich, imperious, fashion conscious, and promiscuous” (Keller 126).  It is this last part that 

showcases Karen’s queerness; she has evolved into someone with a fluid sexuality, 

aiming her affections equally at men and women.  “Karen … finds flirting with Grace and 

Jack equally plausible, although perhaps not equally pleasurable or frequent” (Kanner, 

“Can Will,” 35).  Thus, her pairing with Jack, much like the union of Will and Grace, can 

be seen as a meeting of two kindred spirits.  Unlike Will and Grace, however, the 

relationship between Jack and Karen can hardly be seen as a substitute for romance, 

even though Karen occasionally “becomes infatuated with Jack, most memorably when 

they film a sexual harassment video, during which Karen is devastated by Jack’s kisses” 

(Keller 126).  Rather, their pairing is one of haughty disdain for others, mostly Will and 

Grace: “Both Karen and Jack cynically ridicule their same sex counterpart, and both are 
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consumed by the love of money and fashion” (Keller 126).  However, the pairing does 

allow the program to give the appearance of heteronormativity, the idea that a 

man/woman pairing is better than woman/woman or man/man, even if, in this case, the 

man is gay.  The situation described above, in which Jack kisses Karen, “has the effect 

of making the gay (man) more palatable.  It is a negotiation with the popular culture.  

Jack is allowed to be gay so long as he only kisses women” (Keller 136).   

Indeed, for all the progress the show has made, it still maintains a curious 

distance from most depictions of gay sexuality.  Will and Jack kissed in a second 

season episode, but only in protest to one of their favorite gay-themed programs not 

showing a kiss between two men (a self-referential send-up of the program’s own 

debate with NBC) (Keller 132).  However, Will and Jack are not interested in each other 

romantically, a fact made abundantly clear prior to and since that episode, so the 

moment had all the impact of Chandler kissing Joey on Friends or Kramer kissing Jerry 

on Seinfeld, two other “notable” same sex kisses in recent television history.  

Additionally, the moment only called more attention to the absence of “real” kisses for 

Will or Jack in subsequent episodes/seasons.  Similarly, when the duo wake up naked 

in bed with each other in the sixth season premiere, no effort is made to make the 

situation more overtly sexual than it already is.  The two quickly distance themselves 

from each other, and the audience is left with only the intimation that sex had actually 

occurred.   

Insinuation is more often than not the modus operandi of Will & Grace when it 

comes to discussing gay sexuality.  Thus, while Will does give Vince a kiss in the 

context of their relationship (more of a peck than a passionate kiss), their sex life is only 
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hinted at in conversations with other characters.  A blatant double standard has been 

employed multiple times over the course of the series.  In the February 10, 2004 

episode, Jack starts his relationship with Stuart.  When a tender moment between the 

two comes toward the end of the episode, instead of kissing, the two men share a long 

hug (an act repeated in a subsequent episode).  Meanwhile, Grace and Karen share 

several kisses as part of a subplot.  Though Karen has exhibited traits of bisexuality in 

other episodes, the kisses here act in much the same way as the kisses between men 

mentioned above; that is to say as moments of comedy, and nothing more.  However, 

the juxtaposition between Grace and Karen kissing and the inability of Jack and Stuart 

to do the same only serves to underscore the double standard.  A similar situation is 

seen in an episode soon after Will breaks up with Vince.  Over the course of the 

episode, both Will and Karen have sex with a bisexual pastry chef whom Karen is trying 

to fire.  However, Will’s “interaction” with the chef consists of little more than talking.  

Will states later that he had sex with the man, but nothing coming close to that is shown 

on screen.  Meanwhile, Karen is later shown in a passionate clutch with the chef.  Once 

again, the pressures of making a gay-themed program conform to network standards 

decreases the potential queerness of Will & Grace. 

 

Will & Grace’s Queer Evolution 

 Is Will & Grace still only a sitcom with gay characters, or has it evolved into 

something queerer?  An examination of episodes over the course of the show’s seven 

seasons reflects just how far the program has advanced, and gives an indication that 

the show has developed some queer tendencies.  The pilot episode of Will & Grace 
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aired on NBC on September 21, 1998, almost a year and a half after Ellen came out of 

the closet (and the season after Ellen was cancelled) (Tropiano 249).  Mutchnick, along 

with co-creator Kohan, wrote the pilot episode, as well as 16 additional episodes over 

the next four seasons.  Unlike other partnerships on gay-themed programs that consist 

of two gay men, such as Craig Zadan and Neil Meron of It’s All Relative, and Ron 

Cowen and Daniel Lipman of Queer as Folk, the Mutchnick/Kohan alliance consists of 

one gay man, Mutchnick, and one straight man, Kohan (Natale 33).  It is virtually 

impossible to determine the actual intentions of the two writer/producers without 

knowing the exact circumstances surrounding the production of the show.  However, 

one can infer attempts throughout the first episode to ingratiate the program to 

mainstream audiences by either softening gay references or using a character’s 

homosexuality as a punch line. 

 The pilot episode begins with a phone conversation between the two titular 

characters, Will and Grace.  The conversation carries a sexual charge to it, with 

insinuations being made that Will and Grace are a couple, until it is revealed that Will is 

watching the NBC program ER and lusting after George Clooney.  The opening 

segment comes to a close with Will saying that he’ll have to be satisfied with “Another 

night alone with my clicker,” while Grace is clearly shown on her way to having sex.  

Thus, a precedent is set right from the beginning that Grace, the straight character, will 

be allowed to have relationships and sex whenever she wants, while Will, for the most 

part, must be satisfied with staying home by himself.  Also, by keeping Will almost 

entirely sexless, it cements his reputation as the “good” gay man, one who does not 

 37



 

embody the stereotype of promiscuity and who will avoid the stigma of contracting 

AIDS.   

The next segment in the episode has Will and Jack playing poker with two 

apparently straight male friends.  Jack is played up as the flamboyant gay character 

from the start, exaggerating his gestures and singing show tunes at the table.  When 

one of the straight friends makes an intimation that Will and Jack are a couple, Jack 

makes a half-hearted protest at the automatic assumption that he is gay.  The rest of 

the foursome, including Will, proceed to roundly laugh at and make fun of Jack’s 

naïveté, all playing off variations of the idea that anybody, including a blind person or a 

dog, could tell that Jack is gay.  This, along with a joke later in the episode in which Will 

says that Jack is “trapped in a man’s body,” sets up the dichotomy between the two gay 

characters: Will is the straight-laced, responsible gay man, while Jack is loud and 

immature, and, ultimately, a stereotypical television portrait of a gay man.  Both versions 

can be viewed as ways of negotiating with a mainstream audience for acceptance of the 

characters, with Will serving as constant “heterosexual” foil for Grace (albeit without the 

sex) and Jack acting as a type of caricature at which audiences can laugh.  The joke 

about Jack being feminine is also an important point, but in a manner that shows that 

the program was already using understated means to combat assumptions about gay 

men.  By saying that Jack has “female” traits, the program is putting forth the idea that 

Will is the “masculine” one, which allows viewers to see gay men as not just one 

homogeneous population.  This is the first of many episodes that would showcase this 

idea.   
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One can make a case for these nuances being an effective tool to try and change 

audience beliefs, but the main plot point of the pilot episode presents the less subtle 

idea that Will will mainly function as someone for Grace to lean on in times of trouble, 

especially romantic trouble.  Throughout the episode, Grace goes back and forth 

between being in love with her boyfriend and wanting to break up with him.  After almost 

getting married to the boyfriend (an event averted solely due to Will’s objection to the 

marriage), Will and Grace end up at a bar with Grace still in her wedding dress.  The bar 

patrons mistake the duo for a married couple, and they both play along, even to the 

point of kissing at the behest of the crowd.  Despite Will saying that he feels nothing 

from the kiss, it still allows the audience to view Will and Grace as a standard sitcom 

couple (again, without the sex). 

A season seven episode illustrates just how Will & Grace does not fully take 

advantage of the possible subversiveness of the sitcom genre.  In analyzing the relative 

queerness of each of the three programs highlighted in this thesis, one thing becomes 

abundantly clear.  Although all three feature real gay people or gay characters, two out 

of the three make it a point to emphasize the presence of their gay characters, rather 

than showing it as an inherent part of the program.  In fact, the premises of Will & Grace 

and Queer Eye for the Straight Guy depend upon the supposed conflict that occurs 

between gay and straight people.  This conflict, of course, is the basis behind virtually 

every gay-themed sitcom that has aired to date.  The presence of gay people in The L 

Word is never denied, but neither is it overtly highlighted.  The difference can be seen in 

the Will & Grace episode entitled “Sour Balls,” which first aired March 17, 2005.  One of 

the plots of the episode focused on Jack and Will purchasing a home in what Jack 
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thinks is the next big gay community of Middleborough, but which turns out to be a town 

with the same name but in a different state.  Jack and Will are soon confronted by local 

townspeople and asked if they are gay.  Apprehensive, they at first deny that they are, 

but when the people indicate their disappointment, they quickly confirm it.   

The remainder of the episode throws a twist into the ostracization of gay people 

that has been portrayed numerous times in the past on television and in films.  The 

townspeople do all that they can to keep Jack and Will in town, from bringing presents 

of scented candles to having the marching band play the gay anthem, “We Are Family,” 

because they believe the presence of gay people will drive up the property values on 

their homes.  While the acceptance of gay characters is a welcome change from 

decades past, the overemphasis on their sexuality serves to keep that fact at the front of 

the audience’s mind, instead of making it an intrinsic aspect of the program.  At no time 

does the program let the audience forget that Jack and Will are gay, as opposed to The 

L Word, where the fact that the characters are gay is a more organic part of the show.  

While this episode and others like it work in a subtle manner to try to influence public 

opinion, the progress is muted by persistently underscoring the existence of gay 

characters on the show.  Also, the reversal of a situation experienced by many gay 

people can serve to trivialize the discrimination that takes place outside of the world of   

Will & Grace.  “Gayness, in this particular packaging, is not only palatable; it is 

mainstream.  In simple and complex ways, the gayness of Will & Grace is precisely not 

‘queer,’ not subversive, not disruptive” (Kanner, “Can Will,” 35). 

 Going into its eighth and final season, Will & Grace has become a program that, 

despite the misgivings of Matthew Hays, is not so reticent to deal with issues of real-life 
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gay men and lesbians.  An excellent example was provided with the September 30, 

2004 episode, “One Gay at a Time.”  The main focus of this episode involves Will and 

Jack attending a focus group for a new gay television channel, Out TV, a sly send-up on 

two burgeoning real-life gay cable channels, Logo and Here! TV.  A promo played for 

the focus group also makes light of the way gay men have tended to be favored over 

lesbians when it comes to portraying gay people on television.  Five men (notably 

multicultural, which has not always been the case with gay-themed television – or on 

Will & Grace itself) appear smiling and waving in front of a swirling rainbow, and, at the 

very end, a small window pops up in the lower right-hand corner with one woman 

smiling and waving.  Queer theorists have long noted the dearth of lesbian portrayals in 

comparison to gay men on television, so this is an example of an in-joke that Will & 

Grace uses to establish credibility with its gay followers.   

Karen’s tendency to speak her mind without regard to political correctness is 

shown in this episode, when Karen objects to Grace attending Alcoholics Anonymous 

meetings:  “It’s a cult, I tell you – just like the Moonies, the homosexuals or the elderly.”  

Even in the midst of dealing with gay issues, this comment, along with other events later 

in the episode, could be viewed as another example of Keller’s argument that Will & 

Grace “compromises with the dominant culture in many important ways, and it tempers 

its political agenda with outrageous humor” (123).  This can be seen throughout the 

remainder of the episode, with reference being made to different ideas for Out TV, such 

as show titles (Big Gay Brother) or show suggestions (naked men holding buzzers).  

While the ridiculous nature of the ideas should be obvious to discerning viewers, 

especially when Jack becomes an executive at the channel because of his “brilliant” 
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proposals, this also serves to undercut the queer nature of the show.  As Keller states, 

camp humor is invoked when Will and Jack make fun of each other or gay people in 

general, “which here serves the dual purpose of advocating and denigrating gay culture 

through a single practice” (123-124).  By actively supporting and belittling gay people, 

the writers/producers could be keeping the program from becoming queerer than it 

could be.  However, Jack Babuscio notes that “[h]umor constitutes the strategy of camp: 

a means of dealing with a hostile environment and, in the process, of defining a positive 

identity (27).  In this way, in addition to negotiating with the mainstream audience, the 

humor, even that which is self-deprecating, allows the program to imbue its gay 

characters with a new perspective. 

 Befitting a program of a hybrid nature, Will & Grace often sends out messages of 

a conflicting nature.  The inability of the producers to put out as queer a program as 

they may want is hampered by multiple factors: the status of Will & Grace as a sitcom, 

which usually allows for only surface treatments of a particular issue before moving on 

to the next laugh; the show’s presence on NBC, a commercial network, which has more 

stringent standards than basic cable or pay cable networks with regard to sexuality 

(especially gay sexuality); and the desire by the producers (as well as network 

executives) to appeal to as wide an audience as possible, something which is shared 

with gay-themed programs on cable channels, but not to the extent of network 

programming.  With only one season remaining, Will & Grace may not be able to 

dramatically change its ways before its finale.  Rather, its impact will be measured 

through all future network sitcoms featuring gay characters (of which there are several 

in the works for fall 2005) and, perhaps, gay-themed network dramas.  At the very least, 
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it has allowed networks to see the viability of a gay-themed program; the injection of 

more queerness is the next step. 
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CHAPTER 3  

QUEER EYE FOR THE STRAIGHT GUY: DECONSTRUCTION OR ASSIMILATION? 

In the world of American television, reality television is one of the most recent 

genres to come along, although the genre, in one form or another, could be argued to 

have been in existence since the 1950s (Ouellette and Murray 3).  In its current form, 

reality television is “television programming that promises to provide nonscripted access 

to ‘real’ people in ordinary and extraordinary situations” (Ouellette and Murray 2).  That 

“realness” is a major factor in how Queer Eye for the Straight Guy can be viewed.  By 

proclaiming it to be a reality show, the producers present for scrutiny the five “real” gay 

stars, or Fab Five.  Referring to earlier incarnations of gay “characters” on reality 

television shows such as Richard Hatch or various cast members of The Real World, 

Kathleen LeBesco notes the importance of their presence: “Because these characters 

are framed as honest-to-goodness people and not merely the figments of wild 

Hollywood imagination, their representation and reception carry significant weight in 

terms of reaffirming or altering ideas about sexual difference” (271).  Of course, the goal 

of altering ideas about sexual difference is essentially what Queer Eye for the Straight 

Guy is all about, although perhaps not in the way that LeBesco intended. 

As evidenced by the title alone, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy does not try to 

hide what the program intends to bring to its audience: a reality program in which five 

gay men are called in to help a straight man become more knowledgeable about 

fashion, food, grooming, culture and design, which usually has the side benefit of 

improving his love life.  Capitalizing on both the increased visibility of gay people in the 

media and on the ever-evolving idea of what it means to look good in American society 
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(especially commercial society), Queer Eye for the Straight Guy premiered to much 

acclaim on the Bravo cable network in 2003.  In this chapter, I discuss the ways in 

which Queer Eye for the Straight Guy has taken the signifiers that used to distinguish 

and differentiate gay culture, and helped to assimilate them into mainstream culture.  

Increasingly, this has meant an acceptance of that which used to be taboo, namely men 

(and women) taking on qualities of the opposite sex, as defined by mainstream culture, 

which, in the case of men, is now called “metrosexuality.”  Additionally, I will examine 

the impact each of the five “characters” has made on the program, how the rampant 

commercialism of the show affects its reception, and changes that have occurred over 

the course of the program’s four seasons.   

As mentioned, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy airs on Bravo, a basic cable 

network.  Bravo has become well known for airing various gay-themed reality programs, 

including (among others): Boy Meets Boy, a dating show for gay men that was at once 

celebrated for giving gay men the same opportunity as straight people, and reviled for 

its inclusion of two straight men in the group of potential mates; Gay Weddings, a self-

explanatory but short-lived show showing gay men and lesbians getting married; 

Manhunt, a contest to find the best male model in America that featured semi-nude 

tanned and muscled men; and Blow Out, a show featuring the drama behind opening up 

a new hair salon, which is gay-friendly even though the main focus is on the owner, who 

is straight.  Just this short list of programs is an indication of not just Bravo’s dedication 

to airing gay-themed programming but also its ability to air such programming.  As a 

basic cable channel, Bravo falls somewhere in the middle between the restraints put on 

network television programming and the freedom of pay channels such as Showtime.  
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The channel is still a commercial channel, and therefore must heed the concerns of its 

sponsors, and program accordingly.  However, as a cable channel, Bravo can afford to 

be a bit more daring with its content: “Cable isn’t part of the public airwaves, freeing it 

from FCC indecency regulations” (“America,” 19).  This helps to explain why Bravo (and 

Showtime) has repeatedly aired gay-themed programming while networks have more 

often than not shied away from it. 

On the surface, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy has perhaps the most potential of 

any program featuring gay “characters” to influence opinion because, as a reality 

television show, it is dealing with real people.  The show can thus try to alter directly 

perceptions of gay people (albeit one or two people at a time), rather than the 

theoretical changes that might occur to an audience after watching an episode of Will & 

Grace or The L Word.  This promise was even playfully put into the program’s initial 

tagline: “Five gay men, out to make over the world – one straight man at a time” 

(TV.com). 

 

Assimilation and Metrosexuality 

 Assimilation is the idea that particular aspects of one subculture are absorbed by 

the mainstream, so that what once made a particular group different and unique is now 

utilized by multiple groups, thus causing the original group to lose some of its identity.  

The notion of assimilation being propagated by gay groups goes back to the 1950s, 

where the goal was “to be accepted into, and to become one with, mainstream culture” 

(Sullivan 22).  That was at a time, however, when those groups would attempt to hide 

their lifestyle, especially their sexuality, in order to “fit in.”  Changes from that era are 
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plainly obvious, with attempts at hiding traits being replaced with efforts at inviting 

mainstream culture to partake in gay culture.  In the case of Queer Eye for the Straight 

Guy, the assimilating can be viewed in two ways: as a concerted effort by the show and 

its hosts to pass along “gay” traits to straight men, or as an effort by mainstream society 

to commodify gay culture for the viewing pleasure of a wide audience.  Karl Marx refers 

to this as “commodity fetishism,” in which a commodity “takes on a life of its own and 

enters into relations with other things and with the world of human commerce … it 

becomes a thing-in-itself with its own essence, its own powers, its own functions” 

(Sullivan 170-171).  By introducing concepts that were heretofore foreign to many 

straight men in the form of a program for mass consumption, Queer Eye for the Straight 

Guy is essentially commodifying itself, its cast and its ideas, assimilating them into the 

mainstream culture. 

How does this reflect on the program itself?  The idea of assimilation tends to 

“de-queer” any text, as Scott Gunther argues: “… to be ‘queer’ is to be against 

assimilationism.  In the early days of the American GLBT movement, the term ‘queer’ 

explicitly asserted, in the words of Joshua Gamson, an ‘in-your-face difference with an 

edge of defiant separatism …’” (23).  That “edge” is lost when the idea of assimilation is 

not only introduced but also encouraged.  In recent years, more and more men (most 

notably celebrities such as English soccer player David Beckham) have redefined what 

it means to be “manly.”  Instead of subscribing to the old notions of acting and dressing 

“macho,” now many men are more than open to the idea of high fashion and good 

grooming.  Queer Eye for the Straight Guy has helped bring to prominence this 

“metrosexual” craze.   
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One of the first, if not the first, usages of the term “metrosexual” was by Mark 

Simpson in an article for the London newspaper The Independent in 1994.  The article 

defined a metrosexual as a “single young man with a high disposable income, living or 

working in the city” who had an affinity for designer clothes and cared a lot about the 

quality of his skin and hair (Simpson 22).  Simpson acknowledged that the metrosexual 

trend started with gay men, but that it quickly moved on to “non-homosexuals” in the 

late 1980s and throughout the 1990s (22).  Ultimately, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy 

brought the idea of the metrosexual to the masses.  Of course, the metrosexual in its 

current incarnation is a straight man “defined almost exclusively by his gay-inflected 

appearance – specifically his worked-out, moisturized, hip urban look” (Nutter 20), not 

the gay men who inspire that look.  The very fact that straight men have co-opted a look 

that was once strictly the domain of gay men (even if, and because, gay men were the 

ones initiating the changes) signifies of the level of assimilation that has occurred.  What 

this reversal means is open to debate.  Some see it as a trend toward a more gay-

friendly world: “Much more than a matter of heterosexual men simply working out, 

waxing and wearing Prada, straight men are liberating themselves from homophobia, 

leaving themselves open to gay influence, and thus to a more expansive idea of what it 

means to be a man” (Nutter 19).  It can also bring straight men toward a stereotypically 

gay practice: “[T]his notion [of metrosexuality] is also quite subversive because it 

represents a straight adoption of the classically gay experience of being sexually 

aroused by one’s own body” (Nutter 20). 

 The notion that Queer Eye for the Straight Guy tends more toward assimilation 

than anything else is supported by the increased visibility of the cast members in the 
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commercial market (which is in addition to the rampant product placements on the 

program itself).  Designer Thom Filicia was the spokesman for Pier 1 for a period, and 

Carson Kressley, arguably the star of the show, appeared in a high-profile Super Bowl 

ad for Pepsi and in the film The Perfect Man in 2005.  However, even as their visibility is 

growing, it appears America may still not be ready for their presence in mainstream 

advertising.  Among other complaints lodged to the Federal Communications 

Commission following the Super Bowl was one protesting the Pepsi ad, in which 

Kressley appeared to leer at another man carrying a Pepsi (“Super Bowl”).   

Some critics suggest that the overriding feeling of commercialism throughout the 

program makes whatever queerness exists in the show merely an act: “Queer Eye’s 

performance of queerness … is the theft of queer cultural capital in the name of 

marketing” (McCarthy, “Crab,” 100).  Indeed, the unabashed use of commercialism to 

help the program achieve its goals and the encouragement by the Fab Five for their 

straight guy projects to use certain products is troublesome to many critics, and 

something that continues to de-queer the show.  “[I]n this fashionable queer corporate 

world, there is no place for alternative lifestyles, sexualities, or critical politics” (Kooijman 

107).  It also serves as a point of irony, given a decision by NBC (Bravo’s parent 

company) to stop airing an ad by the gay male dating Website mygaydar.com during 

broadcasts of Queer Eye for the Straight Guy (Kooijman 107). (This embargo against 

gay-themed ads has apparently been lifted, as several ads featuring gay characters, 

including one by the travel Website Orbitz, have aired during the most recent season.)  

“Apparently, having five gay men restyle your wardrobe and decorate your house is 

appropriate, but having gay men flirt with each other is not” (Kooijman 107). 
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The show, in fact, has seemingly become so ingrained in American popular 

culture that, for the fourth season starting in June 2005, the producers dropped the 

unwieldy (and apparently unnecessary) “for the Straight Guy” and went with, simply, 

Queer Eye.  This indicates that the producers now view the program as a brand name, 

with no descriptors needed, in the vein of Xerox™, Coke™ and Kleenex™.  That, more 

than anything else, is an indicator of how mainstreamed the program has become.  It 

could, of course, point to a shift in the show’s central philosophy, with perhaps the Fab 

Five moving their attention in certain shows to gay men who do not have the same 

fashion and design sense.  However, after a second-season experiment with making 

over a gay man, the program has yet to return to the concept, and most likely will shy 

away from it in the future.  Another possibility is that while making over a straight guy is 

still essentially the main focus of the program, the Fab Five have expanded their skills 

into helping out the friends and family of a particular straight guy.   

 

Meaning of “Queer” 

 Any program that focuses on gay people, real or fictional, is bound to come 

under heavy scrutiny, and Queer Eye for the Straight Guy is no exception.  First and 

foremost, and right in line with the topic of this thesis, is the use of the term “queer” in 

the title of the program.  As opposed to its use in the title of Queer as Folk, the word 

“queer” here seems to be devoid of any meaning other than as a synonym for “gay” and 

because it makes the title flow well.  This is a point reiterated by several critics: “(C)an 

you imagine a show called Gay Eye for the Straight Guy?” (Stadler 111).  However, in 

an ironic twist, it also serves to depoliticize the show to some extent.  By substituting 
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“queer” for “gay,” the producers are in a way softening the impact of the title on 

mainstream audiences.  With queer being a popular term in present-day media, 

audiences may be more willing to tune in to a program that somewhat camouflages its 

gay content.   

Likewise, Jaap Kooijman argues that the title as a whole takes away much of the 

power of what “queer” was originally supposed to signify: “While queer in itself denies 

any essentialist categorization, its juxtaposition with straight makes it the equivalent of 

the “(openly) gay male” category, reinforcing this essentialist binary opposition” (107).  

This is obviously not in keeping with ideas behind queer theory, showing that the 

program, right from the start, is less queer than it may want to be.  Melinda Kanner, 

meanwhile, sees the use of “queer” as a misinterpretation of American society by the 

producers:  

Are we to believe the once provocative term “queer” has suddenly become part 
of routine vocabulary?  How many of us have heard this word now incorporated 
into the ordinary speech of non-gay persons, and not precisely with the meaning 
originally imagined by Queer Nation and other activists when the slur was 
reclaimed for political purposes? (“Questions” 35) 
 

“Queer” can only be queer when there is a purpose toward change and difference in its 

use, not just because it sounds good.  “(T)he way the program uses queer is nothing 

more than a fashionable accessory” (Kooijman 107). 

 

The Fab Five: Stereotypes or Not? 

 Of course, it is ultimately the content of the program that determines its level of 

queerness, not just the title.  And that content, in this case, starts with the five stars of 

the program.  Each of the five men, nicknamed the Fab Five, represent a separate trait 
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that gay men supposedly, at least stereotypically, embody: Kyan Douglas, billed on the 

Bravo Website as the Grooming Guru; Ted Allen, Food and Wine Connoisseur; Jai 

Rodriguez, Culture Vulture; Thom Filicia, Design Doctor; and Carson Kressley, Fashion 

Savant.  While all have gained notoriety because of the program, none have received 

quite the attention paid to Kressley since the 2003 premiere season.  This is by design, 

of course; none of the Fab Five seek the limelight quite like Kressley.  This is due to 

what Kanner calls the “Carson factor”: “The Carson factor (like the “Jack factor” on Will 

& Grace) describes the kind of hyper-gay, stereotypical performance that Kressley 

exhibits … a style that’s undoubtedly too flamboyant for many straight viewers and too 

stereotypical for many gay ones” (“Questions” 35).  Stereotypes come immediately to 

the forefront when viewing Queer Eye for the Straight Guy; in fact, the entire program is 

literally based upon them.  Without the idea that gay men are inherently better dressers, 

groomers and more knowledgeable about design than straight men, the show would not 

exist. 

The case of Kressley can be considered on two separate levels: as a 

reinscription of past stereotypes, or as a way of taking ownership of those stereotypes 

and turning them into something completely different, even something empowering.  

How one reads Kressley in this instance is entirely subject to one’s personal viewpoint.  

His demeanor on a show-by-show basis can certainly be construed as reminiscent of 

the “gay queen” stereotype that was prevalent during the ridicule stage of gay 

portrayals.  Kressley’s proclivity for making multiple sexual jokes in each episode only 

serves to enhance this reputation.  Unlike other gay “characters,” though, Kressley is 

starring on a “reality” program.  There is no reason to believe that the Kressley that we 
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see on the show is not the “real” Carson, rather than just a persona developed for the 

show, which means that Kressley owns the persona, rather than having it thrust upon 

him.  The distinction here is that, in Kressley’s hands, the portrayal is not one of 

laughing at the gay man but of laughing with him.  This is highly significant, in that it 

takes away much of the homophobia that used to be the reaction to such a character.  

Howard Buford posits that “negative” stereotypes that Queer Eye persists can actually 

be seen as a positive turn.  “[A] classic stereotype of gay men is that they’re overly 

concerned with their appearance.  The flipside of this is an image of gay men as 

genuinely better groomed and even better looking than the average straight guy – and 

possibly even sexier” (22).  Similarly, Kooijman believes it is the heterosexuals who 

should be offended by the stereotypes in the program: “Ironically, if the show can be 

accused of negative stereotypes at all, it is the stereotyping of straight men as badly 

dressed, culturally illiterate, unhygienic slobs” (107). 

 A side factor to the stereotypes seen in the cast members is the fact that four out 

of the Fab Five are white males, with the fifth being Jai Rodriguez, a Latino.  

Increasingly, having white men portray gay characters has become the new stereotype, 

as if gay men of other races are not as prevalent, something that harkens back to the 

early days of television.  José Esteban Muñoz echoes earlier points about queerness 

when referring to the lack of diversity within the program: “[R]enderings of queerness 

that do not factor in a broader critique of the social represent the waning in the utility of 

queerness as a term that has any political force…” (101). Muñoz, among others, sees 

Rodriguez’s inclusion in the cast as “merely a neoliberal injection of a little brownness 

that is meant to ward off any foreseeable challenges to the overwhelming whiteness 
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that radiates from the increasingly dominant version of queerness in both TV land and 

academe” (101).   

Rodriguez, in fact, is trapped in a double bind: he’s the only person of color in the 

Fab Five, and he’s also assigned the arguably least important job, that of Culture 

Vulture.  “Queer Eye … assigns queers of color the job of being inane culture mavens, 

while the real economic work is put into the able and busy hands of the white gays, who 

shop, to the delight of aesthetically challenged heterosexuals” (Muñoz 102).  In fact, the 

lack of racial minorities seen on most gay-themed programs, and the relative lack of 

responsibility given to the sole Fab Five member of color, can be seen as a retreat to 

the early stages of Clark’s model.  A program that actively tries to promote cultural 

acceptance on the one hand while, perhaps subconsciously, showing which type of gay 

man is worthier of such acceptance is deficient in terms of queerness and respect.  

Rodriguez, in fact, is reported to have more differences from the rest of the Fab Five 

than just his skin color: “I like girls, too.  When I signed on to the show I didn’t realize I 

was going to have to always be gay” (qtd. in “Daily News”).  If Rodriguez is indeed 

bisexual, then by not acknowledging that aspect the program can be seen to be stifling 

the queerness of its cast members in order to maintain a false homogeneity, an odd turn 

of events on a show that promotes acceptance. 

Perhaps the most interesting thing about Queer Eye is the concept of the 

program itself.  Queer Eye was not the first makeover show to hit the air, but it was the 

first to make straight men the subject of said makeover, rather than straight women.  

“For many decades, some otherwise marginalized gay men have found their way into 

the mainstream, into the seats and rooms of money and influence, as mascots, mostly 
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for the amusement of straight women” (Kanner, “Questions,” 36).  A change to that 

trend, especially with straight men being substituted for straight women, certainly ups 

the queerness standard in the program.  Kooijman argues that the interaction between 

gay men and straight men creates a tension that would not exist otherwise: “Most 

(though not all) of the heterosexual male participants seem at least a bit uncomfortable 

with the queerness they are subjected to. … If there is anything queer about Queer Eye 

for the Straight Guy, it is this uneasiness, which demonstrates the instability of the 

allegedly rigid distinction between gay and straight” (106).   

It is precisely this that most likely led to the not-quite-so-rapturous response to 

Queer Eye for the Straight Girl; three gay men (and the token lesbian) making over 

straight women does not have that same tension, and therefore is just not as interesting 

and queer as it is on Queer Eye for the Straight Guy.  Kooijman, however, may be 

overstating the case of unease of the individual straight guys in each episode.  Of the 

multiple episodes I personally watched, visible discomfort showed up only a handful of 

times, usually in instances when the men were ultra-macho types like soldiers or 

athletes.  The discomfort level can be measured in the reactions of the individual 

“straight guys” to Carson in each episode.  While some are standoffish at the beginning, 

the majority of them react with amusement to Carson’s rantings, and by the end of each 

episode, each straight guy has warmed up to him to the point of hugging.  This 

acceptance, of course, should be taken with a grain of salt; each straight guy is on the 

program because he wants to be, which considerably lessens the chance of an ultra-

homophobic man making it onto the show. (A recent episode of 30 Days, produced by 

documentarian Morgan Spurlock, in which a Midwestern college student went to live 
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with a gay man in San Francisco for a month, was able to tackle this issue a little better 

than Queer Eye ever could.) 

 Another aspect related to the interaction between gay men and straight men is 

the idea that the only ones who could educate straight men on how to be better straight 

men are gay men.  Sasha Torres argues that the program, by bringing in gay men to 

help, implies “that women cannot teach straight guys the things they need to know in 

order to be with women” and “that only men can impart these lessons” (96).  Therefore, 

“it is as crucial that the Fab Five are gay men as that they are gay men” (Torres 96).  

Indeed, the implications of bringing in gay men to help a straight guy clean up his life 

are interesting.  This combats somewhat the idea that gay men are stereotypically 

feminine in nature.  If they are, then why are they able to succeed where the straight 

guy’s mother, wife or girlfriend have failed?  By coming from a different, yet still male, 

perspective, the Fab Five seem to counteract “fathers … failing to teach their sons 

anything useful” (Torres 96).  However, it also reveals an inherent bias of patriarchy.  

The Fab Five may be telling the straight men exactly the same thing that their wives and 

mothers have told them their entire lives, but because they are men, the Fab Five are 

somehow seen as more trustworthy.  Torres notes, however, that the Fab Five can only 

do so much, and that most of the straight guys will revert back to their old ways, and 

pass on those ways to their children.  “Thus the show imagines both its own perpetual 

necessity and the perpetual incompetence of the heterosexual family” (Torres 96). 

One of the main criticisms leveled at Queer Eye since its inception is the idea 

that the Fab Five serve as nothing more than “cheerleaders for heterosexuality” 

(Kanner, “Questions,” 37).  The focus of virtually every episode is to take a heterosexual 
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man who is usually as inept as possible in the ways of romance (not to mention hygiene 

and fashion) and transform him into someone who will sweep his significant other off 

her feet, thereby reinscribing the stereotype of the homosexual as problem-

solver/matchmaker for the heterosexual.  Torres disagrees, arguing that “even as the 

show positions the queers as just the thing to ease the straight guys’ transition from 

unkempt bachelorhood to happy coupledness, it suggests, sotto voce, the inadequacy 

of such coupling, and of the heterosexual families such coupling initiates, to teach 

heterosexual men how to live” (96).  The format of the show, of course, leaves no room 

for any of the Fab Five to have a love life of his own.  Thus, when the program ventures 

into the territory of teaching a straight guy how to pull off the perfect wedding proposal 

or wedding itself, the irony of the situation is thick, given the recent backlash against 

even the possibility of gay weddings.  On Queer Eye, just as is (usually) the case on 

Will & Grace, the gay men come to the rescue of the straight woman; Will & Grace 

takes the direct approach, while Queer Eye uses the indirect method of teaching the 

straight guy romance in order to counsel the straight woman.  Criticisms of this aspect 

of the program may be why it has shied away from dealing with romance in its recent 

seasons. 

 

Progression and Regression 

The last two seasons of Queer Eye have found the program, while not entirely 

changing its concept, expanding its focus somewhat from its regular routine into more 

altruistic goals.  Thus, instead of just maintaining the normal formula of performing a 

makeover of a straight guy in order to make him look better and be more romantic, the 

 57



 

Fab Five have attempted to make life easier for the straight guy and/or his family.  Toby 

Miller is one critic who has called for this type of change: “How about Queer Eye’s 

moving into the world of social movements, working with unions to open them up to 

more queer and immigrant workers, and dealing with issues of racism and income 

inequality?” (Miller 116).  While not exactly the high-minded goals that Miller had in 

mind, Queer Eye’s changes have been interesting.  For instance, in the third season 

premiere, they took on Ray, a soldier who was about to be deployed to the Iraq war.  

Most of the episode consisted of improving Ray and his wife’s home to make it “a home 

to come home to.”  Likewise, a fourth season episode concentrated on Hector, a soldier 

wounded in Iraq, making his home accessible for his wheelchair, and also teaching him 

how to become more active in his wheelchair.  These two war-themed episodes are 

notable for the subtextual messages hidden within them.  While the program as a whole 

tends to never openly support any political message (even its own), Queer Eye seems 

to at once be supporting the war effort (giving Ray “a home to come home to”) and 

lightly critiquing it, showcasing a man who has been adversely affected by the war.   

The fourth season premiere “focused” on five members of the Boston Red Sox, 

but had the more important objective of repairing a Little League baseball field that was 

severely damaged by a hurricane.  Later in the fourth season, the Fab Five made life a 

little easier for Jim, a man who has been afflicted with cystic fibrosis for the majority of 

his life.  That episode, in particular, strayed far from the normal pattern, with scant 

attention paid to making over Jim and more toward improving life for the entire family.  

Additionally, the Fab Five have recently played babysitter for a couple with quintuplets, 

helped out a couple with 10 foster children, and provided new uniforms for a basketball 
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team coached by Pat, their straight guy project.  This selflessness, however, has been 

balanced by a continued, if not increased, attentiveness to straight guys who embody 

heterosexual stereotypes to the hilt, thus greatly reinforcing the divide between gay and 

straight men.  This is a trend that started with the first two episodes of the series, in 

which they made over Butch and Adam, who seemed to be picked for their names 

alone, given that they evoke a strong sense of maleness.  In the past two seasons, in 

addition to the soldiers and athletes just mentioned, the Fab Five have made over an 

ardent New York Jets fan (an episode that concluded with a proposal at a Jets game), a 

motorcycle mechanic, a front office worker for a minor league baseball team, an 

aspiring sportscaster, an entire fraternity house, and a cowboy.   

In a bit of a fortunate coincidence for this thesis, Queer Eye chose their fourth 

season to film their first episodes outside of the New York metropolitan area, and one of 

those episodes focused on Cameron Allahverdi, the president of the Sigma Chi 

fraternity at the University of North Texas.  This episode showcased many of the 

aspects previously referred to in this chapter, but also made some departures from the 

norms of the program.  Though Allahverdi was supposedly the focus of the episode, the 

main goal was to redo the entire fraternity house in preparation for Sigma Chi’s 

upcoming rush.  Thus, instead of the regular aim of making men more attractive for the 

women in their life (something that happens at the end of the episode anyway), the 

objective of this episode was to ostensibly make the members of Sigma Chi (and their 

fraternity house) more attractive for more men.  In light of this change, the sexual 

connotations and innuendos seemed to be at an all-time high for the program.  Carson, 

of course, was the source of most of the remarks (“C’mere and grab my stick!”) and 
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instituted a running gag throughout the episode of a crush he had on one of the 

members, whom he nicknamed “Giggles” due to his propensity to laughing at the 

slightest touch.  Another member, Tyler, was concentrated on heavily for taking to the 

idea of fashion and grooming more than any of the other frat members.  The producers 

had fun with this turn of events, showing him literally coming out of a closet at one point.  

Although in jest, by implying that Tyler is “turning gay,” the program in a way denigrated 

its own concept of bridging the cultural gap between gay and straight men, and at the 

same time played into the fear of many conservatives.  Perhaps acknowledging this 

possibility, in the end the episode refocused its attention back on making straight men 

more attractive to women, helping the fraternity to throw a rush party and inviting over a 

gaggle of college co-eds. 

The most interesting recent episode was not one in which the Fab Five were 

benevolent toward a family in need or one that greatly highlighted the difference 

between gay and straight men, but one in which they encountered someone whom even 

the Fab Five seemed to not be able to handle: Jim, a nudist.  However, before the 

episode as a whole is addressed, a bit of irony must be discussed.  A “Viewer discretion 

is advised” warning is shown both before the start of the program, and before the final 

segment in which the straight guy, Jim, hosts a party for his fellow nudists.  The warning 

pointedly says that it is for the nudity that will be forthcoming (frontal nudity is blurred 

out, but butts are clearly shown), but coming from a not-so-long-ago era in which 

programs containing gay themes were slapped with a viewer discretion warning 

(including “The Puppy Episode” from Ellen), it has an uncomfortable feel to it.  Of 
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course, the warning was almost certainly a demand from Bravo, but the aura of 

censorship cannot help but be transferred to the program itself.   

The episode as a whole is an interesting study in how far American society has 

come in accepting members of a minority that has been stigmatized for being all about 

sex.  However, instead of talking about gay people, as one might expect from this 

program, it is the nudists who are addressed.  The straight guy and one member of the 

Fab Five even directly compare the two groups.  Jim, talking with Kyan while getting his 

hair cut, says of his nudist lifestyle, “Some people are going to like the way you live your 

life, some people aren’t.”  Kyan responds that he knows exactly how Jim feels: “It’s a 

huge misconception by a lot of people about gay people that it’s only about sex.  It’s 

kind of a minor part of it.”  Although tame and seemingly obvious, this detour into a 

direct address of fallacies about gay people is significant given the normal routine of the 

program.  The social commentary is usually more in the form of actions than in actually 

talking about the issues.   

However, this moment is counteracted by the behavior of most of the Fab Five 

throughout this episode.  From the moment Jim opens the door to his home nude, each 

member of the Queer Eye team expresses horror and distaste at having to see him 

naked.  Although done in the light manner in which they usually address a straight guy 

and his home, the fact that they do not accept his lifestyle as easily as they do others is 

another bit of irony in a program that is supposed to be all about acceptance.  Carson, 

of course, fulfills his role well throughout the episode, making semi-sexual comments 

(upon seeing a nude Jim get out of a hot tub: “It sure doesn’t plump when you cook it.”) 

and even getting naked himself.  However, Carson’s disrobing seems only to 
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emphasize the distaste that the Fab Five have for the whole nudist/naturist concept, as 

Thom is shown to be even more horrified when Carson appears naked.  The final 

segment of the episode has Jim hosting a clothing-optional party, and it is here that the 

Fab Five, watching on TV from their enclave, let their full revulsion come through.  While 

their normal critical remarks of a straight guy have to do with how he messed up the 

food or shaved against the grain, in this case they aim their comments at how horrible it 

is to see the various men and women naked.  Multiple derogatory statements are made 

on the size of certain men’s penises (which is somewhat in keeping with the 

atmosphere of the program, but in this context seems inappropriate) and the out-of-

shape bodies of most of the guests.  In a final irony, the Fab Five are seen to be judging 

people purely for being who they are and doing what they want to do, something which 

is all too familiar for gay people.  The fact that the Fab Five fail to note this irony is 

evidence that perhaps the program should reexamine its purpose. 

Like Will & Grace or The L Word, Queer Eye has been successful in finding a 

way to present gay people in a new light to the general public.  By showing positive 

interactions between real gay and straight men, and how the presence of gay men is 

actually beneficial to the lives of straight men, the program has created an aura of 

acceptance without becoming overtly political.  However, it is this lack of the possibility 

of ever becoming political that prevents Queer Eye from moving fully into the realm of 

queer programming.  The commercial nature of the program and ancillary deals the 

stars have made signals an acceptance of gay people by mainstream society, but also a 

desire by corporate America to capitalize on a new and burgeoning source of money.  

Queer Eye has taken many important steps, but the reliance on stereotypes of both gay 
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and straight people holds the program back, as does the use of the term “queer” in a 

non-meaningful manner.  Changes to the show in recent episodes may signal a start to 

acknowledging the limitations of the program, and to the Fab Five using their “powers” 

for more purposeful means than just giving a straight guy an ultra-fabulous home and 

wardrobe. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE L WORD: SHOWTIME STRIKES AGAIN 

Showtime has a long history of being a gay-friendly channel.  The channel aired 

Brothers at a time (1984-89) when gay characters were a rarity anywhere else on 

American television, and it set the tone for the new millennium by introducing Queer as 

Folk to the American public in 2003 (a separate version had aired on British television 

three years earlier).  Joining this tradition in 2004 was The L Word, and, like its 

predecessors, the program broke new ground for a previously underrepresented social 

group, in this case lesbians.  However, as truly the first show of its kind, The L Word 

faces scrutiny over how well and how accurately it represents lesbians to the world.  As 

can be expected, the producers’ desire to appeal equally to both lesbian and straight 

audiences (a similar dilemma faced by Will & Grace and Queer Eye) has led to an 

uneven first two seasons. 

This chapter will include a detailed analysis of the first two seasons of The L 

Word.  Like Will & Grace and Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, The L Word could be 

viewed in two different ways: 1) As a queer show, in that it a) deals mostly with lesbians, 

an underrepresented segment of queer society, b) brings in racial and class issues, and 

c) late in the first season, brought in a relationship between a butch/transvestite lesbian 

and a woman portrayed previously as heterosexual; or 2) A program that plays directly 

to ideals of the heterosexist society, dealing with mostly white, middle-class and femme 

lesbians, and including semi-explicit lesbian sex often to entice the viewership of 

heterosexual males.  Much like Queer as Folk, its (mostly) gay male counterpart on 

Showtime, The L Word has used a mixture of drama and self-reflexive humor to draw 
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attention to gay and lesbian issues that have either been entirely absent or only hinted 

at by shows such as Will & Grace.   

The biggest reason that The L Word is able to deal with these issues is the fact 

that it airs on Showtime, a premium cable channel, which means that it does not have to 

answer to sponsor concerns, it is free from FCC regulations, and viewer complaints 

should be non-existent since they are paying to watch the channel.  This lack of outside 

influence allows the producers a freedom not found anywhere else on television.  While 

much attention has been given to the sexual nature of the program due to the almost 

complete lack of lesbian sexuality shown anywhere else on American television, the 

bigger accomplishment of The L Word is that it has portrayed new and queerer ways of 

thinking about relationships in general than can be seen anywhere else.  This, however, 

is balanced by having its cast made up almost entirely of traditionally feminine women, 

or femmes.  While producer Ilene Chaiken has stated that she wanted the program to 

focus on “femme” lesbians and “the life I see around me in L.A.” (“Lesbian life”), by 

pointedly leaving out representations of butch lesbians in the main cast, and then 

actually making fun of them in a first season episode, The L Word counteracts some of 

the queerness it has established.  A relationship between a butch lesbian and the lone 

heterosexual female character that spanned the end the first season and the beginning 

of the second season seemed to signal a change in this attitude, but (as discussed 

later) it was soon done away with as well.   

This chapter examines the representations of lesbians on The L Word, 

something that is of specific interest as it is the first show to specifically focus on the 

lives of lesbians, rather than having one or two lesbians in an otherwise heterosexual 
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world, or, in the case of Queer as Folk, two lesbians in an otherwise gay men’s world.  

This chapter will also serve as a counterbalance to the other two programs highlighted 

in this thesis, as those solely contain images of gay men (although the occasional 

lesbian character has shown up on Will & Grace).  Research done in 1993 showed that 

television programs have continually favored the portrayals of gay men over lesbians 

(Fejes and Petrich 400), and little has changed since that time.  While there are 

significantly more supporting or recurring lesbian characters on American television 

now, storylines involving lesbians are more often than not used as a ploy for ratings 

during sweeps months.  Ron Becker argues that the inclusion of these plots indicates a 

desire by networks to seem “hip”: “… network executives have incorporated gay and 

lesbian material into their prime-time lineups in order to attract an audience of 

‘sophisticated,’ upscale, college-educated and liberally minded adults” (36).  Of course, 

in the case of lesbian characters, that “sophisticated” nature often has a way of coming 

in the form of titillation, with previously straight characters “experimenting” with 

lesbianism by kissing another woman, as on Ally McBeal (1997-2002) or, more recently, 

The O.C. (2003-present). 

The issue of showing sexual desire between lesbians on The L Word is almost 

non-existent because it appears on Showtime, a cable pay channel.  This gives the 

producers of The L Word, along with every other program on Showtime and HBO, a 

certain amount of liberty to include “adult” elements such as profanity, violence and, 

most importantly for this show, sexuality. (Showtime and HBO are required to submit 

their original programming to the Motion Picture Association of America to assure that 

the content goes no further than an R rating.  However, at least in the case of Queer as 
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Folk, Mark Zakarin, Showtime’s executive vice president of original programming, said 

in 2000, “We've told the producers not to censor themselves.  We can run a hard R" 

(Kilday 63).)  Similarly, being on a pay cable channel circumvents the need for 

commercials, and, like a domino effect, no sponsors means that sponsors cannot 

threaten to pull their ads, the lifeblood for all network programs.   

Ultimately, the only people to whom producers of The L Word have to answer are 

Showtime network executives.  Here, however, there is a partial disconnect in how 

much pay cable networks influence their programming.  As part of a panel for The 

Museum of Television and Radio discussing the history of gay and lesbian images on 

television, Daniel Lipman, co-executive producer of the Showtime series, Queer as 

Folk, pointed out that Showtime has never objected to any of the program’s content 

(“The History”).  On the other hand, Robert Greenblatt, president of entertainment for 

Showtime, did make one mandate for season two of The L Word: another straight male 

character, as Tim, a straight male character from season one, was no longer a part of 

the program.  “We thought it would be a good for the male audience to have a guy they 

could relate to.  It’s also good for the straight female audience to see somebody they 

find attractive on this show” (qtd. in Fonseca, “Return,” 40).  The ramifications of that 

addition will be addressed later in this chapter. 

 

Transfer of Knowledge Theory 

 As was discussed in the chapter on Will & Grace, the identities of each of the 

individual actors on that show seem to have played a part in manifesting those 

attributes in the individual characters.  Does this theory manifest itself in any way for the 
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various actresses on The L Word?  The queerness of The L Word seems to be a fluid 

concept, changing depending on the situation.  Jennifer Beals, arguably the most well 

known actress in the cast, presents a good case.  Her role in Flashdance (1983) 

confounded gender binaries by showing Beals’ character as a welder, typically a male 

profession, and a dancer, typically a female profession.  Although Beals has gone on to 

do many more projects, it is this, her debut role, for which she is most famous, and it 

can be seen to influence her role as Bette on The L Word.  Also, because Beals is the 

most well known actress in the cast, her personal life as a heterosexual comes into play 

more so than for most of the other actresses on the show.  This point is supported by 

Ann Ciasullo, who, in talking about a lesbian role played in the film Boys on the Side, 

says that “the ‘real’ Whoopi Goldberg is definitely not a lesbian—from Ted Danson to 

Frank Langella, she is a woman who loves men” and that this fact prevents mainstream 

viewers from completely believing her in that role (598).   

While her “believability” as a lesbian may or may not be called into question, 

Beals’s firm status as a heterosexual can be recognized in the way her character is 

portrayed. During the first season, Bette is shown to be in the one dedicated 

relationship on the program with Tina (played by Laurel Holloman, herself something of 

a lesbian icon for her debut role in the 1995 independent lesbian film, The Incredibly 

True Adventures of Two Girls in Love).  This contrast in backgrounds shapes that 

relationship to a certain degree in the first season, in which Bette was positioned as the 

breadwinner and as less emotional than Tina from the pilot episode.  An enhancement 

of this position of strength can be seen when Tina quits her job to try to have a baby, 

and in Bette’s tendency to take charge in such decisions as who to use as a sperm 
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donor for the child.  It is remarkable to note that, for all the ways the producers could 

have shown Bette and Tina’s relationship, they chose, at least initially, to rely on the 

dominant/submissive duality that typifies many heterosexual relationships on television.   

This is one example illustrating that the representations of lesbians on The L 

Word do not consistently reach Clark’s respect stage.  Given the opportunity to portray 

a progressive relationship, to queer the way lesbian relationships are seen by the world 

at large, the producers instead chose to maintain something of the status quo.  The L 

Word did choose to show two lesbians in a dedicated relationship, something that has 

been a rarity on television.  However, this step was partially negated by not putting the 

two partners on an equal level.  By inscribing stereotypical heterosexual roles on the 

couple, the show normalized them to a point that, in certain instances, their relationship 

was almost indistinguishable from those of straight couples.  It should be noted that 

Tina, not Bette, decided that she should stop working in order to have a baby.  Yet, this 

still goes against a noticeable trend in American society that has many women 

continuing to work throughout their pregnancies (“Women’s Ties”).  It should also be 

noted that, strictly stereotypically, the portrayal of the couple was opposite of 

expectations.  Heterosexual females have often been depicted as weaker than men, 

while lesbians have been put forth as having masculine traits.  In a way, Bette and 

Tina’s relationship was queer, inverting their anticipated roles.  The couple was split up 

in the first season finale, which served to set up a change in behavior for them in the 

second season.  However, as the two spent the majority of the second season apart, 

representing them as a couple was consequently a moot point. 
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 Leisha Hailey, the only main actress on the program who self-identifies as a 

lesbian (Wilkinson 25), is another example of Melinda Kanner’s transfer of knowledge 

theory.  Hailey plays Alice, who, ironically, is a bisexual.  Though less well known than 

Beals, Hailey being a lesbian has the potential to make her character more believable 

than others.  However, the relative lack of out lesbian actresses makes Hailey’s 

presence on the show something of an anomaly.  In a focus group I conducted for 

another project in spring 2004, several college-aged lesbians spoke about their 

interpretations of The L Word.  In response to a specific question about the issue of 

mainly heterosexual women playing lesbians, Shira, a 23-year-old college student who 

had seen every episode of The L Word, said: 

I don’t think we’re at the point where there are that many out lesbian actresses 
anyway … Leisha Hailey … she plays a bisexual and that’s really neat, because I 
think that that’s really underrepresented.  I don’t think it bothers me right now that 
(most of the actresses on the show are) straight. 
 

However, having Hailey play a bisexual, which is arguably queerer than being a lesbian, 

is an indication that Kanner’s point about identification between the real-life actor and 

the character she portrays is legitimate.  Having an actual lesbian play a queer 

character, even a bisexual, has the potential to allow the audience, especially a gay 

audience already familiar with Hailey, to see Hailey’s off-screen persona as readable on 

her character. 

 Audience identification is always a concern, whether a show is on network 

television or cable.  Bisexuality brings up the question of the purpose it serves, 

especially on a program where most of the other main characters are lesbians.  L.A. 

Law was one of the first programs to approach the idea of a bisexual character, 

although that female character, C.J. Lamb, only had a short flirtation with a woman 
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before she reverted back to dating men (Gross 151-152).  Having a bisexual character 

could just be another way of keeping straight men interested in the program by showing 

that a woman who likes other women is also attracted to men, thereby keeping intact 

the hegemonic assumptions of the dominant ideology.  The L Word dealt with this 

possibility in the form of two separate characters in the first season.  Throughout that 

season, Alice took part in four different romantic opportunities: two with women and two 

with men.  The fact that one of the men claimed to be a “lesbian-identified” man brings 

up a new level of queerness, which will be discussed later in this paper.  Elements of a 

bisexual character could also be seen in another character, Jenny.  Although for all 

intents and purposes an ensemble program, much of the focus of the first two seasons 

of The L Word has been on the journey of Jenny (played by Mia Kirshner).  Jenny’s 

introduction to the program was one that is familiar in the history of gay characters, the 

coming out narrative.  Throughout the first season, Jenny vacillated between men and 

women.  She moved to Los Angeles to be with her boyfriend, only to be seduced by a 

charismatic lesbian named Marina.  The first season ended with Jenny literally choosing 

to be with both a man and a woman.   

Such ambiguity in the characters of Alice and Jenny allows straight men to desire 

them and lesbians to identify with the characters, giving Showtime two key 

demographics at which to aim its show.  In perhaps a response to the indistinct nature 

of both Alice and Jenny’s sexual leanings, both characters made clear moves toward 

being out-and-out lesbians in the second season.  Alice pursued and eventually started 

a relationship with Dana, another one of the main characters.  This relationship lasted 

the entire season, with no hint of wavering on the part of Alice, perhaps solidifying her 
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bent toward women.  In fact, Alice showed an increasing tendency toward clinginess 

and jealousy, traits she herself had decried in the first season as being “too lesbian.”  

Likewise, Jenny seemed to give up men once and for all, although her character is one 

of the hardest to read.  In the second season premiere, Jenny has sex with Tim, her ex-

husband, one last time, although the act seems to be presented as a quasi-rape.  This 

scene sets up her transformation over the course of the second season.  Many of her 

second season scenes involve fantasy sequences that seem to represent her childhood 

trauma, which may or may not have had to do with sexual abuse.  And, finally, Jenny 

chooses to cut her hair in an attempt to “look” more like a lesbian, an interesting 

statement on a program where most of the characters do not necessarily “look” like 

lesbians, depending on whether one buys into a certain stereotype.  This event occurs 

in the same episode in which Mark, the new straight male character, is introduced as 

her roommate, so it can be read as almost a preemptive action by the producers to 

prevent anyone thinking that Mark and Jenny would ever get together. 

 

Political Subtleties 

 Melinda Kanner argues that gayness on Will & Grace is the normality of that 

show and, as such, cannot be subversive (“Can Will” 35).  However, as indicated earlier 

Will & Grace also does not take advantage of the subversive possibilities of the sitcom 

genre.  The L Word, on the other hand, does use its status as a drama/soap opera to its 

distinct advantage.  Again, The L Word addresses political issues in different ways, 

usually in a subtle manner that takes on the issues without focusing entire plots around 

them.  An effective way in which the producers did this during the first season was with 
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brief introductory scenes at the beginning of each episode.  While not the case in every 

first season episode, this scene was often a play on lesbian stereotypes.  The variety of 

scenes included, among others: two teenage girls making out while their male store 

manager spies on them; an adult film production with two women having sex until a man 

comes in, at which time they turn their attention to him; and women putting on a lesbian 

show for men at a party.  In showing these scenes, the producers are wryly making a 

comment on the public perception of lesbians, bringing a postmodern technique into the 

program.   

Conversely, though, this could also be seen as making a sly ratings ploy.  

Starting each episode with stereotypical sexual presentations of lesbians could be an 

effective way to pique the interest of straight men, thereby ensuring they continue to 

watch.  Prior to the first season, executive producer Ilene Chaiken even acknowledged 

the lure the show could have for straight men: “If men come for that reason, I welcome 

them.  I hope they stay for other reasons” (qtd. in “Lesbian life”).  While no show could 

hope to succeed by only catering to one segment of society, such a straightforward 

attempt at drawing in straight men is another way in which heteronormative society can 

be seen in exerting its control over this text.  Indeed, Gary Levine, a Showtime 

executive, seemed to indicate that the network’s decision to put The L Word on the air 

was partly because “lesbian sex, girl-on-girl, is a whole cottage industry for heterosexual 

men” (Sedgwick B10).  Another partial disconnect can be seen here, with Chaiken 

aiming for a groundbreaking show that crosses boundaries, and at least one Showtime 

executive hoping to capitalize on the lure of “girl-on-girl” action.   
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 The introductory scenes also served a purpose later in each episode, as each 

scene is usually referenced later in the episode in relation to some aspect of the 

storyline.  Two of those scenes stand out.  The first involves a policeman in 1976 

Hollywood busting a gay man for trying to give him oral sex.  Later in the episode, with 

the timeline back in 2004, the same policeman pulls over Jenny’s husband Tim soon 

after Tim discovered Jenny having an affair with a woman.  After finding out Tim’s 

situation, the policeman reiterates his bias against homosexuals, the intimation in both 

cases being that the policeman is gay but is so far in the closet that his only way to deal 

with the situation is to spew homophobic comments.  The following episode involved the 

scene mentioned earlier of the two girls making out while their store manager spied on 

them.  Jenny, who was hitchhiking after being abandoned by Tim, catches a ride with a 

brother and sister.  The sister proceeds to relate to Jenny the story shown in the 

opening scene, claiming to have known the two girls and saying that the manager told 

the girls’ parents about the kissing incident.  The two girls were subsequently sent off to 

boarding schools, where one committed suicide.  The dangerous culture that still exists 

for gay people is thus confronted, but in a politically soft tone that fits organically into the 

overall theme of the program. 

 

The Male Gaze 

 One of the most significant ways in which The L Word seemed to make itself less 

queer in its second season was through the inclusion of another straight male character, 

Mark.  Throughout the first season, Tim, a straight male character, was an inherent part 

of the program due to his preexisting relationship with Jenny.  Because of Jenny’s 
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constant indecisiveness regarding her sexual orientation, the presence of Tim allowed, 

as already mentioned, straight male viewers to keep alive the idea that lesbians can still 

be attracted to men.  However, “Tim was understood as noble, even as he wasn’t 

perfect—his anger over Jenny’s betrayal was certainly reasonable and didn’t come from 

a particularly homophobic or misguided space” (Moore).  Mark, on the other hand, was 

introduced as almost literally the embodiment of the male gaze, video camera in hand, 

filming his two soon-to-be roommates, Jenny and Shane, as soon as he walked through 

the door for his interview.  Subsequent episodes saw Mark installing video cameras 

throughout the house, filming almost every move Jenny and Shane made, including in 

their bedrooms.  The filming was ostensibly for a project to gain a greater understanding 

into the lives of lesbians, but the voyeuristic parallel toward pornographic films and 

Internet sites could not be plainer.  In this way, any straight men who watch the program 

strictly for the possibility of lesbian sex had a new way in which to do so, and another 

character with whom to empathize.  Also, Mark, along with his buddy (who, admittedly, 

is portrayed as much more of a jerk than Mark is), put forth an aura of hostility that 

many lesbian viewers did not appreciate on the only show to showcase lesbians: 

“[T]hey [lesbian viewers] get to hear guys being sleaze-buckets in their real lives and 

they aren’t interested in examining it on their favorite show” (Moore).   

Conversely, Candace Moore argues that Robert Greenblatt’s request to have a 

straight male character to which men could relate led to the producers creating a 

character with the opposite effect.  “Mark’s sleazy tongue-flicking commentary and porn-

based assumptions about lesbian sex lives do not represent a perspective that many 

straight men would feel proud of claiming or inhabiting” (Moore).  In fact, Moore views 
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the addition of Mark as more of a calling-out of those who see the show as nothing 

more than a forum for lesbian sex: 

It’s possible that creator Ilene Chaiken intends, through the Mark character, to 
address some of the concerns of critics and message boards alike that the first 
season pandered too much to the viewing preferences of its voyeuristic straight 
male audience.  Through representing this projected audience contingent of guys 
“getting off” on depictions of lesbian sex directly, perhaps the producers intend to 
cause these viewers to feel slightly guilty for the gross aspects of their 
voyeurism. 
 

Indeed, Mark is never put forth as a protagonist, and his eventual comeuppance when 

the two women discover the taped footage feels well deserved.  Thus, the producers 

make an interesting commentary, “’call[ing] out’ the straight male viewer who is 

watching for voyeuristic pleasure, even as [the show] still provides them with the 

bedroom footage they are tuning in to see” (Moore).  If this was in fact their intention, 

then this challenge of at least some heterosexuals’ proclivities can be read as an 

ingenious ploy of seeming to de-queer the program, only to reestablish its queerness in 

the end. 

 

The Femme vs. Butch Debate 

 Because of the dearth of lesbian portrayals on television at the same time that 

gay men were becoming increasingly visible, it can be argued that the most prominent 

lesbians, at least in the United States, had been women such as tennis player Martina 

Navratilova and singer k.d. lang, both of whom embody the butch persona.  Other 

prominent lesbians such as Ellen Degeneres and Rosie O’Donnell, women popular with 

a good segment of America because of their respective talk shows, have done little to 

dispel that “butch” image.  Quoted in a CNN.com article upon the premiere of The L 
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Word in 2004, Chaiken said, “I don’t mean to disparage anyone, but I think there’s one 

image of lesbians that’s been put out to the world at large, and it’s nice to be able to get 

a chance to take it on” (“Lesbian Life”).  To that end, the majority of the main lesbian 

characters on The L Word are femmes, or lesbians showing the outward stereotypical 

signs of femininity: long hair, stylish clothes, makeup, etc.  Much of what makes The L 

Word queer is its non-reliance on the stereotypes (character-wise or situational) that 

typify most other programs with gay characters.   

This is not to say that The L Word completely avoids them; just that they are kept 

to a minimum in comparison with other programs.  As mentioned earlier, executive 

producer Ilene Chaiken specifically wanted the show to focus on “femme” lesbians and 

“the life I see around me in L.A.” (“Lesbian Life”).  Becker, however, argues that 

representations such as those seen on The L Word create their own stereotypes: 

“Instead of images of nelly queens or motorcycle dykes, we are presented with images 

of white, affluent, trend-setting, Perrier-drinking, frequent-flier using, Ph.D-holding 

consumer citizens with more income to spend than they know what to do with” (43).  

Ann Ciasullo has the opposite viewpoint of Chaiken, arguing that showing butch, rather 

than femme, lesbians is much more effective in “challeng[ing] mainstream cultural 

fantasies about lesbianism” (578).  In other words, choosing to concentrate mostly on 

femme lesbians may lessen the social impact of The L Word.  By including only femme 

portrayals, Ciasullo argues: 

The mainstream lesbian body is at once sexualized and desexualized: on the 
one hand, she is made into an object of desire for straight audiences through her 
heterosexualization, a process achieved by representing the lesbian as 
embodying a hegemonic femininity and thus, for mainstream audiences, as 
looking “just like” conventionally attractive straight women; on the other hand, 
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because the representation of desire between two women is usually suppressed 
in these images, she is de-homosexualized (578). 
 

The last point in Ciasullo’s argument is obviously strongly rebutted with The L Word.  

Ciasullo wrote her article in 2001 without having had the opportunity to view this new 

type of representation, but the first part of her argument still carries significant weight.  

Butch lesbians, according to Ciasullo, deconstruct hegemonic archetypes and force the 

viewer to think more about what exactly it means to be a lesbian (578).  She also points 

out that Chaiken’s line of thinking about the “one image of lesbians that’s been put out 

to the world” (“Lesbian Life”) may be erroneous, saying that “it is important to 

underscore the distinction between the butch’s presence in the cultural imagination and 

her lack of presence on cultural landscapes” (578).  The L Word, in fact, has seemed to 

show its disdain for butch lesbians on multiple occasions, most notably through Alice, 

who in one first season episode, upon spotting some butch lesbians at a distance, 

referred to them as “hundred footers,” or women you can tell are lesbians from 100 feet 

away.   

 Ironically, at the same time she is calling for more portrayals of butches than 

femmes, Ciasullo contradicts herself in echoing an argument made by many about the 

lack of diversity in the portrayals of lesbians.  She notes that there had only been two 

major lesbian roles in the 1990s filled by black women (Whoopi Goldberg’s Jane in 

Boys on the Side (1995) and Queen Latifah’s Cleo in Set It Off (1996)) and in neither 

case was this representation a femme lesbian.  Ciasullo asserts it is no mistake that the 

two roles were not femme roles: “The characters of Jane and Cleo, then, are born from 

the same mainstream edict: the femme body is necessarily a white body, so a Black 

lesbian cannot be a femme” (597).  The L Word challenges this argument by having 
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Jennifer Beals in a starring role.  Beals’ real life status as a mixed race woman is 

repeated in her character, and a major first season plot point revolves around whether 

to use an African-American sperm donor for Bette and Tina’s baby.  Bette’s sister, Kit, 

though portrayed as straight, becomes involved in a queer relationship spanning the 

end of the first and beginning of the second season (an event to be discussed shortly).  

“The race plots that these characters generate keep The L Word from slipping into a 

mode of neoliberalism in which race is sidelined” (Muñoz 102).   

Additionally, actors of color have played multiple other characters during the first 

two seasons.  Karina Lombard, an actress of Native American descent, played Marina 

during the first season; Sarah Shahi, a Latina, was brought in as a main character in the 

second season.  There is no doubt that both of these characters are definitely within the 

femme category.  Also, two African American characters were brought in as challenges 

to Bette during the first season.  However, one reviewer called the first character, 

Yolanda, “the living embodiment of The Angry Black Woman” and “a negative 

reinforcement of black stereotypes,” while the second, Candace, was “the least ‘lipstick’ 

of the cast” (Taylor) and put forth something of a butch persona, especially because her 

character was a carpenter, making her an example for Ciasullo’s argument. 

 Another stereotype seen on The L Word is potentially more damaging than 

showing the majority of the lesbians as feminine.  In the first season, two characters, 

Marina and Shane, were depicted as having relationships with women who had 

previously been shown to be straight.  Marina was even touted as “the hunter” on The L 

Word’s Website, something that harkens back to the way in which lesbians were 

portrayed in vampire films (Dyer 32).  This can plainly be seen in Marina’s pursuit of 
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Jenny.  Marina showing such ardent attention to Jenny is the impetus for Jenny 

questioning her own choices in life, especially her sexual orientation.  As one member 

of my focus group said, “It (Marina’s seduction of Jenny) is very predatory—it’s what 

others think of us, going after the straight people, trying to convert them.”    

To a lesser degree, Shane has been put in the same light, although that part of 

her personality was de-emphasized to a degree during the second season.  In the first 

season, Shane started a relationship with Sherry, a married woman, and Sherry’s 

daughter expressed her love for Shane.  Neither Sherry nor her daughter was a major 

character during the first season, so their backgrounds previous to meeting Shane are 

subject to speculation.  However, this again played on the stereotypical heterosexual 

fear of gay people convincing supposedly straight people to be gay, especially in the 

case of Sherry’s teenage daughter.  These depictions were played for the most part 

without any degree of reflexivity or deconstruction, which kept them from advancing to 

the respect stage of Clark’s theory.  The L Word faces a more difficult task than Will & 

Grace or Queer Eye.  The L Word is truly the first show to focus specifically on lesbians, 

and in trying to show multiple depictions within the same group, it is almost inevitable 

that some of the attempts will not be as advanced as others.  Therefore, despite 

multiple other instances of queerness, The L Word has not yet reached a point where 

the notion of respect constantly comes through, including the above first season 

situations. 
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Sexual/Gender Queerness 

Following the lead of Queer as Folk, The L Word has been frank and explicit in 

dealing with sex.  That fact makes it unique in the history of lesbian representations on 

television series.  Executive producer Ilene Chaiken wanted the show to not only open 

the door for depictions of lesbian sexuality, but to also put the lives of lesbians in a 

different light (“Lesbian life”).  The sexuality portrayed on The L Word is an amalgam of 

different styles and is the one area where The L Word has shown that it is truly willing to 

explore different levels of queerness.  Nearly every character on the show has been 

involved in some situation that has entailed them stepping out of their individual sexual 

comfort zones.  For instance, in the pilot episode, Bette and Tina search far and wide to 

find a sperm donor for the baby they want to have.  After running into many dead ends, 

the couple decides on the spur of the moment to bring home a random man they meet 

at a party to have sex with Tina.  The fact that the threesome is never consummated 

due to the man feeling used does not discount from the idea that two committed 

lesbians were willing to engage in heterosexual sex for one night in order to try to 

conceive a child.  Ancillary characters also get involved in levels of queerness in relation 

to their regular lives.  Another first season episode begins with a teenage girl trying to 

kiss her best friend, only to be rebuffed with the comment, “We all have feelings for our 

girlfriends—it doesn’t mean you act on them.”  Later in the episode, it is revealed that 

this rebuffed girl was Dana’s mother, now a stoic, conservative woman.  Dana’s mother 

repeats the line to Dana soon after Dana comes out of the closet to her family.  

Likewise, Alice’s mom (played by Anne Archer), coming on the heels of a divorce, has a 

slight dalliance with Shane at a party. 
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 These instances, however, pale in comparison to two supporting characters 

introduced during the first season.  The first character is Lisa, the lesbian-identified man 

mentioned earlier.  Lisa was paired with the bisexual Alice, who, after being treated 

badly by her previous girlfriend, had sworn off women for a while.  This situation is 

queerness piled on top of queerness, with Dana even jokingly referring to Alice as a 

“trisexual.”  Perhaps an attempt by the producers to make the program hip and trendy 

(much like Seinfeld did with catch phrases such as “Master of your domain” and 

“Spongeworthy”), having a lesbian-identified man as a character was most likely a first 

on television.  Interestingly, though, Lisa was not presented as transgendered, a 

transsexual or a transvestite.  Rather, he was just someone who identified with the 

lesbian way of life as he sees it.  This led to various conflicts with Alice.  The first time 

they had sex, Lisa wanted to use a sex toy while Alice wanted to have intercourse the 

old-fashioned way.  Another conflict arose when Lisa became overly sensitive and 

clingy, a trait Alice referred to as being “more lesbian” than any woman with whom she 

had ever been intimate (again, note the irony given Alice’s transformation in the second 

season).  Both Alice and Lisa, as Eve Sedgwick points out, are still defined by a sexual 

label (B11), something that does not mix well with queer theory, but the fact that the 

program explores their relationship at all is indicative of the producers’ willingness to 

open up new boundaries. 

 The second supporting character, Ivan (played by Kelly Lynch), was essentially 

the first butch character The L Word attempted to integrate into the show (although she 

is still somewhat of a femme butch).  Ivan was first introduced singing at a karaoke night 

dressed as a man, complete with fake moustache, soul patch and Elvis pompadour, 
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embodying what is known in the lesbian community as a “drag king” (Lo).  Dressed like 

this, she struck up a friendship with Bette’s sister Kit, who to that point had been 

presented as straight on the show.  Their relationship spanned the last two episodes of 

the first season and the first two episodes of season two.  Both women acknowledged 

the limitations of their situation (i.e. Kit is straight and Ivan is gay), but, after some initial 

confusion, they seemed to refuse to let “normal” sex and gender roles define their bond, 

which makes their relationship unique and groundbreaking.  The first season ended with 

Ivan lip-synching a Leonard Cohen song that perfectly expressed the kind of 

relationship they had: 

If you want a lover, I’ll do anything you ask me to.  And if you want another kind 
of love, I’ll wear a mask for you.  If you want a partner, take my hand; or if you 
want to strike me down in anger, here I stand – I’m your man.  If you want a 
boxer, I will step into the ring for you.  And if you want a doctor, I’ll examine every 
inch of you.  If you want a driver, climb inside; or if you want to take me for a ride, 
you know you can – I’m your man. 
 

While Ivan is singing this song, she alternately looks into Kit’s eyes, takes her hand and 

dances with her, and even pantomimes the doctor line of the song, moving her hands 

around both sides of Kit.  Kit’s eyes, meanwhile, show her to be alternately happy and 

conflicted.  Although defined by the male/female binary to some extent (as Ivan is 

clearly shown as the “male” wanting to take care of Kit), Kit and Ivan’s relationship blurs 

the gender and sexuality lines that have been set down by American society, something 

for which queer theorists strive.   

Tavia Nyong’o called this event Kit’s “epiphanic discovery of the restrictiveness of 

compulsory heterosexuality” and “the queerest moment on television that I had seen in 

a long while” (105).  Kit moves even closer to an actual romantic relationship with Ivan 

in the opening episode of the second season, almost kissing her in thanks to a gift Ivan 
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gave her before Ivan stops her, saying: “I want you to be sure, and you’re not sure yet.”  

Soon thereafter, Kit and Bette debate the idea of Kit being with Ivan: 

 Bette: Kit, you’re straight. 
 Kit: Who says? 
 Bette: You’re not? 

Kit: I am, but I don’t need you to tell me that, and neither does Ivan.  The way I 
see it, Ivan is the one who gets to say if he’s a man or a woman, and he’s been 
telling me he’s more of a man. 

 Bette: That’s delusional thinking—it doesn’t work that way. 

In this situation, in an ironic twist, it is Bette, the lesbian, who is trying to put limits on 

what kind of relationship can exist, and Kit, the straight woman, who is willing to explore 

new queer levels.  However, in a seeming retreat from this breakthrough, Kit and Ivan 

are soon driven apart.  The performative nature of their relationship is shattered when 

Kit walks in on Ivan prior to her daily transformation into a man, which includes 

strapping down her breasts and putting on a fake penis.  For reasons not fully 

explained, Ivan cannot handle this implicit breaking of boundaries, and she discontinues 

contact with Kit.  This is an odd turn of events, because when the subject came up in 

the first season of whether to refer to Ivan as a “he” or a “she,” Ivan said, “Hey, no 

worries.  I’m happy either way.”  Malinda Lo says this indicates that “Ivan is not 

concerned about putting him/herself in a gender box, and s/he may even identify 

somewhere along a transgendered spectrum.”  If Ivan was comfortable with being a 

man or a woman (and there is much indication she was, as she appeared both in and 

out of drag in public), why then would she be upset with Kit seeing her naked?  Lo 

suggests this was a step that was bound to happen because Ivan only continued to 

perform as a man for Kit’s sake.   
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In fact, this could also mean that the Kit/Ivan relationship is not groundbreaking 

at all, but more in line with the Marina/Jenny relationship.  “…we have this long blonde-

haired woman pretending to be a man so that a life-long straight woman will fall for her.  

This … falls into the stereotype that lesbians recruit straight women” (Lo).  The issue is 

more complicated than that in this situation, however.  Kit, as indicated by her 

conversation with Bette, was fully aware of who Ivan was and was willing to explore 

whatever type of relationship that was available.  Groundbreaking or not, by doing away 

with the relationship altogether, The L Word managed to take steps backward in the 

second season with regard to queerness.  Instead of putting new and different types of 

relationships out into the world, the producers disassociated themselves from that idea, 

and the program became inherently less queer.  (Also, it’s interesting to note that the 

two characters who seemed to challenge norms the most during the first season—Lisa 

and Ivan—were both given names that are usually associated with their opposite sex.  

The producers seemed to almost be emphasizing the idea that the two characters were 

apart from even the “norm” of the world of The L Word, and thus had to be named 

appropriately in order to make the connection complete.  Admittedly, this idea comes 

through more in the case of Lisa, who, unlike Ivan, does not consider himself to be 

transgendered.) 

 Moments of respect like the queer relationships of Alice and Lisa and Kit and 

Ivan can be seen as isolated instances in the first season, and are all but absent during 

the second season, showing that the program is still leans more toward regulation than 

respect.  This idea is supported when The L Word attempts to show that lesbians are 

just the same as everyone else.  In a first season episode, Dana and Jenny make an ill-
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fated decision to go home together one night.  The pair is shown trying to have sex, but 

the situation becomes so awkward that they can’t go through with it.  This display of 

unease serves to break down the male heterosexual belief that all lesbian sex is sexy 

while at the same time showing that lesbians are just like everyone else—not every 

sexual encounter works out for the best.  Later in the first season, Bette cheats on Tina 

with Candace, a semi-butch carpenter who works at Bette’s art gallery.  Bette’s 

transgression “normalizes” lesbianism to a certain extent.  Instead of just showing 

extremes, The L Word demonstrates through these and other examples that lesbians go 

through the same trials and tribulations as straight people, something that other 

programs have rarely addressed.  This is the epitome of regulation, making the lives of 

lesbians palatable and relatable for a mainstream audience. 

 Regulation is a step in the right direction as far as the portrayals of lesbians are 

concerned.  However, many of Ciasullo’s points about representations of the lesbian 

body in the 1990s still apply to The L Word.  Through the first two seasons, all of the 

lesbian couples on the program have consisted of two femmes, with the lone butch 

being paired with a straight woman.  Populating the show with mostly feminine lesbians 

makes it much more attractive for straight men, and also makes it harder for the 

producers to tackle the idea of what exactly it means to be a lesbian.  The feminine 

factor also allows straight females to identify with the glamorous looks of the characters, 

a carry-over from mainstream society.  This connection is made even more complete in 

advertisements for the first season, which touted The L Word as “Same Sex. Different 

City.” – an obvious reference to HBO’s Sex and the City, which was well known for its 
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influence on female culture, and which aired its final episode just two weeks prior to the 

premiere of The L Word.   

However, the days of The L Word being a butch-free zone may soon come to an 

end.  In an interview with the Website Planet Out, Ilene Chaiken confirms that a new 

cast member for the third season, Daniela Sea, will be a butch character, and that there 

will also be a storyline involving a female-to-male transsexual (Callaghan), an event that 

will undoubtedly introduce more queer elements to the program.  However, even if it 

went off the air today, The L Word can still be considered to have advanced the 

queerness level of gay-themed television a significant amount, setting an example for 

future shows. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF QUEERNESS ON TELEVISION 

As evidenced by the case studies of the three programs in this thesis, the 

presentation of gay characters on American television has advanced well beyond just 

being present, and into a way of addressing the multiple issues that affect gay and 

lesbian communities.  While each show has made some progress in terms of queerness 

in their own unique ways, none have reached the level of complete respect by 

mainstream society (though, given the ongoing debate over how racial minorities are 

portrayed in the media, complete respect may be an unattainable goal).  Will the 

changes seen since Ellen Degeneres came out continue, regress or stay the same?  

What could this mean for the future of American television as a whole?  The 

foreseeable future of gay characters and gay-themed programming on American 

television indicates some changes on the horizon, although it is unclear what these 

changes will mean to the television landscape. 

Network television continues to make more attempts at integrating gay 

characters into their new programs, and, as always, it is a hit-and-miss affair.  Two new 

shows for the fall 2005 season, ABC’s Emily’s Reasons Why Not and WB’s Twins, 

include stereotypic portrayals of gay men described respectively as “queeny” and 

“flamboyant” (Warn, “Gay Sitcom”).  However, there are signs that the networks are 

making advances in their portrayals of gay people.  Crumbs, a mid-season replacement 

show on ABC, will feature Fred Savage as one of two brothers in a dysfunctional family, 

who just happens to be gay (Warn, “Gay Sitcom”).  In recent times, networks put forth 

the fact that a particular show contained a gay character as a sign of its hipness or 

 88



 

edginess.  However, in the synopsis of the program, there is no mention of the fact that 

Savage’s character is gay; only by watching one of the clips posted on ABC.com does 

one infer this fact, as Savage is shown waking up in bed with another man (ABC.com).   

CBS will air Out of Practice, a sitcom about a family of doctors, including Paula Marshall 

as Regina, the daughter who is also a lesbian.  Like ABC, CBS makes no reference to 

Regina’s sexual orientation in the synopsis of the show (CBS.com).  These omissions 

could be viewed in one of two ways: 1) As an effort to conceal an aspect of the program 

that might turn some viewers away before they see an episode; or 2) As a sign that 

having a gay character on a program is now so inconsequential that it does not bear 

mentioning at all in order to sell the show.   

However, at least in the case of Crumbs, there is no concerted effort to hide the 

fact that Savage’s character is gay, as evidenced by the aforementioned clip.  Rather, it 

is an indication of the increasing respect being given to gay people on network 

television, showing that being gay is only one aspect of his character.  Also, the two 

characters, as part of families that are the focus of the shows, become de facto lead 

characters, something that has already been shown to be a rare occurrence on network 

television.  This shows another sign of respect, as the two characters are not separate 

from the (supposedly) heterosexual main cast, but part of the main group.  By not 

putting them into the supporting character slot, this prevents the characters from being 

labeled as the “gay son” or “lesbian daughter,” which essentially labels them as “the 

other.”  Similar situations have occurred on shows like Melrose Place (1992-99), 

however, so how Out of Practice and Crumbs follow through on this initial promise will 

be a point of interest in the upcoming television season.  Also, an announcement that 
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Melissa Etheridge will be starring in an ABC sitcom as a lesbian musician makes her 

one of the few openly gay actresses to actually play a lesbian on network television 

(Warn, “ABC”), something that has not happened since Ellen Degeneres’s failed The 

Ellen Show in 2001.  (However, given Etheridge’s recent bout with breast cancer, the 

status of this program is now undetermined.) 

 In addition to the advances on network television, the advent of Logo, here! TV, 

and Q Television, three gay-themed cable channels, seems to bode well for those 

looking for alternative sources of queer entertainment.  There are a multitude of reasons 

that gay-themed channels are just now starting to be realized.  One is the general 

consensus that gay men and lesbians represent one of the largest minority groups – 

“estimated at up to 7% of (American) adults (Levin, “Underserved”) – that did not have 

programming specifically aimed at them.  Logo president Brian Graden says that the 

gay community is “one of the last great underserved segments of the TV world” (qtd. in 

Levin, “Underserved”).  Of course, more than the seemingly altruistic goal of giving the 

gay community programming that they can relate to, another reason (and the basis 

behind all commercial television) is to tap into a large segment of consumers.  “’There 

hasn’t been a very efficient way to deliver a sustained message to gays and lesbians,’ 

says Howard Buford, founder of Prime Access, an ad agency specializing in gay and 

ethnic marketing” (qtd. in Levin, “Underserved”).   Whatever the underlying reason may 

be, Graden sums up the feelings of many in the gay and lesbian community, saying, 

“There have been more gay characters and themes in television and film, but we 

haven’t had a home base of our own” (qtd. in Levin, “Underserved”).   
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Launched on June 30, 2005 and initially available in about 10 million homes 

across the United States (Levin, “What’s going on”), Logo is by far the most ambitious of 

the three channels in terms of the programming it will put on the air.  This bold nature is 

helped by the fact that is owned by Viacom, the same media conglomerate that owns 

MTV and Showtime, among many other channels.  Upon its launch, there was some 

concern that pressure put by religious groups on potential sponsors would cause 

difficulty for the channel, but those fears appear to be unfounded, according to Graden: 

“Regarding the backlash possibility, [Graden] said that ‘while it was certainly true when 

Ellen [DeGeneres] came out, gay marketing is now a very sophisticated business’” (Flint 

B5).  Companies advertising on Logo included Miller Lite Beer™, Tylenol PM™, 

Orbitz™ (which also advertises on Bravo), Lions Gate Films™, Subaru™, and 

Motorola™ (Flint B5).  In addition to airing gay-themed films (Philadelphia, The 

Birdcage), Logo plans to show a documentary series called Momentum that will focus 

on a variety of groups, “from gay rappers to lesbian surfers” (Levin, “What’s going on”).   

However, it is the original series that Logo will air that will most likely garner the 

most interest.  Three of the reality series – “Open Bar, about a man’s coming-out 

process as he opens a West Hollywood gay bar; Round Trip Ticket, a world travel 

series; and First Comes Love, in which Scott Thompson helps gay male and lesbian 

couples plan dream weddings” (Levin, “What’s going on”) – may put a new perspective 

on already-established types of reality programs.  But it is Noah’s Arc that looks to have 

the most potential as far as getting away from what has become the stereotype of white, 

middle-to-upper class gay male, thus moving into more queer programming.  Noah’s 

Arc will focus on “a struggling black screenwriter in Los Angeles and his three friends” 
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(Levin, “What’s going on”), all of who are also black.  Based on a short clip shown on 

the Logo Website (Logoonline.com), the program may garner criticism for its use of 

some basic stereotypes (queen, slut, etc.).  However, the fact that they are black 

characters may give the program the ability to withstand such critiques, given the lack of 

gay characters of color on television in general.  Also, the clip suggests that the main 

character of the program will, at least initially, have a relationship with a straight man, 

which, as seen on The L Word, could turn out to be an interesting exploration of queer 

relationships.   

The other two gay-themed channels do not seem to be as ambitious as Logo, 

although that might be because they do not have the corporate support that Logo does.  

here! TV is strictly a pay-per-view network, with customers able to buy individual three-

hour segments or pay a monthly fee for unlimited programming (Levin, “What’s going 

on”).  Similar to Logo, here! TV showcases feature films and will soon start to air some 

original series.  However, its most notable series, Dante’s Cove, “a supernatural soap 

set on a Caribbean island, described as ‘Dynasty meets Dark Shadows’” (Levin, “What’s 

going on”), looks to be limited in its queer potential as far as diversity goes, with the cast 

consisting entirely of white people, although the cast is split evenly between gay men 

and lesbians/bisexuals (heretv.com).  Q Television is relatively limited in its appeal and 

influence, as its current programming consists only of the “coverage of lifestyle events” 

such as gay-pride parades, the annual Gay Games, and other “gay events around the 

country” (Levin, “What’s going on”).  Additionally, Q Television is only offered to a small 

portion of the population in New York, Chicago, Boston and San Francisco (Levin, 

“What’s going on”).   
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Despite such seemingly forward-moving steps, a familiar refrain was voiced soon 

after the launch of Logo by the president of a competing network.  Paul Colichman is 

the president of here! TV, and in an interview with Entertainment Weekly, said Logo 

likely represents a watered-down version of gay-themed television in order to appeal to 

advertisers, since he ran into trouble when starting here! TV:  “I think people interested 

in Bravo-style, gay-lite programming will tune in to Logo.  Even gay people who worked 

in [ad] agencies that I approached asked, ‘You’re not going to have a lot of men kissing, 

are you?’” (Fonseca, “Gaytime TV” 59).  Colichman’s statement indicates that even the 

advent of gay-themed networks is not yet enough to stem the fears of mainstream 

America.  Brian Graden, however, feels that it is ultimately the story, not the level of 

sexuality, that will help these channels to succeed: “I resent the assumption that it takes 

more sex to tell my story than it does to tell my brother’s or my mother’s.  It’s based on 

an outdated assumption of what it means to be gay” (qtd. in Fonseca, “Gaytime TV” 59).   

Whether the programming on the three gay-themed channels will equal or 

surpass the level of queerness already seen on shows such as Will & Grace, Queer Eye 

and The L Word remains to be seen.  So, where does all of this leave these three 

programs?  All three programs were chosen for this thesis for the individual ways in 

which they presented gay people to the world at large.  The levels of queerness vary in 

these programs because all the programs have brought something new to the portrayal 

of gay characters, leaving little, if any, precedent for said representations.  Will & Grace 

continued a trend of pairing a gay man and straight woman as best friends in the late 

1990s, although it was the only television show to do so.  In the derivative world of 

television, it is somewhat shocking that no other program tried to duplicate the formula 
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put forth in this program.  Perhaps it is this that explains why Will & Grace has lasted for 

so long while all other gay-themed sitcoms have fallen by the wayside.  Other sitcoms, 

along the lines of the final season of Ellen, may have pushed too hard to deal with gay 

issues, or not hard enough, compromising too much of their vision for the sake of 

ratings.  Will & Grace seems to have found just the right balance between activism and 

negotiation in order to succeed on network television.  This may not have made for the 

queerest gay-themed program on the air, but it did allow for the presence of gay 

characters and a steady confrontation of gay stereotypes.  With Will & Grace entering 

its eighth and final season, it is hard to imagine any major changes occurring now, given 

the relative lack of change in any of the characters over the life of the series.  Then 

again, with nothing left to lose, the producers could try to go out with a queer bang. 

Queer Eye for the Straight Guy found itself in the unique position of putting on a 

program with real people as its stars, but also relying on stereotypes of gay people that 

had been built up in the media for years prior to the show’s premiere.  These 

stereotypes, especially in the person of Carson Kressley, directly affect how the 

program and its stars are perceived.  Though Queer Eye’s use of stereotypes is an 

audience-friendly way in which to bring in viewers, the concept of straight men 

welcoming other men’s help in the areas of design, fashion and romance was 

somewhat revolutionary, and helped up the queerness level of the program.  However, 

by sticking rigidly to an episodic plotline formula (with minor exceptions), the program 

has managed not to advance beyond the idea that first won it accolades.  Recent 

attempts at branching out are good first steps, though, with its ratings down, Queer Eye 

may not stay on the air long enough to implement any further changes. 
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Among the three programs studied, The L Word has brought out more queer 

ideas than the other two programs combined.  Several factors work in its favor, of 

course: being part of the drama genre, which allows for more serious exploration of 

various gay issues; its placement on the pay cable channel Showtime, which shields it 

from the concerns afforded to programs on commercial channels; and having lesbians, 

rather than gay men, as its focus, which can serve as both queer exploration and 

catering to the mainstream at the same time.  Even so, The L Word has been 

inconsistent in its dedication to queer topics, abandoning some ideas before they 

reached maturity, or bringing in characters to court a heterosexual audience.  An 

interesting side note to the level of queerness that is or isn’t present on The L Word is 

the fact that Six Feet Under, a program that features only two gay characters (although 

it also had a lesbian storyline during its last season) was awarded the GLAAD Media 

Award for Best Drama in 2005 over both The L Word and Queer as Folk, two shows 

with casts consisting of virtually all gay characters.  By weaving in the storylines of its 

gay characters easily and matter-of-factly with those of the other characters, Six Feet 

Under seems to have managed to create a more progressive atmosphere than any of 

the programs studied in this thesis (at least in the eyes of GLAAD).  That said, with Six 

Feet Under and Queer as Folk going off the air, The L Word is the now only remaining 

gay-themed drama (not counting those on Logo or here! TV), and it is almost certain to 

feel pressure from the gay community to take up the slack left by the absence of the 

other two shows. 

All of the above begs the question: is it even possible for a program to be fully 

queer, to consistently challenge the ideas of the mainstream, and yet still succeed at 

 95



 

drawing in enough of an audience to remain on the air?  The answer would seem to 

depend on several factors.  As just demonstrated above, the type of channel the 

program is on determines much about what issues can be addressed, and the manner 

in which they are put forth.  Programs on a gay-themed channel may stand a chance at 

attaining this goal, but as Logo, the most high-profile gay-themed channel on the air, is 

commercial-based, that promise may be little more than an illusion.  Genre certainly 

plays a role, though the broaching of gay issues is sometimes easier and more cathartic 

on sitcoms than it is on dramas.  The mood of the country shapes the way in which 

programs are received as well.  Given the barrage of anti-gay marriage sentiment in 

recent years, true acceptance of the portrayal of gay romance on anything other than 

gay-themed channels may be a long way off.  Ultimately, the question may be moot; 

searching for a “perfectly queer” program is just as likely as having a particular program 

exactly emulate every member of a certain group, which is to say, not at all likely.  The 

best producers and audience members can hope is for each program to build upon the 

portrayals that came before it, and to learn from their mistakes.  The world is waiting; 

what’s next? 
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