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Queer Representations in Mainstream Media  

 Throughout its history, television has served as a medium to both perpetuate stereotypes 

and to break them down.  Portrayals of people from marginalized groups in television have 

become increasingly diverse and inclusive as historically, American popular culture has become 

more openly accepting.  Scholars argue that the emergence of programming that included 

different races, genders, sexualities, and classes both reflected pre-existing trends of prejudice 

and discouraged these trends when television shows included increasingly diverse, non-

stereotypical portrayals of marginalized people.  In recent decades, more queer characters have 

been featured in popular television shows.  The introduction of these characters was met with 

significant resistance and controversy from conservative audiences and from queer critics.  

Television continues to include more queer characters with more diverse characteristics, 

sometimes reinforcing heteronormativity, and other times breaking away from traditional, 

conservative portrayals.   

 The widespread inclusion of queer characters in mainstream television began in the late 

1980s.  In early television, when queer characters were portrayed, they were depicted as 

homosexual deviants (Gregg, Hewes, & Schiappa 16). The late 1980s in the United States was 

marked by the AIDS epidemic and along with it, stigmas and fear around being gay and the 

queer community.  In spite of this discrimination, gay characters appeared more frequently at the 
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end of the decade, bringing praise from queer critics.  In 1989, however, a scene which included 

two men the morning after a casual sexual encounter on ABC’s Thirtysomething brought forth 

significant backlash from conservative audiences and from the program’s sponsors.  This scene, 

which did not include any displays of affection between the two men, led five out of ten of the 

show’s sponsors to decide to drop out.  This event contributed to networks’ hesitation to include 

queer themed programming on the pretense that it would drive away sponsors and viewers and 

thus harm the success of the show.  (Becker 140).  Even individual anti-gay activists including 

Terry Rakolta who campaigned against Married with Children and Donald Wildmon, the 

president of the American Family Association had significant influences on sponsors and thus on 

networks in what content would and would not be included in new episodes (141).  This fear 

around the inclusion of queer content limited the portrayals of queer characters at the time.   

 In the early 1990s, in spite of widespread resistance, more queer characters and themes 

were included in television shows.  The 1991-1992 recession contributed to networks avoiding 

queer characters and themes due to fears of financial drawbacks from such inclusion (141).  This 

demonstrated both how powerful consumers and the sponsors who they supported could be to 

limit content in television and how networks did not push past these obstacles to include more 

queer characters.  In 1992, GLAAD (formerly the Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation) 

led a boycott against advertisers who pulled out from queer programming and launched a 

campaign to demand that advertisers and networks stop their exclusion of gay characters.  

GLAAD sought to debunk the hegemonic perception of the time that queer material inevitably 

led to controversy and lost revenue for networks.  (144).  This resistance from GLAAD to 
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censorship of queer television content was significant because it showed that the public did want 

to see more queer representations on television.   

 In the early to mid 1990s, as popular shows began to include queer content, this 

encouraged an increase in queer characters and themes in other mainstream television shows.  

This coincides with a rise in gay rights politics and president Bill Clinton’s more inclusive 

military policy, “don’t ask don’t tell.”  As Seinfeld, Roseanne, and Friends in particular featured 

gay characters and queer related storylines in multiple episodes, this made queer content more 

normal and approachable for the producers of other shows that had previously avoided the topic. 

(151).  In Roseanne, her boss, Leon is a recurring gay character and in 1992, Roseanne’s friend 

Nancy has a girlfriend.  In 1994, after ABC tried to censor the episode, “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell” 

aired, featuring a scene where Roseanne kisses Nancy’s girlfriend while they were at a lesbian 

bar.  This episode and the controversy around it marked Roseanne’s breaking of taboos around 

queer public displays of affection on television.  However, ABC’s attempts to censor the episode 

are evidence of the ongoing resistance towards queer content in TV that included more than the 

mundane and basic.  The episode did air, but only the back of the women’s heads and Roseanne’s 

reaction to the kiss were shown.  (154).  Even in this controversial move in Roseanne, this 

homosexual kiss was portrayed narrowly.  Seinfeld began to include queer characters and queer 

themed episodes, making fun of taboos surrounding sexuality.  However, some of these episodes 

did not actually include any queer characters, but only queer themes, and thus lacked portrayals 

of queer characters when the opportunity was given.  (150).  Friends featured a number of queer 

characters including Ross’s ex-wife and her lover, a lesbian couple who were included in many 

episodes.  All three of these popular shows included gay or lesbian weddings, further challenging 
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pre-existing notions and prejudices about queer individuals and communities (158).  As these 

popular shows included more queer characters, this began to shift the industry’s attitudes about 

queer programming because these shows continued to be so popular (150).   

 In the late 1990s, after Ellen DeGeneres came out as a lesbian, her character Ellen 

Morgan came out as queer on television, which led to more widespread acceptance of queer 

characters, even as Ellen lost popularity. After Ellen Degeneres came out and was featured on the 

cover of Time magazine, she came out as Ellen Morgan in her show, Ellen on April 30, 1997.  

This episode, “The Puppy Episode” received much publicity and hype and advertisers were 

competitive over spots.  (166).  This event marked a shift in advertisers’ and audiences’ views 

towards queer content in television shows.   

 Since the controversial episode of Thirtysomething in 1989, mainstream television shows 

had featured more queer related programming with more diverse representations.  This shift was 

supported by narrowcasting, as it led to audiences having more choice in what they watched.  

Narrowcasting made it so more conservative audiences had more conservative shows to watch 

and more accepting audiences could watch Ellen and other shows with queer content.  

Additionally, Ellen was sexually mild, and therefore more easily accepted and supported by 

viewers and sponsors.  As corporations began to support LGBT rights, sponsors were more 

willing to advertise on Ellen and other shows with queer characters.  (168).  In 1997, Ellen was 

the highest profile queer themed show on the air, but in 1998, after ABC included a parental 

advisory before the show, Ellen lost significant popularity (169). In March 1998, ABC put Ellen 

on hiatus (170). However, in spite of the fall of Ellen, her coming out was an important moment 

in television history and it made room for more gay and lesbian leads in TV shows.   
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 A very popular comedy, Will & Grace marked a shift towards audiences’ positive 

reactions to queer characters and of networks’ willingness to include them.  After Ellen, there 

was a fall in the number of queer characters on television as some networks believed that there 

were too many queer characters in TV shows for them to continue to be popular (170).  Gay 

characters were then seen more frequently in supporting roles rather than as leads (171).  In spite 

of this, Will & Grace, which featured two openly gay main characters was released in 1998 and 

soon became a popular hit.  Will & Grace was the first network show to focus on two openly gay 

characters. To many, it represented an increase in acceptance of queer people in the United 

States. From 2002-2005, Will & Grace was the highest rated sitcom for adults ages 18-49.  

(Silverman 31).  At first, Will & Grace was praised for its positive portrayal of two gay 

men who have very different personalities (Gregg et al 16).   However, it has also been subject to 

criticism for its limited portrayal of queer characters.   

 Will & Grace, like many other shows with queer characters still maintained strong themes 

of heteronormativity.  Heteronormativity is different from homophobia in that it is an implicit 

standard of normalization that can take away from “positive” portrayals of queer television 

characters (Chambers 88).  With Will & Grace, according to Rachel E. Silverman, “media studies 

scholars criticize the show for adhering to heteronormative values by continuing to present gay 

men as asexual sidekicks who care only about fashion and home decor while at the same time 

exerting male privilege” (32).  This view of the show demonstrates how representations of gay 

characters can be inaccurate and misleading.  Just because a show has queer leading characters 

does not make these portrayals automatically accurate or positive.  As Will & Grace, according 

to Silverman “must appease an audience oriented toward heteronormativity,” the show reflects 
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this heteronormativity (35).  Silverman argues that Jack and Will’s sexuality is unrealistic and 

cannot be taken seriously as “Jack’s sexuality is more childlike than gay, and Will’s sexuality is 

hardly more than a form of male privilege, which allows him unrestricted access to Grace’s 

body” (35).  As Jack and Will uphold patriarchal values and as their sexuality is not often used to 

portray them positively, the show upholds heteronormativity. While Jack and Will are not faced 

with homophobia, the show avoids the topic and hides some of their sexuality as it is not met 

with opposition or prejudice (35).  Will & Grace does perpetuate stereotypes of gay men, but 

there is value in how it exposes audiences to generally positive queer characters, even when such 

exposure remains heteronormative. 

  After Will & Grace, TV shows have continued to include queer characters in a diverse 

set of roles.  Cable networks provided an outlet in which queer characters could be featured 

without the same censorship and controversy that primetime networks had faced.  Notably, 

HBO’s Oz, Sex in the City, and Six Feet Under as well as Showtime’s The L Word and Queer as 

Folk portrayed a number of queer characters, while addressing aspects of and issues surrounding 

queer identity and struggles (Becker 175).  The contrast between these shows and Will & Grace 

both highlight where Will & Grace is lacking in its portrayals of queer characters and add to fill 

some of the gaps that Will & Grace had left in mainstream queer television.   

 As queer characters in popular television became more widespread, they continued to fail 

completely portray an accurate image of the diversity of queer people in the United States.  This  

contributed to the heteronormativity and hegemony portrayed in many shows that featured queer 

themes.  Gay characters were usually hip, rich, and upwardly mobile (179).  Although this 

description does match many characters in television regardless of their sexuality, the fact that so 
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many queer characters fit into this mold reveals a significant lack of diversity in their characters.  

Additionally, these characters were 82% white in the 1990s (180).  As these characters were 

often only to be distinguished from others by their sexuality, they existed as a one dimensional 

representation of queerness.  Becker argues that much of queer related programming actually 

continued to be about heterosexuality as many gay themed episodes did not actually include 

queer characters and while others were significantly lacking in the depth of their portrayals of 

queer people.  Isolated characters who are othered by their gayness have failed to present a fully 

diverse set of queer characters.  Many of such characters in primetime television, although 

important, did not successfully portray queer people in a way that is accurate, complete, or as 

interesting as it could be.   

 More recently, queer characters are common in mainstream television shows.  This has 

potential to diversify representations of queer characters, but it does not necessarily fulfill this 

task.  For example, ABC’s Modern Family includes two gay main characters who are a couple 

with an adopted daughter.  In this case, Mitch and Cam both play fun at stereotypes of gay men 

and challenge them.  While these characters are important for the show and provide room to 

present unique, complex characters, they remain limited by how they are normalized.  Mitch and 

Cam are two wealthy white men in the extended television family that is dysfunctional in 

comical ways, but is generally happy and avoids serious conflicts.  The cozy realm in which 

Modern Family exists prohibits it from including queer characters that significantly break away 

from heteronormativity.  Additionally, the idea that a “modern” and therefore nontraditional 

family is the only place for a gay couple to exist as such key players on a popular family 
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television show further stresses how Mitch and Cam are still othered, their sexuality and lifestyle 

being another of their family’s “quirks.”    

 Although television shows continue to reflect heteronormative portrayals of queer 

characters, there has been significant movement to have characters and themes that are non 

heteronormative and thus more realistic and independent.  In order for a television show 

portrayal to break away from traditional and heteronormative characteristics, it must include 

characters who are strong and unique.  Their relationships must not be oversimplified and the 

characters cannot be either.  Television has included more characters that have the potential to 

foster more realistic and positive portrayals of queerness.  Recently, the Netflix series Orange is 

the New Black, with its large cast and setting in a women’s prison has been successful in 

providing such portrayals.  The show focuses on the women in this prison and their relationships 

with each other.  Within the series, there are a number of queer characters and lesbian 

relationships.  This can be distinguished from other popular shows’ portrayals of queer people 

particularly with its high number of queer characters who are not always white and wealthy, in 

the diversity of these women’s personalities and pasts, in that the show includes sexual content 

between women, and in the portrayal of a trans woman, Sophia, played by Laverne Cox, a trans 

actor.  In all of these ways, Orange is the New Black moves away from tradition and 

heteronormativity.  Since it is on Netflix, the series has more room to include diverse 

representations without apprehension about the approval of sponsors or about how appropriate 

the content is for all viewers.  Orange is the New Black and its popularity mark a movement 

towards more accurate representations of queer people in television.   
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 Since they have been introduced to television, queer characters have evolved and 

developed.  In the beginning, it was rare to see queer characters at all on television.  Resistance 

from individuals, organizations, networks, and sponsors made it difficult for these characters to 

emerge and then to be more diverse, interesting, and individual.  Will & Grace was an important 

show for queer representations in the media.  Although much of Will & Grace continued to 

reinforce heteronormativity, the very fact that it portrayed two gay men in lead roles was crucial.  

Since Will & Grace, more queer characters have been introduced on television shows.  Some of 

these characters are also heteronormative or stereotypical, while others break away from these 

past television traditions.  As TV continues to change, so will the portrayals of queer characters.  

Television will continue to shape how audiences view their surroundings and for this reason, it is 

particularly key that queer characters continue to evolve to be more realistic and diverse.   
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