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ABSTRACT 

The past decade has witnessed an increase in queer-themed television.  Cable networks, 

including Bravo, HBO, Showtime, and most recently LOGO, have also begun writing and airing 

programming with queer characters in the primary roles as well as focusing on themes relating to 

the gay community.  Shows, such as Queer as Folk and The L-Word, while primarily written for 

a queer viewing audience, have been mass marketed and have had strong viewership outside of 

the queer community.  The L-Word is unique in that it is the first show to focus on the lives and 

relationships of non-heterosexual women, thus making it the first show to subvert gendered and 

sexual norms relating to the female sex/gender.   

Using ethnography, this study builds upon previous textual analyses by examining how 

audiences of Showtime’s The L-Word construct and interpret queer female identities. The 

problem is not of accurate representations in media, but rather, the necessity of understanding 

constructions of gender and sexual expression and representation.  In addition, it is necessary to 

examine how audiences negotiate media texts about oppressed identities and if these negotiations 

help to perpetuate dominant ideals regarding gender, gender roles, and heterosexuality.  This 

study analyzes how viewers’ individual experiences and ideologies help to construct their own 

identities and their negotiation of television images and texts, and how new modes of 

understanding influence social relations concerning gender and sexuality difference.  Inspired by 

the works of discourse, feminist, and queer theory, this study examines audience interpretations 

constructed about the queer female community after viewing The L-Word.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 January, 2004, it was a cold Sunday evening in Philadelphia when a group of friends 

gathered to watch a new television show.  The excitement in the room and the air of anticipation 

before the debut episode of The L-Word, was intriguing.  A dozen or so women, in their twenties 

and early thirties, of different races, and all queer1 were assembled in the living room discussing 

what the new Showtime drama would be like.   

As a media scholar and a queer woman, I was equally interested in what The L-Word had 

to offer.  The room was abuzz with questions regarding representations and the increasing 

visibility of queer women.  “What will the characters look like?”  “Should we care what the 

women will look like, or should we be happy just as long as there is a show with and about queer 

women?”  “How, if at all, will the show address the diversity of queer experiences?”  The 

women debated among themselves, reacting to the imagery now flashing on the television 

screen.  A few ventured that the show was similar to soft-core pornography, but were not 

necessarily unhappy about the analogy.  Most felt that the women on The L-Word were too 

feminine, protesting that they knew no lesbians who looked so “girly.”  That evening encouraged 

me to look further into queer female representations on television.  In particular, stimulated by 

this vigorous discussion, I was determined to explore how audiences negotiate such uncloseted 

images.   

Beginning in the mid 1990s, queer-themed primetime television programs, including Will 

& Grace, Ellen, and Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, had aired or were currently airing on 

network television.  More recently, MTV Networks and Viacom had launched a new all GLBTQ 

(Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgendered, and Queer) cable network, LOGO, in 2006.  While gay 



 2
characters have certainly been long present in media, these new shows presented a significant 

shift in representation.  Earlier characters did not directly address their sexual orientation (Gross, 

2001), their gay identity was alluded to through sexual ambiguity (clothing and gestures) and 

inferential commentary.  In movies, while lesbian and gay characters were often “implied”, it 

was always as “threatening or pathetic or ridiculous figures” (Gross, 2001, p. 59).  During the 

1980s and 1990s, lesbian and gay male characters on television were portrayed either as asexual 

or “in comedic or villainous roles” (Gross, 2001, p. 87).   

Most recently, pay cable networks, such as Showtime, have been instrumental in bringing 

gay and lesbian characters to the forefront by creating and airing programming with gay and 

lesbian characters and themes.  Shows such as Queer as Folk and The L-Word, while written for 

a primarily queer viewing audience, have had strong viewership outside of the queer community.  

Popular media has discussed The L-Word as “revolutionary” (Franklin, 2004; Bolonik, 2004) and 

“groundbreaking” (Ostrow, 2004) for finally depicting the lives of lesbians on television and for 

directly contrasting the previous queer female representation of the traditional masculinized 

female (Inness & Lloyd, 1996).  Following in the footsteps of its mostly gay male predecessor, 

Queer as Folk, The L-Word was introduced, on Showtime Networks Inc.  While Showtime is not 

a mass audience network - it is a pay cable channel with fewer than 3 million U.S. subscribers at 

the time of this writing – The L-Word has finished a fourth season and is scheduled for more. It is 

shown worldwide, and even available on DVD, indicating a significant level of mass appeal.  

The L-Word is also the first instance of a show featuring lesbian, bisexual, and queer 

women as its primary characters and their relationships and daily lives as its primary themes.  It 

is also the first show to be executively produced by a lesbian woman, Ilene Chaiken.  The show 

revolves around the lives and loves of a group of self-identified lesbian, bisexual, and queer 
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women in Los Angeles.  All primary characters are portrayed as affluent, thin, beautiful and 

feminine by patriarchal, Western standards. Yet, while not all the characters are “lesbian” by 

their own definition, all have intimate, sexual relationships with women at some point in the  

plotline.  The L-Word plays an important role as television’s first truly lesbian text, one 

committed to showing lesbian themes as well as bisexual, transgender, and queer themes.  The 

show allows for a point of entry into how media represents lesbian, bisexual, and queer women 

to a mass audience, and how audiences negotiate queer female identities. 

Media texts, as potential creators and reflectors of ideologies, provide perspectives that 

intersect with viewers’ personal experiences on the social understanding of queer female 

identities.  These perspectives have the potential to change or reinforce conceptions of 

lesbianism/bisexualism: as a sexual choice, an eroticized activity, or both.  Obversely, the 

normative understandings of gender roles and the “bodily compliance with categories of sex”2 

makes The L-Word a site of potential resistance to normative gender/sex3 dichotomies.  The L-

Word definitely makes queer females visible in the mass media.  Of specific interest, concerning 

The L-Word, are the constructions and deconstructions of gender identity through the lens of 

feminist theory as well as sexual identity through the lens of queer theory.   

Television is one of the few mass media with sight, sound, and movement, and it 

possesses the ability to represent symbolic culture within and among each format.  Popular 

television texts, as an ideological presence in society, also play a primary role in social 

reproduction and identity construction.  Cultural studies scholars argue that audiences negotiate 

media texts with varying levels of purpose, derived pleasure, and ideological conflict (Hall, 

1993; Foucault, 1978; Newcomb, 1991).  Audiences watch television for different reasons, have 

varying levels of involvement, and gain different levels of knowledge.  The knowledge the 
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audience takes away from mass media texts is often selective, because negotiation of the texts 

occurs at the site of personal ideological conflict (Williams, 1961).  In other words, personal 

ideologies influence the reading and negotiation of media texts.  Media has the opportunity to 

represent identity and culture; however, the audience’s interpretations of the representations are 

of great importance, yet, the meanings and interpretations of the symbolic representations of 

women and queer sexualities are not solely constructions of media.  Society collectively 

produces and reproduces dominant meanings and interpretations.  Cross-communal 

communication creates or produces ideas, stereotypes, opinions, and other collective thoughts.  

Meanings and understandings are in constant flux, especially when elements of the discussion 

are in opposition to each other, or conflict with personal ideologies.  Foucault (1978) argues that 

audiences gain power through discussion and production of ideas and thoughts, and in turn, 

levels of power intertwine within and among these discussions, or texts.  These varying levels of 

power, or levels of knowledge and awareness, create varying levels of dominant and subversive 

negotiations of a text.  Even produced discourses on gender and sexuality carry levels of power, 

for example, which might overlap a text about queer females.   

Discourse does not reside within the televisual narrative alone, or solely within the 

dynamics of audience production.  Rather, the two intertwine along with institutional and 

economic motives.  Kellner (2002), Fiske (1987), and others discuss the need for  cultural studies 

scholars to examine the larger environmental and cultural contexts of media texts, including 

textual analysis of the text, audience reception, and political economy.  A larger analysis allows 

for a fuller picture of the cultural impact and the cultural intersections of a television narrative.   

Development of The L-Word has occurred in a crucial period of media and cultural 

history.  Although the visibility of “queerness” is not necessarily new, queer women have not 
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had equal visibility to queer men.  In an effort to better understand the intersections of gender 

and sexual identity within socio-cultural arenas, this study ethnographically explores audience 

negotiation of The L-Word.  Using the argument that television contributes to understandings of 

subcultures through interpretation of identity, I examine how audiences interpret The L-Word as 

well as how they construct their own identities in relation to the characters on the show.  In 

addition, following the approach taken by Kellner (2002), I examine the audience interpretation 

in relation to the political and economic elements of The L-Word and Showtime Networks, the 

show’s narrative and structure, and U.S. media coverage surrounding the first season. 

My primary question asks how the viewing audience receives and interprets the provided 

perspectives on queer female subcultures.  This study examines how viewers of The L-Word 

construct and interpret queer female identities.  In addition, this study addresses how each 

viewer’s individual experiences, including family, religion, politics, race, class, and ethnicity, 

help to construct an understanding of queer female identities.  What different meanings of queer 

women do audience members construct from the show?  Does The L-Word cultivate 

understanding about difference in society, especially in relation to political, economic, and 

familial cultural communities?  How are viewers interpreting or negotiating the show in relation 

to patriarchal and other power dynamics in society?  Exploring the normative conceptions of 

femininity in relation to queer and female identifications of sexual selves on the show helps to 

problematize how media create representations based on mainstream acceptability.  It also helps 

to illuminate how viewers negotiate media representations in relation to their self-identifications 

and perceived cultural identities.  This includes the political, economic, and cultural value of a 

gender- and sexually-subversive show within a dominant hetero-normative framework. 
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The following chapters address these issues by examining the content, context, and 

audience reception of The L-Word.  Understanding the cultural importance of a television show 

about queer women requires a contextual framework in which to examine audience interactions.  

This framework is introduced in the next chapter with a discussion of feminist and gender theory 

to explore the ways in which women’s bodies, gender, sex, and sexuality have been socially 

constructed, historically as well as contemporaneously. An underlying assumption to this 

approach is that women frequently are not given a sexual being, even within hetero-normative 

environments.  Societal ideals of womanhood guide performances of femininity.  Here, the 

discussion applies queer theory in examining how queer women’s bodies and sexuality subvert 

the social constructions of heteronormativity and gender normativity.  The theoretical framework 

continues with a discussion on social constructions, identity, and power.  Using post-structuralist 

cultural theory, this portion of the chapter explores socio-cultural ideologies, and the 

construction of marginalized identities and stereotypes, specifically noting how these 

constructions reinforce cultural dichotomies – male/female, heterosexual/homosexual.  The 

chapter concludes with a discussion of the negotiation of socio-cultural ideologies and media 

portrayals.   

Providing additional cultural cues for the show’s importance in contemporary media, this 

study also presents The L-Word’s historical, political, and economic contexts.  Chapter III 

illustrates the progression of portrayals of women and homosexuals in television and film since 

1950.  By providing this context, it is possible to see how the creation and production of The L-

Word is historically important, in particular by how it follows social trends of acceptability as 

well as media portrayals of women and queer identities.  Chapter IV explores the political and 

economic conditions of media production and reception as it relates to The L-Word.  This is 
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particularly important as The L-Word appears on a network with no advertising and yet the 

show is marketed globally.  In addition, Showtime and other Internet media sites offer viewers 

the opportunity to purchase L-Word merchandise, to participate in the continued creation of the 

show, and to interact with the show apart from the viewing experience.  This analysis adds to the 

layers of dialogue produced by the audience by showing how media creates consumer 

communities as well as viewing communities.  The fifth chapter offers insight into the show’s 

storylines and characters as well as how the structure of the show compares to other serial 

dramas.  This chapter also examines what other scholars have concluded about portrayals of 

gender, sex, and sexuality on The L-Word through textual readings.  An examination of the 

textual readings of the show is important as this study builds upon these readings, thus presenting 

a more integrated perspective.   

Chapter VI presents the methodological framework and the ways in which other scholars 

have addressed ethnographic research, particularly in reference to gender, sex, and sexuality.  

The methodological placement of my study is important as it highlights the considerations and 

decisions I made during my research based on methodological issues and conclusions of other 

ethnographic scholars.  This is key when considering issues of identity and community in the 

recruitment of informants.  This chapter presents my research methodology, including detailed 

information on the identification of informants, the backgrounds of my sample, participant 

observation and interview sessions, and the questions I posed.  In an effort to support the need 

for inter-cultural and intra-cultural ethnographies, this chapter also illustrates this study’s cross-

representational sample by addressing the different ways in which my informants define their 

own identities.   
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The next three chapters analyze the predominant themes found after examining the 

interview transcriptions.  Three primary themes arose: cultural visibility and media 

representation, the negotiation of potentially subversive sexual themes and content, and the 

informants’ personal interactions with the show.  Chapter VII explores my informants’ reactions 

to issues of sexual and gender visibility on The L-Word as well as to issues in media in general.  

This chapter also examines the ways in which my informants negotiated media representations 

and potential cultural stereotypes on the show.  Since my informants repeatedly addressed the 

show’s portrayals of sex, sexuality, and sexual themes, Chapter VIII focuses on these 

discussions.  This includes how my informants negotiated their sexual identities and personal 

identities in reference to this material.  These discussions are especially important as they 

highlight the fluid nature of gender and sexuality, and the cultural norms that disrupt moments of 

fluidity.  Chapter IX examines my informants’ personalization of The L-Word.  Through viewing 

the show, they were more than just entertained by a fictional reality; they interacted with the 

show, found personal and cultural validation, and formed new collectives and potential 

communities.  

The final chapter discusses the cultural implications of The L-Word.  By interweaving the 

analysis themes, this study shows how media affects definitions of identity, subversions of 

norms, and how media users form collectives.  The L-Word creates a space that subverts 

normative constructions of gender, gender roles, anatomical sex, and sexuality.  It opens up a 

space where there is progressive knowledge of the multiplicities of lesbian and bisexual 

identities and desires. In addition, the show offers new ways to “belong” culturally, by providing 

communities and acceptances that are non-existent outside of fiction. The chapter concludes by 



 9
addressing the problems of using the term queer to address multiple sexual and gendered 

subjectivities, particularly when gender, sex and sexuality are important cultural classifications. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE WESTERN FEMALE BODY 

The L-Word is a television drama about queer-identified women.  The show subverts 

normative conceptions of gender and heterosexuality simply by dint of its existence on 

television.  In its very manifestation, The L-Word also highlights a new marginalization of 

women; the show portrays female sexual and gender identities that fall outside of male/female 

and eterosexual/homosexual dichotomies.  The intersection of gender norms and sexual norms 

on the show, both within the dialogue and presentation as well as within audience interpretations, 

is important as it illustrates new power hierarchies and cultural negotiations.  This chapter 

examines gender-normativity and hetero-normativity and the intersections within media 

negotiations to order to understand better the cultural context of a show like The L-Word. 

Construction of woman 

Constructivist versus essentialist understandings of gender and the normative sexual roles 

associated with it have been theoretically debated for decades.  Biological essentialists believe 

gender, or sex, is inherent, something we as organisms are born with.  They argue that there are 

two opposing genders – male and female.  Opposition of the male and female gender/sex4 

determines itself through sexual organs, the penis and the vagina.  Essentialist understandings 

about gender/sex are normative within many scientific fields as the vagina and penis are 

biologically visible, quantifiable objects.  Constructivist understandings of gender, on the other 

hand, see gender as not just simply biological or inherent.  Butler (1990) states, “The sex/gender 

distinction and the category of sex itself appear to presuppose a generalization of “the body” that 

pre-exists the acquisition of its sexed significance.  This “body” often appears as a passive 

medium that is signified by an inscription from a cultural source figured as “external” to that 
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body” (1990, p. 113-114).  Gender is socially marked onto the body through evidence of 

embodied sexual organs and physiological practice, and the marked gender/sex inscription 

carries socially constructed meanings; i.e., meanings that are associated with male and female, or 

man and woman (Butler, 1990, 1993; Grosz, 1994).  Biological essentialist and social 

constructivist conceptions of gender/sex are important as both inform social norms about 

women’s bodies.  

Definitions of “women” often center on their biological ability as child bearers and their 

lack of phallus.  They are the hole, the chalice, the womb, the holder.  Historically, discussion of 

the biology of the female focused on its unusual manifestations – menstruation, childbirth, and 

menopause.  Male scientists/philosophers examined and defined female bodies along 

anthropomorphic lines, comparing them to animals and never to themselves.  It appears clear 

through the work conducted by Emily Martin that historic social definitions of gender have only 

morphed into modern reproductions.  Early discussions of reproduction, women’s menstruation, 

and other female bodily functions were seen as corruptions of the mind and the rational – both of 

which were associated with men.  Martin (2001) discusses how early scientists studying 

women’s bodies “assumed that women’s internal organs were structurally analogous to men’s 

external ones” (p. 27), and as a way to communicate their observations to other scientists and to 

the public, they constructed connective metaphors.  The penis is an external, visible, primary 

organ, while the vagina and uterus are internal and are the unknown, secondary organs.  As 

Martin notes, metaphor was a primary means of medical communication, and through metaphor, 

women’s bodies became secondary in status to men’s.  In a process that DeBeauvoir described as 

early as 1953, if men were believed to be the first gender and were considered the more rational 

gender, then women were all defined in relation to man and had hysterical and abnormal bodies 
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and physiological processes5.  Kittay (1988), in her discussion of woman as metaphor states, 

“The metaphorical image of woman has been used to represent man’s emotional and irrational 

elements, his [sic] ‘darker side’” (p. 271).   

 There is abundant evidence of metaphor used in writings on women’s sexual health, 

especially in discussions of menstruation, childbearing, and menopause.  Women were compared 

to capitalism and to machines (Grosz, 1994; Martin, 2001), and invaders and capturers of men’s 

sperm (Martin, 2001; Otis, 1999).  Menstruation was constructed as the wasting of women’s 

eggs.  A menstruating woman was perceived as a woman of childbearing age, who is not 

pregnant, and not contributing to society.  On the other end of the spectrum from menstruation 

and reproduction, menopause counters as an inability to produce.  It is described as the 

deterioration of a woman’s reproductive ability or as an “estrogen-deficient disease6” (Martin, 

2001, pp. 50-51).  The terms deterioration and disease imply that older women’s bodies are bad 

or ruined, and that women are frail and easily broken.  In relation to the metaphor of capitalism, 

menopause is the end of production, causing an undervaluation of older women in a Western 

society that relies on reproduction of all types.   

The metaphor of woman as womb, as chalice, as keeper of the bloodline, is seen 

throughout history in religion, and in political and economic unions.  Reproduction is socially 

valued for the growth of a nation and family, and women are constructed as the receptacles 

rather than the creators of life.  The male entity is the creator of life, due to the sperm conquering 

the egg.  Irigaray (1977) takes the concept of woman as receptacle one step further by 

commenting on the value of woman in greater social spheres.  She states, “Woman is 

traditionally a use-value for man, an exchange value among men; in other words, a commodity” 

(p. 368).  Here Irigaray is suggesting that woman is more than just a receptacle for procreation.  
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Irigaray continues that, “the branding [of women] determines their value in sexuality and life, 

but also as a commodity that is bought and sold at will.  Woman [as a concept] is never anything 

but the locus of a more or less competitive exchange between two men, including the 

competition for the possession of mother earth” (p. 368).  The branding she discusses here is a 

mark that the woman receives due to her lack of phallus, which automatically places the woman 

in a role of secondary or “Other” (DeBeauvoir, 1953).  Kristeva (1981) makes a similar 

argument about the symbolic nature of the lack of phallus.  She states, “Sexual difference – 

which is at once biological, physiological, and relative to reproduction – is translated by and 

translates a difference in the relationships of subjects to the symbolic contract which is the social 

contract: a difference then in the relationship to power, language, and meaning” (p. 866).  While 

both Irigaray and Kristeva come from a Lacanian perspective7 on the symbolic nature of the 

phallus, they are both arguing that the symbolism that attaches to woman from the lack of 

phallus determines the role of woman in social environments.  The marking of woman occurs 

from birth through social understandings and hegemonic constructs.   

Reproduction and sexual difference is so valued that it is necessary for society to 

establish gender/sex at birth.  Due to advanced technology, Western society can establish the 

gender/sex even prior to birth through ultrasound.  Most children are given a gender/sex and all 

are provided a corresponding blue or pink hat and blanket that establishes their gender/sex to all 

observers.  Once the sex is determined, the engagement of the masculine male and feminine 

female begins.  Butler (1993) examines this concept in Bodies That Matter,  

The matrix of gender relations is prior to the emergence of “human”.  Consider the 

medical inter-pellation that shifts an infant from an “it” to a “she” or a “he”, and in that 

naming, the girl is “girled” , brought into the domain of language and kinship through the 
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interpellation of gender.  But that “girled” of the girl does not end there; on the 

contrary, that founding interpellation is reiterated by various authorities and throughout 

various intervals of time to reinforce or contest this naturalized effect.  The naming is at 

once the setting of a boundary and also the repeated inculcation of a norm (p. 535). 

The separation and differences of the sexes further delineates itself as the child grows, as the 

young child makes connections to her/his surroundings and relationships.  The various 

authorities that reinforce the gender/sex of the child, and later the adult, include the medical 

community, kinship systems – family, community, religious congregations – and other social 

constructs.  They serve as a reminder of the proper male and female roles, of motherhood and 

fatherhood, of men’s sexuality and desire, and women’s sexuality and purpose.   

The feminine body and bodily comportment 

Appropriate gender roles and behaviors are ideals that are very important to Western 

culture.  Feminist theorists contend that the ideal has little connection to reality; rather it is based 

on a hegemonic construction bound in understandings of sexual difference and gender 

difference.  Tied to these understandings are dominant conventions of femininity and 

masculinity, and specific gendered behaviors and attributes that define difference8 as well as the 

ideal masculine male and feminine female.  Butler (1990) defines gender as “an identity 

tenuously constituted through time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylized repetition of 

acts” (p. 140).  It is through these stylized repetitions of the body that the body becomes a site of 

discursive practice, a text that is “bound up in the order of desire, signification, and power” 

(Grosz, 1994, p. 19).  The cultural understanding of the proper male and proper female precedes 

one’s personal gender identity expression, such as through the childhood naming process, 

specific coming-of-age practices,9 marriage,10 and reproduction.     
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Gender is not a singular, static act that finds its root in a specific gendered process.  

Rather, gender is an act of bodily repetition that comes to fruition through a series of hegemonic 

social practices and lived experiences.  It is through this repetition of acts that gender produces 

an effect, which defines itself within the hetero-normative dichotomy of masculine and feminine.  

As Butler (1990) so eloquently states, “The effect of gender is produced through the stylization 

of the body and, hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, 

movements, and styles of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self” (p. 

140).  Symbolic representations of women, especially in regards to gender, sex and desire “are 

‘compulsory orders’, or categories that are packed with assumed meaning” (Butler, 1990, p. 6).  

These codes or orders present an ideological way to structure our lives and interact socially.  

This is discussed by both Butler and Morris as “performativity” (Kirsch, 2000, p. 87), or the 

concept that the self/body and gender are not determined through biology or sexual acts, but 

rather through process and experience.  Self and gender are defined through these various styles, 

movements and gestures, and reiterated through media as one element of social conditioning.  

 The gestures of the body and bodily comportment represent normative conceptions of 

proper femininity.  The female body pushes and pulls to match an unattainable image.  Gestures 

and movement are a part of gendered bodily compliance as discussed by Butler (1990, 1993, 

1995) that reiterates normativity.  Women are to remain thin, petite, and bird-like.  In other 

words, women should not take up space, should not take up time, and should not speak their 

minds.  As Bartky (1988) discusses, “Today, massiveness, power, or abundance in a women’s 

body is met with distaste.  The current body of fashion is taut, small breasted, narrow-hipped, 

and of a slimness bordering on emaciation…”(p. 455).  The image of the proper woman includes 

a beautiful smile, a constricted body – in both movement and dress, and subtle accentuation of 
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bodily assets, namely the breasts, hips, and legs.11  “The loose woman violates these norms:  

Her looseness is manifest not only in her morals, but in her manner of speech, and quite literally 

in the free and easy way she moves” (Bartky, 1988, p. 456).    

Elements of clothing are important indicators of normative femininity.  As Grosz (1994) 

states, “Clothing and other external objects which come into contact with the surface of the body 

and remain there long enough will be incorporated into the body image” (p. 80).  In addition, 

“They mark the body, its gait, posture, position, (temporarily or more or less permanently), by 

marking the body: subjects do not walk the same way or have the same posture when they are 

naked as when they wear clothing” (p. 80).  For example, heeled shoes elongate the leg, and push 

the body forward, causing an uneven stride.  The higher the heel on a shoe, the more altered the 

comportment of the body (Brownmiller, 1984).  While the legs may appear more elongated, the 

upper body thrusts forward and movement slows, placing the woman in a position of restraint 

and passivity to the hetero-normative gaze.  Women sit with their legs together, arms close at 

their sides, making themselves narrow.   

This feminine bodily compliance may be by choice, but is also a learned behavior 

through social conditioning.  Grosz (1994) states, “The body is neither brute nor passive, but is 

interwoven with and constitutive of meaning, signification, and representation” (p. 18).  I am not 

arguing that femininity is static, as femininity gains meaning through various historical and lived 

experiences.  However, normative understandings of femininity include ideals of the proper dress 

for a woman, and proper bodily compliance of the feminine.   

Presentation of femininity   

Feminist theory struggles with the ways in which women negotiate their identities in 

society.  Daily acts of performance re-articulate the strength of cultural codes of sexual power.  
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Femininity plays out through the body and the temporal and spatial conditions of feminine 

practice.  Brownmiller (1984) defines femininity as, “in essence, a romantic sentiment, a 

nostalgic tradition of imposed limitations…Femininity always demands more.  It must 

consistently reassure its audience by a willing demonstration of difference, even when one does 

not exist in nature” (p. 14-15).  Hollows (2000), makes a similar statement in her definition of 

femininity.  She notes that the feminine identity is a “meaning that is made and remade in 

specific historical conditions” (p. 31).  However, Hollows goes further by noting that feminine 

identities cross with multiple cultural forces of lived experience.  While Hollows does not 

directly use Butler in her argument, through her discussion of cultural reiteration, Hollows 

supports Butler’s argument of gender imitation.  Bartky (2002) combines the above definitions in 

her discussion of femininity.  She defines femininity as a “set of qualities of character and 

behavioral dispositions as well as a compelling aesthetic of embodiment.  The two cannot be 

entirely disentangled” (p. 242).  Femininity is an effect of gender as discussed by Bartky (1988, 

2002), Brownmiller (1984), Butler (1990, 1993, 1995), and Hollows (2000).  These definitions 

are prime examples of how femininity, as a form of myth, is really a hegemonic practice.   

Femininity presents itself on the surface through bodily compliance and in modes of 

dress.  As noted by Grosz, clothing marks the body and changes the gait and performance of 

movement.  Clothing also helps define difference.  If the “current ideal body type lacks flesh and 

substance” (Bartky, 2002, p. 249), then clothing is worn to accentuate the ideal.  Skirts highlight 

smoothly shaved legs, strappy sandals highlight delicate feet, and pushup bras accentuate the 

breasts, making them appear perkier.  Clingy fabrics highlight the curves of the female 

silhouette, and the more skin shown reminds society of the female body underneath.  As 

Brownmiller (1984) notes, “touches of nudity are another proof of feminine expression.  It is 



 18
chic to bare the skin, to play the tease, however unwittingly, between the concealed and the 

exposed” (p. 95).  Spaghetti strap and strapless tops expose the delicate bone structure of the 

shoulders and arms, and reiterate the difference of physiological strength between women and 

men.  However, the baring of skin and the accentuation of female anatomy by the woman is also 

a performance of sexuality and sexual symbolism.   

As symbolism is an inherent part of society and communication within society, symbolic 

representations of women extend to all areas of society.  Wittig states, “Social systems are based 

on the oppression of women by men and produce the doctrine of the difference between sexes to 

justify this oppression” (1995, p. 108).  These representations are interpreted, produced, 

disseminated, and re-interpreted, and in turn, the cyclic process reinforces the representations.  A 

woman plays the role of victim, nurturer, and sexual subsidiary.  As Friedan states (1963), “The 

homemaker, the nurturer, the creator of civilization and virtue” (p. 42) is so indoctrinated into 

society that gender roles of hunter/gatherer are still evident, re-articulating roles of male power 

and domination.  However, these normative roles are really performances based in hegemonic 

tradition, and postmodern feminist theorists argue that these roles can be altered through 

subversive practice and that power is negotiated. 

 

Women and Appropriate Sexuality 

Construction of female heteronormativity 

The role of gender classification in society has determined roles of power and created a 

hierarchy based on patriarchal oppression and sexuality.  The biological nature of gender and the 

body were given cultural significance, creating a system of stability, values and identities.  

Gender classifies people into two categories; man and woman, “which are posited as 
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exclusionary categories.  One can be only one gender, never the other or both” (Flax, 1998, p. 

175).  Gender identity is not based purely in the notion of biological difference.  Culture and 

social understanding of accepted values of gender are equally important to the biological nature 

of gender.  The ideas of the “inner” and “outer” body are discussed by Butler (1990, pp. 116-

117) as distinct identities established through “social regulation and control” (1990, p. 117).  A 

person’s outside appearance as it relates to gender may or may not be personified through their 

“internal essence” (Butler, 1990, p. 119).  Hence, gender cannot be separated from the notion of 

sexual identity.  Gender as a classification was borne out of hetero-normative, patriarchal, 

hegemonic ideas of gender difference and the roles in which sexuality relates to gender.  

Symbolic reference is attributed to gender and sex roles as a way to keep social control and 

power hierarchies.  As Butler (1990) states, “acts and gestures, articulated and enacted desires, 

create the illusion of an interior and organizing gender core, an illusion discursively maintained 

for the purposes of regulation of sexuality within the obligatory frame of reproductive 

heterosexuality” (p. 119).  These acts and gestures are a form of imitation, or as described by 

Butler (1995), a form of  “drag” (pp. 312-313).  Men and women adopt gender-related behaviors 

and attributes as prescribed by social regulation to keep the status quo intact.  These behaviors 

are imitated within and among social groups, through generational understanding, and by 

male/female power relationships.  A woman’s sexuality was, and still is, believed to be only in 

relationship to a man.  This gives her no sexual being of her own.   

Foucault argues that sexuality is produced through social institutions and collective 

ideologies, and creates a hierarchal system of sexual power.  “The body, the brain, the genitalia, 

and the capacity for language are all necessary for human sexuality.  But they do not determine 

its content, its experiences, or its institutional forms” (Rubin, 1990, p. 10).  Gender and sexuality 
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are determined at a very young age, through social classification at birth and through 

observation of gender/sexual roles in a hetero-normative, patriarchal society.  Sexuality that falls 

outside of the hetero-normative, patriarchal acceptable roles is valued less and is treated with 

suspicion (Rubin, 1990, p. 11).  Sex becomes erotic outside of reproduction and familial roles.   

The act of a woman obtaining a sexual being of her own has been impeded by the 

secondary sexual role women play to men.  Through the act of sexual performance, some women 

allow their role as sexual being to be silenced by accepting the established order of a patriarchal, 

sexual society.  Although there are occasions when a woman controls her own sexuality, such as 

with prostitution or erotic dancing, her body is still subjugated by a system of commodification.  

There is a distinct difference between the sexual self and the social/self (Butler, 1990; Kittay, 

1990).  The first implies an internalization of sexual identity and the second how internal 

sexuality is performed on the social level.   

The internal sexual identity may or may not have a connection to the external gender.  

Butler states, “an act of expropriation or appropriation that assumes that gender is the rightful 

property of sex, that “masculine” belongs to “male” and “feminine” belongs to “female” (1995, 

p. 312) is the result of compulsory gender roles.  She continues by arguing, “There is no ‘proper’ 

gender, a gender proper to one sex rather than another…” (1995, p. 312).  However, since there 

is a difference between internalized sexual identity and social sexual identity, the social becomes 

the only visible aspect of sexual identity.  “Modern Western societies appraise sex acts according 

to a hierarchal system of sexual value.  Marital, reproductive heterosexuals are alone at the top of 

the erotic pyramid” (Rubin, 1990, p. 11).  As the pyramid moves down, non-monogamy, 

homosexuality, and fetishism are viewed as unstable and immoral by those at the top of the 

erotic pyramid.  The performance of female social sexual identity within male, hetero-normative 



 21
terms facilitates the re-articulation of a predetermined female sexuality and gender, regardless 

of female internalized identity.  “Gender [as drag] is a performance that produces the illusion of 

an inner sex or essence or psychic gender core; it produces on the skin, through gesture, the 

move, the gait (that array of corporeal theatrics understood as gender presentation), the illusion 

of an inner depth” (Butler, 1995, p. 317).  If a woman allows her social sexual identity to be 

determined for her through a patriarchal definition of feminine – which includes gender in the 

definition of feminine, then her internal sexual identity becomes further repressed.  However, as 

Butler also notes, in order for repression to occur, the act of gender performance must repeat.  

For, “the subject is not determined  by the [gender] rules through which it is generated because 

signification is not a founding act, but rather a regulated process of repetition”12 (p. 145).  This 

then means that an identity, which subverts dominant ideologies, also has the potential to be 

disruptive within a process of repetition.  However, in order for a subversive identity to be read 

as resistant, there needs to be an environment that helps increase awareness and understanding of 

subversive identities. 

Reacting to Heteronormativity: Queer Women 

Individual queer identities and queer subcultures have historically been formulated 

through the structure of media and the structure of society.  The topic of sexuality and gender in 

theoretical circles is most certainly not new.  Discussions about sexual anatomy, biological 

procreation, and sexual behavior have been circulating for centuries, and as new understandings 

became known, the updated knowledge was forever immortalized in early medical texts.  It was 

not until the start of the 20th century that some of the most influential theoretical understandings 

and discussions arose regarding sexuality and sexual behavior.  During the early part of the 
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century, psychoanalysis and sexology began approaching the issue of sexuality, and the 

biological and social connections that could be made to sexual identity.  

Freud discussed human sexuality as a series of stages.  At birth, humans, regardless of 

biological gender, are bisexual.  It is not until sexual maturity that a sexual identity is chosen.  It 

is expected that all people will choose heterosexuality as this is the valued socio-political sexual 

identity.  Freud defines the valued sexual identity in terms of the sexual act (copulation) and the 

sexual object (the opposite gender from one’s own), which he refers to as the sexual aim-: “The 

normal sexual aim is regarded as being the union of the genitals in the act known as copulation” 

(p. 61).  The important term in that statement is copulation, which ultimately refers to the coming 

together of male and female genitals for procreation.  All other sexualities are defined as 

“deviations in respect of the sexual aim and sexual object” (1905, p. 61).  Freud did not exclude 

bisexuality from the discussion of possible sexualities.  He saw bisexuality as a possible – but 

not a viable – sexuality.  However, he classified bisexuality as aberrant behavior, along with 

other non-heterosexual behaviors and identities.  In other words, all sexualities were aberrant or 

perverse outside of normative procreative ability.   

Famed sexologist Alfred Kinsey began looking at sexual behavior in the 1940s.  He and 

his colleagues were interested in more than biology and anatomical constructions.  They were 

concerned with the concept that humans may choose different sexual orientations and sexual 

practices at different times in their lives.  Sexual orientation is used here as a reference to the 

sexual continuum with two distinct polarities – heterosexual and homosexual – as discussed in 

the Kinsey study.  He believed sexuality was oriented to one or the other polarity, with 

bisexuality the point of middle ground.  The infamous Kinsey scale ranks sexuality along a six-

point continuum with heterosexual at the zero mark and homosexuality at the six mark.  Kinsey 
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recognized that sexuality was fluid along the continuum based on his theories of a person’s 

sexual inclinations and acts over their lifetime, ultimately still believing humans choose one of 

the two polarities, homosexual or heterosexual.  Due to Freud and other psychoanalysts,13 the 

American Psychiatric Association classified homosexuality as a mental disease, a definition that 

was not removed from the psychiatric Diagnostic Statistical Manual until 1973.   

The label of “queer” was constructed within the gay subculture as a way to define the 

sub-culture.  Once used as a label to define homosexuals as odd or perverse, reclamation of the 

term occurred during the 1990s.  Although “queers” true beginnings were an attempt to 

disintegrate labels within gay culture and put sexuality and its fluidity at the forefront of 

discourse, queer theory seeks to abandon all notions of the “heterosexual/homosexual 

dichotomy” (Kirsch, 2000, pp. 32-33).  Jagose argues, “queer is very much a category in the 

process of formation” (1998, pp. 2-3), and adds that its lack of definition is its definition, the 

term queer marks a point of departure from more traditional terms of homosexual, gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, and transgender.  The label of homosexual ties socially to the psychoanalytic and 

medical community, and is “rarely used as a term of self-identification” (Jagose, 1998, p. 72).  

Many feminist and lesbian feminist scholars consider “Gay”14, a term reclaimed during the Gay 

Liberation Movement of the 1960s and 1970s, masculinist.  Other terms, such as lesbian, 

bisexual, and transgender arose during and after the Gay Liberation Movement as a way to 

establish sexual identity and create awareness.  Queer, however, resists categories of sexual and 

gendered definition.  As Jagose notes, “Queer exemplifies a more mediated relation to categories 

of identification” (1998, p. 77).  In other words, queer presents a different sort of unification, one 

that avoids separatism and normative constructions of gender and sexuality. 
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Queer female identities are understood socially as women who “are exclusively 

attracted to other women…but for many women the relation between sexual orientation, sexual 

identity, and sexual practice is far from stable or uncomplicated” (Stein, 1997, p. 382).  Queer 

women disrupt socio-normative ideals by not following heterosexuality or normative 

constructions of femininity.  Queer female sexuality is something not easily definable as it 

involves multiple layers of sexual acts, desires, and intimacies.  Nor is a lesbian definable as a 

third gender that Wittig describes as “transcending sexual categories” (Butler, 1990, p. 113), as 

this would imply that lesbian is not a sexual category at all, when in fact it is a sexual category of 

“Other”, politically and socially.  Lesbian intimacy and sexuality does not have the same 

visibility in public spheres as heterosexuality, as social institutions dictate that homosexual 

intimacy of any kind is inappropriate.  So where do social understandings of lesbian sexuality 

and sexual acts come from?  While coming from different areas of society, media offers sites 

through which such constructions are created and disseminated.  These representations have 

often included woman-on-woman erotica for straight men, which, as with other representations 

of female sexuality, constructs female sexuality in relationship to men’s, as the symbolic 

meanings and interpretations of woman as sexual commodity (Butler, 1990; Calhoun, 1994; 

Clark, 1991; Kirsch, 2000) transcend sexual preference.   

The terms or labels “man” and “woman” are institutionalized social constructions, 

determined through social ideologies of the dominant culture.  However as Wittig (1995) states, 

“lesbians are not women, either economically, or politically, or ideologically.  For what makes a 

woman is a specific social relation to a man” (p. 108), hence, a woman is only a woman due to 

her relationship to a man.  For a woman to be a not-woman, she would have to resist all social 

labels (identifiers) and symbolic representations associated with women.  In other words, a 
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lesbian or queer woman should resist her womanhood and adopt a masculine persona.  For a 

lesbian to be a not-woman, she must “play out [her identity]  by insisting on being neither 

identifiably woman nor man, nor by enacting femininity as drag, nor by insisting on switching 

gender categories” (Calhoun, 1997, p. 207).   

The concept of butch/femme15 was appropriated from the heterosexual community within 

the queer female community, possibly out of historical necessity.  Butch/femme however, 

follows the same binary system of gender and sexuality that exists within the heterosexual 

community.  Calhoun (1997) argues that, “social practices, norms, and institutions are designed 

to meet heterosexual systems’ need to produce sex/gender dimorphism – masculine males and 

feminine females – so that desire can then be heterosexualized” (p. 214). The idea of the queer 

woman in this manner is one that is fraught with issue as it again upholds the binary of 

male/female and empowers the masculine.  Others, such as Inness and Lloyd (1996), argue that 

butch/femme is a conscious act of identification.  As they explain,  

While butch and femme are most certainly linked by virtue of the fact that they arise in a 

culture for which gender is a dyadic system, this does not presuppose that the cultural 

representation of gender encompasses all variations of gender in existence, nor that the 

relationships between genders are limited to those that are culturally sanctioned. […]the 

argument that butch and femme are, or should be, symbiotically intertwined ignores 

reality and only replicates the dominant ideology (p. 24).   

Therefore, identifications of butch or femme are individual choices based on desire or the ways 

individual’s choose to portray their gender.  In other words, the butch may not desire a femme, 

nor may a femme desire a butch.  Butch and femme identifications are not trying to imitate male 
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and female identifications, nor are they necessarily attempting to imitate heterosexual norms.  

Rather, butch and femme are re-negotiations and re-interpretations of normative ideals.  

Queer Female Sexuality 

One potential area of subversiveness within queer female sexuality and gender is the 

sexual act itself, the use of sexual accoutrements, and the subjectivity of the women involved.  

Butler discusses the reiterative subversive nature of queer female sexuality and gender 

identification through understanding the lesbian phallus.  Butler’s (1993) discussion of the 

lesbian phallus stems from the Lacanian notion of having or being the phallus, where women are 

the phallus and men have the phallus.  This construction of having or being the phallus in 

Lacanian terms insists that the phallus is a privileged signification of the penis.  The phallus to 

Lacan also plays a role in the hetero-normative, psychosocial process of gendering, where the 

male child recognizes he has a penis/phallus, and the female child recognizes she is without a 

penis/phallus and is instead a fulfiller of the phallus.  Butler, however, diverges from Lacan in 

her discussion of gender and sexuality.  Butler (1993) concludes that there is no original gender, 

only symbolic references to gender through phallic symbolism.  For Butler, “the phallus 

constitutes an ambivalent site of identification and desire that is significantly different from the 

scene of normative heterosexuality to which it is related” (p. 85).  The lesbian phallus is an 

image that can subvert hetero-normative ideas of gender and the proper social-sexual 

connections.   

The dildo is a transferable phallus, one that can be donned and removed at will.  The 

dildo or phallus does not replace the penis, but rather operates as a signifier, one that “is and is 

not a masculinist symbol of power, […], or it both recalls and displaces the masculinism by 

which it is impelled” (Butler, 1993, p. 89).  The phallus, as a replacement for anatomy, acts as 
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both the having and not having of the penis.  This may be construed as a blurring of the lines 

of sexual difference, where the penis looses its primary signification, and the phallus opens up 

possibilities of different sexual desires.  The blurring of these lines subverts normative ideals of 

proper masculinity and femininity and their associated sexual desires for the opposite gender/sex.   

  For women, the symbolic representations of appropriate femininity in society affect 

lesbians as much as they do heterosexual women.  Women who choose to break down traditional 

gender and constructions of sexuality by dismissing femininity are a threat to the social order.  

This is significant because queer women resist many of the prescribed ideals of femininity and 

heteronormativity, specifically by blurring gender ideals and the lines of sexual difference.  

Mainstream society needs gender and sexual stability in order to maintain procreation and 

familial traditions as well to ensure that desire is contained within heteronormativity.   

 

Heteronormativity and Femininity: Producing Power 

Society lives by a complex code (Baudrillard, 2001, Hall, 1993) reflected in many 

cultural forms.  The code consists of symbolic references and signifiers that articulate meaning 

and in turn create ideologies by which the social collective lives (Hall, 1986, 1993).  Society 

lives through sets of communal ideas and philosophies through which social identity forms.  

Gramsci discusses the reiteration of dominant communal codes as hegemony.  Hegemony uses 

power by “combining force and consent, which balance each other reciprocally” (1971, p.  210). 

However, as noted by Bennett (1986) and Hall (1986, 1993) power does not diffuse equally, so 

dominant hegemonic ideologies have the possibility of continual reinforcement, even when 

power shifts to the minority.   
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Dominant ideologies create identities or labels for individuals or subcultures that do 

not necessarily derive from personal identification or even from the subculture itself.  Social 

identity derives from many experiences, including local cultures and family, ethnicity, race, 

religion, gender and sexual orientation.  As a way to classify difference and maintain a power 

relationship, social groups do, however, create and reiterate certain identifiable traits of other 

groups.  This in turn creates stereotypical representations and descriptions, which through 

reiteration become a part of the social code.  Stereotypical representations and descriptions also 

provide power advantages among dominant and minority subcultures.   

Whose Definition? Identity and Representation 

Discussion and theorization about issues of identity and representation of marginalized 

identities is not a new topic. How individuals self-identify in and among different environments 

versus how society recognizes individuals identification can vary to great degrees.  Much of the 

discussion about identity within cultural studies seems to center on how identities engage within 

ideological power structures, particularly within political and economic systems (Althusser, 

1971; Foucault, 1998 [1976], 2000; Giddens, 1991; Gramsci, 1971; Storey, 1994).   Later 

cultural studies went beyond the issues of class to include gender, race, ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, and age as components of power dynamics within socio-cultural domains.   

Hegemony and self-identification are closely related as individuals often define 

themselves based on socio-cultural models of accepted behavior.  Gramsci (1971) states,  

Every social group, coming into existence on the original terrain of an essential function 

in a world of economic production, creates together with itself, organically, one or more 

strata of intellectuals which give it homogeneity and an awareness of its own function not 

only in the economic but also in the social and political fields (p. 212). 
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While here Gramsci is primarily referring to class hierarchies and hegemonic power based on 

economic and political conditions, it is possible to apply this same argument to any social group 

that defines itself against a larger whole.  In addition, it is possible to use this argument for any 

individual within a social group, as individuals also negotiate their identity within the hegemonic 

constructs of a social group.  Giddens (1991) and Foucault (1998, 2000) both use the Gramscian 

concept of hegemony in their discussions of the “self” in late modernity.  For Giddens, 

individuality and identity are always relative to the social structures in which the former are 

formed, but are reflexive in nature.  In other words, self-identity changes and mutates as 

experiences and environments change. As Giddens argues, “Self-identity has continuity – that is, 

it cannot easily be completely changed at will – but that continuity is only a product of the 

person’s own reflexive beliefs about their own biography” (p. 53).  Foucault also uses Gramscian 

hegemony in his discussion of the “technologies of self”, and how individual codes or ethics 

govern the self and participatory action.  The reflexive nature of the “self” and the hegemonic 

codes that govern the “self” are important when examining identity and interaction with media, 

as they serve as reminders that the viewpoint of the individual also changes.  In other words, 

media audiences will negotiate media messages differently based on the reflexive “self” and 

hegemonic ideologies.  

 Identity and lifestyle play such a large role in media consumption that media is often 

created to reach specific audience groups, and advertisers revel in the ability to target specific 

consumer audiences. This has become even more true as audiences become more fragmented.  

Much of identity visibility and the need for representation stems from political movements that 

resisted dominant identity formations.  Taylor and Spencer (2004) state, 
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Identity is in part a uniquely personal, internal sense of self, but at the same time it 

relates to that person’s place in society and how they are categorized, and the flow of 

dominant cultural meanings and the power relations contingent on these.  Language and 

other cultural codes are central to our internal identity as well as our sense of belonging 

to a collective identity (p. 3).   

Marginalized identities and subcultures that found themselves lacking representation and 

political visibility sought acknowledgment in larger socio-cultural spheres.  This is an example 

of what Hebdige (1988) calls, “‘the crisis of representation’, where the term “representation” – 

understood both in its everyday sense of “political representations” and in the structuralist sense 

of a distortive “ideological” representation of a pre-existent real” (p. 375).  The “real” that 

Hebdige (1988) describes is actually unattainable because “the real” is also reflexive in 

relationship to identity and representation.   

 Stereotyping within and among socio-cultural groups is a way to make sense of the 

world, and also provide personal references of belief and value expression (Dyer, 1993; 

Lippman, 1956).   As Dyer (1993) states, “The role of stereotypes is to make visible the 

invisible” (p. 16). Television as a visual medium portrays everyday “types”, both consciously 

and unconsciously constructed.  Types, according to Dyer (1993), are both “universal and 

eternal” or “historically and culturally specific” (p. 16), so they may aid in storyline construction, 

or character development, or both.  Viewers are given a short cut, a simplistic, easy form of 

understanding (Dyer, 1977, 1993).   

Accurate representation of identity in media is ultimately unattainable, since there is no 

universal reality.  However, viewers connect to these portrayals of identity as a way to negotiate 

their media consumption.  When we see ourselves portrayed, at least portions of our personal 
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identifications, we are more likely to be interested in what we are seeing.  This is particularly 

true among marginalized identities, where occasional visibility connects in a very personal way 

when there is general absence in media of the marginalized identity (Gross, 2001; Newcomb, 

1991).     

Upholding gender roles, heteronormativity, and power 

Stereotypes and ideologies usually reflect a binary opposition, such as good/evil, 

public/private, and outside/inside.  One important area of oppositional ideologies is in the social 

constructions of gender and sexuality.  Gender and sexuality are vital parts of cultural values.  

When confronted with political, economic, and other social ideologies societies create 

dichotomies, including male/female, masculine/feminine, and heterosexual/homosexual.  

Dominant social norms continue to reinforce the male/female dichotomy, and the idea that 

women are a sexual commodity within a heterosexual/homosexual dichotomy.  Designations of 

public and private also apply to sexuality, as society tends to consider sexuality a private event 

and homosexuality a secret and erotic event, especially in regards to women. 

Postmodern theorists and recent cultural studies scholars have called for the recognition 

of differences in cultures, identities and objectivity/subjectivity, and have identified the need to 

deconstruct the labels society associates with identity.  The examination of identity in the 

postmodern tradition has consistently looked to multiple layers of identity construction.  While 

the relationships of these identity binaries are important, it is much more important to understand 

the whole dynamic of identity interpretation.  It is too simplistic to assume that power relations 

in society are dualistic.  As suggested by Calhoun (1997), Kirsch (2000), and Stein (1997), 

identity definition and interpretation is much more complex, and it is necessary to understand all 

aspects of identity before deconstruction of identity can occur.   
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The symbolic meanings and interpretations of woman as sexual commodity (Butler, 

1990; Calhoun, 1997; Clark, 1991; Kirsch, 2000) transcend sexual preference.  The classification 

of femme or butch to designate lesbian women who are more feminine or masculine is in 

response to hetero-normative social standards.  However, these polarized sexual designations of 

lesbianism misrepresent the varying identities of lesbians along the sexual and gender continuum 

and do not acknowledge the inner and outer selves of lesbians.   

Women fall in many different places along the sexuality and gender continuum, and their 

individual identities do not necessarily follow mainstream, hetero-normative ideals about 

appropriate gender/sexual behavior.  Following Butler, Bartky (1990) states, “We are born male 

or female, but not masculine or feminine.  Femininity is an artifice, an achievement, ‘a mode of 

enacting and reenacting received gender norms which surface as so many styles of the flesh’”  

(p. 65).  Similarly, Bordo (1997) makes a compelling argument in her discussion of power, 

gender domination, and subordination. 

It [power] is in fact not “held” at all; for the analysis of male dominance and female 

subordination, so much of which is reproduced “voluntarily”, through our self-

normalization to everyday habits of masculinity and femininity.  Within such a model, 

one can acknowledge that women may indeed contribute to the perpetuation of female 

subordination (for example by embracing, taking pleasure in, and even feeling 

empowered by the cultural objectification and sexualization of the female body) without 

this entailing that they have power in the production and reproduction of sexist culture 

[sic] (p. 347). 

Women who choose to break down traditional gender and sexuality constructions by dismissing 

traditional, patriarchal ideals of femininity are threats to the social order.  Miller (1994) believes 
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that performing androgyny, being neither identifiably male nor female, helps to upset 

traditional constructions of gender.  Yet Miller also argues that “Androgyny16 as a construct is in 

many ways as threatening as effeminate men or masculine women, as it blurs the boundaries of 

gender role behavior that provides a safety net for those who need polarities to both reassure and 

define them” (p. 214).  Society needs the safety nets of dichotomies to maintain the dominant 

ideals of male/female gender, sex, and sexuality distinctions.   

Power of the Gaze 

 The conception of public versus private and its relationship to gender and sexuality often 

centers on who is looking.  Those with the power to define also have the power of the gaze; those 

who are the gazers define what they see based on knowledge and experience.  Foucault (1978) 

discusses four strategies that have historically driven understandings of sex and associated 

power.  These strategies include the “hysterization of women’s bodies”, the “pedagogization of 

children’s sex”, the “socialization of procreative behavior”, and the “psychiatrization of perverse 

pleasure” (pp. 104-105).  The first of these comes from the eighteenth and nineteenth century 

medical communities, and the lack of understanding of the specifics of the female body.  The 

second strategy derives from the historical psychological community, specifically the work of 

Freud on pre-pubescent sexuality.  The last two derive from social necessity and the medical 

communities.  Procreation was a necessity to increase populations and familial lines; any 

movement from this structure was deviant.  Sexual relations, and the associated gender roles, 

were only for procreative purposes and not for pleasure.   

 Knowledge and power regarding sex and gender still has a base in these four strategies.  

However, the boundaries of sexual relations now acknowledge there is pleasure in the act, not 

just purpose.  The trouble is that sexual pleasure is still socially defined to be gender specific and 
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heterosexual, and rarely separate from normative power relations.  Hence, the male gazer finds 

sexual pleasure in the female body, and vice versa.  Power is never without resistance, because 

with power also comes pleasure.  There is pleasure in the gaze; for if there were no pleasure then 

there would be no interest in looking.  There is also pleasure in subverting the taboos placed on 

sexuality.  This includes the sexual commodification of the female body outside of a procreative 

environment and familial boundaries, as is the case with pornography.  Of course, the gazer is 

not always male, and both heterosexual and queer women consume pornographic media.    

The gazer is an active participant, and traditionally thought to be male, as the “male” is 

the active opposite to the passive female.  As Mulvey (1992) states in her discussion of film, 

“Traditionally, the woman displayed has functioned on two levels: as erotic object for the 

characters within the screen story, and as the erotic object for the spectator within the 

auditorium, with a shifting tension between the looks on either side of the screen” (p. 398).  The 

gazer also has power as the looker and decoder (and potential encoder) of meaning.  At its base, 

the achievement of power by the gazer is through the simple act of looking.  Thus, anyone can 

enact power by gazing at another, or feel pleasure in the act of looking.  However, as Gledhill 

(1988) notes, much feminist film and television analysis “enters critical negotiation from a 

specific political position” (p. 245), a position where a patriarchal society oppresses women.  

Thus, while a woman may gain pleasure by gazing at another woman, much feminist media 

criticism holds that there is additional power and pleasure enacted by the male gazer.   

A further form of power is in the creation and representation of a cultural text.  The 

power of the gaze includes the power to produce discourse.  The production of discourse occurs 

on many levels, as there are many producers of culture.  Here it is necessary to note that the 

identity of the author of a cultural text plays an important role in the reiteration of discourse.  For 
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instance, if the gazer is male, he may create a cultural text based in patriarchal and hetero-

normative ideals, so may a female.  People produce discourse as a form of power, but that 

discourse always includes elements of the dominant ideologies of the culture.  Even those who 

try to resist the dominant ideologies, such as queer individuals, find themselves consumed.  As 

Raymond (2003) discusses, 

Queer viewers and readers, however much they resist dominant messages about sexuality, 

the family, and love, nonetheless are constituted by dominant ideology’s messages about 

these practices.  Such readers, then, are neither completely autonomous beings severed 

from social relations who invent their own readings of texts nor are they completely 

submerged in social structures, blindly responsive to group norms (p. 100).   

In other words, all discourse and power production is subject to dominant ideologies, even when 

trying to be resistant.  The negotiation of socio-cultural ideologies often occurs at the site of 

media interaction because personal understandings and experiences, including attitudes and 

beliefs, may conflict with media portrayals, representations, and information.  While dominant 

ideologies may flow through mainstream (and not so mainstream), media texts, the audience is 

always negotiating the meanings of dominant ideologies. 

Ideological Conflict 

 Newcomb (1991) would argue that communication is dialogic in nature, because 

“language and words interact with one another to form a new totality” (p. 75).  There is no 

original meaning, as the understanding of the discourse is always in flux.  Cultural ideologies 

“speak” to us as individuals and form impressions of beliefs.  For example, religious content, 

media content, racial, ethnic, and class biases, all play roles in how individuals approach their 

understanding of their environment.  These understandings are rooted in historical, temporal, and 
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spatial contexts, so meaning changes.  In other words, all discourse is polysemic, yet moments 

of common cultural understandings occur within discourse, creating an overarching matrix of 

meanings (Hall, 1981, 1986). 

 Following Foucault’s argument that power is both productive and resistant and that 

power is in the gaze, those who make meaning are an important part of the communication 

matrix. For as Hall (1993) states, “If no ‘meaning’ is taken, there can be no ‘consumption’” (p. 

91).  He also notes that “Before this message can have an ‘effect’ (however defined), satisfy a 

‘need’ or be put to ‘use’, it must first be appropriated as a meaningful discourse and be 

meaningfully decoded” (p. 93).  Hall here makes an important point, that meaning has many 

connotations and denotations, and that these meanings are relative to the decoder.  Moreover, as 

Hall also argues, 

 The level of connotation of the visual sign, of its contextual reference and positioning in 

different discursive fields of meaning and association, is the point where already coded 

signs intersect with the deep semantic codes of a culture and take on additional, more 

active ideological dimensions (p. 97). 

What Hall (1986, 1993) is really discussing is the intersection of multiple ideologies and the 

conflict they create in the individual viewer.  Dominant ideologies have hegemonic value and are 

likely to interact with moments of resistance.  The connotations of signs coded in the dominant 

ideologies are deeply entrenched ideals of normativity.  In other words, images invoke 

associations for the gazer; however, these associations are always relative and open to 

interpretation.  Hall (1993) maintains that dominant or preferred readings have a pattern and 

have “institutional/ political/ ideological order imprinted in them and have themselves become 

institutionalized” (p. 98); i.e., dominant or preferred readings make sense out of everyday 
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culture.  Yet, many readings are negotiated using different levels of cultural signification.  As 

Hall (1993) notes, “negotiated readings acknowledge the legitimacy of the hegemonic definitions 

to make the grand significations (abstract), while, at a more restricted, situational (situated) level, 

it makes its own ground rules – it operates with exceptions to the rule” (p. 102).  Finally, 

readings can completely resist the dominant social order of things.  Audiences instead decode the 

message only to “retotalize the message within some alternative framework of reference” (p. 

103).  However, when resistant associations naturalize into the dominant ideology, they subsume 

under stereotypical connotative associations, specifically those of minority groups.  

Naturalization of subcultures into the mainstream further solidifies or creates new stereotypes.  

There are moments where Hall’s argument appears totalizing or linear. When combined with 

other ideological constructions such as power and cultural kinships, however, Hall’s three 

reading positions are useful to discuss and explore the matrix of mass media’s intersections into 

everyday practice and social spaces.  Subcultural groups in particular create spaces of resistance 

against the dominant norms.  Their resistance only works in relationship to the dominant culture, 

because a new dominant subcultural position becomes a new layer of normativity for a 

subcultural group. 

 

 Television and Hegemonic Western Patriarchal Values 

Television is one of the most pervasive of mass media.  More than 98.2% of American 

households have at least one television (TVB.org) and more than 85% have cable 

(OneTVWorld.org).  Primetime programming – one of the highest watched television dayparts17 

- consists of dramas, comedies, news and reality shows aimed at a mass audience.  Moritz states 

that, “Prime-time television programming, like Hollywood cinema, can be considered the 
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‘limiting case, the ideal type’, so pervasive that it serves as a ‘model for modes of production 

and modes of representation’” (1994, p. 122).  In other words, prime-time television, like other 

television programming, presents the viewer with representational characters and themes that 

have no basis in the individualities within a subculture or at best, may focus on only one or two 

behavioral aspects.  Television, as a primary reflector of social reproduction and identity 

construction, has the potential to reinforce dominant cultural ideals, defined by Kirsch as “the 

nexus of relationships and ideas that condition the way that individual members of the society act 

in accordance with the rules and structure that govern social functioning” (2000, p. 105).  While 

television programming certainly cannot be representative of the multiplicities of individual 

identities, it does tend to follow socially acceptable guidelines.  As already noted by Hall (1993), 

not all audiences read texts in the same fashion, and some audience members may not follow a 

dominant readings of the text and instead have negotiated or oppositional readings.  

Structuring Meaning: The Strip and Episode 

The structure of television dramas is evident in and among different genres.  Basic 

structural elements such as the good versus the bad, the strong versus the weak, and the 

metropolitan versus the pedestrian consistently structure the plots for television dramas and 

movies, just as in other cultural arenas.  Wright (1975) and Barthes (1972) discuss this structure 

as a form of myth.  These structures become established as myths through selective cultural 

traditions.  The use of selective tradition by socio-cultural groups helps to create and maintain 

order and helps explain the unexplainable, and the un-experienced (Williams, 1961).  Selective 

tradition is the connection of lived and recorded cultures, incorporating current cultural aspects 

and at the same time using historical contexts and knowledge.  The basis for selective tradition’s 

pattern or structure is a combination of lived and recorded cultural histories, with specific 
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temporal and spatial contexts.  These traditions in turn provide sets of cultural codes and 

beliefs.  Oppositional social dichotomies arise as the ideal, social, and documentary areas of 

culture come into conflict.  Television programming is born among these oppositional areas of 

society and culture.   

The signification in these events refers to the levels of meaning produced by the visual 

sign.  Levels of meaning taken from television texts, according to Hall, derive from codes of 

culture and the produced codes within the series narrative.  Codes are forms of selective 

traditions, such as appropriate gender roles, patriarchy, and heteronormativity, which are 

embedded within communicative processes.  The intersection of codes from varying 

environments creates what Newcomb calls a “collision of ideologies” (ibid), and the “dialogic 

nature of the television medium” (1991, p. 76) is both influenced by and influences ideological 

conflict.  The series is an example of the dialogic nature of television, and by examining the 

series, the produced codes are visible.   

 Newcomb (1991) describes the television strip as the “basic unit of analysis to understand 

the concept of dialogue even in the primary examinations of the television text” (p. 80).  The 

strip or series, a group of television episodes that inform each other, provides a starting point for 

investigating the narrative text as a whole.  Many viewers follow the continuing dialogue of a 

dramatic series, so the strip is a necessary element when looking at the ideological structure of a 

text.  As Newcomb (1991) states, “A series [the strip] is an object in evolution” (p. 78), and the 

episodes within the series speak to an overarching dialogue that only the series can provide.  Hall 

(1993) might define the strip or series as a communicative event, since “events can only be 

signified within the aural-visual forms of the televisual discourse” (p. 92).   
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  A series is not a series without the individual episodes structuring the overall 

narrative, for as Newcomb (1991) argues, “If we choose to study a television series every 

episode of a series is part of the larger dialogue involving every other episode” (p. 78).  The 

episodes within a series speak to a greater narrative structure filled with ideological differences 

and socio-cultural codes.  Looking at a series of episodes begins to illustrate patterns of 

ideological content and context.  Newcomb (1991) notes, “ The visual analysis of television is 

necessary…[because] in a single frame we may find layers of ideological content presented 

instantly with relations in place before action or sound begin to cue responses” (p. 77).  In order 

to understand the plot structure it is necessary to examine the thematic connections within and 

among episodes, including the structure of the plot and characters.  For, “The characters must be 

understood…They carry with them a range of meaning associated with their particular total 

language, and these meanings interact with other zones, other ranges.  The result is the creation 

of a dialogue even when the characters do not speak” (Newcomb, 1991, p. 77).  In addition, 

popular cultural texts, including television, frequently refer to other popular texts, or speak 

directly to a minority subculture.  For example, television texts often refer to other cultural 

events, or present “insider jokes” that only a portion of the audience may truly understand.  In 

other words, television as well as other media formats are highly intertextual and require 

examination at all levels.  This includes examining audience discourse in relation to the series, 

episodes, and characters to understand better how meaning is made within the structural 

environment of television programming. 

Context of women and queers in society and in media 

Hollows (2000), discusses the mass media as culturally reiterative and one element of 

social conditioning.  Mass media recreates binaries by consistently showing oppositions of 
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gender.  Following Foucault and Hall, Weedon (1987) notes that, “experience has no inherent 

essential meaning.  It may be given meaning in language through a range of discursive systems 

of meaning, which are often contradictory and constitute conflicting versions of social reality, 

which in turn serve conflicting interests” (p. 178).  Experience then is meaningful only through 

the associative relations that give it form.   

Culture often presents a binary system of engenderment (male vs. female), which carries 

with it a series of meaningful associations.  Females should uphold hetero-normativity and 

femininity.  Queer women do not have one specific social identifier, nor do they necessarily fit 

within any ideal of femininity.  Individuals who define themselves outside of heterosexual 

culture are often unrepresented on television or represented stereotypically through what society 

deems socially acceptable.  Gross (2001) states “queer is a self-defining minority” (p. 16), and 

“in the absence of adequate information in their immediate environment, most people – gay or 

straight – have little choice but to accept the media stereotypes they imagine must be typical of 

all lesbians and gay men” (p. 16).  Media provides a look at queer subcultures, but “positive 

depictions of lesbians and gays usually constitute them as not significantly different from 

positive [depictions] of heterosexuals” (Hantzis and Lehr, 1994, p. 118).  Hence, the depiction of 

queer women leans towards a feminine, passively non-heterosexual, female.  

Lesbian archetypes are cultural models of what is considered lesbian through identifying 

stylizations of body and dress.  Some of these stylizations connect to culturally normative ideals 

of gender, while others connect to stereotypes of lesbian or queer female lifestyles and interests.  

Stemming from Dyer’s (1977, 1993) conceptions on stereotype formation, Munt (1998) states, 

The importance of stereotypes occurs in dealing with social categories that are fluid or 

invisible, such as lesbianism, by enforcing visibility and the boundaries around them, 
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clearly a mixed blessing for subjugated identities…In other words, what starts as a 

stereotype can be read as a social type, bleeding into the boundaries of dominant 

heterosexuality (p. 8). 

Queer female identities then become homogenized within mainstream culture, just like other 

marginalized identities.  Stein (1989) notes that there are “diverse subcultural pockets and 

cliques – corporate dykes, arty dykes, dykes of color, clean and sober dykes – of which political 

lesbians are but one among many” (p.39).  When lesbians have lifestyle interests that are 

traditionally thought of as masculine, such as sports and mechanics, they are frequently 

considered butch or masculine women, and are portrayed as such (Gever, 2003; Inness and 

Lloyd; 1996).  Femme women or those that visibly appear more feminine are traditionally 

thought to have more feminine interests, such as shopping, cooking, and childrearing (Clark, 

1991).  Within queer female communities, and even the larger queer community, many of these 

archetypes are visible identifiers of how individuals self-define or outwardly portray their gender 

or sexuality.  Dyer (1977) noted that in fictional media, audiences not only receive information 

from the producers, writers, and characters, but also from the televisual environment.  He states, 

“Most of our knowledge about them is based on the evidence in front of us: what they do and 

how they do it, what they say and how they say it, dress, mannerisms, where they live and so on” 

(p. 297). In other words, audiences construct stereotypes from many different sources, often 

through visual iconography. 

Raymond (2003) contends that with the increased visibility of gays and lesbians in media, 

the lives of queer individuals naturalize into the queer stereotypes set by normative culture.  She 

maintains, “This new cultural phenomenon should not be uncritically valorized as an 

unambiguous symptom of heightened cultural tolerance and inclusion” (p. 99).  Inness and Lloyd 
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(1996) provide an insightful evaluation of the current absence of androgynous and butch 

women in media, even within lesbian programming.  They argue,  

Butch women desiring butch women is not represented in movies or other media forms 

targeted at a mass audience because butches fail to fulfill heterosexual ideas about what is 

attractive and sexually appealing to women.  Sexuality between two feminine women is 

far easier to contain, since such imagery has a long tradition of representation in 

heterosexual male pornography, in which the illusion always exists that a man will 

suddenly appear (p. 25).   

Previous studies that have examined the presence and representation of queer female characters 

on television have found similar findings (Hantzis and Lehr, 1994; Moritz, 1994; Torres, 1994).   

These representations have often included woman-on-woman erotica for straight men or two 

feminine women in an intimate (but non-sexual) relationship.  In addition, previous 

representations always included queer women in secondary roles or in only a few episodes, thus, 

never highlighting or thoroughly explaining the queer lives and identities of the women in the 

thematic content.  If media, as producers and reflectors of culture and multiple identities, show 

queer women, they are also providing a level of meaning of queer women to the audience.   

Queer women, who openly accept the overtly feminine representations of themselves in 

media, are in a sense accepting who normative culture says they should be – more feminine.  So 

where do social understandings of queer female sexuality and sexual acts come from?  Unless 

discussed between and among queer social circles and heterosexual social circles, much of the 

information is either unknown or constructed through media representations of queer sexuality 

(Dyer, 1977, 1993; Gross, 1994, 2001; Hart, 2000).  Thus, constructions of queer female 

identities by cultural audiences will highlight gender and sexual meaning making.   
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Gender and Sexual Meaning-Making 

In his discussion of understanding popular culture, Fiske (1989) examines how audiences 

negotiate television images.  How audiences individually interpret and negotiate the images is 

based on the spectator’s relationship to the screen, and to their own environment and experience.  

Fiske argues, “Popular culture is always in process; its meanings can never be identified in a text, 

for texts are activated, or made meaningful, only in social relations and in inter-textual relations.  

This activation of the meaning potential of a text can occur only in the social and cultural 

relationships into which it enters” (p. 3).  Gross (1994), on the other hand, believes that, “the 

contributions of the mass media are likely to be especially powerful in cultivating images of 

groups and phenomena about which there is little firsthand opportunity for learning, particularly 

when such images are not contradicted by other established beliefs and ideologies” (p. 144).  

While Gross is coming from a cultivation theory background, he makes an important argument 

about minority and subversive identities in media.  Television may not be able to change or 

overtly influence the thought patterns of the viewer; however, it may inform cultural 

understandings.  What the impressions are and how viewers interpret and negotiate the images, 

or even whether viewer’s are aware of the images, means nothing by itself.  The impressions 

only have meaning in relationship to the viewer’s identity and experiences.  Thus audience 

members, as active participants in the media process, establish their own meanings.    

Feminist theory has continued to argue that the patriarchal structure of media reflects 

representations of women [including queer women] as subordinate to men.  Audiences interpret 

those representations and images regardless of their intended meaning (Clark, 1995; DeLauretis, 

1995; Hantzis and Lehr, 1994).  Cultural identity and subcultural identity is repeatedly 

represented and re-represented by individuals in social environments, television being one 
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common channel.  Representation, regardless of its place in the social arena, automatically 

indicates the “process of the creation of signs - things that ‘stand for’ or ‘take the place of’ 

something else” (Chow, 2001, p. 38).  Chow argues that one of the basic problems with 

representation is the binary structure within which theorists view gender and sexuality, 

ultimately privileging a patriarchal hetero-normative dynamic.  For, as she states, “the presence 

of two parts, while logically allowing for a differentiation between them, also inevitably leads to 

a process of hierarchization and evaluation, so that representation is often conceived in terms of a 

moral opposition between implicit notions of absence and presence…that are attributed 

respectively to the two parts involved” (pp. 38-39).  Yet representations of gender and sexuality 

in the media are by no means universal or static.   

The discourse of the text is one element in gender and sexual meaning making; however, 

audience readings provide a more in-depth understanding.  Many feminist theorists have 

conducted qualitative studies that explore the polysemic nature of media texts and the many 

ways audiences interact with a media text.  In 1983, Radway interviewed readers of women’s 

romance novels to understand better the ways in which these women negotiated the novels.  She 

found that for many women the act of reading was a way to escape the everyday constraints of 

their lives.  In addition, many women read romance novels for pleasure and enjoyed getting lost 

in a storyline, often connecting on a personal level with a character in the book.  Brown (2004) 

notes how soap opera viewers create community-specific discourse relating to a show and are 

aware of textual codes embedded in the show.  Soap opera viewers in Brown’s study also found 

a secret pleasure in the excessive nature of the character’s performances.  Ang (1985) had similar 

findings in her earlier study on viewers of Dallas.  Fans of the show gain pleasure from watching 

and sometimes enjoy the “flight from reality” (p. 269).  Ang (1985) also notes that cultural 
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aesthetics and “the significance of a cultural object can differ from person to person and from 

situation to situation” (p. 274).  Bird (2003), in her study of scandal in media texts, also noted 

that viewers found pleasure in the excessive nature of the story, and that viewers choose what 

they watched based on aesthetic value and credibility of the text.  Some of her respondents noted 

they liked human interest stories because they were simply “interested in people” (p. 28), others 

admired televised news-magazines like 20/20 and 60 Minutes for being less “trashy” and “more 

personal” (p. 29).   

What is important in all of these studies is that audiences clearly do not interpret texts in 

the same ways, nor do they all have the same experiences and beliefs with which to process 

socio-cultural events.  Looking for an accurate representation is not possible, as the base of all 

judgments of representation rests on notions of objectivity and subjectivity.  As Chow (2001) 

concludes, “‘objective representations’ and ‘accurate representations’ tend to be viewed as 

oxymorons that disguise the impositions of gender – and/or culture-specific criteria by one group 

on another” (p. 42). 

Feminist theory, queer theory, and post-structuralism are useful for an examination of a 

new television text about queer women because they place the show in a theoretical context that 

notes sexual and gender norms as well as how these begin to intersect with media texts.  It is also 

useful to place The L-Word in its historical context of visual media, particularly television, over 

the past 50 years. 
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CHAPTER III 

SOCIO-CULTURAL REFLECTIONS: GENDER, SEXUALITY,  

AND AMERICAN TELEVISION  

As a relatively recent mass medium, television continues a long-standing tradition of 

reflecting elements of American culture.  Prior to the advent of television, visual images of 

gender, sexuality, as well as the appropriate associated behaviors, were perpetuated in 

magazines, books, newspapers, and cinema.  Gendered and sexualized imagery reflected the 

socio-historical values of the decade in which television was born.  Images of women tended to 

show happy portrayals of domesticity, motherhood, marriage, and proper attire and behavior.  

Many of these images continue today, updated to reflect modern culture. 

Prior to the 1800s, books written about or for women were told primarily from a male 

perspective, as women were not encouraged to express their thoughts and knowledge, except in 

the areas of poetry and the arts.  Men also dominated newspaper editorial environments, and 

publishing industries.  Since women were not a big part of public life and were not a part of 

political and social decision-making, news and media targeted males.  In the late 1800s, when 

newspapers began to focus on women and the realm of the feminine, stories were situated in 

special women’s interest sections, which gave cooking and cleaning tips, etiquette, and other 

domestic advice.  Tuchman (1978) notes that,  

Historically, newspapers have sought to attract female readers by treating them as a 

specialized audience, given attention in a segregated women’s page, an autonomous or 

semi-autonomous department whose mandate precludes coverage of the “hard news” of 

the day.  Although women’s magazines have been published in the United States since the 



 48
early nineteenth century, it took the newspaper circulation wars of the 1880s to produce 

the notion of ‘women’s news’” (p. 25).   

Women’s news came into creation as a way to increase circulation and profit, and possibly also 

in response to the changing roles of women outside of the home. 

As mass-market magazines emerged in the late 1890s, representations of women varied 

little from earlier portrayals.  Articles written for female audiences focused on domestic issues, 

raising children, and dressing and looking one’s best.  Advertising showed women nurturing 

children, waiting on their families, and supporting their husbands and nation during wartime.  

While not unseen in early newspapers and books, femininity fairly oozed from the pages of 

magazines.  Women were always in skirts and had perfectly coiffed hair and made-up faces.  

They were demure, modest, and beautiful.  One famous image penned by artist Charles Gibson, 

The Gibson Girl, became an emblem of ideal femininity.  Kitch (2001) notes that the Gibson 

Girl’s consistent appearance of being “well dressed and self-possessed” (p. 39) and emanating 

“upper-class style” (p. 41), “made her the first visual stereotype of women in American mass 

media” (p. 37).  Women from all classes and social backgrounds desired to emulate the image of 

the Gibson Girl.  Later, other images of women, the outdoorsy Fisher Girl, and the tomboyish 

Christy Girl in the First World War years, also became popular idealizations of femininity.   

 As cinema became popular at the turn of the century, gendered images took on a new 

form.  Imagery was no longer static, but rather included movement and sound.  Most early 

movies were very short features shown at nickelodeons, often including news bits from the 

warfront.  Movie themes often rested on strongly gendered roles, such as westerns with male 

heroes and villains (Wright, 1975), or love stories where the male saves the female (Haskell, 

1974; Smith, 1972).  Cinema was primarily created by men at the time, so a particular viewpoint 
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about gendered roles on screen was evident.  As Smith (1972) notes, “The role of women in 

film almost always revolves around her physical attraction and the mating games she plays with 

the male characters” (p. 14).  Haskell (1974) also discusses the gendered roles of the onscreen 

characters.  She states,  

 The action heroes and the male comedians had a world to themselves, but most films of 

the twenties (a larger proportion than in previous decades) were romances and 

melodramas dominated by a single star, billed above the title, and the women stars 

outnumbered their male counterparts (p. 49). 

Film was the first medium that men and women could watch together, and it played an important 

role (in a way that magazines did not) of connecting with viewing audiences.  Through cultural 

imagery, film visually upholds gendered stereotypes, thereby maintaining the status quo 

(Haskell, 1974; Mulvey, 1975; Smith, 1972).  “The purpose of these fables is not to encourage 

‘woman’ to rebel or question her role, but to reconcile her to her role” (Smith, 1972, p. 23), 

providing a gentle reminder of cultural acceptability.  Film imagery, much like television would 

later, also played an important part in furthering fashion and feminine ideals of beauty.  As 

Haskell (1974) states,  

 Women in the movies reflected, perpetuated, and in some respects offered innovations on 

the roles of women in society.  Shopgirls copied them, housewives escaped through them.  

Through the documentary authenticity (new hair styles, fashions in dress, and even fads in 

physical beauty) that actresses brought to their roles and the familiar simplified tales in 

which they played, movie heroines were viscerally immediate and accountable to 

audiences in a way that heroines of literature were not (p. 12). 

Women gained as much pleasure as men from watching the stories and female characters unfold 
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onscreen, a trend that continues among audiences of more recent visual media, such as 

television and the Internet.   

Women, Historical Activism, and Domestic Traditions 

Reflections of gender and sexuality in mass media are always tied socially and culturally 

to historically significant moments.  Until the conventions at Seneca Falls, New York and 

adoption of the 19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, women had virtually no legal or 

political rights, and had no collective voice.  Perceptions of women’s bodies gave them their 

social status.   A woman’s place was in the home, bearing and raising children, and leaving all 

decision making to her male counterparts.  Prior to industrialization, large families were needed 

to counteract high infant mortality rates and short life spans, and to provide familial labor.  

Women were consumed with providing this labor, which in turn gave the family wealth and 

status.  Women were rarely educated beyond the elementary grades, and those who were 

educated came from wealthy families.  Cultural beliefs dictated that women had no need for 

education, as they only needed to understand the home and rearing of children. Industrialization 

changed many of the social conceptions of family as well as the inclusion of women.  The 

nuclear family – husband, wife, and two children – became the new family cultural ideal.  

The Women’s Suffrage movement of the late 1800s and early 1900s, with the help of 

women such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Sojourner Truth, and Susan B. Anthony, fought for 

women’s equality in the public realm. Many of the women involved in the first wave of the 

feminist movement were active in the slavery reform movements of the late 1800s. As 

Kesselman (2003) states, “The anti-slavery movement in particular nurtured female organizing 

efforts and stimulated thinking about the meaning of human rights for women” (p. 509).  The 

primary goal of the suffragists was to obtain the right to vote, which was finally achieved 
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through the 19th constitutional amendment in 1920.  The suffrage movement followed many of 

the essentialist traditions of gender, where giving women the right to vote could only help 

society as a whole since “women had special virtues and moral superiority over men” (Taylor, 

Whittier, and Pelak, 2007).  The feminist movement began when some suffragists felt that the 

fight needed to go beyond the right to vote, and was  really a “liberal feminist reform movement” 

(Kesselman, 2003; Taylor, Whittier, and Pelak, 2007).  Other feminists disagreed, and felt that 

they had achieved equality to men.  Kesselman (2003) notes, “[first wave] feminists renounced 

self-sacrifice in favor of self-development” (p. 510).  Some of the early feminists felt that they 

should be granted greater access to higher education and have greater employment opportunities.   

Later, first wave feminists fought for improved working conditions and wages as well as labor 

regulations to protect children.  This more liberal movement rejected essentialist traditions of 

gender and the associated domestic gender roles for greater integration into many social realms, 

including education, medicine, labor reform, and commerce.   

Cohen (2003) states, “The Progressive Era of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries marked a significant shift toward recognizing the centrality of consumers to the 

nation’s economy and polity” (p. 21).  Women as an important force in the reformation 

movements of the period became actively involved in multiple aspects of the consumer process.  

One group, the National Consumers League, specifically targeted female consumers.  Through 

selective consumption, women could choose not to purchase goods that were produced under 

poor working or sanitary conditions (Cohen, 2003).   

A woman’s place in society was shaped in part by these early movements as well as by 

the World Wars, the Roaring 20s, and the Great Depression.  The rapid growth of the United 

States that followed 19th century swells in immigration and the Industrial Revolution created new 
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opportunities for women, albeit out of necessity.  A new middle class emerged, one with 

money and leisure time (Cohen, 2003).  While some women were required to maintain the home 

as well as provide some family income, others could indulge in education, leisure activities, and 

the arts.  Women became primary targets of advertising, for everything from beauty products and 

clothing, to home improvements and travel.   

During both World Wars, women often worked outside of the home to provide not only 

income, but also to replace the men who were away at war.  It was considered an American duty 

for women to replace their husbands in the workforce.  Cohen (2003) states, “Women exerted 

political influence through their traditional voluntary organizations, but even these involvements 

promoted women as citizen consumers with new responsibilities outside the home” (p. 80).  

Advertising moved away from traditional gendered representations of women within the home, 

to depictions of women helping their country.  Cohen (2003) notes that, “Loyal female citizens 

were defined in consumerist ways, as keepers of the homefront fires through their own 

disciplined, patriotic market behavior as well as through the enforcement of high moral standards 

in others” (p. 75).  Cohen further notes that, “The central importance of consumption to the 

smooth operation of the home front [during wartime] meant that women – perceived as the 

power behind purchasing – gained new political authority” (p. 77).  This important evolution of 

gender roles is evident in media portrayals of the time.  Kitch (2001) discusses the many 

opposing media portrayals of women during this period, including the “beckoning beauty, 

angelic healer, avenging warrior, sacrificing mother, and supportive wife” (p. 120).  However, 

she also notes that, “When the war ended, magazine covers extended the ‘return to normalcy’ of 

gender roles in American society” (p. 117).  Once the war ended and the men returned, women 

were expected to return to their household and familial duties.  Kozol (1994) notes similar 
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themes in Life magazine stories of the late 1940s.  She states, “During the postwar years, Life 

emphatically promoted an ideology of domesticity that attempted to make traditional gender 

roles appear natural and ahistorical” (p. 12).  Advertising and other media representations 

continued to promote women as the primary household consumers and continued to encourage 

women to purchase products to support the post war economy.  The perfect American family was 

one working for the American dream.  “Ads in Life created an image of a middle-class world of 

affluence and domesticity in which conflicts center around choices of consumer products” 

(Kozol, 1994, p. 37). 

Early Gendered Rebellions 

White women of the middle and upper classes were still held to restrictive standards of 

beauty, behavior, and femininity.  Women were expected to be modest and quiet, be properly 

groomed, and remain obedient to their husbands.  There were, however, exceptions to this 

hetero-normative, quietly feminine behavior.  During the Roaring 20s and later, some women 

became flappers, or chose to dress in attire that was more masculine.  Flappers cut their hair 

short or in a bob, which opposed the feminine ideal of long, flowing hair.  Flappers further 

subverted norms of feminine modesty by wearing short skirts and revealing their legs (Latham, 

2000).  In many ways the flapper, as Kitch (2001) notes, “redefined American women’s freedom 

as sexual rather than political” (p. 122).  The flapper had a lanky body, lacking the curves of 

earlier idealizations. Latham (2000) notes how flappers appeared culturally at the time, “The 

‘flapper look’ comprised a pose, a posturing, a contrived demeanor…Their posture, a ‘lopsided’ 

stance characterized by ‘sunken chests and round shoulders’, suggested fatigue, rather than 

beauty” (pp. 20-21).  They danced, smoked, drank, and flirted with men.  The flapper broke the 

mold of the political woman fighting for suffrage, the domestic war heroine, and Victorian 
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modesty, by giving herself the social independence she desired.  The flapper was also thought 

to be an immodest woman who lacked virtue and morals (Latham, 2000).   

Rosie the Riveter, by comparison, a symbol of women’s duty to the labor force during 

WWII, continues to be an iconographic emblem of feminism, and women’s independence and 

strength.  Derived as a form of propaganda to encourage women to join the labor force while 

their husbands were at war, Rosie the Riveter was actually aimed at working class women, rather 

than middle class women, as they were thought to be in more need of money and more likely to 

work in the factories (Honey, 1984).  As Honey (1984) states, “ The emphasis [of the 

propaganda] was not on women’s right to be treated fairly and judged as individual workers but 

on their heroic service to the nation, a duty that required self-sacrifice and putting the welfare of 

the soldiers first” (p. 51).  While women at this time were once again sacrificing their own needs 

for the greater good of the nation, much as women did for the family, they were also empowered 

to move women’s rights forward.  The symbolism of Rosie the Riveter reminds feminists of the 

sacrifices made by previous generations of women. 

Women were not the only marginalized socio-cultural group concerning gender.  

Homosexuals, while certainly not new to the 20th century, often followed normative social 

behaviors to hide their sexual status.  Prior to the writings of Freud and Kinsey, representations 

of heterosexuality were the norm.  There was a social expectation that all women would marry a 

man and start a family at a young age.  Psychoanalytic discussion of sexuality at the turn of the 

century, particularly by Freud, labeled all other forms of sexuality as deviant, and reinforced the 

importance of heterosexuality.  Homosexuality was a crime across the United States, so evidence 

of homosexuality in early 20th century mass media is difficult to determine.  Media 

representations of gay and lesbian individuals were rare, and if alternatives to heterosexuality 
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were shown, they were usually alluded to or ridiculed outright.  While Doty (1993), Gross 

(1999, 2001, 2003) and others have examined early media for queer portrayals, they can only 

theorize the content and meaning through a more modern queer perspective.   

Before Hollywood’s adoption of the Production Code in 1934, allusions to lesbian 

relationships were occasionally visible in film (Castle, 1993; Gever, 2003; Moritz, 1994).  These 

voyeuristic allusions to lesbian desire were created not only for a male, but also for a female 

audience.  Representations of lesbianism came from the visible styling of the few public lesbians, 

such as Radclyffe Hall and Sarah Bernhardt.  Gever (2003) notes, “Like other mannish lesbians 

of her day, Hall appropriated the dandy style adopted by urbane men in early nineteenth – 

century Britain and France” (p. 51), which was meant as an oppositional statement to traditional 

feminine attire.  These women cut their hair short, wore ties and men’s suits, and took on male 

relationship roles.  Many lesbian women who were in the public eye, particularly in film and 

theater, often led double lives, and in order to become famous needed to hide their sexual 

orientation.  This included dressing in traditionally feminine ways and maintaining relationships 

with men.18  On-screen lesbianism or women dressing in men’s clothes were always coded and 

the subversive narrative was always made un-subversive by the end.  In other words, the sexual 

ambiguity was always recuperated by the closing credits, either through hetero-sexualization, or 

through characterizations of the lesbian as crazy or evil (Moritz, 1994; Sheldon, 1977).  A 

number of actresses of the 1930s and 1940s dressed in drag onscreen including, Marlene 

Dietrich, Greta Garbo, Joan Crawford, and Katherine Hepburn (Sheldon, 1977).  As Gross and 

Woods (1999) note,  

In the case of women, the disguise was often just that [coded]: cross-dressing that allowed 

the audience to enjoy the discomfort of the other characters because they were “in on the 
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joke”.  Women dressed as men were allowed to evoke ambiguous responses from their 

male co-stars, as long as the roles were “straightened out” by the final clinch (p. 291).   

Just as in other arenas of cultural discourse, heterosexuality was not only considered the norm, 

but also a cultural given (Doty, 1993; Gever, 2003; Gross, 2001).  In film it was generally 

expected that the women in Hollywood were heterosexual.    

The Motion Picture Production Code of the 1930s prohibited any evidence of sexual 

deviance in film.  Gay male relationships, and female ones too, were rarely, if ever, shown on 

screen.  Yet a number of male actors were [and arguably still are] mistaken for being gay, or 

were discussed in the entertainment media as potential homosexuals.  In fact, frequently the 

theatrical components of the stage and screen – costumes, makeup, strong emotional 

characterizations – are culturally associated with female gender roles, and help give rise to the 

illusion of male actors as gay (Doty, 1993; Gever, 2003), and the role of the male film “sissy” 

was commonplace in 1930s film (Doty, 1993).  Just as with women, heterosexuality was taken 

for granted among male actors.  While there were gay actors, including Rudolph Valentino, 

Ramon Navarro and Clifton Webb, their personal lives were kept very secret, and they 

maintained heterosexuality both onscreen and in the entertainment business.  Movies prior to the 

1950s, and arguably even later, naturalized masculine and feminine identities by ensuring the 

narrative always returns to a heterosexual union (Creekmur, 1995; Doty, 1995).  Even in 

westerns, which were often touted as male ‘buddy’ films because of the central focus on male 

characters, any male homosexual behavior was displaced through a restoration of traditional 

values (Creekmur, 1995; Wright, 1975).   

Television and American Culture  

 The 1950s welcomed the introduction of the television into American homes.  The 
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television provided a place for the family to gather in the home, much like the role of the 

hearth or radio in previous decades (Cohen, 2003).  Early programming, such as Lassie and 

Leave It to Beaver, portrayed happy families in suburban America, enjoying a peaceful middle-

class lifestyle.  Once World War II had ended, there was a renewed sense of American 

prosperity.  Suburban communities grew all over America to house the newly created post-war 

families.  Life appeared idyllic, with a stay-at-home mom, a white-collar working dad, and two 

or more relatively well-behaved children.  Even advertising showed new inventions adapted for 

the American home after the war, designed to make the homemaker’s job a little easier.  

Advertising also encouraged increased spending by Americans to help boost the postwar 

economy, and ultimately help the overall public good (Cohen, 2003; Kozol, 1994).  Magazines, 

such as Life, began to feature the white, middle-class, American nuclear family as the portrait of 

postwar success (Kozol, 1994). 

Social fears of the decade, which saw the beginning of the Cold War and McCarthyism, 

were not evident in much of television’s fictional programming.  Rather, television focused on 

the American family and the American dream, and problems were minor in comparison to all 

other social and political ills.  Lont (1995) notes the role of women portrayed on television 

during this period.  She states, “Television households were spotless, smoothly managed, and the 

women who took care of the homes looked as if they spent the day in the beauty parlor.  

Problems in the family were easily solved, although usually by men in the family, and women 

were rarely portrayed outside the home” (p. 169).  The perfect homemaker is apparent on Leave 

It Beaver, where June Cleaver is consistently attired in a dress with an apron, always busy with 

her domestic and familial duties.  She is almost a secondary character, and Ward and the boys’ 

lives take center stage.  Another television image of women during this time is the “ditzy, pretty 
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female” (Lont, 1995, p. 169), such as the characters of Lucy or Ethel on I Love Lucy.  

However, most shows during the 1950s and into the 1960s focused on the family, as was the 

social norm of the period.  

 Images of femininity in magazines and newspapers coincided with television 

representations of femininity.  New women’s magazines emerged and gained popularity in the 

1950s, including Glamour, Mademoiselle, and Seventeen, each aimed at specific female target 

audiences.  Glamour professed itself as a magazine for the college-age woman, and Seventeen 

for the late teen crowd.  Magazines such as McCall’s and Ladies Home Journal, already well-

established publications, spoke to an older married female audience.  Articles gave tips on 

finding the right husband, setting up the home, and being a good wife.  Advertisements focused 

on feminine beauty products – cold creams and makeup, new pre-packaged food products – TV 

dinners, Spam, and the latest cleaning devices – vacuums, washers and dryers.  Even non-gender 

specific magazines, such as Life, instilled gendered ideals through its articles and photographs.  

As Kozol (1994) states, “The composition [of “The American and His Economy] repeats the 

gender divisions basic to postwar domestic ideology through the man standing above his 

kneeling wife and children. Life makes these connections between middle-class status and 

patriarchy explicit in the title that labels the economy ‘his’; her role apparently only one of 

support” (p. 53).  In all, mass media portrayed women as the mothers, wives, and domestic 

goddesses of the renewed American dream. 

There is some evidence of gay men on television during this time.  Coinciding with the 

homophile movement of the 1950s and 1960s, these depictions portrayed gay men as villains or 

objects of ridicule Lesbian women were virtually unseen.  Socially, gay men and lesbian women 

were considered traitors to the American way of life, because one’s sexuality was not easily 
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determined, just like one’s political background (Gross, 1999, 2001).  Society feared 

homosexuals in much the same way as it feared communist sympathizers.  Hart (2000) notes 

that, “Gay men remained in the non-recognition stage of representation on American television 

until the late 1960s” (p. 599).  Any media representation of gay men and lesbian women was 

strictly underground and developed by gay and lesbian social groups, such as the print 

publications The Ladder, Mattachine Review, and ONE (Gross and Woods, 1999).   

Television, Civil Rights and Gender Boundaries 

At a time of momentous political and social unrest, television in the 1960s tried to remain 

a vehicle for entertainment, rather than a vehicle for political or social persuasion.  While the 

evening news and newspapers may have provided information on the political and social 

problems of the decade, television and magazines primarily portrayed social idealizations of 

normativity.  Many programs were popular shows from the 1950s, such as Leave It To Beaver 

and Father Knows Best.  Even “different” families, such as the futuristic family on The Jetsons, 

the magic family on Bewitched, and the creepy family on The Addams Family, were popular.  

Gilligan’s Island gave women three separate, potent feminine personalities: Ginger the 

seductress, Mrs. Howell the wealthy older woman, and Maryanne the all-American girl.  Yet as 

Lont (1995) notes, “women were still positioned in the family” (p. 169).  Moreover, the families 

were always white.  This is significant, as the Civil Rights Movement was in full force in the 

public sphere.  Other countercultures also were growing during this time, such as the West Coast 

bohemian movement (Storey, 1988, pp. 225-226), and the Black Panther movement (Gilroy, 

1987, p. 81), none of which was portrayed in fictional television programming.   

 The 1960s also introduced the “Cosmo Girl”, who was a new idealization of femininity.  

Like her predecessors, The Fisher Girl and The Christy Girl, the Cosmo Girl was an invention by 
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Cosmopolitan magazine.  Ouellette (1999) describes the aspirations of the Cosmo Girl as 

“white, heterosexual, and upper-class” and “was often addressed as a have-not, and was offered 

instructions to remedy the situation” (p. 121).  In other words, Cosmopolitan wanted to target the 

working class girl to teach her how to become a woman of status.  Also for the first time, 

Cosmopolitan placed a greater emphasis on female sexuality (Douglas, 1994),  not only 

acknowledging women as sexual beings, but also instructing them on how they could use their 

sexuality to attract men.  As Douglas (1994) notes, “By the early and mid-1960s, the Sexual 

Revolution was one of the biggest stories in the print media” (p. 65).  The Sexual Revolution 

threatened class autonomy, racial segregation, and the virginal qualities expected of a proper 

woman.  It also threatened the puritanical culture re-established in the 1950s.  Women who 

became sexually active or pregnant outside of marriage were believed to be “from the wrong side 

of the tracks” (Douglas, 1994, p. 66), reinforcing the “good girl” versus “bad girl” image.  

However, with the increase in sexual discussion in media and society, women began to feel more 

equality in the private sphere, thus potentially increasing women’s need for more equality in the 

public sphere.   

 An influential book at the beginning of the Feminist Movement, The Feminine Mystique, 

articulated women’s desire for increased equality.  Friedan’s book, published in 1963, called for 

women to remember the first wave of feminists and to carry on with the work they started.  

Perhaps Douglas (1994) best describes the changes young women were feeling in response to 

media, culture, and social norms.  She states, 

 After trying on the personas of the rebel, the sexual sophisticate, the knowing girl who 

was bonded to other girls in a group, the pursuer, and the witch, some girls decided they 
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didn’t want to imagine, fantasize, or pretend anymore.  Girls were stepping over old 

boundaries, and there was no going back.  We were on the verge of a revolt (p. 138).   

It was at this time that women, especially younger women, faced many changing possibilities 

and gained a new voice. 

For the homosexual community, the late 1960s into the 1970s was an important historical 

period.  The Gay Liberation Movement gained strength in the late 60s, and even more so after 

the Stonewall riots of 1969.  The riots occurred after police conducted a raid of the Stonewall 

Inn, a bar frequented by gay men, drag queens, and transvestites, on Christopher Street in New 

York City.  The riots created an awareness of the gay community, and incited many gays and 

lesbians to mobilize publicly.  Gross (2001) notes that, “As the 1960s progressed, more and more 

articles focusing on gay people began appearing in newspapers and magazines, many of them 

echoing concern over the growing visibility of gay people” (p. 31).  Media often focused on the 

stigmatization and the believed deviancy of gays.  In March, 1964, The New York Times ran an 

article entitled “Homosexuals Proud of Deviancy, Medical Academy Study Finds” (Gross, 2001, 

p. 31).  Gay pride events sprang up in metropolitan areas, and gay organizations adopted the flag 

of the Rainbow Coalition.19  By 1967, the first televised information about gay individuals 

appeared on CBS.  The documentary gave gay individuals a chance to talk about their lives, but 

also included psychiatrists who claimed gays were mentally ill, and members of the clergy who 

called gays sinners.  Gross (2001), notes that the concluding statements of the documentary 

define the late 1960s social and cultural views of homosexuality.  Quoting CBS commentator 

Mike Wallace, Gross states, “The dilemma of the homosexual: Told by the medical profession he 

is sick, by the law he’s a criminal…Rejected by heterosexual society.  Incapable of fulfilling a 
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relationship with a woman or, for that matter, with a man.  At the center of his life, he remains 

anonymous…a displaced person…an outsider” (p. 39).   

Women’s Liberation and the 1970s: Breaking the Glass Ceiling? 

 The emergence of the sexual revolution, the civil rights movement, and the beginning of 

the women’s liberation movement in the 1960s partially influenced media in the 1970s.  Children 

of the 1950s and 1960s were coming of age and demanding social change.  Television began to 

present women outside of the home.  Women on television had jobs; memorably, Mary Richards 

and her friends on The Mary Tyler Moore Show.  Other female characters showed strength and 

feminine sexuality, such as the women on Charlie’s Angels.  Just as in previous decades; 

however, many of the programs still focused on the family, and on women finding the perfect 

husband and not remaining single for long.   

 Mary Tyler Moore, one of the first major examples of the 1970s working gal, both 

subverted and followed normative female behavior.  The show was developed, as noted by Dow 

(1996), “to appeal to a youthful audience, including the single-woman market” (p. 32).  As 

Steenland (1995) notes, “[her] job was meaningful and integral”, and she was “feisty, 

independent, respected, and loved by her colleagues” (p. 181).  In addition, she was a character 

that did not need saving, nor was she a traditional nurturer.  Mary’s character was also the 

middle-class, white, good girl from next-door, one with good values and integrity.  This made 

her similar in many ways to earlier portrayals of women as the only virtuous gender (Dow, 1996; 

Meehan, 1986), especially middle to upper class women of European descent.  The show did 

give way to other shows about women in the workforce, such as  Alice and Laverne and Shirley, 

which incidentally were about working class women.  Soon, more shows about non-married, 

outspoken women followed on the heels of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, including Rhoda, One 
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Day at a Time, and Maude. Shows about working girls were still in the minority; however, and 

“constituted only one-third of all women on television” (Steenland, 1995, p. 181).  Shows such 

as Happy Days, The Brady Bunch, and The Waltons continued to portray women as homemakers 

and mothers, following similar socially prescribed themes from the 1950s and 1960s.  The 

characters were young to middle aged, primarily white, and were of a working to middle-class 

background.  Many of the characters and programs continued to foreground the struggles of the 

white family happily achieving the American Dream. 

 The ditzy blonde image from the 1950s combined with the Sexual Revolution of the 

1960s produced two new images of television women in the 1970s.  The ditzy blonde became 

sexualized, and only valued for her body, such as the character of Chrissy on Three’s Company.  

Some of the new characters had both sexuality and power, such as the women on Charlie’s 

Angels, where the characters to obtain what they wanted, usually from men, used sexuality.  

Magazines reflected similar images of the newly sexualized woman.  Cosmopolitan magazine 

continued with its image of the Cosmo Girl, updated for the new decade.  Ways to increase sex 

appeal to men, dating and the single girl, and the newest trends and fashions were frequent topics 

of women’s magazines.  As Douglas (1994) notes, even advertisers “defined the emancipated 

woman as one who wore miniskirts, paper dresses, and Rudi Gernreich bathing suits, a sort of 

James Bond girl who was sexually liberated, meaning she was willing and available, if not 

downright promiscuous” (p. 152).  At the same time that these images circulated through much 

of the popular media of the 1970s, portrayals of feminist women were conspicuously absent, 

except within the news.  Douglas (1994) states, “news stories and TV shows were structured so 

that feminism was positioned as deviant” (p. 156).  The term Feminist began to denote an angry 

woman who did not want to adhere to traditional gender roles and hetero-normative values. 
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Previous to the 1970s and the Civil Rights Movement, images of African Americans or 

other racial minorities would have been primarily through newscasts about crime or socio-

political upheaval.  However, just as working women gained representation in fictional media, so 

too did African Americans.  The difference was that the Civil Rights Movement focused on the 

black race as a whole, and the Feminist Movement focused on women, primarily white women.  

Black women were trying to find their own voice within both movements.  Representations of 

black women on television were often very stereotypical, and frequently were reminiscent of the 

“mammy” or “jezebel” characters of previous decades (Lont, 1995, p. 170).  The “mammy” 

image is referent to the black slave mother who binds her family together, while the “jezebel” 

character refers to the black woman who is hyper-sexualized, and often portrayed as the bad girl.  

On Good Times and on What’s Happenin’, examples of each are evident through many different 

female characters.  The daughter on The Jeffersons aligns with the “jezebel” image, while the 

mother portrays the “mammy” stereotype.   

It was also during this decade that a strong lesbian voice emerged from the Gay 

Liberation movement and the Feminist Movement.  Formed from anger that the Gay Liberation 

Movement ignored women and the Feminist Movement favored heterosexuality, were 

RadicaLesbians, one of the radical wings of the feminist movement.  RadicaLesbians called for a 

separation from the patriarchy of American life, and a need to overcome the emotional and 

sexual oppression of women by men (Nicholson, 1997, p. 148).  They argued that women do not 

need men, and instead should form intimate bonds exclusively with other women. The group was 

“formed in response to homophobic statements made by Friedan…that lesbianism was the 

‘lavender menace’ in the women’s liberation movement” (Gever, 2003, p. 86).  These women, 

along with other radical feminists, demonstrated against the media for their sexualized images of 
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women and denounced all forms of sexist behavior.  As Dow (1996) states, “Radical feminist 

philosophy called for cultural transformation of patriarchy and, in cases, elimination of marriage 

and the traditional family” (p. 28). Feminism and women’s liberation, often mocked in 

mainstream media, gained unwanted cultural connotations, primarily through public protests 

against patriarchal behavior.  Douglas (1994) states, “The word militant was tossed around all 

too loosely to marginalize any woman who wanted more than a few legislative reforms and 

served to demonize female behavior that refused to remain friendly, accommodating, compliant, 

docile, and obsequious” (p. 188).  Many women did share the anger of these more radical 

feminists, but found that a complete separation from men in society was neither possible, nor 

desired.  The stereotype of feminists as lesbians reverberates to this day, including the notion of 

feminists as having penis envy, or just simply hating men.   

Gay and lesbian characters began to emerge on television in the late 1970s; however, 

evidence of homosexuality was much nuanced.  The majority of gay characters and themes on 

television were found on made-for-television movies (Gross and Woods, 1999).  An exception 

was Jodie [played by Billy Crystal], an openly gay character on the popular early 1980s 

television show, Soap.  More often characters wished they were not gay, or if they did show 

affection, it was very subtle.  However, much of the evidence of gay and lesbian characters at 

this time is examined through a revisionist queer lens, where media from previous decades is 

examined with a more recent understanding of queerness.  It is difficult to identify specific gay 

and lesbian characters; rather, it is possible to suggest spaces that encompass potential subtextual 

queerness.  Doty (1993) reminds us that there are “heterosexually marked characters in lesbian-

charged spaces” (p. 43), where lesbian-charged spaces include female friendship bonds, and not 

necessarily sexual intimacy among women.  Programs like Laverne and Shirley, Maude, and 
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Facts of Life show evidence of these spaces described by Doty.  The same can be said of 

shows with male bonding, such as The Odd Couple, where two male friends are roommates.  

What is consistent among most of the programs is that they were “insistent on maintaining the 

idea of homosociality (“just friends”)” (Doty, 1993, p. 43), which follows cultural norms of the 

decade with regards to homosexuality. 

Trends of Progress: 1980s and 1990s  

 The 1980s and 1990s carried some of the same stereotypical images of women as were 

portrayed in previous decades.  As an important American structure, images of the family 

continued to dominate mass media, promoting marriage and procreation and the importance of 

motherhood.  Increasingly; however, portrayals of women in careers countered the mother-

housewife image.  Women also had more power, both in their careers and in the home.  Alluding 

to women’s newfound independence, Douglas (1994) calls the 1980s “the age of narcissism and 

elitism” (p. 247).  Women started to focus on the self and their individual needs, a trend that 

continued well into the 1990s.   

 Images of women in the 1980s and 1990s played into women’s self-esteem and body 

image.  Media and marketers promoted the new idealized woman, one who was both flawless 

and self-assured.  The requirement was now for women to take on many different roles – mother, 

professional, sex goddess – all while looking perfectly groomed.  Looking older could be 

controlled with new cosmetics; gaining weight could be controlled with new medicines and 

machines; and new inventions increased women’s luxury time.  The perfect female on Charlie’s 

Angels, Wonder Woman, and The Bionic Woman, often possessed of unnatural super powers, 

gave way to the perfect female who could do it all.  Cybill Shepherd’s character on Moonlighting 

and the women on Cagney and Lacey were super-women.  The primary difference between the 
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women on the two shows was their type of lifestyle.  Cybill Shepherd’s character Maddie was 

a beautiful, thin blonde, who owned her own detective agency, believed in her personal time, and 

was often portrayed shopping or beautifying herself.  Her agency partner was a goofy male 

[Bruce Willis] often portrayed as lecherous and professionally uncommitted. The female team on 

Cagney and Lacey were depicted as hard, angry women in their careers, but softened by the 

make-up they wore.  As Douglas (1994) notes, “Here were women who wore guns and mascara, 

who loved each other and fought with each other, who told sexist men where to get off and sued 

their butt for sexual harassment, and who consciously changed the masks they wore as they 

changed roles throughout the day” (p. 274). Nor did they lead lives of luxury: both were middle-

class women in New York, and one woman was a mother of three.  The message to women was 

that one  could not expect to have a career, be a mother, and be able to maintain a beautiful body.  

As D’Acci (1987) states, “The Cagney and Lacey narratives have progressively come to portray 

Mary Beth’s situation – the traditional family, and the role of mother and wife – not simply as 

one of the many possibilities but as the satisfying, healthy norm for ‘woman’” (p. 222).  Maddie 

on Moonlighting had beauty, wealth and a career, but no children, just like the female lawyers on 

L.A. Law or the women on Dynasty and Dallas.  All women with children were shown struggling 

constantly with balancing their personal lives, family, and career, and always coming up short.  

Examples of this include the women on thirtysomething, who always failed at maintaining the 

super-woman triad.   

Murphy Brown, the epitomic show about a single woman who is addicted to her career, 

portrayed an emblematic hero for many women in the 1980s and early 1990s.  Politicians and 

news media of the era took note:  villainizing her for being a single mother with no intentions of 

marrying.  The popularity of Murphy Brown on primetime television upset the status quo, as the 
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show did not promote the American ideal of marriage and family, and that the show glorified 

single motherhood.  Dow (1996) notes that in many ways Murphy Brown’s character is similar to 

the character of Mary Richards on The Mary Tyler Moore Show,  

Programs like Murphy Brown and TMTMS that feature single, independent, working 

women who have chosen career over marriage and motherhood promote liberal feminist 

values by rejecting television’s tradition of domestic women and by portraying female 

characters in roles formerly reserved for men (p. 204).   

While these characters may be placed in traditionally male roles, they are also made less 

feminine through their aggressive, feisty behavior, and masculinized dress like pantsuits (Dow, 

1996; Steenland, 1995).   

Two shows, The Cosby Show and Roseanne, dealt with different minority representations, 

pulling away from the traditional, white, middle-class, American family.  The Cosby Show was a 

look at an affluent African-American family, with many children, and two working parents.  

Roseanne, on the other hand, portrayed a white, working class family, again with many children.  

The creation of both of these shows stemmed at least partially from a need to gain new network 

audiences as many viewers turned to cable programming.  As Zook (1999) notes, “In the mid-

1980s good pitches, or show ideas presented to producers, began to be defined as those appealing 

to both ‘urban’ and ‘mainstream’ audiences” (p. 587).  The Cosby Show gave viewers a look at 

an African-American family that was affluent, happy, and well parented, a progressive move 

away from previous African-American family portrayals of economic struggle.  However, The 

Cosby Show was also criticized for not being an accurate portrayal of a “typical” African-

American family, and many white working-class viewers found it hard to relate (Jhally and 

Lewis, 1992).  Roseanne, on the other hand, provided the first evidence of a strong, white, 
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working class mother and her family, highlighting American class constructs.  “Not only was 

the character of Roseanne a working mom, but she was overweight, loud, spoke her mind, 

showed her frustrations, and was a feminist” (Douglas, 1994, p. 284).  She was the antithesis of 

the modest woman, and many previous portrayals of women on television.   As Reed (1997) 

states, “She used her body and her words to take up more space than ‘woman’ should be 

allowed.  Excess is the most obvious strategy Roseanne uses to transgress femininity” (p. 127).  

In addition, Roseanne challenged normative conceptions of motherhood and the American ideal 

family.  While both of these shows provided different portrayals of race and class in American 

society, the criticisms of each show’s representations demonstrates the difficulty of producing 

universal representations of cultural identities. 

Gay characters in the 1980s were usually featured guests for one or a few episodes, but 

never primary reoccurring characters.  When gay characters appeared on television, they 

frequently dealt with what the mainstream public saw as a gay issue, like AIDS and familial 

acceptance.  Hart (2000) states that,  

The positive representational strides achieved by gay men in the late 1970s and early 

1980s suffered a series of setbacks in the mid-to late 1980s, as acquired immune 

deficiency syndrome (AIDS) emerged as a health threat in American society and became 

representationally linked to gay males (p. 600).   

Guest characters on both Beverly Hills 90210 and ER dealt with issues of AIDS and HIV-

transmission.  A few recurring characters, such as on Melrose Place and thirtysomething, were 

usually seeking a boyfriend and were portrayed as hypersexual.  However, many programs in the 

early 1990s did try to address new issues facing the gay population, especially as there was 

increasing political acceptance.  Issues of marriage, adoption, and military service for gay 
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individuals were discussed within the mainstream public and mainstream media.  Gay men 

became a boon for marketers, an untapped affluent segment of the population.   

Will & Grace, which first aired in 1998 and ran for nearly a decade, became the 

quintessential show about affluent gay men and the straight women who love them.  Will, one of 

the lead characters, and Jack, a secondary character, were both gay males, living in New York 

City, enjoying the finer things in life.  Both men had straight, female counterparts as their closest 

friends.  While the show portrayed gay men as affluent and always searching for the perfect 

sexual encounter, the show did address some important issues and was accepted widely by the 

mainstream viewing public.  It was also the first time that a show revolved around gay males and 

their lives.  Although many approvingly note the progressive portrayals on Will & Grace, a few 

theorists are concerned about the comedic structure of the show.  Raymond (2003) and Hart 

(2000) both feel that the characters and issues are not taken seriously enough, yet have “the 

potential for subverting heterosexist norms and assumptions” (Raymond, 2000, p. 99).  Jhally 

(1995) has made similar arguments about portrayals of racial minorities in advertising and 

media.   

 It should be noted that most shows at the time portrayed only gay men, and rarely, if ever, 

lesbian women.  Roseanne was the first program to feature a primetime lesbian kiss, but one of 

the two women was married and heterosexual.  Inclusion of lesbian characters was mostly on an 

episode by episode basis.  As noted by Moritz (1994), “Golden Girls, Kate and Allie, L.A. Law, 

Hill Street Blues, Moonlighting, Hunter, and Hotel – some of the most popular shows on TV – 

all have had episodes (since 1985) with lesbian parts” (p. 319).  Doty (1993) notes that, “Most 

frequently sitcoms such as The Golden Girls, Kate and Allie, and Designing Women point toward 

lesbian readings through double entendres; oblique, displaced, or jokey references to lesbianism; 
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or with ‘lesbian episodes’” (p. 43).  Moritz’s (1994) study of lesbian characters on three 

shows, Hunter, Hotel, and Heartbeat, concluded that little had changed in the way homosexual 

women were portrayed, even though there was increased visibility.  She states, 

 Any kind of physical exchange with a female partner is either omitted altogether or 

drawn in the most timid way (a hand resting atop another hand, a sweet but sexless hug).  

Close-ups of their faces often reveal an agonizing look, a repeated suggestion that their 

sexuality has caused problems and for this they must take the blame and suffer the 

consequences (p. 326). 

A decade later, the character of Ellen on the primetime television show Ellen publicly declared 

herself a lesbian in 1997, one year before Will & Grace began on NBC.  The show’s primary 

character was played by Ellen DeGeneres, an openly lesbian woman.  Yet, the American public, 

or perhaps just American marketers, were not ready for her lesbian debut.  After the episode ran, 

advertisers, including Chrysler and J.C. Penney, pulled advertising from the show and ultimately 

from ABC (Hubert, 1999).  The “incident” received a great deal of negative press, specifically 

religious hostility toward the gay and lesbian population (Hubert, 1999). 

 Lesbian characterizations on film also became more common, although the 

representations were still intended for the mainstream viewing audience.  Sheldon (1977) defines 

common lesbian stereotypes and myths repeatedly prevalent in lesbian films.  She states,  

Looking at the media not one but three lesbian stereotypes emerge: the butch/mannish 

lesbian (bar dyke/foot-stomper, often working class and dominant in her relationships 

with other women); the sophisticated lesbian (often an older woman, who is rich and 

successful in a man’s world); the neurotic lesbian (often femme or closet) (p. 302).   
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Many of the lesbian characterizations in film (and in television) rarely allow the characters to 

find lasting happiness, and often show the character as having a psychological or drug/alcohol 

related problem.  While the basis of stereotypes often forms within and from some cultural 

reality, they are frequently conglomerated exaggerations of physical attributes, behaviors, and 

visual indicators. Film repeats these characterizations, often meshing two or more stereotypes 

together in one character (Moritz, 1994; Sheldon, 1977).  Examples of these lesbian or perceived 

lesbian stereotypes are seen in mainstream movies like Personal Best, Gia, Desert Hearts 

(Gross, 2001) as well as in movies made for lesbian audiences, such as High Art, But I’m A 

Cheerleader, and Better Than Chocolate.  Television followed a similar prescription in its 

inclusion of lesbian characters, including shows like Hotel, Heartbeat, Hunter, Roseanne, and 

even Friends (Bruni, 1999; Gross, 2001; Moritz, 1994). 

The Current State of Television 

 Over the last decade, the face of primetime television has changed once again.  Network 

television, in an effort to retain audiences, has focused on reality television, and police and 

medical dramas.  Cable television, which is now in more than 78% of homes nationwide, has 

stolen audiences by offering wider programming options (OneTVWorld.org).  Pay channels such 

as HBO and Showtime have created their own dramatic series, which run in opposition to 

popular network television.  During a period of increased FCC content regulations for network 

television, cable is under different constraints, providing opportunities for the exploration of 

more subversive subjects.   

A number of roles women now hold on television are clearly more progressive than in 

previous decades.  More women are seen as doctors, lawyers, and white-collar professionals, on 

shows such as ER, Law & Order, and Grey’s Anatomy.  Many of the professional women shown 
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also clearly prioritize work over their personal lives on shows like Law & Order SVU, Bones, 

and The West Wing.  Some female characters have actually been criticized in mass media for 

taking on too much power; to wit, the character of President Mackenzie Allen on Commander in 

Chief  (Hoskin, 2006, p. 224). Television now includes more evidence of female African-

American and Latinos in primary roles as well as women of different ages and life stages.  

Women of different marital status and different kinds of families are evident on shows such as 

The Adventures of Old Christine and on Medium.  Regardless of the increased numbers and 

portrayals of different female identities, a number of issues remain.  Women are frequently 

shown as thin, with a perfectly curvy figure, and beautiful by idealized feminine standards.  

Perhaps the best example of women portrayed as perfect or trying to obtain perfection can be 

found on Desperate Housewives.  Despite their lives full of secrets, domestic problems, and 

personal issues, the female characters compete with each other.  Each tries to appear as if her life 

were perfect, even though the viewer sees the characters’ shortcomings and struggles.  Another 

popular show, although on cable, also portrayed a group of female friends who embodied the 

perfection women have been encouraged to idolize.  Sex and the City, while a program that 

finally showed heterosexual women expressing their sexuality, also portrayed women as 

gorgeous, affluent, and indulging in their every pleasure.   

The 21st century has also witnessed many changes in the portrayals of gays and lesbians.  

In May 2006, after a decade of some of the highest ratings on network television, Will & Grace 

came to an end.  The final episode provided only a glimpse into the future lives of the four main 

characters.  The show did ultimately give Will a partner and an adopted child, and presented a 

world where being gay was no longer a political challenge.  Other shows with gay main 

characters, like Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, continued the stereotype that gay men are good 
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designers, good at domestic duties, and all around better looking than heterosexual men.  

While Queer Eye for the Straight Guy primarily aired on Bravo, a cable network, the episodes 

were edited for content, including physical contact, and rerun on Bravo’s parent company, NBC.  

Cable television has provided an opportunity for additional gay and lesbian 

programming.  First on public access channels like DykeTV in the 1990s and network 

programming dedicated to gay and lesbian issues and stories (Closs, 1994). Later, networks like 

LOGO appeared in 2006. LOGO is a cable network from MTV networks – a property of Viacom 

– launched with programming dedicated to gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered audiences, 

although the majority of the dramatic series focus on gay men. Yep and Elia (2007) have 

examined one of the most popular shows on LOGO, Noah’s Arc, which is a drama about African 

American gay male friends.  They note, “With the popularity of Noah’s Arc and the presence of 

out African American gay men on prime-time television, the authenticity of blackness as hetero-

patriarchal, sexist, and homophobic is called into question (p. 8).  Yep and Elia (2007) note that 

race cannot be separated from class, gender, and sexual subjectivities, and argue that a show that 

represents race and sexual subjectivity as primary identifications makes another dimension of the 

queer community visible.    

While Will & Grace and Queer Eye for the Straight Guy did give viewers a look at the 

gay community, two other shows – both on Showtime, provided a more well-rounded look at 

different types of people in the gay community.  Queer as Folk and The L-Word began before 

LOGO began airing on digital cable systems, in 2000 and 2004 respectively.  While the 

representations of queer men and women on these shows are arguably narrow, both shows 

provide increased visibility to the queer community.  Queer as Folk, an American copy of the 

BBC hit of the same name, focused on a group of gay male friends in Pittsburgh.  The show, 



 75
which ended its fifth and final season in 2005, was applauded for exploring issues of sexuality, 

intimacy, family, marriage, and health among gay men.  No longer were the gay men visiting for 

one episode, instead the episodes followed a weekly dramatic story of their lives.  

 The L-Word is the successor to Queer as Folk, but focuses on the lives of lesbian and 

other queer women.  To date, The L-Word is the first television program to show the often-

invisible queer female community and the different issues queer women face compared with the 

gay men’s community.  Praised as the lesbian Sex in the City, The L-Word appears to portray 

lesbian women as behaving, looking, and living just like their female heterosexual counterparts. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FRAMING THE L-WORD: CONTEXT, CHARACTERS, CRITICISMS 

 The ways in which The L-Word has been framed by the creators, the producers, and 

scholars is important as it provides additional layers to audience negotiations.  This includes the 

structure of the text in comparison to other primetime television shows, the narrative and 

character development through the fourth season, and the primary thematic tropes evident within 

and among the episodes.  This chapter explores what else has been said about the show, by the 

characters themselves, the writers and producers, other scholars, and the popular press.  This 

chapter aims to provide information about character and thematic development in The L-Word, 

and to provide an analysis of the ideological constructs present in media discourse.   

As The L-Word has completed its fourth season, there have been many opportunities to 

analyze the text at varying levels and for varying thematic content.  Prior to beginning this study, 

I examined episodes from the first four seasons of The L-Word.  I have been a weekly viewer of 

the show since its inception in January of 2004.  This section is not a narrative analysis; rather, 

an opportunity to present context about the show and to provide a basis for the audience 

reception chapters, particularly any direct discussion of certain themes and characters.  This 

chapter also examines what other scholars have discussed about The L-Word as well as the aims 

of the producers and actresses in the making of the show. 

 The L-Word is a weekly, hour-long show about a group of queer-identified women in Los 

Angeles.  These women are either friends or are connected through their jobs, significant others, 

or personal hobbies.  The show, at the end of the fourth season, revolves around a group of 

central characters who have been regulars for more than three seasons: Shane, Alice, Bette, Tina, 

Helena, Max/Moira, Kit, and Jenny.  Ilene Chaiken, Rose Troche, and Guinevere Turner created 
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the show as a way to increase visibility of lesbian and other alternative sexualities.  Showtime 

Networks, in its commitment to diversity programming, was a willing participant in helping to 

promote this visibility.   

Ilene Chaiken, the show’s producer and director, and many of the episodes’ writers, are 

self-identified lesbians.  The show continues to receive significant media hype, including 

advertising and newspaper and magazine articles in many major U.S. cities.  The L-Word has 

even been deemed a “revolutionary” (Franklin, 2004, Bolonik, 2004) and “groundbreaking” 

(Ostrow, 2004) television program by writers in print media, as the show presents queer women 

who are not secondary or invisible characters and who are not presented as women dressed as 

men.  Television programming, even on pay cable networks, cannot exist without a large enough 

viewing audience.  The L Word, which began in January of 2004, has reached at least a million 

viewers, and the third season saw a significant ratings increase20 (sho.com).  In addition, The L-

Word is seen on Showtime Networks or viewed on DVD around the world (sho.com).   

How then does The L Word, as a non-mainstream drama, attempt to be of interest to a 

normative mainstream audience?  Does The L Word follow the structural patterns of mainstream 

dramas?  Does it, as Raymond (2003) suggests, “queer” female characters and themes in ways 

that make the show more palatable by “normalizing ‘queer’ to a mainstream audience”? (p. 100).  

An understanding of the structure of The L Word at different levels as well as an examination of 

what scholars have said about the show helps to answer these questions.   

Structure of The L-Word Text 

Each episode of The L-Word generally consists of seven scenes, with the longest scene 

first and the shortest scene last.  The last scene of each episode sets up the beginning of the 

following week’s episode.  Each episode also begins with a story “short” which does not always 
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involve any characters from the show, but eventually makes a connection to the plot of the 

episode.  The story “shorts” deal with a queer issue or are a character’s flashback or dream 

sequence, and run only for approximately one to two minutes.  As with traditional serial dramas 

such as soap operas, the narrative never fully achieves closure.  Fiske (1987) discusses how open 

narratives carry a storyline and keep the viewer engaged “through an infinitely extended middle” 

(p. 470).   Even when one storyline receives closure another is always waiting.  As Fiske (1987) 

states, “A soap opera narrative has no climax to close it off, no point at which it seems to have 

finished” (p. 471). 

Before the start of each episode there is also a recap of the previous plot’s highlights.  

This is one distinction between The L-Word and many other television dramas, including soap 

operas and crime dramas.  Soap operas run daily and the plot of the show moves from episode to 

episode creating a longer narrative; however, there is no a recap of the previous episode.  Crime 

dramas, such as Law and Order and CSI, while including the same characters week to week, do 

not usually follow the same narrative from episode to episode.  Instead, each episode has closure, 

by presenting a beginning, middle, and end.  There are exceptions to these dramatic formats, 

such as Heroes, 24, and Lost, which air weekly and run for at least 26 weeks of the year, from 

September through May.  These shows do have continuing storylines from weekly episode to 

weekly episode, and even from season to season, and also provide a recap of the previous week’s 

events.  These exceptions often do not have full narrative closure until the end of the series.  The 

L-Word by contrast, runs from January through March, for 13 episodes. The break between 

seasons is much longer than that of traditional narrative dramas, and even the DVDs of each 

season are not available for purchase or rental until at least six months after the season airs.  Like 

some narrative dramas, The L-Word storylines do not achieve full closure at the end of each 
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season, although some storylines do end during or at the end of a season.  Unlike other 

narrative dramas; however, the large break between seasons causes disruption in narrative 

continuity.  This will be evident in my dialogues with L-Word viewers, as many could not 

remember the timing of certain events or the names of characters.21 

The structure of the plot on The L-Word is consistent across episodes.  Two or three 

primary storylines run parallel throughout each episode.  In addition, an additional one or two 

secondary storylines connect at various points in each episode.  As previously stated, each 

episode also begins with a story “short” which, while separate from the overall narrative of the 

show, does have a connection to the specific episode or to the series as a whole.  The L-Word  

adheres to certain characteristics of traditional dramatic narratives, such as soap operas.  The first 

is that the primary opening scene always follows the ending scene of the previous episode, 

helping the movement or energy of the strip.  Second, the series follows the same six primary 

characters and their relationships to each other.  Secondary characters float in and out of the 

episodes.  Unlike soap operas, The L-Word is on weekly (Sunday evenings at 10 p.m.) for one 

hour and runs for only thirteen weeks per season.  In this way, The L-Word is much more similar 

to crime dramas.  Crime dramas also run weekly and new episodes run in blocks of time 

corresponding to television sweep periods.22   

Advertising is one major difference between traditional dramas and The L-Word.  The L-

Word is on a commercial-free network, so the episodes run without interruption.  Primetime and 

daytime dramas on American network and cable television are always interspersed with 

commercials; this is the way that the stations survive financially.  With the advent of DVR 

(Digital Video Recording), viewers are now able to tape shows and to pause live television.  As a 

result, it is possible to fast forward through taped commercials, creating a relatively 
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uninterrupted narrative. Showtime is a pay cable network (viewers pay a monthly fee for 

service) that does not rely on advertising for financial security, so all programs run as 

uninterrupted narratives without advertising breaks.  In addition, without the need for advertising 

sponsorship, Showtime has greater freedom in its programming content, including presenting 

sexually and culturally subversive themes. 

Of additional interest is the use of well-known, mainstream actors and actresses to attract 

more attention to The L-Word.  The show also attracts many fan sites produced by and for the 

viewers.  Over the course of the first three seasons, many popular celebrities made cameo 

appearances on the show.  These have included musicians, television and movie stars, Broadway 

stars, sports stars, and political personalities.23  Advertising or highlighting the cameos by these 

popular individuals gives Showtime Networks an opportunity to increase viewership.   

One way Showtime promotes The L-Word outside of traditional advertising and media 

reviews is in the use of its website.  Sho.com has a dedicated link to information on The L-Word 

including Podcasts of the show, exclusive scenes, message boards and fan fiction24, personals, 

clothing, and many available downloads of pictures.  Three unaffiliated websites produced 

outside of Showtime Networks include AfterEllen.com, TheL-WordOnline.com, and L-

Word.com.  These sites include contents similar to those on the Showtime site; however, because 

they are created outside of the media industry proper they provide an additional level of audience 

interaction with the show.   

The Characters 

In order to discuss each character’s appearances and behaviors fully, I will begin by 

introducing the primary characters on the show that started with the first season (Figure 1).  

Many of the primary characters have either been friends for many years, or have been in 
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relationships with each other that turned into friendships later.   Bette, Tina, Dana, and Shane 

are self-defined lesbians, Alice is a self-defined bisexual, and Jenny never completely identifies 

as either lesbian or bisexual.  Kit, Bette’s sister, identifies as heterosexual.  Bette and Tina were 

introduced as a couple who have been in a long-term partnership that later falls apart, and have a 

baby together named Angelica.  Bette works as a modern art museum curator, and Tina was 

primarily shown as a stay-at-home mom who later begins working as a film producer.  Dana was 

a professional tennis player, who was “out” to her friends, but felt that she could not be “out” in 

her profession.  Shane is a professional, hip, hairdresser, who is frequently portrayed as sexually 

non-committal and unable (or unwilling) to be in a relationship.  Alice is a radio personality who 

is best friends with Dana.  Jenny, a burgeoning writer, begins the series engaged to Tim, but after 

a sexual encounter with a woman (Marina) she begins to question her sexuality.  Kit, after 

battling her addictions, eventually becomes the owner of The Planet, the local hangout for the 

women.   

There have been a number of primary and secondary character additions, and some 

characters have left the show.  Marina, the owner of The Planet in the first season, left the show 

after her husband (who is never seen) insists that she return to Europe.  Lara, a chef at the tennis 

club where Dana practices, becomes Dana’s love interest; however, they break up when Dana is 

unable to be open about her sexuality.  Lara leaves the show in the third season.  In the second 

season, Carmen is introduced as the new, and very serious, love interest of Shane’s.  Carmen was 

the first Latina character on the show.  She left the show after the third season when her wedding 

to Shane was called off.  Max (Moira), a recent addition to the show, is a transgender female 

transitioning to male.  Another transgendered female to male, Ivan, begins to date Kit; however, 

Ivan disappears from the show after Kit discovers Ivan is really a female undergoing transition.   
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In later seasons of the show, Angus is introduced as Bette and Tina’s nanny.  He later 

begins dating Kit.  In the fourth season, viewers are introduced to Tasha, an African American 

lesbian in the military, who is dating Alice.  Phyllis, played by Cybill Shepard joined the show as 

the dean of the school where Bette teaches, and comes out as an older lesbian.  Jodi, played by 

Marlee Matlin, a hearing-impaired lesbian who teaches art at the same university as Bette and 

Phyllis, begins dating Bette.  Papi, another Latina lesbian, also makes several appearances in the 

fourth season (Figure 2). 

Major Thematic Developments 

 As with any show that moves from week to week and from one season into another, 

thematic developments occur.  Often these changes and developments are dramatic and 

climactic, and frequently leave the viewer wanting more.  Storylines in serial dramas are written 

so that themes are developed over periods of time, and the focus on any particular theme can 

shift from episode to episode.  Certain themes may be given more attention than others, which 

can be a determinant of what audiences remember or what the audience may see as more 

important, either by themselves as viewers or by the producers of the show.  A full discussion of 

the audience involvement with the stories and themes on The L-Word is found in later chapters 

that focus on the analysis of the audience reception.  In order to provide context for the 

informants’ discussions, I will here highlight some of the major themes that have emerged in the 

first four seasons.   

 The first season focused primarily on character introductions and development.  The 

viewer is introduced to Bette, Tina, Shane, Alice, Dana, Kit, and Marina, all friends all living in 

Los Angeles.  Soon Jenny, and Jenny’s boyfriend Tim, move from Chicago to the house next 

door to Tina and Bette.  Jenny meets the group of friends at a party at Tina and Bette’s soon after 
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(Figure 3).   The group interactions evolve slowly over time; however, a few key storylines 

were prominent.  One key storyline is Jenny’s engagement and marriage to Tim as well as her 

affair with Marina (Figure 4).  It is this affair that makes her question her sexuality, and so the 

viewer engages with a character who is dealing with sexuality issues and the process of coming 

out.  Dana, a professional tennis player, also deals with being gay and not being out due to her 

role as an athletic celebrity.  Tina and Bette deal with issues of their seven year partnered 

relationship, becoming pregnant through a sperm donor, and having a child together.  At the end 

of the season, Bette has an affair, which is the catalyst for the subsequent divorce in season two.  

Shane, shown as non-committal and sexually free, is jumping from relationship to relationship 

and sexual experience to sexual experience as well as dealing with her past as a female working 

as a gay male prostitute.   Alice, the self-identified bisexual, explores and explains to her friends 

why it is better to be bisexual.  She is shown in a relationship with men in the first season, 

although one of the men identifies as a lesbian identified male, whom the friends dub Lisa.  Kit, 

the older sister of Bette, struggles with alcoholism and drug addiction throughout the first season.   

 The second season continues the character development from the first season, but 

explores many of the thematic tropes from the first season in more depth.  At the beginning of 

the second season, Bette and Tina are unable to reconcile and file for divorce.  Tina begins 

dating Helena, a wealthy arts foundation manager.  Helena has also had frequent contact, 

professionally and otherwise, with Bette.  It is at the end of the second season that Tina and 

Bette’s daughter, Angelica, is born (Figure 5), at the same time that Bette and Kit’s father passes 

away.  Dana, who has been dating her promotional manager Tonya, finally gets together with 

Alice.  They begin dating and Alice introduces Dana to many new sexual experiences, including 

sex toys and role-play (Figure 6).  Much of this introduction of toys comes during a Caribbean 
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cruise that the friends take together.  At the end of the second season, Dana shows interest in 

her ex-girlfriend Lara, creating tension in her current relationship with Alice.  After Tim and 

Jenny divorce and Tim leaves the show, Shane moves into the house with Jenny.  Shane and 

Jenny take in an additional roommate, a heterosexual male named Mark who, posing as a 

documentary filmmaker, begins taping the roommates throughout the house without their 

knowledge.  Jenny, who first dated Carmen, finds out that Carmen really is in love with Shane 

through these videotapes.  It is at the end of this season that Jenny begins to confront her 

sexually troubled past and leaves Los Angeles for her home outside Chicago. 

 The third season opens with Bette and Tina trying to reconcile their marriage and deal 

with raising Angelica together. They do not manage to reconcile, and instead Tina begins to 

struggle with her attraction to men, including dating a man who also has a child.  Dana and Alice 

break up, and Dana starts dating Lara again.  In the middle of the season, Dana discovers she has 

breast cancer and undergoes chemotherapy.  Dana begins fighting with Lara, so Lara decides to 

go work in Europe, and Lara ultimately leaves the show.  Alice comes back to Dana’s side to 

take care of her; however, after Dana’s death, Lara returns briefly and Alice finds comfort in her.  

In the third season, viewers are also introduced to Moira, who later transitions to Max (Figure 7).  

Jenny returns to Los Angeles with Moira, and introduces Moira to her friends as her girlfriend.  

Moira begins her transition in the third season, and is reintroduced as Max.  Most of the friends 

struggle with understanding why anyone would wish to change their gender; however, over time 

everyone, except Carmen, accepts Max and the transition.  Shane and Carmen date the entire 

third season and plan to marry.  The marriage never takes place because Shane never arrives at 

the ceremony, leaving Carmen and all their friends confused (Figure 8).  In the end, Shane was 

unable to commit to Carmen, and goes on a wild drinking and drug binge instead of getting 
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married.  Carmen leaves the show after the third season.  Alan Cumming joins the third season 

as Billie Blakelie, who is hired by Kit to help promote The Planet.  Kit, in the meantime begins 

dating Angus, Bette and Tina’s nanny.  The third season also included guest appearances by 

Camryn Manheim, Billie Jean King, and Rosanna Arquette. 

 The fourth season opens with Bette kidnapping her daughter Angelica during the throes 

of a custody argument with Tina.  At this point in the series, Tina has started dating Josh, and 

they have moved in together.  While the friends try to be supportive, they have a hard time 

dealing with her dating men.  Bette, on the other hand, after a brief romance with her teaching 

assistant, has begun a romance with Jodi, an artist at the university.  This is the season when 

Phyllis, played by Cybill Shepard, becomes a regular cast member as a newly out, going through 

a divorce, older woman (Figure 9).  Phyllis is the dean of the local university, and one of her first 

sexual encounters is with Alice.  They date briefly, but Alice is uncomfortable with the fact that 

Phyllis is still married.  Shortly thereafter, Alice meets Tasha, who is serving in the military and 

is scheduled for deployment to Iraq (Figure 10).  Helena, who has been managing the arts 

foundation for her mother and living on a trust fund, is now broke and rooming with Alice.  She 

begins to play poker to gain quick wealth again, to no avail.  Jenny writes a book that receives a 

poor review, so instead she counters with a short story about her friends that is published in The 

New Yorker.  This publicity gains attention from Hollywood, which wants to make the story into 

a movie, one that Tina ends up having to produce, despite her dislike for Jenny.  After the nasty 

breakup with Carmen at the end of the third season, Shane chooses not to date and returns to 

encounters that are more casual.  However, by the end of the fourth season, Shane meets Paige 

and tries a committed relationship once again.  Kit and Angus, after a lengthy relationship, 

break-up after Angus has an affair.  Kit returns to drugs and drinking to alleviate her pain and 
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sadness.   

 While the summaries of the first four seasons presented here are by no means 

comprehensive, they do highlight the primary themes from each season and help provide context 

for my informants’ discussions in subsequent chapters25.  Additional information on each 

episode of The L-Word from the past four seasons can be found on The L-Word webpage on 

Showtime’s website.  In addition, other websites dedicated to The L-Word provide recaps of 

previous episodes and fan commentary.  

Examining the Narrative: Examining Meaning 

Many scholars, including myself, have examined The L-Word narrative and character 

representations for the potential messages about lesbian lives portrayed for the mass viewing 

public.  Taking these studies together is useful as it helps illustrate the many meanings the show 

produces among scholars.  For as Kellner (2003) states,  

A multicultural approach sees the importance of analyzing the dimensions of class, race 

and ethnicity, and gender and sexual preference within the texts of media culture, while 

studying as well their impact on how audiences read and interpret media culture (p. 18). 

These analyses have primarily been of the text and the various representational aspects of a show 

like The L-Word (Aaron, 2006; Chambers, 2006; McCabe and Akass, 2006; Moore, 2006; Wolfe 

and Roripaugh, 2006).  In a previous study, I also examined the media coverage of the first 

season of The L-Word in U.S. newspapers26.   

Before and after the show’s debut the popular press discussed the show in varying ways.  

In some cases, the show was declared “groundbreaking” (Ostrow, 2004) and “revolutionary” 

(Bolonik, 2004; Franklin, 2004) for focusing on lesbian/queer themes and depicting non-

stereotypical lesbians.  However, many of the early journalistic discussions in the popular press, 
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particularly newspapers, focused more on the imagery of ‘lesbianism’ as sexually entertaining.  

This is particularly evident in the articles that described the characters as beautiful, sexy, femme, 

and titillating.  This was especially evident among the male writers who compared the lesbian 

sex on The L-Word to soft-core porn (Catlin, 2004; Kronke, 2004) and wrote excitedly about the 

“hot girl-on-girl action” (Gilbert, 2004; Weintraub, 2004).  In addition, specific words with 

culturally negative connotations were used to describe the sexual behaviors and attitudes of the 

characters, “aggressive” (Laurence, 2004), “unapologetic tramp” (McFarland, 2004), 

“androgynous womanizer” (Ostrow, 2004), and “lothario” (Chocano, 2004) are a few examples. 

In other words, the women on the show were considered promiscuous and sexually manipulative 

(Bernhard, 2004; Peck, 2004; Stanley, 2004). By discussing the characters in this way, queer 

female sexuality was eroticized to a larger public.  

 The articles also implied that being a homosexual or bisexual is a choice and is, as seen 

by Rich, performed merely for the sexual enjoyment of men (1995).  Two articles discussed one 

of the characters Jenny (who explored her sexuality on the show) as “straddling the sexual fence” 

(Rosenthal, 2004) and “caught between the sexes, between the labels of gay and straight” 

(Torregrosa, 2004), denoting that the heterosexual/homosexual dichotomy is an important 

cultural construction that weaves throughout all levels of cultural dialogue. 

Along with scholarly pieces about The L-Word, other thoughts about the show have 

surfaced, within L-Word products as well as in non-academic and non-L-Word related media.  

Producers Ilene Chaiken and Rose Troche and the actors on the show have discussed their 

reasons for doing the show, and what they hope the show will achieve culturally.  In addition, 

journalists from Curve, AfterEllen.com, and others have written commentary about the show and 

its place in Western culture. These interviews have appeared primarily in books and magazines. 
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Sarah Warn (2003), the founder and editor of AfterEllen.com, believes the growth of the 

website started after The L-Word began.   Warn (2006) states, “Years from now, we may look 

back and conclude that this ability to elucidate connections, to ignite and create a sense of 

community among lesbians around the world, is The L-Word’s true legacy” (p. 8).  In 2003 and 

2004 Warn interviewed a number of regular characters on the show as well as the writers and 

producers.  Katherine Moennig, who plays Shane, believes that The L-Word has been “given a 

chance to speak for a community that hasn’t had much of a [media] voice in the past” (quoted in 

Warn, 2006, p. 174).  Erin Daniels, who played Dana, notes “I’ve heard some people say we 

don’t represent enough of a cross-section of women, but I look at my friends, for example, and 

they don’t represent a cross section…it’s very rare in this business that you get to do something 

that’s socially important” (quoted in Warn, 2006, p. 213). The DVD of the third season includes 

on-screen interviews with Chaiken as well as interviews of viewers conducted at a pride event in 

Los Angeles, and with groups of viewers in Philadelphia, Salt Lake City, Houston, and Los 

Angeles.27  These additional layers provide information on the production side of The L-Word as 

well as some indication of the reception of the show by a dedicated audience – lesbian viewers.   

Many of the scholarly pieces on The L-Word focus on issues of visibility and 

representation of lesbian archetypes on television.  These vary from visual definitions of lesbian 

archetypes to ways in which the show makes the characters more palatable to mainstream 

audiences, to issues of gender, masculinity, and femininity.  Aaron (2006) argues that The L-

Word avoids issues of female queerness, presenting what she calls “queerlite” to broader 

audiences (p. 34).   Wolfe and Roripaugh (2006) maintain that the show helps negotiate different 

lesbian visibilities and “that the show itself enacts and critiques these anxieties of representation 

during moments when the show turns the lens in on itself through the use of meta-narrative” (p. 
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47).  In other words, the show acts as a site of negotiation about lesbian representation and 

visibility, and solicits viewer commentary and reciprocation through website interactions.  

Chambers (2006), on the other hand, argues that while The L-Word opens the door to a lesbian 

visibility, it does so within hetero-normativity, ultimately upholding powerful cultural binaries 

and hegemonic norms.  Moore and Schilt (2006) also find issue within the hetero-normative 

content the show presents.  However, they argue that the characters of Shane and Ivan, as 

masculine representations, help transgress the hetero-normative undertones within the show. 

While these analyses do not represent all perspectives of the L-Word, they do offer multiple 

textual readings of the show, many with similar concerns and accolades.  The pieces all question 

the empowerment of having lesbian characters and lives on television as well as the potential 

cultural implications.   

Scholars recognize the cultural elasticity a show like this represents.  It is both 

revolutionary as the first show of its kind as well as concerning for its depiction of queer-

identified women.  Yet, as McCabe and Akass (2006) state, “As the first lesbian drama series on 

American television, The L-Word does bear an unusually heavy burden for representing the 

lesbian community” (p. xxix).  Since no fictional television program accurately represents a 

marginalized group, or anyone for that matter, The L-Word is certainly not an exception.  

However, it is still important to examine the cultural politics a show, such as The L-Word, 

represents within the larger sphere of media culture, even if the representations are not perfect. 

Foucault (1978) argues the audience gains power through knowledge and discourse.  However, 

meanings and understandings are in constant flux, especially when elements of the discourse are 

in opposition to each other. While explicit femininity is in direct contrast to popular notions of 

queer women as masculine, it does follow dominant and generally acceptable ideals of the proper 
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woman. Moreover, while The L Word definitely makes queer females visible in the mass 

media, the nature of this visibility is at issue.  

Textual Analysis: Implications and Limitations 

The issue of text interpretation – who interprets – is of importance as it brings up many 

issues of power and opposition in social identity.  Radhakrishan (1996) describes the process of 

identity as, 

A program of naming and unnaming [which] takes the following historically determinate 

steps (different phases of a developmental sequence): ethnic28 reality realizes it has a 

“name”, but this name is forced on it by the oppressor, that is, it is the victim of 

representation; it achieves a revolution against both the oppressor and the discourse of the 

oppressor and proceeds to unnamed itself through a process of inverse displacement; it 

gives itself a name, that is, represents itself from within its own point of view; and it 

ponders how best to legitimate and empower this new name (p. 69).   

She goes on to argue that this process of empowerment of a new name is the biggest problem 

because it recreates what the oppressed wishes to change in the first place – who gets to 

represent, who gets to use and speak the name or identity, and how do we know?   

A study of viewers of The L-Word is beneficial to understand better what information 

viewers’ gain about queer women, and how this affects understandings of queer subcultures.  

Audiences decode cultural texts using personal experience.  Hall (1993) and Newcomb (1991) 

discuss audience negotiation of texts, meaning-making, and social practice of textual meaning.  

Various perspectives are always at play during the reception of a media text (Newcomb, 1991), 

marked by socio-cultural experiences.  Audiences both decode, or negotiate, and encode media 

texts, and these “moments of ‘encoding’ and ‘decoding’, though only ‘relatively autonomous’ in 
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relation to the communicative process as a whole, are determinate moments” (Hall, 1993, p. 

91).  Here, Hall reminds us that viewers may have dominant, oppositional, or negotiated 

readings.  Analyzing these determinate moments is necessary to understand how audiences 

negotiate any text, and how these negotiations impact socio-cultural environments.  Within 

cultural studies, examining the “text” is implemented in various ways.  As Frow and Morris 

(2003) note, 

Cultural studies uses the concept of text as a fundamental model.  However, the concept 

of text undergoes a mutation so that, rather than designating a place where meanings are 

constructed on a single level of inscription (writing, speech, film, dress, and so on), still 

less a single artifact (a “text”), it works as an interweaving of levels (p. 509). 

Examining a text also dictates that there will be a form of interpretation.  Interpreting a cultural 

text requires a “multiperspectival” approach (Kellner, 2003).  Textual analysis includes 

examining discourses, ideologies, narrative structures, and images.  Kellner (2003) states, “The 

textual analysis of cultural studies thus combines formalist analysis with critique of how cultural 

meanings convey specific ideologies of gender, race, class, sexuality, nation, and other 

ideological dimensions” (p. 14).   It should be noted; however, that there are many criticisms of 

textual analysis methods; namely, that textual analysis is always from one perspective, and often 

provides the dominant reading of the researcher.  While many perspectives of the same text using 

textual, narrative, or semiotic analysis provides many potential readings, they only show one 

piece of the puzzle.  A fuller reading incorporates many perspectives using multiple qualitative 

methodologies – textual and ethnographic.  In other words, examining the content, the audience, 

and the political economy provides a well-rounded analysis of any media text.  This study 

extends beyond a simple examination of the text by focusing on audience reception and 
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negotiation as well as the larger context of production.  The latter is addressed in the following 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER V 

SELLING A CULTURAL PHENOMENON: POLITICAL ECONOMY AND THE L-WORD 

Media are a series of complex systems, not a monolithic institution.   Intersecting cultural 

realms at all levels; media produces, distributes, and reiterates cultural ideologies.  Previous 

arguments, primarily Marxist, have placed media as a dominant institution, one with power, both 

political and economic.  As Althusser (1971) discusses, media systems are part of larger cultural 

and ideological contexts.  Media as “ideological apparatuses’” (p. 153) both influence and are 

influenced by culture, and are made evident through “material existences” (p. 157).  These 

material existences include more than a media text itself or media institutions that created the 

text.  Materialism also exists through advertising and marketing – of both the text and the 

commodities sold to media audiences, spin-off media born from original media texts, and new 

commodity systems developed from media texts. 

Television shows as well as other media formats are not produced within a vacuum.  

While this study primarily looks to the audience interpretations and the various discourses 

produced by the audience, it is necessary as well to investigate the economic and political 

motivators surrounding a show such as The L-Word.  As Kellner (2003) states, “Cultural studies 

insists that culture must be studied within the relations and system through which it is produced 

and consumed, and thus the study of culture is intimately bound up with the study of society, 

politics, and economics” (p. 10).  Fiske (1987) also discusses the importance of looking at the 

financial economy in relationship to the cultural economy.  Fiske states, “Any discussion of 

popularity must account for opposing forces within it…Popularity is here a measure of a cultural 

form’s ability to serve the desire of its consumers” (p. 505).  Golding and Murdock (1991) also 

encourage “focus on the interplay between the symbolic and economic dimensions of public 
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communication...as public communications systems are part of the ‘culture industries’” (p. 

15), which is a critical focus of political economy. 

The institutions that create media are surrounded by and woven into a larger cultural 

sphere, making the political and economic terrains important to the study of any media text.  

Media texts are produced at all levels of the cultural sphere, including by subordinate groups, 

which means media ideologies are not always born from the top down, but rather are inter-

contextual, with varying meanings and value systems.  This concept becomes particularly 

important when the show in question falls outside of the traditional parameters of network and 

cable television.   

As with many media texts today, The L-Word is more than just a television show.  The 

show is a continuing narrative that has completed four seasons and is scheduled for more, and 

has increased its viewing audience over the past four years on Showtime.   However, the show is 

also a commodity system replete with DVDs of the show, The L-Word dedicated websites, 

clothing and jewelry lines modeled after the apparel worn by its characters, fan blogs, and fan 

fiction.  In addition, the show is promoted in a variety of United States media markets and media 

outlets.  The L-Word also regularly brings in celebrities, such as Cybill Shepherd and Marlee 

Matlin, to appear as guest characters or in recurring roles, and incorporates musical acts and 

bands into every episode.  

 However, The L-Word is not a traditional primetime show in ways that go far beyond the 

structure of the text and the thematic tropes within the narrative.  Since The L-Word is on 

Showtime Networks, which is a pay cable network, there is no outside advertising.  While most 

television programs on network and cable stations are advertising-based, Showtime gains money 

through monthly subscriber fees and sponsorships.  This is important as Showtime does not have 
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the same worries about keeping advertisers happy as other networks, nor is Showtime under 

the same FCC (Federal Communications Commission) regulations as network and cable stations.  

At the same time, Showtime Networks is owned by CBS Networks, one of the largest 

international media institutions, with properties all over the world through Paramount 

International Television.   

 This chapter focuses on the various ways in which media is integrated into the United 

States economic system, with particular focus on The L-Word as a program which does not 

follow traditional media economic models.  The following discussion looks at media institutions 

and their roles within the United States economy, especially the CBS Networks conglomerate 

and its associated vertical and horizontal media properties.  Since advertising and marketing are 

key parts of the financial economy, as argued by Fiske (1987) and Kellner (2002), this chapter 

also examines the importance of advertising, both for the financial needs of media institutions as 

well as United States commodity systems.  Since The L-Word was originally created for the 

lesbian viewer, and continues to have a large queer female audience, it is also necessary to 

discuss the lesbian consumer within United States commodity systems, more specifically, the 

cultural commodities surrounding The L-Word.  This chapter concludes with a discussion of the 

economic and cultural differences, similarities, and implications of a culturally subversive 

television program within mainstream media. 

Media Institutions and the U.S. Economy 

 Althusser (1971) argues that media is part of ideological state apparatuses, along with 

religious, familial, and educational institutions, to name a few.  This is a departure from earlier 

Marxist arguments of the State Apparatus, which includes the government, the military, and the 

justice system.  The state apparatuses, or as defined by Althusser (1971), the “repressive state 
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apparatus’”, work through violence and exertions of power, while ideological state apparatus’ 

“function by ideology” (p. 153-154).  In other words, ideologies are representations of the world.  

They are created within cultural frameworks and disseminated through discourse.  Althusser 

(1971) argues ideology flows from ideological state apparatuses, and that the representation of 

ideology is “not the system of the real relations which govern the existence of individuals, but 

the imaginary relation of those individuals to the real relations in which they live” (p. 157).  In 

addition, ideologies present themselves through visible markers, such as rituals and everyday 

practice.  This may include the naming of a child, as Althusser (1971) discusses, where the 

surname is ritualistically the father’s and the proper name is gender based.  This is similar to 

gendered ideological practice as discussed by Butler (1990, 1993).  Althusser’s (1971) discussion 

of ideologies is similar to Gramsci’s discussion of hegemony, as hegemony also creates rituals 

and everyday practice.  As Lull (1995) states, “This inter-articulating, mutually reinforcing 

process of ideological influence is the essence of hegemony” (p. 60).   

Cultural ideologies also have visible markers or a “material existence” within media 

(Althusser, 1971, p. 157).   These markers are visible in a number of ways, through media 

institutions and properties (ABC, CBS, AOL), advertising of products and services, and the 

purchasing of advertised products and services.  Media institutions play an important role in the 

ideological process.  While these institutions do not have sole power and control over media 

processes, they do have some power, primarily economic and cultural. A critical examination of 

the political economy is more concerned with the “organization of property and production, both 

within the cultural industries and more generally” (Golding and Murdock, 1991, p. 18).  As 

Golding and Murdock further state, “Four [historical] processes are particularly central to critical 

political economy of culture; the growth of the media; the extension of corporate reach; 
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commodification; and the changing role of state and government intervention” (p. 19).  

Croteau and Hoynes (2001) discuss these same parameters as “the basic structural trends in the 

media industry; growth, integration, globalization, concentration of ownership” (p. 23).  One of 

the ways in which media institutions capitalize on cultural discourse is through horizontal and 

vertical integration (Lull, 1995).  That is, they own many different types of media, such as 

Internet sites, out-of-home media (billboards, transit signage) venues, television and radio 

stations, publishing houses, and movie and record companies.  In addition, media conglomerates 

own many media vehicles within one media, such as multiple television and radio stations across 

multiple markets, both nationally and internationally.  As Croteau and Hoynes (2001) note, 

“integrated media conglomerates can exploit the ‘synergy’ created by having many outlets in 

multiple media” (p. 23).  These integrations help media institutions grow, both financially and 

into new cultural arenas.  In addition, these integrations expand the reach of media discourse in 

and across cultural boundaries.  Thus, ideologies have the potential to be reiterated across 

multiple media outlets and in a variety of forms: visually, textually, audibly.   

Of particular interest to the production and distribution of The L-Word is the 1999 merger 

of Viacom and CBS Networks.  The significance of this merger is that the new CBS Networks 

conglomerate became the largest media conglomerate in the world (Croteau and Hoynes, 2001), 

and is the owner of Showtime Networks, the producers of The L-Word.  In addition, CBS 

Networks owns and operates LOGO, a network dedicated to gay and lesbian programming, on 

digital cable systems.  Viacom was originally created by CBS to comply with the “financial 

interest and syndication rules…The rules meant that networks could not own their own programs 

and could not sell the right to air reruns of old programs” (Croteau and Hoynes, 2001, p. 28).  

Viacom then grew large enough to purchase the company from which it was created.  The 
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merger came just years after the 1996 Telecommunications Act, which deregulated broadcast 

media ownership by allowing one media entity to own multiple stations in one market,29 and 

increase television reach by any one network station to 35% of U.S. television households 

(Croteau and Hoynes, 2001).  More specifically, the 1996 Telecommunications Act gave CBS 

and Viacom an opportunity to remerge and gain immense market share and primary share of the 

viewing public.  While the CBS and Viacom merger did breach some of the specifics of the 

quantity of stations one entity may own and they were forced to comply with the selling of some 

properties, the new CBS conglomerate still became a financial and cultural powerhouse.    

With the merger of these two media properties, CBS Networks has become a media 

empire, both horizontally and vertically integrated into popular culture and popular media.  Lull 

(1995) states, “The American television industry, for instance, connects with other large 

industries, especially advertising companies but also national and multinational corporations that 

produce, distribute, and market a wide range of commodities” (p.63).  These spaces of 

commodification stretch across multiple cultural boundaries, allowing access from different 

areas of subcultural stratification.  Lull (1995) continues by arguing, “Transmedia or transgenre 

integrations with mutually reinforcing ideological consequences are also commonplace” (p. 63).  

In other words, media integrations create platforms for carrying cultural ideologies.   

Advertising and the U.S. Economy 

 Advertising is highly important in a capitalist economic system because the producers, 

distributors, and consumers of goods and products create a commodity network that moves 

money.  Jhally (1990) describes advertising as a “propaganda system for commodities” (p. 252), 

commodities which include media institutions, which market themselves to gain viewers.  Fiske 

(1987) also observes that the popular economy actually includes two sides, the financial and the 
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cultural.  On the financial side, there are producers of media who in turn sell their creations to 

distributors, who in turn sell to advertisers.  For example, television programs are produced and 

then distributed to multiple platforms; these programs gain viewing audiences, which brings in 

advertisers who wish to reach these potential consumers.  The financial economy according to 

Fiske (1987) includes cultural commodities, which have “clearly definable exchange 

values…and differ from other commodities in having comparatively high production costs and 

relatively low reproduction costs, so distribution offers a safer return on investment” (p. 506).  

Therefore, media institutions, for example, look for ways to redistribute their products through 

media integration, and then advertise their products through their integrated media properties.  

This in turn brings in potential sub-stratified media audiences, which makes media outlets more 

attractive to advertising dollars.   

Jhally (1990) notes that with the rise of industrial, post-agrarian societies, product 

information became a part of public discourse.  He states, “Public discourse soon became 

dominated by the ‘discourse through and about objects’” (p. 250).  Objects could be bought, 

sold, and traded in this new consumer society, which only grew post war, in part by new industry 

and in part by new media technology.  Advertising went from primarily textual descriptions of 

why a product was needed, to more visual representations of people using products and enjoying 

a better life (Jhally, 1990).  As Jhally (1990) reminds us, “The marketplace cannot directly offer 

the real thing, but it can offer visions of it connected with the purchase of a product…In so 

doing, goods are knitted into the fabric of social life and cultural significance” (p. 251).  

Consumers actively participate in the marketplace and in the advertising images shown through 

choosing what, when, and how much they purchase.  This is what Fiske (1987) calls the “cultural 

economy…which involves the audience as a producer, a producer of meanings and pleasures” (p. 



 100
507).  In other words, through purchase and use, audiences produce personal and cultural 

pleasure and ideological reciprocation. 

Some brands become symbolic tokens, and potential reminders along the journey of life.  

At the dominant level, products connect with major life events, such as engagements and the 

diamond, weddings and the bridal gown, and babies and formula.  Other brands promote the 

“good life” through products that will ease everyday stress, provide personal enjoyment and 

happiness, and perhaps even cultural status.  When products and brands integrate into everyday 

socio-cultural spheres, they become a part of popular culture.  These products or brands are then 

part of Fiske’s (1987) popular economy, which have both financial and cultural intersecting 

economies.  When brands gain such popularity, for example Kleenex, Xerox, and Band-Aid, they 

are incorporated into everyday vernacular and they carry cultural meaning.  These cultural 

meanings are rarely direct cultural ideologies, but rather abstract reminders.  Products promise 

social membership and the buying of products offers a method of achieving social membership 

(Schudson, 1984).  Social membership is identifiable through the symbols and signs that a target 

group personally advertises through consumption and use.  Often commodities are emblematic of 

social class and status, yet increasingly commodities are “visible symbols of inner worth” and 

“provide people with some sense of identity and continuity in their lives” (Schudson, 1984, pp. 

156-157).  Schudson also states that, “Consumer goods begin to be an index and a language that 

place a person in society and relate the person in symbolically significant ways to the national 

culture” (p. 156).  Schudson’s argument can also include the ways in which subcultures 

symbolically relate to dominant cultures as well as to other subcultural intersections.    

With the formation of new media integrations, advertising takes on many different forms.  

The traditional formats of print advertisements, broadcast commercials, or Internet banner 
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advertisements have in many ways become secondary to product integration.  Television 

programs and movies regularly incorporate brand names and logos into the narrative, usually in 

some visual conception.  In addition, many television programs offer extension products that 

relate to the show.  For example, popular music played on a program or a series is frequently 

compiled onto compact discs for resale, or DVDs of the show with bonus features are made 

available to fans.  Lull (1995) discusses these and others as additional examples of transmedia 

and transgenre integrations.  Advertising provides a new layer to the symbolic value of 

commodities in all areas of subcultural domains, and is one example of how Althusser’s (1971) 

media ideology circulates.   

Promotions and sponsorships of media, social, and other cultural events is another way 

that products are integrated into the social fabric.  In an attempt to reach their target audiences, 

brands try to incorporate themselves into the lifestyle events of a subcultural group.  In order to 

reach basketball fans, brands will sponsor the NCAA or NBA champions, just as one network 

will have rights to air all of the games.  In addition, consumers tend to feel good about a product 

or brand that associates itself with a cause or event.  The consumer-brand connection often is a 

catalyst for the consumer to purchase the brand.   

Marketers have long targeted women for their buying power.  As noted in previous 

chapters, women took on an increased role as a specific consumer target in the 1950s, stemming 

from postwar prosperity.  Advertisers recognized that women were a market segment that 

purchased for their families: clothing, food and cleaning products, and cosmetics.  However, 

advertisers targeted women for all home and family purchases including furniture, automobiles, 

and appliances (Cohen, 2003; Schudson, 1984).  While men were the primary breadwinners, 

women were the primary purchasers.  Marketers felt that if they convinced the wife that the 
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product was needed for the home, she would go to her husband with the same conviction, and 

a sale would be made.  In the later 1950s, marketers began to recognize that men and women 

each had their own consumption desires and needs and should be individually marketed towards, 

“no longer as a family unit” (Cohen, 2003, p. 314).  The shift of advertisers marketing 

specifically towards women also introduced new marketing research aimed at reaching 

segmented populations and understanding the ways in which these populations consumed goods.  

As Cohen (2003) notes, “Products too were increasingly categorized by who had primary 

responsibility for their purchase, with advertising campaigns appropriately designed to sell 

automobiles, life insurance, or filter cigarettes with a new ‘man-sized flavor’ to men, and 

furniture, cosmetics, or laundry detergent to women” (p. 315).  However, advertising has long 

since moved beyond strictly gendered divisions.  Through personalization and lifestyle 

connections, advertising speaks to larger social groups on an interpersonal level.  Leiss, Kline, 

Jhally, and Botterill (2005) note that,  

The lifestyle format expands the identity matrix of the individual into a framework of 

judgment for social beings in a social context.  Social psychology describes this as the use 

of “stereotypes”…which are based on inferences about the relationship of the individual 

to the group or social context (class, status, race, ethnicity, role relations, group 

membership), and the notion of group identity is implicit in judgments about the 

individual (p. 190).   

What they are noting here is that advertising uses stereotypes to connect to the consumer, but the 

connections relate to identity markers of the individual at varying levels of socio-cultural 

existence.  Consumers make meaning of goods, and derive and produce pleasures and further 

desires.   
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Consumers also encode and decode the advertising messages they receive.  Yet, it is 

necessary to look beyond the social indicators that advertisers use to construct a target audience 

as well as beyond the potentially totalizing positions of dominant, negotiated, and oppositional 

readings.  Hebdige (1988) discusses the ways in which subcultural groups utilize “community” 

signifiers or markers of inclusion, which in turn send a message of dissolution with dominant 

norms.  Leiss, Kline, Jhally, and Botterill (2005), in their ethnographic study of Generation X’ers 

and advertising, found that “identification [with ads] is closely related to resistance” (p. 517).  

This is particularly true if the viewer did not feel that the advertisement or commercial resonated 

in any meaningful, personal way. 

Advertising to the Gay and Lesbian Consumer 

Personal resonation in advertising is often particularly important to the GLBTQ (Gay, 

Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgendered, and Queer) consumer.  Just as with other subcultural groups, 

GLBTQ consumers use cultural commodities to reflect their positionality as part of a specific 

social group (DeLozier and Rodrigue, 1996; Sender, 2003).  Sometimes purchasing cultural 

commodities reflects sexual preference, such as wearing items with the Rainbow Flag,30 which is 

frequently a signifier of GLBTQ sexual status or support of GLBTQ issues.  Other symbolic 

items include a pairing of two male or two female emblems to represent same-sex partnerships.  

While these examples are perhaps extreme examples of marketing symbolism to the GLBTQ 

consumer, the symbols are frequently incorporated into GLBTQ targeted products. However, not 

all products and brands use visual GLBTQ signifiers such as those presented here.   Instead, 

products and brands focus on the GLBTQ lifestyle (Peneloza, 1996), which has become a desired 

marketing segment. 

Marketers perceive the gay and lesbian consumer as affluent and upwardly mobile, and 
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refer to this group as the “Dream Market” (DeLozier and Rodrigue, 1996; Peneloza, 1996).   

More realistically, as Fejes (2001) notes, “While advertisers and marketers talk of a ‘lesbian and 

gay’ market and lifestyle, the picture generally called to mind is of a gay male” (p. 216).  This 

thinking connects to the inferiority of women’s roles and numbers in the workforce as well as 

lower pay scales for women compared to men.31  In addition, the belief that the gay consumer is 

affluent stems from the idea that couples in this lifestyle segment have double incomes and no 

children (Miller, 1990).  This makes these groups prime targets for products and brands that 

emphasize freedom, status, and the good life.  In addition to being seen as affluent and upwardly 

mobile, the gay (and lesbian) consumer is also seen as primarily white, middle aged, and living 

in urban areas (DeLozier and Rodrigue, 1996).  Rarely is this marketing lifestyle segment seen as 

diverse and incorporating different races, ethnicities, and ages (Peneloza, 1996).  However, Bhat 

(1996) notes that just as in mainstream or other niche markets, “homosexuals likely do not have 

the same needs”, and thus, “the homosexual community cannot be regarded as ‘niche’” (p. 216).  

Bhat (1996) is arguing that the homosexual audience is far more diverse than marketers believe 

and marketers need to address this diversity. 

Over the past few decades, a number of attempts were made to quantify the size of this 

market, but with little to no success.  While visibility as a culture is important to those who live 

openly as a member of the GLBTQ community, many people who personally identify as 

GLBTQ do not live openly in this identification (Clark, 1991; D’ Emilio, 1983; Freitas, Kaiser, 

and Mammidi, 1996).  Hence, quantifying all members of this lifestyle segment is very difficult.  

A number of studies of the gay and lesbian market were done by multiple mainstream marketing 

publications in the 1980s, including Advertising Age, BrandWeek, and Print (Fejes, 2001; 

Sender, 1999).  Additionally, mainstream gay publications, such as OUT and The Advocate, 
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reported research on the gay and lesbian market.  Mainstream marketing publications 

primarily wanted to make the advertising world aware of a potentially profitable consumer base, 

while mainstream gay publications were trying to gain national advertising revenue (Fejes, 

2001).  Yet, marketers and marketing researchers still believe this is a viable, productive market, 

and estimate the numbers of potential GLBTQ consumers to be in the tens of millions (Johnson, 

1993; Miller, 1992; Rudd, 1996).  More recently, marketing research firms, such as Harris 

Interactive in 2006 and 2007, have re-examined the gay and lesbian consumer market for its 

purchasing power and buying habits.32 

A number of mainstream commodities target the gay and lesbian community and 

lifestyle.  While marketers focused on the gay male consumer for his perceived affluence, “for a 

moment in the early 1990s it seemed that a ‘lesbian chic’ was achieving mainstream currency” 

(Fejes, 2001, p. 216).  Clark (1991) has noted that advertisers who did court the lesbian and 

greater female market used models with sexual ambiguity, particularly in catalogs.  Fashion 

magazines and designers also designed for the “sexually ambiguous woman”.  However, Fejes 

(2001) also notes that, “the moment quickly passed as the advertisers decided that lesbians were 

not an attractive, identifiable market niche and could be reached through ads aimed at women 

generally” (p. 216).  This is primarily true for lesbian publications – Deneuve, Curve, Girlfriends 

– that, like their mainstream gay counterparts, were also trying with difficulty to gain national 

advertising revenue.  Even though advertising to this niche began primarily with the gay male 

target, some brands now actively target the lesbian woman. Brands that have been and still are 

actively advertising to the gay and lesbian community include Subaru, Ikea, American Express, 

United Airlines, Johnson and Johnson, and Aetna Life and Casualty. Apparel designers and 

clothing stores, such as Benetton, Gucci, Calvin Klein, Versace, and Emporio Armani, still 
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primarily focus on the gay male consumer as they are normatively considered to be more 

concerned with appearance than the lesbian woman (Clark, 1991; Freitas, Kaiser, and Hammidi;, 

1996; Rudd, 1996; Sender, 1999).   

On The L-Word, very few products have been incorporated into the show, although this 

would be a particularly important marketing tactic, especially since Showtime Networks Inc. is 

not an advertising revenue based network.  Subaru did integrate into Season 2 of the show, by 

offering the character of Dana, a tennis player, a spokesperson opportunity.  Subaru automobiles, 

signage and brand symbolism were openly integrated into a series of episodes, creating an 

advertising forum.  Subaru was not necessarily solely targeting the lesbian consumer.  Since the 

show has a diverse viewing audience, as my larger study indicates, Subaru could be reaching 

many diverse potential consumers.  Even if its integration has cultural codes intended for the 

GLBT audience, it would still have a GLBT friendly audience.  In other words, it was a highly 

decisive and potentially profitable decision by the marketing team at Subaru.   

Publicity and Marketing “The L-Word”  

 As with most television programs, CBS and Showtime Networks market The L-Word 

vertically.   Following vertical integration through transmedia properties as outlined by Lull 

(1995) and Croteau and Hoynes (2001), CBS promotes Showtime’s The L-Word primarily 

through its own advertising mediums and Internet sites.   This includes the international CBS 

platforms that also carry Showtime programming.  The L-Word gained additional publicity in a 

variety of ways, primarily through magazine and newspaper articles.  Not long after the series 

began, many Internet sites dedicated to The L-Word became available that were not affiliated 

with Showtime or CBS.  Since then, product lines that promote clothing and jewelry worn on the 

show are available for purchase, as are DVDs and musical soundtracks.  The products available 
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give the lesbian (or any) consumer the ability to be included in a social networking circle, 

one that incorporates a space of sexual, and potentially gender, non-conformity (Clark, 1991; 

matrix, 1996).  The L-Word has not only become a cultural commodity, but a potential signifier 

of sexual identity group inclusion.   

 In order to promote The L-Word, Showtime Networks utilized advertising and publicity 

in a variety of media outlets.  First, Showtime Networks purchased media space to advertise the 

show to the general public in major metro markets, including New York City and Los Angeles.  

These advertisements were primarily in magazine and outdoor formats, such as bus shelters and 

billboards.  Since CBS owns Showtime Networks, marketing could occur through vertical 

properties.  CBS owns many out of home locations throughout the United States and Europe.  By 

advertising The L-Word on their own signage properties, Showtime and ultimately, CBS, saved 

money.  Advertising of the show occurred in a few mass-market magazines, such as Vanity Fair 

and People; however, advertising was primarily in magazines targeted towards a lesbian 

audience.  As a result, Showtime Networks controls much of the publicity surrounding the show 

and directs readers toward other Showtime and CBS properties as well as The L-Word branded 

products. 

 Second, the show received great publicity before its debut through articles in major 

newspapers and magazines, in U.S. and international publications. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, some of the U.S. newspaper articles had very definitive ideas about what the show 

would entail and present about queer female identities and sexual interests.  However, the 

publicity was bigger than what was presented in just one study.  Most mass-market newspapers 

have an entertainment section and even television writers who gain their entertainment 

information through press releases.  Showtime Networks used this resource to help garner 
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immense attention for the show, and many recent articles include all or a portion of a 

Showtime press release on The L-Word as shown here:    

THE L WORD®, which premiered its fourth season on January 7th, is one of 
SHOWTIME’s most popular series, generating a large and loyal audience, as well as 
critical praise for its provocative, sexy storylines, the principal cast and for being a 
magnet for celebrated directors and guest stars. Premiering Sundays at 10 p.m. PT/ET 
with several multi-plays during the week and available on the ever-growing SHOWTIME 
ON DEMAND, the groundbreaking series follows a group of Los Angeles-based friends 
as they navigate careers, families, friendships, inner-struggles and romantic 
entanglements. Since its debut in January 2004, THE L WORD® has become part of 
American popular culture, spawning dedicated fan websites and blogs, along with 
ancillary products such as THE L WORD®-branded perfume, jewelry and books. 
 
THE L WORD® is executive produced by Ilene Chaiken through her production 
company Little Chicken Inc. The series was created by Chaiken and Kathy Greenberg & 
Michele Abbott and is being distributed internationally by MGM International Television 
Distribution, Inc. (Sho.com, April 2007). 
 

Local and national newspapers, throughout the U.S., Britain, Canada, and Australia in particular, 

publicized the show in late 2003 and early 2004 with articles in their Entertainment and Media 

sections.  These articles included full-length feature pieces on the show and the socio-political 

implications a show such as The L-Word presented, opinion pieces by journalists and readers, 

and pieces by television critics.  In addition to newspapers, magazines did promote the show 

through a variety of feature articles and smaller articles including The New Yorker, Newsweek, 

and Vanity Fair.  While The L-Word currently broadcasts in more than 25 nations around the 

world including Britain, Australia, Canada, Brazil, and South Africa, much of the publicity 

appeared to be in English language publications from traditionally Western cultures. 

 Third, Showtime used its own network and Internet site to promote the show.  Since 

Showtime Networks does not place outside product advertising on its network, it fills its excess 

broadcast space with promos of its programming.   This gives any Showtime subscriber the 

potential to see promos for new shows as well as reminds them of the start of the next series or 
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episode.  In addition, Showtime Networks has a dedicated network website, Sho.com, which 

is linked from the CBS website.  While the Sho.com website does not strictly focus on The L-

Word, there are pages on the site dedicated to the show, and during each season, The L-Word has 

homepage billing.  In addition, any interested viewer can sign-up for email alerts related to their 

favorite shows.  Email subscribers to The L-Word have received messages including, reminders 

to watch the week’s upcoming show along with promotional highlights, participate in a contest 

to write an episode of the show or in a contest to win ‘the look’ of their favorite character, and 

new L-Word products that were available on the website. 

 The L-Word pages on Sho.com include many facets of the show, such as episode 

downloads.  The main The L-Word page offers the schedule of when episodes will be available 

On Demand or during the regular season as well as downloadable episodes from every season 

and deleted scenes.  Another link goes to a page that details each character currently on the 

show, and an opportunity to message other fans about a specific character.  In addition, 

wallpapers and IM icons of characters are available for download.  The L-Word online 

community not only includes message boards, it also offers mobile episode streams, an official 

MySpace page, blogs about episodes and characters, and Podcasts.  The Showtime Networks 

online retail store offers a variety of The L-Word consumer products, including DVDs of every 

season and CDs of music from every season.  DVDs of the show are also available for rental 

through Blockbuster, which is a CBS property, Netflix, and other nationwide broadcast retailers.  

In addition, Showtime has created OurChart, which is a spin-off website based on the show’s 

storyline about “The Chart”.  On the show, “The Chart” is a map of the sexual connections 

among lesbians, ultimately to show how interconnected lesbians are to each other.  The creation 

of OurChart was established as a social networking site, incorporating viewers from all over the 
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world.  Recently, Showtime and Black Sheep also developed The L-Word online virtual 

reality game “The L-Word in Second Life”.  This game allows users to virtually interact with 

characters from the show and be a part of the show by creating their own virtual storyline.  In 

many ways, Sho.com alone has created an immense offline and online community; however, L-

Word fans have also developed many independent websites, and other sites avidly discuss the 

show. 

 A few primary websites dedicated to The L-Word have emerged since the show’s 

inception, including L-Word.com and The L-Wordonline.com, with over 12 million visitors since 

2004.  These sites offer information similar to Showtime’s site, the chief difference being that 

dedicated fans write these sites in their own words.  On The L-Wordonline.com and on L-

Word.com, the site author posts fan news daily.  Fan fiction created by site users is available for 

all users to read; opportunities to send L-Word e-cards, and favorite episode polls, are some of 

the options available to site visitors.  Clothing is also available for purchase and hints are offered 

on how to look like a member of the cast.   

 The clothing and other products available through each website are of particular interest 

because they provide a visual way for the consumer to illustrate their social interests or lifestyle 

choices.  The online shop of Showtime’s The L-Word page offers t-shirts, magnets, and 

underwear that allow the wearer to claim their favorite character.  Showtime’s website, through 

“Star Styles”, an online marketplace, also offers the same clothing and jewelry designs worn by 

the stars on the show as well as the stores that carry the labels.  Viewers and other visitors to the 

site have the ability to look like a character on the show through dress and jewelry.  There is 

even a virtual fashion show that “allows visitors to try on the clothing and accessories in The L-

Word collection” (sho.com, 2007), which are also modeled by the lesbian cable television icon, 
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Honey Labrador.  Items range from dresses and blouses, to shoes and handbags, and include 

labels such as Laura Dahl and Love and Pride.  Visitors can also search for their favorite 

character to see “what is hot and featured in [their] closet” (StarStyle.com, 2007).  As opposed to 

the historical and stereotypical imagery of lesbian apparel as masculine or androgynous, the 

clothing offered through Star Styles is primarily normatively feminine. Clark’s (1991) 

examination of lesbian window dressing changes with these new images of lesbian consumer 

culture. No longer is there a primary theme, among the imagery of the products for sale, of 

sexual ambiguity.  Normative femininity is promoted through the representation of the characters 

and the clothing for sale.  The clothing sold through Star Styles is not the only option available to 

The L-Word fans.  Other websites dedicated to the show have links to other apparel sites 

targeting a lesbian or queer female audience.  The L-Word Online provides links to Queer 

Republic, a clothing and t-shirt brand, and to StarBrand TV’s L-Word page, which offers the 

brands featured on the show as well as a way to purchase The L-Word styles.  One of the brands 

featured on StarBrand’s site is Rigged Outfitters: Style for Outlaws, which describes itself as a 

“clothing label with an irreverent attitude to gender and clothing…with garments suitable for the 

female body, but with a masculine attitude” (riggedoutfit.com, 2007).  The L-Word Fan Site also 

has a shop which offers lesbian centered t-shirts with cultural, political, and comical slogans.   

 Consumer products often give the buyer a sense of brand community, where the 

consumer becomes part of a cultural “club” (Hebdige, 1988; Leiss, Kline, Jhally, and Botterill, 

2005; Schudson, 1984).  However, engagement in a socio-cultural “club” surrounding The L-

Word is also engagement with resistance to normative ideals of sexuality and gender.  Rudd 

(1996) discusses identity as a triad of self, perceived, and presented, and this is particularly 

important when looking at presentation of sexual and gender identities.  The wearing of products 

http://www.riggedoutfit.com/
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that promote allegiance with a particular socio-cultural group makes an identity statement, be 

it a presentation of self or a cultural perception.  Wearing a shirt that promotes The L-Word, for 

example, also promotes some inclusion or acceptance of the lesbian community.  However, the 

same could garner a false perception of sexual identification by others if the wearer is not a 

queer-identified woman.  A study by Freitas, Kaiser and Hammidi (1996) explored the ways that 

gays and lesbians use appearance to signify membership, and promote visibility and 

membership.  They state, “Establishing differences and fashioning identities, within and beyond 

the gay and lesbian communities, are dynamic and symbolic processes that operate within a 

cultural economy” (p. 99).  The queer community, as a noted subcultural group, is both resistant 

to and produces within a larger normative community.  The brands and lesbian style promoted by 

The L-Word, Showtime and the other websites, allow consumers to “reappropriate them in 

combination with other products/fashions to act as new signifiers for lesbian identification or 

ironic commentaries on heterosexual culture” (Clark, 1991, p. 198).  As Clark (1991) continues, 

“This stylization furthermore promotes a liberal discourse of choice that separates sexuality from 

politics and connects them both with consumerism” (p. 196).  The consumers of The L-Word 

styles, both feminine and masculine, are at times upholding gender normativity and at times 

being subversive.  

 CBS and Showtime Networks have created a targeted show with mass-market appeal and 

mass-market consumer possibilities.  The L-Word has integrated itself into popular culture as a 

new emblem of lesbian identification and lesbian acceptance.  By advertising and promoting the 

show not only on Showtime to interest current subscribers, but also on CBS’s advertising 

properties to gain new subscribers, The L-Word is more than just a targeted program.  The show 

may have begun as a program aimed at a queer female audience, but it has become a show with 
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much wider visibility.  In addition, The L-Word has changed lesbian representation through 

its consumer product lines.  Fans of the show, regardless of their sexual or gender identifications, 

can emulate a character on the show, rewrite an episode, or blog about their feelings about the 

show.   

 The L-Word, as a new consumer empire and an example of popular economy, has begun 

to integrate new ideologies about sexuality to a mass public.  Although advertising of the show 

occurred primarily in major metropolitan areas, the show is broadcast to a national and 

international audience.  Many different people have the opportunity to see the show, through 

Showtime subscription, DVD rental, or Internet download, making it, like any mainstream 

program, openly accessible.  In addition, the consumer products available allow fans to become 

members of a culturally subversive club, and blur normative conceptions of gender` and 

sexuality.  Yet, creation and distribution of The L-Word is within a larger cultural framework, 

subject to multiple ideologies, economic needs, and consumer desires.  This makes The L-Word 

unique for not only its content, but also its production, distribution, and consumer cultural 

significance.   
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CHAPTER VI 

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

As mentioned, this research examines audience negotiation and meaning-making of queer 

female identities on Showtime’s The L-Word.  Conducted from a cultural studies perspective, 

this interdisciplinary project draws from dialogic and discourse theory, postmodern feminist 

theory, and queer theory.  The cultural studies paradigm investigates the relationship between 

cultural texts and the audience negotiation of these texts (Fiske, 1985, 1987; Hall, 1981, 1993, 

1999; Newcomb, 1991).  Feminist cultural studies scholars posit that there are many women’s 

stories and experiences, which are not all equally gender-oppressive as held by other feminist 

viewpoints (Butler, 1990; Chow, 2001; Weedon, 1987).  Queer theorists argue that gender and 

sexuality are fluid identities, but the identities are imprinted with cultural meaning (Gamson, 

2003; Gross, 1994, 2000). 

Qualitative methods are particularly useful for studying the tensions and the intersections 

of identity during the process of cultural meaning-making.  Within this methodology, there is a 

belief that there are many different areas of culture, and nothing has an absolute truth or can be 

universalizing.  The focus in communication then becomes one of understanding the process of 

production and reproduction of cultural communication.  Qualitative methods are particularly 

suited to uncovering the layers that make up the process of understanding lived experiences.  

Cultural studies scholars believe that society and culture are constructed through varying levels 

of meaning.  Culture is important and meaningful only within specific socio-historical sites, and 

culture is never created in a vacuum.   

In media research, these methods provide insight into the process of negotiation of media 

texts and the surrounding discourse.  Qualitative methods highlight participatory action and co-
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creation of cultural information.  Denzin and Lincoln (2003) state, 

 Qualitative research involves the studied use and collection of a variety of empirical 

materials – case study; personal experience; introspection; life story; interview; artifacts; 

cultural texts and productions; observational, historical, interactional, and visual texts – 

that describe routine and problematic moments and meaning in individuals’ lives (p. 5). 

The qualitative researcher builds cultural stories through the examination of multiple 

cultural voices from multiple perspectives.   The micro-narrative, as opposed to the macro-

narrative, is of greatest importance.  Through the process of “triangulation”, the researcher 

weaves a narrative (Janesick, 1998).  

Only by looking narrowly in many areas of culture and experience is it possible to gain 

greater understanding of cultural arenas as a whole.  While it will never be possible to gain a 

universal explanation, it is possible to investigate difference and meaning-making.  In addition, it 

may also be possible to note important areas of cultural understanding that prevent social 

progression and influence policy decisions. 

Ethnographic Methods 

Ethnographic methods focus on how audiences make meaning. Through observation, the 

researcher may note important patterns of behavior.  Cultural studies and communication 

researchers may use this method to observe audiences for how they interact while watching or 

reading a text.  Interviewing takes participant observation one step further by discussing with 

audience members their understanding of a text.  This may be done while the participants are 

viewing or reading a text, or separate from the text.  The hope is to gain some understanding of 

the process of deriving meaning from culture.  Questions are not direct and intrusive, and do not 

demand straight answers.  Rather, interviewing hopes to capture how meaning is made and in 
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what contexts.  From a cultural studies communication perspective, this means uncovering 

the dialogic nature of a text and the ways in which audiences encode and decode meaning.   The 

researcher is not separate from this process, for as Couldry (2003) states, “People are not monads 

taking inputs from the wider culture in isolation from everyone else; they are also engaged in 

making sense of other people’s meanings and interpretations” (p. 43).  Here, Couldry is noting 

the engagement of the researcher within the cultural discourse of the audience.  

Ethnography provides a more inclusive look at the researcher/ participant/ reader 

triangulation.  This triangulation model, briefly discussed by Reinharz (1992), problematizes 

three separate subjectivities: the researcher, the participant being researched, and the reader of 

the completed study.  Similarly, Kellner (2003), argues that cultural studies research should 

investigate the media text, the political, economic, and cultural background of the text, and the 

audience negotiation of the text. Kellner (2003) states,  

Audience reception studies should delineate the wide range of subject positions, or 

perspectives, through which audiences appropriate culture.  This requires a multicultural 

approach that sees the importance of analyzing the dimensions of class, race and 

ethnicity, and gender and sexual preference within the texts of media culture, while 

studying as well their impact on how audiences read and interpret media culture (p. 18). 

In other words, ethnographic studies focused on media texts and their audiences need to be aware 

of multiple subjectivities.  Couldry (2003) argues for “an ethnography that adequately reflects 

the complexity of how media flows together produce the mediation of our social life” (p. 48), 

where there is recognition that media consumption occurs at multiple sites and across multiple 

experiences.   
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Following Kellner (2003) and Couldry (2003), I also approach this study from a 

multi-perspective subjectivity and framework of analysis.  My study incorporates three critical 

theoretical perspectives: discourse theory and dialogism, postmodern feminist theory, and queer 

theory.  Each perspective is situated within cultural studies and provides frameworks from which 

to approach a television text and its viewing audience.  Ethnographic methods are encouraged 

within each of these frameworks to understand audience interaction with media, and the ways in 

which audiences negotiate mediated messages.   

Dialogism, Discourse, and Ethnography 

Research that focuses on audience interaction with media examines the cultural discourse 

and dialogues of media texts, media institutions, and media audiences.  Ethnography allows for 

dialogic interaction through engagement with the audience.  By creating a dialogue with 

members of an audience, inter-textual themes arise that highlight sites of cultural negotiation. 

 Dialogic and discourse theory examines “the relations between mediated texts and social 

practices” (Newcomb, 1991, p. 69).  Dialogic theory stresses the importance of the dialogue 

within media texts, and as Newcomb (1991) describes, is particularly useful in the examination 

of television texts.  Dialogic theory examines the relationship of discourse within and among 

genres, episodes, and the series, and posits that these relationships construct meaning.  The 

viewer is understood as an active participant, subject to cultural ideologies, and is always in 

constant negotiation of televisual images and language, through the processes of encoding and 

decoding (Fiske, 1988; Hall, 1980).   

Discourse analysis takes these relationships, and compares and contrasts them to 

audience discussions and meaning-making.  As Newcomb (1991) explains, it is not enough to 

only examine the text, the “viewer’s participation in the meaning-making process” must also be 
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examined (p. 83).  In other words, communication systems cannot be understood fully unless 

“we understand how dialogue about mass communications – e.g., in the viewing or post-viewing 

context of television – contributes to its refinement and development” (Newcomb, 1991, p. 84). 

However, it is also necessary to look beyond the cultural dialogues presented by audience 

members as discussed by Newcomb.  Condit (1991) argues that the ways “audiences shape their 

own readings, and hence their social life, is constrained by a variety of factors in any given 

rhetorical situation” (p. 365).  Berry and Shelton (1999) also argue that it is imperative to take 

into account the “relevancy” of the audience discourse. They state, “Relevancy can indicate the 

importance of an image or message in an individual’s life and the level of influence an image or 

message could have in a cultural or social group” (p. 147).  In other words, media discourse has 

varying degrees of importance to the viewer, which is important to examine in an audience 

analysis.  Ultimately, all media audience discourse is subject to issues of media access, socio-

cultural ideologies, and oppositional knowledge (Condit, 1991; Fiske, 1988, 1991; Morley, 

1996). 

Critical media studies scholars frequently use ethnography to locate sites of negotiation 

among media viewers.  Lembo (2000) notes that,  

Situating the turn to television amidst the routine choices that people make in carrying 

out their daily activities, the analyst is able to document how television works differently 

in different people’s lives to extend these discourses of consumption into their 

meaningful experience (p. 458).   

In his own research, Lembo has found varying levels of televisual and program involvement as 

well as different ways that viewers incorporate television into their daily lives.  LaPastina (2001, 

2004) also argues that audience ethnography needs to include repeated conversations with 



 119
informants over a period of time to achieve a fuller analysis of audience reception.  His 

studies of Brazilian telenovela texts and telenovela viewers also found that gender norms and 

class norms greatly affected viewers’ interpretations.  

Media provides cultural scholars with a lens through which to examine the negotiations 

of cultured identity, and to better understand cultural interaction between media and socio-

communal environments. As Ang (1991) reminds us, “Watching television should be seen as a 

complex and dynamic cultural process, fully integrated in the messiness of everyday life, and 

always specific in its meanings and impacts” (p. 161).   

Feminism, Cultural Studies, and Ethnography 

Feminist cultural studies recognizes that women define themselves in different ways, and 

that each of these definitions is influenced by a number of socio-cultural factors, such as race, 

age, sexuality, geography, and class.  Women have individualistic lived experiences, yet may 

share cultural commonalities.  It is necessary to acknowledge these differences of experience and 

look for the ties that they may share.  This argument is particularly useful for my research, as it 

notes the dialogic nature of constructed meaning, which is a part of the theoretical foundation for 

discourse theory and dialogism within cultural studies.  Using a feminist cultural studies 

perspective to examine a television text that focuses on women encourages analysis of the 

intersections of gender identity, cultural encoding and decoding, and media environments.   

As noted by Olesen (2003), “feminist research in cultural studies stresses representation 

and text” and “how desire is expressed in or inferred from cultural products” (348).  Post-

structuralist33 feminism argues that gender is not the privileged factor in identity, and rejects 

previous arguments that women are always equally marginalized (Butler, 1990; Chow, 2001).  

Lengel (1998) states, “While feminism questions the relationship of Self and Other in terms of 



 120
the bipolar opposition of men and women, critical ethnographic and anthropological works 

examine more broad cross-cultural, sociopolitical hierarchal relationships” (p. 231).  Feminist 

cultural studies models do not privilege gender identity; instead, these models look at the 

relationships of identities to specific times and places, and the negotiation of power relationships.  

Baez (2007) argues that, “A discourse ethnography attempts to depart from binaries such as 

text/lived experiences, political economy/cultural studies, and global/local.  Instead of relying on 

such dichotomies, it bridges together these areas and examines the intersections between them” 

(p. 99).  Thus, the focus shifts from binary oppositions to terrains of socio-cultural 

interconnectivity. 

A feminist communitarian approach, which follows the belief that culture is socially 

constructed through various established meanings, some dominant and some resistant, takes 

postmodern feminism one step further by discussing the involvement of praxis.  Christians 

(2003) succinctly situates the positionality of the feminist communitarian approach.  He argues, 

“Human identity is constituted through the social realm.  We are born into a socio-cultural 

universe where values, moral commitments, and existential meanings are negotiated 

dialogically” (p. 227).  Christians  states further that within a feminist communitarian approach, 

“interpretive discourse is authentically sufficient when it fulfills three conditions: it represents 

multiple voices, enhances moral discernment, and promotes social transformation” (pp. 228-

229).  This is particularly important when dealing with a media text on a socio-political 

subculture, as the research should not just “study” the discourse, but also have progressive social 

implications. 

Historically, feminist ethnography has examined the lives and experiences of women and 

includes, “understanding women in their social contexts and using women’s language and 
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behavior to understand the relation  between self and context” (Reinharz, 1992, p. 71).  

Ethnographies that focus on women frequently look to understand women’s lives within a 

historically situated space that encompasses the social spheres and experiences of the female 

informants.  Feminist media ethnographies explore women’s interactions with media as well as 

the cultural discourse that surrounds these interactions.  Hence, the studies usually examine a 

female audience and their relationship to a “feminine” text, such as soap operas or romance 

novels.  Radway’s (1985) study of female romance novel readers found that many of the women 

read the novels as a form of escapism. Brown (2004) interviewed female viewers of soap operas 

to uncover the discourse between the women in their everyday lives and the fictional programs.  

The women recognized that the stories were fictional, but enjoyed the sense of community they 

felt when discussing the shows with other female viewers.  Ang (1985) also notes that viewing 

for pleasure is an important part of the audience experience, and should not be ignored.  

Lotz (2000) points out that, “Audience research rarely focuses on groups to which the 

researcher belongs or has belonged” (p. 457), as the researcher is frequently the outsider looking 

at a subculture.  However, often the concept of feminist researcher as outsider is based on class 

or ethnic status, where the feminist ethnographer is interviewing women who occupy additional 

marginalization separate from gender.  Even within feminist ethnography, where the 

commonality of gender gives the researcher an additional sense of knowledge, the researcher is 

usually still an outsider. In her study on women who watch television with their children, Seiter 

(1995) explains that she was an insider within her informant group, beyond her gender 

commonality.  It was because of her personal involvement with this group of women and their 

children that she became interested in conducting an ethnographic study.  Seiter’s insider status 

gave her the advantage of gathering “formal and informal exchanges with other members”, 
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which in turn “allowed her to capture the ways that a particular kind of discourse on 

television was negotiated within the group” (p. 139).  Her insider status ultimately gave her the 

opportunity to understand meaning behind the group’s “insider” comments.  Skeggs (1995) 

explains that these exchanges are important and that informant discourse should be interpreted 

within the common vernacular through which it is spoken.  Gray (1995) also defends how she 

chose her interview sample.  In her study of women’s use of the VCR as a leisure medium, she 

gathered informants using both purposive quota and snowballing techniques.  She argues, “There 

is the issue of certain kinds of ‘shared knowledges’ which are crucial to the kinds of research I 

employed and are part of a ‘cultural reservoir’ upon which interviewer and interviewee can 

draw” (pp. 161-162).  

In order for Gray and Seiter to examine these cultural media phenomena, they needed to 

make specific choices about their insider/outsider status within their studies.  Lengel (1998) 

argues that, “feminist ethnographers are better positioned to attempt to transform those in the 

First World, who have yet to move beyond the notion of the imagined oppressed, subservient 

Other” (p. 247).  Here, Lengel is referring to feminist ethnographers who research women’s 

experiences in non-western communities.  Her argument can also be useful in examining queer 

female identities and representation, as queer women still occupy a space of “Otherness” in 

western heteronormativity, particularly in the United States.  Furthermore, as an insider into the 

subculture of The L-Word, an additional level of discourse becomes available.   

Queer Theory, Cultural Studies, and Ethnography 

Queer theorists problematize the categories of gender and sexuality by arguing their fluid 

nature.  As Gamson (2003) states, “Queer marks an identity that, defined as it is by a deviation 

from sex and gender norms either by the self inside or by specific behaviors, is always in flux; 
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queer theory and queer studies propose a focus not so much on specific populations as on 

sexual categorization processes and their deconstruction” (p. 543, italics in text).  The ever-

shifting nature of sexual and gender categories poses specific problems in qualitative research.  

McLelland (2000) notes these shifting categories in his ethnography of gay men in Japan.  He 

notes that, “It became necessary to question the notion of an exclusively gay or lesbian ‘identity’ 

(something the West ‘has’ which Japan ‘lacks’)” (pp. 468-469). Cohen (1991), in her 

ethnographic study of gay viewers of Britain’s Tidy Endings, also notes that, “One’s gay identity 

does not determine his/her experiences, independent of a plurality of competing discourses” (p. 

198).  This argument can be furthered to include all factors of identity and elements of relevant 

discourse.  In an auto-ethnographic narrative study of queer Italians, Malagreca (2007) states, 

“Queerness is not a matter of sexual orientation, but a form of strategic positionality that happens 

in intersection with a diversity of contexts” (p. 97).   He uses the concept of socio-cultural 

borders to locate his own positionality as a queer Italian émigré who has both insider and 

outsider status, and to note the fluidity of queerness within multiple socio-cultural forums.   

Instead of assuming a unified queer subjectivity, it is necessary to acknowledge self-

identity in addition to the social constructions of gender and sexual categories (Cohen, 1991; 

Probyn, 1996).  It is possible then, as Gamson (2003) writes, “to examine the processes by which 

the experiences of sexual desire are given institutional, textual, and experiential shape” (p. 562).  

Queer qualitative analysis also looks to uncover “how particular institutions work to 

heterosexualize and gender, and with what material effects” (Gamson, 2003, p. 558); in other 

words, how a queer media text within mainstream society marks cultural understanding.  

Queer media ethnographies are largely an unexplored area of research, particularly 

regarding queer female identities.  Queer theory, being a primarily new discipline has focused on 



 124
building theory.  Queer studies of popular culture usually only involve examining the text 

(Doty, 1993; Hart, 2003; Moore, 2006; Torres, 1993)34 and rarely involve audience interactions 

with the texts or audience understandings of queer texts.  My study builds upon critical feminist 

ethnographies and ethnographically explores the negotiation of queer identities and queer media 

representation. 

By using postmodern feminist theory and queer theory along with cultural studies, I 

conduct my study from the position that gender and sexuality are not the primary privileged 

components of analysis, and that there are many experiences and intersections of identity that 

construct cultural meaning.  I also adopt the perspective that media play a role in the construction 

and naturalization of queer identities.  While The L-Word may be considered a “feminine” text 

because the content and characters focus on queer women, the viewing audience is not strictly 

female, or queer.  It is necessary then to examine the dialogue surrounding a queer female media 

text, within and among the broader viewing audience.  In turn, it is also crucial to recognize that 

conceptions of gender and sexuality are formed through many layers of experiences, and The L-

Word and its viewers are but one piece. 

Structure of My Study 

An examination of viewers’ negotiations of The L-Word occurred through the 

ethnographic methods of participant observation and qualitative interviewing, attempting to keep 

in mind the polysemic nature of the text and its interpretation.  Informants were chosen using 

purposive quota and snowball sampling, in an effort to represent different types of viewers, 

including varying gender identifications, sexual identifications, racial identifications, and so 

forth.  My informants watched The L-Word alone or in groups, in a variety of settings, and on 

different media platforms. The final sample consisted of 34 informants from many different 
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cultural and demographic backgrounds, and represented different viewing experiences.  

Sample 

  The snowball sampling method is useful for gathering many viewers of a television 

program.  Through word of mouth and participant requests, it is possible to gather a broad range 

of viewers through a few key informants (Gray, 1995; Parameswaran, 1999), and then select 

study participants using purposive quota techniques.  A purposive quota sample is appropriate as 

this study was not attempting to be representative of the whole population, but rather sought to 

understand constructions of gender and sexual identity by members of different social strata 

through media and social discourse (Gray, 1995; Seiter, 1995).  As mentioned, cultural studies 

scholars state there are no universalizing truths; hence, it is not possible to be representative of 

the entire population, even within a specific subculture (Abu-Lughod, 1993). Cavicchi (1998) 

discusses this in his study of Springsteen music fans.  He states, “I do not deny that Springsteen 

fans may not be representative of most popular music fans; however, I want to make clear that I 

have not attempted to create a universal model of music fandom, if such a thing exists.  Instead, I 

intend for this study to challenge the whole idea of universal fan stereotypes” (p. 14).  Following 

Cavicchi, I too do not want to create a universal model of watchers of queer females on 

television, for I do not believe a universal model could ever be made.  However, it is possible to 

examine whether sexual and gender stereotypes exist and how they were constructed in relation 

to The L-Word itself, and to cultural experience.   

Through snowball sampling, my sample of informants was comprised primarily of 

friends, acquaintances, and acquaintance referrals in the Philadelphia and New York City 

communities.  Many viewers were people I knew personally, and they provided my initial 

sample of key informants.  While I did not include viewers with whom I had watched the show 
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in the past, I did ask if they knew other viewers who might be willing to speak with me.  A 

majority of my key informants also put me in contact with additional study participants.  All of 

my acquaintances and friends also received an email, requesting viewers of The L-Word, and I 

asked them to forward my request to their friends and family.  In addition, I posted a request on 

three programs’ listservs for students and faculty at Temple University, for viewers of The L-

Word who would be willing to join the study. These postings provided me with supplementary 

informants. While this could have created problems of anonymity among my informants, I did 

not discuss my interactions between and amongst my informants.  In this way, my informants did 

not know whom I spoke to or what we discussed.  In addition, I explained that all names would 

be changed in the study to preserve anonymity. 

Since this work explores how viewers’ interpretations are generated and negotiated in the 

natural setting of their overall media consumption, previous viewings of the show were a 

prerequisite for participation in the study.   I received over 40 responses from viewers of the 

show who were willing to speak with me about their experiences. As I had anticipated, many 

queer-identified women were eager to discuss The L-Word with me. I found that to include all of 

these women, my sample would appear to privilege one sexual orientation and the female gender 

among my informants.  While these voices were very important since they were the original 

intended audience of The L-Word, they did not represent the only viewers of the show.  In order 

to understand better the broader cultural implications of negotiating representations of sexuality 

and gender in media, it was necessary to balance the sample.  Therefore, I made a deliberate 

decision to exclude these additional queer-identified women, and narrowed my sample to 34 

informants who provided a more diverse, socio-cultural forum for discourse.  
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Participant Observation 

 Many of my key informants watched the show in small groups, usually weekly.  I chose 

to observe these groups during their weekly viewing sessions as well as interview them.  Four 

viewing groups, totaling 11 people, agreed to be observed during their weekly get-together for 

the show.  Each observation session occurred on Sunday night at 10 pm, except for one episode, 

which had been taped by the informants.  Before I began the observation sessions, I asked each 

informant to read and sign a consent form, which stated that they understood they were 

participating in this study, and who to contact if they should have questions.   

I observed my informants viewing The L-Word in their usual viewing location, living 

rooms and bedrooms.  I quietly sat in the corner of the room, in a location where I could watch 

each informant and see the television.  This physical placement allowed me to watch the 

informants’ reactions, gestures, and emotional expressions as well as what they were reacting to 

on the show.   

Interviews 

A few months after the participant observation sessions, I conducted group interviews 

with each of the groups observed.  I also began other group and individual interviews with my 

informants.  A second round of one-on-one interviews followed with several informants, 

conducted approximately a month to two months after their first interviews.  The interview 

sessions were all informal, and my questions were purposefully semi-structured.  This allowed 

me to ask some specific questions as well as to ask follow-up questions based on informants’ 

responses (Fontana and Frey, 1994).  I wanted to engage in a dialogue where I was more of the 

listener versus the talker and guider of the conversation.  I ensured that each informant guided 

the conversation, using my questions only as jumping off points.  As it was clear from my 
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consent forms that I was seeking my doctorate in communications, I carefully examined my 

interview questions for anything that might indicate what the study was interested in 

finding/understanding.  In addition, I was careful not to discuss my study within my circle of 

friends and acquaintances for fear that this might create pre-determined answers from members 

of that group.   

Establishment of the group interviews occurred through connecting with L-Word viewers 

who view the program with other individuals.  Luckily, all members of the viewing groups 

agreed to participate in the study.  This was important as group dynamics and answers could 

differ from individual answers.  Additional informants, who watched the program by themselves 

were also interviewed twice, again on separate dates.  Originally, I intended to interview all of 

my informants a second time, then just my key informants.  However, I felt it imperative to 

include more than just those key informants who were group viewers.  For example, many of my 

informants were couples, so I purposefully tried to interview at least one of the pair a second 

time to see if they would share additional information when alone.  All second interviews took 

place a minimum of four weeks after the first round of interviews in order  that the respondents 

might not remember answers from the first interview session, and potentially would offer new 

information about their connection to the show.  Interviewing informants twice ensures accuracy 

and provides the opportunity to see if informants’ answers change over time (LaPastina, 2001, 

2004).  I notified each informant that I would audio tape the conversations for accuracy, so that 

there would not be a chance of paraphrasing by me during the analysis.  Interview informants 

were also informed of the purpose of the study, and were asked to sign a consent form 

acknowledging they understood they would be audio taped and that the informants would remain 

anonymous in the study [Appendix A].   
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At no time did I show the interviewees any episodes of The L-Word during the 

interview process.  Notes were taken; however, of how the show was viewed by each informant, 

either as it was broadcast on a weekly basis, through DVD/VHS rental, or through episode re-

runs on Showtime.  One objective in the assembly of the sample was to ensure that I could 

conduct all of the interviews in person.  Interviews were tape recorded, and lasted from 

anywhere from half an hour to an hour and a half, depending on the number of informants during 

that session and the level of viewing by the informant(s).  Transcriptions of the interviews were 

created from the taped interviews, rather than note-taking during the interview sessions.  I 

conducted interviews at locations convenient and comfortable for the respondent.  Ideally, I 

wanted each interview to take place in the natural setting in which the respondent or group 

typically viewed the program.  While I was able to interview half of the 34 informants where 

they normally watch The L-Word, in their homes or their friends homes, other interviews I 

conducted were in public locations, such as coffee shops and bars.  The interviews in public 

locations were always at the informants’ request, but times were chosen when places would be 

less crowded and quieter.   

The group and individual interview questions differed as each set acknowledged the 

circumstances of the viewer [Appendix B].  For instance, a viewer who watched alone would not 

have a dialogue during the show with another person, but might later.  In addition, the second 

round of interview questions also differed from the first.  While many of the questions were the 

same to see if answers changed, additional questions asked for elaboration of topics informants 

discussed in the first interview session.   

Interview questions began with demographic characteristics, including self-defining 

characteristics such as gender and religion [Appendix A].  I specifically state “self-definition”, 
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because as I hope to have already indicated, I believe gender and sexuality are personal 

identifications.  In order to be as accurate as possible, I made no assumptions regarding the 

gender, sexuality, race, or ethnicity of the informants, but let the informants define their own 

identities during the interviews. Questions about how often they watched the show, who they 

watched the show with, and what they discussed is important, as the discourse produced before, 

during, and after the show among viewers disseminates into the social fabric, creating new 

understandings.  Understanding how and where viewers discussed The L-Word is necessary to 

understand communication about queer women. To ensure consistency, I conducted all 

interviews and the majority of interview transcriptions.  I felt this was necessary as interviews 

include more than just spoken dialogue and I wanted to ensure the informal commentary and 

vernacular was included (Seiter, 1995; Skeggs, 1995).  The contextual environment, and 

observed facial expressions, tone of voice, and body language are equally important in 

understanding the discussion and negotiation of any communication.  One researcher analyzing 

the many communicative layers of the respondent’s answers provides consistency of 

interpretation.   

An analysis of the interview transcripts began immediately after all interviewing was 

completed.  It began with an examination of the demographic characteristics of the informants 

and what, if any, connections were observed.  As textual analysis requires careful consideration 

of various elements of a text, I utilized Cormack’s (1995) four areas of analysis as a guideline.  

These areas include 1) the actual content of the text; 2) the text’s structure, including the order in 

which themes appear; 3) absence of textual elements; and 4) the text’s mode of address, defined 

as “the way in which the cultural product is aimed at us, the way in which it ‘speaks’ to us” 

(Cormack, 1995, p. 33).  Each interview transcript was carefully studied, with particular attention 
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paid to how the questions were answered, including choice of words, noted tone of voice, and 

noted body language during the interview session.  Since many of the informants were 

interviewed twice, the transcripts were also analyzed for shifts in answers or additional 

comments.  In addition, the transcripts were compared to the informants’ demographic 

characteristics, looking specifically for how different elements of informants’ identities, such as 

race, age, and religion, affected the negotiation of a media text about queer women.   

Paying attention to how respondents negotiate and define their own identities within and 

among social circles, and in relationship to the characters on the show, is necessary in 

understanding social discussions about queer women.  In order to understand better this 

negotiation, many questions focused on the viewers’ relationship to the show.  Questions 

included the viewers’ favorite and least favorite character(s), episode(s), and overall storyline(s), 

why they liked/disliked them, and why the viewer watches.  The responses to these types of 

questions all provide insight into the encoding and decoding process of the viewing audience.  

Comparing answers from the viewers’ relationships to the show and characters against the 

answers relating to the viewers’ produced discourse, may provide insights as to how viewers of 

The L-Word negotiated queer female identities.  In addition, analyzing the varying demographic 

characteristics against these negotiations may uncover moments of ideological conflict for the 

viewer.  Moments where their personal identifications conflicted with media imagery and 

representations, as well as their socio-cultural experiences, potentially interfere in the encoding 

and decoding process.  Studying these “moments” and negotiations may uncover socio-cultural 

patterns. 
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Issues of Agency and Subjectivity  

The initial idea for the research presented in this study derives from a situation similar to 

Seiter’s study (1995).  Since I used to view The L-Word with a large group of people, my first 

interaction with viewers of The L-Word was on a very personal level.   I found myself more 

interested in what they had to say about the show, rather than the show itself.  In addition, as a 

queer female viewer, I had insider status on the very thing I was attempting to study, the 

negotiation of queer female identities. 

My insider status as a queer woman did provide me with another layer of knowledge 

about the show and many of the comments shared with me by my informants.  In addition, while 

this could have potentially influenced a biased interpretation on my part, I believe that my self-

disclosure as a queer woman to the informants worked in my favor.  On the one hand, the 

informants, especially the women, found it easier to discuss their negotiation of the text with 

someone who they saw as “like them”, in terms of either their gender and/or their sexual 

orientation.  Before the study, I was concerned that those who did identify as queer women might 

be threatened by my identity self-disclosure, but that this may also indicate some cultural nuance 

relating to problems of acceptance.  In the end, all the informants generally appeared comfortable 

talking with me. However, some informants felt uncomfortable discussing certain topics, 

particularly sexual content, sexual identities, and gender identities, even when they introduced 

the topic.  Other informants admitted concern during the interview sessions that they were not 

offering answers to my questions that were “good enough” or “useful” to my study.   

My status as the researcher automatically put me at a disadvantage of creating a truly 

trusting environment as the informants knew they were part of a study.  I was inherently viewed 

as the examiner.  This may have put my participants in a defensive position, one that I believed I 
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remedied through establishing trust by listening intently during the interview sessions, 

keeping my distance during observation sessions, and maintaining informal interview sessions.  I 

did not hide my status as a researcher, but rather I shared with my informants the greater purpose 

of my research after the interview sessions concluded so that it would not potentially bias their 

discussions.  I felt I instilled a feeling of partnership or kinship with my informants, that they too 

were a part of understanding cultural mediation.   

Scope and Limitations 

 Previous studies have looked primarily at representations of lesbians on television, and 

the potential connotations of meaning (Doty, 1993; Hantzis and Lehr, 1993; Moritz, 1993; 

Torres, 1993).  However, viewers resolve ideological tensions through process and experience, 

creating their own meanings and denotations.  Understanding the denotative process, during a 

period of increased queer visibility, is necessary to highlight the naturalized elements of queer 

identities, including definitions of gender and sexuality.   

The process by which different audience members make meaning is of great interest, and 

qualitative interviewing allowed me to interact with the viewers’ experiences.  As a qualitative 

analysis, this study does not attempt to be representative of the population.  Nor does it hope to 

present a representative model of all L-Word viewers.  However, it is important to reiterate that 

the informants in this study currently reside in the Philadelphia and New York City areas, which 

historically have been culturally and politically progressive cities, and this could have potentially 

biased my informants’ responses.  This issue is partially remedied by acknowledging where my 

informants grew up or lived at different periods in their lives, and noting that many were not 

originally from progressive areas of the Northeast. 
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  This study seeks to understand how viewers of The L-Word negotiate queer female 

identities, both personally and in relation to media representations.  In addition, this study seeks 

to understand whether these negotiations influence cultural discourse, and if so, in what ways.  

Building on previous research, it provides greater understandings of the roles media plays in 

Western society, particularly in reference to marginalized genders and sexualities. 

My Informants 

 The viewing audience of The L-Word is much larger than any qualitative study could 

cover; however, the purpose of this study was to examine cultural relationships with television 

and queer female identities.  My informants derived from a variety of backgrounds, experiences, 

identifications, and lifestyles.  Many of them were people I knew on a friendly basis, through 

school, cultural activities, and other close friends.  Others were friends and acquaintances of 

people I know, while other informants were gained through online requests through Temple 

University’s listservs.   

I had four key informant groups, comprised of 11 informants.  The first group of key 

informants (names have been changed) includes the couple Jenn and Alexis and their roommate 

and friend, Anne.  The group interview took place in Jenn’s, Alexis’, and Anne’s home in July of 

2007, and second individual interviews were held in August, 2007.  The second key informant 

group included the couple of Caroline and John, and their good friend Sara.  Their first interview 

was conducted in June, 2007 in New York City at Sara’s apartment, and second interviews took 

place at the same location in August and September, 2007. The third group, the couple of 

Veronica and Lauren, were observed in my home in June, 2007 and interviewed in their home in 

August, 2007.  The last group included the four friends of Jess, Erica, Andrea, and Beth.  They 

were also observed in June, 2007 and interviewed in August, 2007 at Erica’s home.  Erica was 
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also interviewed a second time in my home in September, 2007. 

Some of my other informants were also interviewed in their viewing groups, but were not 

observed.  These groups included Mary and Lisa, who were interviewed in their kitchen in 

August, 2007. Mary was interviewed a second time individually at Temple University in 

February of 2008.  Sandra and Liz were interviewed in a coffee shop in July, 2007.  Tamara and 

Nina were interviewed in August, 2007 in my friend’s apartment in New York City.  I 

interviewed Sophia and Tom in their kitchen in August, 2007, and Jason and Maggie at Temple 

University also in August, 2007.  Maggie was also interviewed a second time at Temple 

University. The last group, Paula, Nancy, and Karen, were interviewed in July, 2007 at Paula’s 

apartment in New York City.   

The remaining informants were individually interviewed.  I interviewed Seth in a closed- 

off dining room at a restaurant in Philadelphia in early August, 2007.  During July, 2007, 

Meghan was interviewed sitting outside in downtown Philadelphia, Stephanie’s and Debra’s 

interviews took place at Temple University, including Stephanie’s second interview, Emily’s 

interview was over coffee at Temple University, Rachel and Keith were also interviewed at 

coffee shops in Philadelphia and New Jersey, respectively. I interviewed Susan in June, 2007 at a 

bar in downtown Manhattan and her second interview took place at a different bar in midtown 

Manhattan. 

Representation and Identity on The L-Word 

The following sections provide examples of my informants’ responses to the 

demographic questions I asked as well as the ways in which my informants discussed identity 

and representation of different identities and stereotypes on the show.  While what is presented 

here is in no way exhaustive or universally representative, it does provide insight into how and 
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why identity mattered to my informants.  In addition, it highlights how viewers negotiated 

televisual representation, particularly when dealing with marginalized identities or identities 

frequently invisible in media formats.   

Issues of Demography 

My informant interviews began with basic demographic questions to help establish the 

backgrounds of my sample.  Informants were asked to self-define their race, gender, and sexual 

orientation.  In addition, informants were asked their age, occupations, and religious affiliation.  I 

purposefully did not ask questions about income or education level, as income level is frequently 

inflated in questionnaire and interview answers, and education level could be concluded through 

occupation.  In addition, the level of institutional education these informants had would not be 

indicative of the level of cultural knowledge they held or their tolerance of non-normative 

identities. 

 Before the interviews began, I was unsure how people would define themselves when 

not given the opportunity to fit into a specific demographic box.  The questions themselves were 

simple and straightforward, and I felt were a good way to build rapport during the session. While 

the introductory questions did put my informants at ease overall, many showed hesitation in their 

answers, while others provided very descriptive answers to the demographic questions.   

While every informant answered the demography questions, certain elements of the 

informants’ identities appeared to be more important:  gender, race, and sexual 

orientation/preference.  The question of how the informants defined their gender did not illicit 

lengthy responses; however, that question did make many of my informants pause.  The 

following is a sampling of responses to the gender question from different interview sessions. 

Rebecca: How would you define your gender? 
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Caroline: Ummm, I would go with female. 
Meghan: Uh female? 
Veronica: Female [embarrassed laugh] 
Tamara: I think I’m female, wait let me check. 

Others responded in more depth, such as Mary (23).   

 Rebecca: How would you define your gender? 
Mary: Whatever that means.  I don’t know…I don’t know how to answer that one.  I’m 
sorry. It’s the simplest question ever…wow! It’s just me trying to be the nicest girl I can 
be.   

 
The way that my informants responded to the gender question seems on the surface to be 

standard.  Most people see their gender as an absolute, either male or female.  In addition, many 

people see their gender as the same as their sex.  However, as feminist cultural theorists and 

gender theorists argue, gender is a social construction stemming from an individual’s biological 

sex, and gender is always in flux and relative to temporal, spatial, and cultural norms (Bartky, 

1990; Butler, 1990, 1993; Flax, 1998; Kristeva, 1981).   

 Defining their sexual orientation required more explanation from many of my informants.  

Identity constructions of sexual orientation are complex, as sexual identity is a fluid site of 

cultural and political expression (Butler, 1990, 1993, 1995; Foucault, 1979; Hirst, 2004).  The 

need to explain sexual identity is particularly noticeable when the sexual identity goes against 

dominant norms of sexuality. My informants, who defined their sexual orientation as 

heterosexual or straight, did not go into any explanation as to what those terms meant for them.  

Since culturally speaking Western society is hetero-normative, these informants may have felt 

that their definitions were self-evident.  As some of the informants knew that I identify as a 

lesbian, they may have also felt that they did not need to explain their identity further.  Some of 

those informants, who did not identify within hetero-normative standards, still provided simple 
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one-term responses, such as lesbian, homosexual, and bisexual.  Others, such as Sara (34), 

offered different explanations. 

 Rebecca: How would you define your sexual identity or sexual orientation? 
 Sara: Umm, queer. 
 Rebecca: What does queer mean for you? 
 Sara: Umm, it has multiple levels.  It’s, I mean…I see a certain fluidity in it.  But I am 

primarily lesbian identified. 
 
Seth (32) offered a different explanation as to how he defined his sexual identity, and how issues 

of gender identity conflated the problem of explanation. 

 Rebecca: How would you define your sexual orientation? 
Seth: Ahhh…If there is a category, ehhh, for trannie fags, I would put myself in the 
trannie fag category.  Meaning…I love ladies.  I would not not be with a lady. However, I 
found that I am gay in the sense that I enjoy the company of other trannie fellas.  But I’m 
not gay in the sense that I identify as male and would have relations with a biological 
male person.  Queer.  I like queer. 
Rebecca: Queer? 
Seth: I love queer.  I love queer, because then I don’t have to explain things in such detail 
of who I like to fuck.  Because again, if somebody is identifying in a male way and I 
would like to do it with them then that is gay, and if I identify in a female way with the 
same person…that makes me straight?  No it doesn’t.  Really, we are both just queer and 
hopefully we just will have a good time.  But I am currently celibate so I am not so much 
of a dater at all, but if it comes down to the sexuality question, I pick trannie fag. 
 

However, even those who primarily identified as straight or heterosexual, had to explain their 

sexual identity in detail as is seen in the two interview transcriptions with Susan (32) and 

Stephanie (30). 

 Rebecca: How would you define your sexual orientation? 
 Susan: Umm, straight for the most part.  Straight with bi tendencies. 
 
Stephanie became more flustered and laughed nervously when asked the question. Her detailed 

explanation may have been in reaction to my status as a queer woman.  In other words, she felt 

the need to define herself in relation to me. 

 Rebecca: How would you define your sexual orientation? 
Stephanie: 99.9% straight.  
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Rebecca: And what is the other .1%? 
Stephanie: Which is to say that I have never been intimate with a woman, but I would not 
rule it out. I am able to look at a woman and say, “Wow! She’s really hot!” But I have 
only ever dated/slept with men.  So, that’s the point 1%.  It’s probably more like 99% not 
99.9%. 
 

For Lisa (46), age may play a factor in how she defined her sexual orientation, particularly when 

her daughter Mary (23) responded to her. 

 Rebecca: How would you define your sexual orientation? 
Lisa: Ok.  I am a woman that is attracted to women.  I have somehow no attraction; I am 
not attracted to men in any way, sexually or otherwise…Umm, I think, women are 
beautiful.  Umm…I like a woman to be a woman.  I don’t know. 
Rebecca: Ok. 
Mary: It’s hard when it’s right there. You know it, but you can’t say it. 
Lisa: I’m not shy because you are here.  It’s just that I get, I have never been faced with 
explaining it. 
 

Debra (68) also found it difficult to define her sexual orientation.  This may be a generational 

difference or she might recognize the many sexual subjectivities she has had throughout her life. 

 Rebecca: Ok, and how would you define your sexual orientation? 
 Debra: Umm, a lesbian…slash heterosexual. 
 Rebecca:  Ok. Can you expand on what that means for you? 

 Debra: It means, uhh, I’ve lived a heterosexual life for many years. And I had – I was a 
mother.  Went into sort-of a lesbian thing for many years.  Now, not so interested…in 
actually defining myself by a sexual preference. 
 
Issues of racial and ethnic identity were also difficult for my informants to explain.  Just 

as with sexual orientation, many felt that they were not easily categorized. Race and ethnicity, as 

with other factors of self-identity, are complex descriptions.  Race marks the body much as sex 

does, in that it is a visible identifier (Hall, 1981; Pickering, 2004). However, race is not as 

simplistic as the color of one’s skin.  The need to describe race in terms of ethnic background 

shows that race can be as complex as gender and sexual orientation to individuals’ overall self-

identifications and self-representations. 
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Just as with sexual orientation, a majority of informants who racially self- identified 

as Caucasian or white simply used those terms, while informants who identified as other races 

tended to elaborate broadly.  Those who see themselves in a position of racial or ethnic “other” 

often define themselves in relation to the normative position of white.  As Pickering (2004) 

states, “As a normative position, whiteness is taken to be natural fact, existing beyond the bounds 

of consideration” (p. 91).  The informants who self-defined their race as white or Caucasian may 

have also felt that their racial identity was self-evident, particularly when speaking with me, a 

white woman.  Those informants who did not identify within the normative position of 

white/Caucasian, or saw ethnicity as a major portion of their self-identification, provided longer 

explanations, as is evident in the following transcriptions with Mary (23) and her mother Lisa 

(46), and George (62). 

Rebecca: How would you define your race? 
Mary: Umm, wow!  I’m just black.  That’s like another issue in itself all together. I’m 
just black.  I’m not African American because I’m not an American citizen, I’m not…I’m 
not trying to bring in all the other mixes that people say, “Oh you gotta be mixed with 
something because you’re black”.  I’m just black. I’m just…I’m just me...and I’m just 
making me work. 
Lisa: My race?  [pause]  You know what?  I don’t see black and I don’t see white.  I see 
man and I see woman. My race as a black woman? 
Rebecca: Well, I mean as to who you are.  How you would define? And the reason I say 
define, is that I’m not trying…this is not a study where I am trying to categorize people. 
Lisa: Yeah, because I do not see myself in a category. 

 
George defined his race in historical terms, not just cultural.  He makes a point of noting his race 

is really a community of people. 

George: [thinking] I would define my race as…coming from some un-ideal situations 
when you talk about slavery and stuff like that.  There are strides made but we still have a 
long ways to go.  That’s what my race is, that’s how I define my race.  My race is a race 
of people who, and I’m part of it,  and I think that one of the descriptions that fits is we 
don’t support each other, we don’t help each other like we should. 
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Even some of the informants who self-defined as Caucasian went into detail about their racial 

background, as seen in the following interview transcriptions with Meghan (54), Sara, (34), and 

John (26). 

 Rebecca: How would you define your race? 
Meghan: My race? Umm, primarily Caucasian, although there is some belief in my 
family, though I haven’t done a DNA test, that we have relationships to Mongolians. 
Rebecca: Oh! That’s interesting! 
Meghan: Definitely Russian, but also Eurasian, high cheekbones. Yeah, and I also speak 
fluent Chinese.  So yeah, there is probably some mixture. Definitely Eurasian type 
background.  I feel typically more blond, blue eyed. But, I think that there is something 
else going on there.  I can get more into that later. 

 
Ethnicity is clearly important to more than those who identify with marginalized races.  Some 

informants from Caucasian backgrounds found their ethnic heritage to be an important part of 

who they are and where they are from geographically. 

Rebecca: How would each of you define your race? 
Sara: I guess Caucasian, primarily mixed. 
Rebecca: Ok. And what is the mix? What do you mean by Caucasian primarily mixed? 
Sara: I mean that it’s kind of a, like most people I guess, there is a part of my family 
that’s Creole with possible alternate races, we are not sure.  But other than that, I mean 
it’s Slavic…aside from Irish.  Yeah, it’s a mix. 
Rebecca: OK.  What about you guys? 
Caroline: Umm, African American. 
John: Umm, ditto [points at Sara].  You know mostly Irish, little Italian, you know, 
Pennsylvania Dutch, little Native American, you know. 

 
What these interviews highlight is that race, sexual orientation, and gender are not static 

categories.  Many of my informants did not feel that their self-identifications could be put in a 

box; they saw their backgrounds as more complex.  Those informants who did not go into detail 

about their backgrounds by offering a single word to define their identifications, specifically 

those from a white/Caucasian identification or from a straight/ heterosexual subjectivity, were 

often doing so from a position of privilege.  In other words, even if they recognized their 

privileged positionality, they may have felt that their self-identifications were so visibly evident 
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and normative, that they did not need to explain.  Therefore, there is a social structure and a 

set of normative identifications through which individuals classify themselves; however, 

individuals also adjust, reproduce, and recreate their identities in varying ways (Gauntlett, 2002; 

Giddens, 1991). 
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CHAPTER VII 

 
THE POLITICS OF VISIBILITY 

 

Resistances [to power] do not derive from a few heterogeneous principles; but neither are 

they a lure or a promise that is of necessity betrayed…Hence they too are distributed in 

an irregular fashion: the points, knots, or focuses of resistance are spread over time and 

space at varying densities, at times mobilizing groups or individuals in a definitive way, 

inflaming certain points of the body, certain moments in life, certain types of behavior. 

(Foucault, 1981, p. 167) 

Here, Foucault reminds us that any normative, mainstream group never permanently holds 

power.  Power shifts through different groups displaying movements of resistance.  The focus is 

not necessarily on violent resistance, but rather everyday resistance.  Culturally, resistance 

happens daily, from resisting cultural norms to increasing visibility of cultural minorities.   

 Media, provide lenses into popular culture, and provide glimpses of normative ideologies 

as well as sites of resistance.  Television in particular, as a medium with visual and audible 

elements, and a medium that is constantly readily available, provides an example of how the 

negotiation of power occurs culturally.  While popular television shows are primarily created for 

mainstream audiences to ensure their broad attractiveness and advertiser profitability, some 

shows do not follow the traditional model of mainstream programs.  Some programming, more 

specifically cable programming, aims to connect with a viewer’s lifestyle and interests.   

As previously mentioned, The L-Word is important, as it is the first television program to 

focus primarily on the queer-identified women and their lifestyles.  It also provides a lens 

through which to examine cultural negotiations of sexual and gender minorities alongside other 
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aspects of identity.  While The L-Word is the first and only program of its kind currently, it 

provides a small sampling of queer female identities, many of which are thought to be 

stereotypical (Chambers, 2006; Wolfe and Roripaugh, 2006).  However, the negotiations by 

members of the viewing audience are more complex than simply seeing the representations of 

the characters on The L-Word as stereotypical.  This chapter examines issues of visibility and 

representation of queer-identified women on The L-Word, and the negotiation of these 

representations in reference to L-Word viewers’ own identifications.   

  My L-Word informants represent a variety of backgrounds and socio-cultural 

identifications. Through an analysis of the interviews, a number of primary themes arose. This 

chapter focuses on one of those themes, specifically, how L-Word viewers’ self-identity, group 

identity, and socio-cultural visibility in media are important factors in their interaction with the 

show.   The following sections discuss how informants defined their own identities in relation to 

their negotiations of race, gender, class, and sexual orientation on The L-Word, and how they 

negotiated representations of queer female identities on the show.  This chapter concludes with a 

discussion of why identity construction matters differently to viewers from different 

backgrounds.  I conclude with how viewers negotiate The L-Word, specifically the representation 

of marginalized identities and queer female archetypes. 

Identity Representation on The L-Word 

 In the previous chapter, informants defined their personal racial, gender, sexual, religious, 

and occupational identities.  In some cases, my informants defined themselves simply, using a 

single word that they believed had a universal meaning, or at least a meaning that I would clearly 

understand.  Other informants went into detail about their identities, offering deeper explanations 

that defined the complexity of their backgrounds and experiences. As the interviews moved 
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forward, it became clear that my informants were equally concerned about representations of 

demographic identities on The L-Word.  While none of my questions specifically asked how 

informants felt about identity representation on the show, throughout the course of answering 

additional questions about their favorite and least favorite characters and storylines as well as 

why they liked to watch the show, discussions of representation on the show were common. 

 One of the concerns was whether the producers of the show portrayed a diverse cast, 

particularly relative to racial, economic, gender, and sexual orientation positions.  Many of my 

informants felt that the show did not do a good job of representing different backgrounds, while 

others felt pleased that the show included varying identifications and portrayals.  However, 

television rarely portrays any socio-cultural group free of stereotypes, and what is considered an 

accurate representation or portrayal is subjective.  As Chow (2001) concludes, “‘Objective 

representations’ and ‘accurate representations’ tend to be viewed as oxymorons that disguise the 

impositions of culture-specific criteria by one group or another” (p. 42).  

Scholars have discussed the racial portrayals on The L-Word as potentially stereotypical, 

but they note that having visibility of lesbians who are racial minorities is a positive aspect of the 

show (Chambers, 2006; Swartz, 2006; Warn, 2006).   While the show is visibly more Caucasian 

in character representation, some characters were and are racial minorities.  One of the primary 

characters on The L-Word, Bette [Jennifer Beals], is a biracial woman.  Kit [Pam Grier], an 

African American woman, plays her older sister and is the owner of the women’s local hangout 

on the show.  Throughout the five seasons the show has aired, there have been other minority 

characters.  Carmen [Sara Shahi] who played a Latina lesbian who fell in love with Shane, left 

the show after the third season. Tasha [Rose Rollins], a current character, is an African American 

woman who is in the military, and is dating Alice. Some of my informants; however, felt that the 
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representations of racial minorities on the show were either stereotypical or lacking in 

visibility, as is illustrated here by Sandra (31) and Liz (48). 

Rebecca:  I want to go back to what you said about racial representations that are out 
there. What are your thoughts on that? 
Liz:  I mean it would be sad to think that there were people of color on the set or who 
had, the ability to, you know, introduce the creative aspects of that show and that they’re 
not.    
Sandra:  I find it interesting that especially in the first season with Jennifer Beals and 
Tina were like the little matriarchs, and great actress as she is, that the lead – if you want 
to say that – was a mixed woman and not a dark skinned African American woman. 
 

In addition, Liz stated that due to the low visibility of African American and other minority 

racial backgrounds on the show, she did not believe that The L-Word has a diverse audience.  

This statement is interesting because I also found it very difficult to find non-white viewers who 

would be willing to be a part of my study. 

 Liz:  There’s not a major black audience for this. 
Rebecca:  So you know that’s something I am finding to be very interesting. So I’m 
trying to understand this a little bit more, because I think it’s indicative of culture on 
multiple levels. 
Liz:  And for it to not be a major black audience, there is not a major woman of color 
audience, not just blacks. 
Rebecca:  Exactly. 
Liz:  You know and it’s, I mean it just seems to me that they wanted to focus on the white 
lesbian, you know? 
Sandra:  White lesbian, I think also white women in general.  
Liz:  Wealthy. 
Sandra:  I think it appeals to white women, straight women, and I think it appeals to 
white men as well. 

  
Portrayals of class diversity on the show are virtually non-existent as all of the characters 

are portrayed as affluent and upwardly mobile.  Most informants noted that since it is a television 

program the characterizations would be more affluent, as this is what attracts viewers.  Some of 

the informants compared the show to the affluent 30-something’s on shows like Friends and 

Melrose Place. Others said the show reminded them of a lesbian Sex in the City for its affluent 
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female characters.  This is also how the show was advertised: Same Sex, Different City.  

Descriptions of the affluence of the characters and the representation of queer women are seen 

below in my discussions with Seth (32) as well as with Sophia (29) and Tom (31). 

Seth:  It’s targeting a population, and again I can’t speak for you know, the straight folks 
who perhaps tune into the show.  Anybody who is queer and who watches it hopefully 
gets it, and gets the irony, and gets that this is not what gay people do in Omaha. 
[laughing] 
Rebecca:  Right.  
Seth:  Gay people in Omaha don’t date tennis stars, and they don’t have fancy cars. 
 

 Sophia:  These are some hot, rich lesbians.  There are no poor ugly ones. 
 Tom:  I know. 

Sophia:  I think you have to be super hot to get on the show in the first place.  But again, 
that’s Hollywood right? 

 
It is interesting that these informants decided that the “lesbian” socio-economic class portrayed 

on the show was clearly geographically specific.  It is not possible that lesbians in other parts of 

the country may be as upwardly mobile and affluent, particularly in regions of the United States 

considered staunchly middle-class and conservative, such as the Midwest.   

Representation of marginalized identities was of great importance to my informants.  

While not all agreed on the ways the show negated visibility, or stereotyped certain identities, 

they all found a connection through elements of their own self-identifications.  For some it was 

not seeing connections of race, ethnicity, or class that were similar to their own backgrounds.  

For others it was portrayals of lesbian archetypes on the show. 

Portrayals of Lesbian Archetypes 

Wolfe and Roripaugh (2006) note that there has been a “consistent sense of anxiety about 

lesbian representation” (p. 45) in the mainstream LGBTQ press, and this is no less true among 

my informants.  Informants were concerned about the representation of the “queer female 

identity”, and about the “accuracy” of the portrayals.  My informants expected to see themselves, 
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and frequently commented that these did not look like their friends or any queer females they 

knew.  Instead, many commented on how the portrayals followed a stereotypical pattern of what 

I am calling “lesbian archetypes”. The following comments were from multiple interview 

sessions when informants were asked why they liked to watch the show, among other questions. 

Sara:  Ok.  I guess in a nutshell…..ummm I, I’m actually intrigued how they are going to 
deal with or present certain things as far as trying to represent different parts of the 
community as far as your average people walking out there, like in the gay community. 
But it’s ah, yes, I am partly fascinated in an intellectual sense, yeah but sometimes it’s 
just…no, hot sex, or hot pseudo sex or whatever and the melodrama. 
 

Sara’s intellectual and cultural curiosity about the representation of lesbian archetypes originally 

drew her to the show, but really, she sees the show as melodramatic entertainment.  Veronica and 

Lauren state that the show is made for lesbians and presents the audience a distinct West Coast 

lesbian archetype. 

Veronica:  I think it’s the only show that is directed towards lesbians really.  Queer as 
Folk is mainly men; there is no other show that is really… 
Lauren:  It’s reality also.  If you look at some of the reality, there is a lot of reality in it. 
Veronica:  Even though like… 
Lauren:  There are lesbians who are… 
Veronica:  Oh, that’s not right, but I mean it is what it is.  They look like that somewhere. 
Lauren:  In actuality, some lesbians really do look like that in different parts you know in 
some surroundings.  Some lesbians do look like that, I’ve seen them. 
 

Jess was quick to remind her group that this is a fairly accurate portrayal of queer women in 

Southern California. 

Jess:  They are in California and I’m from California, and like so that rings true for me a 
lot too.  The thought that I would be hanging out with people like that. 
Rebecca:  So they are very California for you? 
Jess:  Oh definitely, without a doubt.  I mean I used to live right over there. 

 
Caroline, Nina, and Jason all individually commented on how each character seems to exemplify 

a different stereotypical image of the queer female.  Caroline is really commenting that, on all 

television shows with groups of interacting friends, each character will inevitably portray a 
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different personality type.  The fact that Caroline, Nina, and Jason – heterosexually-identified 

except Nina -- specifically remarked on lesbian stereotypes on The L-Word is interesting given 

the number of queer-identified informants in my sample. 

Rebecca:  OK, what if anything do you think makes this show special?  
Jason:  I think there’s an expository element that doesn’t necessarily exist in other shows.  
Because it seems like each character is a specific lesbian archetype.  Like the main 
couple, one of them is the go-getter career woman and her partner is like the flowery 
skirt, earth mother type.  It seems that each character is like a lesbian stereotype.  

 
Television generally incorporates stereotypical elements when portraying any socio-cultural 

group, as stereotypes tend to have universal meaning.  However, many of my informants were 

concerned about the number of lesbian stereotypes that the show uses, particularly that the 

stereotypical characterizations left the characters flat and uninteresting.   

Rebecca:  What would you say are your reasons for why you like to watch the show? 
Caroline:  Well the first season is usually pretty very, very still just like you know 
everybody is supposed to be like a different character, like in a boy band.  You know I’m 
the shy one, I’m the quiet one…so they’re very much defining their uh, basic two 
dimensional character the first season so you get an idea how you are going to react to 
them and they start developing. 
 
Nina:  Umm I felt that the characters weren’t very fleshed out.  Like you could sum up 
their personalities in like a few sentences.  Like this is that one, this is that one, this is that 
one. They all had their own little type of lesbian that they were.  They had the token 
bisexual you know.  They had the stud. 
Rebecca:  Uh-huh. 
Nina:  You know the couple that had the one that used to be the straight woman.  Just so 
they had every aspect covered, but they were still generic. 

 
Some informants felt that The L-Word exemplified an overarching understanding of 

queer female identities; i.e., identities that help defy cultural conceptions of queer females as not 

a part of the general population in everyday facets of life, such as at work. 

Jess:  I think it’s really ultimately really professional because they are all pretty 
professional women, and they are all lesbians.  And it’s just like our culture being like, 
hey these are really powerful women in really powerful positions. You know like a dean 
and stuff like that. 



 150
Rebecca:  Right. 
Jess:  And showing that they make improvements to the world and stuff like that.  And 
that’s really awesome. 
 
  Some of the members of Jess’ viewing group agreed with her about the powerful 

portrayal of lesbians on the show, but mentioned that it took them time to appreciate the lesbian 

character portrayals. This was particularly true for Erica, as a corporate lesbian, when she could 

finally see herself portrayed on the show. 

Erica:  Yeah.  I like, the same reason, when it first came out I mocked it because they 
were all umm…very feminine.  They didn’t look like lesbians in the real world.  But, as I 
got older and matured and I entered the corporate world I like it for that reason.  Because 
they’re women that, their co-workers are people that may not look like lesbians.  And 
that’s who I am. 
[laughter from entire group] 
Andrea:  Yeah, and I think the thing that when I came out that finally there is something 
that sort of reflects you know my life…in a …in a more real way.  Anything that’s been 
out there is really low budget, the acting is horrible, and it’s not, it’s not reflective.  So 
this is a little bit more so. Even though that the women are a bit too femme, except for 
Shane. Shane is the only one that came close to what I would be attracted to. 

 
For some informants, the lesbian archetypes were very entertaining as a mode of description on 

the show.  Stephanie discussed a scene in which all of the women on the show get together to 

determine if Dana’s love interest is really a lesbian. 

Stephanie:  I found it really entertaining just watching them interpret this woman, and look at 
all of the visual cues.  They are like, What are her shoes like? Hmmm, kind of practical, they 
are not heels, but….wait she is working in a kitchen. Ok, nevermind.  What about her nails?  
Are they like manicured, are they bitten down?  It was funny to me, this was probably the 
most entertained I was by the whole thing.  And then of course I cheered for her when she 
found yes indeed she [Laura] is a lesbian and she has been checking Dana out too…I am like 
“YEAH – high five----COOL!” 
 

Stephanie explained she has “gaydar”,35 but that it works better with gay men, so the scene 

helped her own confusion of spotting lesbian identities. 

Stephanie:  If that had been me in that scene, I would have been completely befuddled. I 
would have been like I cannot tell by looking at her, I mean I can’t tell by watching her, I 
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can’t tell by talking to her.  I have no idea what this woman’s orientation is.  And so it 
was entertaining to me just because, yeah it is social detective work. 
 
Despite earlier presentations of queer females as masculinized, and The L-Word’s attempt 

to present feminine queer women, my informants consistently mentioned the feminine portrayals 

as bothersome.  Frequently their concerns were voiced in reference to whether they would be 

attracted to the type of lesbian portrayed, or whether the characterizations looked like lesbians 

they knew personally. 

The conversations with Jenn, Alexis, and Anne revealed that they felt there were better 

representations of “real” lesbian identities in movies, such as those in Go Fish and The 

Watermelon Woman.  This is particularly interesting because Ilene Chaiken and Guinevere 

Turner, the producers/directors/writers of The L-Word also directed and produced Go Fish.  All 

three women agreed that The L-Word did not present a real lesbian identity, so I asked what a 

‘real’ lesbian looked like to them. 

Anne:  I’m just saying a lesbian looks like everybody you see on the street, not like one 
particular category.  Like they just, like where’s the bulldyke? Oh, the bulldyke…. 
Rebecca:  Shane? 
Anne:  Oh, you have got to be kidding!.  And don’t get me wrong she is also the player. 
Oh how convenient. Yeah, and where’s, like, the androgynous lesbian, you know like, 
they are all out there. Where’s, Ok, you got your femme category covered all the way 
down to the bisexual.  [Laughing] But, where’s, Ok you got your athlete, you cover it that 
way but you do not cover it spatially, like… 
Alexis: It’s not realistic. 
Anne:  [laughing] Mmmhmm. I can see beautiful people hanging out with beautiful 
people.  But I know very attractive people who hang out with other people that aren’t as 
attractive as them.  
Alexis:  Well they only picked one kind of attractive, like even though…  
Jenn:  So like Anne said there’s no, there’s no bulldyke. 
Alexis:  That’s not… 
Anne:  Not that I, I don’t want to like categorize like that. But it’s just like, it’s like, like, 
yeah there’s one facial thing which actually all of the woman are extremely feminine, and 
yet their idea of diversity is let’s give them all different types of occupations and color 
our girls, like you have the athlete… 
Anne:  You have the pro athlete, the tomboy the haircutter, the radio announcer. 
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Alexis:  But even the athlete is not really a tomboy she is more like…  

 
Not only did the women argue that the characters all appeared overtly feminine, they also noted 

that the characters all fit into these stereotypical molds, which they did not believe reflected their 

circles of friends.  The consensus among my informants seemed to indicate that the show has 

done a poor job of presenting a diverse cast.  Sandra described the show as a look at a lesbian 

clique, which is not diverse and not representative of the many queer female identities. 

 Sandra:  I think that the message it [The L-Word] wanted to show was this clique of girls 
and their everyday interaction with each other.  Clearly, for me, I got the message that 
they were showing you a very cliquish community and if you were heterosexual, you 
would assume that it was a very cliquish community. 

 
Anne:  They are trying to be eclectic group, they think they sound so eclectic.  They all 
look the same, and like none of my friends look the same. Like look like people. 
Alexis:  They don’t look like that. 
Anne:  They don’t sit there and say, “Oh! there’s a bulldyke, and a there’s a feminine 
lesbian”.  No, they just don’t look like a diverse group of people.  Like they’re like this 
circle.  That’s their little circle, like you look at my circle, I mean like none of my circles 
look alike. 
 
Alexis did note that even though The L-Word gets it wrong, some shows depict queer 

women much more realistically in her mind.  This is particularly interesting as the show she 

mentioned, Curl Girl, is on Logo, an LGBTQQ network on cable, and is a reality television show 

about queer female surfers.  On Curl Girl, the “characters” on the show are not created in the 

same way as on a fictional drama.  The participants on Curl Girl auditioned to compete with 

other women on the show, while the characters on The L-Word were fashioned from 

combinations of different women’s personalities based on acquaintances of the producers. 

Alexis:  Well there are shows, which have better depictions of lesbians now. 
Rebecca:  Such as? 
Alexis:  Such as I think the one on Logo, Curl Girl.  I know it’s a reality show, but those 
women look normal.  They look like women we might know and that I might know. 
Anne:  And they act differently. 
Alexis:  They act like women we might know. 



 153
Anne:  Yeah. 
Alexis:  They are realistic and they really… 
Anne:  I think so. 
Alexis:  I mean I think it’s the best portrayal so far.  I mean when they are being dramatic 
it’s totally the way lesbians are being dramatic. 
 
Many of my informants compared The L-Word to Queer as Folk, a predecessor of The L-

Word on Showtime.  Queer as Folk, similar in its dramatic format, dealt with the lives and loves 

of gay men in Pittsburgh; however, the show did include one lesbian couple.  Some of my 

informants felt that the depictions of the gay male identities on Queer as Folk were also 

unrealistic representations of gay male lifestyles, while others thought that gay men on the show 

were represented more accurately than the queer female identities on The L-Word. 

Caroline:  But they [The L-Word], the thing is they try harder than other shows.  Like 
Queer as Folk, are you kidding me, if you want to talk about unrealistic representations, 
like very, very limited images you know… 
Sara:  Oh totally! 
Caroline:  You know the lesbians in Queer as Folk are awful.  Just awful!  Even the 
token straight supporting mother in Queer as Folk, you know from the like first few 
seasons…she was the incredibly eccentric, unattractive fag-hag.  Who didn’t, who gave 
everything just to support…it’s so funny.  You know it’s not, it’s not entirely true, but it’s 
just an amazing thing that television, I guess is driven by stereotypes.   
 

Emily frequently discussed the show with other people. She noted that when she discussed the 

show with non-straight people, representation of queer identities was the topic that commonly 

arose.  Again, she, like many others, was looking for a representation of herself, one that was not 

highly feminized. 

Emily:  I think with non-straight people it’s more along the lines of representation.  You 
know? How we are represented in that particular show.  Because a lot of people find 
Queer as Folk more representative of the gay male community than The L-Word is of 
lesbians.  And it goes back to representation, how we are represented and how we see 
ourselves in the real world.  Right? We look at The L-Word and we don’t see ourselves 
on that TV, we see a kind of soft-core porn, is basically what it is.  But when you watch 
Queer as Folk, those boys look like those little gay boys, posh boys that we see in the 
clubs.  It’s more representative.  Does that make sense?  No one I know who is a lesbian 
looks like that ever.  Ever. 
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Regardless of whether my informants felt that the portrayals were accurate accounts of 

some or even all queer female identities, some noted that television is not a space of reality.  

Television, while incorporating elements of “realities”, is also more dramatic than reality.  It is a 

place where viewers can escape and enjoy a good story.  According to my informants, television 

is fake, hyped, and entertaining.  Alternatively, as put succinctly by Seth, “It’s all cake. It’s 

cake.”  While my informants expressed their dismay and regret over the representations of queer 

female identities, they continued to watch the show.  Many watched avidly each week, never 

missing an episode.  Therefore, I asked my informants why they were avid viewers, despite their 

issues with the show. 

Rebecca:  So why do you like to watch the show?  Why do you go back and watch it 
again and again? 
Anne:  You know why? Because I have, I have optimism. 
Rebecca:  You have optimism? 
Anne:  One day, one day there’s gonna be a really good episode.  I watch it, I watch it 
because I hope. I am hopeful that one day there will be a really good episode. 
Alexis:  Well I don’t watch it anymore, but I continued to watch it because I wanted to 
see the portrayal.  Whether it’s realistic or not, I still wanna see what… 
Anne:  That way I can see how I define myself. 
Alexis:  I want to see how the world is going to be defining me. 
Anne:  Yeah, exactly. 
Alexis:  So that I am ready. 
Anne:  Need to be able to tell the general population. 
Alexis:  So that I can dispel the rumors, and say no, no, no, that’s not how we are. 
Anne:  Yeah it’s just like every other television show.  It’s fake, it’s not real. 

 
Seth clearly did not care if the show was realistic.  He argued that it was important that the show 

exists at all, as there has been a lack of visibility of queer female identities in media for some 

time. 

Seth:  I think the queers have been waiting and waiting and waiting, and we have all been 
waiting so long to get, have it get close enough to see ourselves.  And now we our finally 
seeing ourselves. Fuck that this isn’t realistic!  Of course it’s not realistic.  It’s L.A. and 
TV for crying out loud! 
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Caroline compared the show to Sex in the City, and she and Sara stated that television rarely 

portrayed women accurately.  However, they continued to watch the show together each week. 

Caroline:  Having watched a lot of cable melodramas, I mean I think at times people want 
The L-Word to represent all aspects of the lesbian culture.  Which, you know, you 
understand that because there are so few representations, but at the same time I have 
watched Sex in the City, which is in no way an accurate representation of women in 
general.  Like you know, fine, like rich women from this fab socio-economic group. You 
know and it’s entertaining. 
Sara:  Yeah, where are my cosmos and my Manolo Blaniks? 
Caroline:  Right. 
Sara:  I mean come on! 
Caroline:  Exactly.  I guess it’s easy for me not, for lots of reasons, for me not to want to 
find myself in there. But at the same time you find like little tidbits that you identify with 
that keep you attached to the story and the characters.  But I think you know it’s a serial 
drama.  It’s fun I think. 
 

For Mary, her favorite thing about The L-Word was the portrayal of glamorous lesbians, because 

it sends a positive cultural message.   

Mary:  It’s the glamour.  It’s the glamour.  Everybody is beautiful, you know what I’m 
saying?  Because there is such a negative…idea of how…umm, gay women are. I love 
that they put in all of these beautiful characters…maybe it’s not real, but I mean they 
need …you know…reality TV isn’t real you know, so we need to put a little bit of a spin 
on it.  Plus there are actually beautiful women out there living this life, and we need to 
put a positive spin on it to show, to show this is just as normal as everything else.  So, I 
like the glamour of it. 
 
These informants understood that for all the interaction they have with The L-Word, it is 

not ultimately supposed to represent an accurate reality.  They clearly make it a part of their lives 

in varying ways, which is discussed in subsequent chapters, but on one of the most basic levels 

they connect with the characters who most represent them and their friends/acquaintances.  

Informants interviewed in group sessions spent much more time commenting on issues of 

representation, primarily because the group dynamic helped push the conversation along.  These 
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informants talked more amongst themselves about representational issues than they did 

talking with me, often completely moving away from the original question.   

 

 

Sexual and Gender Identities 

The L-Word portrays a number of different sexual and gender identities, within the 

primary characters and storylines as well as secondary characters and storylines.  Sexual and 

gender identities are separate from lesbian archetypes.  While the incorporates ideas about what a 

“lesbian” or “queer” female looks like, sexual and gender identities also bring up issues of 

gender as biologically inherent versus gender as an identity in flux as well as prejudices against 

individuals who do not fit neatly within the heterosexual/homosexual binary. 

Butch versus Femme 

The character of Shane frequently came up throughout the interview sessions, and will be 

discussed again in later chapters.  Lauren and Veronica stated that they found the character of 

Shane to be very unrealistic, while Stephanie found Shane to be the only character on the show 

she found realistic.  In other words, Shane – often cited as the only “butch lesbian” on the show – 

exemplifies what people, both queer-identified and heterosexually-identified, believe a lesbian 

looks like, as is seen in these examples. 

Rebecca:  What about Shane didn’t you like? 
Lauren:  Her whole just, I don’t know.  She is just unrealistic. 
Veronica: The way she looked, the way she acted. 
Lauren:  I don’t know. 
Rebecca:  What about the way she acted? 
Lauren:  I’m not, I don’t like, she is just too…I don’t know.  Like ‘I’m the shit’ kind of 
thing. 
Veronica:  Yeah.  She wasn’t even…She is not attractive. 
Lauren:  To me she is the typical looking lesbian that all lesbians go after. 
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Veronica and Lauren had spoken to others about their favorite character on the show, and they 

said that everyone tells them it is Shane.   

Veronica:  Yeah, and if you ask the average lesbian who is your favorite, it’s always 
Shane. 
Lauren:  “Shane, Shane.  Why do you love Shane? Oh, she is hot”.  She is a typical 
lesbian.  You know, she has got, lesbians are either real thin or real big, or whatever.  But 
she is just like, she is typical, you know? Like Bette and Tina are more like not normal, 
because they are feminine they are not normal.  They are not your average lesbians.   
 

For them, Shane follows the typical depiction of lesbian, which they did not really like 

personally.  Stephanie, on the other hand, really thought Shane was the only character who even 

slightly looked like lesbians she knew personally. 

Stephanie:  Umm, occasionally I think I had inner dialogues.  You know, like I would 
make comments like, “Oh yeah right, how many of the lesbians that I know actually look 
like this? Or actually I don’t know, maybe actually behave like this?”  And so I just, 
although I didn’t talk back to the show, I was very conscious of having inner dialogues 
with myself, saying like, “Ok the only lesbian on the show that really strikes me as at all 
realistic in terms of my own experience was the sort of punky hairdresser on the show 
[Shane]”. 
 

Two of my informants, Tamara and Maggie – both heterosexually-identified – were very 

attracted to Shane because she looked the most androgynous or butch of all the women.  They 

thought she looked more like a man than the other female characters. 

Rebecca:  Why do you like Shane? 
Tamara:  Cause she’s woo-man.  I mean WOO MAN!  It’s an interesting story.  
Umm…she’s, and I say this, she is probably more attractive to me because she looks like 
a man or at least she is trying to look more like a man. I don’t know.  She’s beautiful! 
 
Maggie:  Shane is maybe the one that’s a little bit more androgynous, but she still wears 
lots of makeup and is really hot. 
Jason:  She still looks like a hot punky chick. 
Maggie:  There are NO butch dykes on that show. 

 
Maggie then thought about her last statement and realized there were moments when she did see 

butch lesbians on the show.  It reminded her of two of her friends and the way she sees their 



 158
gender identifications.  For Maggie, butch women appear to be unsure of their gender, 

whether they want to be male or female. 

Maggie:  OH!  It was on the cruise, it was on the gay cruise, when I actually saw some 
real lesbians. It was like Pat and Peg, who are friends of mine in New York who are just 
like, when I first met Pat it’s the whole SNL (Saturday Night Live) thing. Like Pat wasn’t 
sure of her gender and just a very, very butch dyke. And when like, when they were on 
the cruise it was like the first time they bothered to get butch dyke extras. 

 
 Mary and Lisa stated that the feminine representation of these women was important 

because it changed the historical conception of lesbians as always butch.  As discussed in 

Chapter III, lesbians were frequently portrayed in media as overly masculinized.  For Mary and 

Lisa, these new portrayals were one of the main reasons they continued to watch the show. 

Mary:  Bringing it full circle to answer your question, we just come back because the 
show for both of us is, is such an amazing thing.  You’re not only getting these…strong, 
sensitive, good characters that represent the community really well, but they are also 
beautiful! Do you know what I’m saying? And you don’t get that a lot.  It’s usually, if 
you get these gay women in a show they are gonna be {flexes biceps} you know? 
Lisa:  Log drivers. 
Mary:  Huh? Log drivers? They are some scary looking women and they are the butt of 
the joke or something, you know what I’m saying? 
 

None of the informants commented negatively on relationships that appeared butch/femme – 

where one woman appears more masculine and the other more feminine.  While there have been 

such relationships on the show, notably between Shane and Carmen, my informants did not see 

that as problematic.  This is interesting as this is a frequent topic within feminist and queer 

theory, particularly that butch/femme is a problematic dynamic as it upholds culturally normative 

ideas of male/female partnerships. 

Negotiating Transgender Content 

Much of the discussion by my informants about gender representation on The L-Word 

centered on the transgendered characters of Max and Ivan.  Transgender identities often fall 
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outside of much of queer theoretical discussion. Although transgenderism has more to do 

with gender identification, it is not separate from sexual identity (Butler, 1990, 1993, 1995; 

Rubin, 1990).  A few informants were happy at the inclusion of transgendered characters as is 

illustrated by Seth (32) who found the storyline of Max to be one of his favorites. 

Seth:  I can’t help but say that my favorite storyline would be the introduction of Max. 
Rebecca:  And why? 
Seth:  Somebody came to them and said we would love to try and introduce a character 
that represents a population that’s out there and that is very active and verbal and visible.  
And let’s try to do something with that.  Let’s stay up to date as it were. 
Rebecca:  Right. 
Seth:  So I applaud whoever made that decision, I applaud that effort.  I would say that 
Max is one of my more favorite characters, and I do appreciate the storyline, and I do 
appreciate the way that it was introduced. 

 
Over the course of the interview session, Seth elaborated on why he liked Max and why he 

thought the storyline was so good and important.  For Seth, having a storyline that dealt with 

transitioning – something he is also personally experiencing – goes beyond simple visibility.  He 

hoped that the character of Max and the gender transition storyline would open new avenues of 

cultural discussion, and teach new ways to consider gender and sexuality. 

Seth:  Like, there are so many different ways that they could go with this.  And I was just 
begging and pleading and crossing my fingers that it would go, that it would progress in 
such a way that continued to have the struggle and it has.  And it has come out that way 
and I really appreciate that.  And again not just because it’s unique, but frankly I think 
it’s kind of well done.  And other people will put up a stink about it, but I think it’s really 
well done. 
Rebecca:  May I ask why you think it’s well done? 
Seth:  I am definitely a dude, but I have a little bit of the background as a lesbian.  So 
umm, I appreciate it because they, they had patience with it.  They didn’t shove anything 
down our throats right away.  They spoon fed it, spoon fed it gradually.   

 
Seth also discussed how the show did a good job of bringing up issues transgendered individuals 

face daily, including violence and alienation from both the heterosexual and queer communities.  

He talked about one episode in particular that stood out in his memory. 
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Seth:  This one totally sticks out in my mind.  Where they have the altercation, where 
the, the WASP kids wanna beat Moira up, and I can’t remember if he went into the 
wrong restroom or what the deal was, it was something. I think he went into the girl’s 
room right?  And then the girl comes out. 
Rebecca:  Yes. 
Seth:  And the girl’s like “What the fuck?” and then the guy’s like “What the fuck?” and 
then Jenny comes to his aid.  But that’s a very real experience.  And a very enormous 
element of the population, you just don’t realize.  And again it’s one of these things 
where it’s so odd to hear being produced from, I mean I have never seen something as 
close to real life experience as that.  And I say that after watching an entire lifetime of 
television.  Where I’m always projecting and I’m always reading, and I am always trying 
to make it something that’s a metaphor.  Something that’s similar.  That was real man!  
That was weird, that was really fucking weird.   

 
The issues the show brings up about gender and sexuality were what intrigued Seth the most,  

particularly because he has been alienated in different ways, by both heterosexual and queer 

communities for his gender, (he is trans) and for his sexuality (he is straight).  He believes The L-

Word breaks down traditional notions of gender as biologically inherent and the ways in which 

sexuality intertwines with ideas of normative gender. 

Seth:  And like feeling for a certain amount of time in my true life, uh alienated by folks, 
alienated from the queer community.  You know I identified as a dyke, and it worked but 
it didn’t really.  Gender is an issue period.  It’s so gray, it’s never clear cut.  It’s all about 
the identity, it’s all about the gender stuff. It’s not material that people ever have to 
approach in normal life.  It’s only a select few of us who get to like experience this, this 
re-labeling and this re-configuring, this revolution.  I will use the word revolution, 
because revolution, it’s a revolutionary way to think about sex and gender.   

 
Seth mentioned that he had discussed the character and storyline of Max with a co-worker, who 

is also transgender.  They did not agree on how The L-Word and its writers handled transgender 

topics on the show. 

Seth:  Umm, you know like, it’s so odd that it’s out there.  Like weird. It’s an instance in 
like the history of media that this has been brought to the public’s attention.  And like you 
know, I thought the approach was all right and he [Seth’s friend] was a little bit 
disappointed with the approach.   
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Seth was not the only informant who really liked the inclusion of the transgender storyline 

and the character of Max.  Many stated that they were pleased that the issue had been tackled on 

the show, and portrayed relatively accurately.  

Alexis: Umm, I think that it’s good that they had the whole transition. 
Jenn:  Yeah, I agree. 
Alexis:  I mean I don’t know if they did a really good job, but I thought that it was good 
that they included that process into the show. 
Anne:  Yeah. 
Alexis:  That’s because I know people that have done it. So, it was good to see that. 
Jenn:  And the sexual discrimination, that was very accurate. 
Anne: Yeah, those were good. 

 
It is important to note that of all of my informants, only Seth identified in any way as 

transgendered.  Alexis and the others in her group found the inclusion of the storyline important 

because they have a friend who is transgendered.   

Alexis:  No it was good, I thought that conversation, and I hate Jenny, but I thought the 
conversation between Jenny and Max about how she like, “Well you want a man and that 
has issues with being a lesbian”, and why their relationship couldn’t work. I thought that 
was an interesting perspective to look at it from.  Because I’m sure that a lot of people do 
not have any concept of what happens with relationships when someone transitions. Like 
I didn’t know until a few years ago, until I had a friend who went through it and then I 
could ask those questions. So, if I don’t know it the average straight person doesn’t know 
it. 
Rebecca: Right. 
Jenn: Because then they brought the idea of sexism into it.  So, by transitioning he is 
assuming a male role. 
Alexis:  I know, right! I’m saying yeah, I thought that was a good perspective of the 
show.  That that’s not something you would see everyday. And it’s very specific and 
personal and you know not, most people, don’t, are not privy to that.  Because most 
people do not have trannie friends that they can just go and ask these personal questions, 
even if you do, you may not feel comfortable asking those kinds of questions.  So that 
was good. 

 
However, while Seth thought the issues associated with transitioning – bathrooms, testosterone 

injections, dealing with cultural masculinity – were well done, Alexis did not agree particularly 

about the actual physical process of transitioning. During the discussion of Max and his 
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transition process on the show, Jenn (a physician) argued to the others in the group that the 

show portrayed the medical problems very well, and in the end started to convince her group as 

well. 

Alexis:  And they don’t get so aggressive and mean like that either. That was totally 
weird. I guess it’s possible. 
Jenn:  What’s possible? 
Anne:  The steroids. 
Alexis: Testosterone. 
Jenn:  But I thought it [the show] did really good job of showing how, like the length they 
have to go through, because most of them do obtain it illegally.  And the effect it could 
have on them because of the higher dosages, the point was that. That part was to show… 
because he obtained it illegally. He’s taking higher dosages that was causing him the 
aggression. 
Alexis:  Yeah. 
Jenn:  Not necessarily because of the steroids. 
Alexis:  Right. 
Jenn:  It was because he was taking high dosages.  And there’s nowhere for him to go for 
help because there aren’t any specialists. For a teenager to transform himself there are 
two or three centers in the country that will help him. 
Alexis:  Well don’t you think it should be a difficult process if it’s something that is so 
dangerous to do to your body? It shouldn’t just be taken lightly like “Ok!”, because you 
know… 
Jenn: Well I think… 
Alexis:  [sarcastically] Here, you think you want to do this? Here why don’t we start you 
on a round of testosterone! 
Jenn:  It should be a difficult process, but it shouldn’t be an impossible project where you 
have to take matters into your own hands.  So yeah, it was very, so I liked the whole 
transgender, I like what they did with it. 
Anne: Yeah I liked it.  That was probably the best one I had seen. 

 
One group of informants thought the storyline of Max’s transition was too quick and did 

not provide enough background information as to how he arrived at his decision to transition.  

The topic of Max’s transition was one of the main things many groups discussed, particularly 

after the show aired. 

Rebecca:  What kinds of things do you talk about? 
Nancy: Jenny [laughing]. 
Karen: Yeah.  We hate her. 
Nancy: Max is a cool character. 
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Karen: Max is wonderful. 
Nancy: We talk about Max’s transition and how frustrating that is. 
Paula: Yeah. 
Karen: Why they had the show go right into that without absolutely no thought or time. 
Paula: To get to know the character. 
Karen: Well not even for her, but for us.  I have known people who transitioned.  They 
don’t do it that quickly. 
Paula: But we didn’t know about her character because she came from the outside.  
People have been going through that process for years. 
 

A bit later in their interview session, the group mentioned that one of the most memorable 

episodes was from the fourth season when Max has a new girlfriend.  The sequence of events in 

that episode, for them, showed that Max may have felt uncomfortable in his body, but did not 

truly have gender dysphoria.   

Nancy:  When Max was umm, with the new girlfriend. 
Rebecca:  At the end of the fourth season? 
Karen:  Before her transition. 
Nancy:  Yeah.  The woman went down on her [Max] and let her [Max] imagination go, 
made Max imagine other things. 
Karen: She treated her like she was in the body she wanted to be in, but it seemed like it 
was more facial expressions, it was emotive.  We got, we took away from it that Max 
was…and that is where they ended it wasn’t it?  Max was actually having second 
thoughts about the surgery because suddenly she was enjoying who she was and wasn’t 
as interested in changing because someone made her feel more comfortable in her body.  
Which goes to show that you don’t transition overnight!  A true person with gender 
dysphoria would not have felt that way. 
Nancy: It was really, it was really just wonderful. 
Karen: It was beautiful. 
Nancy: It really was. 
 

They, like Jenn, Alexis, and Anne, believed they understood the transition process because they 

know of someone who has transitioned; however, none were speaking from personal experience.  

In addition, because they did not believe Max was truly gender dysphoric, they continued to use 

the “she” pronoun, even when discussing Max as a male body.  This shows that there may be a 

common belief that the emotional and physical process of transitioning is the same for everyone, 
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which is noteworthy, as it is clear from other discussions with my informants that 

understandings of sexual and gender identities is not universal. 

Others were shocked, confused, or otherwise could not understand how gender is a fluid 

identification, which is shown in the responses about Max (previously Moira) by Veronica (29), 

Lauren (31), Sophia (29), Tom (31), Jason (32), and Maggie (36) when discussing favorite/least 

favorite characters and storylines. Some note that the inclusion of transgender storylines is not 

only controversial in heterosexual communities, but in queer communities as well.   

Tom:  I feel like to some extent my impressions of her or him has been influenced by 
friends who really don’t like that storyline, and are very like mad that they had to have 
that in the show, but I thought that was interesting. I thought the character was pretty 
cool.  And I guess that it’s still cool, except that he’s taking medication that make him as 
wacky as everyone else on the show.  That’s his excuse.  Yeah, he’s trying to become a 
man.  Yeah so…I think that was a kind of, I kind of, it was kind of a little bit of a risk for 
them to try to do that character. 
Sophia:  Yeah, well I guess it seems like it was a challenge.  Like a difficult one to write.  
So I can’t say they are excelling at it, but it’s not terrible.   
Tom:  Yeah. 
Rebecca:  A lot of people have had mixed reactions to it for all sorts of reasons. 
Tom:  Yeah. 
Sophia:  Well I think it’s controversial.  Even in like gay communities, I mean gay and 
lesbian communities.  You know, just because you identify as being like same sex 
oriented doesn’t mean that you’re like pro changing genders.  To a lot of people that’s 
just like a crazy idea. 
Tom:  Yeah. Yeah, that’s the part that interested me.  I guess I never thought that was 
a…sort of a like, a fault line within the community for certain people.  Like it’s like not 
necessarily accepted by…it’s like not seen as cool for you to necessarily do that.  And it’s 
almost perceived as a betrayal or something like that.  Or at least that’s the way I started 
thinking about it just from seeing that show.  So yeah, that was interesting. 
 

During their interview, Maggie had to remind Jason about the transgendered character.  Maggie 

found Moira (Max) to be very attractive, but had a harder time understanding gender 

reassignment. 

Jason:  Who is Moira? 
Maggie:  Moira is the new pretty boy who has started doing testosterone shots, which 
kind-of creeps me out, and she’s gonna have a sex change. 
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Jason:  Oh! I remember hearing about her, I remember. 
Maggie:  She is so fucking gorgeous. 
Jason:  I heard that when it first aired it was very controversial in the queer community. 
Maggie: Well no.  One thing that I know I have heard other people talk about in general 
as a criticism, and I don’t know this might be a criticism. Like I don’t know if gay 
women who watch the show have this problem or not…but like butch…like you were 
talking about how it is interesting that the issue with adoption is brought up, and that 
made me think of I guess that’s why they brought Moira/ Max in to try get that 
perspective. 
Jason: Transgender issues, yeah, yeah. 
Maggie: The fact, but I mean that’s definitely probably the… 
Jason:  There was an article in the [New York] Times about people who are 
transgendered, and it was brought into the you know sort of into the mainstream dialogue 
by The L-Word.   
 
Gender reassignment was also a difficult topic for others who watched the show.  

However, it was significant that most people found the character of Max/Moira and his transition 

more difficult to deal with than that of the secondary character of Ivan.  While there is never a 

discussion on the show surrounding Ivan’s desire to have gender reassignment surgery from 

female to male, Ivan is living as a male and goes to great lengths to hide any female biological 

anatomy.  Lauren and Veronica did not like the character of Max, primarily because he was 

planning on having gender reassignment surgery. 

Lauren:  Max kind-of annoys me.   
Veronica: Yeah. 
Lauren:  I don’t understand that whole gender.  I don’t get that.  I don’t get Max’s 
character.  I really don’t. 
Rebecca: You don’t understand the gender piece or why Max is particularly going though 
that? 
Lauren:  Yeah, I don’t understand that. 
Veronica: Yeah, I don’t. 
Lauren:  I don’t understand people who go through that stage.  I mean you are born a 
certain way and you can’t change that.  I can’t relate to it. 
Veronica: I can’t relate to it 
Lauren:  I can relate to a lot of things.  I can see people’s views, but I can’t see why you 
would want to alter who you are if that’s how you were born.  You should be happy with 
what you, I mean you are healthy, you know.  I don’t know.  I don’t get it. 
Veronica: Yeah, that whole thing with like, I mean not to get off the topic, but if you are 
getting a sex change and before you are allowed to do that you have to go through 
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psychological evaluations.  First of all, you have to be freaking batty to do that to 
begin with.  So what are they evaluating?  
Lauren:  My personal opinion. 
Veronica: I mean how sane can you be to start chopping shit off and rearranging it? 
Lauren:  I like my body the way it is. 

 
A bit further into the interview, Lauren and Veronica started discussing the character of Ivan.  

They had a very different reaction to this transgendered character.  Where they described disgust 

and anger at Max, they described sadness and empathy for Ivan. 

Veronica:  The other character I remember, do you remember Ivan? 
Lauren:  I liked Ivan. 
Veronica:  I did too.  I felt bad for her. 
Lauren:  Yeah, well she got embarrassed. 
Rebecca:  Ok, I have a question.  This is another person who was going through a gender 
shift.  Ivan was also going from female to male, and what did you think about that in 
comparison to Max? 
Veronica:  Ivan wasn’t as extreme.  Like Max is always talking. 
Lauren:  They pushed the issue with Max a little too far, too much, not too much but they 
pushed it more. Because they showed him going through the hormones and taking 
estrogen too much – the attitude change.  They pushed that with Max more than Ivan. 

 
Meghan’s reaction to Ivan was more along the lines of Veronica’s and Lauren’s reactions to 

Max.  She described Ivan as a strange character, particularly in how a transgendered character 

came to be with Kit, a straight female character.  Since Meghan did not see later episodes of The 

L-Word, it is unclear if she would find Max and Jenny’s relationship equally as strange. 

Rebecca:  Were there any episodes or storylines you did not like? 
Meghan: I think her [Kit’s] relationship with Ivan, that strange transgendered person. I 
didn’t see enough of it, but in way I kind of would have liked to see the earlier episodes 
of how she got involved with him. Because what I did see was not sufficient for me to 
understand how she could possibly be involved with this person.  Ok, I didn’t see how 
from the fact she/he fixed her car.  I would like to know was she genuinely attracted to 
this would-be he? Or you know, would be with somebody who can’t even cope with the 
fact of somebody knowing their biological identity?  I mean it’s strange things. 
 
What is interesting is how the heterosexual couples, Sophia/Tom and Maggie/Jason, 

while confused about gender transformations, seemed less verbal about how this was an 
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unnatural identification. The common belief that transgenderism is accepted within the queer 

community simply because transgendered identities do not fit within hetero-normative society, is 

false.  Gender is often associated with biological sex, yet gender is a social construction, where 

gender is culturally attached to a sex.  Therefore, changing genders is viewed as a threat to 

normative understandings of sexual biology (Butler, 1990).  Cultural norms about biological sex 

and gender are also prevalent in the queer community, which makes transgenderism problematic.  

This is highlighted by the responses from Veronica and Lauren as well as by how Seth deals with 

his own gender identification. 

Issues of femininity as a gendered artifice did arise; however, it was usually in relation to 

queer female “archetypes” or the character of Angus.  For some, Angus (Kit’s boyfriend on The 

L-Word) disrupted appropriate conceptions of masculinity.  Veronica and Lauren found Angus to 

be too feminine, which must make him gay.  This is consistent with their comments about how 

they did not like the female character Shane because she was too masculine.  Here they discuss 

their dislike of Kit and Angus after I questioned them on their least favorite characters. 

Veronica:  Her and Angus. How he follows Kit around.  I don’t know.  It doesn’t seem 
like a balanced relationship.  You know what I mean? I just don’t like him.  I think he is 
gay. 
Lauren: Yeah he seems gay to me too. 
Rebecca:  Why do you think he is gay?  Why do you think he seems gay? 
Veronica:  Because he is feminine. 
Lauren:  Yeah he is kind-of feminine.  He is not manly enough. 
Veronica: Instead of like being man enough, he was like, I cheated on her and sulks and 
then followed her around for episode after episode. Like a puppy dog, you see in the 
background like sulking. He is not manly enough.  He seems gay.  I don’t know I’m 
sorry. 
 
Even within the queer community, which academically includes transgendered 

individuals regardless of sexual orientation, gender is not seen as fluid by most and is a difficult 

concept to grasp.  
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Andrea:  Umm…but I remember when he [Max] was first going through that. I 
remember saying, “but you are going to take away all the best parts”.  I mean I was upset. 
I didn’t want him to have a sex change, you know?  I didn’t want him to go through that, 
because you know I liked Moira as a woman.  But then once, once he started 
transitioning, I was like, “Oh yeah he makes a pretty good guy.  You know, a good 
looking guy too”. You know?  So I was like, “Ok, All right”. So, umm…that struggle, 
that umm…that he had, not that he had to go through the struggle, but it was interesting. 
Erica:  I think that, like I see that, you know how someone could be transgendered.  And 
umm…but the thing is when I see her and just like you described it, like when she told 
me that she wanted to go through with it, I was like but your boobies?! You know? 

 
The four women laughed nervously as Erica continued.  To judge from Erica’s description 

above, she had taken these issues rather personally, as if Max/Moira spoke directly to her.  

However, it is clear from the discussion that all of the women wanted to better understand 

transgendered perspectives and issues. 

Erica:  Like what do you mean?! Yeah, but now that I am starting to be able to identify 
him as a guy. 
Andrea:  Well, not totally. 
Erica:  Now I can see...how he makes a great guy.  And I think…So I don’t know.  It just 
reminded me of it when she described it. 
Rebecca:  There is something about it that somehow makes sense? All of a sudden you 
see them being…a different…I don’t want to say a different gender…but when, is it that 
they look more comfortable with who they are and just sort of like, I am ok? I am sort-of 
hearing that it makes you feel more comfortable. 
Erica:  I think that it… 
Jess:  It gives you perspective.  That you know you are more open to once you kind of get 
through that. 

 
Andrea had more of a personal physical reaction, because she found both the female Moira and 

the male Max attractive.  Her discomfort came more from understanding that her attractions were 

not only for both genders, but that gender is not absolute. 

Andrea:  I think for me, I think it’s much more of a physical thing more than anything 
because like so…when some people are transitioning and they don’t…it’s very obvious 
that they are transitioning, but that to me doesn’t feel comfortable.  It’s just ah…it just 
seems weird to me.. It seems more, how do I put it, it just seems more like freakish.  It 
just seems a little more odd, weird.  But, because when Max is transitioning…you know 
as a man he looks attractive as well as female.  So it is more a physical thing for me. 
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The women in this group did not like the transgender character of Ivan, whom they referred 

to as a “cross-dresser”.36 Unlike Veronica and Lauren, they found Ivan to be overdone.  As Jess 

said, “It was just, I don’t know.  They like, they like pushed it.” 

Negotiating Fluidity 

It seems almost ironic that my informants discussed the portrayals of sexual orientation 

on the show.  As this is a show about queer-identified women and their friends, queer, lesbian, 

bisexual, homosexual, gay, dyke and other identifications are highly visible. However, 

informants did mention the lack of visibility of heterosexual identities on the show, and some 

informants found that troubling.  While they agreed that the show portrayed different sexual 

subjectivities, they only did so if the identity was queer, rather than integrating queer and non-

queer identities.  This was true among both heterosexually-identified informants as well as 

lesbian identified informants. 

Rebecca: What makes this show special and how do you think it differs from other TV 
shows? Or does it at all? Maybe it’s not special? 
Alexis: It would be better if it were a show about something else and there were just gay 
people in it like in the real world.  That would be the better alternative.  Like why does it 
have to be a show about a group of lesbians? Why can’t it be a show about the coffee 
shop? 
Jenn: The coffee shop? 
Alexis: These are some of the lesbians that go to the coffee shop and these are some of 
the straight people that go to the coffee shop. 
Jenn: I don’t know. I would rather watch this than a straight show with a few gay people 
in it. 
Alexis: I didn’t say there’s a show, a straight show with gay people.  I said a show that is 
more realistic in that’s how I live my life.  Not only with gay people around me, there are 
straight people in my life too. 
Jenn: Are there straight people? 
Alexis: You know, when you watch The L-Word, they don’t interact with very many 
straight people.  Even the waitress at the coffee shop is gay.  Every person I come into 
contact with [on the show] is gay.  If not, they end wanting to sleep with them and they 
become gay.  You know? They are all really out.  That’s not realistic. 
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For others, the lack of heterosexual characters made it difficult to relate to the show, 

particularly if the informant was also heterosexual. 

Rebecca: Why did you like to watch the show at all? Or did you even like to watch the 
show? 
Stephanie: I couldn’t, I found myself not really being able to relate all that much to The 
L-Word…and another thing that I noticed actually now that I think about it is, I don’t 
remember there being a lot of straight female characters in The L-Word.  In fact, granted 
my memory of it is limited, but I can’t really recall, umm, a straight female character 
except for, umm, what was her name, was it Jenny?  The one who was, what was the one 
who was, who moved, she was with her boyfriend for a long time…was that Jenny? 
Rebecca: Yeah. 

 
Many of the female actors on The L-Word are heterosexual off-screen, only playing gay 

characters on the show.  Sandra found this to be almost offensive because she did not know how 

these female actors could “speak” her story of lesbianism if they had not experienced a lesbian 

lifestyle. 

Sandra: But I would prefer they use characters…who are…gay.  Who are you know, 
living that lifestyle and you could relate to fully.  Rather than the ones who, the ones who 
are like, “Now I changed my mind. Now, Oh I’m that way again tomorrow”. 
 

Sandra expressed her dismay at how the female actors on the show only “pretend” to be gay.  

She felt that any heterosexual woman who experiments with her sexuality threatens her and other 

gay women, because the gay women will be left hurt emotionally. 

Sandra: Yeah, and you know to be honest with you there is a subliminal message in there 
too. Because a lot of heterosexual women watch, that’s how. 
Liz: They do! They do. 
Sandra:  And you know what?  It’s a conversion tool because what it does is it says 
“hmmm”, you got these white heterosexual women who are looking at this show saying, 
“Hmmm I’m so sick of my man.  You know? I have been fantasizing on a woman for a 
long time, I’m gonna go out and try me a woman”.  Meanwhile, they’re creating havoc 
wherever they want, wherever they go, because now they are out experimenting, they are 
out experimenting, and then they will go back to their husbands, but they have some poor 
lesbian out there hanging on a limb.  You know what I mean?  We are not an experiment!  
You either decide it, you know you either are gay, but we, you know I hate the 
experimental, the tri-sexual---try this try that. 
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For many of my informants sexual identities that were unclear or did not fit neatly 

into a category seemed to be very disturbing.  In other words, if a character’s sexual identity 

could not be determined, it was considered threatening, even among my lesbian and queer 

informants. 

Rebecca: Who is your least favorite character or characters and why do you not like 
them? 
Alexis: Least favorite? 
Jenn:  Her. That girl, the one who is like… 
Anne: The Asian? 
Rebecca: Oh, the gambler chick? 
Jenn: Gambler chick. 
Anne:  Whoever the fuck that is.   
Jenn:  Maybe because I don’t know what her sexuality is, like that’s threatening to me. 
Anne: She looks it. 
Rebecca: Oh, interesting. 
Jenn:  Because they never say in the show if she’s gay, she’s straight, or she’s bi.  So to 
me, I don’t know if she’s real or she is playing a game. And that’s more threatening and 
scary than anything else. 
 

Another threat to sexual identifications amongst my informants was bisexual identities.  As 

previously acknowledged in this study, bisexuality is often another alienated identity.  Within 

heterosexual and queer circles, bisexuals are seen as being indecisive and a threat to the stability 

of the heterosexual/homosexual binary.  In other words, individuals who may be attracted to both 

men and women are acting on their sexual fluidity, which disrupts normative behaviors.  

Normative behavior is usually discussed in terms of what is culturally acceptable among the 

majority of a society, or hegemonically dominant.  However, there seems to be normatively 

acceptable behavior in queer communities as well, and bisexuality is a physical threat. 

Rebecca:  Ok.  And why do you dislike Jenny? 
Emily:  I think initially one of the reasons I disliked Jenny is that I have this hang-up with 
bisexuals, and I don’t necessarily perceive Jenny to be a full-fledged lesbian, until 
perhaps the end of the second season.  Because she is still interacting with men on some 
level sexually, and that to me denotes that she is not full fledged.  So that part is my own 
…type of…baggage that I’m bringing along.  The perception that bisexuals are often very 
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confused about what they want.  They typically will disregard the boundaries or not 
think through what they want. 
 
Not all of my informants agreed that sexual fluidity was a threat.  Many applauded the 

characters’ ability to find what and who made them happy, regardless of gender or sexual 

preference.  In addition, these informants did not attempt to categorize these characters into 

homosexual or heterosexual terms.  For example, at one point in the show the character of Tina 

begins dating a man and Seth noted that she does not need to redefine herself simply because of 

whom she sleeps with.  

Seth: I have approved every choice her [Tina] character has made to this point, including 
having a boyfriend, and enjoying his company and doing whatever it is she needs to do 
with him. 

 
Seth: And she has to defend and she has to say something about it, because again for a 
representational position, she has to, somebody has to talk to that.  Like somebody has to 
say, I am a female person, I am a mother, I am a parent, I am a lover, and I happen to 
love this one person who is very connected to my life because she is the other parent, but 
I have a boyfriend because I’m kind of into guys sometimes.  It doesn’t make her a 
lesbian, it doesn’t not make her a lesbian. 

 
Caroline and Sara appreciated the fluidity of certain characters, particularly Kit.  Kit is one of the 

few straight characters on The L-Word, but has had sexual and other intimate encounters where 

she questions her sexual identity. 

Sara:  But what they have done with her character [Kit] I think is actually very complex.  
She could easily fall into, because she is one of the few straight characters on there…but 
there have been times where, where she was kind of dating Ivan you know who was a 
trans character.  And you were just like, uh…you kind of saw them together, and for her 
it was like, she was like “Oh I’m not gay I know that” but…for her it didn’t matter.  And 
she wasn’t calling it anything.  She is that open minded.  And then later on in the fourth 
season, where she is really drunk and she and Papi nearly get it on. 
Caroline:  WHAT? [gasps] Papi?  She is like half her age! 
Sara:  Papi is a hot mommy…anyway. 
Rebecca:  Yeah, but it’s funny. 
Sara [laughing]:  Anyway….and it’s just, and she, and ultimately it comes up that Damn! 
She is so disappointed that she is not gay.  I mean like [laughs] that to me, that to her 
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sexually in that role she is willing to explore but she’s like “Damn I am just fucking 
straight!” like it’s just...I love that. 
 

Sara really found the ways in which the show dealt with queer sexuality important.  It is possible 

this was important to her because of the way she identifies herself as a queer woman.  Sara does 

not see queer as a homosexual definition, rather it is an open designation for anyone who does 

not want to be sexually categorized. 

Sara:  I mean like that to me, I mean it kind of happened with Ivan too.  It’s like, that she 
just, it makes no difference mentally and everything.  And ultimately, there is just this 
weird little disconnect and it’s, I mean it is a very interesting dynamic with her role 
sexually as a counterbalance to…discussing all this other side of like queer sexuality.  
Because really that, it’s also that, that is some of my mindset that you can be a 
heterosexual person and have a queer sensibility about you.  I mean that’s, there is much 
more that’s fluid…and I think that’s one of the aspects that I think you know…that they 
finally started showing a little more of that.  And I'm not talking about the Moira/ Max 
thing, but…I mean they have…you know…they have tipped the line, they have tiptoed 
on the line here and there with like the whole Lisa character and… 
Caroline: And Alice! Alice is pretty fluid. 

 

Why Visibility and Identity Still Matter 

The information provided by my informants suggests that gender and sexual orientation 

stereotypes exist within and outside the context of queer dialogues and queer communities. In 

addition, other stereotypes, or lack of visibility for other marginalized identities, also exist in 

relation to the context of queer dialogues and queer communities. Media audiences are subject to 

dominant ideologies about sexuality, gender, and other understandings of marginalized identities.  

Yet, The L-Word’s creators and producers are lesbians and the show is about queer-identified 

women and their friends. The audience is not subject to just one dominant ideology, rather, the 

audience is subject to different subcultural ideologies.  Each of these subcultures, then, has 

established normative behaviors.  Therefore, the producers may have constructed their own 

stereotypes into the show, just as the audience creates its own meanings.  Identities are reflexive 
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and they connect to different social groups with varying cultural norms (Fiske, 1989; Hall, 

1993; Raymond, 2003).  It is within this concept that audiences negotiate meaning, and, in this 

case, their understandings of identity representation and formation.  In other words, my 

informants’ understanding and negotiation of identities, particularly queer identities, varied 

based on their own socio-cultural ideologies. 

My informants connected with The L-Word in many ways.  While most of my informants 

enjoyed watching the show, it does not mean that they did not find some of the portrayals 

problematic.  In terms of racial and ethnic identities, a few informants felt that visibility of non-

white characters on the show has been neglected, but is improving, particularly in the fourth 

season.  It should be noted that despite how they may have felt about the representation of 

racially and ethnically marginalized groups, individuals who did not identify as either white or 

Caucasian also found it difficult to define their own racial and ethnic identities, while those who 

identified as white or Caucasian did not usually provide lengthy explanations.  This indicates that 

normative associations of race and ethnicity, specifically white/Caucasian, still carry privilege, 

and informants felt that the definitions are normatively self-explanatory.  Alternatively, those 

white/Caucasian informants did not feel that they could claim their whiteness, and were 

cognizant of their own racial agency. 

My informants spoke about gender self-definitions as if self-evident, and many felt 

uncomfortable with discussions of gender.  Gender is socially and culturally still attached to 

biology, and many consider it an inherent part of the physical and psychological body. 

Culturally, gender provides a basis for communicative interactions.  In other words, people adapt 

their communicative process based on gender and the associated behaviors.  When people cannot 

read another’s gender, they feel threatened. My informants clearly felt the need to define their 
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gender in normative terms, as male or female.   In addition, informants from multiple sexual 

orientations also felt discomfort, sadness, and at times even disgust at characters and storylines 

that dealt with gender transitioning, specifically Max/Moira and Ivan. This is significant because 

in the GLBTQQI community – where the T stands for transgendered and the I for intersex– one 

might expect gender to be seen as more fluid.  However, gender norms cross boundaries of 

sexuality in very normative ways, and even in queer communities, gender still attaches to sex, 

and even at times sexuality. Others – who did not identify as transgendered – felt they 

understood gender transitions through personal interactions, and many thought the show did a 

poor job of describing the process.  However, the one transgendered informant applauded the 

show’s efforts to highlight the many problems transgendered individuals face daily. 

Sexual identity was also a problematic negotiation for many of my informants.  When the 

sexual identity of a character was unclear, some of my informants expressed feeling threatened 

or confused.  Issues also arose, particularly among lesbian identified informants, about women 

who identified as bisexual or as “experimenting”.  For many of my lesbian informants, the idea 

that they could be sexually involved with a woman who might also be sexually intimate with a 

man was also threatening.   

Privilege played a large role across many of the issues of representation and visibility.  

Informants noted that the characters on The L-Word are presented as affluent, and while this did 

not feel representational of queer-identified women they know, they felt this was comparable to 

most television dramas, such as Sex in the City and Desperate Housewives.  Viewers enjoy 

escaping into a world that does not represent their own economic class, even when they know it 

is fantasy (Ang, 1985; Brown, 2004; Radway, 1983).  In the case of my L-Word informants, 

many also enjoyed escaping into a community that may or may not represent their own sexual 
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identities.  However, many of the queer female informants (lesbian, queer, bisexual) as well 

as some of the heterosexually-identified informants, felt that the show did a poor job of 

representing queer female identities, and did not include enough heterosexual characters on the 

show. Therefore, despite the groundbreaking nature of a show like The L-Word and the 

understanding that television is fantasy, viewers still wanted accurate representations.  This is 

particularly important, as queer women have had little to no media visibility in the past. When 

there was visibility, it was always very stereotypical.  My informants were concerned by the 

potential for new cultural stereotypes to emerge. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

NEGOTIATING “TABOO” SEXUAL CONTENT:  

EXPLORATION, FANTASY, INTIMACY, PORN 

 During the interview sessions, much of my informants’ discussion focused on or around 

topics of sex.  So much of their discussion with me centered on sexual themes, that it was 

necessary to devote a chapter to highlight their responses.  Of my 34 informants, 30 discussed 

The L-Word and its sexual content.  The responses about sex and sexual content arose after I 

asked my informants questions about their favorite and least favorite characters and their most 

memorable episodes, among others.  None of my questions mentioned or even alluded to sex or 

any sexual scene on The L-Word; however, my informants frequently brought up topics of 

fantasy, infidelity, pornography, and the gratuitous nature of the sex on the show.  Some 

informants, from varying sexual identities, even commented that they learned something new 

about lesbian sex and intimacy.   

 The ways in which Western societies deal with sexual content in media is important as 

sex is repetitious in society and frequently dictates our behaviors and cultural values. Desires are 

constantly shifting, and their negotiations occur within and against hegemonic traditions and 

values.  Foucault (1978) argues that power and pleasure intertwine, where power exists in 

ideological forms and rigid socio-political laws, and pleasure exists as a function of our own 

biologies.  Dictations of normatively appropriate behaviors flow through these ideologies 

creating belief systems within individuals.  As a result, individuals frequently define themselves 

and their experiences in relation to these normative ideologies.  The introduction of non-

normative sexualities into a visible space, such as mass media, requires new negotiations, which 

are often in direct conflict with hegemonic ideologies.   



 178
The L-Word breaks normative ideals of sexuality and sexual content by creating an 

environment where the characters constantly negotiate their sexual identities, sometimes moving 

from a lesbian identification to a bisexual or heterosexual identification and back again.  In 

addition, the show also presents sexual encounters among the women, frequently portraying the 

women in various states of undress and engaging in various sexual acts, most of which are not 

normatively heterosexual.   For example, the women may be portrayed performing oral sex on 

each other or using a dildo or other sexual accoutrement.  Male and female sexual encounters are 

rarely visible, except in the cases where a transgendered individual “may read” as biologically 

male (Max and Ivan).   

Stemming from their definitions and negotiations of sexual identity in the previous 

chapters, this chapter further analyzes how those definitions changed or how those definitions 

became unstable during the interview sessions.  In addition, this chapter explores how my 

informants engaged with the sexual content the show presented, including reactions to sexual 

content witnessed during participant observation sessions. This chapter concludes with a 

discussion of cultural conceptions of pornography. Since my informants frequently described the 

show as “porn”, these discussions provided additional layers of negotiating sexual content in 

media. 

The ‘L’ is for Learning? 

Just as my informants were generally pleased with the increased media visibility of 

queer-identified women, they also described a sense of validation about the sexual content on 

The L-Word.  Previously, sexual content in media involving two women was found primarily in 

porn, primarily created by males for male audiences.  The importance of showing lesbian and 

queer female sexuality on the show created a space where many of these informants could relate 
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to the show on a sexual level, regardless of their sexual identities.  Many of my informants 

found themselves negotiating their sexual perspectives.  Some even found that the show provided 

a space where any viewer of the show had an opportunity to negotiate lesbian and queer female 

sexuality.  They hoped that others would see the intimate similarities of those sexual experiences 

to hetero-normative conceptions of sexuality. 

Since lesbians created The L-Word, and the storylines focus on lesbian and queer female 

lives, the show is normatively subversive.  However, the show also provides a partial insider’s 

perspective of lesbian and queer female sexuality.  While The L-Word is fictional media, the 

show certainly addresses sexual themes that are outside of the boundaries of traditional television 

media as well as outside the boundaries of normative sexual dialogues.   

During our discussion on why she continued to watch The L-Word, Andrea said it was 

not just the sex in general, but that the sex was real for her as a lesbian.  In other words, the show 

portrayed relatively “accurate” lesbian sexual encounters.   

Andrea:  Well, the first season it was the sex.  It was like, I had never seen like, those 
kind of sex scenes that were done in such a …hot...but classy way.  You know?  It wasn’t 
like a fake lesbian thing.  It was hot.  It was real.  It was real. And then of course you get 
caught up in the characters too.   
 
This is important, because for many of my informants the issues of media and cultural 

visibility of lesbians and queer women went far beyond identity visibility.  They wanted to feel 

like they belonged to something that represented them, and their lives, and desires. 

The portrayals of lesbian sex on The L-Word gave some of my heterosexual informants a 

safe place to discuss non-heterosexual female sex with their friends.  These informants discussed 

having a space to ask questions and learn through viewing the sexual portrayals.  In this way, 

new dialogue collectives were formed that strayed from the storylines and characters on the 
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show.  Paula, a straight woman, was excited that the show openly addressed queer female 

sexuality, and portrayed actual sexual acts.  For her, the show provided a comfortable way to 

approach lesbian intimacy with her two lesbian friends.  

Paula:  I was gonna say one thing that I thought was special was, I am sure it’s not umm, 
picture perfect or even remotely…I don’t know, but portrayals of actual lesbian sex acts. 
Karen:  She wants to know what they are doing. 
Paula:  But it addresses straight on, female sexuality.  And as a straight woman watching 
television there really isn’t a lot of programs that address female sexuality.  As in women 
are sexual creatures with sexual desires, hang ups, you know, needs, all of this stuff.  And 
it just dealt it, pardon the pun, straight.  You know what I mean?  It’s not for… 
Karen:  You are not thinking like penetration by a man is the deal. 
Paula:  Yeah exactly.  That’s just not what sex is like, and for straight people that is 
obviously not what sex is like. Yet, this shows these women are pursuing sexual ends.  
They are sexualized people.  Female orgasm, you know it exists!  

 
 For Sandra and Liz, they found that they discussed the show and the sexual content more 

when their straight friends watched the show with them.  Sandra realized that her friends 

perceived the show very differently because they did not have the sexual experiences portrayed 

on the show. 

Rebecca:  Do you guys talk a lot after the show is over? Do you have conversations about 
what occurred? 
Liz:  We pretty much do. 
Sandra:  Yeah we talk about it a little bit. I wouldn’t say we go into in-depth 
conversations, but I think we talk about it. And I would say that we maybe even talk 
about it more when Abby and Brianna are around because then there is that dynamic that 
there is two straight people here, and two gay people here, and how are we perceiving it 
differently. 

 
At this point, Sandra began to laugh and explained a discussion that arose when their friends 

Abby and Brianna, both straight, watched the show with Sandra and Liz.  The reference in the 

discussion below to short-fingernails is a sexual reference to lesbian penetration. Female same 

sex partners often use their hands for penetration, so short fingernails keep scratches to a 

minimum. 
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Sandra:  My favorite was when Brianna… 
Liz:  She’s so naïve. 
Sandra:  She’s like, “Wait I don’t get why did they know she was a lesbian because she 
had short fingernails?”, and I was like “Awww did you really ask me that?”  
Sandra: Let me explain it to you if you really asked me that. You know?  Just like so 
there’s like that whole other… 
Liz:  Yeah we can bounce some mis…you know misunderstandings or something that. 
Sandra: Brianna’s extremely naïve. 
 

While Sandra understood that her friends had different perspectives, she and Liz decided their 

friends were naïve for their lack of experience.  However, if for heterosexual women desire is for 

the male, and pleasure is obtained primarily through male penetration, then it is entirely possible 

that their friends would not have experienced penetration any other way.  In their way, Brianna 

and Abby were also attempting a dialogue about lesbian intimacy and sex with their lesbian 

friends.   

 One informant also found the sexual violence in Bette and Tina’s relationship on the 

show important, and a scene she really liked.  The scene showed that lesbian sexuality goes far 

beyond physical dimensions, and that emotions within same-sex female partnerships are not 

always about tight knit friendships or closeness of gender.  Here too, sex is used as a tool of 

control and power, much like in normative conceptions of rape. 

Rebecca:  Were there any other episodes or storylines that you really liked or did not 
like?  I suppose this counts as being memorable too.  
Nina: Umm, well I guess…I think this was the finale of the first season, when Bette and 
Tina had that very violent sex scene.  That I think was actually a good thing to show of 
like…you know lesbianism. It’s not going to be like women doing things that would be 
hot for men to see women doing. And they’re being like, RARRR, you know?  Yeah, 
and, and it was like an angry, jealous, I still love you, but I’m pissed at you.  Yeah.  I 
don’t think men could ever have… 
Rebecca:  So you liked it or you didn’t like it? 
Nina:  I liked it.  Yeah. 

 
It was within these moments that the show spoke to the emotional and physical nature of all 

sexually intimate relationships.  The scene described above does not sexually objectify the 
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lesbian characters, which is one of the main reasons Nina liked this storyline.  The sexual 

nature of the scene is not intended to provide sexual pleasure, rather the scene imparted that 

males are not the only gender/sex considered a potential sexual threat against women. 

 Misconceptions about lesbian and queer female sexuality extend beyond The L-Word, as 

Lauren and Veronica explained.  While other informants described having to explain sex and 

sexual acts on the show, Lauren and Veronica discussed how these misconceptions are culturally 

broader.  Lauren and Veronica described being angry at being asked about lesbian sexuality by 

straight men, primarily because it was always brought up as a joke and often at their workplaces.  

Males, according to Veronica, associate lesbian sex with heterosexual sex, where penetration is 

the only option. 

Lauren: People at my work talk like certain guys at my work, “Oh my god girls actually 
do that kind of thing?  And I’m like, “Yeah dude we fuck like you guys do.  Like straight 
couples”.  I mean bang, and they just and a lot of straight guys can’t, especially the older 
ones at my work cannot grasp the concept of how lesbians have sex. 
Veronica: Joe, Maureen’s like friend Joe, he goes, he calls it scissoring.  I’m like, 
“You’re a fucking jerk”. He goes, “Can you get me the scissors?”  I’m like, “What do 
you think we do?” 
Lauren: OK.  Yes, older like, older men cannot fathom, cannot grasp the concept of how 
lesbians have sex.  “Well how do you guys do it?”  Same way as you do buddy.  Same 
way.  “Well what do you mean?” SAME WAY!  
Veronica:  It shouldn’t matter. 
 

The males that Lauren and Veronica encountered at their jobs appeared to focus on the 

physicality and penetration during sex, which in turn forced Lauren and Veronica to explain 

lesbian sex in the same ways.  This however is not culturally surprising, as straight male porn 

does not show, or portray, lesbian sex acts, so there is never female-to-female intercourse.  Porn 

may show female-to-female sexual activity, but it is primarily created for the male gaze. The 

only experience many heterosexual (and homosexual) men have of understanding the physical 
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nature of lesbian and queer female sexuality is through shows like The L-Word, or through 

lesbians’ own words. 

The L-Word openly portrays lesbian and queer female sexuality, which subverts 

normative portrayals of female sexuality as well as queer-identified women by allowing a space 

for female desires and pleasures. The show reminds viewers of all sexual identifications that 

female orgasm is not only associated with male intimacy, and that women are sexual beings 

despite male intervention.  In addition, this show created dialogues about sexuality, and for those 

who do not have lesbian experiences, the chance to glimpse into potentially unknown 

communities.   

Another way in which the show allowed the heterosexual outsider a glimpse into “lesbian 

lifestyles”37 was through the creation of “The Chart”.  A few of my informants described The 

Chart developed on the show by Alice, as a storyline they remembered.  On the show, “The 

Chart” was a visual matrix of women and their sexual conquests.  A few characters on the show 

served as hubs, and then every person they were sexually active with (or had been) was 

connected to them.  From there, other connections were drawn based on who had been with 

whom.  The final chart showed how these and other women were sexually interrelated.  On the 

Showtime website, a non-sexual idea of The Chart was carried into another media environment 

and fans of the show (and others) could add their names to an online networking community, 

where they could blog and post messages.   

The concept behind “The Chart” on the show is important as it shows the inter-connected 

relationships of these women and their friends and lovers. However, it also portrays an image of 

lesbians as hypersexual and non-committal.  According to a few of my informants, there is a 

belief within lesbian communities that women sleep with their friends, and stay friends with 
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people they once slept with, even after long-term relationships.  As a cultural insider to 

lesbian communities, I too have heard this mentioned.  Ultimately, this belief reinforces the 

hyper-sexualization of queer women and their bodies and my informants found the storyline of 

“The Chart”, among others, to be highly indicative of sexual activity in lesbian communities. For 

Sandra and Liz, the chart was amusing because to them it showed the inter-related sexual nature 

of lesbian communities.  They described, as did Stephanie, that there is a sexually insular, 

singular lesbian community, which is relatively small. 

Sandra:  And the web. I like the idea of the web.   
Liz:  Yeah. 
Sandra:  Because I think there is that inside joke about how small the community really 
is. 
Liz:  Yeah.  The Chart? 
Sandra:  Yeah, The Chart.  So, I thought that was funny. Yeah.  I thought that was… 
Liz:  Yeah. 

 
While insiders, such as Sandra and Liz, had specific knowledge about lesbian sexuality and 

recognized the joke behind The Chart, Stephanie did not have that same knowledge. Instead, she 

has interpreted knowledge given to her by her lesbian friends and through the portrayals on the 

show.  For Stephanie, who is a straight woman, the idea of a “The Chart” to map sexual 

connections was incestuous and portrayed lesbians as sexually inappropriate.   

Stephanie: Umm, but in terms of like plotlines that I found the least appealing I would 
say, I can’t remember which character did this, but it was the sort of map that they made. 
Rebecca: The Chart! Alice. 
Stephanie:  Yeah , The Chart.  Yeah I don’t even remember that character at all. I just 
remember that one character was in charge of The Chart.  And it had this person’s name 
with a circle drawn and like you know a network of like of well “she slept with her and 
she slept with her” and it struck me as like, I don’t even know.  It struck me as kind of, a 
little bit, and this is where I become just a little bit judgmental – but I do this with straight 
couples too – umm a little bit disgustingly incestuous.   

 
It was not surprising to hear that the idea of The Chart made Stephanie uncomfortable.  As both 

an insider and an outsider of lesbian communities during my life, I too have noted the fluid 
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nature of sexual relationships among not only lesbians, but among many different sexual 

identifications.   Sexual relationships often take on different sets of rules in different sub-

cultures, where sexual beliefs and behaviors often are in some form of opposition to normative 

sexuality (Kirsch, 2000; Warner, 1999). Here, normative sexuality is that which is not sexually 

taboo, and sexual norms and taboos exist in many sexual subcultures.  Many taboo subjects not 

discussed in mainstream culture include, BDSM, fetishes, sexual affairs, and cross-dressing, to 

name but a few.  Since Stephanie brought up “The Chart”, I asked her to provide more insight 

into why she found it bothersome. 

Stephanie:  I don’t like to have had sex with the same people as my friends have had sex 
with.  That really disgusts me in a lot of ways.  Not because of any sort of like, I don’t 
find my friends attractive, but god aren’t there enough people in the world that we can 
avoid this? You know and like it creates weird dynamics among groups of people and 
just the idea of it really turns me off.  So, umm yeah, so The Chart, The Chart kind of got 
on my nerves and just rubbed me the wrong way. 

 
Early in our interviews, Stephanie was quick to explain that she has had many lesbian friends 

throughout her life, particularly when she lived in Colorado.  She found that what The Chart on 

The L-Word visually displayed was also true among lesbians there.  Stephanie explained that her 

friends confirmed the stereotype of lesbians “sleeping around” and sleeping with their friends.   

Stephanie: And you know it’s funny because I actually, I can’t remember where I first 
learned this, if it was some lesbian friends of mine that told me this, but a lot of them 
often said we, we tend to like, play musical beds in a lot of ways.  And I known that this 
is like a stereotype of the lesbian community, but it’s been lesbians that have sort of 
verified this to me.  That you break up with someone who you had been living with 
generally or at least like spending a lot of time with and then she is dating one of your 
friends and they move in together and you move in with someone that you know one of 
your friends previously dated. And it’s just this big community and it’s still I mean 
despite the fact that most of the lesbians that I have hung out with seem to be pretty ok 
with that arrangement. It still just makes my skin kind-of crawl.  I’m just like, “Ahhh!” 
like, I like understand that it is a very intimate community, but god I wouldn’t be able to 
put up with that. 
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Stephanie’s reaction to “The Chart” follows normative understandings of what is sexually 

appropriate, regardless of sexual identity.  It made her uncomfortable to see sexual indiscretion 

on the show, and more uncomfortable to think of its actual existence among people she knows.   

It is quite possible that similar “incestuous” behavior among heterosexual populations also 

occurs, which she noted she has experienced at times.  However, Stephanie seemed more struck 

by the idea that the relationships were catalogued, and clearly not discreet.  

Sexual Intimacy 

 The L-Word presented sexual scenes and storylines that were both “gratifying” and 

“gratuitous” to many of my informants.  Many described a deep emotional connection to the 

sexual energy playing out on screen.  Others described a certain level of disgust at the level of 

sexual content, yet still found those scenes to be exciting and hot.  The negotiation by my 

informants of enjoying the sexual content on the show highlights some of the normative cultural 

taboos of sex and sexual behaviors as well as provides insight into how taboos are changing. 

 Even as a straight woman, Paula found the sexual intimacy on the show emotionally 

comforting and sexually pleasurable.  For her, the emotional storyline and the feelings conveyed 

by the characters were similar to emotions many people experience when entering into a new 

relationship.   

Paula: I like the scene where, I mean the episode where Dana and Alice get together for 
the first time. 
Nancy:  Yeah. 
Paula:  I just thought that was so hot, and so real, and so adorable, and so touching. 
Nancy: Yeah. 
Paula:  And I mean actually Tom and I talked – he watched you know…I mean I’m sorry, 
but you know I immediately thought of my boyfriend like, I wanted to be with my 
boyfriend right now. But it was so real. 
Nancy:  It was really real. 
Paula:  It was adorable.  So gratifying. 
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Nancy:  Yeah, but that’s what happens when people who have been meaning to get 
together for awhile finally get together.  And it lasts forever and it’s a 72 hour date. 
Rebecca:  You felt like that episode in a lot of ways was so true? 
Nancy: Yeah. 
Paula:  And remember they were supposed to be getting stupid Tanya and Dana’s gift 
bags together for the whole wedding or whatever, or engagement party, or whatever 
bullshit thing it was.  And instead, they started rolling around in them and like…well I 
guess that’s enough… 
 

At this comment, everyone in the room laughed.  We laughed in part because we all remembered 

the scene, but Paula also laughed because she did not want to explain further the physical 

interactions of the two female characters, in which they engaged in sexual intercourse.  Sensing 

this, Nancy came to Paula’s rescue. 

Nancy:  Well it was representative of what happens when you finally get… 
Paula:  Get that person, right. 

 
Liz and Sandra also described the sexual and emotional interactions amongst the characters as 

something that was arousing, not just the sex itself.   

Liz: I mean it’s, umm it’s slightly arousing sometimes.  Not necessarily the sex, but the 
interactions, the you know, the challenging dynamics between them gives you some 
sense of sexual tension.  The tension builds. 
Rebecca: So there is an intimate quality without there being sex? 
Liz:  Yeah, and sometimes you just don't want that scene to end.  Sometimes you don’t 
want that interaction to end. And, but I mean I find problems with the show. 

 
When I asked them if there were particular interactions that stood out, both women became very 

thoughtful.  In the excerpt that appears below, as they described one of their favorite scenes, they 

began to talk only to each other.  They smiled at each other and clearly  enjoyed remembering 

the scene together. 

Sandra: Like the one, my favorite one is that one where Carmen is dancing for Shane.  
You remember that? 
Liz:  Yeah, that was a good one. 
Sandra:  That was freaking hot. And she turned on the music. 
Liz:  Yeah. 
Sandra:  Uh-huh.  That was a good one. 
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At the end of our second interview session, Maggie stopped me and told me she had something 

to add to our discussion.  She apologized for not having stated it before, but she wanted me to 

know that she and her husband Jason had a sexual encounter after watching an episode from the 

first season.  

 For Susan, the show provides a fantasy world where she can address her own sexual 

fluidity.  Susan described herself as bi-curious, but is currently in a heterosexual relationship.  

Through The L-Word, Susan experienced parts of her sexual identity, without dealing with 

normative sexual values.    

Rebecca:  Why do you think this show is so different? 
Susan:  Umm, it’s special.  It really is something special, the production value that they 
had put into the show. I mean, and for what could be such a sliver of a viewing audience, 
what the viewing population is, could be you know a very small percentage of the 
population. Umm, I like it for the production value at the time, the writers and the actors 
really play real situations, especially for people like me.  I am as bi-curious as the rest of 
them or as they come, however you want to put it.  This is a great outlet in my super 
fucking straight ass world. I can watch TV and try to get in touch with that part of me 
that’s like, I’m just freakin’ loving it. You know but… 
Rebecca:  Forgive me and if I’m wrong… 
Susan:  No, you are totally right, it’s an outlet.  It’s an outlet. Yeah absolutely, absolutely, 
and there is a way that I can do it that doesn’t affect the rest of my “straight life”. 

 
Susan found sexual pleasure from the show as well, because it provided scenarios where she 

could fantasize, even with her male partner.  Regardless of whether the fantasies were in scenes 

in her head, or role-played with her boyfriend, she was stimulated by the show’s candor in 

depicting lesbian and queer sexualities. 

Rebecca:  Ok, I’m going to ask you a very personal question.  Does it provide you with, 
do you use it for sort of pleasure? 
Susan:  It happened twice. 
Rebecca:  I’m only asking because I know you are dating a man, and I think everybody 
does that with certain things. 
Susan:  Everyone has fantasies across the board. 
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Mary and Lisa thought that the show presented a positive sexual message.  For Lisa, who is 

lesbian-identified, it did not matter if men found pleasure in seeing two women together on the 

show.  She believed that all people fantasize, and that The L-Word provided a space where 

everyone can fantasize about women. 

Rebecca:  Well what would you say makes it different from other TV shows?  Or is it 
different? 
Lisa:  I think it, it, uhh, it brings the life…I would say 90% of people’s fantasy, fantasy to 
reality. Something I always thought I wanted to see, but didn’t until The L-Word. I think 
women fantasize about seeing two women together if they are true to themselves, if they 
are real with themselves.  Men fantasize about two women together it’s all, it’s all there, 
the whole package, they’re beautiful, they’re… phenomenal looking.  
Mary:  And it’s all right.  It’s not, there is no shame in it.  You know what I'm saying?  
You hardly ever see the negative in the show. 
 
Due to the nature of the show and its sexual content, my informants – both insiders and 

outsiders – found themselves negotiating their sexual feelings and behaviors.  They saw how 

sexual intimacies, no matter what the sex or genders involved, are all relatable.  They recognized 

moments of discomfort as well as pleasure in viewing the scenes and character couplings.   

  While some informants found that the show presented a positive sexual message as well 

as a positive message about non-normative sexualities, others found all or parts of the sexual 

content negative or disruptive.  The negatives of the sexual content were very personal and did 

not always follow congruent themes, but most of my informants described the sexual content as 

frequently gratuitous.  Some were deeply affected by non-monogamous behavior and sexual 

exploitation, while others described the show as a sexual opportunity for men.  Most of my 

informants were avid viewers of The L-Word and many were personally attached to the show.  

Despite their issues with the show’s sexual content, most continued to watch.  Yet, within their 

answers and observed reactions, it was clear many informants were uncomfortable about 

enjoying any of the sex on the show, or even the show itself. 
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 Liz felt the sex was too blatant, and because of that, she had nothing left to imagine.  

Liz seemed to appreciate an opportunity to begin with an idea and let her personal fantasies run 

with the story.  When I asked her about memorable storylines, she could not remember any, but 

was very drawn to the sexual content. 

Liz:  Umm, let me see…uhh…none jump out for me.  Well you know the sexual part of 
that show, I mean the whole intertwining of female sexuality is like overall you know left 
to my imagination, but there is not enough.  It’s because of my imagination but it’s not 
enough, umm, that the show was introducing not enough to the imagination. 
Rebecca:  Right. 
Liz:  It’s sort of like, you know seems to be like let’s just hurry up and jump each other. 
Rebecca: Right. 
Liz:  As opposed to, and it’s, and I don’t like the mechanical sexuality that’s involved in 
that.  But there’s, but Shane is like the most awesome in that.  In that she just, she’s just 
so laid back, but there is such a sexual aura, such a like control, like a commanding aura 
about her.  And I like the fact she doesn’t have to do much to, to get that.  You know 
what I mean? 

 
Maggie also found the sexual content unnerving.  Just like Liz, Maggie enjoyed the sex on the 

show; however, she was also often uncomfortable.  In our discussion, she described the sex as 

often gratuitous and boring, yet fun if she became sexually stimulated.  At the same time, she felt 

discomfort if sex overrode the storyline. 

Maggie:  I do sometimes have this feeling that the sex scenes are there for…you 
know…not just the male viewers, but…for the viewers who are really interested in it just 
for that. Because I, I sometimes find it a little bit cheesy or embarrassing, and not that I’m 
prudish, because I also enjoyed it at times.  But when I started watching it alone I was 
like, “Yeah whatever, fine”.  It’s just kind of like, you wouldn’t want your dad to watch 
it. [laughing] 
Jason:  Do you think it gets in the way sometimes?  Do you ever think that like, like you 
want the plot to move forward and you’re waiting for another soap opera scene and you 
can kind of sit… 
Maggie:  Occasionally it seems gratuitous and boring.  Like just the other day, or 
whatever, Helena and some new filmmaker chick, and that was whatever, that felt 
gratuitous.  But then again it depends on who it is.  Sometimes it is fun to watch because 
some of them are incredibly hot.  
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Jenn and Anne found it fun to watch the sex on the show as well, which was evident 

in their behavior during my observation session.  Jenn and Anne frequently moved forward in 

their seats and stared intently at the screen when there was a sexual scene.  These women were 

also vocal about the characters and the situations, while Alexis was often silent.  Alexis had a 

completely different reaction from Anne and Jenn to sexual scenes, as she would hide her face 

until the scene was over. 

Anne:  Yeah man, I like sex just like the next guy.  If you’re going to put it in my 
face…fine [laughing]. 
Alexis:  No, I don’t like it. 
Jenn:  She covers her head. 
Anne:  Yeah, except Alexis can’t handle it.  That’s why the 15 hour sex scene in the 
parking lot in the middle of broad daylight with two 40 year-old women, wasn’t 
something that she saw or something that we thought she should see. 
Jenn:  We warned her. 
Anne:  I think we told her not to watch that particular episode, because we knew she 
would not appreciate that episode at all. 

 
Jenn and Anne formed camaraderie over their enjoyment of the sex on the show, but at the same 

time were very protective of Alexis, particularly Jenn, Alexis’ partner.  Even though Jenn and 

Anne liked the sexual content on the show, they were quick to conclude along with Alexis, that it 

made lesbians appear hypersexual and that the content was ultimately shocking. 

Rebecca:  So it pissed you off? 
Anne:  It was like, no, it was like traumatic almost. Like, I mean it was in your face. 
Jenn:  It was traumatic. 
Anne:  It was really.  It was like, God damn again?  Maybe I, maybe at the beginning… 
Alexis:  It makes us all look bad. 
Anne:  Yeah! Like in the beginning maybe, I was like Whoa! I think I probably even, like 
when we were watching it… 
Jenn:  We were shocked! 
Anne:   I think I was “Wow! Look at them go!” In the parking lot, and blah, blah, blah.  
Like yeah, yeah, all right.  Like you know honeymooners, you know? I mean cause yeah, 
like it’s the beginning of their relationship.  But come on now! They would actually have 
them, show them, go at it for like EVER.  Ehhh!!.  I don’t even know why they stopped, 
when they stopped. It was just like the storyline for Shane is she’s just screwing her in the 
parking lot. Like they had no story for Shane, but Shane’s got to do something.  So they 
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just have her having sex with the same girl all day long in the same spot, that was a 
hard episode.  
Jenn:  I totally agree with you guys. 

 
 In addition to having mixed reactions to the level of sexual content on the show, some 

informants described being personally affected by the content.  One particular theme, non-

monogamous behavior among some of the show’s characters, instigated discussions among two 

couples: Caroline and John and Alexis and Jenn.  In both cases, one partner was clearly more 

negatively affected by the behavior.  John found the non-monogamy personally disturbing and 

thought it made lesbians look, again, hypersexual.   

Caroline:  You get affected by the characters.  You got really hurt when Bette and Tina 
broke up.  You were all upset about cheating and whatnot, and how it went down. 
John:  You know, that’s one thing I don’t like about the show, but she already pointed it 
out.  That you know there are shows like Sex in the City that are totally inaccurate.  But 
the show makes all lesbians look like raging sluts.  You know what I mean? Everybody is 
sleeping with everybody, it’s just like, whoa! 
Sara:  Well that gets more media time and gets more viewers and everything than the 
image of lesbians as complete nesters, serial monogamists, and you know second date U-
haul, playing softball, I mean those are… 
Caroline:  You stood up and left the room when Bette did it with the carpenter.  You were 
so offended. 
John:  Yeah. 
Caroline:  Yeah, you were pissed off. And you yelled about how people are always 
cheating and you left the room. 

 
Alexis defined her issues about non-monogamous behavior when discussing her dislike for Jenny 

and Tim.  John was more affected by Bette and Tina’s infidelity, while Alexis was more upset 

about Tim’s.   

Alexis:  Didn’t he cheat on her? 
Jenn:  Well he cheated on her because she cheated on him. It was not a very admirable 
way to deal with things. 
Alexis:  But he was so willing to like sleep with her even when he knew there were like 
issues and problems, and so it’s gross. 
Jenn:  Well… 
Alexis:  But they weren’t his problems to solve.  They were problems that she was 
having. 
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Jenn:  But the point is she didn’t like him anymore. 
Alexis:  Right and he knew that. And so he let her use him for sex and that is the same 
thing as him using her. 
Jenn:  Yeah, but if he got her back, that was the ultimate price for him. 
Alexis:  I’m not talking about that!  I think it’s disgusting of him that he was willing to 
have sex with her – not cheat on her, have sex with her – knowing that she was just like 
manipulating him.  That makes him just as dirty. 
Jenn:  It was more they were manipulating each other. 
Alexis:  That’s my point, and I hate them both. 

 
The reaction to infidelity by my male and female informants was interesting because despite 

their sexual orientation, these informants were more concerned about the opposite gender’s non-

monogamy.  At no point did Alexis comment on Bette and Tina’s infidelity, or on Shane’s 

constant jumping from one sexual encounter to another except for her dislike of sexual scenes in 

general.  Even in the above commentary she spoke as if she were more upset at Tim rather than 

Jenny; however, it was clear that she disliked their behavior.  In addition, her partner Jenn did 

not appear to have the same reaction as Alexis to Jenny and Tim’s manipulation, which caused 

some anger and discomfort in Alexis’ discussion of the character’s behavior.   

It is clear amongst my informants that having to discuss sex was uncomfortable, even 

though they broached the topic. This again illustrates how sexual topics are taboo in both 

heterosexual and homosexual communities.  Many informants noted that the show’s content did 

not differ much from other primetime serial dramas, such as Sex in the City or Desperate 

Housewives, both of which have sexual content in their storylines.  While The L-Word reinforces 

the stereotype of the hypersexual lesbian in its portrayal of “The Chart” and the perhaps 

gratuitous number of sexual scenes, it also disrupts conceptions of sexual morality and highlights 

the cultural norms about sex that run through all communities.   

 Another storyline that caused a negative reaction in one informant was also about Jenny.  

Susan not only disliked the character of Jenny, but also had trouble with the way the storyline 
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dealt with Jenny’s childhood sexual trauma.  One episode of The L-Word in particular 

showed Jenny entering a sex club and stripping naked in front a large crowd of people and her 

friends.   

Rebecca:  You also mentioned that S and M scene. What are you referring to?  I think I 
know but… 
Susan:  Umm, what was it?  What was it?  Oh, she went to some club. 
Rebecca:  With the 7 Stations of the Cross? 
Susan:  That’s it. That’s totally what it was, I totally remember her.  Yeah exactly, and 
she went in and wasn’t it that she stripped down naked in front of everyone or something 
like and then she was going to do something?  What was it that she was going to do? 
Rebecca:  There was another woman there that was, had, she had been tied down and the 
woman was going to do all these …yeah…she was just going to be sort-of the submissive 
in the process. 
Susan:  Yeah, the submissiveness of the whole thing and I guess how that played into 
like, I don’t know if you can tie the great fantasy whatever or the rape not-fantasy per se, 
well kind of, it’s difficult to kind of piece it all together.   

 
Susan was uncomfortable watching a woman who had been raped as a child dealing with her 

sexual self in such a damaging way, particularly because Susan personally dealt with a similar 

sexual trauma.   

Susan:  You have the aspect of the rape and the aspect of the submission, and if this 
happens to be what frees her and you know I don’t think so personally, and I just saw this 
as being, and this is just me – everyone has their opinion.  I think going down that path is 
not the right path for feeling better as a human being.  I can see sort of a damaged person 
doing something like that.  But it made me uncomfortable to watch.  But then it just 
seemed so superficial.  Maybe I don’t like her as an actress, maybe that’s why I dislike 
her so much.  By having had lived through something like that personally, I don’t know if 
that tips me.  You know personally I experienced something like that in my life.  And you 
know the way my path back from that was very different than showing up at some gay 
pride, pride festival, carnival, weird.  I mean it’s not weird, that’s something I can 
understand totally understand to a certain extent.  But if that’s to be your path to salvation 
after you’ve been through an experience like that, it’s not, not how it works.  I don’t 
know how I feel about that.  I don’t know how to put that better. 

 
Overall, Susan decided that the scene was not very realistic, because that was not the way a 

sexually traumatized person heals.  In this way, Susan saw herself in that character, but judged 

the character’s decisions, as they were not what she would have done.  In fact, most of the 
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negative reactions to the sexual content and storylines were due to the way the informants 

related to the characters.  These character relationships are discussed further in the following 

chapter. 

Is ‘The L-Word’ Porn? 

Despite some informants describing empowerment and validation about lesbian and 

queer female sexuality shown in media in a way that subverted normative ideals about gender 

and sexuality, many informants used the word “porn” to describe the sexual content on the show.  

The association of The L-Word to pornography by my informants is significant as I did not ask 

any questions about the sexual content of the show, nor did I use the term “porn” in any of my 

questions.  Either my informants had a specific cultural definition about porn, or at some point, 

the term “porn” became associated with The L-Word.  I mention this association because in an 

earlier textual analysis study on media coverage of The L-Word, journalists repeatedly referred to 

the show as “soft-core porn” (Kern, 2004).   

Definitions of pornographic material differ in regulatory and cultural circles.    There is 

no legal definition of pornography; however, in 1957 the US Supreme Court defined obscenity in 

community based terms: “whether to the average person, applying contemporary community 

standards, the dominant theme of the material taken as a whole appeals to the prurient (sexually 

arousing) interest” (Roth vs. United States).  In other words, obscene speech is not protected 

speech, but indecent speech is protected.  In 1973, the court in Miller vs. California38 applied a 

three-prong test to determine whether material was obscene.  While this statement was not 

directed at pornography, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) states, “The Supreme 

Court has indicated that this test is designed to cover hard-core pornography” 

(www.fcc.gov/eb/oip). Based on federal court cases and the Communications Acts of 1934 and 
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1996, the FCC limits the level of sexually explicit material in broadcast mediums, based on 

whether the material is found to be “patently offensive”.  The FCC determines the level of 

offensive content based on three factors39; however, since The L-Word is on Showtime, a pay 

cable channel, and runs after 10 pm, it is not required to follow network and cable FCC 

regulations.  It is due to this that pay cable channels are able to show more sexually explicit 

scenes; however, these scenes still only imply sexual activity.   

Cultural views of sexually explicit material do not appear to follow the legislative 

determinations.  Instead, cultural determinations of what is pornographic follow the marketing of 

sexually explicit material.  In conducting an internet search of pornographic movies titles, it is 

clear that porn marketed towards women includes plot and storylines, while porn marketed 

towards men is more focused on sexual acts.  How my informants described the sexual content 

on the show as porn arose after I asked them which episodes/storylines they liked and disliked, 

and which episodes/storylines were the most memorable. 

Anne: The Dana and Alice episodes! 
Jenn:  Well that’s when Dana came out, so that makes you think of when you came out so 
you can relate to it more. 
Anne: I guess. I don’t know. 
Jenn:  Like to me, the reason I liked it is awww I used to do the same thing, I used to do 
this. 
Anne: I just thought they were funny and everyone else thought they were like corny and 
stupid and acting so dramatic.  They were more realistic because they had their dramatic 
moments, but they weren’t like over the top.  They were the characters that they didn’t let 
everything go over the top with. They had their sex, but they didn’t go have their porn.  
You know?  They should have seen Shane having sex, no, Shane was having porn.  

 
At this the group laughed.  It would appear that sex on the show was porn if it was gratuitous and 

did not include any emotional or romantic behaviors.  For these women, porn was not about 

intimacy; rather, it was about physical encounters and carried a negative connotation. 
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Jenn:  The whole buying of the sex toys thing, that whole episode, was the funniest 
thing in the whole wide world.  It was hilarious.  It was definitely something you could 
see two people do, and it was showing their most intimate point, and it’s just hilarious.  I 
thought that was fun. I liked that. I thought that was hilarious. 
Alexis:  Right, but reality shows are still created.  So if they are going to model 
characters on lesbians then they should model real lesbians not Barbie dolls pretending to 
be real lesbians.  So they can have a hot sex scene and straight people to watch the show. 
They don’t care about the lesbians watching the show.  They wanna get, they know we’ll 
watch it because it’s lesbians, but they wanna get everyone else.  Even in the first few 
seasons, there was hardly any gay sex. It was all straight sex between Jenny and her 
husband. 
Anne:  Yeah! 
Jenn:  And it was crappy and nasty. 
Anne:  Yeah! 
Jenn:  And even when they do show girl on girl action, they always make it just like porn. 
It’s not always just like, it’s not a romantic sex scene, it’s like porn. Or something like 
they are having sex all day in a car for 15 hours in broad daylight. 
Anne:  Yeah, that was just like obnoxious. 
Alexis:  I missed that episode. 
Anne:  Yeah, be glad you missed that episode 
Jenn:   Yeah, there’s no romance in any of them.  There’s no real love, there’s no real 
romance. 
Anne:  No, there’s just straight fucking. 

 
Emily argued that the show portrayed lesbians as hypersexual, which to her was not 

accurate.  To her, lesbians are less sexual individuals and more prone to intimate relationships, 

while gay men are more sexually involved.  This follows normative ideas about the sexual nature 

of males and females, where women are thought to be more emotionally inclined and men more 

sexual. 

Emily:  Right, we look at The L-Word and we don’t see ourselves on that TV, we see 
kind of soft-core porn, is basically what it is.  But, when you watch Queer as Folk, those 
boys look like those little gay boys, posh boys that we see in the clubs.  It’s more 
representative.  Does that make sense? 
 

 While not necessarily discussed as a negative, many informants commented that the show 

was really more for straight males.  This is interesting on multiple levels.  First, the show was 

primarily targeted toward a lesbian and general female audience.  The fact that straight males 
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also watch the show for its sexual content is not surprising.  However, by assuming that the 

show is really for straight males and their sexual enjoyment not only negates the original 

intention of the show’s creation, but also negates lesbian and/or female of sexual enjoyment of 

The L-Word.  Second, many of these comments are made by the same women who themselves 

discussed finding sexual stimulation through the storylines and characters. 

Liz:  Why does The L-Word, if The L-Word is about empowerment, which is what I think 
it’s supposed to be about, then why does it have to be about sex and not about characters 
and issues?  Why can’t sex be a small part of it?  And I’m just tired of the way media 
portrays gays and lesbians as being sexual mongers or hungry for sexual liaisons.  You 
know what I mean?  And I just get tired of it and it turns me off sometimes. 
Rebecca:  So you think the show focuses on sex too much? 
Liz:  Way too much! And I don’t think it focuses on the dynamics between the 
individuals on a real…  
Sandra: I think they know it wouldn’t sell. 

 
Maggie, who clearly found sexual enjoyment from the show, complained that the show 

and Showtime are really quite pornographic.  In addition, she along with others, described The L-

Word as really a show for straight men’s sexual pleasure.  This concept ties to Sandra’s comment 

that a show about lesbians without sexual content would not have sold to mass media audiences. 

Maggie:  Maybe it’s Cinemax that has that reputation, but in my mind, it’s Showtime that 
always is the like borderline porn network.  And it’s just like a little bit less quality, 
and…umm…I just couldn’t see getting hooked on it right away as a soap opera.  It just 
seems like an excuse for straight men to jerk off. I felt like… 
Jason:  Which is actually probably true.  That’s why it was recommended to me, from my 
sister.  My sister is gay and she likes it – “Oh!  You should watch this, there is a lot of 
girl on girl action, you would dig it”. And I was like OK.  That’s why she recommended 
it to me.  I know lots of straight guys who are into it because there are lots of like lesbian 
sex scenes.  It’s great. In fact, I think that’s why we ended up renting it because my sister 
recommended it to me. 
 

Since Jason brought up why his sister recommended the show to him, I was interested in whether 

or not he would recommend the show to other people for the sexual content.  While Jason did not 



 199
specifically refer to the show as porn, he did enjoy some of the sexual scenes, and believed 

others would as well. 

Jason: I don’t know.  That’s a tough question, because…I don’t usually recommend other 
things for that reason.  Like I don’t, like I wouldn’t say to a friend of mine that you 
should rent this because of the hot sex scenes.  It’s just not usually a reason that I 
recommend things. Umm…you know I don’t think I would treat this show any 
differently.   
Rebecca:  I think it was more for my own curiosity.  And because I have heard… 
Jason:  No, I understand what you are saying.  I guess, I’m not, I don’t have 
conversations with friends where you know we say “Oh this is a chick who did soft 
porn”, you know?  And I’m sure there are lots of guys that do, I just… 
Rebecca:  Right.  It’s just not you. 
Jason:  And I would tell you if I did.  I’m not embarrassed about it. 
Rebecca:  I believe you, completely.  No I do.  And I was partially… 
Jason:  Like if someone asked I would tell them, “Hey have you seen The L-Word”?  Are 
there some good sex scenes?  I mean, yeah there are some pretty good sex scenes every 
episode. I would tell them that. 
Maggie:  Especially episode one, I remember… 
Jason:  And when my sister said that she was also half joking.  It was not like if you like 
porn you should really check this out.  You know she was kind of just half joking, “Oh 
I’m watching The L-Word, you should check it out, hot girl on girl action”. 
 
Tom, a straight married male, agreed with Jason and Maggie that the show appeared to be 

created more for a straight male audience.  This seemed to annoy Sophia and she did not seem as 

though she was interested in delving into this conversation. 

Tom:  Like they will just have…you know...they will just need to have a scene you know 
of girls rolling around with each other like without really having much…it seemed like 
there was a lot a sex in the show.  I forget during what period. 
Sophia:  But like, it is a cable, it’s like a premium cable channel and they always have 
sex.  And it’s like a soap opera so it’s gonna have sex in it. 
Tom:  Yeah…but for me…and maybe it’s the same for anyone, but I wondered like is 
this something that lesbians want to watch?  Or is this something that straight dudes want 
to watch? 
Sophia:  Well lesbians like to watch porn too. 
Tom:  I’m saying I don’t know.  And I just said it, like it could be the same for both.  
Without really tying into the story…like if you make it too obviously like just superficial 
like here is a sex scene for…I doubt lesbians necessarily are watching it just for that or 
even like care a whole lot about that aspect of it you know just to see models roll around.  
I mean guys are more visual so I feel like they would be integrating that into the story 
more to keep guys watching.  So I kind-of…uhh…I noticed that.  I remember telling 
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other people about it.  I remember telling other lesbians about that and they had 
recognized that as well, which I thought was interesting. 
 

Tom also had normative views on the sexual nature of women, and agreed that women were less 

visual than men and that women were not sexually motivated.  He mentioned that he did not 

know if the sex on the show was something lesbians would want to watch.  His wife, Sophia, 

argued that lesbians also like to watch porn; based upon her comments, it would appear that she 

equated porn with any sexual television content.  While this couple brought up the topic of The 

L-Word’s sexual content, it was clear that both were uncomfortable having that discussion. Tom 

frequently paused during his explanation, and Sophia could not remember specifics, but knew 

overall that the content was pornographic. 

Sophia:  I feel like I knew what you were talking about and I thought I even agreed with 
you, but I just can’t remember now. 
Tom:  What, about the kind of scenes I’m talking about? 
Sophia:  Yeah.  I feel like when we talked about this before I agreed with you.  And I 
thought it was like…some things were like unnecessary sex scenes. 
Tom:  Yeah. 
Sophia:  But I can’t remember. 
Tom:  Yeah.  I feel like it was earlier.  For some reason I associate it with the earlier parts 
of the show.  Like the second season or something. 
Sophia:  Yeah, I don’t remember. 

 
There was a long pause before she began again.  The conversation began to become more intense 

and serious as well.  At that point Sophia changed her previous conclusion that there was too 

much sex, and commented that she did not think the sex was excessive.  Her husband stepped in 

to remind her that she had previously commented on the gratuitous nature of the sexual content. 

Tom:  But that seems to me like kind of a big issue.  It’s a show basically about hot 
lesbians and they are marketing it for ratings, so like where do you draw the line? 
Sophia:  Exploitation. 
Tom:  Yeah they try, they are just doing things. So I don’t know. That’s something I 
would like to think more about.  I don’t even know how I would know this but I asked 
myself are lesbians even like…is this like even going to appeal to them?  Or is this like 
made for dudes?  But you know that’s just from my perspective. 
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Sophia:  Umm…I think that if you were watching it and it’s just like random and 
there was no storyline, then you might, then it might not appeal to you.  But if it made 
sense then… 
Tom:  That’s not my objection.  I think it was more like the way it was portrayed.  
Something about it [laughs] maybe seemed a little too familiar to me that I have been 
exposed to.  Things geared more towards guys, but… 
 
On the other hand, John, a straight male, did not see The L-Word as porn.  At the end of 

our first interview session, Caroline asked me whether the show had a large straight male 

following.  Sara and John chimed in and provided their insights  as to whether the show was porn 

for straight men. 

Caroline:  I have a question for you. 
Rebecca:  Yeah? 
Caroline:  I was wondering…I thought for sure…that when Queer as Folk came out we 
had big Queer as Folk parties, and all I wanna do is watch hot guys make out.  And when 
they…how come guys aren’t like all over The L-Word? 
Rebecca:  Straight guys or gay guys? 
Caroline: Straight guys. 
John:  Umm, we have porn.   
Caroline: Yeah, that’s true. 
 

At this comment, Sara began to laugh.  John continued laughing, somewhat uncomfortable with 

the direction the discussion was heading.  However, John discussed his views on pornography, 

and he did not believe this show fits that category.   

John:  See here is the fundamental difference between men and women. 
Rebecca:  Ok. 
Caroline:  Oh. 
Sara:  There’s only one? 
John:  When it comes… 
Sara:  There is only one fundamental difference? 
John:  No, no, when it comes to like the… 
Sara:  Yeah. 
John:  Sexuality things.  Men prefer porn because it is to the chase, meat and potatoes.  
Rebecca:  Gotcha. 
John: Girls would prefer like something like The L-Word because it’s “ahs”, all the 
emotional ties and all that stuff. 
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John, just like the other men, and even some of the women, believed that women in general 

were not as visual, and that women would prefer sex with intimacy.  This is to say that women 

cannot become sexually aroused without prior loving, intimate contact.   

 Veronica and Lauren dispelled that myth.  Both women openly told me that they watch a 

great deal of porn, both hard and soft-core.  While soft-core porn usually, if not always, includes 

some form of plot and never shows actual penetration or genitalia, hard-core porn is the exact 

opposite.    

Veronica:  See if it were me, I can watch anyone have sex except two men. I have some 
weird thing where it just, not disgusts me, but I just… 
Rebecca:  There is nothing there for you to be… 
Veronica:  There is nothing that… 
Lauren:  But I have found a lot of straight porn… 
Veronica:  I can watch straight people. 
Lauren:  Straight porn to me I think is better than some lesbian.  

 
At this point in the interview, Veronica gestured over to the collection of DVDs against the wall.  

Their collection of movies and TV series’ was quite extensive, and their collection of porn was 

indeed primarily heterosexual, with an additional few lesbian porn titles.  Both women 

vehemently stated that they do not like gay male porn, primarily because they did not enjoy the 

sexual acts involved.  It did not seem to be because they were repulsed by the male form and 

genitalia, as they would watch straight porn.   

It became clear in the next portion of the interview that Veronica had not watched all of 

her porn collection with Lauren, yet Lauren was quite familiar with Veronica’s collection.  

Lauren mentioned that she has watched porn alone, which caused Veronica visible discomfort.   

Veronica:  We have a shit load of porn right there, like there a lot of DVDs. That’s not a 
problem for some reason, watching two men just does something to me. 
Lauren:  But sometimes watching straight porn is a lot better than watching some of the 
gay porn they have on.  You know, on with the girls.  And you are like “Oh my god that 
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doesn’t happen!” And half the time a gay man is directing or a straight guy is 
directing two lesbians.  You can’t do that hello!  I’m just like whatever, but, fast forward. 
Veronica:  Jenna’s scenes are real.  I hear she is… 
Lauren:  I've seen it. 
Veronica:  Jenna. 
Lauren:  I have watched it. 
Veronica:  When? 
Lauren:  What do you think I do on my Tuesdays?  It’s my Tuesdays, my day.  [laughing] 
Veronica:  Now I know what she was doing last night. 
 
Individuals’ identities and experiences often dictate how they interact with sexual content 

in media, based on individual considerations of what is appropriate or moral.  Sometimes these 

are normative interpretations, and other times these interpretations subvert normative ideals of 

sexuality and concepts of sexual content and pornography.  My informants’ responses show that 

gender, sex, and even sexuality, do not dictate consistent reactions to sexual media content.  

They found themselves exploring new sexual identities and non-normative sexual encounters, 

even when they found the sex on the show to be too blatant.  More importantly, the show and its 

sexual content offered outsiders to lesbian communities a glimpse inside a community about 

which they may have little to no knowledge.   

Many of my informants enjoyed watching the sexual encounters on The L-Word; 

however, it was clear that many found the discussion taboo.  Despite their having broached the 

subject of sexual content on the show, many were clearly uncomfortable having the discussion.  

When talking with couples, the reactions changed.  Any enjoyment of the sexual scenes was only 

visible during my observations or when they were interviewed alone.  When their partner was 

present during an interview, they were not as upfront about their personal and private enjoyment, 

and when they were, it frequently caused some relationship tension.  Others giggled when 

discussing sexual topics, or frequently paused.  While men did enjoy the sexual nature of the 

show, they frequently described the sex among the women as hypersexual and a negative 
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portrayal of lesbians.  Many female informants, who mentioned that they derived sexual 

enjoyment from the show, also described the sex on the show as gratuitous. 

The women, more often than the men, described the show as porn.  The marketing of 

pornography, particularly in this genre, may influence this perception.  Historically, sexual 

content has been marketed towards men because it is believed that women are not sexually 

inclined (McElroy, 1995, 1997; Strossen, 1995).  Conceptions that women do not need sexual 

satisfaction or that they only need intimacy in order to achieve sexual satisfaction are cultural 

falsehoods (Butler, 1995; Rubin, 1990).  Since explicit sexual acts are primarily marketed 

towards men, and more intimate sexual encounters are marketed towards women, it is quite 

possible that through this process my informants gained additional cultural knowledge about 

sexual enjoyment.  The L-Word has clearly created a space where cultural conceptions about sex, 

sexuality, and gender can and have shifted.  Women and men of varying sexual identifications 

are re-addressing not only their personal sexual identities and sexual turn-ons, but also normative 

beliefs about sexual physiology and sexual behavior. 

The themes from this chapter as well as the themes in previous chapters about identity 

and representation, illustrate that identities and definitions of identities are momentary.  In this 

case, The L-Word arouses questions of cultural identities and their meanings.  Even within the 

interviews, my informants’ definitions of identity changed, or at least proved more unstable than 

they had originally described.  These negotiations provided these viewers with opportunities to 

engage in new dialogues very separate from their viewing experiences, in turn creating new 

collectives of knowledge.  These new collectives blur the lines between insider and outsider.  

While an insider may have specific experiences, such as identifying and openly living as a 

lesbian, an outsider may have partial inside status through knowledge and understanding.   
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CHAPTER IX 

PERSONAL REALITIES 

 The engagement with media is indisputably an important part of culture.  Media 

interplays with socio-cultural institutions and value systems, forming new, and reinforcing 

existing hegemonies.  Engaging with media is a personal and social experience.  However, 

individual personal connections to media often dictate the level of social engagement.  Through 

fictional mass media, people do far more than escape their personal realties; they interact with 

these fictional realities.  This includes the televisual experience.  Media is not reality; rather, 

media becomes a part of one’s personal reality.  

 As part of my interviews with my informants, I asked questions relating to their favorite 

and least favorite characters of the show.  I did this in order to better understand how they 

interacted with the show and negotiated the story issues and character portrayals.  My questions 

were also used as a way to explicate further their reactions to the show during the observation 

sessions.  Very few of my informants talked to each other while the show was airing; however, 

most of my informants talked to, or even yelled at, the show.  Their verbal reactions were almost 

unintentional dialogues with the characters onscreen, as if they hoped they would be heard.  

During the interviews, my questions relating to their favorite and least favorite characters and 

storylines garnered the most in-depth responses. 

 The majority of my informants felt some connection, described in both positive and 

negative ways, with a character or characters.  Some described the characters as people with 

whom they would be, or have been, friends.  Others discussed the characters as people with 

whom they would date, or at least have sex with.  Many found that they were excited by the idea 
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of belonging to a new socio-cultural media community, through watching the show and 

discussing the show outside of their viewing environments.   

Personal Validation 
 

When asked why they liked to watch the show, some of the older lesbian informants 

stated it was because they were finally represented.  This was described in particular detail by 

older lesbian informants; i.e., women who possessed historical knowledge.  These women had a 

voice, a chance to be seen and heard by and within hetero-normative circles.  When Sandra and 

Lisa talked about what the show meant to them, both described The L-Word as more than just an 

important moment in lesbian history.  To them the show and the show’s publicity was about 

more than just another television program.  The show was special because it broke multiple 

barriers: gaining gay and lesbian visibility as well as visibility for women.  Stereotypical or not, 

Sandra and Lisa, as well as Mary and Liz, were glad that people were presented with lesbian 

identities.  In turn, they described a sense of personal validation. 

Sandra:  I think that it really raises the question, I think it really raises the question 
though too, of again, and I felt this way with Queer as Folk as well, but like is it how 
much are they showing a stereotype and how much, what’s the balance between 
stereotyping and validation.  So in some ways, I feel like yes it’s important to have other 
people at least be exposed to, you know the, you know portrayals of lesbian women even 
if it’s outrageous portrayals.  On the other hand, I completely agree with your argument, 
but I think it’s a fine line. I don’t want the only portrayal of gay men, for example, to be 
Will and Grace or, you know what I mean?  Like, I think there is a problem within that as 
well.  Yes, it’s very digestible, because we never actually had a voice. 
 

Here, Sandra’s thoughts echoed what many informants said was important about the creation and 

airing of The L-Word.  The show does provide exposure of lesbian and queer female identities 

and issues, as was illustrated in the previous chapters.  While some of my informants argued that 

many of the lesbian and queer female representations on the show followed stereotypical norms, 
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which occur in both heterosexual and queer communities, just as many found pride and a 

sense of belonging from the representations. 

Lisa explained that for her the show reminds her that she not only has a lesbian identity, 

but that her identity is not shameful.  Lisa’s Jamaican heritage as well as her age, gave her 

experiences that my other informants did not have.  Culturally, she has had to face many 

negative feelings about being a lesbian, not only within her own Jamaican community, but also 

because of normative ideals in American society.   

Rebecca:  What makes you come back every single time to keep watching?  I know you 
touched on it a little bit, but I want to go into it a little bit more. 
Lisa:  Why? It excites me, it stimulates me….it’s, it, it…revives me, it breathes life into 
me…it… 
Mary: You just love it. 
Lisa:  I just love it.  Each character, each character and the parts and everything about it.  
I like it. 
Mary:  I like it because it reminds me – just based on the last answer – it reminds me of 
all the old characters in our life.  You know you can relate it to that.  Plus, here is always 
a little bit more drama then, you know, usual.  So it’s always fun.  It’s fun.  It’s a good 
show.  There is always a lot of spin. It’s very relatable to my life at least. 
Lisa:  Well to my life, it breathes life into me.  It brings me back to where I need to be. It 
brings me back to my reality. 
Rebecca:  So would you say that at least in your mind it breaks the sort of hetero-
normativity of our everyday world? 
Lisa:  Yeah. 
Rebecca:  From your everyday world and your life? 
Lisa:  Uh-huh. 
Rebecca:  Ok, that makes sense. Like it’s coming home and that sense of this is my space. 
Lisa:  And you get that sense of, and I remember saying this to you as well, that after 
watching the show it feels like you are finally, I feel like I finally a part of this world. 
Like this world is willing to accept me for the way I am and that I belong.  You know, it 
brings a sense of belonging also after watching the show. Yeah, that feels good!  I can 
hold my head up and say, “Yeah, this is who I am”. Then reality sets in! 
 

 Lisa’s description of finally feeling accepted and belonging is very important.  She found 

that a fictional television show brought her validation, and that the “real world” in which she 

lives does not. Her reactions to the show go beyond the validation of visibility that other 
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informants discussed.  She described the show as something necessary for her existence.  

Since she cannot find such validation and belonging in her everyday life as a lesbian, she used 

the show as a way to find solace and strength.  This is similar to discussions in Chapter VII, 

where my informants talked about the portrayals of strong, confident lesbian and queer women 

(Bette, Max, Alice, Shane).  Lesbian informants, in particular, discussed more than just an 

affinity for these characters, but also how these character portrayals made them feel supported 

within a greater cultural sphere.  Hence, they too found validation and belonging came more 

from a fictional environment, than from everyday reality. 

Community Ties 
 
Many of the storylines and characters helped bridge new communities.  My informants 

expressed hope that the show helped to explain certain lesbian subjects to non-lesbian 

communities.  In turn, the show helped to create a dialogue among viewing individuals, where 

questions could be asked and new understandings gained.  For Sandra and Liz, the character of 

Dana – who was on the show for the first two seasons – was the communicator between the two 

communities.  Dana, a professional tennis player, came out as a lesbian to her parents and to the 

tennis community during her tenure on the show.  They believed that the character of Dana was a 

purposeful act by the writers and producers of the show, because she explained to the larger 

viewing audience that being “gay” was not that subversive. 

Sandra:  I thought there was something, I wouldn’t say she was my favorite or least 
favorite character, but something that was very interesting about Dana was, umm, the 
way her character was used in the show and her character in a lot of ways was used as a 
translator between the gay community and the straight community.  Because … 
Liz:  Who is this? 
Sandra:  Dana, the tennis player, because they used her ignorance and her newness to the 
scene as a way to verbally articulate things that would not have been verbally articulated 
within a group of people who were otherwise in the know. You know so, you know, so 
she’s like “I don’t know what this is, and lalalala” and she could say all those things and 
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one of the other friends could explain it to her and by doing that they made, it brought 
in another demographic that I don’t think they necessarily could have brought in without 
more of an explanation.  So I think she served a very real purpose in the first and second, 
well particularly the first season, because she was more green.  She was really in its 
inception playing those dynamics and what different things 
Liz:  She was the ABC lesbian, you know, bring those, you know here take this class in 
lesbianism. 
 

New communities of people were also brought together because of the show.  Among my 

informants, The L-Word created new friendly interactions where people became part of a larger 

group.  When Susan discovered that she had friends who watched the show, she was very excited 

because now she could discuss the show in and among a viewing group.   

Rebecca:  Have you talked to people about the show, like on separate occasions from 
your viewing like friends? 
Susan:  I wish I could.  But there’s, and I didn’t know that Karen watched the show and 
apparently she does, because I would have been over at her place every Sunday night. 
And been like screw you Bob I’m heading out, later. 
Rebecca:  Well it is just down the block. 
Susan:  Exactly so I would have done that.  But umm no, I didn’t really feel like I had 
anyone I could talk to about it.  None of my friends really watched it, they were more like 
shows like Deadwood, which is really good and I think it’s a good show too.  Umm, but 
yeah. 
Rebecca:  Do you think you might watch it next time now that you know… 
Susan:  Oh yeah! 
Rebecca:  Now that you all know you watch it? 
Susan:  I am inviting myself over. 

 
Friendship Connections 

 Perhaps one of the most important ways that my informants connected with The L-Word 

was through their relationships to the characters themselves.  The identities and personalities of 

the characters were integral to how my informants bonded with each character.  I say bonded 

because the ways in which my informants discussed the characters was as if the characters were 

real people.  Some they felt they could be friends with, while others they wanted to hurt 

physically.   
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 Identification with the characters took many forms.  Most of my informants 

mentioned the same characters as their favorites and least favorites: Bette, Tina, Alice, Tasha, 

and Jenny.  In some cases, my informants described personality attributes that they found similar 

to their own and that discovery made them relate to the character.  In other cases, they found 

comfort in the characters and the storylines they performed, such as strong friendship bonds or 

committed relationships.   

One of the things Erica, Jess, and Andrea liked about the show was the way that the 

friends on the show were always there for one another.  Jess mentioned that she thought it rare to 

find friends like that, but it made her feel good to see it portrayed on the show.  Erica agreed and 

mentioned that she thought that the portrayal of their level of friendship was very realistic.   

Erica:  And friends would like get together and like… 
Andrea:  Yeah, the friends. 
Jess:  They are very like, they will do anything for their friends.  If anything happens to 
one of them like they are all right there.  Like when Shane’s kid, when they all went and 
looked for him and stuff liked that.  And it’s just like any kind of, even if it’s something 
very little, they all like you know show such support for their friends which is awesome. 
Because in life it’s so rare to find friends who are right by your side when you are going 
through something. And that’s really cool. 
Erica:  It’s very realistic.  I like the way the characters are best friends even when they 
are at a party.  It kind of draws… I don’t know.  It kind of draws you in so you can relate.  
There’s not very many shows out there that I think that… 
 

Caroline also found herself drawn to the show, even though she and Sara found the show to be 

formulaic and similar to other dramatic series.  Caroline mentioned that it might be because she 

identifies with the characters, but was unsure as to why.  However, it became clear throughout 

her interview that she bonded with the characters on a very personal level. 

Rebecca:  What would you guys say makes this show special? Or how is it different than 
other shows for you?  I know this may seem like a really obvious question… 
Caroline:  No, it’s hard.  I mean for me it’s really hard.  There is just a certain je ne sais 
qua that, that keeps me watching.  I can’t even put my finger on it.  Like it’s just, I mean 
there a million shows that are equally as formulaic with the same group of five friends 
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sleeping together, and randomly adding people.  But this one is more, more 
entertaining than the other ones.  Maybe I identify more with the characters, but I don’t 
know why. 
Sara:  Yeah.  Yeah, that is true to some extent.  Yeah.  Yeah, it has a certain valium like 
quality.  Like, it has that familiar sensibility, ok this is the whole setup. 

 
 When John was asked who his favorite characters were he strongly explained that it was 

Bette and Tina.  He did not find a friendship connection with the characters; rather, he described 

feeling comforted by their relationship.  As discussed in the previous chapter, John was also very 

upset by the breakup of this relationship because of the infidelity.   

John:  I kind of want to say Bette and Tina. 
Rebecca:  Bettina? 
Sara:  It’s kind of like Brangelina. 
Rebecca:  That’s right.  So it’s Bettina. So you like that.  The combo of them. 
[laughter] 
Rebecca:  So why would you say you like them? 
John:  I don’t know. I guess I would say, I guess they are comforting to me for some 
reason.  Just I guess the family, they kind-of do that.  And that being the case that they 
are my favorite, of course I have to hate Helena. 
Caroline:  Hmm… 
John:  She’s a bitch! 
Caroline:  [laughs] 
Rebecca:  And why, what do you mean she’s a bitch? 
John:  Oh she’s just a money, she’s just all about her money and herself.  Just the way she 
treats her ex, it’s just a disgusting scenario.  It’s just… 
Rebecca:  So you don’t think she is a good person? 
John:  No. She’s despicable. 
 

At the same time that John really liked Bette and Tina, he displayed strong emotions against 

Helena.  Helena’s character was one of the reasons that Bette and Tina’s relationship dissolved.   

Rebecca:  And why?  Because you said you had to hate Helena because you liked Bette 
and Tina.  So why?  What was it about Helena, what made you say that? 
John:  Just because she was getting involved with Tina and all that good stuff so… 
Rebecca:  I know the story, I just wanted to get your point. 
Sara:  A pregnant Tina nonetheless! 
Caroline:  Who wasn’t trying to get on pregnant Tina…you know the lawyer? 
Sara:  Yeah, I know. 
Caroline:  Wait, I guess that my favorites would be Shane and Bette.   
Rebecca:  Why do you say Shane and Bette? 
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Caroline:  Umm….I guess, because I….well Shane because she is super hot and super 
cool.  And you know…she is like the person everyone wants to do and everyone wants to 
be at the same time.  You know?  It’s nice…she is the ideal cool character who every like 
couple episodes shows their soft side, you know?  Breaks down a little bit and shows how 
human, and hot, and cool they are. 
Sara:  She’s the bad boy. 
Caroline:  Right and she wears her glasses.  I love it when she wears her glasses when she 
cuts hair.  And then Bette I love, because again, I think I look up to Bette.  You know?  
Like her career choices and her interests.   

 
What Caroline described was connections to the characters on multiple levels.  Some characters 

she liked because they became idealistic and embodied who she wants to be, a strong, driven 

woman, while others she discussed as if she were physically or emotionally attracted.  This again 

shows how these viewers personalized media to fulfill specific needs within themselves.  Her 

connections to these characters and her love of the show in general provided her with a space 

where she could live out an existence that may not be possible outside of mediated environments. 

 Lauren and Stephanie also liked Bette because of her strong personality.  Lauren liked the 

fact that Bette stands up for herself, particularly to her male coworkers.  It is clear that Lauren 

related to this because of her primarily male work environment.  Perhaps Lauren would like to 

exude more of Bette’s confidence at work or already sees similar attributes in herself. 

Rebecca:  What about Bette do you like? 
Lauren:  She is strong.  She’s a strong woman.  She is powerful and she is strong.  She 
symbolizes what all women should be.  Not weak.  It’s a man’s world, realistically. And 
she decides that by going above what she believes in.  She stands up for what she 
believes, she doesn’t back down because her boss told her this. Or that you know.  Her 
character is just a really strong lesbian and we don’t have too many of those in society. 
 

Stephanie related to Bette and Dana because of personality attributes that she sees in herself; 

however, she did not agree that Bette was her favorite character.  In this way, Stephanie was 

validated by the portrayal of a strong female character, a person like herself. 
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Stephanie:  Oh, the one character, now that I think about it, that I could relate to was 
her younger sister, who was the uh, oh the one, I can’t remember her name, but the one 
who was in Flashdance. 
Rebecca:  Jennifer Beals? 
Stephanie:  Yeah, I could kind-of relate to her character, because if I remember correctly, 
she was a little bit of a type A personality.  She was very driven, kind of corporate, and I 
could almost relate to her.  
Rebecca:  So I don’t know if you want to, if you would say that is who your favorite 
character is? 
Stephanie:  You know, I don’t think she is necessarily my favorite.  It’s kind of like, you 
know, who is your favorite character on Sex and the City? I like different pieces of all of 
those women and I can’t fully relate to any of them.  I related to Bette because she was a 
little bit type A, a little bit driven, which I see in myself.  I related, I related a little bit to 
the athlete… 
Rebecca:  Dana. 
Stephanie:  Just because she, I don’t know, there was just certain aspects of her 
personality. I can’t remember. I think it was she was just a little bit shy at times, which I 
kind-of related to.   

 
Stephanie liked, even needed, to see women on television that resembled her own personality 

traits.  She disliked Shane because Shane was not relatable.  Shane did not embody any of the 

attributes Stephanie saw in her own personality, nor did Stephanie think Shane was someone 

with whom she would like to be friends.  Yet ultimately, she was unable fully to relate to any of 

the characters, because as a straight woman she could not relate to any of the sexual experiences 

or easily empathize with the queer issues portrayed on the show.  This is exemplified in Chapter 

VIII with Stephanie’s discussion of her dislike of the inclusion of “The Chart” on The L-Word as 

well as in the dialogue below. Stephanie described herself as only 99% straight, yet she related to 

Jenny’s character only when she was portrayed as a straight woman in the first season. 

Stephanie:  Shane I couldn’t relate to AT ALL.  Shane was over here (gesturing) and I am 
over here.  I’m just like “Hi!, I am not even going start a conversation with you because I 
don’t think we have anything to talk about”.  Could not relate to her at all!  And then I 
could relate to the character Jenny, partly because when I was watching it she started out 
as being ostensibly straight and she had a hot boyfriend.  Which helped, you know?  But 
yeah, there wasn’t one character that I could relate to all that much. 
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 While many informants liked Bette’s personality as a strong woman, a few 

informants actually found the relationship dynamic between Bette and Tina annoying.  Where 

they liked Bette for her driven, no nonsense personality, they disliked Tina for her submissive 

behavior.  Susan explained that Tina was too docile and sweet, almost the opposite of Bette.  She 

did not like that quality in someone with whom she would date, which is how she looked at the 

character of Tina.  The depiction of the breadwinner and the stay-at-home spouse portrayed a 

power imbalance in Susan’s mind, one that as a woman she would not tolerate in her own life.   

Susan:  And the character Tina just kind of, I don’t know, she seemed, if I’m 
remembering this correctly, she seemed kind of milk-toasty at times.  Just kind-of bland 
and you know umm, inoffensive, but like not terribly interesting or dynamic at the same 
time.  And for the life of me sometimes I couldn’t figure out what Bette saw in her, 
because they seemed so different you know?  But, now that I reflect back on it, Bette was 
sort of the breadwinner in that relationship, and maybe that was their dynamic. And Tina 
was supposed to be like the stay-at-home.  She was pregnant at one point right, and she 
had a kid, yeah?  And I remember just thinking I don’t know if I would want to come 
home to someone like that.  Because she seemed sweet, but almost too sweet, and kind-of 
docile and not that interesting and I would never wanna, I mean I have rejected men that 
were a little too much like Tina.  You know.  So yeah, those two for completely different 
reasons. I don’t dislike Tina, you know?  I just would not necessarily want to hang out 
with Tina. 
 

Maggie also found the characters of Bette and Tina irritating.  She had a hard time articulating 

what she found so grating, but she knew they would not be people with whom she would spend 

time.  Despite her laughter as she discussed her distaste for these two characters, it was clear 

through her rigid body gestures that these characters irritated her.   

Maggie:  Probably the most annoying character is a toss up between umm…Bette and 
Tina.  I just…those two are both so annoying sometimes. 
Jason:  They are the main ones, it’s Jennifer Beals right? 
Maggie:  Yeah. 
Jason:  Yeah. 
Maggie:  God! She is so annoying and Tina is just as annoying sometimes. 
Rebecca:  What’s annoying about them? 
Maggie:  I just…eh, different things about different ones.  But, they are both kind of like 
high maintenance pills that I wouldn’t want to be around.  
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This last comment made Maggie and Jason both laugh, but what Maggie described is important.  

She was describing personality attributes as what bothered her most, but she reacted more to the 

relationship dynamic.  She, like Susan, is a  heterosexual woman in a relationship, and both 

described the power dynamic between Bette and Tina as irritating.  This indicates, at least among 

my informants, that younger women are still seeking representations of balanced relationships 

where power is shared, as these are the types of relationships that they are trying to achieve.  In 

the end, they are seeking personal validation through representation in visual media. 

Tasha, one of the few African American characters on the show and whose character is 

also a member of the United States Army, was of particular interest to a few of my informants.  

Tasha was both a loved and hated character.  While the inclusion of an African-American lesbian 

on the show provided racial and sexual visibility, Tasha’s character was described as racially 

stereotypical.  For Liz, Tasha was irritating because of her behavior as a black woman.  Liz 

commented that she did not think that Tasha acted like a loving black woman; rather, as a rigid 

woman with a “white personality”.  Liz was personally seeking validation of race, not just her 

sexuality.   

Liz:  But the character from the military – see I didn’t get to see anymore after that show 
– but the character from the military, she was a black woman that personally I was 
irritated by her.  I was irritated by her because she wasn’t friendly, she wasn’t warm, and 
she was like, calculating.  She wasn’t like, “Yeah what’s up”, you know?  Like down to 
earth, just staunch. 
Rebecca:  Mmmhmm. 
Liz:  She like, because she had a white, I hate to say a white personality, but she had a 
white personality.  She was like, you know, I have a deadline and I have things to do so 
what are you here for type of attitude.  And the woman was more emotional than her, she 
was like “I love you blah blah blah blah”. 

 
While Liz did not like the character of Tasha, both Lauren and Lisa could very much relate to 

Tasha.  Lauren, having also been in the military, saw a piece of herself in Tasha.   
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Lauren:  I do like that girl, the black girl.  What’s her name? 
Rebecca:  Tasha? 
Veronica:  Oh, I know her! You are talking about, Tasha. Yeah I like her. 
The new…I do like her. 
Lauren:  Yeah, I do like her storyline. 
Veronica:  I forgot about her. 
Lauren:  I can relate to her though, so that’s why I liked her storyline. 
Veronica:  Yeah. 

 
Lisa also liked and related to Tasha, mostly because Tasha was very secretive about her 

sexuality, primarily because she was in the military.  Even though The L-Word presented a 

validating space for Lisa where she could be open about her sexuality, she is still often private 

about her sexuality among family and friends. 

Mary:  The woman she most relates to is the military girlfriend who just came in to it. 
Tasha? 
Lisa:  Tasha? The black girl?  I relate to her? 
Mary:  Yeah, that’s what you said.  You sat on the couch with me and you said I am just 
like that.  Because remember she sat in the uh…that they went to the races…  
Lisa:  Where she was private about her sexuality. 
Mary:  And yes, yes you said… 
Lisa:  Yeah, I can relate to her, but that doesn’t mean that I am attracted to her! 
Mary:  No, I am not saying you are attracted to her! I said I said you relate to her like… 
Lisa:  Ok. 
 
Perhaps the most popular and well-liked character on The L-Word was Alice, played by 

Leisha Hailey, a well-recognized lesbian actress and singer.  Eleven informants touted Alice as 

their favorite character and the one they would most like to get to know as a friend.  My 

informants consistently stated that they saw Alice as the most grounded, neutral, supportive 

member of the group.  Many thought that Alice’s upbeat personality made the show more fun to 

watch, and was someone who was more like a real person.   

Sandra: I think she is really lighthearted she is really quirky. I think she is really sincere 
in her character.  I think she’s… 
Liz: That’s funny! 
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Sandra: I think she is humorous.  I think she’s grounded.  Even though she is really, 
really flighty, I think she was that interesting ground for Dana’s fear in a lot of ways.  
Umm…so I like Alice, she brings up the mood a lot. 
Liz: She was bubbly. 
Sandra: And she has her, and she dated a lesbian man.  I mean, just like, she is very open 
minded in ways that other characters are not.  And she will try anything, and she like, I 
just find a lot of I find her very true, maybe less stereotypical than others because she 
dabbles in a little bit of everything personality wise. 

 
Lauren and Veronica, much like Sandra and Liz, also discussed Alice as realistic.  Of all the 

characters on the show, my informants found Alice to be the least stereotypical representation of 

a lesbian, despite Alice playing a bisexual woman on the show.  Lauren and Veronica compared 

Alice to Papi, a Latina character, who to them portrayed an unrealistic representation of a 

lesbian. 

Lauren:  Alice is just real.  She is funny, she’s just, she’s just funny.  I like funny people.  
I think she is hysterical.  Her character to me is, I don’t know she is like a real character 
to me.  She is realistic, you know.  That kind of thing. 
Rebecca:  What about her is realistic to you.  What do you think?  What makes her 
realistic? 
Veronica:  They don’t push her character. 
Lauren:  Yeah, they don’t push it.  
Veronica:  Like what the fuck is this? 
Lauren:  Yeah, I know!  Her character… 
Veronica:  Except for when she got a little obsessed with Dana, and had the cardboard 
cutout. 
Lauren:  Yeah, that was actually funny though, but that could happen though. 
Veronica:  Yeah, I know! 
Lauren:  But her character is like, real you know?  It just seems she’s genuine, you know? 
Veronica:  Like you have her and then you look at someone like Papi, and you’re like get 
the fuck outta here! 
Lauren:  Yeah.  Papi’s character is a little unreal, it’s like come on! 
Veronica:  Yeah! 
Lauren:  I mean there are chicks who are hot like that, but… 
Veronica:  Or that sleep around but not like, but not like, not like she does. 
Lauren:  To me she is like a real friend. She is neutral.  She is friends with everybody.  
She is a real character to me.  She doesn’t side with this person even though,.. You know 
what I mean? That kind of thing.  I like her.  She is my favorite. 
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Sara and Caroline also liked Alice the most.  Caroline got very excited when Sara brought up 

the character of Alice.  Sara said her connection to Alice comes from relating to many of Alice’s 

personality traits as well as issues Alice’s character has confronted on the show.  In addition, 

Sara was very attracted to Leisha Hailey, and based on her response about Alice, Sara used the 

show for personal pleasure as well.     

Rebecca:  Who would you say is your favorite character? 
Sara:  My favorite character…umm…I …I have two favorite characters…Ms. Alice 
Piezecki. 
Caroline:  Yeah! Alice! 
Sara:  I don’t know, I see a lot of the characteristics of Alice in myself and vice versa.  
And so I mean in that way that’s the stereotype on the show that I fit more if anything 
else.  But it went…why it also was that that episode was one of my most memorable and 
favorites is because I had just been going though that kind of like crazy meds changing, 
like “AHHHH” breakup kind of thing at the time…and you know I bonded with Alice.  
Plus, Leisha Hailey, I have had a crush on her for years. Big huge crush! 
Caroline:  Would you kick her out of bed for eating crackers? 
Sara:  NO!  I would not.  In fact, I would invite her to… 
Rebecca:  Eat crackers in bed? 
Caroline: [laughs] 
Sara:  Make a bigger mess…. 

 
Just like many of the other informants, Jenn, Alexis, and Anne also really liked Alice and 

thought she was most like a real person.  This is particularly interesting, as Alexis repeatedly 

commented that she found very little realistic about the show.  In addition, Jenn reminded the 

group that Alice is played by the only openly gay actress on the show, which in turn may have 

made the character of Alice more believable onscreen. 

Anne:  I like Alice. 
Jenn:   Alice, yeah. 
Anne:  She cracks me up 
Rebecca:  Why do you like her? 
Anne:  She’s quirky, I like her attitude. 
Alexis:  She seems like a real person. 
Anne:  She seems realistic to me. 
Jenn:  Plus, she is the only person who is fucking gay on that show.   
Anne:  Cause, I mean, when she fell off the deep end it’s so more like real life. 
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Erica mentioned that of all the characters, she would want Alice to be her best friend. 
 

Erica:  I think now, it’s who I would want to hang out with who are cool.  Now that I 
think about it, if I were to be friends with anyone, I would want Alice to be my best 
friend.   

 
Paula made a similar statement about Alice.  She thought that Alice was not only a wonderful 

character, but also a person who would be most at home in hers and her friend’s lives.  Her great 

like of Alice was shared by Karen and Nancy; however, when Paula noted her least favorite 

character, Bette, her friends were immediately shocked, and Nancy sounded betrayed. 

Paula:  My favorite character is Alice.  She cracks me up.  She seems like the person that 
I most pick out of that and drop into our lives and she would be fine.  She seems like 
someone I want to meet that character. And yeah she, like you said, everyone does stupid 
and annoying and so does she, but she is still funny.  You know, and that’s my favorite 
character. 
Nancy:  You like her hair. 
Paula:  And my least favorite character, which will be surprising, is not Jenny.  Jenny is 
annoying as all get out… 
Nancy and Karen:  No way!!!!! 
Paula: I give you that but, but there is a little bit of what is Jenny going to do next kind of 
thing.  My least favorite character is Bette. 
Nancy:  [gasps] 
Paula:  I think she is. 
Nancy:  Oh!  You wounded me! 

 
At this, Paula felt the need to explain herself by at least commenting and agreeing that Bette was 

indeed a beautiful woman.  However, Paula appeared to connect more to the storylines on The L-

Word as opposed to her friends who connected more with the characters. 

Paula:  I don’t not, I am happy to stare at the eye candy that is Bette all day long.  But she 
is so freaking self righteous about everything.  She is the most self-centered character.  
She is so unbelievably annoying. 
Karen:  But she is beautiful. 
Paula:  She is someone I never want to meet. 
Nancy:  But she is beautiful! 
Paula:  She is beautiful I give you that. 
Karen:  I’m actually right up there with Paula.  Initially Dana was my favorite character, 
but then she got stupid and died.   
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Nancy: And died. 
Karen:  In the meantime Ellen annoyed me at first the first season when she was wishy-
washy, she was bisexual, she was dating that guy who identified himself as a lesbian. 
Paula: Ellen? 
Rebecca:  You mean Alice? 
Karen:  Alice.  Alice initially annoyed me, but has developed into someone I would want 
to hang out with.   
 
The character of Jenny was overall the least liked.  My informants had similar reactions 

to the character’s personality and storylines.  Many thought she was weak, whiney, self-centered, 

fragile, and definitely not someone with whom they would be friends.  My informants discussed 

wanting the writers to take her out of the show by having her character killed.  Others discussed 

wanting to physically hurt her if they ever met her in real life.  The personality attributes and 

emotional nature of Jenny’s character drew a heavy negative response, and clearly was someone 

these women would try to avoid. 

Rebecca:  Ok, I know which characters you like least.  Is there anything else you would 
like to share about why you hate Jenny? 
Susan:  You know I have been trying to put my finger on it since the last time we talked 
umm and I can throw out these adjectives, pathetic, you know insipid, whiney and all that 
but someone wrote this character you know what I mean.  Someone created this person to 
put out there to be a fraction, it’s only a fraction representation, but I don’t know I have 
never met anyone like that in my life and I wouldn’t be friends with anyone like that in 
my life.  But the fact these other people are so likeable and these characters who are so 
human still are friends with this woman doesn’t make any damn sense to me.  I mean it 
almost lowers the other characters in a little bit to have her in the mix.  Umm, and just 
showing her as being such a weak person and so introspective and naval gazing. 

 
Susan was very worked up while discussing Jenny, not only about the character, but about what 

the inclusion of such a character does to the show.   Susan openly hated Jenny and it was very 

apparent in her facial expressions and body language, almost as if the character was an actual 

evil entity. 

Susan:  I think she is damaging though I think that character is damaging. 
Rebecca:  Damaging to the show?  Damaging to the other characters? Damaging in 
general? 
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Susan:  In general, I think she’s in general.  Umm and yes you have to have that 
spectrum because lesbianism is not all about this one type of person umm you know it’s, 
you know there are bad apples in every bunch regardless, and you…I don’t know, she 
annoys the crap outta me. 
Rebecca:  She is another one of your least favorite characters? 
Susan:  Oh my god, I actually loathe her.  She is going through that whole like freak-out 
and having all these like visions or whatever and showing up in these places.  At that 
point in time I was like this is the only character that I absolutely hate, no matter what.  
She is just like, so fake, and navel gazing and I don’t know.  I don’t care if she is gay, 
straight or whatever, or if she was green or purple or whatever.  I just wouldn’t like her if 
I met her in real life.  Does that make sense? 
 

Liz and Sandra also found the image of a lesbian who is a fragile, artist type to be very 

stereotypical of both lesbian identities as well as artistic identities.  Jenny, then in many ways, 

became the ultimate negative stereotype of the indecisive, emotionally damaged, female who has 

chosen lesbianism to escape her tortured past. 

Rebecca:  What kinds of things do you yell at her (Jenny) for? 
Liz:  Her indecisiveness, and her back and forth, and her victim attitude. Her like you 
know woe is me, and… 
Sandra:  And it’s irritating her portrayal of her as an artist. You know as being very frail 
fragile, overly sensitive, unmistakable artist type, I feel like it’s extremely convenient. 
Liz:  But there is one thing I do like about her, one thing I do like about her is that she’s 
tolerant, of uhh, ummm, who is that trans character? 

 
However, given that a transgendered character, Moira/Max, is introduced, Liz also really liked 

the fact that Jenny was open-minded and attracted to transgendered individual. 

 Other informants also had strong negative feelings about Jenny.  Erica and Andrea had 

similar physical reactions as Susan did to Jenny.   

Rebecca:  So what about that makes her (Jenny) your least favorite character? 
Erica:  She is just very frustrating.  Like if I knew her in real life, I would just shake her.  
Oh, how like brilliant. 
Andrea [laughing]:  She is so slimy.  There is just something about her. 
Rebecca:  You look very disturbed like something is crawling up your skin or something. 
Andrea:  I started to like her when she started getting close to Shane because she started 
becoming more real.  And it seemed like otherwise, she…like she just…isn’t real with 
people.  
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Rebecca:  I can just see it, there is a very obvious discomfort.  I know that people get 
that feeling and sometimes it’s not something you can, sometimes you can’t put words to 
that feeling.  It’s like, nails on a chalkboard kind-of thing for people. 
Andrea:  Yeah!  Except for that one season where she cut herself and she said to Shane 
like “I am really fucked up, you know aren’t I?”, and that made me feel for her.  You 
know? Like I wanted to make it better for her…uhh… and that was her…she was being 
real.  I guess. That’s why. 
 

Factors of Attraction 

  My informants did more than just want to be friends with these women or want to tell 

some of them off.  They also wanted to date or have sex with some of the characters, primarily 

the characters of Shane, Carmen, and Bette.  Others simply found all of the characters “hot” and 

“attractive”.  The physical and emotional connection to these characters on a sexual level was in 

response to why they enjoyed watching the show and about their favorite characters.  It was 

often in this way that many of my lesbian informants felt they could discuss their sexuality in 

reference to the show itself.  While they were somewhat dismissive in their answers, they were 

actually describing one of the primary reasons they watch the show: sexual enjoyment through 

gazing at sexualized imagery. 

Alexis:  Well, I just watch it because they make me. 
Jenn:  Nah, I like it because, well personally I just think they are hot, so I just like 
watching. 
Anne:  Yeah they are hot. Yeah, they’re hot.  Well, they’re attractive women. 
Alexis:  I don’t think so. 
Anne:  Well I don’t know if they are hot, but they are attractive women. 

 
Even Maggie, a heterosexual woman, found the characters attractive, but she tried to play it off 

as the characters actually bothered her.  Her husband, Jason, called her bluff and reminded her 

that the character did not annoy her; rather, she was jealous that she could not date Shane or 

Carmen. 
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Maggie:  And I have grown to like Jenny more.  I mean she is fucked up and weird, 
but I don’t mind her.  She’s annoying, but other people are more annoying, like Carmen.  
Carmen is Shane’s girlfriend. 
Jason:  She’s not annoying, you are jealous of her! 
Maggie:  Yeah.  She’s hot though.  Oh she’s really, really hot.  They are like the most 
gorgeous couple on the planet. 
 

The attraction for many was Shane’s character, as Shane was the rebel on the show.  Over the 

course of four seasons, the viewers witnessed Shane going through many emotional changes, and 

personal growth.  This was something that my informants were very drawn to, because they 

wanted to take care of her and love her.  For Andrea, it also helped that Shane was very 

attractive. 

Andrea:  I like Shane and Max the best, but now I think just because uh…with Shane 
it’s….you know Shane has depth you know?  And that’s the kind of woman I would have 
been attracted to before I was mature with it you know?  Like looking all wounded and 
has the wall up you know?  The whole challenge, breaking down the wall. You know, the 
unattainable. So, I like her because of that, and because of the whole, because she has 
been wounded and umm...and also her just being, you know…just physically attractive.  

 
Emily would not be friends with Shane and would not have sex with her either, but was still 

completely fascinated by the character.  Shane is Emily’s favorite character because Emily 

admired the ways in which Shane exists spiritually and sexually.   

Emily: And oddly enough, and I think I mentioned this to you before, Shane is somebody 
that is not like a character that I would particularly care for, in the real world.  Right?  
She, her sexual habits are, while I wouldn’t be judgmental, are just not for me.  So you 
know, but on the show…but on the show I find her absolutely fascinating. 
Rebecca:  Ok, let me ask you a few more questions.  Who would you say your favorite 
character is if you could name one?  And why you really like them? 
Emily:  Off the top of my head, Shane. 
Rebecca:  OK. Why is she your favorite? 
Emily:  Because I think that she represents the sexual freedom that we should all have.  
We don’t.  We so don’t.  I mean growing up you have these boundaries and cultures and 
domains.  They are placed in your mind, as you are growing your friends are getting 
married, your friends are having babies, your cousins are getting married.  I mean the 
dominant ideology is there and she doesn’t seem to be bothered by that.  I mean she has 
limits.  I think we have seen some of her limits.  I mean, but for the most part, I think she 
is sexually free. 
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Rebecca:  Ok. Now a couple of minutes ago you actually said that she would not be 
somebody that you would be friends with. 
Emily:  No, I didn’t say that! I didn’t say that! 
Rebecca:  Ok.  I misunderstood then. 
Emily:  I don’t think I said that. 
Rebecca: That Shane was one of those characters that you would not have… 
Emily:  Necessarily have anything to do with. 
Rebecca:  Oh Ok. 
Emily:  And what I think I meant by that was perhaps date. 

 
While Emily was attracted to Shane and found her intriguing and open, Emily compared Shane 

to a person she would date.  Since Emily would not date a person who has Shane’s 

characteristics, no matter how tempting sexually, she also did not want to know Shane.  In order 

for a character to be one of Emily’s favorites, she needed to have a sexually attraction to them. 

Rebecca:  So Shane is your favorite character? 
Emily:  Yeah, but I wouldn’t sleep with Shane. 
Rebecca:  OK. 
Emily:  But I think it would be fun. 
Rebecca:  So what are you saying, that you are attracted to her, in some…I think I heard 
you mention that she was relatively hot. 
Emily:  She is relatively hot. 
Rebecca:  But that Carmen was hotter. 
Emily:  Oh, Carmen is very hot. 
Rebecca:  Ok.  So, you like Carmen as well. 
Emily:  Oh, who doesn’t like Carmen!? 
 

When Mary and Lisa discussed their favorite characters, Mary spoke up for her mother and told 

me one of Lisa’s favorite characters.  Bette was one of Lisa’s favorites, because like Emily, Lisa 

was attracted to Bette.  While she was unable to verbalize that to me, her daughter recognized 

that from their viewings together. 

Mary:  May I also add to that comment, Bette is it?  That’s her type.  That’s the, the 
mixed look with the hair.   
Lisa:  Oh Mary! You are no good! [laughing] 
Mary:  That’s your type! 
Rebecca:  I was actually going to ask you if you saw yourself in her or you are just 
attracted to her. Because of the way that you said you liked her strength. 
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Mary:  No, no, no!  You are attracted to her. The only thing you can see yourself in 
her is she gives.  She tries to give a lot.   

 
Issues of Importance 
 
 Sometimes it was easier for my informants to connect to the show through a particular 

issue that the show portrayed.  Some found the discussion of issues related to lesbian and 

homosexual lives new and informative.  Others were just glad that the issues were portrayed at 

all.  Some of the viewers I spoke to described very specific issues that they connected to or 

learned something.   

Susan:  I don’t know there is just something witty and smart about it.  And it’s something 
that you don’t see, something you don’t hear about.  And it seems as though the lesbian 
community, just in my experience growing up in Pennsylvania living in New York, there 
seems to be….you don’t get to look into it very often. Umm…it seems to be not so much 
a part of the general pop culture.  It sits almost outside a little bit.  So you don’t really get 
to get a view at what the inner workings are, and the personal relationships and how they 
relate.  I mean it’s TV, so I can’t tell you how real it is.   

 
At this, Susan began laughing.  She recognized that her reason for watching the show was the 

overall feeling it gave her, rather than seeing a reflection of her own life. 

I only know my friends…whose lives are not that fabulous.  But, but, you know it’s 
interesting characters and it’s interesting inter-personal dynamics.  And everyone is really 
beautiful. 

There were some like Andrea who could not remember specifics until the group reminded her.   

Rebecca:  Ok.  What about any other favorite things about the show?  
Andrea:  I just like how open they are.  Like, they try to get all…of the issues…that are in 
the lesbian community out there.  Like, they’re just sitting around talking about these 
issues.  And sometimes it seems a little…umm…you know like it’s just like put in there.  
But for the most part it seems to flow pretty well. It just umm, things that we would talk 
about.  Jeez….I’m trying to think of something they were talking about…ahh, I don’t 
remember!  But, they were always putting the issues out there.  Which I think is really 
good for the community. 

 
Since Erica and Andrea primarily watch the show together, the more Erica discussed the show, 

the more Andrea had episodes and storylines that really struck her and made her emotionally 
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uncomfortable.  For Erica, Tina was a favorite character, one that went through issues that 

she too had experienced.  Erica related to Tina because Tina questions her sexuality during 

Season 3 and found herself having sex with man despite being in a long time partnered 

relationship with a woman. 

Erica:  I would say Tina actually, because I was, I was in a relationship and questioning 
my sexuality. And she was going through it as I was thinking about it. I mean it’s true it 
happens – be in a lesbian relationship and struggle and find out---Oh!  That stuck out for 
me entirely. 
Rebecca:  Right. 
Andrea:  It’s funny because that was going, I was going to say as that episode was 
playing, it’s really sometimes…it’s awkward to watch that particular part of it because I 
kind of have issues about that. 

 
Andrea not only remembered the episode after Erica mentioned it, but also found she re-

experienced the awkwardness she felt during the viewing.  She found it difficult to express the 

emotions the episode evoked.  Erica continued with additional episodes that were particularly 

memorable. 

Erica:  And then the one scene also, the scene where she has umm, I will just describe the 
general scene.  Where she is dating the guy, and umm Bette comes over and all the 
straight males in the room make all the typical comments about Bette being hot or 
whatever.  And it just reaffirms for me like why I don’t, even though I consider myself a 
bisexual, that scene right there is why I would rather be in the lesbian world.  Because 
that’s how it is, in most cases in the straight world. 
Rebecca:  Ok.   

 
At this, Andrea began to remember episodes without Erica’s help, ones that again dealt with 

questioning one’s sexuality. 

Andrea:  I was thinking about the beginning with Jenny and the husband of Jenny’s… 
Rebecca:  The triangle? 
Andrea:  Like at first she is with him and the way she goes and kisses Marina and she’s 
all like…and has issues.  And then she tries to work through those issues, kind of thing.  
And trying to discover what she wants out of her sexuality.  So I thought that was pretty 
good.  So… 
Rebecca:  Why do you think that was memorable for you? 
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Andrea:  Because she had a lot of issues.  Umm…and she’s working through self-
destructive behavior to kind of get thorough to figure things out for herself. I don’t 
know…it’s pretty realistic. 

 
When Andrea mentioned the military character, Tasha, Jess joined in the conversation.  Both 

Andrea and Jess were excited that the show broached the issue of gays in the military and the 

surrounding socio-political struggle. 

Andrea:  I like the umm…the little army girl.  What’s her name? 
Rebecca:  Tasha? 
Erica:  Yeah! Definitely! 
Jess:  Because it brought a voice to like politics and like politics in the lesbian community 
along with being a lesbian in you know?  
Rebecca:  The military? 
Jess:  The military.  That’s huge! And like having that little thing go back and forth like 
having to tell Alice to shut up because she was too loud and stuff, and like walking off 
because she couldn’t talk about anything.  You know?  I don’t know. 
Andrea:  Provocations.  Isn’t that what that was called? The part with that in it? That 
whole thing? 
Jess:  Oh, yes. 
Andrea:  Oh, that was so cool.  Just like the whole struggle between the umm…like left 
and the right kind of thing.  And, or at least it might be the professional in me. 
Rebecca:  The political struggle that’s surrounded that? Or the socio-political struggle if 
you want a different… 
Andrea:  Yeah.  Right. 

 
 One primary storyline on The L-Word was Bette and Tina’s decision to start a family, 

which included finding a sperm donor, getting pregnant through artificial insemination, and then 

raising a child with two mothers.  Jason noted that as a heterosexual and a male he found that the 

show introduced him to a debate that he did not previously understand. 

Jason:  But I guess…if a lesbian couple has a kid…the one who doesn’t actual carry then 
kid has to jump through some legal hoops to be the other mother. 
Rebecca:  Yeah. 
Jason:  That never occurred to me. 
Rebecca:  Big time, and in some states it’s not even that, it’s not easy. 
Jason:  Yeah, that’s interesting.  It’s cool that they deal with a lot of the legal issues.  It’s 
good that stuff like that gets, cause sometimes, you know for as much as I hear about the 
debate over gay marriage gay domestic partnerships, that’s not a debate that I have ever 
heard.  It’s cool that it gets brought up. 
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Sara was pleased that show even went beyond the issue of gay families and dealt with the 

crossing of racial boundaries.  Therefore, not only did they address the issues of two mothers, but 

also the issue of biraciality and the additional associated social stigmas. 

Sara: Yeah and I do agree that there are…there’s discussion and situations of some things 
like that…have actually been very well done as far as story devices.   Like, for instance, 
the issue of, when Bette and Tina were going to have a baby...and trying to figure out ok, 
obviously who is going to be the donor or whatever.  Then the issue of, well your mixed 
race already and you’re white…I mean do we want…what kind of factor do we want that 
to be with the child and…and like it got down to just oh, it’s this anonymous male or 
whatever and not trying to choose someone who is so smart or whatever.  But it also 
made them see a certain amount of…I guess racial views that they didn’t realize they had.  
Or at least for a moment they were like…you know they realized they thought just 
slightly different.  And yeah it’s like you don’t expect something like that.  But and then 
it’s like that was kind of thrown in there…but umm…I don’t know, it’s uh…it has little 
things like that.  But sometimes the dialogue is just horrible. 

 
Keith also mentioned the storyline of gay families as memorable.  He like Sara was interested in 

the portrayal of the issue.  They recognized that the show provided a venue to approach certain 

socio-political topics, beyond traditional news formats. 

Keith:  The only thing, yeah the only thing, ahh your going to make me think, I am 
thinking. The only thing I really remember standing out was the brief conversation, the 
discussion about the adoption and then the artificial insemination for them to carry.  And, 
and, I mean, you know, being gay comes touch and go here and there, you see it the 
news, you hear about it, you know once in awhile.  It’s nothing that’s always around.  But 
adoption and homosexual with children, people against, people for it.  You know? 
Rebecca:  You were glad that they were dealing with that storyline? 
Keith:  Well it was just interesting to see how, to see how it was portrayed on TV. 

 
 A few of my informants also noted the “coming out” story of Dana’s character.  Dana, a 

professional tennis player, had been very secretive about her lesbian identity, both in her career 

and with her family.  Jason and Emily both thought that the story of Dana coming out was 

interesting, and something that culturally occurs all the time. 

Jason:  I know a storyline that I like, it was Dana coming out publicly as an athlete.  
Which for me I found interesting because I’m a sports fan.  I like sports. 
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And I, I find issues like that interesting in terms of…you know athletes and how they 
are perceived in the public sphere.  And you know, and do you know who John Amaechi 
is?   
Rebecca:  No. 
Jason:  It was cool that they dealt with her coming out, and then it...they thought it was 
going to ruin her career.  But Maggie said she wound up getting more endorsements 
because then she becomes this hero to young gay women everywhere because she was 
courageous enough to come out and all this stuff. 

 
“Coming out of the closet”, so to speak, is often defined as a courageous act, primarily because 

coming out as queer is normatively disruptive.  In order for a person to live openly with a queer 

identity, they must do this in the face of a hetero-normative and gender normative culture.  Emily 

had experienced some very negative situations about coming out.  While she was happy the show 

tackled the issue, she thought that the show made it look like it was usually a positive 

experience, which is sometimes not the case. 

Emily:  Because I think if you are a lesbian and you are watching it you are probably 
pretty baffled on some level as to how this has anything to do with you.  Some of the 
issues that they have tried to tackle are pretty true to life.  The tennis player? 
Rebecca:  Dana. 
Emily:  When Dana came out of the closet…on a couple of different levels I thought the 
struggles she went through are struggles that every lesbian goes through, every gay man 
goes through.  But I don’t think that the show really treated it as seriously as it should 
have.  Because I don’t perceive that anybody who is wealthy and part of the Republican 
Party would be Ok. Like the way Dana’s parents were Ok.  I mean it took them awhile.  
But most of the people who I know who have parents of that stature were completely cut 
off.  Right?  I mean I think the show at least in that respect veers away from the 
more…extreme situations.  I think that’s because it’s on Showtime and it’s pandering to 
straight and gay people.  I mean I think that’s why it’s really edgy and in other ways it’s 
really not.  It’s not edgy in the ways it could be. 

 
I asked her to elaborate on why she described the show as not as edgy as it could be, particularly 

because she described The L-Word’s broaching of a number of topics as edgy. 

Emily:  Well handling coming out.  Handling the AIDS epidemic because they are in Los 
Angeles correct?  Because that’s where the show supposedly takes place.  They don’t 
necessarily…I don’t think the marriage thing in the first two seasons has really been 
tackled all that much.  The whole parental thing with Tina and Bette, right?  That was 
starting to come into play in the second season, so I will be interested to see how they 
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handle it in the third.  But for the most part, coming out, dealing with AIDS, dealing 
with sexual negotiation, these are things that are not an issue, they are skirted over.  
Right?  They happen in the interactions with the characters, but they are never talked 
about, they are never dealt with.  Right?  Which of a representation of lesbians I think is 
not very honest. 

 
Emily was angry that the show did not deal with enough of the issues she felt she and other queer 

individuals encounter everyday.  She mentioned that unless a show really deals with the issues 

that lesbians encounter on a daily basis, they are not portraying real lesbian experiences.  

However, television often does not portray real experiences for a number of reasons.  First, 

dramatic television is fictional, and the storylines are created for mass appeal, often reinforcing 

accepted societal ideals.  Second, television could never portray all of the individual experiences 

viewers may deem as personally important.  Despite this; however, Emily’s background helps to 

explain her anger with the show.  She was born and raised in the southern Midwest, in a 

politically and socially conservative household – like many of her friends.   

Emily:  But these are things we do come into contact with everyday.  My parents of 
course are part of the Republican Party so I was very interested to see how Dana 
interacted with her parents.  And it’s not very honest in the way that on some level in 
some way there is an expectation, a cultural expectation that you are supposed to get 
married to a man, you’re expected to make a lot of money, you are expected to be 
socially, materially well off.  You are expected to have children.  Right?  I mean, these 
are things I deal with everyday.  Because as I look for a partner, as I look for someone to 
date, there is not really a precedent for me, other than the white, straight, monogamous, 
homogenous, married couple.  And these are issues they don’t deal with.  And I think a 
lot of it because the show is actually based in LA.  Now if the show was planted in a 
cultural place like the Deep South the show might be a something that I find to be more 
endearing to me. 
 

The L-Word portrays queer women in Los Angeles, or more broadly portrays queer women in a 

liberal big city.  Emily’s relationship to the show is strongly mixed.  On the one hand, she found 

character attachments, be it through personality connections or gazing at attractive women.  On 
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the other hand, Emily disagreed and displayed anger and frustration over the handling or lack 

of handling of certain topics.   

 For as much as Emily was angry over the show’s portrayals of lesbian issues, Tom found 

the show to be a well done introduction into these previously unknown issues.  As a married, 

heterosexual male, Tom noted that the show made him more aware of lesbian situations, both 

good and bad.  He thought it was a positive opportunity to provide knowledge to those would not 

otherwise get such knowledges in cultural interactions. 

Tom:  But I do think that’s very significant especially for issues like gay marriage and 
stuff like that…I feel like the more people are exposed to like these you know 
these…ways of relating and the ways people relate to each other they are not normally 
exposed to.  Like, and the more they identify, they find themselves identifying with 
characters they would not normally identify with because they are gay and they have this 
whole idea what that means.  Like, the more you know like tolerance and the more sort 
of…uh…I figure…my hope is that those types of things have like a kind of civilizing 
affect on like people.  Like, so when they hear the issue of gay marriage they don’t 
immediately become rabidly afraid, they can think.  Even if they are not gay friendly they 
can think…Oh I have seen The L-Word or whatever.  And I mean it sounds, maybe it 
sounds silly.  But for some people that is the only exposure they will get depending on 
how isolated they are.  So, those are the things that interest me about it.  Both the, the 
show for its own, in its own right, but then its social relevance and importance.  
 

 Liz argued that for as much as the show looks and acts like a traditional dramatic 

television show, it confronted things directly, something she did not see in soap operas.  In her 

discussion of why she liked The L-Word, Liz was more angered at the hetero-normative value 

system that she and other queer individuals face on a daily basis.   

Liz:  With The L-Word you didn’t have that much luggage, you know that much baggage. 
You know the baggage that was there was like coming from past stuff, which nine times 
out of ten was some heterosexual dilemma that they were struggling with growing up.  
Because if you look at like the tennis player, that was some homophobic shit. 
Rebecca:  What exactly was that? 
Liz:  That was some homophobic shit that she was growing up with, that she could not 
live her own identity or embrace her own feelings.  I mean look at Bette and Tina’s 
relationship, even the fact that they wanted to have this you know so-called idyllic 
lifestyle, it was based on a homosexual value system, I mean a heterosexual value 
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system.  You know what I mean?  If you look at, umm, the character with the, umm, 
Jenny and her husband.  That was based on some heterosexual shit where she was 
suppressing her feelings and because you don’t just wake up one day and say I wanna 
sleep with a woman.  You’ve had those thoughts way before you decided to get married.  
You know what I mean?  But you suppressed them. 
Rebecca:  Right. 

 
Liz described the problems faced by most homosexuals as brought on by heteronormativity.  

Since everyone is raised within a society that values marriage, child rearing, and sexual 

suppression, individuals are affected by it and need to constantly reevaluate their contribution to, 

and reinforcement of, hetero-normative values.  Yet, lesbians and other queer individuals have to 

negotiate heteronormativity and gender normativity differently.  Cultural ideals regarding 

marriage, procreation, and child rearing reinforce male-female partnerships.  Even when 

heterosexual couples seek to disrupt traditional gender roles, their union as male and female still 

culturally reads as heterosexual and is normatively supported.   

Liz:  If you look at Shane, she was affected by her heterosexual father.  You know?  So a 
lot of, I’m not saying the reason that gay people are homosexual or you know…there’s a 
homosexual society because of some shit that heterosexuals do on us.  But our value 
systems, even the way we interact with each other as lesbians, a lot of that has to do with, 
we, we interpret that interaction based on heterosexual guidelines, which destroy many of 
our relationships.  Many of the relationships that have been destroyed, are from like… 
You know what I love about our relationships we come with same luggage sometimes, 
but then we recognize that this is a dysfunction. If we are having an argument, we realize 
this is a dysfunction that we grew up with. 
Sandra: Right. 
Liz:  This is how these two people interacted in our lives.  And what we went through 
and this is how we were affected by these two people. And then we verbalize that and 
then once we release it we vow we are not going to act that way towards each other 
anymore. That we are going to do what we need to do based on our own contract. 
Rebecca:  Right. 
Liz:  And so much is tied up in the heterosexual contract.  The way we were raised, the 
way the characters are portrayed on TV.  The limitations that are set forth, and our 
characters that we see in our own lives in reality and even on TV.  It’s just a perpetuation 
of that contract. 
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In the end, Liz and Sandra believed that The L-Word, for all its potential problems, was a 

much- needed portrayal, perhaps for nothing more than to give queer women a voice and a face, 

and to make hetero-normative society look within itself and examine the multitude of identities 

that are affected.  Emily had a similar way of describing the importance of The L-Word and her 

connections to the show. 

Rebecca:  So you really respond to their relationship issues? 
Emily:  Yeah, yeah I do.  Because I think that on some personal level, that reminds me of 
my own relationships. I think we…often times have problems relating to one another 
because of that.  We don’t have the boundaries that heterosexuals have.  Right?  That’s a 
pretty stable type of relationship, because it’s been an institution for years and years and 
years, for thousands of years and blah, blah, blah.  As we are learning to gain our own 
sexual freedom and negotiate these relationships we are having to discover our own 
boundaries.  And so that, their interaction really interests me in that respect.  Although 
the whole weak, overbearing dichotomy just gets old sometimes. 

 
Just like Liz, Emily was glad the show indicated some of the difficulties of homosexuality within 

heteronormativity.  She argued that homosexuals have no guidelines; rather, they must create 

their own, constantly negotiating and re-negotiating cultural value systems.  However, just as it 

does homosexuals, heteronormativity and gender-normativity affect everyone.  Lesbian and gay 

male partnerships do not embody the normative ideals of sexuality and sexual behavior.  Yet 

even within these partnerships, normative gender roles may play out, including butch/femme 

relationships and other power dynamics that arguably reinforce patriarchal values.  

Personal Realities 
 
Overall, The L-Word has connected with my informants in very personal ways.  They saw 

themselves in the characters and as a part of the television dialogue and scenery.  They 

experienced in their living rooms and bedrooms what the characters appeared to experience 

onscreen.  For Karen, Nancy, and Paula, this often made the show more endearing, and provided 

moments where they really bonded with the characters. 



 235
Nancy:  Umm, they are outside at a party at Cybill Shepard’s house smoking a joint 
and again it’s a real moment.  And just the kind of moment…they have some moments 
on the show that are just so real and just so…are actual moments that you could 
experience. 
Karen:  Well you couldn’t. 
Nancy:  Well…I could have.  
Paula:  Damn police officer. 
Nancy:  There are just some moments that ring so true, that actually you feel like you 
could have been there.   

 
At another point in their interview, Karen announced one of her favorite scenes, which also 

happened to be one of Nancy’s favorites.  Karen and Nancy had been in a relationship for many 

years, and had experienced many uncomfortable relationship and sexual moments.   

Karen:  I’m going to steal your other favorite moment because it is also my favorite.  
Dana’s, when she had…the female ejaculation situation and she didn’t know what 
happened and she dumped the girl she was sleeping with because she thought she had 
peed on her. 
[group laughs] 
Nancy:  She was embarrassed. 
Karen:  She was embarrassed, she was horrified, she didn’t know what to do with herself.  
It was fabulous. It was completely funny.  It was the most adorable, believable, lovable 
situation.  It was just ignorance.  It was corrected which was good.  But she was so 
vulnerable and I loved that about her.  So cute. 

 
This scene reminded them of situations they had been through and through this scene could look 

back on their relationship and laugh.   

 My informants repeatedly showed personal engagement with the characters and 

storylines portrayed on The L-Word.  They discussed the characters in terms of people they 

knew, as if they might meet that person.  While they showed some interest in the actresses 

playing the roles, they showed more interest in the fictional characters.  It was the women on the 

show that they wanted to meet, become, date, and tell off, as if that person was in their living 

rooms.  My informants did not believe this was reality; rather, their experiences allowed them to 
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see moments of potential reality.  In a sense, they adapted fiction in an effort to personalize 

their media interaction.    

In many ways, my informants connected to these characters through personality traits.  

They saw themselves in these characters, as if they lived the character onscreen and in real life.  

Others saw the women as personal heroes, people possessing characteristics they hoped they too 

could achieve.  They saw friends that they would surround themselves with as well as women 

they wanted to date, or at least have sex with.  Even heterosexual women noted their physical 

attractions to some of The L-Word characters.  While these women lived their attractions to men 

on a daily basis, for one hour each week they could allow themselves to release their hetero-

normative existence.  In addition, my informants, again many of them heterosexual, described 

learning something new about the issues queer women face, and in the process negotiating what 

it means to follow cultural norms about gender, gender roles, and sexuality. 

 This change of perspective, even momentary, is very important.   The constant 

questioning by many of my informants as to whether The L-Word is an accurate representation of 

queer women’s lives and identities immediately becomes of no consequence.  These same 

informants know that the show is fiction, and even when they were angered by the portrayals, 

they know that television portrayals of any lifestyle, subculture, or experience are subjective.  

They understand that dramatic television is entertainment.  Therefore, the accuracy is not what is 

important, rather that the show offers any visibility of queer female identities. 

Personal Knowledge: Mass Knowledge 

At the conclusion of the interview sessions with my informants, I asked one final 

question: Would they recommend The L-Word to friends or family members?  Despite what they 

previously had mentioned about hoping the show would open minds, or that the show had taught 



 237
them something new, many were unwilling to recommend the show.  This was not because 

they all thought the show was poorly done or not a good source of entertainment, but because 

they felt that many people, particularly family members, would not be as accepting of queer 

female identities and lifestyle portrayals.   

Recommendations to friends were much more likely, but usually only if my informants 

felt their friends were receptive enough to accept such portrayals. 

Susan: I want everyone to think these complex characters are interesting whatever.  I 
know the instant I would tell some people, like lesbians, they would be like “Ehhh” – 
guys in particular…I’m going to go watch The Wire.  You know?  I don’t know that they 
would necessarily give it a chance.  So, it’s more intellectual, fun, quirkier friends that I 
would talk to about it. 

 
Mary did not want to hear negative comments about the show or the lifestyles the show portrays.  

It was for this reason that she was hesitant to recommend the show.  Her mother, on the other 

hand, thought that everyone should see the show because it would make viewers have to look at 

people like her, a lesbian. 

Mary:   I would…with anybody accepting. Because just certain people I would.  I just 
know how it…works. 
Lisa:  Why? 
Mary:   Because, because…Because I like the show.  I enjoy the show.  Don’t spoil it for 
me.  And if I know that I’m gonna put you in front of it, and you are going to be like, 
“Ehhh, disgusting, what are they doing?  Who do they think they are?  Acting like men.  
They need a man!”  There are some people who will never get it. 
Lisa:  I think there are different perspectives in that.  Where I would like to say, let them 
look into MY world.  
Mary:   Yeah! 
Lisa: It’s a world that represents me, that I’m happy to say this is a representation of me.   
Mary:  Yeah! 
Lisa:  Look at it.  You can take it for whatever you want, however you choose to accept 
it.   
 

Erica thought the show would be helpful to a recently divorced male, who might get sexual 

satisfaction from seeing two women sexually together.   
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Erica:  I recommended it to one of my customers at work.  He is like in his mid 40s. 
Rebecca:  Why did you? 
Erica:  Umm, he just divorced and we got sort of we got sort-of close and we were kind 
of friendly from dealing with the same customers all the time.  And I said you should 
watch The L-Word.  I was like, you will like it.  I was like, I’m sure you will.  And I was 
like, and I would, you know, I would tease him, there’s girls they sleep together.  You 
know watch it.  So then he starts watching it, and then he would call me, “Oh my god, did 
you see what Helena did? I can’t believe it! Her mom is gonna cut her off!” Like, he is 
like into all the characters now.  And now he is dating this other girl and the girl won’t 
watch it with him. She is like, the girlfriend is like “I’m not watching it!” 

 
In fact, just like many of the male informants I spoke to about the show, he also became more 

interested in the characters, not the lesbian sex.  This is noteworthy because there is a strong 

cultural belief that men will only like The L-Word because it shows intimate, sexual scenes 

between two women.   As is evident in Erica’s situation with her friend as well as with my male 

informants, it is not the sex that keeps them watching, rather, it is a connection to the plot and 

characters.  However, any story or character portrayal done well has the potential to appeal to a 

wide variety of viewers. 

 Recommending the show to family members was more problematic.  My informants 

were adamant about not sharing this show with the majority of their family members.  This was 

particularly true with my informants’ parents.  Since The L-Word incorporates sexual themes into 

the story, my informants were hesitant to watch, discuss, or recommend the show.  Occasionally 

after thinking about the question further they mentioned that they might suggest the show to a 

sibling. 

Rebecca:  What would your family probably say? 
Susan:  First of all my father is a gun-toting Republican.  So, yeah.  I’m a liberal in New 
York now.  And my mom is a kindergarten teacher who has never left the country, who’s 
never been west of the Mississippi for God’s sake.   So it’s, I mean my mom grew up on 
a farm in Ohio.  She would lose her mind.  If she saw two women making out?! My mom 
has never seen two women making out even by accident.  She would never be nasty 
about it and she would never be like…If I came home and told my mom I was gay she 
would love me no matter what.  But… 
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Susan clearly did not feel that her family could handle the lesbian themes on the show, 

particularly because of their politically and socially conservative values.  Erica thought her 

mother would watch the show as long as it was not a sexual scene.   

Erica:  My mother would probably die if she watched lesbian sex…she would probably 
die. 
Rebecca:  All right. What if you showed her a scene, what if it were a non-sex scene? I 
admit that that might be a little much for anybody to have to show their mother. 
Erica:  I don’t know.  She could probably handle it.  She could handle it. 
 

It is likely that Erica’s issue with her mother watching a sexual scene on the show is less about 

the show and more about keeping her sex life private from her mother.  While Erica and others in 

the group think the show should be viewed, they also think that it would make many people 

uncomfortable. 

Rebecca:  Do you think it would be a show that might be helpful to show sort of a 
cultural community? Like it would help those not a part of the community to have a 
better understanding?  Or no? Or do you think that it’s just too outside them? 
Erica:  I don’t know if they would get a better understanding, but I would say they might 
be uncomfortable with it.  It’s such a taboo, and I think that one should see it. 
Andrea:  Right.  Definitely. 
Erica:  You realize we are all human. 

 
Ultimately, to these women, the show should be shared with others but only if they are 

comfortable and accepting of non-heterosexual lifestyles.  Sara had a similar response about her 

father, for as she mentioned earlier, he is a conservative Catholic. 

Sara:  I would recommend it, but obviously it would depend on the, you know...the 
person. 
Rebecca:  Like, what do you mean? 
Sara:  Well I am not recommending it to my dad obviously.  But…I mean and I, even 
though like my mom who is heterosexual still reads you know, whatever, will see 
something that’s gay or whatever you know, and things like that, gay, you know go to 
drag shows whatever, it’s you know, I don’t think she would actually sit and watch a 
regular series, you know like this.  Umm, it’s doubtful.   
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Despite Jenn and Anne’s love of watching the show, they still thought it was trite.  

They emphasized this after Alexis explained that she did not like the representations.   Jenn 

explained that she had recommended the show to people who wanted to understand how gay 

people live, which is also the only reason Stephanie would recommend the show. Again, my 

informants would only recommend the show to people who indicated some sign of acceptance, 

such as curiosity about lesbian communities. 

Rebecca:  Would you recommend this show to a friend or family member? 
Alexis: Nope. 
Anne:  No. 
Rebecca:  Why? 
Anne:  Why bother!? 
Alexis:  Because they would not, if they were straight like – a family member or a 
straight person – like I would be embarrassed.  I would not want them to think that, that 
my life is like, as in, so no.  If it was another gay, if it was another lesbian, and I knew 
that they just wanted to look at hot women that they would like, I would tell them to 
watch it.  But in general no, I’d tell people it was stupid. 
Jenn:  My cousin is straight and watches it.  She watches it because she wants to know 
how gay people live. 
Alexis: Because she’s gay. Who wants to know how gay people live? The only person 
who has ever asked that question is some woman who is coming out. 
Jenn:  I don’t know. 
Alexis: Next she will be asking what you do when you have sex. 
Jenn:  She did ask me that.   
 

I asked the women again if they would recommend it to their families, as they seemed to focus 

strictly on friends and general acquaintances.  

Jenn:  No, I would, if I recommended it. I would tell them that compared to any other TV 
show and how realistic that is to reality and compare it that show to reality and then base 
it off of that. 
Rebecca:  To your family? 
Jenn:  No. I am not out to my family, so I can’t have my family watch it.  I am sure my 
brother would love it. 
Rebecca:  Why would your brother love it? 
Jenn:  It’s full of sex and it’s women. 
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Just like Erica, Jenn also believed that her brother would like the show because it portrays 

women and sex.  Again, there is a cultural assumption that men would only be interested in this 

show for the sexual content. 

 While Stephanie would not recommend the show for its quality, she also believed the 

show had something to explain about queer female identities and issues.  She explained that she 

would only recommend the show if someone did not have any knowledge of lesbian identities, 

but made a point of noting that was only if the person was not from the United States.  She did 

not believe that the show could teach those who were already a part of American culture. 

Rebecca:  Would you recommend the show to a friend or family member? 
Stephanie:  Very much depends on who they are.  I would recommend it…maybe if 
someone had, if someone had just…this is kind of funny to say, but if someone had just 
arrived in this country and they said “My gosh, gay people!  We don’t have them where I 
am from”, you know?  And they just, I think I would recommend it as a way to humanize 
lesbians to someone who was completely unfamiliar with lesbian culture.  Umm…but it 
would really only be as a way to introduce them to the idea that lesbians are people too. 
 

Many informants would not recommend the show, or really even discuss the show, with anyone 

whom they believed to be too conservative or un-accepting.  My informants were adamant, that 

acceptance of these communities would not be gained through depictions in media, despite 

describing validation from queer women being portrayed on The L-Word.  While The L-Word 

may help viewers understand aspects and issues of lesbian and queer female communities, it will 

only do so if the viewer chooses to watch the show, which ultimately means they are already 

accepting of these communities, or at least receptive to the themes.  Therefore, in order for the 

show to be recommended, it had to fulfill multiple criteria.  First, it must show lesbian identities 

in an accurate way, which is dependent upon what the informant deems an accurate portrayal.  

Second, the show needed to provide some new understandings about lesbian identities to a 

mainstream audience.  Third, the show needed to be of a high enough quality to warrant 
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recommendation.  Last, and most important, my informants needed to know that people were 

already accepting of lesbian communities and identities, through either curiosity or personal 

knowledge. 

 Overall, my lesbian-identified informants had the biggest reactions to the show.  Since 

these women are most painfully affected by heteronormativity everyday, they were the most 

vocal about hetero-normative representations and intersections within the plot of the show.  

Visibility of lesbian identities or queer female identities was very important, particularly for my 

female, queer-identified informants. Some informants, like Erica and Jess, found the 

representations of lesbians on the show positive representations because they defied traditional 

stereotypes of the lesbian as masculine.  Many of my informants also really liked the powerful 

portrayals of some of the characters because the characters possessed confidence and stability.  

However, some like Alexis, Jenn, and Anne, really thought The L-Word was a terrible show and 

that it provided false representations of lesbians as hyper-feminine, hyper-sexual, wealthy, 

aggressive women.   

Anne:  Apparently, every lesbian has a power job.  That’s something you don’t see every 
day. Actually, just in general. I’m like I think anybody… 
Alexis: And they are all independently wealthy. 
Anne:  Yeah!  Wow! It’s impressive.  So, I’m glad I’m portrayed like that at least. 

 
Despite their anger over the portrayals, they acknowledged that if there was going to be a 

portrayal at least it is not a negative one. These women know this is entertainment and they 

stated that television is never accurate.  Perhaps the problem here is not in the accuracy of the 

representations to mainstream society, but that the characters on the show do not “look” or “act” 

like these women.   

Rebecca:  So you are glad we are portrayed as rich, but not glad that we are portrayed as 
hypersexual? 
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Anne:  No, we are we are rich, sexual, we are getting our goods on.  We are 
obviously…we have nice houses. They all have nice places, even the apartments. 
Alexis: I don’t think it’s special.  I just think it’s a horrible TV show.  And now that 
there’s a whole gay channel [LOGO] and we have better representation, I don’t think we 
need it anymore. 

 
 One of the most insightful looks into whether or not The L-Word expands acceptance 

came from my interview with Tom and Sophia.  Tom explained that he really liked the show 

because it gave him a lens through which to understand lesbian lives.  He found that the show 

taught him about new issues, particularly issues that as a straight male he would be unlikely to 

encounter.  Some of my informants did not believe that The L-Word provided insight into lesbian 

lives or were angered by the representations of queer/lesbian identities.  Yet Tom, who is 

married, male, and heterosexual, was happy the show offered him a new cultural experience. 

Hence, The L-Word has bridged boundaries, and while the representations will never be 

“accurate”, they are representational on some level.  This is particularly true, because as Tom 

mentioned, a lesbian producer, Ilene Chaiken, created the show primarily for a lesbian audience.   

Tom:   Well, I like to watch it because I am a straight male and it gives me a look at this 
whole world that is totally…I mean other than you know like lesbian friends that I have, I 
am more or less like removed from the whole experience.  And granted, I understand that 
The L-Word is like the first show of its kind, to especially reach the level of comments 
that it has.  And I think it’s really significant in that respect.  I really like it for that 
reason.  I can pretty well imagine that it’s not accurate in many ways or falls short in a lot 
of ways…it’s still a production that I assume is put out by lesbians from their perspective.  
It’s not the best show, but it’s serving an audience that really wants that kind of program, 
and obviously it resonates with a lot of people.  So, I mean yeah, we criticize for where 
it…you know kind of like I’m rooting for it.  I want it to do well, and I want it to be a 
good representation of people in the community, because I would like to learn about it.  
So it upsets me that they are not really doing it as well as they could be. 

 
Tom argued that the show should not be criticized too heavily for its representations.  It is the 

first show of its kind, and we should celebrate its creation and intersections in mainstream media.  

While the show may not be responsible for increasing acceptance and knowledge of lesbian and 



 244
queer female communities, it has increased acceptance, as Tom and others have noted 

throughout this study. However, this increased acceptance was not a result of the show changing 

the minds of heterosexual and hetero-normative audiences.  Rather, the show provided additional 

knowledge to people who chose to watch because of previous cultural acceptance.  This is 

evident not only through my informants’ responses, but also by the marketing of the show, and 

popularity the show achieved through word-of-mouth.  The L-Word did provide – and still does 

provide – media visibility for an under-represented subculture.  Representations will never be 

“accurate” or fulfill everyone’s needs, because characters and storylines are created with 

entertainment in mind.  However, as is seen by my informants’ responses, the characters and 

storylines on The L-Word did reflect characters they could relate to, women they would date or 

sleep with, and issues that they described as true to life.  

My informants found a way to belong, and created and joined collectives of individuals 

who shared some experience of viewing or identity with The L-Word.  Belonging to The L-Word, 

either through viewing and/or through The L-Word online media properties gave many my 

informant’s validation.  In some cases, this validation was an important life force.  Through this 

show, many informants found support, belonging and community, which they often could not 

find during their daily experiences.  The L-Word provided an alternate reality that fulfilled 

personal needs, such as cultural acceptance and awareness, friendships, and community. 
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CHAPTER X 

CONCLUSION: DISCUSSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, EXPANSIONS 

 The L-Word is a culturally groundbreaking show, in its creation and marketing as well as 

for its depictions of non-normative sexual identities among women.  While other scholars have 

considered the representations of sexuality and gender on the show from a textual and content 

perspective, this study explored the ways in which the audience negotiated these same 

representations.  More specifically, this study was concerned with the following questions: What 

different meanings of queer women do audience members construct from the show?  Does The 

L-Word cultivate understanding about difference in society, particularly about sexuality and 

gender?  How are viewers interpreting/negotiating the show in relationship to power dynamics in 

society?  Given the representations and thematic content of The L-Word, the show was an ideal 

lens through which to explore these questions and the broader cultural implications. 

Overall, a show about queer-identified women is a departure from previous television and 

film, and in some ways, The L-Word does follow the trend of showing women’s friendships and 

sexuality on television, such as on Sex in the City and Desperate Housewives.  The female 

characters on the show, while also queer, are presented and negotiated as confident, assertive, 

and “sexual beings”, which in turn gives women of all sexual identifications a “sexual being”.  In 

this way, the show subverts heteronormativity and supports female sexuality.   The L-Word, like 

much of mass media entertainment, also incorporates imagery that reinforces cultural ideologies.  

At times, these have taken the form of stereotypes, which make perceived subcultural 

commonalities visible.  Gender norms are still pervasive throughout the show, particularly 

concerning standards of beauty, femininity, and bodily comportment.  The show also reinforces 

cultural ideologies by highlighting hegemonic institutions like marriage and motherhood, while 
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at the same time politicizing issues like same-sex marriage, same-sex second parent adoption, 

transgenderism and sexual reassignment, sex toys, BDSM (bondage, domination and sado-

masochism), and bisexuality.  In addition, even though there are portrayals of gender queer 

identities and butch/femme partnerships, The L-Word and its negotiation only partially subverts 

gender normative boundaries.  My informants negotiated gender in relation to the show and 

themselves in very specific ways, upholding gender normativity and unconsciously privileging 

the male/female dichotomy.  Yet, their focus remained on the sexual visibility the show 

provided, rather than a new visibility of women.  While the show heralds being a woman and 

loving women, either in tight knit friendships or in intimate contexts, the negotiation of The L-

Word is more concerned with sexuality than with womanhood.  

The representations of identity and sexuality were very important to all of my informants, 

as the representations provided validation through cultural exposure and acceptance.  Media 

representation, for many, indicates social visibility (Chow, 2001; Gross, 2001).  To some, the 

representations were progressive and opposed earlier stereotypes, while others felt that the show 

reinforced “lesbian archetypes”, such as the butch and the athlete (Dyer, 1977; Gever, 2003; 

Stein, 1989).  However, since the show does highlight feminine lesbian archetypes, and the 

“butch” and “athlete” archetypes on the show were few, the stereotype reversal is new, within 

both media and non-media environments.  The feminine portrayals of these lesbian characters 

subvert traditional stereotypes, but not necessarily normative conceptions of femininity and 

performance of normative gender roles and behaviors.   

My lesbian and female bisexual informants felt that the characters did not “look like 

them” and that they were too feminine, even though these new portrayals do not follow 

traditional stereotypes.  These women concluded that the characters were portrayed as beautiful 
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and sexy to appeal more to the masses rather than to overturn previous stereotypes.  

Therefore, despite not liking the stereotypes of “the butch” and “the athlete”, they wanted more 

of these potentially less feminine types of characters included on the show.  This is significant in 

that stereotypes, which carry negative cultural connotations, also include important cultural cues 

that guide communicative engagement (Dyer, 1977).  The more masculine characters, while 

connected to historical representations of lesbians, reminded my informants of a “real lesbian”, 

where a “real lesbian” was a lesbian friend or acquaintance that they might know in their 

everyday lives.  In addition, certain stereotypical characterizations serve as introductions to mass 

audiences.  Viewers with little knowledge of the multiplicity of queer female identities may use 

stereotypical imagery as their initial guide of understanding; however, once these viewers engage 

with the show their understanding deepens.  When my informants applauded the women on the 

show for being portrayed as feminine, and as mothers, wives, and professionals, it was because 

they believed sexuality was subverting gender norms.  However, gender norms were reiterated 

throughout the show and my informants enjoyed these “new” depictions.  In both the 

construction and negotiation of the characters on the show, sexuality was the primary focus.  The 

fact that the show was about women as well was only important in that the viewers saw a gender 

they recognized and/or related.  Thus, the depictions of femininity and performance of 

traditionally female gender roles took a secondary role to sexual visibility. This indicates gender 

norms regarding appearance and social roles are still relatively accepted cross-culturally.  In 

addition, it appears that visibility of the heterosexual/homosexual dichotomy, and the broader 

political and cultural implications are much more important. 

Another indication that The L-Word and its ‘consumers’ privileged sexual identity over a 

show about female identity was in my informants need to discuss the sexual nature of the show.  
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Descriptions of sexual pleasure and power arose regarding much of the sexual content on The 

L-Word.  My informants often described the show as porn because it included explicit sexual 

scenes. However, they also frequently compared the show’s display of sexual content to other 

soap operas and nighttime dramas, but never discussed those shows as pornographic.  Since 

many of my informants described experiencing varying levels of sexual pleasure from The L-

Word, their references to porn appear to relate to their sexual arousal while viewing.  This was 

particularly true among my female informants.  It is important to note here that the marketing of 

“porn” traditionally targets men; however, it is clear that women gain enjoyment as well.  It was 

interesting that those male informants, while initially drawn to what they believed to be the 

sexual or pornographic nature of the show, did not continue to watch the show for the sexual 

content.  They became involved with the characters, and many continued to watch weekly.  This 

opposes what many of my female informants believed as to why men watch the show.  In fact, 

many of my male informants were told to watch the show because of the girl-on-girl sex, and 

many female informants recommended the show to males for the same reason.  Male informants 

did not describe the show as porn (hard-core), as porn does not have a plot.  In addition, many 

found the representations of the women as well as the hyper-sexualization of queer women 

offensive.   

These responses indicate a significant departure from many cultural and scholarly 

conclusions about the interaction of sexual media content and the viewer.  Many have argued 

that the gazer of female erotic content is primarily, if not always, male, and that power resides in 

that gaze (Brownmiller, 1984; Foucault, 1978; Grosz, 1994; Mulvey, 1977).  However, it is clear 

that many female informants enjoyed the sexual desire and pleasure they gained from gazing at 

these female characters.  They described empowerment and sexual freedom, not only through 
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discussing the show, but also from the show’s cultural production.  The L-Word as a cultural 

text, was produced from a position of subcultural power, where creators and many of the writers 

are queer-identified women, and queer-identified women are arguably the primary audience. 

However, viewing of the show occurs across boundaries of sex, gender, and sexual orientation.  

Power is reciprocal; the creation and airing of the show resists dominant norms, and the viewers’ 

negotiation of the sexual content and derived pleasures subverts hegemonic value systems.  and 

the show. 

The L-Word also made my informants question many traditional assumptions and social 

definitions about sex and sexuality, which again highlights the heterosexual/homosexual 

dichotomy.  Many straight female informants found themselves sexually drawn to the characters, 

and noted that they were “hot” and “gorgeous”.  Some went as far as to define their sexuality as 

partially non-heterosexual, even when in a heterosexual partnership.  This supports previous 

scholarly conclusions that sexual and gendered lines are blurred and not static categories of 

identity (Butler, 1990, 1993; Grosz, 1994; Kirsch, 2001).  However, as my informants practices 

have indicated, they will not “perform” these partial identities outside of the safety of a fictional 

program, The L-Word.  Media, in this case, has offered not only a fictional escape from reality 

(Ang, 1985; Brown, 2004; Radway, 1983), but also a space to negotiate sexual boundaries and 

bypass the constraints of normative sexual behaviors.  These women choose because of 

heterosexual desires or because of social norms, to live and perform a heterosexual identity.  

While these viewers were able to negotiate their sexual identities through media, they were not 

willing to do so within their everyday lives.  This indicates that these women may feel 

constrained by patriarchal power structures and sexual regulation (Bordo, 1997; Calhoun, 1997; 
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Rubin, 1990; Wittig, 1995), and performing a hetero-normative lifestyle is simply easier, and 

that there are no other options than to live within the heterosexual/homosexual dichotomy.   

Informants who described feeling threatened by characters with unclear sexualities also 

make the cultural pervasiveness of the heterosexual/homosexual dichotomy evident. When the 

sexual identity of one of the characters was not recognizable, they found it intimidating.  This 

was also true with characters that were bisexual, as they were seen as too fluid and indecisive.  

Ultimately, because they could not commit to one gender/sex or the other, they were a threat to 

the heterosexual/homosexual dichotomy.  Similar issues arise with heterosexuals and non-

normative sexualities.  Culturally, it is necessary to be able to “read” sexuality, so that 

subsequent interactional behavior is appropriate.  This is also true with gender, where 

androgynous and trans identities are threats to the male/female gender/sex dichotomy.  The 

continued upholding of gender and sexual dichotomies raises issues about overall definitions of 

gender and sexual identity as well as understandings of gender within G/L/B/T/Q/Q/I 

communities.   

 “Queer” Identity 

When discussing “queer” throughout this study, there has been an acknowledgment that 

this term is an academic usage of the word indicating gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, queer, 

questioning, intersex, and other non-normative sexual identities.  However, the usage of this term 

became problematic in the current academic definition, because “queer” is also indicative of 

itself, as noted above, causing potential erasure of identities and assumptions about community.  

In addition, “queer” has different meanings culturally, politically, and academically.   

Using queer as a term to conflate non-normative sexualities into one community poses 

two problems.  The first problem is the all-encompassing nature of the term.  One of the primary 
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goals of queer theory was to erode the heterosexual/homosexual dichotomy; however, the 

term really only expanded the homosexual dichotomy, which created a heterosexual/queer 

dichotomy still focused on sexual identity.  The theoretical definition of the word includes 

transgender, bisexual, and intersex identities, which do not necessarily perform non-normative 

sexualities.  Transgender and intersex individuals may be, and often do, heterosexually identify; 

gender is what is in question.  Bisexual identified individuals also may more readily choose a 

heterosexual partnership.  In this way, the term queer begins to erase the visibility and politics of 

these identities.  Each of the identities under the “queer” umbrella faces different cultural power 

dynamics and norms, which need to be acknowledged when discussing sexual and/or gender 

identity. 

The second problem is that “queer” presupposes a singular, whole community, where all 

identifications that are outside of the norm are openly accepted.  However, as noted throughout 

this study, that is simply not the case.  Heterosexual/homosexual and male/female dichotomies 

are still clearly existent and important in cultural negotiation.  Among my informants, there was 

not a common understanding or acceptability of gender reassignment or transgenderism, nor was 

there acceptance of bisexual and fluid queer identities.   Just as argued by Butler (1990, 1993, 

1995), gender, sex, and sexuality, while separate distinctions, are rarely made culturally separate.  

The conceptualization of gender as a direct association of physical anatomy is not merely a 

hetero-normative construction.  Many believe that sexual anatomy is naturally inherent, and 

perform some or all of the appropriate attachments to gender norms.  Gender attaches to sex 

within other socio-sexual communities, privileging the construction and wholeness of the 

physical body.  For my informants, heterosexual or homosexual partnerships were acceptable as 

long as the gender/sex of the individuals was clear and biologically natural.  In addition, 
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performance of masculine and feminine identities on the show, while argued to be 

stereotypical, still provided viewers comfort, because gender identity was apparent.  Both 

heterosexual and queer (GLBTTQQI) viewers upheld this dichotomy, which shows that gender 

norms, regardless of sexual orientation, occur in and amongst all social communities.  Those that 

fall outside of the dichotomy, such as bisexual or queer, are a disruption to the dichotomy, and a 

threat to sexuality and subcultural norms.  

Queer also does not have a universal meaning.  Where academia has one definition, my 

informants used the term to define not only their sexuality, but also their gender and their 

political identifications.  Outside of the academy, queer is not used as an overarching term, rather 

it implies a certain amount of fluidity; be it gender or sexuality.  In some cases, queer is a 

political identification where queer is used as a statement of political and cultural solidarity with 

non-normative sexualities and genders.  These non-academic uses of the word have opened the 

door to new interwoven communities, in ways that the academic uses of the term have not. 

Communities build through necessity.  Socially this means that communities are defined 

through common identification, such as race or sexual orientation.  Definition of media 

communities occurs through the commonality of viewership or media interaction.  However, my 

informants described varying ways of belonging to the show, not just that they were a 

community of viewers and L-Word consumers.  They found acceptance and validation from a 

mediated format.  Those on the margins of established cultural communities found that this show 

gave them a place to belong.  Heterosexually-identified women could explore their sexual desires 

and pleasures as well as identities.  Bisexual women and transgendered individuals, often not 

accepted openly in gay, lesbian, or heterosexual communities, also found this show provided 

community.  Heterosexual males commented that a show like this offered a window into a 
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subculture and with it new knowledges.  Here they could belong to a community where 

otherwise they would have been culturally excluded.  In other words, where acceptance and 

community did not exist culturally “in the real world”, they knew it was available from this 

fictional environment.  Since The L-Word fulfills so many needs for these viewers, and therefore 

a belonging to a community, there is a need for acceptance in and among “identity” communities 

outside of fiction.   

While understanding the varying elements and potential “readings” of a text is very 

important, they will never provide conclusions about viewer interactions and negotiations.  It is 

from these audience negotiations that larger cultural implications become apparent.  Through 

their construction of the show, issues regarding visibility and acceptance of gender, sexuality, 

and sex were highlighted.  While clearly viewers gained new understandings about sexual and 

gender identities and the surrounding political and cultural issues, the negotiation of these 

identities in relation to cultural power dynamics was more problematic.   

Culturally as well as academically, sexual and gender dichotomies are still evident and 

reinforced.  This is particularly important when discussing “queer” identities, as academically the 

word queer is meant as a destabilizing and inclusive term, when in actuality it reinforces and 

privileges sexual dichotomies, and erases visibilities and politics.  Concerns about gender and its 

relationship to biological sex and sexuality conflate under this umbrella term, when really each 

facet of identity needs to be addressed separately and inter-culturally.  In an effort to destabilize 

the categories of sexuality, queer theory reinforces the opposition of heterosexual and 

homosexual, dismissing those in the middle or on the fringes of the web of sexual and/or gender 

identities.  This makes the academic usage of the word queer problematic on its face.  Perhaps 

the answer simply lies in reexamining the definitions of “queer” and not privileging sexuality 
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within the umbrella.  However, it is arguably more complicated than that, and perhaps 

“queer” is no longer an academically viable word.   

 

In both its production and its reception, The L-Word proves that queer acceptability 

exists.  As this show was marketed in major metropolitan areas via billboard and transit 

advertising, media publicity in newspapers and magazines, and on Showtime itself, it is quite 

possible that many people are aware of the show, beyond those that are able or choose to watch.  

As the show continues to air or be viewed, on Showtime, LOGO, DVD, or the Internet, new 

communities will continue to develop, perhaps bridging additional understandings. This provides 

additional opportunities to expand this study and to continue examine these negotiations. 

While the show was primarily created for a lesbian audience, in order for The L-Word to 

survive it needed to have broader cultural appeal.  In the end, The L-Word created a space of 

subversion, and an environment that stirred new conversations, new communities, and new 

cultural understandings.  The show also offered a lens, which highlighted the cultural importance 

of gender and its relationship to sex and sexuality.  This goes far beyond media consumption; it 

speaks to the core of cultural norms and disrupts academic understandings of queerness.  The 

implications of this are threefold.  First, since the show opened new dialogues and offered new 

visibilities, it is quite possible that there will be an increase of sexual and/or gender identities in 

media, particularly television, due to audience demand and socio-economic access.  Second, 

given the importance placed on cultural dichotomies, it is necessary to explore further the ways 

in which these dichotomies are constructed.  However, this can only be accomplished if gender, 

sex, and sexuality are examined as separate as well as interwoven identities.  These facets of 

identity are not linear continuums; rather they are a part of an intricate matrix of identity markers 
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intertwined with powerful hegemonic values.  Lastly, that “queer” in its current academic 

usage is misleading; conflating that which is not the hetero-norm into an all inclusive, accepting 

fluid identity and community.  Disciplines that examine gender and sexuality need to be aware of 

not only the differences of identity, but also the terms in which they use to describe identity.     
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ENDNOTES 

1 My usage of queer is to be inclusive of all non-hetero-normative sexual and gender 
identifications.  I follow Jagose’s (1996) definition of queer as “those gestures or analytical 
models which dramatize incoherencies in the allegedly stable relations between chromosomal 
sex, gender, and sexual desire” (p. 3). 
 

2 Butler, (1995p. 63). 

3 I follow Judith Butler’s argument that gender and sex are social constructions, and 
through reiterative practices are absorbed into each other.  Both are fictitious creations to which 
we have no linguistic access.  For more on Butler’s discussion of the problems of the gender/sex 
distinction see Bodies That Matter (1993). 
 

4 I use this term to combine the biological sex and the social gender into one, as 
historically both the biological and social uses of the terms sex and gender inform our current 
understandings of each.  It also follows Butler’s use of the gender/sex distinctions and 
commonalities. 
 

5 Examples of the metaphor of women and hysteria include Gilman’s (1899) The Yellow 
Wallpaper and Putnam Jacobi’s (1888) Hysteria and Other Neurological Papers. 
 

6 Martin is citing a 1981 World Health Organization report that defined menopause in 
this manner.   
 

7 Lacan follows Freud regarding the psychological process of sexual difference.  
Specifically, how pre-pubescent children learn sexual difference and gender roles through their 
connection to the sexes of the parents. 
 

8 Behaviors and attributes associated with gender include clothing, beauty practice, 
displays of emotion, and bodily comportment.  Names, colors, and motherhood also create 
gender difference.  
 

9 Examples include Bar/Bat Mitzvah, First Communion, Debutante Balls, and Proms. 

10 Examples include bride versus groom, the cultural practice of courting, and the woman 
taking the man’s last name. 
 

11 For further discussion in these areas, see Brownmiller (1984), Bartky (1993), and 

others. 

12 Emphasis Butler’s. 
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13 Other influential psychoanalysts include Ulrichs and Krafft-Ebbings.  Both  influenced 
the writing of Freud and Kinsey. 
 

14 The term ‘gay’ was nineteenth century slang for a woman of loose morals (Jagose, 
1998, p. 72). 
 

15 Butch is a hetero-normative label for homosexual/bisexual women.  It implies the 
woman is similar to a man in dress and mannerisms.  Femme is a hetero-normative label for 
homosexual/bisexual women who have a very feminine persona, including dress, mannerisms, 
and beauty products.  The queer community has appropriated both terms.   
 

16 Androgyny implies a lack of definable gender, not in the biological sense, but in the 
cultural sense.  One who is androgynous does not follow hetero-normative ideals of male and 
female roles and behaviors. 
 

17 Primetime is the highest viewed daypart according to A.C. Nielsen. 

18 See Martha Gever’s book, Entertaining Lesbians, for a long discussion on this topic. 

19 The Rainbow Coalition was a group focused on equality for all minority groups, but 
most specifically racial minorities.   
 

20 The number of viewers is based upon subscriber information only, and does not 
include viewers who are not subscribers.  Showtime has not released the ratings for the third 
season as of the writing of this study. 
 

21 I conducted informant interviews the summer after the fourth season, so it had been a 
number of months since The L-Word had aired.  For more information on my interview process, 
please see Chapter VII. 
 

22 Sweep periods occur four times a year, usually during September – the beginning of 
the new season; November – new shows before holiday programming begins; February – new 
episodes after holiday programming ends; and May – the end of the season.   
 

23 Appearances by music groups and musicians include Russell Simmons of DefJam 
Records, Heart, Sleater-Kinney, and the B-52’s.  Popular celebrities include, Roseanna Arquette, 
Camryn Manheim, Alan Cumming, Billie Jean King, Ariana Huffington, and Gloria Steinem. 
 

24 Fan fiction is written by avid viewers of a show, and creates new storylines and new 
character interactions.  Often fan fiction is more subversive than the show itself.   
 

25 The highlights presented here are from my own viewings of the show and from 
information gained about The L-Word from Sho.com. 
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26 For additional information on this study see Kern (2007) “The L-Word Media 
Coverage: A Textual Analysis of Queer Female Representations and Themes in Print”. 
 

27 “The L-Word Documentary”, which is included in the bonus features on the third 
season DVD, talks to viewers in Philadelphia, Los Angeles, and Salt Lake City.  Viewers discuss 
coming-out stories, where and with whom they watch the show, their relationships, and what the 
show means to them and the LGBT community.  Other bonus features offered on the first 
through third season DVDs have included actor biographies, online fan mail about the show, and 
how the actors and producers have defined the show. 
 

28 Radhakrishnan uses the term ethnic to describe all minorities in this instance. 

29 For more information on the Telecommunications Act of 1996 and the specifics on 
media ownership, please refer to the full text document on the Federal Communication 
Commission’s website:  http://www.fcc.gov/telecom.html. 
 

30 The Rainbow Coalition, a group begun by the Reverend Jesse Jackson, created the 
rainbow flag.  Originally created to represent support of diversity for all minority groups, the 
symbol has been appropriated by the GLBT community.  It is now a well-known and accepted 
emblem of GLBT inclusion.   
 

31 Women are paid $0.75 to every dollar made by men on average.  For more information 
on average median incomes by occupation and sex, see the 2000 U.S. Census special report, 
“Evidence From Census 2000 About Earnings by Detailed Occupation for Men and Women”, 
pages 12-16. http://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/censr-15.pdf 
 

32 For more information on the studies conducted by Harris Interactive about the GLBT 
market go to the following link: http://www.harrisinteractive.com/services/glbt.asp 
 

33 Here, postmodern refers to an area of feminism that focuses on the cultural 
intersections of identity.  This feminist framework closely aligns with poststructuralist traditions 
in media studies. 
 

34 A recent book titled “Reading The L-Word: Outing Contemporary Television” (I.B. 
Tauris: 2006) includes many textual readings and character/production interviews of the show.  
Moore is only one example.  
 

35 Gaydar is a cultural term referring to how well an individual can determine if another 
person is gay. 
 

36 Cross dresser is not technically a term synonymous with transgender, despite its 
cultural usage.  Cross dressers do not see themselves born into the wrong gender/sex; rather they 
enjoy performing elements of the opposite gender/sex through appearance.   
 

http://www.fcc.gov/telecom.html
http://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/censr-15.pdf
http://www.harrisinteractive.com/services/glbt.asp
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37 I use lesbian lifestyles here in quotes to note that the lifestyles portrayed on the show 
are not necessarily indicative of all lesbian or queer female identities and sexual practices.  
However, discussions about “The Chart” made interesting cultural connections.  

 
38 The three pronged test developed by the US Supreme Court after Miller vs. California 

states that speech is obscene if it meets the following three criteria: “(1) an average person, 
applying contemporary community standards, must find that the material, as a whole, appeals to 
the prurient interest (i.e. material having a tendency to excite lustful thoughts); (2) the material 
must depict or describe, in a patently offensive way, sexual conduct specifically defined by 
applicable law; (3) the material, taken as a whole, must lack serious literary, artistic, political, or 
scientific value” (http://www.fcc.gov/eb/oip/). 
 

39 The three factors the FCC uses to determine if broadcast material is “patently 
offensive” includes: (1) whether the description or depiction is explicit of graphic; (2) whether 
the material dwells on or repeats at length descriptions or depictions of sexual or excretory 
organs; (3) whether the material appears to pander or is used to titillate or shock 
(http://www.fcc.gov/eb/oip/). 
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APPENDIX A 

CONSENT FORMS 

 
 Permission to Audiotape 
 
Principal Investigator: Fabienne Darling Wolfe, Ph.D. 
Student Investigator:  Rebecca Kern                                               
Department: MMC Doctoral 
Project Title: Queer Female Representation and Meaning Making: Reading and Reception of 
Showtime’s The L-Word 
 
 
Subject:                                      Date:                
Log #:                         
 
I give                                             permission to audiotape me.  This audiotape will be used only 
for the following purpose (s): accuracy of data 
 
RESEARCH 
 
This audiotape will be used as a part of a research project at Temple University.  I have already 
given written consent for my participation in this research project.  At no time will my name be 
used.   
 
                                                                   
WHEN WILL I BE AUDIOTAPED? 
 
I agree to be audiotaped during the time period:                  
to               . 
 
HOW LONG WILL THE TAPES BE USED? 
 
I give my permission for these tapes to be used from:             
to               . 
 
Data will be stored for three (3) years after completion of the study. 
 
 
WHAT IF I CHANGE MY MIND? 
 
I understand that I can withdraw my permission at any time.  Upon my request, the audiotape(s) 
will no longer be used.   
 



 283
 
 
Audiotape Permission Cont’d 
 
Project Title: Queer Female Representation and Meaning Making: Reading and Reception of 
Showtime’s The L-Word 
Principal Investigator: Fabienne Darling Wolfe, Ph.D. 
Student Investigator:  Rebecca Kern                                               
Department: MMC Doctoral 
 
OTHER 
 
I understand that I will not be paid for being audiotaped or for the use of the audiotapes. 
 
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION 
 
If I want more information about the audiotape(s), or if I have questions or concerns at any time, 
I can contact: 
 
Principal Investigator's Name: Fabienne Darling-Wolf                                            
Student Investigator: Rebecca Kern 
Department: MMC                              
Institution: Temple University                                   
Street Address: 2020 N. 13th Street                               
City: Philadelphia  State: PA  
Zip Code: 19122  USA 
 
Phone: (Office) 215-204-2077                                         
 
This form will be placed in my records and a copy will be kept by the person(s) named above.  A 
copy will be given to me. 
 
 Please print 
Subject's Name:                                                   
 
Date:                         
 
Address:                                                          
                                                         
Phone:                             
 
                                                     
Subject's Signature     Date 
 
                                                                    
Witness Signature          Date 
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Study Consent Form 
 
TITLE: Queer Female Representation and Meaning Making: Reading and Reception of 
Showtime’s The L-Word 
 
Principal Investigator: Fabienne Darling Wolf, Ph.D. 
Student Investigator:  Rebecca Kern                                               
Department: MMC Doctoral 
 
 
 
I am currently engaged in a study examining viewer perceptions of The L-Word on Showtime Networks and 
perceptions of queer women in society.  Each participant in the study will be interviewed twice.  In two separate 
interview sessions, I will ask you several questions about your viewing of the show and some demographic 
information.  The sessions are at your convenience and at a quiet location of your choosing. 
 
The data you will provide will be recorded anonymously and your participation and anything you say during the 
session will be held in the strictest confidence.  I will be audio recording the interviews for accuracy of participant 
answers, but no names will be attached to the voices. Each interview will last approximately two hours. 
 
I welcome questions about this discussion at any time.  Your participation in this study is on voluntary basis, and 
you may refuse to participate at any time without consequence or prejudice.  You will not be compensated for your 
participation in this study. 
 
Questions about this study may be directed toward the Principal Investigator: Fabienne Darling Wolf, Assistant 
Professor, MMC, Temple University, 2020 N.13th Street, Philadelphia, PA, 19122, (215) 204-2077.  Questions 
about your rights as a research subject may be directed to Mr. Richard Throm, Office of the Vice President for 
Research, Institutional Review Board, Temple University, 3400 N. Broad Street, Philadelphia, PA, 19140, (215) 
707-8757. 
 
Signing your name below indicates that you have read and understand the contents of this Consent Form and that 
you agree to take part in this study.   
 
 
     
_______________________________________________________________ 
Participant's Signature       Date  
 
 
 
_______________________________________________________________  
Student Investigator's Signature      Date 
 
 
 

 

 

 



 285
 

APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Group Interview Questions – First Interview Session 

Demographics (asked of each respondent in group) 

What is your age? 

How would you define your race? 

Your gender? 

How would you define your sexual orientation? 

What is your occupation? 

Do you have any religious affiliation? 

 

General Viewer Questions – asked as a group 

How do all of you know each other? 

How did you hear about the show? 

Where do you watch the show? Do you always watch the show at the same place? 

How often do you watch The L-Word together? 

How long have you watched The L-Word together? 

Do any of you ever watch the show alone? 

Do people talk during the show?  

Do people talk after the show?  

What do you talk about and for how long? 

Do others ever join the group? Tell me about them. 
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Viewer Connections – asked as a group 

Why do you like to watch the show?  

What is your favorite thing about the show?  

What makes this show ‘special’?  

How to you think it differs from other TV shows?  Or does it? 

Can you describe for me an episode that was particularly memorable for you?  What do you 

remember about it?  Why was it memorable?  

What do you like about the episode?  

Who is your favorite character?  Why do you like him/her? 

Who is your least favorite character?  Why do you dislike them? 

In your opinion, what season was the best season so far?  What do you like about that season?  

What storyline did you like?  What did you like about it? 

Any episodes or storylines you did not like, were upset about, or disappointed with?  Why? 

Would you recommend the show to a friend or family member?  Why? 

  

Final General Demographic Questions 

What area of the country do you currently live or where are you originally from? 

How long have you lived in your current location?  

(If less than a year) Where did you live before your current address 

Do you have any questions for me?  Any other comments you would like to share or things you 

would like to discuss 

Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedules to answer my questions. 
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Group Individuals – Second Interview Session Questions 

Demographics   

How old are you? 

How would you define your gender? 

Your race? 

How would you define your sexual orientation/preference? 

What is your occupation? 

Do you have any religious affiliation? 

 

General Viewer Questions  

How did you hear about the show? 

I know you watch the show in a group, and you tend to watch the show at….., but are there any 

other places you have watched the show? 

Do you enjoy watching with other people? 

Have you personally watched The L-Word for a while? 

Viewer Connections  

I remember the group stated they like to watch the show because of XXX.  Why do you like to 

watch the show?  

What is your favorite thing about the show?  

What makes this show ‘special’ to you?  

Can you describe for me an episode that was particularly memorable for you opposed to the 

group?  What do you remember about it?  Why was it memorable?  
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What do you like about the episode?  

The group had specific characters the liked and disliked.  Tell me more about your favorite and 

least favorite character. 

Have you watched the show since we talked last?  What happened on the show?  Describe any 

additional thoughts you have on what you viewed. 

Were there any comments made during the group interviews that you did not agree with?  Tell 

me about them. 

Besides members of your group, whom else do you discuss the how with and where? 

 

Final General Demographic Questions 

What area of the country do you currently live or where are you originally from? 

How long have you lived in your current location?  

(If less than a year) Where did you live before your current address? 

 

Do you have any questions for me?  Any other comments you would like to share or things you 

would like to discuss? 

 

Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedules to answer my questions. 
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Individual Respondent Questions – First Interview Session 

Demographics  

What is your age? 

How would you define your race? 

Your gender? 

How would you define your sexual orientation? 

What is your occupation? 

Do you have any religious affiliation? 

 

General Viewer Questions  

How did you hear about the show? 

Where do you watch the show? Do you always watch the show at the same place? 

How often do you watch The L-Word? 

How long have you watched The L-Word ? 

Do you ever watch the show with others?  Tell me about them. 

Do people talk to you, or do you talk to others during the show?  What do you talk about? 

Do you talk to other people about the show? What do you discuss? 

Viewer Connections  

Why do you like to watch the show? 

Who is your favorite character?  Why do you like them? 

Who is your least favorite character?  Why do you dislike them? 

What is your favorite episode?  What do you like about the episode? 
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What is your favorite season?  What do you like about it? 

What storyline did you like?  What did you like about it? 

Any episodes or storylines you did not like?  How come? 

 

Do you think this show is different or unique?  How so? 

Would you recommend the show to a friend or family member? Why? 

  

Final General Demographic Questions 

What area of the country do you currently live or where are you originally from? 

How long have you lived in your current location?  

(If less than a year) Where did you live before your current address? 

 

Do you have any questions for me?  Any other comments you would like to share or things you 

would like to discuss? 

 

Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedules to answer my questions. 
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Individual Respondent Questions – Second Interview Session 

Demographics   

How old are you? 

How would you define your gender? 

Your race? 

How would you define your sexual orientation/preference? 

What is your occupation? 

Do you have any religious affiliation? 

 

General Viewer Questions  

You mentioned last time that you watched the show at XXXX.  Are there any additional places 

you enjoy (or do not enjoy)?  Tell me about them. 

Has your frequency of viewing the how changed since we spoke last? 

Describe the person who first introduced you to the show?  (if by a person) 

When did you first find out about the show?  (if not a person) 

When do you talk about the show and with whom?  Where? 

Viewer Connections  

You mentioned before you liked XXXX about the show.  What else would you like to share 

about why you like the show. 

You said that xxxx is your favorite character?  Tell me more about why you like them? 

Tell me more about why you like xxxx the least. 

Do you have any other episodes you liked that you did not mention before? 
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Is there anything else you would like to share with me on why you watch the show? 

Final General Demographic Questions 

What area of the country do you currently live or where are you originally from? 

How long have you lived in your current location?  

(If less than a year) Where did you live before your current address? 

 

Do you have any questions for me?  Any other comments you would like to share or things you 

would like to discuss? 

 

Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedules to answer my questions. 
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APPENDIX C 

BACKGROUND OF MY INFORMANTS 

Jenn is a 27-year-old self-identified lesbian and she is defines her race as Armenian.  She 

grew up in Armenia until age 10 and then moved with her family to Los Angeles.  She recently 

finished medical school in Philadelphia and she currently is a physician.  Her religious affiliation 

is Eastern Christian Orthodox, but she is non-practicing. She currently resides in Philadelphia 

with her partner Alexis. Alexis is a 30-year-old self-identified lesbian.  She defines her race as 

Caucasian hippie, because she sees race as a funny word. She currently works as an elementary 

school art teacher, but previously taught French.  Her religious affiliation is Jewish.  She 

currently resides in Philadelphia, but she grew up in Maryland. Anne, Jenn and Alexis’ 

roommate, is 30 years old and a self-identified “big fat lesbian”.  She defines her race as 

Caucasian, and is an installation coordinator for a graphics company.  She has no religious 

affiliation.  Anne grew up in Southern New Jersey, and currently resides in Philadelphia in Jenn 

and Alexis’ house.  All three have watched the show on DVD and on Showtime.  They gathered 

for L-Word sessions on weekends to catch up on missed seasons, and then began watching on 

Sunday nights.  Alexis usually falls asleep, and she admitted she stopped watching the show.  

Jenn and Anne never miss the show. 

Keith defines his race as white/Caucasian and is a 26-year-old self-identified homosexual 

male.  He is currently working as a pharmacy technician.  He is a practicing Roman Catholic.  

He was born in Philadelphia, and he now resides in Southern New Jersey with his parents.  He is 

“out”39 to his friends and family, but he does not discuss his lifestyle with them.  Keith watched 
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the first episode of the show, but quickly lost interest.  He prefers Sex in the City and Queer as 

Folk.   

Sandra and Liz have been dating for the past three and a half years. Sandra is 31 years old 

and Liz is 48 years old, both are self-defined lesbians.  Sandra defines her race as 

white/Caucasian and Liz defines as African American and Chinese.  Sandra is a student and 

professor at a local university.  Liz is a fleet service agent for an airline. Neither woman has any 

religious affiliation. Sandra grew up in Vermont, and lived in Nova Scotia to attend graduate 

school before coming to Philadelphia.  Liz grew up in Philadelphia, but also lived in New Jersey 

briefly.  She lived in San Francisco as a young adult during the anti-Vietnam War movement and 

the peace movement of the late 1960s. Sandra and Liz currently reside together in Philadelphia 

and watch the show in their living room and bedroom. They have always watched the show on 

DVD when they receive it from Sandra’s sister, so they have only seen it through the third 

season. 

Rachel is currently a graduate student. She is 27 years old and self defines as a white, 

heterosexual female.  She has no religious affiliation, but was raised Catholic because her mother 

used to be a nun.  She grew up in Southern New Jersey, but she has also resided in Syracuse, 

New York while attending graduate school.  She currently lives in Philadelphia with her 

boyfriend.  Rachel watches the show at Sophie and Jason’s house on DVD, and at the time of 

this interview had only seen through the third season. 

Stephanie is a 30-year-old female who says she is 99.9% straight, but later qualified 

herself as 99% straight.  She defines her race as Caucasian, and is a graduate student and a 

college professor.  She was raised Catholic and Presbyterian, but now is an agnostic bordering on 
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Atheist.  She grew up in Colorado, but she has lived in England, and Ithaca, New York. 

Stephanie usually watched the show in her living room.  She watched the DVD of the entire first 

season, she thinks, but has not seen an episode since.  She is a much bigger fan of Queer as Folk.   

Mary, 23 years old, and her mother Lisa, 46, live in Philadelphia.  Mary is a self-defined 

heterosexual female, while her mother Lisa self-defined as a strong female who is attracted to 

other women.  Mary defines her race as black, and she is currently an undergraduate student at 

Temple University. Lisa defines her race as a mix of races and ethnicities.  She is currently a 

duty manager for US Airways and previously was a professional singer.  Neither woman has any 

religious affiliation, but do believe in a higher being. Lisa occasionally attends church with her 

friends.  Lisa was born in Jamaica, and she has lived in Israel, Germany, England, and Ireland.  

Mary was born in England and lived with her mom in Ireland.  Lisa and Mary watch The L-Word 

on Showtime on Sunday evenings together in their living room; however, Lisa’s mother (Mary’s 

grandmother) is frequently at their house so then Lisa watches alone in her bedroom.  Mary will 

entertain her grandmother while her mother watches the show. She then must catch up on the 

missed episode through Showtime reruns and On Demand. 

Susan is 32 years old, and self-defines as straight with bisexual tendencies.  She was born 

in Pennsylvania and moved away as soon as she was able after high school to attend Boston 

University.  She transferred to NYU shortly thereafter. She defines her race as white and Native 

American.  Susan is currently working as a legal counselor in New York City.  She was raised a 

Presbyterian and still practices on occasion.  She is good friends with Karen, Paula, and Nancy.  

Susan was a hard-core viewer for a while, but has stopped watching, particularly because her 

boyfriend does not like the show. 
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Meghan is a 54-year-old self-defined bisexual.  She defines her race as white, but 

discusses her ethnicity as Eastern European/Eurasian.  She currently works as a journalist and a 

college professor.  Her religious affiliation is Unitarian.  Meghan was born in New York City, 

but has also lived in Pennsylvania, Michigan, California, Washington state, and Taiwan. She 

currently lives in Maryland.  Meghan watched the show alone and with different friends and 

lovers, but she has only seen the majority of the first two seasons.   

Emily is a 35-year-old self-identified lesbian who defined her race as honky, which she 

then clarified with white.  She is currently a PhD student as well as an adjunct professor.  Her 

religious affiliation is Buddhist.  Emily was born, and she lived all her life, in Oklahoma. She has 

lived in Philadelphia for the past year and a half.  She watches the show at home, always by 

herself.  Since she rents the show from Netflix, she has not yet seen season four, which was due 

out later in 2007. 

Sara, John, and Caroline are all friends in Brooklyn, New York City.  Sara and Caroline 

frequently watch The L-Word together and they have seen almost every episode to date.  

Caroline has managed to get John, her boyfriend, interested in watching it at home; however, he 

has only seen the first and part of the second seasons.  Sara is a 30-year-old self-defined 

Caucasian mixed, queer female, who grew up in Alabama.  She was born in California, but she 

has also lived in Cleveland, Ohio and Boston, Massachusetts.  Sara currently works in 

advertising as a talent consultant.  She defines as a spiritual person with leanings towards 

Buddhism and pagan traditions; however, she was raised a Catholic.  Caroline is a 27-year-old 

self-defined African American heterosexual female who works as a research assistant for an 

ophthalmologist’s lab.  She grew up in San Diego and lived in Northern California before 
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coming to New York City.  Caroline does not have any religious affiliation and says she faith 

hopped as a child. She has been dating John for the past year and a half.  John is a 26-year-old 

self-defined heterosexual male.  He is currently a bartender and a manager at the local 

neighborhood hangout where they all met.  John grew up in southeastern Pennsylvania and 

moved to New York three and half years ago.  John has no religious affiliation. 

Paula, Nancy and Karen are best friends in New York City who regularly watch the show 

together, usually at Paula’s apartment.  Paula self-defines as a 37-year-old white, straight female.  

She works as a lawyer in New York City.  Karen, who has worked with Paula for many years, 

self-defines as a 32-year-old predominantly white (three quarters French and one quarter Native 

American), gay female.  Her partner of nine years, Nancy, defines as a 45-year-old, white 

lesbian.  Nancy and Karen were both raised Catholic, but neither woman still practices.  Paula is 

a practicing atheist.  Nancy is a NYPD police sergeant and Karen is a corporate grunt, paper 

pusher, and videographer, primarily in law firms. The women are avid watchers of The L-Word, 

and rarely miss an episode.  All three women spoke fondly of their summer plans to go to Fire 

Island, New York on weekends.  

Debra, a retired professor, self-defines as a white lesbian/heterosexual.  She states 

heterosexual because she has lived some of her life as a heterosexual woman and she is a mother.  

She would not state her age except to say she was born in 1941, which at the time of the 

interview would make her 68.  Debra is currently retired, but also defines as a writer and an 

author.  She has no religious affiliation.  She has watched the show for the past two years with 

her partner at home.  For the first two seasons, she ordered The L-Word on Netflix and watched 

back-to-back episodes, and then began watching on Showtime weekly.  Debra is originally from 
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Great Britain, but now lives in the suburbs of Philadelphia.  She has also lived in Georgia, 

Florida, California, Texas, and upstate New York. 

Tamara and Nina, good friends of Sara, Caroline, and John, are roommates living in 

Brooklyn, New York.  Tamara self defines as a 27-year-old straight female, who defines her race 

as white and her religion as reformed Judaism.  She currently works in retail.  Tamara was born 

and raised in Baltimore, Maryland.  Nina self defines as a 28-year-old white, female bisexual.  

She is currently an administrative assistant, but previously worked as a professional dominatrix 

and a phone sex operator.   She is a non-practicing Catholic.  Nina was born and raised in New 

York City.  While they have never seen the show together – Tamara saw The L-Word during its 

first season at her old apartment and Nina watched with her ex-boyfriend at home – they 

frequently discuss the show together.   

Sophia and Tom have been married for a year and live in Center City Philadelphia, they 

watch the show with Rachel.  Sophia self defines as a 29-year-old white, American female who 

is “pretty straight”.  Tom is a self-defined 31-year-old Caucasian straight male.   She works as a 

midwife, and he works for UPS.  Both loosely attend Quaker meetings, but they are not members 

of the religion.  Sophia grew up in New Jersey and Tom grew up in Chicago.  Both lived in 

California at different points in their lives.  Since they watch the show on DVD through Netflix 

they have only seen episodes through the third season, as the DVDs are always one season 

behind.  They enjoy watching the show together so they can discuss the show later and while it is 

airing. 

Erica, Andrea, Jess, and Beth have watched The L-Word together on occasion, but more 

frequently Erica watches with Andrea in Erica’s living room, and Jess and her girlfriend Beth 
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watch at their apartment.  The four women are friends and discuss the show often, and Jess, 

Beth, and Erica used to be neighbors. Interestingly, Andrea introduced Erica to Beth and Jess. 

Erica self defines as a 26-year-old Caucasian, bisexual female, with no religious affiliation.  

Andrea self defines as a 36-year-old white, bisexual female.  She also has no religious affiliation.  

They normally watch the show together on Sunday nights; however, they viewed the first season 

on DVD over a few weekends.  Erica works in shipping logistics and Andrea is a psychologist. 

Erica and Andrea were both born and raised in Southern New Jersey.  Jess defines as a 25-year-

old white, lesbian female, and Beth defines as a 23-year-old Caucasian lesbian female.  Neither 

has any specific religious affiliation, but Jess defined as agnostic.  Jess and Beth watch on 

Showtime now, but purchased the DVDs of the previous seasons to catch up on the missed 

episodes before the fourth season began.  Jess is a software engineer and she grew up in Southern 

California.  Beth is a student and she also grew up in Southern New Jersey. 

Jason and Maggie are a married couple who moved to Philadelphia from New York City 

so that Maggie could attend graduate school. They have been married for four and a half years.  

Jason self defines as a 32-year-old, Caucasian male.  He responded to the sexual orientation self-

definition question with “Ahhh, what a question!”, but then settled on straight.  He stated he is a 

cultural Catholic rather than a faithful one, because Boston Irish Catholicism is “a big part of the 

culture”.  He works in computer graphics in New York City.  Maggie self defines as a 36-year-

old white, Caucasian, straight female.  She was raised a non-denominational Christian, but is 

now a devout agnostic.  She mentioned that she has many faiths in her family, including Muslim, 

Judaism, and Catholicism.  Maggie has a great affinity for soap opera dramas, while Jason is a 

huge sports fan.  They only watched the first episode together, but Maggie is an avid viewer.  
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Occasionally Jason will catch a few minutes of an episode as he passes through the living room.  

They rent the DVDs from Netflix.  Jason grew up outside of Boston and then moved to New 

York for college.  He has lived in many neighborhoods in the Brooklyn borough.  Maggie grew 

up in the suburbs of Chicago and lived in Providence during college.  After college she moved to 

New York City, she has lived in Brooklyn and Manhattan. 

Veronica and Lauren live together in Philadelphia in Veronica’s house.  They have been 

dating for around two years.  Veronica self defines as a 29-year-old, white lesbian.  She was 

raised a Catholic, but no longer practices.  She has worked as a bartender for many years.  

Lauren states she is a 31-year-old white lesbian who is now a spiritual Catholic despite being 

raised Catholic.  She currently works as a ramp service agent for US Airways.  They sometimes 

watch the show on Showtime on Sunday nights and if they miss a weekly episode, they catch up 

by watching the episode on Showtime on Demand.  Veronica has also bought the DVDs of the 

first two seasons and lamented about how she has to get the DVDs of seasons three and four.  

Both women were born in or near Philadelphia.  Veronica also lived in New Jersey for eight 

years, and Lauren lived in Nebraska for four years. 

Seth self-defines as 32-year-old white, “Caucasian if you will” male.  He also noted that 

he is culturally Jewish.  He states his gender is male, but he qualifies his gender with his sexual 

orientation of “trannie39 fag”.  As a self-defined trannie fag, he explains that he is not 

gay/straight/bisexual; rather, he loves women and other male-identified “trannie fellas”.  Seth is 

a server/waiter/manager in the restaurant industry.  He also defines his religious affiliation as 

very Jewish, and while not practicing, does “recognize the world from a Jewish perspective”.  

Seth watched the third season with other people, a “crazy bunch of dykes” in Philadelphia who 
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subscribed to Showtime.  He watched the fourth season alone in his apartment on Showtime 

every week, either on Sunday or during its rerun that week.  Seth grew up in northeastern 

suburban Ohio and attended college in Binghamton, New York.  He has also lived in Portland, 

Oregon and San Francisco. 

George is a self-defined 62-year-old straight married Black, male.  When asked to define 

his race and gender, George was the only informant who gave a lengthy explanation of the Black 

male identity deteriorating with the younger generations.  In particular he noted that young Black 

males have lost the values of their community, and no longer support each other.  George is now 

retired; however, he was a security guard at a Philadelphia university for many years.  George 

grew up and raised a family in Philadelphia.   
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