


Glee and New Directions for Social Change



YOUTH, MEDIA, & CULTURE SERIES

Volume 3 

Series Editor

Shirley R. Steinberg, University of Calgary, Canada

Editorial Board

Giuliana Cucinelli, Concordia University, Montreal, Canada
Rhonda Hammer, UCLA, USA
Mark Helmsing, Michigan State University, USA
Brian Johnson, Bloomburg University, PA, USA
Pepi Leistyna, University of Massachusetts, Boston, USA 

Scope

Taking the notion of critical youth studies, this series features top scholars in critical 
media and youth studies. Coupling edgy topics with a critical theoretical lens, 
volumes explore the impact of media and culture on youth … and the impact of  
youth on media and culture.



Glee and New Directions for Social Change

Edited by

Brian C. Johnson
Bloomsburg University, Bloomsburg, USA

and

Daniel K. Faill
Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles, USA



A C.I.P. record for this book is available from the Library of Congress. 

ISBN: 978-94-6209-903-6 (paperback)
ISBN: 978-94-6209-904-3 (hardback)
ISBN: 978-94-6209-905-0 (e-book)

Published by: Sense Publishers, 
P.O. Box 21858,
3001 AW Rotterdam,
The Netherlands 
https://www.sensepublishers.com/

Printed on acid-free paper 

All Rights Reserved © 2015 Sense Publishers 

No part of this work may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted 
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, microfilming, 
recording or otherwise, without written permission from the Publisher, with the 
exception of any material supplied specifically for the purpose of being entered and 
executed on a computer system, for exclusive use by the purchaser of the work.

https://www.sensepublishers.com/


(Brian)

To Darlene: You have been in my corner cheering me on for many years, and I am 
so grateful that you taught me how to believe in myself. I continue to be amazed by 
your love. To think, you “made” me watch that first episode of Glee after you binge 
watched the first season during a weekend of paperwork. You knew what a treasure 
trove the show was and helped me make the right decision to become a huge Gleek! 

Dan: It was your wisdom that led to this collaboration. Having seen you use this 
show as a tool to teach student leaders about the importance of making people matter 
rather than marginalizing them inspired me very deeply. I am so glad that our paths 
crossed. I am honored to call you my friend and brother.

(Dan) 

To my children, Riley and Carter, who are way too young right now to comprehend 
the contents of this book: Your laughter and love bring purpose to me every day. It 
is my hope that the society you grow up in has taken notes from what this book has 
set the stage for, and that you continue to grow up inquisitive and challenging social 
norms in order to live in a better world. To my family: Thank you for all of your 
support, love, encouragement and crazy. To my fraternity: Thank you for showing me 
how to be a fraternity man through our values of Truth, Temperance and Tolerance. 
To the Loyola Marymount University SLD staff and Ignatian Leadership Institute: 
Thank you for giving me the tools to comprehend and articulate the need for positive 
social change. To the CAMPUSPEAK family: Thank you for training me on the hard 
conversations and providing me the opportunities to travel the country to challenge 
and broaden the minds of students. 

To my co-conspirator Brian: Your passion for pop culture, willingness to have the 
hard conversations and encouragement to put our ideas in a book are an inspiration 
to me. Please keep doing what you do.
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INTRODUCTION

Changing the World through a TV Series (Dan’s Story)

The Journey

I remember when Glee premiered right after the Super Bowl, and I must admit I 
was skeptical at first, but I knew this series was going to be something special as 
soon as Finn and Rachel belted the Journey hit “Don’t Stop Believin’”. I loved the 
dynamic the show created between the ‘in crowd’ and the ‘outcasts’, mostly because 
it brought me back to my days in high school when I wanted nothing more than to 
fit it with the cool kids, or at least my construct of what cool kids were at the time. 
Glee took on the hard issues in a way that blended pop culture and music with social 
justice issues that sometimes go unnoticed, or seen and no one cares or confronts 
the issue.

Fast-forward to the end of season one, specifically the episode “Theatricality” 
(S1:E20). As someone who works in higher education and teaches courses on the 
concepts of change and social justice, this was the pièce de résistance. I was literally 
in tears during Burt Hummel’s diatribe on the microaggressions Finn Hudson was 
saying to Kurt, Burt’s gay son. From this point on, I was hooked. I firmly believed 
in Glee’s ability to facilitate controversial conversations during primetime, and I 
became confident in the show’s platform to illustrate positive social change.

“Loser Like Me”

After conversations with several other Gleeks who work in higher education, I began 
to see how there is a bit of Sue and Schue in each of us. We all have the potential 
to make others “matter” or to push them to the margins. Sue’s humor and delivery 
of her crass remarks and telling everyone “that’s the way Sue sees it” seem to make 
it OK to say what she thinks, with no concern of repercussions. Sue marginalizes 
others in an effort to make herself and those she cares about appear to matter. On 
the other hand Mr. Schue cares for everyone, almost taking remarks personally and 
defending those Sue offends. He wants to make sure his students know they matter. 
By endorsing self-worth in his students, Schue empowers his students to use their 
voices to stand up for what they believe in and stand up for each other. The dynamic 
of mattering and marginality plays itself out in countless interpersonal relationships 
and organizations – which made me think, how do effective groups function? How 
do effective leaders lead? Do they include? Or seclude? Do they build others up by 
investing in them? Or do they break others down in an effort to create in their own 
image? These are the persistent questions of mattering versus marginality.
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Mr. Schue always did his best to ensure that people felt like they mattered in 
glee club. He always took others’ opinions into account and dealt with difficult 
personalities, especially Coach Sue. Mr. Schuester made it his job to make sure 
every voice mattered, so that no voice was the only voice of the glee club. Coach 
Sue on the other hand belittled others and made sure her group of cheerleaders, the 
Cheerios, kept the standard high school status quo of “popular” and “unpopular.” The 
social caste hierarchy of high school would not be challenged under Sue Sylvester’s 
tenure, until a jock took a leap of faith and joined the glee club. From there the rest, 
as they say, is history.

All of this led me to believe that how you treat people is paramount to your success 
as a leader, and helping people see their own potential is one of the most important 
aspects. Sometimes it happens from having hard conversations with those we care 
about, or confronting someone when they make a mistake, or taking initiative to help 
someone in need. How we include or seclude is how we are perceived as a leader, 
and as a person.

Think back to season one when Kurt was being teased and bullied by the athletes, 
which was pretty often. Finn, who was quarterback of the team and leader of the 
glee club, did nothing. When Kurt’s dad found out, he was angry with Finn for not 
standing up for Kurt when he needed him most. Later in the episode Kurt was being 
bullied in the halls again by a couple of athletes, when all of a sudden Finn comes 
out, dressed head to toe in a make-shift red shower curtain Lady Gaga outfit, telling 
them to knock it off and not hurt Kurt. Karofsky and Azimio laughed and mocked 
Finn, calling him a freak; but that didn’t phase him. The other members of the glee 
club stood with Finn, all dressed in their Gaga and KISS costumes. Mr. Schue sees 
this and congratulates the team on being so close with each other (S1:E20).

Finn had the capacity to affect change and stand for those being marginalized. 
Finn risked his status as a popular kid to show others that everyone matters. As a 
leader, you may not have to dress up in red latex like Lady Gaga to make your point, 
but you will have to stand up for what is right and serve others. In the end, will you 
marginalize or make people matter?

“Don’t Stop Believin’”

This project is the result of an initial presentation that Brian and I developed for 
an undergraduate leadership conference. Our first session, “Gleedership: Are You a 
Sue or a Schue?” was standing room only, and we knew we had something special, 
a topic something that people were attracted to and wanted to talk about. Several 
months later Brian and I saw each other again at a pop culture and diversity training 
workshop, where we both mentioned how fun the session was; and then we began 
to entertain what if scenarios. What if we turned this conference workshop into 
something more? What if there are others that also share our passion for pop culture 
and its ability to address social change and societal issues? What if there were other 
academics that also believed in Glee’s ability to affect social change and would be 



INTRODUCTION

xi

interested in collaborating on an article? What if it was more than just an article? 
Thus the idea for this text was born. It is our hope that, much like the show itself, 
this book not only continues conversations on creating directions for social change, 
but sparks new ones as well.

ESSAYS IN THIS BOOK

In the fall of 2009, the Fox network took a bold step in their primetime lineup. 
Borrowing from the success of reality music performance shows like its own 
American Idol, the network introduced us to the students at McKinley High School, 
a fictional high school in Lima, OH, and home to the glee club known as the New 
Directions. The group is made up of freaks and geeks who draw wrath and ire for 
being “different.” The cool kids, i.e., the jocks and cheerleaders, are hell bent on 
making life difficult for the kids in glee club. Yet, because of the determination of 
Mr. Will Schuester, the glee club advisor, along with a few great songs, Glee has 
brought a new tone of inclusion to modern television and direct parallels can be seen 
between the experiences of the McKinley High show choir members and what is 
happening in contemporary society. Glee has shown the importance of examining 
the intersections of pop culture and social issues.

Written to be accessible and useful for college students and popular culture 
scholars alike, this multi-authored text features chapters written by scholars in the 
humanities and social sciences. Authors were asked to provide critical analyses of 
the show, its characters, and/or its overall usefulness as a commentary on social 
issues. The show’s content regularly deals with such social issues as bullying, 
sexuality, interpersonal communication, conflict resolution, and family relations—
topics that readily promote critical exploration. The editors of this manuscript take 
seriously the idea that popular entertainment is a cultural phenomenon and a way 
to understand social issues in America and, therefore, this text invites readers to 
examine the intersections between media, society, and the individual.

Perhaps atypical for a text of this nature, this collection of essays opens with 
a narrative of an experimental research report designed to test how the music 
and narrative of the show impacts viewers’ attitudes and beliefs. Overall, results 
showed that Glee narratives which display uplifting stories about individuals who 
are stigmatized for being overweight/obese or pregnant teenagers/teen mothers, 
with or without music performance segments, positively predicted feelings of 
elevation. Additionally, feelings of elevation significantly predict increased 
positive attitudes toward the stigmatized group featured and behavioral intentions 
to help the stigmatized group. The results of this study set the framework for 
examination of this musical television show’s treatment of contemporary social 
issues. 

Over its five seasons, Glee has depicted various forms of bullying including social 
ostracism, cyber-bullying, physical threats and violence, and the terrible psychological 
cost for offenders, victims, and bystanders. More than any other issue, in its earlier 
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seasons, the producers and writers of Glee addressed the topic of bullying. The glee 
club members were regularly taunted and socially outcast. They were targeted for 
numerous reasons by the popular kids: sexuality, weight, race, clothing styles, and more. 
In the first and second seasons, New Directions members were physically assaulted 
and beaten up and lived in constant fear of having icy beverages thrown in their faces.  
In Chapter 2, the author reports on a content analysis of social media comments made 
by fans of the show regarding the show’s treatment of “slushie facials”. Chapter 3 
addresses major and minor characters who served as bystanders to these social acts 
of aggression. This chapter examines what role Glee characters’ multiple identities 
play in their actions as bystanders. These performances of multiple identities and as 
bystanders can serve as important cues in a culture struggling to understand the new 
face of bullying.

For a while in popular media, the buzz surrounding Glee focused on its bold 
portrayals of gay and lesbian characters and issues. The show was both panned 
and celebrated for giving characters like Kurt, Blaine, and Santana such important 
places in the show. The next several essays focus attention of how the writers and 
actors turned national conversation regarding matters of sexual orientation. Chapter 
4 explores how the show can be pivotal in the social identity development of teens 
in high school. It speaks to the heteronormative opposition, in this case, the bullies 
Azimio and Karofsky, and the institutionalized system of power as represented by 
Principal Figgins, and how they continually plague the Glee club member’s attempts 
to represent their identity through theatrical representation.  However, this dogged 
determination to normalize the Glee club members only spurs them on, in order to 
create new systems of fluid and multi-dimensional identities, as evidenced by Tina 
and Finn’s transformations throughout the episodes. These new systems of identity 
forged by the glee club students stands in stark contrast to the fixed stagnant normative 
ideas of identity that Butler criticizes in her argument concerning identity politics. 
Arguing both support for and criticism of the show’s portrayals of gay characters 
and relationships, Chapter 5 challenges Kurt and Blaine’s desires to get married 
following heteronormative relationship models. The author argues that the current 
nature of the television series’ sexual politics has undermined its original message 
of diversity and exceptionality regarding gay teen sexual identities to encourage 
social normalization.  Where the show once promoted expressions of gay sexual 
identities outside of dominant social structures, the series’ current focus privileges 
establishing gay teen narratives situated in homonormative aspirations.  Through a 
close analysis of characters’ Kurt Hummel and Blaine Anderson’s relationship, both 
throughout the show and in larger socio-historical contexts of marriage equality, it 
is argued that Glee has abandoned its message of social awareness and change to 
reinforce a need for public recognition and acceptance through assimilation into 
heteronormative institutions.

Perhaps in contrast to the previous essay, Chapter 6 reflects on how, as a medium, 
Glee allows gay male youth the opportunity to see their own needs and desires 
reflected—most often by Kurt and Blaine. This chapter argues that Kurt’s  and 



INTRODUCTION

xiii

Blaine’s relationship provides gay youth with a different sexual script, one that is 
outside of the non-committal, frequent sexual experiences norm typically portrayed 
in media.  Instead, the complexities of mature gay relationships are displayed, 
encouraging consciousness of self, commitment, and congruence, which are all 
hallmarks of social change.

Situated at the intersections of representations of gender and sexual orientation, the 
seventh essay examines representations of femininity of four diverse characters from 
Glee: Sue Sylvester, Coach Beiste, Santana Lopez, and Wade “Unique” Adams. While 
Glee has often privileged gay male sensibility and aesthetics and glorified culturally 
normative feminine aesthetics and heterosexual relationships, these four characters 
offer new and different possibilities for the performances of femininity on primetime 
television. Using queer and feminist theories, the author reads these four characters as 
challenging traditional feminine aesthetics and relational styles. Feminine characters 
that defy traditional heterosexist logics of femininity and heterosexuality are rare, 
but when these diverse performances are embodied by television personalities and 
consumed by a mass audience, these alternative representations of femininity disrupt 
sexist and heterosexist media systems that attempt to limit women’s expressions. 
The diverse representations of femininity do the work of social justice by providing 
alternative models for feminine performances, imbued with agency and possibility. 
In some ways, the subject of identity is problematized and “solved” within the space 
of a particular episode.

In the essay “Glee  and ‘Born This Way’: Therapeutic and Postracial Rhetoric”, 
the author investigates how media has shifted to proclaim the beauty of difference 
and the need for individuals to embrace their supposed flaws including Lady Gaga’s 
anthemic “Born This Way” wherein she proclaims that everyone – “black, white, 
beige, Chola descent” – is beautiful in their own way. Easily the most popular of 
the texts borne from this period, Gaga’s approach is reflective of a shift to personal 
empowerment over an engagement with structural issues and ushers in what is 
functionally the “born this way” moment wherein personal empowerment is seen 
as the corrective to intolerance. Through an analysis of the episode’s visual and 
verbal rhetorics, the author explores three keys ways in which Glee depoliticizes 
issues of race: a) making all oppressions equal, b) engaging in therapeutic talk 
that places the racialized on the therapy couch, and c) presence through absence. 
The essay suggests Glee’s approach serves to mask inequality in the status quo to 
argue that we are all one and the same and thus foreclose social change. The next 
chapter continues the discussion of problematic identity development. This chapter 
is concerned less with questions of such quality and more with the complexities 
of queer representation it has potentialized. The aim is to engage the contentious 
issue of LGBTQ representation on Glee by identifying moments in which the show 
has exhibited self-awareness of the representational problematics, specifically by 
focusing on the character of Kurt Hummel and the non-assimilable queerness he 
comes to represent. 



INTRODUCTION

xiv

Chapter 10 examines the show’s discourse around issues of ability/disability. 
The show’s portrayal of disability parallels recurring patterns of problematic 
representations in popular media that are articulated to audiences under the guise 
of diversity and progressiveness. Informed by disability studies, this essay offers 
a critical analysis that seeks to uncover the discursive mechanisms by which the 
disabled body is re-enforced, contested, and potentially re-imagined in new 
directions for social change

The content of the show often is reflective of real-life beyond the screen. Because 
of  tragedies such as school shootings and even the death of one of its own stars, 
McKinley High School students have had to come to terms with the fleeting nature 
of mortality. In the next several chapters, the authors examine the students’ search 
for meaning in life and death. Chapter 11 examines two such episodes where death 
is the main subject. In the episode “Grilled Cheesus” all of the New Directioners are 
struggling to discover what they believe and find meaning in the scary tragedy of 
Burt Hummel’s heart attack.  All of the students, teachers, and staff--including Sue 
Sylvester--journey through a significant spiritual quest asking meaningful questions 
and sorting through beliefs and the challenging concepts of faith.  In the episode 
“The Quarterback” the entire cast pays tribute to the incomprehensible loss of Finn 
Hudson and again the search for meaning continues in the face of life-altering 
heartbreak. This chapter walks through the characters own questions of how to move 
forward while celebrating the life of one who inspired you as a critical component 
of spiritual formation and the search for meaning. Through the stages of grief the 
search for meaning begins with the simple yet complicated question: Why? 

Chapter 12, titled “On My Our Way: Gay Suicidal Logics and Queer Survival” 
digs into season three’s fourteenth episode, “On My Way,” wherein Dave Korofsky 
attempts to kill himself after being outed as gay and seemingly bullied, has cultural 
implications that exceed merely garnering social awareness of gay teen suicide. 
Rather, this chapter argues the episode works to reify a long established history of 
“gay suicidal logic,” wherein mainstream discourse has work to make gay suicide a 
narrative convention that makes sense. While “On My Way” falls short of directly 
challenging several long-established narrative patterns that operate to naturalize 
gay teen suicide, the show sets forth a complicating and complex discourse of 
queer kinship; how different lives are constructed as grievable, how specific sexual 
relations are privileged, and to whom we, as an audience, are asked to identify with 
as “our” own—one of “us.” The rash of school shootings in American high schools 
became fodder for the show’s producers and in Chapter 13, the episode “Shooting 
Star” of Glee highlights the unfortunate reality of school shootings, but not in a 
manner that attempted to explain why shootings happen, nor how to prevent them, 
but rather from a perspective of using inclusiveness and community as a means to 
bring people together. Viewers witnessed many examples of how individuals create 
inclusiveness and communities, and ultimately places where individuals feel like 
they are cared about as members of the group. This feeling of membership creates 
a bond of love, and when faced with a challenging situation, the member feels 
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secure knowing that there is a support system for them. Too often in today’s society, 
individuals go without being recognized by others, or are not included in a group or 
community, leaving that person to feel alone in the world, and unsure of how to react 
when faced with adversity. Perhaps one of the most important episodes in its latest 
seasons, Chapter 14 takes a look at the “Swan Song” of actor Cory Monteith, whose 
death is a devastating loss for the actors, writers, and producers as well as the series 
itself. In the episode, titled “The Quarterback,” Glee offers its characters and viewers 
the means to memorialize Finn by celebrating his life in and through song. This can 
be considered Glee’s most difficult and rewarding performance—providing an outlet 
for grief that could otherwise leave the characters and viewers in stasis, unable to 
move on. Glee’s convincing performance is in its proposal of a new approach to 
grief-work, a means for addressing and combatting loss. In “The Quarterback,” Glee 
introduces the possibilities of grief-work, performed in the dynamic combination of 
song, dance, and speech acts.

The final chapters help to round out understanding about the role of the show 
in helping audiences to understand social justice more broadly. Most of these 
conversations focus on race, gender, sexual orientation and religion. What about 
the experiences of those who may be overweight as a matter of inclusion? The 
essay, “Defying Gravity: Are Glee’s Fat-Bottomed Girls Helping Us Rise Above Fat 
Stereotypes?” posits that while a diverse cast is de rigueur nowadays, overweight 
women are still routinely passed up for leading roles and asked to reprise a handful of 
supporting roles, which, even at their best, are one-dimensional, tired depictions that 
do little to change the public’s perception of fat women. In the midst of a grim sea 
of sameness, the hit series Glee appeared to offer a beacon of hope. Perhaps it was 
the island-of-misfit-toys feel of the show or the creative team’s willingness to take 
on controversial issues that made it seem like fertile ground to begin to problematize 
the archetypal portrayal of overweight women. Characters like Lauren Zizes and 
Mercedes Jones hinted at a promise to eschew the stereotypes and maybe serve up a 
fresh alternative to the clichéd identities to which heavy women are circumscribed 
on the screen. The question is: Did they deliver?

The final essay brings our original concept of mattering versus marginality full 
circle. Our first conversation about this show centered on the disparate methods 
employed by the main adult leaders, Mr. Schuester and Miss Sylvester. It is very clear 
that the show values the roles of teachers, parents, and other adults in the shaping of 
young minds. In the concluding chapter, the author challenges the representation of 
the guidance counselor, Miss Pillsbury, in the ways she supports students’ learning 
about social justice. Miss Pillsbury is one of the most lovable characters on Glee.  Her 
cluelessness as a high school guidance counselor offers much comic relief to counter 
some of the more serious topics taken on by the show’s writers. Unfortunately, this 
is the one aspect of the show that does some of the greatest disservice to Glee’s 
mostly millennial generation audience.  The role of a guidance counselor is key in 
assisting students in their educational journey, especially as it pertains to advocating 
for social justice.  This article presents some suggestions to Glee writers on how they 
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could further strengthen its advocacy for a just and equal society by adopting a more 
reciprocal and transformational leadership style for Miss Pillsbury.

Like the show itself, the essays in this book invite fans of the show and even casual 
viewers to question important societal issues. Following the lives of these characters, 
we are challenged to care about the human beings—not the categories to which they 
may belong—who are often within arms’ reach of us at any given moment. At the 
core, this show offers viewers an opportunity to look within themselves, question 
beliefs and behaviors, and ultimately decide to make a positive difference in the lives 
of others. That is the goal of social change.

GLEEK OUT!
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B. C. Johnson & D. K. Faill (Eds.), Glee and New Directions for Social Change, 3–15. 
© 2015 Sense Publishers. All rights reserved.

DREW SHADE, KEUNYEONG KIM, EUN-HWA JUNG & 
MARY BETH OLIVER

1. USING THE “NEW DIRECTIONS” TO MOVE MEDIA
VIEWERS IN THE RIGHT DIRECTIONS

Examining the Effects of Glee Narratives on Attitudes and Behavioral 
Intentions towards Stigmatized Groups

Great concern exists about the marginalization of stigmatized groups in the United 
States (Link & Phelan, 2013). Stigma involves the severe social disapproval of 
a person based solely on possession of unique features or characteristics that set 
them apart from others in society (Goffman, 1990). Numerous negative outcomes 
are associated with stigma, including stereotyping, neglect, devalued social identity, 
discrimination, and prejudice (Miller & Kaiser, 2001). According to Allport (1954), 
prejudice can be defined simply as “thinking ill of others without sufficient warrant” 
(p. 6). This definition includes the two essential components needed to understand 
the concept. Those components are a judgment that is unfounded (otherwise known 
as a belief), and the tone or feeling associated with that judgment (or an attitude). 
When people act out on their prejudicial attitudes and beliefs, the results can include 
discrimination, avoidance, physical attacks, and even extermination (Dixon, Levine, 
Reicher, & Durrheim, 2012; Ford, 2013).

Although negative media depictions of stigmatized groups can serve to exacerbate 
or create social stigma, new research has shown that, in some cases, media have 
the ability to reduce negative perceptions (Gapinski, Schwartz, & Brownell, 2006; 
Teachman, Gapinski, Brownell, Rawlins, & Jeyaram, 2003) and improve attitudes 
toward stigmatized groups (Ramasubramanian, 2007; Swift et al., 2013). To expand 
this line of inquiry into the context of entertainment television that deals with a 
range of social issues, the musical-dramedy program Glee was selected as the focus 
of our research, as it is consistently viewed as a “progressive turn in television 
representation” (Meyer & Wood, 2013, p. 446). Specifically, we conducted a social 
scientific experiment to investigate whether narratives from Glee, that feature the 
struggles of stigmatized characters paired with musical performance, have the 
ability to improve attitudes toward stigmatized groups through feelings of elevation. 
Elevation is defined as “a warm, uplifting feeling that people experience when they 
see unexpected acts of human goodness, kindness, and compassion. [that] makes a 
person want to help others and to become a better person himself or herself” (Haidt, 
2000, p. 1-2). Since elevation is an emotional state (Haidt, 2000), we reasoned 
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that musical performance may be able to raise levels of elevation due to increased 
emotional understanding, or accurate comprehension of the emotions that are 
intended to be communicated (Juslin, 2000; Juslin & Laukka, 2003), thus resulting 
in more pronounced effects.

This study extends and contributes to prior media effects research and scholarly 
understanding of the impact of Glee in at least two ways. First, given that media 
psychology has only recently begin to explore the emotional response of elevation 
(Oliver, Hartmann, & Woolley, 2012), this study extends this line of research by 
analyzing the influence of elevation on attitudes and behavioral intentions toward 
stigmatized groups in the context of Glee narratives. Second, the effects of music 
and musical performance, especially in terms of the vocal expression of emotion, 
are vastly understudied (Scherer, 1995). Consequently, this study was conducted 
to help fill this gap in understanding and to investigate the impact of Glee given its 
widespread reach to a large audience (Wood & Baughman, 2012).

THE EFFECTS OF ELEVATION AND MUSIC ON ATTITUDES 
AND BEHAVIORAL INTENTIONS

Elevation has been characterized as a meaningful affective state that is a response 
to seeing exemplary acts of virtue or moral good and that often result in heightened 
altruistic motivations. Elevation is also characterized by mixed affect, similar to 
feelings of bittersweet emotions, in which a person experiences both happiness and 
sadness at the same time (Haidt, 2003). Additionally, elevated individuals typically 
also report experiencing physical responses, including warm or “tingling feelings” 
in their chest, after watching media content containing depiction of humanity and 
its better nature (Haidt, Algoe, Meijer, & Tam, 2002). Media studies have found 
that consuming meaningful media that depict moral virtues (e.g., kindness and 
compassion) stimulates feelings of elevation signified by mixed affectation and 
physical reactions, as well as heightened motivations to exemplify the moral virtues 
by being better people or helping others (Oliver, Hartmann, et al., 2012).

Because elevation is conceptualized as an emotional state (Haidt, 2000), prior 
research (Juslin, 2000; Juslin & Laukka, 2003) implies that music and musical 
performance may be able to raise levels of elevation due to increased emotional 
understanding as noted previously (Juslin & Laukka, 2003). This reasoning is 
based on the idea that music often does more than just express emotions; music 
also produces emotions (Scherer & Zentner, 2001). Music is an important part of 
almost any media viewing experience, and some scholars argue that music may be 
the most efficient way of expressing emotions via media (Kalinak, 2010). Within 
the context of television, music contributes to the establishment of a general mood, 
which allows for a viewing experience that involves emotions that are both deep 
and sincere (Cohen, 2001). Music often serves several functions in this televisual 
context, including: (1) directing attention to the most important features on the 
screen; (2) inducing mood; (3) communicating meaning and furthering the narrative; 
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(4) causing the viewer to become integrated within the program through memory 
recall; and (5) heightening the sense of absorption into or reality of the program by 
“augmenting arousal and increasing attention” (Cohen, 2001, p. 259).

Several studies have shown that musical performance has a strong influence on 
emotional expression and can communicate emotions such as sadness, fear, anger 
and happiness (see Juslin, 2000; Juslin & Laukka, 2003). A review of 41 studies 
on musical performance found that there is often great accuracy in terms of the 
emotions that the communicator intended to relay and what emotional understanding 
took place on behalf of the receiver (Juslin & Laukka, 2003). To ascertain the 
impact of musical performance and emotional understanding, Gotell, Brown, and 
Ekman (2007) looked at the impact of singing and background music on dementia 
patients’ emotions and moods. Gotell et al. (2007) found that singing enhanced 
positive emotions, sincerity, and intimacy in caregiver-patient interactions. Based 
on the research reviewed here and the desired aims of this study, we proposed the 
following hypothesis regarding the relationship between uplifting stories and the 
musical performances featured in Glee narratives:

H1: Glee narratives featuring the struggles of stigmatized characters will be more 
effective at inducing feelings of elevation when the content is presented with a 
musical performance as opposed to no musical performance.

Positive emotions, such as empathy, have been found to influence attitudes toward 
stigmatized groups in a favorable manner (Teachman et al., 2003). Similarly, prior 
research has shown that feelings of elevation are associated with changes in attitudes 
toward others (Haidt et al., 2002). As such, we proposed our second hypothesis:

H2: Feelings of elevation elicited from Glee narratives will lead to favorable 
attitudes toward the featured stigmatized groups.

Previous research has shown that feelings of elevation have the potential to motivate 
people to perform positive behaviors in general (Oliver, Hartmann, et al., 2012), 
and toward stigmatized or oppressed groups in particular. For example, Freeman, 
Aquino, and McFerranm (2009) reported that feelings of elevation served to mitigate 
the negative effects of social dominance on White’s contributions to a charitable 
organization assisting African Americans. With this research we mind, we proposed 
the following hypothesis:

H3: Feelings of elevation elicited from Glee narratives will result in positive 
behavioral intentions toward the featured stigmatized groups.

While the previous hypothesis proposed that feelings of elevation will lead to specific 
behavioral intentions, the final hypothesis examined whether favorable attitudes, 
as opposed to elevation alone, would lead to specific behavioral intentions. Batson 
et al. (1997) reported positive associations between favorable attitudes toward a 
stigmatized group and intentions to behave in a way that was beneficial for that 
group (Batson et al., 1997). Likewise, Oliver, Dillard, Bae, and Tamul (2012) found 
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that favorable attitudes toward stigmatized groups elicited by narrative-formatted 
news stories led to heightened prosocial behavioral intentions toward the group 
as well as to actual behaviors such seeking more information about them (Oliver, 
Dillard, et al., 2012). Based on these results, we proposed our final hypothesis:

H4: Favorable attitudes toward stigmatized groups will be positively associated 
with intentions to perform behaviors that are beneficial to those groups.

METHOD

Study Design and Participants

The present study employed an experimental design using six video clips that 
featured three versions of different Glee content (story with a musical performance, 
story only, or a control condition) and two different types of stigmatized groups 
(the overweight/obese or pregnant teenagers/teen mothers). The sample included a 
total of 270 undergraduate students, which were 61.1% female and 77.4% White/
Caucasian. The average age of participants was 19.76 (SD = 2.17), with a range of 
18 to 30 years. Participants were recruited by offering extra credit for participation, 
and the study was conducted online. After completion of the informed consent form, 
the participants were asked a series of questions regarding their demographics and 
general media habits. Subsequently, they were shown one of the six video clips 
based on the study design. After watching the video, participants answered questions 
pertaining to their media experiences, including feelings of elevation, explicit 
attitudes, and behavioral intentions tied to their reactions to the clip they had just 
viewed.

Experimental Conditions

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three Glee narrative conditions that 
depicted one of the two stigmatized groups featured in the study. Participants in the 
story-with-musical-performance condition viewed a four-minute uplifting clip from 
Glee, which depicted a character’s struggles as part of a stigmatized group, followed 
by a three-minute musical number where the character sings with the school glee 
club, “The New Directions,” about their situation. Those in the story-only condition 
saw only the four-minute uplifting clip, and those in the control condition saw a 
brief recap of an episode of Glee with no uplifting content or musical number. We 
chose to compare two different stigmatized groups in order to test whether the 
Glee narratives, particularly when paired with a musical performance, might have 
a similar effect for each stigmatized groups. Feelings of elevation should function 
well in relation to these uplifting narratives, as they feature acts of moral beauty 
(Haidt, 2000) where characters are shown helping others deal with their struggles as 
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part of a stigmatized group. The narrative-congruent musical numbers allow for a 
continuation of elevation felt as they involve a group of friends rallying around and 
building up a specific character as they sing together.

Stimulus Material

Because this research was interested in studying stigmatized groups per se rather 
than any specific group or issue associated with stigmatization, two different 
stigmatized groups were examined in this research: (1) the overweight and obese 
and (2) pregnant teenagers and teen mothers. For the first group, weight bias (or anti-
fat bias) involves widely held perceptions that the overweight and obese possess a 
range of negative personality characteristics including laziness or lack of willpower 
and flaws in “competence, attractiveness, and even morality” (Schwartz, Vartanian, 
Nosek, & Brownell, 2006, p. 440). For the second group, negative perceptions of 
pregnant teenagers and teen mothers include the idea that these individuals are lazy, 
a burden on the nation’s economy, likely failures in schooling and social settings, 
and even the personification of a societal problem (Kaplan, 1997; Kelly, 1997; 
Lesko, 1995). Each condition focused on one of two characters and their struggles 
as part of a stigmatized group: either an overweight young woman (Mercedes played 
by Amber Riley) or a pregnant teenager (Quinn played by Dianna Agron).

In the overweight/obese narrative clip, taken from the episode “Home” (S1:E16) 
(Falchuk & Barclay, 2010), Mercedes had previously joined the cheerleading squad, 
and in this narrative, was asked by her coach (Sue Sylvester played by Jane Lynch) 
to lose 10 pounds. Mercedes had been overweight for a long time, but had always 
been very comfortable with who she was. However, when pressured by Sue and 
her teammates, her status as part of a stigmatized group started to take its toll. The 
story clip ends with her emotionally discussing her situation with another student in 
the glee club. In the story/musical-performance condition, participants watched as 
Mercedes began singing “Beautiful” (Perry, 2002) and was then joined by members 
of the glee club and other students in attendance at a high school assembly.

In the pregnant teenagers/teen mothers narrative clip, taken from the episode 
“Throwdown” (S1:E7) (Falchuk & Murphy, 2009), Quinn had known that she was 
pregnant and was having difficulty dealing with the idea that people were going to 
start finding out. The members of the glee club also knew about Quinn’s pregnancy 
and had chosen to keep her secret. Throughout the clip, Quinn struggled to maintain 
her status as the most popular girl in school by hiding the truth and doing her best 
to avoid being part of a stigmatized group. Toward the end of the clip, more and 
more people learned the truth and had negative reactions to the news. The story clip 
ends with one student posting the news on his blog and Quinn crying as she realizes 
everyone knew. In the story/musical-performance condition, participants watched 
as Quinn sang “Keep Holding On” (Lavigne & Gottwald, 2006) with the rest of the 
glee club.
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Measures

Elevation. To assess feelings of elevation experienced during exposure, the 
participants responded to a number of closed-ended affect items. Responses were 
gathered on scales from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). The affective reaction items 
included in the measure were: uplifted, tearful, compassionate, inspired, hopeful, 
elevated, moved, tender, and meaningful (Oliver, 2008; Oliver, Hartmann, et al., 
2012; Cronbach’s alpha = .96).

Favorable attitudes. The 7-item measure of attitudes was adapted from Batson 
et al. (1997) and included the following items tailored for the specific stigmatized 
group condition (overweight or obese people/pregnant teenagers and teen mothers): 
“For most [stigmatized group], their problems are usually all their own fault”, “When 
[stigmatized group] have problems, they are usually ones that these people could 
have avoided”, “How much do you personally care about the plight of [stigmatized 
group]?”, “Our society does not do enough to help [stigmatized group]”, “Compared 
with other social problems we face today (e.g., education, homelessness, energy 
conservation), how would you rate the importance of helping [stigmatized group]?", 
“Our society should do more to protect the welfare of [stigmatized group]”, and 
“In general, what are your feelings toward [stigmatized group]?” Responses were 
gathered on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), Cronbach’s 
alpha = .77.

Behavioral intentions toward stigmatized groups. A measure of behavioral 
intentions was constructed based on a modified version of a scale produced by Peng, 
Lee, and Heeter (2008). The instructions asked the participants to rate how willing 
they would be to engage in different types of behavior to assist the stigmatized group 
depicted in the clip they viewed. The 4-item measure included the following items: 
“Donate money to help fund crucial awareness and advocacy programs needed to 
assist [stigmatized group]”, “Sign a petition to build the political pressure needed 
to assist [stigmatized group]”, “Discuss with family or friends the issues facing 
[stigmatized group]”, and “Forward the link of a news story to friends to disseminate 
the message about the issues facing [stigmatized group]. Responses were gathered 
on a scale from 1 (very unlikely) to 7 (very likely) Cronbach’s alpha = .85.

RESULTS

Our first hypothesis (H1) predicted that uplifting media content featuring stigmatized 
groups would be more effective at eliciting feelings of elevation when paired with 
a musical number. A statistical test using a one-way ANOVA with Bonferroni post-
hoc comparisons revealed significant differences in feeling of elevation among the 
participants in the three conditions: story with musical performance, story only, and 
control group, F(2, 263) = 32.56, p < .001, partial η2 = .20. The findings indicated that 
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the participants in the control conditions who viewed only a brief recap of an episode 
of Glee experienced less elevation (M = 2.65, SD = 1.28) than those who viewed 
a story with a musical performance (M = 4.18, SD = 1.41) or those who viewed a 
story only (M = 3.82, SD = 1.32). However, contrary to predictions, the results of the 
post-hoc test indicated that there was no difference in the levels of elevation between 
those viewing a story with a musical performance and those viewing a story only  
(p = .23), suggesting that the story alone was effective at eliciting elevation. In order 
to report this finding, both the story/musical performance and story-only conditions 
were entered as separate predictors in the predicted model as comparison of each 
condition to the control condition.

A path analysis was employed to test our remaining hypotheses. Several indicators 
were used to assess the overall fit of the research model: chi-square (χ2), the root 
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the comparative fit index (CFI) 
(Hu & Bentler, 1999). The initially hypothesized model (see Figure 1) produced a 
poor fit: χ2 (7) = 11.76, p < .05, CFI = .973, RMSEA = .121, 90% CI: .031 to .144. 
An examination of the regression weights and modification indices suggested that 
exposure to the story with a musical performance had a direct effect on behavioral 
intentions toward stigmatized groups. Consequently, a path from the story/musical-
performance condition to behavioral intentions was added to the final model (see 
Figure 2).

The final model evidenced support for many of the hypothesized relationships and 
was a good representation of the data: χ2 (3) = 6.69, p < .001, CFI = .987, and RMSEA 
= .068, 90% CI: .000 to .139. As our second hypothesis (H2) predicted, those who 
felt elevated by viewing Glee showed a greater tendency to form favorable attitudes 
toward the stigmatized group featured in a video clip (ß = .13, p < .05). In addition, 
feelings of elevation were significantly associated with heightened behavioral 
intentions for helping the stigmatized groups (ß = .22, p < .001), thereby supporting 
our third hypothesis (H3). Finally, consistent with our last hypothesis (H4), those 
who showed favorable attitudes toward the stigmatized groups also showed greater 
levels of intentions to help those in the stigmatized group (ß = .60, p < .001).

Figure 1. Initial Hypothesized Model
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Interestingly, the additional direct path leading from the story/musical performance 
condition to behavioral intentions was negative (ß = -.11, p < .05), indicating that 
viewing a story with a musical performance was negatively associated with intentions 
to help the stigmatized group. However, this negative path in the model reflects an 
instance of suppression. In other words, heightened favorable behavioral intentions 
toward the stigmatized groups can be formed only when the musical performance 
successfully elicit feelings of elevation — a interpretation that we will consider 
further in the discussion.

Follow-up analyses were conducted on this model to assess any possible indirect 
effects in the final model. These analyses employed bootstrapping procedures using 
2000 bootstrap samples and a bias-corrected confidence interval of 95%. These 
analyses showed that both the story-only (ß = .05, p < .05) and the story/musical-
performance conditions (ß = .06, p < .05) were indirectly related to more favorable 
attitudes toward stigmatized groups via heightened levels of elevation. Likewise, 
heightened levels of elevation were indirectly associated with behavioral intentions 
toward people in stigmatized groups via favorable attitudes (ß = .08, p < .05). Finally, 
significant total indirect effects were revealed for both the story-only (ß = .11, p < 
.001) and the story/musical performance conditions (ß = .15, p < .001) on behavioral 
intentions.

Two final tests used multiple-group analysis to test the invariance of the findings 
across different groupings, including stigmatization type and gender. The first 
analysis examined potential differences in the model as a function of stigmatization 
type: obesity or teen pregnancy. The analysis revealed no significant differences 
between the two groups, indicating that the final model was similar for both 
stigmatization types. Given prior research reporting gender differences in empathy 
(and particularly with self-report measures, e.g., Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983), a 
second multiple-group analysis examined structural invariance for male and female 
participants. The analysis reflected no significant differences for gender, showing 
that the model operated in the same way for males and females.

Figure 2. Final Model
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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GENERAL DISCUSSION

Findings from this study provided evidence that uplifting Glee narratives featuring 
characters that are stigmatized for being overweight/obese or pregnant teenagers/
teen mothers, positively predicted feelings of elevation, with or without musical 
performance segments. Although both the story/musical-performance and the story-
only conditions significantly predicted feelings of elevation compared to the control 
condition, the story/musical-performance condition was not significantly better at 
predicting elevation when compared to the story only condition (though the means 
were in the predicted direction). As such, regardless of the presence of a musical 
performance, these narratives were able to result in feelings of elevation for the 
participants included in the study. Additionally, feelings of elevation were consistent 
for both male and female participants and were also consistent for both stigmatized 
groups featured.

Consistent with the findings in previous research (Oliver, Dillard, et al., 2012; 
Oliver, Hartmann, et al., 2012), elevation significantly predicted increased favorable 
attitudes toward the stigmatized group featured in the narrative and behavioral 
intentions to help those featured stigmatized groups. Evidence for these relationships 
showed that the feelings elicited by viewing Glee narratives resulted in both favorable 
attitudes toward and intentions to help the stigmatized groups, meaning that in this 
context, watching Glee can lead to several positive and prosocial effects. In addition, 
favorable attitudes toward stigmatized groups were also found to be a predictor of 
behavioral intention, showing that both feelings of elevation and favorable attitudes 
predicted by elevation led to behavioral intentions. This result highlights the 
argument that attitudes can be strong predictors of behavioral intentions (Ajzen & 
Fishbein, 1977).

Additionally, our analysis revealed several indirect effects between variables. 
First, the relationships between the Glee narratives and favorable attitudes toward the 
stigmatized groups were mediated by feelings of elevation, meaning that exposure 
to the Glee elicited elevation, and that this elevation, in turn, predicted favorable 
attitudes. Second, in addition to directly predicting behavioral intentions, feelings 
of elevation also indirectly predicted behavioral intentions via favorable explicit 
attitudes (Oliver, Dillard, et al., 2012). This indirect effect indicates that elevated 
feelings can lead to favorable attitudes, which in turn predict intentions to help, and 
that elevated feelings alone can also predict intentions to help.

Interestingly, however, the result also demonstrated a suppression effect, manifest 
in the negative effect of watching the story/musical-performance on behavioral 
intentions. This suppression effect indicated that only those who were successfully 
elevated by viewing the musical performance showed increased behavioral 
intentions toward the stigmatized groups. When the musical performance condition 
failed to create feelings of elevation among the participants, they reported decreased 
behavioral intentions to help those in the featured stigmatized groups. The findings 
of this study indicate that Glee producers should seek to carefully select the musical 
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performances for these narratives. If the desire is to have a positive impact on the 
viewing audience, this careful selection should be executed in order to maintain the 
narratives’ ability to reduce negative attitudes, via feelings of elevation, toward the 
featured stigmatized groups.

Finally, the relationship between the Glee narratives and behavioral intentions 
were mediated by feelings of elevation. This finding may reflect the idea that feeling 
elevated increases prosocial behavior, generosity, engagement, or simply a desire to 
increase others’ well being, irrespective of attitudes about the target group. The results 
are consistent with prior research showing that feelings of empathy and compassion 
increase altruistic desire to improve the welfare of others and to help people in need 
(Batson, 1991; Penner, Dovidio, Piliavin, & Schroeder, 2005). Overall, what was 
evident from this study is that viewing stigmatized group narratives from Glee has a 
range of positive and prosocial effects on the audience.

STUDY LIMITATIONS

As with any social scientific experiment, there are limitations that deserve our 
consideration. However, these limitations often point to significant and likely 
fruitful possibilities for future research. First, although undergraduate students are 
often employed in mass media research, this practice may compromise the ability to 
generalize, or apply the findings, to other people, and especially other age groups. 
The age of the participants in this study is important to consider, as previous research 
has shown that college students are more open to attitude change at this stage of their 
life than at other later stages (Alwin, Cohen, & Newcomb, 1991). In the future, it 
may prove interesting to include a more diverse sample of participants in a similar 
study while testing for age differences, especially since we know that as a person 
grows older, their attitudes tend to stabilize and they are less open to change (Alwin 
& Scott, 1996).

The second limitation is based on the use of the specific, selected narratives from 
the program and the popular music employed as stimulus material. Since Glee is 
a “popular-music-meets-show-choir-meets-prime-time-television-series” (Wood & 
Baughman, 2012, p. 330), the reason for selection was clear, as other options were 
limited. However, using an existing program in a experiment like this likely meant 
that most of the participants were at least somewhat familiar with the program and 
possessed some preconceived notions about the series, even if they were not regular 
viewers. Notwithstanding, Glee does lend itself well to research on stigmatized 
groups, as the struggles of those characters have often been depicted in program 
storylines including those with mental illness, racial or ethnic groups, and so on. 
Consequently, future research should seek to include different stigmatized groups 
as the existing content from Glee allows. Additionally, the popular music featured 
in the story/musical performance condition may have also resulted in an additional 
concern regarding familiarity and enjoyment. As the songs used in the stimulus need 
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to be story-congruent, further work in this area may consider the use of different 
music types, including instrumental or original songs.

The final limitation to discuss concerns the use of self-report measures employed 
in the questionnaire. In terms of self-report measures, it is widely known by social 
scientists that measures of this kind are not foolproof or entirely accurate as study 
participants may choose to not be completely honest for a number of reasons. In this 
study, the questions asked the participants about their attitudes toward stigmatized 
groups. These types of questions often run the risk of being susceptible to problems 
of social desirability, in which participants answer in ways to make themselves look 
good rather than to indicate their actual attitudes.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION

The results of this study provided an interesting look at the impact of Glee narratives 
and the concept of elevation with its effect on attitudes and behavioral intentions 
toward stigmatized groups. The findings indicate that both Glee narrative conditions 
resulted in strong feelings of elevation (when compared to the control group), and that 
elevation lead to favorable attitudes toward the stigmatized groups featured, which 
in turn resulted in behavioral intentions to help those groups. Evidence of this kind 
is optimistic about the future of media content, and especially in contrast to studies 
dealing with stereotype and negative attitude formation toward stigmatized groups. 
Due to the impact of Glee and based on the results gathered in this study, there is a 
strong need to continue this line of research in terms of the positive effects of Glee 
and similar types of media entertainment that elicit feelings of elevation, that feature 
musical performances, and that lead to improved attitudes and behavioral intentions 
toward stigmatized groups. We began this chapter by noting that the existence and 
effect of social stigma is undeniable. In fact, stigmatization is a process that must be 
addressed and dealt with on a daily basis. What better way to deliver positive and 
prosocial messages to large numbers of people than through entertainment media 
content like Glee that is inspiring and uplifting?
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2. A GLEEK PERSPECTIVE ON SLUSHIE FACIALS

Fan Forum Posts about Portrayals of Bullying on Glee

The news has been abuzz with coverage of teen bullying, as well as tragic bullying-
related suicides (coined “bullycides”), for several years. This media attention 
escalated in January 2010, when 15-year-old Phoebe Prince took her own life as 
a result of relentless torment from her peers (Melnick, 2010), and continues with 
the recent story of 15-year-old Bart Palosz, who shot himself in August 2013 after 
enduring years of physical and verbal harassment at school (Hussey & Leland, 
2013). Concurrently, the common perception of bullying as a “rite of passage” or 
“kids being kids” has shifted. As evidenced by proposed federal cyberbullying laws, 
more than one hundred state-level bills addressing bullying, the naming of October 
as “National Bullying Awareness Month,” and White House conferences dedicated 
to anti-bullying measures, the phenomenon of teen bullying is now understood as a 
major social issue (Calmes, 2011; U. S. Department of Education, 2011; Strickland, 
2010).

Likely reacting to the news media’s emphasis on teen bullying, entertainment 
television creators have followed suit, highlighting the issue of bullying through 
story arcs, special episodes, and public service announcements starring popular 
actors – seemingly in an effort to raise awareness of the pervasiveness and serious 
consequences of bullying. Unsurprisingly, teen-oriented television is one genre 
that has featured bullying in these ways. With their focus on teen characters, 
perspectives, and issues, sizable reach among young viewers, and tendency to take 
place in a school setting, teen-oriented shows have the potential to be a primary 
source of information (particularly about school-related issues) for teens (Ross, 
2008a).

As reflected by the portmanteau of “glee” and “geek” used to describe fans of 
the series, as well as the “loser” hand gesture that forms the “L” in the series’ logo, 
Glee is at its core, a show “about high school social outcasts finding redemption in a 
glee club” (Braxton, 2010, para. 1). Therefore, the series provides a unique platform 
for frequent portrayals of bullying involving victims (main characters) with whom 
“gleeks” likely identify and sympathize. Indeed, Glee creators have frequently and 
consistently tackled the topic of bullying on the show, with multiple story arcs 
focused on bullying (e.g., Kurt being targeted for his sexuality and Rory, a foreign 
exchange student, being targeted as an outsider) and recurring plot events, such as 
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“slushie facials,”1 that illustrate the ubiquity of bullying in the lives of the main 
characters.

Considering that programs such as Glee have the opportunity to provide young 
viewers with messages about bullying, it is important to understand the possible 
implications of these messages. Contributing to this understanding, decades of 
media effects research have pointed to the potential harmful effects of exposure 
to media aggression (see Anderson & Huesmann, 2003; Bandura, Ross, & Ross, 
1963; Berkowitz, 1964; Gerbner & Gross, 1976). Moreover, studies have shown that 
exposure to media portrayals of types of aggression commonly involved in bullying 
(physical, verbal, and social) can promote and reinforce aggressive tendencies, 
reactions, and cognitive responses among adolescent and young-adult viewers 
(Chory-Assad, 2004; Coyne, Archer, & Eslea, 2004; Slater, Swaim, & Anderson, 
2003). More specifically, studies have revealed that certain contextual elements of 
aggressive portrayals (e.g., rewarded violence or violence performed by the “good 
guy”), also referred to as “high-risk factors,” increase the likelihood of negative 
media effects (Smith et al., 1998). Coincidentally, a growing body of research has 
begun to investigate the context of portrayals of social aggression and bullying 
within teen-targeted media (Behm-Morawitz & Mastro, 2008; Walsh, 2012).

While such effects-focused research is useful in providing an overview of bullying-
related television content and its potential implications, it does not acknowledge the 
potential benefits of prosocial bullying narratives that raise awareness of bullying 
as an issue, suggest potential remedies or appropriate responses to bullying, and 
in turn, promote social change. Nor does it fully capture how young viewers are 
actively interpreting, reworking, and responding to these messages within their 
natural, multimedia environments. Regarding contemporary television studies, Gray 
(2008) proposed, “If we wish to study a program’s effects, its power, its viewers’ 
identification with it… we must always be prepared to update our understanding of 
it by examining its various reproductions, interpretations, uses, and forms” (p. 101).

The notion of the boundlessness of media texts is particularly relevant to teens’ 
media worlds. While television remains their preferred media choice, teen consumers 
are increasingly integrating their television viewing experiences with their online 
activity, which tends to revolve around entertainment and communication (Nielsen 
Company, 2009; Pew Research Center, 2009a, 2009b). In fact, based on a consumer 
survey about television viewing and Internet activities, Ross (2008a) concluded that 
the “Millennial way of watching” television involves practices such as discussing 
the show with friends, writing about it in an online journal, and chatting about 
it in online forums (p. 140). Based on these trends, a teen television text can no 
longer be understood in isolation, as it is often consumed within a vast network of 
texts, intertexts, and intra-texts that are available at the click of a button. While it is 
impossible examine all of the texts within this ever-expanding network, the current 
study explores one source of these messages—online fan forums.

While seemingly underused in the media research literature, discourse produced 
in online fan communities can provide valuable insight into fans' reception of media 
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content, as well as the types of intertexts these fans create through their discussions 
(Jenkins, 2006a). Tapping into this fruitful resource, this chapter is an exploratory 
analysis of fan responses to depictions of bullying on Glee as described in posts 
to the Glee Forum, a fan community dedicated to the series. Responding to prior 
effects-oriented research and providing the groundwork for future research, it aims to 
provide insight into how fans are receiving, responding to, and reworking messages 
about bullying as portrayed on teen television.

ISSUES IN THE LITERATURE

Complicating the process of audience reception studies, numerous scholars have 
emphasized how the evolving media landscape has altered practices of media 
consumption and more specifically, practices of fandom (e.g., Jenkins, 2006a; Hills, 
2002). Consequently, they have called for new approaches in the media studies 
field that account for these changes (e.g., Booth, 2010; Gray, 2008). Additionally, 
an abundance of scholarship has emphasized that TV texts are not consumed in 
isolation, but within a network of multiple intertexts, some of which include fan 
discourse (e.g., Brooker, 2004; Ross, 2008b). This work emphasizes that in addition 
to providing a glimpse of how fans are interpreting portrayals of bullying on TV, an 
analysis of fan forum discussions will also provide a sample of the fan-produced 
messages that contribute to the larger intertextual network surrounding a TV text. 
The following review will address these issues in the literature, particularly as 
they pertain to online fan practices, the convergence of traditional media content 
and online fandom, and the analysis of online fan communities and the texts they 
produce/circulate.

FANDOM IN THE DIGITAL AGE

Complicating the process of reception studies, research has shown that the Internet has 
transformed, and in some ways, intensified the practices of television fans. Theorists 
have emphasized how new media technologies give viewers more channels through 
which to communicate, providing a digital “water cooler” where viewers can share 
reactions to media content (Jenkins, 2006a). Along these lines, digital technologies 
have transformed fandom into a more mainstream phenomenon, allowing “regular” 
consumers to engage in participatory culture and encouraging online fandom 
surrounding a wider variety of shows—outside the realm of traditional “cult TV” 
(Brooker, 2004; Hills, 2004; Jenkins, 2006b; Ross, 2008b). This transition of fandom 
from marginalized toward mainstream suggests that analyzing the discourse within 
online fan communities may in fact provide a glimpse of how some “average” fans 
are responding to television content.

Scholars have also discussed how the Internet has changed fan practices in terms 
of both time and space. Hills (2002), for example, used the phrase “just in time 
fandom” to describe how fans can now respond immediately to live television 
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content (p. 78-79). The literature also emphasizes how the Internet has opened 
lines of communication among fans from diverse locations and walks of life, who 
would not normally interact. As Jenkins (2006b) explained, this has led to online 
discussions in which the participants have divergent “taken-for-granted interpretive 
and evaluative norms,” and thus, remarkably different responses to content (p. 142). 
In light of these trends, an analysis of fan forum posts has the potential to reveal 
immediate, natural responses to television content from fans representing a variety 
of locations and perspectives.

Two other richly theorized elements of fandom are the intertextuality it produces 
or circulates and the relationships it fosters between audiences and creators. Recently, 
theorists have discussed how the new media landscape has changed these aspects of 
fan culture. For instance, Jenkins (2006a) described how cultural, economic, and 
technological changes have brought us to an age of “media convergence,” in which 
“fans of a popular television series may sample dialogue, summarize episodes, 
debate subtexts, create original fan fiction, record their own soundtracks, make their 
own movies—and distribute all of this worldwide via the Internet” (p. 16). Other 
scholars have focused on how the products of this participatory culture function as 
supplementary texts (or intertexts) that extend the television viewing experience. 
Brooker (2004), for example, used the term “overflow” to describe how “the text of 
the TV show is no longer limited to the television medium” (p. 569). Expanding on 
this, Gray (2008) noted that media researchers are finding it increasingly difficult 
to “pin down exactly what and where the program [they] are studying is” and “are 
likely to find it only reflected off the audiences who consume it, and off its various 
instances of overflow” (p. 100-101).

Adding yet another level of complexity to this conception of a network of 
meanings and interactions surrounding TV texts, Ross (2008b) incorporated the 
reciprocal relationships between audiences and industry and referred to the resulting 
web of connections as “aesthetics of multiplicity” (p. 22). She described how the 
relationships between viewers and TV creators are constantly shifting; viewers 
may consume, discuss, critique, or remix texts (and intertexts), and creators may 
respond directly or indirectly within episodes, or through invitations encouraging 
viewers to continue their participation, engagement and extension of the text (Ross, 
2008b). According to Ross, as these interactions and texts continue to multiply, “the 
‘text’ proper of the TV series becomes inextricable from the text of the Internet site” 
(p. 22).

Constructs such as convergence, overflow, and aesthetics of multiplicity 
demonstrate why television content should not be studied as an isolated text, 
but rather as one text within an extensive intertextual network. These theoretical 
frameworks also highlight the increasing relevance and pervasiveness of online 
fandom, particularly as it relates to television. Taken as a whole, they point to the 
value of analyzing online fan discourse alongside television texts.
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STUDIES OF ONLINE FANDOM

Trends across Fan Communities

Complementing the ongoing theorization of online fandom, researchers have 
conducted in-depth research focused on online fan groups and activities related to 
specific television series in order to gain a more detailed understanding of their 
function, structure, content, and members. Such studies have revealed how online fan 
communities function in distinctive ways, based on (1) the content or theme of the 
show/genre on which they focus and (2) the characteristics, needs, and motivations 
of their members.

Jenkins (2006b), for instance, observed that the primary objective of members of 
a Twin Peaks Usenet discussion group was to use collective intelligence to “crack 
codes” – a goal tied to the series’ classification as a mystery show. He also found 
that many female fans in the group were interested in discussing characters’ evolving 
relationships – a practice related to the needs of a community subgroup. Similarly, 
in his extensive ethnography of the Bronze, the official online community of Buffy 
the Vampire Slayer, Ali (2009) found that the community promoted a postmodern 
perspective and encouraged critical discussions that questioned accepted norms – 
two themes that reflected the standpoint taken by the Buffy series. Additionally, he 
concluded that the appeal of the community was that it brought together people 
who identified with marginalization, filling a need specific to community members. 
Along the same lines, Baym’s (1999) ethnography of a soap opera Usenet newsgroup 
revealed that much of what happened within the community (e.g., interpretive 
practices and sharing of personal experiences) “stem[med] from the distinctive 
features of soap operas, in particular their reflection of socioemotional life, focus 
on female protagonists, and multiplicity of characters and interpretations” (p. 210).

Based on the aforementioned findings, it seems likely that communities dedicated 
to teen television programs share distinct practices related to both the genre of  “teen 
TV” and the members of the group (which in many communities, are likely to be 
teens). These practices may facilitate discourse about how television content relates 
to viewers’ personal lives. Such discussions surrounding bullying portrayals could 
reveal important insights about the way viewers are responding to and interpreting 
these messages.

STUDIES OF TEEN ONLINE FANDOM

Of even greater relevance to the current study, several scholars have explored the 
online fandom surrounding the teen drama genre that emerged in the 1990s. Murray 
(2000), for example, studied the online discussions of a small group of female teen 
My So-Called Life fans, “who consistently and emotionally voiced the importance of 
the text's proximity to their own lives in their online writing” (p. 222). She concluded 
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that because of these communal fan practices, “MSCL and its narrative trajectories 
became not simply entertainment, an education on social issues, or fantasy 
fulfillment…but rather an investment in an individual and communal understanding 
of teenage girl identity” (Murray, 2000, p. 222).

More recently, Gillan (2008) drew similar conclusions in her study of online 
fan responses to Veronica Mars, observing that beyond the industry-driven chatter 
surrounding purses and shoes, the female fans were “poaching” (in the words of 
Jenkins [1992]) the text in their own unique ways and making emotional connections 
with one another. She determined that Veronica Mars forums “functioned as 
springboards for discussions among fans about their negotiation of a host of identity 
issues, often in relation to adolescence, peer pressure, cultural norms, and gender 
expectations or stereotypes” (p. 191).

Making similar observations about the online fandom surrounding the series, 
Degrassi: The Next Generation (DTNG), Ross (2008b) explained how the novel 
multimedia strategy of the N network (now Teen Nick) and DTNG's focus on 
diverse, multicultural perspectives resulted in the frequent and involved online 
participation of young viewers. She described how DTNG fans could “be found 
online…mirroring the exchange of perspectives that occurs within the series as 
they offer their own opinions’’ (Ross, 2008b, p. 68). Notably, Ross described how 
online discussions about plot events often triggered more general conversations 
and questions about sensitive topics such as pregnancy, drug use, gay sexuality, 
and STDs.

By revealing how teens utilize fan communities as a forum to discuss sensitive 
topics and identity-related issues, studies from Murray (2000), Gillan (2008), and 
Ross (2008b) underline the potential for bullying portrayals to elicit fan discourse 
about their personal experiences, expectations, struggles, and identities as they 
connect to bullying.

FAN POSTS AS INSTANCES OF OVERFLOW AND RECEPTION

As reviewed above, recent theoretical developments point to the need for new 
approaches to television studies that account for the extensive intertextual network 
in which television texts are consumed. Responding to this call, this chapter 
examines online fan discourse as an important instance of “overflow” that, when 
read by fans alongside television content, provides messages to young media 
consumers.

Additionally, recent studies of online fandom suggest that teen fans often use fan 
forums as a place to share their interpretations of characters’ experiences with “teen 
issues,’’ and in the process of doing so, negotiate their sense of identity. Therefore, 
as a means of complementing the growing body of research that examines media 
portrayals of bullying and their effects on teen viewers, this analysis will examine 
fan discourse within the Glee Forum as a representation of potential audience 
interpretations of bullying portrayals on Glee.
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A TEXTUAL ANALYSIS OF GLEE FORUM POSTS

Unsurprisingly, along with its popularity,2 critical acclaim, and accolades, the Glee 
series has acquired a sizeable and well-known fan following comprised of “gleeks.” 
This textual analysis of fan responses to bullying portrayals focuses on just one 
of many Glee fan communities, the Glee Forum. The analysis was limited to one 
fan community due to the fact that by focusing on fan discourse rather than fan 
practices, this research breaks new ground in the field of online fandom. The Glee 
Forum was chosen due to its substantial membership of approximately 39,000 fans, 
as well as the fact that its threads are organized by episode (which facilitated the 
identification of posts about bullying). Additionally, judging by the language and 
culture within the community, the Glee Forum seems to attract younger Glee fans. 
Based on a discussion with The O. C. executive producer, Josh Schwartz, Ross 
(2008a) distinguished between teen and adult message board cultures. According to 
Schwartz, “younger people are more enthusiastic,” while older viewers “are more 
like wanna-be TV critics…wanna-be ‘if this was me, I would do so much better’” 
(as quoted in Ross, 2008a, p. 145). The Glee Forum appears to be the former type 
of culture, as fan comments tend to be more enthusiastic (e.g., “I LOVE Kurt’’ or 
“Santana is so mean!”) than critical in nature.

This textual analysis focuses on a total of 294 Glee Forum posts, randomly 
selected from a pool of posts that satisfied two requirements: mentioning the word 
(s) “bully,” “bullies,” “bullying,” or “bullied,” and appearing within discussions 
specifically focused on 16 episodes containing bullying-related plots. (See Appendix 
for plot descriptions.) As this study was performed in conjunction with a content 
analysis of bullying on teen television (Walsh, 2012), these episodes had been 
previously viewed by the author and coded as containing bullying. (Of note, episode 
air dates ranged from January 2010-January 2011, as the sample from which they 
were chosen aimed to capture the period of time following the dramatic increase in 
news coverage of bullying and ending when coding began.3)

The aforementioned parameters were chosen in order to hone in on relevant 
bullying-related discourse and guarantee that the researcher, having watched the 
episodes, understood the context of the fans’ conversations. Because the website’s 
“advanced search” function limited results to 200 posts, a unique search was 
performed within each of the 16 discussions dedicated to episodes studied in the 
content analysis. When the discussion of a given episode contained more than 200 
posts about bullying, the results were sorted by “most viewed” in order to include the 
posts read by most forum members. As a means of increasing the range of discussion 
topics, 20 posts about each episode were randomly selected for inclusion in the final 
sample. In the case that there were less than 20 bullying-related posts for a given 
episode, all bullying-related posts from that episode were included in the sample. 
This process resulted in 294 posts (20 posts from 12 of the different episodes, 16 
posts from 2 of the episodes, 15 posts from 1 of the episodes, and 7 posts from the 
remaining episode).
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Once the sample was finalized, the researcher utilized a grounded theory approach 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to capture trends that appeared across fan posts. Each post 
was open coded (by sentence) as a means of formulating tentative themes and sub-
themes across the posts. Once these tentative themes were formed, the researcher 
used the constant comparison method (Glaser & Strauss) to compare the emerging 
themes with those identified in additional entries.4 After themes were finalized, 
exemplars were chosen to represent trends within each theme. These exemplars 
(identified by pseudonyms) are reported below. Notably, themes and sub-themes 
were not mutually exclusive; a sentence or post could fall into multiple themes and 
sub-themes.

GLEEK RESPONSES TO BULLYING PORTRAYALS

The goal of this textual analysis was to identify trends across Glee Forum posts as 
examples of fans responses to bullying portrayals and as intertexts read by other 
forum members. The analysis revealed four major themes across the sample posts: 
contextual elements of bullying portrayals, lessons taught by victim and third party 
characters, categorizations of bullying, and feelings about Glee characters involved 
in bullying.

THE CONTEXT OF BULLYING

The most prevalent theme across the Glee Forum sample, represented within 84 
posts, was the mention of the context of bullying as portrayed on Glee. Posts 
falling into this theme contained at least one reference to a contextual element of 
bullying, including whether bullying was done for good reason, whether it was 
comical, whether it was punished or rewarded, whether it resulted in significant 
harm, and whether the characters involved were popular or unpopular. The three 
most commonly referenced elements are discussed below.

Is Bullying Ever Justified?

The most prominent sub-theme across the sample, appearing in 29 Glee Forum 
posts, was that forum members tended to discuss the reasons why characters on 
Glee bullied others. When the Glee writers provided sufficient context for viewers 
to understand the reasoning behind bullies’ actions, forum members sometimes 
sympathized with bully characters. For example, MadHatter justified students’ 
bullying of the character, Rachel, posting, “They tend to ‘ostracize and bully’ her 
because she does the same to them. She degrades them, a lot.”

In contrast, other forum members asserted that even when the reason behind 
bullying is clear, there is no excuse for bullying behavior. For instance, Clowny 
commented on the explanation that Karofsky (the main bully of Kurt) bullies 
because of his inner struggle with his sexuality (an explanation representative of a 
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meta-theme of sexual identity prevalent within the forum), “I think most criminals 
are probably tortured on the inside. It doesn’t give anyone a free pass to commit 
crimes.”

Several forum members seemed to excuse bullying depending on the situation. 
Often times, the distinction between justified and unjustified bullying was based on 
whether it was provoked by victim characters. For example, All4kurt explained that 
“the big difference” between bullying targeted at Puck (a jock in glee club) and Kurt 
(a gay member of glee club) was that Puck “was the one who instigated it,” while 
Kurt was “targeted…for reasons he couldn’t control.”

In sum, it appears that while Glee Forum members do not always agree on whether 
acts of bullying are justified or deserved by victims, they often pay attention to the 
likely motivations behind bullies’ actions.

Bullying Is No Joke

Representing another sub-theme across the sample, 27 posts mentioned the presence 
or absence of humor in bullying portrayals. More specifically, fans tended to criticize 
Glee for showing bullying in a humorous way. For instance, LovinGlee wrote, “They 
can't joke about [bullying] anymore.” In line with this dislike of humorous bullying 
depictions, several fans expressed contentment when Glee showed bullying in a 
more serious light.

Providing a contrast to the forum members who encouraged serious bullying 
portrayals, a few fans conveyed their approval of comical bullying depictions. For 
instance, referring to Rachel’s bullying of a new student named Sunshine, thekid 
wrote, “Rachel’s hilarious and poor Sunshine looked so adorably clueless. hahaha.” 
Also supporting the notion that it is acceptable for some bullying to be depicted 
in a comedic manner, several posts stressed that humorous bullying depictions are 
acceptable because Glee is a comedic show that is not intended to be taken too 
seriously.

Overall, whether they approve or disapprove of it, it appears that Glee Forum 
members notice when bullying is portrayed as humorous. Importantly, it seems 
common for fans to focus on the potential implications of humorous portrayals.

No Free Passes

Also falling under the theme of contextual elements of bullying portrayals, 17 posts 
within the sample referenced punishments or rewards received by bully characters 
on Glee. More specifically, several forum members expressed aggravation about 
bullies being rewarded or unpunished for their behavior. For instance, Azuri wrote, 
“Karofsky cannot go unpunished for everything he’s done, and I hope the writers 
recognize that giving him a free pass will completely erase and overlook the pain he 
did to his victim (s).”
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Additionally, multiple posts mentioned how if bullying portrayed on Glee had 
taken place in the real world, it would have been punished. A post from Kurtmaniac 
exemplified this, stating, “I remember at my school there were serious punishments 
for bullying…yet here the staff doesn’t even care.” This post is representative of 
another meta-theme present across all major themes: the comparison between Glee 
bullying and personal experiences with bullying.

In sum, fans posting in the Glee Forum appear to have strong feelings about 
whether bully behavior is portrayed as rewarded or punished. It seems common 
for fans to go beyond describing the punishment (or lack thereof) received by bully 
characters and criticize unrealistic bullying portrayals.

Implications of Gleeks’ References to the Context of Bullying

Intriguingly, the aforementioned sub-themes related to the context of bullying 
on Glee correspond with some of the “high-risk” contextual elements of media 
aggression studied in the media effects literature (see Smith et al., 1998). The 
prevalence of references to these elements of context suggest that fans often pay 
attention to and think about whether bullying is portrayed as justified, humorous, 
rewarded/unpunished, or harmless, or whether it is performed or targeted at popular/
unpopular characters. As such, future research should examine if and how fans’ 
active consideration of these factors alters the effect of fictional bullying portrayals 
on their attitudes and behaviors.

Notably, it was common for fans to criticize high-risk bullying portrayals on 
Glee and appreciate more responsible depictions of bullying. With only a few 
exceptions, Glee Forum members who mentioned contextual elements of bullying 
appeared to think critically about their implications; they argued that bullies should 
be punished and problematized humorous bullying depictions. However, fan 
responses were more divided regarding the idea of “justified bullying.” Although 
fans frequently asserted that there is never an excuse to bully others, several forum 
members expressed sympathy for bullies or argued that some victims brought 
bullying on themselves (i.e., “deserved it”). The relative lack of criticism regarding 
this topic underlines the importance of studying media portrayals of the reasons 
behind bullying behavior.

In addition to providing insight into potential fan responses to contextual elements 
of bullying portrayals, the posts related to this theme also represent potential 
intertexts that complement television messages about bullying. As demonstrated 
by the aforementioned quotes, these posts promoted both potentially harmful and 
potentially helpful messages about bullying. The sample contained a significant 
amount of commentary criticizing high-risk bullying portrayals, which responded 
to or offset the few comments that demonstrated support for high-risk portrayals. 
Moreover, posts written by fans who had personal experience with bullying added 
an important critical element to the forum discourse.
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LEARNING HOW TO RESPOND TO BULLYING

A second major theme across the Glee Forum posts, represented within 54 posts, 
was the idea that Glee characters, as potential role models, provide viewers with 
messages about how to respond to bullying.

When to Step In

The most prevalent sub-theme falling under the “learning from characters” theme was 
the topic of third party characters’ responses to bullying. Forty-one posts focused on 
the reactions of bystander characters and/or mentioned the messages these characters 
were sending to young viewers. Nineteen of these posts specifically referred to the 
actions of teen characters (as role models), celebrating when they intervened and 
complaining when they did not. (The other posts focused on the fact that teachers at 
the fictional McKinley High consistently “turned a blind eye” to bullying, with some 
criticizing those portrayals and others defending them as realistic.)

Some forum members argued that it was not realistic for the writers to have 
characters’ friends ignore the bullying they experienced, while others contended that 
it was realistic for high school students not to stand up for classmates. For instance, 
in another post touching on the meta-theme of personal experiences with bullying, 
BritGurl commented, “I’m just saying I think it’s realistic for HS kids to not really 
stand up for others…especially if the one doing the bullying is a close friend. I saw 
it in cliques all over the school. But maybe that was just my experience.”

When to Back Down

Another common forum topic, mentioned in 14 posts in the sample, was the way 
victim characters responded to bullying and/or the messages these characters were 
sending to viewers. For instance, responding to a post suggesting that Kurt should 
date his former bully, the traveler asserted, “Bullying is serious…Dating the bully 
undermines that and gives a horrible message.”

Other forum members debated about whether Kurt should have stood up to the 
bully, Karofsky. These debates tended to spark broader discussions about what real-
world victims should do when they are bullied. In one such discussion, martie drew 
from his personal experience:

I get shoved, pushed and tripped in school every day…but teachers won’t do 
anything but talk unless you actually get hurt…and there are no witnesses cuz [sic] 
nobody wants to be next…so if you are the only gay kid in school…then you are 
alone. I am glad Kurt is gonna [sic] stand up for himself…but we are not all that 
brave and still got [sic] some years to survive in hell school.

Of note, martie’s post exemplifies multiple meta-themes that appeared across 
the sample, including the struggles of sexual minorities in high school and the 
interpretation of bullying shown on Glee through the lens of personal experience.
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Combined, the aforementioned trends suggest that members of the Glee Forum 
think critically about the examples set by victim and third party characters on Glee, 
and in some cases, reflect on the potential messages these characters send to the 
audience ¾ especially young viewers who find themselves in similar positions to 
these characters.

Implications of Gleeks’ Acknowledgment of Characters as Role Models

The tendency for forum members to comment on the possibility of young viewers 
learning lessons from victim and third party characters indicates that many fans 
understand the potential for Glee characters to be role models and for Glee storylines 
to be a teaching platform. It was common for fans to criticize the creators of Glee 
for sending unrealistic or harmful messages (or applaud them for sending realistic 
and helpful messages) through their writing of particular characters. Notably, these 
fans seemed to be demanding more responsible bullying portrayals on presumably, 
one of their favorite shows. Considering the literature highlighting the increasingly 
reciprocal web of relationships between audiences and creators contributing to 
“aesthetics of multiplicity” (Ross, 2008b), future research should investigate to what 
extent teen television producers are responsive to such demands.

When interpreted as intertexts complementing television content, posts related 
to the second theme consistently contained analytical and potentially helpful 
messages for young Glee fans. In the majority of posts, Glee Forum members not 
only provided commentary and criticism about the responsibility of Glee writers to 
promote positive messages through their bullying storylines, but also pointed out 
the ways that bullying depictions represented or misrepresented bullying in the real 
world. Perhaps, by sharing their critical thinking process with other forum members, 
the authors of these posts inspired or taught their own lessons to other fans.

CATEGORIZING BULLYING

A third major theme across the Glee Forum posts, appearing in 50 responses, was the 
categorization of bullying behavior. Forum members tended to classify the bullying 
on Glee, whether it was in terms of type or form of bullying (e.g., physical vs. verbal 
or slushie facial vs. insult) or the motivations contributing to bullying (general 
bullying of unpopular kids vs. anti-gay bullying). Glee Forum members referred to 
categories of bullying for various reasons: to emphasize that all bullying is wrong, 
to argue that some acts of bullying are worse than others, or to suggest that different 
types of bullying (e.g., verbal or social) should be portrayed more often on Glee.

Types and Forms of Bullying

Falling under the more general theme of categorizing bullying, a sub-theme appearing 
within 33 posts was the categorization of bullying according to type or form. In 
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some cases, these posts emphasized how all types of bullying are serious and have 
negative effects. A post from MishyMish exemplified this trend. She wrote, “Most 
girls who are bullied in high school are bullied psychologically, not physically like 
guys are, but that’s no reason to trivialize it. People have killed themselves from 
being bullied psychologically.” Notably, the tragic “bullycide” trend was commonly 
used as evidence for why non-physical bullying should be taken just as seriously as 
physical bullying.

While some fans stressed that all types of bullying are important and harmful (and 
should be represented), some Glee Forum members referred to different forms of 
bullying in order to emphasize the notion that not all forms of bullying are equally 
severe or harmful. For example, Scribbles, responding to a previous post, asked, “You 
do know that a slushie to the face isn’t as bad as a death threat and harassment, right?” 
It was also common for Glee Forum members to discuss how some forms of bullying 
were portrayed as humorous while others were not and debate about whether that was 
acceptable. Pinky, for instance, argued that it is sensible for some forms of bullying to 
be treated in a comedic way, posting, “I think it’d be kind of stupid to turn the whole 
slushie thing into a serious bullying storyline. It’s always been one of the humorous 
parts of glee.” (Of note, many of these posts were also coded as contributing to the 
“humor” sub-theme within the “contextual elements” theme).

In sum, these trends indicate that Glee fans pay attention to the differences 
between different types and forms of bullying. Fans seem to have mixed opinions 
regarding whether it is a positive thing for television writers to treat some acts of 
bullying as more severe or serious than others.

Anti-gay Bullying vs. “Regular” Bullying

Pointing to another sub-theme within the sample, 25 posts categorized bullying 
according to the motivation behind it. Typically, a distinction was made between 
bullying motivated by hatred or discrimination toward homosexual characters (i.e., 
anti-gay bullying) and other bullying portrayed on the show (i.e., “regular bullying”). 
(Many of the posts falling into this sub-theme represented the meta-theme of sexual 
identity struggles prevalent across the sample.) In some cases, forum members 
took issue with how Glee writers treated anti-gay bullying as more serious and 
less acceptable than other bullying or how fans in the forum seemed to care more 
about anti-gay bullying than other bullying. Summing up this stance, ceedee wrote, 
“In glee world, bullying is only serious if you’re gay.” Notably, one post defended 
Glee’s emphasis on anti-gay bullying. SklyLark62 affirmed, “In our culture, no 
matter how bad bullying is for anyone, those individuals who are questioning their 
sexual identity are bullied the hardest.”

Overall, these trends suggest that whether or not they believe that there are major 
differences between anti-gay bullying and “regular” bullying, Glee Forum members 
pay attention to how writers portray bullying differently and to how fans react to 
bullying differently depending on the motivation behind the bullying.
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Implications of Gleeks’ Categorization of Bullying

The theme of fans categorizing bullying based on form, type, or motivation suggests 
that viewers notice different bullying categories (or think about them when they are 
not portrayed), as opposed to understanding bullying as one, coherent phenomenon. 
This tendency to distinguish between bullying categories underlines the importance 
of future research focused not only on patterns across bullying media portrayals, but 
also on patterns across portrayals of different types of bullying.

Notably, trends within this theme indicate that not all fans accept Glee’s 
portrayals of bullying. Conversely, many Glee Forum members expressed critical 
attitudes toward the portrayal of different bullying categories. Several fans even 
referred to the recent “bullycides” in the news in order to argue for the importance 
of portraying all bullying as serious. Therefore, this theme supports the notion that 
viewers (including even the most fervent fans) may reject the messages put forth 
through fictional bullying portrayals.

Furthermore, as intertexts, the posts related to the categorization theme contained 
both potentially harmful and potentially helpful messages about different categories 
of bullying. Examples of potentially harmful posts were those that approved of 
“funny” bullying portrayals and emphasized that some acts of bullying should be 
taken less seriously than others. Such posts could possibly promote the idea that 
bullying can be harmless and entertaining. On the other hand, the posts that criticized 
humorous bullying portrayals, demanded that all bullying be portrayed as harmful 
and serious, and emphasized the dangers of real-world bullying could possibly serve 
to counteract and disrupt the more harmful messages promoted by the show or by 
other fans in the forum.

FEELINGS TOWARD BULLY AND VICTIM CHARACTERS

A final theme across the sample posts, appearing in 39 posts, was that forum members 
tended to express their feelings and attitudes about Glee characters who were bullies, 
victims, or third parties to bullying. In some cases, the likability of characters appeared 
to influence fans’ reactions to bullying (e.g., “I like him, so I feel bad that he was 
bullied.”). In other cases, characters’ participation in or reaction to bullying appeared 
to affect fans’ opinions of those characters (e.g., “He did not stand up the victim, so I 
don’t like him.”). Examples showcasing the former trend are discussed below.

Favoritism Affecting Reactions to Bullying

The most prevalent sub-theme falling under the “expressing feelings toward 
characters” theme, appearing in 23 posts, was that fans’ affinity for particular 
characters appeared to influence their reactions to the bullying in which those 
characters were involved. More specifically, fans tended to sympathize with their 
favorite characters, regardless of their role (e.g., victim or bully) in bullying.
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Exemplifying fan’ expressions of sympathy for bullies, slushiefacial came to the 
defense of bully, Karofsky: “So, in short, I disapprove of Karofsky, but at the same 
time I feel sorry for him, and I can understand why he’s being so mean. And I think 
he is really cute. he’s got gorgeous eyes.” In terms of victim characters, KatieK’s 
“love” for the Rory character (a student from Ireland bullied for being an outsider) 
seemed to contribute to her sympathy for him. She posted, “I loved…Rory! He’s so 
cute, and sweet…I felt bad when everyone was bullying him/rejecting him.”

Interestingly, several posts directly referred to the trend in television fandom when 
fans unfairly favor the behavior of their favorite characters or familiar characters. 
Azn99, for instance, commented:

This is the problem in this fandom, no one knows how to tell the difference 
between right and wrong behavior unless it’s something happening to their favorite 
character, they don’t even know how to tell right from wrong when it’s their own 
favorite character’s actions.

This trend, observed by both the researcher and Glee Forum members themselves 
suggests that some fans tend to sympathize with familiar and likable characters (or 
their “favorite” character), regardless of their role in bullying activity.

Implications of Gleeks’ Feelings toward Characters

Glee Forum members’ tendency to express their feelings and opinions of characters 
involved in bullying reveals how passionate Glee fans are about the characters on 
the show. More specifically, the trend that characters’ participation in or reaction to 
bullying behavior had an apparent effect on fans’ feelings toward those characters 
suggests that fans are so emotionally invested in the Glee characters, that they react 
strongly when the characters do something with which they agree or disagree.

Although it was common for characters’ behavior to influence fans’ emotional 
reactions to those characters, in even more instances, fans’ apparent emotional 
investment in characters worked in the opposite direction: their strong feelings about 
characters affected their reaction to those characters’ participation in or reaction to 
bullying behavior. The most common example of this effect was when fans expressed 
sympathy toward a bully or victim character. On one hand, sympathy toward victim 
characters seemed to have a positive outcome, causing fans to become upset about 
bullying behavior. On the other hand, sympathy toward bully characters was more 
often associated with fans providing justification for bullying or minimizing its 
severity.

Overall, the trends pointing to Glee fans’ identification with and emotional 
attachment to specific characters highlight the importance of studying how these 
feelings influence viewers’ responses to bullying portrayals. Future research, 
grounded in theories related to identification with fictional characters (Oatley & 
Gholamain, 1997), wishful identification and parasocial interaction with television 
characters (Hoffner, 1996), and empathy (e.g., Zillmann, 1991) could reveal the 
potential implications of character favoritism as it relates to bullying portrayals.
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Moreover, like intertexts surrounding the other themes, posts related to this 
final theme posed both potentially harmful and potentially helpful messages about 
bullying. The quality of the messages varied depending on how a forum member 
reacted to a character’s involvement in bullying, and with which character (the bully 
or victim) a forum member’s sympathy lied. Importantly, several posts criticized fans 
who unfairly favored the behavior of familiar characters or their favorite characters. 
These posts emphasized the positive message that bullying is wrong no matter who 
the bully or victim happens to be.

DISCUSSION: GLEE’S ROLE IN PROMOTING SOCIAL CHANGE

As one of the first analyses to examine fan forum posts as both intertexts and 
examples of audience reception, this exploratory study of 294 Glee Forum posts 
referencing bullies or bullying behavior highlights the value of fan communities 
as sources of relevant and insightful data. The results suggest that the combination 
of digital technology, enthusiastic young fans, and teen TV programs highlighting 
diverse perspectives on key “teen issues” has created a perfect storm that makes online 
fandom a popular outlet for teens to express their reactions to and interpretations 
of television content. Specific to the data presented here, the results highlight the 
role of Glee as a potential agent of social change, particularly change related to the 
increasingly prevalent and concerning social issue of teen bullying.

The analysis revealed four major themes: contextual elements of bullying 
(motives, humor, punishments, consequences, and character social status), 
messages sent to viewers through characters’ bullying-related behaviors, categories 
of bullying activity (based on type/form or motivation), and feelings about Glee 
characters involved in bullying. As representations of audience responses, the four 
themes across the sample highlighted how some Glee fans think critically about 
bullying portrayals and their potential impact on young viewers. The “contextual 
element” theme demonstrated that fans notice, discuss, and sometimes criticize 
high-risk bullying portrayals on Glee. This trend highlights Glee’s potential for 
engaging fans’ critical thinking about bullying and its consequences. The “learning 
how to respond” theme pointed to fans’ acknowledgement of Glee as a teaching 
platform (and its characters as potential role models) and desire for Glee creators to 
use this platform responsibly. This pattern underlines the possibility that through its 
bullying-focused narratives, Glee can demonstrate to Gleeks of all ages the various 
ways to take an active stance against bullying through everyday behaviors. The 
“categorizing bullying” theme observed in the sample revealed that fans understand 
bullying as falling into different categories. This trend highlights the value of Glee 
storylines in raising awareness of the various facets and outcomes (ranging from 
anti-gay discrimination to emotional torment) of all forms of bullying (relational, 
physical, and verbal). Importantly, all three of the aforementioned themes showed 
that Glee fans are not always accepting of the way bullying is portrayed on the 
show.
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On the other hand, the “feelings toward characters” theme indicated that while 
Glee fans may be particularly observant and critical about the show, they are also 
exceptionally invested in the characters. Fans appear to react strongly when characters 
engage in certain bullying-related behaviors and seem to defend the behavior of their 
favorite characters, no matter which role they play in the bullying. These trends suggest 
that Glee writers should be cautious about portraying “fan favorites” as bullies and 
about making bully characters attractive to audience members, as such representations 
could inadvertently promote the acceptance of bullying-related behaviors.

In addition to representing potential audience responses to bullying portrayals, 
the themes observed within the sample highlight potential intertexts contributing to 
the “overflow” (Brooker, 2004), “convergence” (Jenkins, 2006a) and “aesthetics of 
multiplicity” (Ross, 2008b) surrounding television content in the digital age. In other 
words, the aforementioned themes not only reflect some common attitudes within 
Glee fandom, but also represent messages about bullying to which young forum 
members could be exposed. While not all of these messages were necessarily accurate 
or beneficial for young Glee fans, some of the critical messages (particularly those 
from fans who compared Glee storylines to real-world experiences) demonstrated 
the possibility for fan forums to indirectly simulate experiences of co-viewing or 
parental mediation of television viewing. Notably, research has shown that co-
viewing and mediation can influence children’s attitudes toward television violence 
(e.g., Corder-Bolz & O’Bryant, 1978).

At the very least, the variety of messages provided in the forum created a 
springboard for discussion, debate, and critical thinking about teen bullying both on 
Glee and in the real world. The nature of these messages varied across and within 
themes. The sample included posts that both criticized and supported high-risk 
depictions of bullying, posts that argued for and against framing certain categories of 
bullying as more serious than others, and posts that defended and rebuked bullying 
behavior (depending on the characters involved). Considering the contradictory 
intertextual messages provided in forum posts, future research should involve a more 
comprehensive study that identifies which messages about bullying are predominant 
across fan discourse.

This analysis provides insight into the multitude of potential audience 
interpretations of and responses to media depictions of teen bullying. While the 
observed reception trends may not represent responses specific to teen audiences or 
be generalizable to other teen television shows, they suggest that contextual factors 
(particularly consequences, punishments, humor, and motivations) and identification 
with characters likely play a role in viewers’ interpretations of bullying depictions. 
While existing media theories suggest how these contextual elements and individual 
differences might alter the effects that bullying portrayals have on young viewers, 
it is vital to test these specific relationships empirically. For instance, future studies 
should examine how viewers’ identification with bully and victim characters 
influences their reactions to bullying depictions as well as the impact of humorous 
bullying portrayals on viewer attitudes toward bullying. Additionally, related to 
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the tendency for Glee Forum fans to relate storylines to personal experiences with 
bullying, future research should examine whether direct experience with bullying 
moderates the effects of exposure to media bullying. In addition to revealing the 
aforementioned insights, as an examination of a sample of intertexts connected to 
TV portrayals, this textual analysis highlights the range of bullying-related messages 
to which teen television fans are likely exposed, as well as their potential benefits 
and risks. Thus, it lays the groundwork for future research on various instances of 
television “overflow” and young viewers’ responses to these texts.

Inarguably, bullying is an extremely serious, harmful, and prevalent real-world 
phenomenon that too often leads to tragic consequences. At a time when parents, 
school administrators, policymakers, and advocacy groups are desperately searching 
for ways to stop bullying, a close examination of the messages about bullying 
promulgated by the media world—an environment in which children and teens are 
increasingly immersed, working through their evolving identities and searching for 
support—is long overdue. With its focus on Glee – a show that has arguably led 
the charge in its attempt to relate prosocial messages about bullying—this study 
emphasizes the potential of media messages to promote anti-bullying attitudes and 
behaviors, and in turn, reinforces the increasing need for television creators to portray 
bullying in a responsible manner that promotes positive social change among viewers.

NOTES

1 Slushie facial” is a trope popularized on Glee that describes what occurs when someone douses an 
unassuming student in the face with an ice-cold slushie beverage.

2 Glee reached an average of 9.77 millions viewers and was the fourth most popular show among teen 
viewers (age 12–17) during its first season (2009–2010) (Andreeva, 2010; FOX, 2010).

3 A Lexis-Nexis search of U. S. newspaper articles with "bullying" in the headline or lead paragraph 
revealed that coverage dated January 2010 through June 2010 increased 31% compared to the prior 6 
months and continued to increase dramatically up to the time of coding.

4 This coding process is similar to that used by Baym (1999) in her analysis of the discourse within a 
soap opera fan community.
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APPENDIX

Summary of Major Bullying Plots in Glee Episodes

Episode Title/Number Bullying Events
Hell-O (S1:E14) The football players throw slushies at glee club members, 

Rachel, Kurt, and Mercedes. Santana and Brittany spread 
rumors about Rachel and talk behind her back. Finn hears 
them and tells them that they should stop.

Laryngitis (S1:E18) Puck, a jock and new glee club member, grabs and threatens 
Jacob, a nerdy journalist for the school paper, in an attempt to 
reestablish his popularity and credibility as a bully. Mercedes 
sees this and decides that she does not want to get involved 
with Puck.

Theatricality (S1:E20) The football players shove, insult, and threaten glee club 
members, Finn, Tina, and Kurt for wearing their Lady Gaga-
inspired costumes. When the football players target Kurt 
again, Finn (backed by the rest of the glee club) comes to his 
defense.

Audition (S2:E1) The football players tease and throw a slushie at glee club 
member, Kurt. Threatened by Sunshine, a new girl auditioning 
for glee club, Rachel pays to have her slushied and gives her 
the wrong address for auditions (sending her to a crack house). 
Fellow glee club members, Mercedes and Kurt express their 
disapproval of Rachel’s selfish behavior.

Britney/Brittany 
(S2:E2)

Finn’s former football teammates shove, insult, and threaten 
him for getting kicked off the team because of glee club. Artie, 
Finn’s fellow glee club member, steps in and tells the bullies 
that it was his fault.

(Continued )
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Episode Title/Number Bullying Events
Never Been Kissed 
(S2:E6)

Football player, Dave Karofsky repeatedly shoves, insults, and 
threatens glee club member, Kurt about his homosexuality. The 
bullying culminates when Kurt confronts Karofsky and insists 
that he is not going to change. Karofsky suddenly kisses Kurt, 
and it is revealed that he is struggling with his own sexual 
identity and taking out his frustration on Kurt.

The Substitute (S2:E7) Football player, Karofsky threatens to kill glee club member, 
Kurt if he tells anyone about their kiss.

Furt (S2:E8) Football player, Karofsky taunts glee club members, Finn and 
Kurt as they are practicing a dance.

Special Education
(S2:E9)

Cheerleader and glee club member, Santana mocks and insults 
fellow glee club member, Rachel about the fact that she 
slept with Rachel’s current boyfriend (and fellow glee club 
member), Finn.

A Very Glee Christmas 
(S2:E10)

A flashback shows glee club members, Tina, Mike, and 
Mercedes being slushied by football players.

The Sue Sylvester 
Shuffle
(S2:E11)

Football player, Karofsky repeatedly shoves, insults, and 
mocks his teammate, Finn about being in the glee club. Glee 
club member, Artie gets slushied by the football players.

A Night of Neglect
(S2:E17)

Football player, Karofsky insults glee club member, Kurt 
and his love interest, Blaine about their homosexuality. 
Cheerleader and glee club member, Santana jumps in to 
defend the two boys.

Born this Way
(S2:E18)

As football player, Karofsky apologizes to the glee club for all of 
the bullying he has done, a series of flashbacks shows Karofsky 
and his teammates throwing slushies at glee club members, 
Rachel, Kurt, Finn, Sam, Artie, Mercedes, Tina, and Mike.

The Purple Piano 
Project
(S3:E1)

A flashback shows football player and glee club member, Finn 
being slushied by hockey players.

Pot O’ Gold
(S3:E4)

Rory, an Irish student who just arrived at McKinley High School, 
is repeatedly shoved and insulted by hockey players, as well as 
threatened by cheerleader and glee club member, Santana.

Mash-Off
(S3:E6)

After a dodgeball game, cheerleader and glee club member, 
Santana violently throws a ball at Rory, a new student and 
recent addition to the glee club, giving him a bloody nose. In 
the hallway, Santana insults Finn (football player and fellow 
glee club member) about his weight and singing abilities. In 
response, Finn calls her a coward and suggests that she come 
out of the closet, essentially “outing” her in front of other 
students.

Summary of Major Bullying Plots in Glee Episodes (Continued)
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3. I’LL STAND BY YOU

Glee Characters’ Multiple Identities and Bystander 
Intervention on Bullying

Over its five seasons, Glee has depicted various forms of bullying including 
social ostracism, cyber-bullying, physical threats and violence, and the terrible 
psychological cost for offenders, victims, and bystanders. In each of these instances, 
major characters served as bullies, victims, and bystanders to these social acts of 
aggression. This chapter will examine what role Glee characters’ multiple identities 
play in their actions, and how social identities normalize bullying as purposeful 
and accepted. The portrayal of bullying on this popular show is important for many 
reasons. First, its wide audience has a window into the modern high school, its social 
caste system, and how social organization is maintained, sometimes at great costs. 
Many viewers, especially parents, may not have any exposure to bullying in today’s 
schools were it not for that which is depicted on Glee. Second, viewers may learn 
how to react and respond to bullying by watching characters’ reactions as active 
participants or bystanders. Finally, the strict adherence to social identity stereotypes 
and tropes can lead to a cultivation effect, leading viewers to believe bullying exists 
in the narrow parameters witnessed on Glee.

DEFINING BULLYING

Bullying may seem like one of those behaviors easily recognized when one sees it. 
However, in order for actions to be truly considered bullying, they must meet three 
criteria (Olweus, 1978). First, the actions must be repetitive. A single instance of 
being insulted or left out of a conversation or event does not constitute bullying. 
However, repeated instances of destruction of property, derogatory graffiti, and 
physical assault are clearly bullying. Second, the actions must be construed or felt 
as harmful. Siblings joshing each other, testing the boundaries of socially acceptable 
banter does not meet the threshold of bullying. When it is clear the victim feels the 
cold, sticky sting of the slushy, as many a New Directions member has experienced, 
it is considered bullying. Finally, there must be a power imbalance between the 
bully and his or her victim. This power imbalance can be one of physical strength 
or appearance (e.g., Kurt vs. Karofsky), financial status (e.g., Kitty vs. Marley), 
supervisory (e.g., Sue vs. Cheerios), or social status (e.g., Quinn vs. Rachel). 
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Bullying can either create or perpetuate this power imbalance. In the 21st century, 
no adolescent or adult can avoid being caught in any cyber-corner. Over 90% of 
12-17 year olds access the Internet daily, and 80% use this access specifically for 
socializing and communicating with their peers (Pew Research Center, 2011). Access 
to the Internet, endless technological opportunities to record or forward any media, 
and an increasing reliance on social networking for communication have created a 
perfect environment for cyberbullies.

Cyberbullying: Cyberbullying is also repetitive, harmful, and perpetuates a power 
imbalance. However, it includes a fourth criterion. The behaviors are all transmitted 
online (Hinduja & Patchin, 2010). Cyberbullying can take place between friends, 
strangers, in an anonymous setting, or in a setting where everyone’s names or profiles 
are visible. Individuals can be cyberbullied through email, text messages, online 
message or comment boards, video games, and social networks like Facebook, 
Twitter, and Instagram. The cyberbullying trend has kept pace with technology on 
Glee, from the early days of MySpace to the current trends of Facebook and Twitter.

The Effects: Bullying has found to have lasting effects, well into adulthood. Many 
victims of bullying develop anxiety and other psychiatric disorders (Copeland, 
Wolke, Angold, & Costello, 2013), are at a heightened risk of becoming bullies 
themselves (van der Wal, deWitt, & Hirasing, 2003), and are more likely to attempt 
and complete suicide (Baldry & Winkel, 2003). Many Glee characters have 
demonstrated these at-risk behaviors, including perpetuating the bully-victim-bully 
cycle, attempts of suicide, eating disorders, and leaving their school for a more 
accepting learning environment.

The Players: Besides the major players in bullying, the bully and the victim, there 
are often other witnesses called bystanders. Bystanders actually have tremendous 
power in bullying and cyber-bullying situations, though they may not always 
recognize, embrace, or use it. Bystanders are not always the strongest, biggest, 
person around to stand up to a bully. Sometimes it only takes a connection to the 
bully, victim, or perhaps both, to diffuse the situation. Besides examining how 
characters in Glee evolve into bullies and victims, this chapter will also examine the 
power of bystanders who intervene or choose to walk on.

SOCIAL IDENTITIES & BULLYING

Whether we are aware of it or not, we each have multiple identities. These social 
identities are beyond the simple groups we are born into: male or female, American 
or Canadian, white or black. When one chooses to identify with and be a part of a 
social group that we may or may not have explicit membership in (Hogg, 1992), 
we are claiming that social identity. For example, Finn’s struggles with his multiple 
identities are readily apparent in the first few seasons of Glee. He is framed in the 
pilot episode as the handsome, popular, quarterback of the unlucky McKinley High 
School Titans. While many believe this was the social role Finn was born to play, the 
social identity of jock is one he chose. Finn’s membership in New Directions, and 
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subsequent label of an outcast “gleek,” is also a chosen identity. These conflicting 
social identities, and the other identities Glee characters try to manage, are key to 
many of the bullying and bystander intervention scenes in the show.

Keeping out-group members from permeating social groups can be important 
for the survival of the group, especially when membership is by choice rather 
than birthright. However, using violence or aggression in order to draw invisible 
boundaries, though common, is destructive to both out and in group members. 
Researchers have found bullying to be accepted by adolescents when it is directed 
at someone who is outside of their social group (Ojala & Nesdale, 2010). Bullying 
has been found to be a preferred tactic for adolescents seeking to increase their 
own social standing. As a Native American proverb reads, “Some men try to be tall 
by cutting off the heads of other,” and bullying is especially efficient in the social 
environment of high school.

Social identities play an important role in the vicious bullying cycles seen on 
Glee. In the very first opening scene of the pilot (S1:E1), bullying is portrayed as 
a behavior necessary to maintain the unofficial social caste system at McKinley 
High. Finn, Puck, and other jocks appear to be going through the motions, pausing 
for a short second to allow Kurt to remove his designer jacket before tossing him 
into the trash as Will nonchalantly walks by even greeting the group with a chipper, 
“Good Morning!” In this episode, Coach Sue Sylvester describes the caste system to 
Will explaining, “if you really care about these kids you’ll leave well enough alone. 
Children like to know where they stand. So let your little kids have their little club. 
But don’t pretend any of them are something they’re not!” (S1:E1).

Other teachers in the school confirm and implicitly approve of the student body’s 
strict adherence to status strata and identities. Coach Tanaka warns Will of the group 
mentality and pressures of high school as a “herd.” He tells Will, “The student body 
– the second one tries to rise above, be different? The herd pulls him back again” 
(S1:E1). Bullying, as a behavior, appears to be used as a deterrant for students in 
considering an attempt at straddling more than one social status level or identity. 
When students defy this system, it is used as a strategy to communicate to others to 
dare not make the same mistake. For example, in the episode “Laryngitis” in season 
1, Puck begins a tirade of bullying random students in the hallway upon regaining 
his popularity among McKinley’s popular elite. After robbing one “nerd” of his 
lunch money and tossing another into a dumpster, Puck declares “order is being 
restored one by one!” (S1:E18).

In real life high schools and playgrounds, individuals in specific social groups 
or identities are at a higher risk of being bullied. Youth who identify as LGBTQ 
are at a high risk of feeling unsafe at school due to bullying and negative attitudes 
towards their identification (Horn, Kosciw, & Russell, 2009). Researchers have 
found lower levels of respect for specific social groups is directly related to bullying 
and the bullies are usually the most popular students (Langdon & Preble, 2008). 
Though teachers report educators play a key role in preventing bullying (Kennedy, 
Russom, & Kevorkian, 2012), many fall unwittingly into the role of bully, victim, 
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or bystander (Fekkes, Pijpers, & Verloove-Vanhorick, 2005). Glee embraces these 
realities of the every day high school and forces its viewers to acknowledge their 
existence in McKinley High. One by one, social identities are used as the illustration 
of torment and redemption in Lima, Ohio.

Throughout Glee, characters’ popularity ebbs and flows dependent mainly on 
who they are affiliated with. Two members who this is most readily apparent are 
Puck and Quinn. When Puck is a football player or dating a Cheerio (member of the 
cheerleading squad of McKinley High), his social status is high. When he is a member 
of New Directions or dating a plus-sized girl like Lauren Zizes, his social standing 
is quite low. When Quinn is dating the quarterback and captain of the cheerleading 
squad, her social standing is at its highest. When she is merely a member of the Glee 
club and post-partum, she blends into the background. Only when Quinn joins the 
“skanks,” a rough group of girls who appear not to care about anything, does she feel 
the same type of social power she had when she was a Cheerio. Affiliation with other 
individuals through the expression of shared social identities is a form of image 
management. The jockeying of proximity to or attempts to distance from certain 
individuals are clear examples of what psychologists call “basking in the reflected 
glory,” or BIRGing. In general, bullying is used on Glee as a means to leverage 
either their rising status, diminish their victims’, or distance from lowly groups and 
individuals.

Ain’t No Man of Mine. In Season 1’s episode “Laryngitis,” (S1:E18) we find 
Puck a broken bro. Mercedes, however, has newfound social power since she has 
joined the Cheerios squad, causing her social stock to rise considerably. Puck finds 
an opportunity in Mercedes to influence his own situation. Once Mercedes relents 
and agrees to date Puck, his assumption about his power as a fear-inducing bully is 
realized.

As he walks down the hall, previous victims, namely Jacob Ben Israel, who just 
a week ago had no problem looking him in the eye, now tremble with fear (S1:E18). 
Confused, Puck tosses Jacob against the lockers inquiring. Jacob attempts to appease 
Puckerman offering his lunch money and any other trinkets in return for safety. “The 
tweetisphere says you’re dating Mercedes Jones. She’s one of the most popular girls 
in school. Your cool-o-meter is off the charts which means most of us are terrified 
of you. The guys you throw in the dumpster actually transferred today out of fear of 
retaliation.” The mere presence of Puck in Mercedes’ orbit changed his stature for 
all to understand and abide by.

Mercedes, on the other hand, recognizes the power her uniform, a physical 
representation of her social identity of cheerleader, has. She finds Puck in the parking 
lot near the dumpster, watching a line of students wait to be tossed in by two football 
players under Puck’s direction. “You don’t need to like it,” Puck tells Mercedes, “but 
you need to accept it. We’re part of the system now. We’re at the top of the heap!” 
Instead of intervening directly, she walks away in disappointment. She does not 
want to be a part of any system that exists to torment others, the way she used to be 
tormented. “It was fun I guess,” she tells Sue when quitting the Cheerios, “but when 
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I put that uniform on I didn’t feel like myself.” Mercedes is determined to be who 
she is, and rejects the powerful social identity that is associated with bullying others. 
She may not intervene directly, but she recognizes when to stand up and step out of 
the bright light of glory that shines misery on others.

Sexuality

Glee  has been a leader in confronting the issues lesbian, bisexual, gay, transgendered, 
or questioning (LBGTQ) students have had to endure in high school. A 2011 
school climate study showed 63.5% of students felt unsafe because of their sexual 
orientation, over 80% reported being verbally harassed and nearly 20% report 
being physically harassed or assaulted. (Kosciw, et al., 2012). Individuals who 
identify as LBGTQ report skipping classes or school because of this harassment 
and negative school climate (Garofalo, Wolf, Kessel, Palfrey, & Durant, 1998). 
This fear of intimidation, harassment, and assault leads to greater likelihood of 
failing or dropping out. Kurt himself vocalizes these concerns. “Fear,” he says, 
“that’s the worst…I feel like I’m in a horror movie where this creature follows me 
around and terrifies me and there’s nothing that I can do about it.” (S2:E8). Too 
often, students who identify as LBGTQ are at higher risks of self-harm including 
attempted or completed suicide, caused in large part by bullying and ostracism 
(Haas et al., 2011).

Throughout its five seasons, sexuality and sexual orientation has been a recurring 
theme on Glee. Sex has been used as a weapon, a determination of relationship 
status, and a natural topic of angst among the teen characters. Parents reactions to 
their children’s sexuality is also represented in Glee. Quinn’s father rejects her when 
she announces her pregnancy, kicking her out of his home. Burt fully embraces 
Kurt’s identity as an outed gay teen, and even struggles with how to discuss safe 
sex with his son. Santana’s grandmother disowns her for her “selfish decision” to 
share her secret. Karofsky’s father reacts with love while his wife wishes to cure 
David when he finally comes out to them. Viewers watch these conversations on the 
television, but so many see the same discussions unfold in their own kitchens and 
bedrooms. Glee portrays the spectrum of reactions to teen sexuality in a realistic, 
honest manner.

Sexual orientation and the discovery of one’s orientation has been a struggle 
for many main characters, a basis for ostracism, an argument for diversity in New 
Directions, and a tool of heinous bullying. Most of the bullying Kurt received was 
due to his openness about his sexual orientation and refusal to hide it. Unique is 
hailed as the first transgendered character appearing on network television not used 
as a comedic prop. Santana, though popular and willing to stand up to her bullies, 
has had her own share of bullying and public shaming because of her bisexuality. It 
is clear throughout the narrative arcs of each season, were these characters not gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, transgendered or questionning, they would not have been bullied 
in the ways they were.
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Kurt & Karofsky. Kurt Hummel and David Karofsky have a tangled history on 
Glee, culminating in a three season story arc. At first, Karofsky appears to be the 
typical jock bully, shoving and throwing slushies into Glee Club members faces 
almost daily. As his character is develeoped, the audience learns it’s Karofsky’s own 
rejection of his sexual orientation that contributes to his bullying. Once Karofsky 
publically admits his feelings for Kurt, he himself is bullied and cyberbullied, leading 
him to attempt suicide. This narrative illustrates the very real struggles young men 
and women endure when trying to find themselves in an environment hostile to 
anything different from the norm.

Karofsky’s violence escalates throughout Season 1. At first, he is introduced to the 
audience as a simple bully in a letterman jacket. He slushies most of the members of 
Glee club, challenges the quarterback’s membership on both sides of the popularity 
spectrum, and generally makes Kurt’s life miserable for no specific reason. He and 
his wingman Azimio make desparging remarks about Finn, Kurt, and the rest of the 
Glee Club as “gay” or “homo.” These slurs appear as mere insults rather than any 
actual commentary on Kurt’s orientation. It does, however, lend toward a larger 
pattern of behavior positioning “gay” as being abnormal, worthy of ridicule, and 
permissible to be used as an insult.

In Season 2, Karofsky appears emboldened by the lack of intervention and takes 
his physical assaults on Kurt to another level. He no longer needs Azimio by his 
side to torment Kurt, and does so in full view of dozens of other students and some 
teachers. In “Never Been Kissed” (S2:E6), Karofsky slaps Kurt’s phone from his 
hands and shoves him clear across the hallway into a row of lockers as stunned 
students look on. Kurt, finally having enough, follows Karofsky into the locker 
room. He challenges Karofsky, nose to nose, demanding to know the basis for his 
hate for Kurt. With fists cocked, Karofsky warns Kurt not to push too hard, but Kurt 
continues. “Hit me because it’s not going to change who I am,” Kurt challenges. “You 
are nothing more than a scared, little boy who cannot handle how extraordinarily 
ordinary you are!” At that moment, Karofsky forcefully kisses a shocked Kurt who 
shoves him away from a second kiss. Karofsky runs from the locker room, very 
upset leaving Kurt speechless. Later, Blaine visits Kurt at McKinley and the two try 
to confront Karofsky about the kiss and the apparent source of his rage. Karofsky 
is afraid others will hear what happened and ratchets up his assaults on both Blaine 
and Kurt.

Karofsky confronts Kurt in “The Substitute” (S2:E7) in a particularly menacing 
manner. He demands Kurt’s silence in what he calls Kurt’s kissing of Karofsky. 
Kurt corrects Karofsky and assures him no one other than Blaine knows. Karofsky 
threatens Kurt’s life if he breathes a word of their encounter to anyone else. Kurt, 
shaken, is convinced of Karofsky’s threat. In the next episode, Kurt keeps the secret 
of the origins of the threat, but Karofsky is finally expelled by Principal Sue. His 
expulsion is overturned by the school board, leaving Kurt no choice but to leave 
McKinley High for Dalton Academy where their zero tolerance bullying policy is 
actually enforced. The solution of the victim fleeing the bully is a scene too often 
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played in real life. In fact, one in ten students drop out of school because of bullying 
(Olweus, 1993). Kurt is fortunate his family has the financial means to send him to 
private school. Other students, many who may watch Glee each week, don't have the 
same opportunity.

In subsequent episodes, Kurt returns to McKinley due to a supposedly contrite 
Karofsky helping form an anti-bullying club. After Karofsky escorts Kurt to his next 
class, Kurt points out that no one has harassed, bullied, or made his sexuality a 
big deal since his return. He tries to convince the still-closeted Karofsky that the 
environment may not be ripe for complete acceptance, but perhaps well enough 
for indifference. Kurt tells him, “I could just hate you when you were bullying me, 
but now all I see is your pain.” It’s Kurt’s complete and unconditional support for 
Karfosky being true to who he is that leads to Karofsky’s finally honest apology and 
contrition. The humanizing of Karofsky for the audience begins in this episode. It’s 
easy for researchers, teachers, legislators, and victims to identify bullies by only 
their aggressive behavior. However, each bully is someone’s child, perhaps scared 
and reacting to something they are struggling with themselves. Perhaps the only way 
they have ever known to express their fear is through intimidation or violence. Glee 
viewers see a side of the bully otherwise hidden.

Prom Queen. Kurt’s easy welcome back comes to a crashing halt when the 
bullying due to his homosexuality plays on a much larger stage. At the Junior Prom 
(S2:E20), Principal Figgins announces David Karofsky as Prom King. At first, it 
appears his rehabilitation through Bullywhips is complete and the student body 
has recrowned him as a popular student, though this time through his kindness and 
protection rather than intimidation and brute, physical strength. The joyous nature 
of the announcement is short lived when Figgins announces Kurt as Prom Queen. 
Kurt flees from the gymnasium, filled with silent, stunned students. Blaine tries 
to comfort him calling it a “stupid joke.” Kurt, incensed and hurt cries, “All that 
hate, they were just afraid to say it out loud. So they did it by secret ballot.” Kurt 
had hoped prom would be about “redemption,” and is determined to be true to his 
identity. Kurt returns to the gym to be coronated, to “show them that it doesn't matter 
if they are yelling at me, or whispering behind my back, that they can’t touch me.”

Instead of standing up to the public attempt to humiliate Kurt, Principal Figgins 
coronates Kurt as the Prom Queen. “Eat your heart out Kate Middleton,” smiles 
Kurt in front of his entire class, which then erupts in applause. Kurt’s bravery in the 
face of such consorted hate is noble. He shows how uncomfortable it is to stand up 
against the majority. He is conflicted with both wanting to run from this discomfort 
but also use it to make a point. He has been acutely aware for some time that being 
McKinley High School’s only openly gay student forces him to be an activist of 
sorts. He uses this power to try to mentor Karofsky in coming out. Kurt gently urges 
Karofsky at various points to make his statement and claim his true identity. Even at 
prom, when the student body appears to be poised to be overall accepting, Karofsky 
cannot bring himself to come out. With the knowledge of Karofsky’s true feelings, 



K. P. DILLON

48

the audience is lead to feel sympathy for him, understanding the source of his rage 
and bullying towards Kurt.

SUICIDE AND BULLYING

Kurt and Karofsky’s tumultuous bully-victim comes to an end in Season 3. By now, 
Karofsky has transferred from McKinley for fear the rumors of his sexuality had 
run too deep. In the Valentine’s Day episode, he surprises Kurt at Breadsticks with 
a Gorilla-gram, complete with chocolates. Karofsky admits Kurt was the object of 
his self-hatred because he found it so easy to be who he truly was: out and proud. 
Many bullies are victims themselves, or perceive if they were true to themselves 
they would fall prey to the same hate and vitriol they force on others (Geffner, 
Loring, & Young, 2001). Victim status does not give anyone the right to harass, 
bully, intimidate, or assault another person. However, understanding the battles we 
all face can be a powerful equalizer in our reactions and preventions.

Leaving Breadsticks, Karofsky recognizes a fellow football player from his new 
school. The next day, he finds the word “FAG” spray painted on his locker in the 
locker room, surounded by the entire football team (S3:E14). The shoe is on the 
proverbial other foot when Karofsky’s own football team begins to bully him for 
being gay. He looks around for support, but all he finds are bystanders ready and 
willing to join in on the bullying. Everything he had feared was suddenly true and 
there was nothing he could do to change it. He heads home, relieved to be in the safe 
confines of his room.

Like many other bullying victims, Karofsky learns the cyber-attacks and cyber-
bullies know no boundaries or limits. Karofsky logs onto Facebook to see friends 
telling him to “go back in the closet” or calling him a “@!*$ faggot!” Each post 
is more hateful than the previous post, with more and more people commenting or 
liking them. As painful as it is for the audience to watch, if statistics are accurate, 1 
in 5 viewers experienced the same thing that day. Almost 14% report having mean 
or hurtful comments made about them online and 13% report rumors being spread. 
Non-heterosexual adolescents report a rate of 17% being cyberbullied compared 
to 7% of heterosexual adolescents being cyberbullied (Hinduja & Patchin, 2013b). 
Viewers may be torn between feeling empathy for Karofsky or schaedenfraude, 
the pleasure of seeing him experience the same type of harassment he exposed 
Kurt to.

One can understand Karofsky’s silence in his suffering, perhaps knowing if he 
were to complain or report such bullying, someone may say he deserved it. Bully-
victims are actually the largest population on the spectrum. Bullies are found to have 
higher levels of depression and anxiety (Seals & Young, 2003) and if they in turn 
are victimized may internalize that harm and remain silent sufferers. Karofsky may 
not feel entirely comfortable telling his parents what he is going through. Given 
Santana’s grandmother’s reaction, or the general reaction of most everyone to the 
news, it’s no wonder Karofsky chooses to suffer in silence.
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Karofsky’s suffering at the hands of bullies and cyberbullies culminates in his 
suicide attempt. The audience watches him struggle with the decision while Blaine 
sings “Cough Syrup.” He carefully lays out his best suit, making sure no wrinkles 
or creases exist. Karofsky sobs into his suit gripping his belt, his soon-to-be noose, 
while Blaine sings the chorus, “If I could find a way to see this straight I’d run away 
to some fortune that I should have found by now” (S3:E14). Karofsky feels the 
only way he can be free and straight with himself is through suicide. The audience, 
however, understands this is a terrible, final resort since there are people ready and 
willing to accept Karofsky for who he is ready to be at McKinley High School[1]. 
According to the CDC, suicide is the third leading cause of death for teens, and 
over 14% of high school students have considered it with nearly half that number 
attempting it (CDC, 2014). Given Glee’s general audience, more viewers have 
probably felt these same heart-wrenching emotions, as either a victim or friend.

The audience is given a precious peek into the havoc and grief suicide attempts 
can bring. Teen and youth suicide is an under-discussed topic. In the post-event 
scenes, Principal Figgins mentions how suicides and suicide attempts can cause 
a string of copycats. Glee’s portrayal of this very real, raw emotional reaction to 
bullying and self-harm is groundbreaking. We see Karofsky’s father finding him 
in the nick of time, howling for help and assistance over his unconscious son. His 
suicide attempt brings a moment of reflection for the adults and students at McKinley 
High School. The teachers and coaches recognize how hard they were on Karofsky, 
though Figgins defends their actions saying, “It wasn’t our job to know” the depth 
of his pain and self-hatred. Emma Pillsbury, the guidance counselor challenges him, 
stating something they are all thinking: “Then whose job was it?” The portrayal of 
the confusion, guilt, and discomfort all those around an individual who attempts or 
completes suicide is raw.

The students, those who were the subject of Karofsky’s fists and those who stood 
helplessly and watched him, are conflicted with how to process his suicide attempt. 
Finn is angry at the selfishness of his act. Kurt feels responsible for rejecting 
Karofsky and ignoring his nine phone calls that afternoon. Even Sebastian, the 
coniving diva from the Warblers, is contrite in his treatment towards Karofsky. The 
remainder of the episode is consumed by the uncomfortable conversations necessary 
to uncover the ugly truth about suicide. That it’s more common than anyone would 
like to admit. That there are clear warning signs if anyone cares to notice what others 
are feeling. That even people as secure as Will Schuester at some point contemplated 
an easy and permanent out for one lousy discretion. “Everyone has something that 
might take them up to the edge,” that makes them want to jump and end it all.

While in the hospital recovering, Kurt visits Karofsky and helps him imagine 
his future. We flashforward ten years where Karofsky is a successful sports agent, 
married to his handsome partner with a young son. Karofsky seems genuinely happy 
envisioning a future, one that appeared so dark just three days prior. Karofsky does 
not appear on Glee again, but his character’s impact is permanent. Through his three 
season run, the audience is witness to a variety of outcomes, and not all picture 
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perfect. For most LGBTQ youth who are bullied every day, who consider or attempt 
suicide as a means to end the torment, and for those who endure in order to live the 
lives they were meant to, it’s a pretty real picture.

Adults Behaving Badly

Experts disagree if adults can be bullied, though the behaviors may meet the same 
criteria amongst adults as it would adolescents: repetitive, intentional, power 
imbalance. In Glee, the teachers and adult characters are just as likely to participate, 
initiate, and be bystanders to bullying behavior. The representation of adults 
behaving badly on Glee is an important realism to portray to viewers. The audience 
understands that bullying and its effects are not limited to the confines of the high 
school walls or its students. Adult viewers may recognize some of the tactics used by 
Sue, Will, and other adults to bully their peers. The audience, however, can also see 
the effects of adult bullying on the victim, and how bystanders can intervene when 
lines are crossed.

Operation Mean Girl. Season 2 brings a new character to McKinley High School, 
Coach Beiste, a female football coach from Missouri. Her introduction to Sue and 
Will is complicated since Principal Figgins has cut the Glee and Cheerleading clubs’ 
budgets to help support the football team (S2:E1). Will and Sue do not take kindly 
to the news, and join forces to make Coach Beiste miserable. The two look on as a 
dozen pizzas are delivered to the locker room just after Coach announces the entire 
team must try-out in order to suit up for the Titans. Most of the football team giggles 
and smirks at the prank, save for Finn. Will recognizes this stunt is cruel, but still 
finds some joy in the situation. Sue explains, “This kind of abuse and teasing will 
bring back all those childhood memories and she’ll be shaken to her core. She’ll be 
humiliated, devastated, and have no choice but to quit her job.” Even as a leader of 
the New Directions, which embraces and celebrates diversity and differences, Will 
agrees and offers a fistbump to Sue for a job well done. Clearly, adults can adjust 
their own morals and standards when an important social identity is threatened.

Later in the same episode, Will and Sue’s bullying takes on a new form in social 
ostracism. Social ostracism is when individuals are left out or rejected by others. It 
has been found to be an especially efficient form of bullying amongst adolescents 
and adults (Williams, Forgas, & Von Hippel, 2013), and is also frequently found 
online (Smith & Williams, 2004; Williams, Cheung, & Choi, 2000). When Sue finds 
her pizza prank did not send Coach Beiste running back to Missouri, she demands 
Will continue the charade in the teacher’s lounge (S2:E1). Sue shooes away two 
teachers from her table to make it appear the seats are available for the taking. When 
Coach Beiste approaches Sue to see if she can join her for lunch, Sue rejects Beiste’s 
request claiming the seats are taken by her “ghost friends” who are “hideous, lonely 
faculty members who met with an early death from good ol’ fashioned schoolyard 
bullying” because they tried to cross Sue. Will, in the background, looks clearly 
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uncomfortable with Sue’s line of arguments, but continues the ruse when Coach 
Beiste approaches his table. Coach Beiste understands what’s going on here, and 
calls Will out on it. She says, “Everyone told me Sue was the school bully, and you 
[Will] were really cool. I see they got that last part wrong, huh?”

League of Doom. Sue Sylvester makes it clear she is not afraid of bullying anyone 
to satisfy her own twisted reasons and need for power. Besides bullying other 
teachers and administrators, Sue, in Season 2 (S2:E17), forms a group of other adults 
with the sole purpose of making Will’s life miserable to the point he would want to 
quit both New Directions and his job as a teacher. She joins three individuals who 
despise New Directions: Vocal Adrenaline’s coach Dustin Goolsby, Will’s ex-wife 
Terri Schuester, and former McKinley High teacher Sandy Ryerson, who lost the 
Glee Club to Will last season. Sandy is then put in charge of a heckling club, tasked 
with harassing and bullying New Directions during their rehearsals and concert. In 
this club are Azimio, Karofsky’s wingman in most of his bullying, Becky, Sue’s 
assistant and Cheerio, and Jacob Ben Israel, the school’s gossip blogger.

The League of Doom and Heckling Club are important to point out since they 
are both examples of adult sanctioned bullying. The fact a leader, coach, and 
tenured teacher is heading both of these endeavours is an important heuristic cue 
to bystanders in the show and to the audience. The audience sees Kurt and Blaine 
sitting in the dark, empty auditorium watching the Heckling Club give it their all 
towards Tina. While shocked, neither do anything to intervene. Afterwards, Tina 
is visibly upset, crying behind stage. Will urges them all to “buck up” since part of 
show business is “people being mean.” This teasing and bullying is portrayed as not 
only sanctioned, but also a right of passage, normal if one aims to be a star. Rather 
than admonishing the bullies to discontinue their rants and taunts, Will sends Quinn 
to the audience to distribute taffy to keep their mouths busy.

Holly Holliday, Gwyneth Paltrow’s recurring guest role as a substitute teacher 
on Glee, attempts to connect with the hecklers, but only through shaming them. 
Miss Holiday tries to guilt Jacob, Azimio, and Becky for making others feel bad. 
But then she mixes her messages by describing some of the insults they hurled as 
“rad” or reminiscing about how she herself tormented Debbie Gibson through letters 
until Gibson wrote her back with tales of her own turmoil. Holiday’s attempts to 
“turn the jeers into cheers” ultimately fails when the heckling club chooses instead 
to head home if they’re not able to head back into the auditorium for round 2. 
This subtle lesson can send a message to Glee viewers that purposeful bullying, 
especially sanctioned, or at least minimized, by adults and leaders at the school 
is permissable. There are no real consequences for the adult, or other student 
bullying behaviors in this episode. The victims are told to remain resilient even in 
the face of great negativity and harassment. A proxy leader (Holliday) validates the 
heckling in between admonishments and in the end there is no real punishment or 
acknowledgment of their wrong-doings.
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Social Identity and Bystander Intervention

In Glee, adults and teens are bystanders with different identities wielding different 
types of power. Sometimes, teachers actually intervene, as Will does after seeing 
Kurt visibly upset after an encounter with Karofsky in “Furt” (S2:E8). But instead 
of intervening, and following Karofsky to call him on his behavior, he brings Kurt to 
Principal Sue’s office. Sue challenges Kurt, telling him “high school is a dry run for 
the rest of your life. It’s rough – people can be mean.” She recalls her own struggles 
with bullying, especially having to come to the defense of her sister who has Down 
Syndrome. She claimed it was difficult but it “made her stronger.” Adult dismissals 
of bullying, especially verbal harassment or cyber-bullying, can put a chill on future 
reporting. If terrified students are met with a “whatever doesn’t kill you makes you 
stronger” attitude from adults who have the power to stop the bullying, they could 
be less likely to report future incidents, regardless of violence.

The bullying cycle, where victims in turn become bullies themselves, is 
manifested in these short scenes. Attempts to reclaim social power lead even the 
most tender victim to rely on tried-and-true tactics like bullying. Bystanders take 
note of this awkward dance and adjust their behavior during and after witnessing 
bullying accordingly. For example, Sam, the new transfer student from sunny 
California, witnesses Coach Beiste’s meltdown and her expulsion of Finn from the 
team and locker room. When Finn returns (S2:E1) to inquire why Sam didn’t try 
out for New Directions, Sam explains how he understood McKinley High’s social 
environment. “After what Coach Beiste did to you…do you know how everybody 
talks about you Glee guys?” When Finn tries to protest, and tell Sam that those 
whispers don’t mean a whole lot, Sam interjects. “I’m the new guy. I’m already on 
the outside looking in. I don’t want to start three touchdowns behind.” The bystander 
Sam sizes up the social situation succinctly and perfectly. Coach Beiste is bullied by 
the existing teachers for being different, and is subsequently ostracized. In return, 
Coach Beiste robs Finn of the only social power he has as a member of the football 
team. Determined not to be a victim himself, Sam neither stands up or steps in to 
the spotlight. In almost a cruel twist of fate, Sam claims the most powerful social 
status possible: quarterback.

Lima Losers. Characters in Glee struggle with negotiating their multiple social 
identities when they are faced with various incidents of bullying. Sometimes, the 
bystander identifies with both the victim and the bully. Throughout his character’s 
time on Glee, Finn encounters situations as this anguished bystander often. One 
example of this push-pull is in the very first episode of Season 1 (S1:E1). Finn 
informs Puck he has quit New Directions in hopes it would alleviate the torment 
from the rest of the football team. In this conversation, Puck brings Finn to a row of 
portable toilets behind the football stadium’s bleachers while twelve other football 
players look on. Puck reveals the “wheelchair kid” is in a locked toilet, ready to be 
flipped. Finn appears genuinely torn, furrowing his brow, looking around as if there 
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is an answer to his predicament. He yearns to be accepted again by the football team, 
where he was a leader and revered. But he also understands how dangerous such a 
stunt can be for Artie, as well as the absolute cruelty involved. After appearing to 
weigh the options, Finn decides to intervene and remove Artie from the toilet.

Puck and the other football players are clearly displeased with Finn’s actions, 
yelling, “What the hell, dude!? I can’t believe you’re helping out this loser!” Puck’s 
outrage draws clear boundaries between his group, the popular, able, football players 
and the lesser, disabled, loser with two wheels. Finn uses this opportunity to blur 
those group boundaries. “Don’t you get it man?” he asks Puck. “We’re all losers. 
Everyone in this school! Hell, everyone in this town…I’m not afraid of being called 
a loser because I accept that’s what I am.” Finn accepts his role in a lower social 
status group not because he’s in New Directions, but because of where he, and all 
the others in the town, come from. By identifying anyone from Lima or McKinley 
High as a social identity in and of itself, Finn equalizes the situation, stripping the 
need for bullying in order to maintain some sort of status structure. If everyone’s at 
the bottom, there’s no need to push anyone lower.

The Freak Hive. In the show’s first nod to Lady Gaga, the episode “Theatricality” 
demonstrates Finn’s continued struggle with his various social identities and the 
decisions they force him to make. At the end of the episode (S1:E20), Karofsky 
and Azimio, the two football thugs who have made it their mission to terrorize Kurt 
and his New Directions friends, once again corner Kurt. With their fists cocked and 
Kurt cowering, Finn appears in head-to-toe Gaga, a red pleather dress fashioned 
from a shower curtain, mask, and heels. Finn has clearly chosen to embrace his 
Glee identity, complete with a costume. As Karofsky and Azimio taunt Finn for 
both his choice of dress and intervention, the remainder of the Glee club arrives 
to support Finn in his intervention. In their entire Gaga splendor, Azimio surmises 
they have “disturbed the freak hive” where “the worker freaks are trying to defend 
the queen freak [Kurt].” Rachel laments she’s tired of being called a freak, and the 
others nod their heads in agreement. Finn declares, “We are freaks. We shouldn’t 
have to hide it. We’re all in this together.” At first blush, it could appear Finn is 
describing the experience of all the New Directions members. But as the episode 
closes with Mr. Schuster attempting to claim the bigger lesson, the viewer can draw 
another conclusion. When in high school, or in any large transitory environment, 
the group collectively is in it together. New Directions is made up of jocks, nerds, 
cheerleaders, able, disabled, minority, and majority groups. Freaks alike, they are a 
social group of its own and in it together.

New World Order. The social strata of high school are often built on quicksand 
– ever changing and never stable. From episode to episode, main players in Glee 
find this quicksand hard to navigate. Quinn, queen bee of the Cheerios, finds 
this navigation especially difficult when she is forced to stand by her man, Finn, 
as Karofsky continues to push buttons and boundaries. In “Mash-Up” (S1:E8), 



K. P. DILLON

54

Karofsky teases Tina, Mercedes, and Rachel with a slushy, which eventually finds its 
way on Finn’s face. While Finn fights back, Quinn challenges Karofsky’s assertion 
their Glee membership has dragged their social status below even the hockey 
team. She yells, “Screw you Karofsky! You and your Neanderthal puck heads are 
nothing.” Mid-intervention Karofsky stops her and lays out the new reality. “You 
two don’t have the juice anymore. Welcome to the new world order,” he says as he 
laughs, walking away. Quinn’s attempt to interject in the bullying by using her own 
social identity as popular cheerleader is struck down as a legitimate tactic. In front of 
nearly a dozen onlookers, Karofsky establishes the hierarchy, and therefore his own 
power as bully, and Quinn’s powerlessness as a bystander.

Not under my roof. One of the most emotional scenes in Glee’s first season is the 
confrontation between Burt, Kurt’s dad, and Finn. It’s also an amazing example 
of how bystanders can use common social identities to connect with bullies. Burt 
Hummel has been open about his struggle as a single father of a homosexual son 
in the conservative town of Lima, Ohio. He admits to Kurt he doesn't always know 
what to say, or do, since they’re both on their own to figure out how to survive. 
Burt’s character is dressed and played by actor Mike O’Malley as the average 
American Joe. Burt wears a worn baseball cap and plaid shirts, owns an auto repair 
shop, and drinks the average beer while watching his Cleveland Browns’ games. 
Burt’s common man appearance is often contrasted to Kurt’s desire for haute coutre, 
culture, and flair for the dramatic. They are truly the odd couple but forever close as 
father and son, bonded in that love.

Burt and Finn’s mom, Carole, decide to move in together, forcing Finn and Kurt 
to share a bedroom. Finn, already feeling tremendous pressure from the rest of the 
football team for his participation in New Directions, or as Puck calls it “homo 
explosion,” is uncomfortable. Kurt, on the other hand, is ecstatic and instaneously 
begins devising a plan to help Finn feel more comfortable. It’s clear to Finn that 
Kurt has a crush on him, only confirming all the homophobic fears he has tried to 
ignore. When Kurt unveils the redecoration of their joint bedroom, Finn loses his 
cool. Throughout this episode, every encounter Finn has with either bullies or Glee 
Club members builds to the crescendo of an overreaction to his new surroundings.

In his anger and frustration, Finn calls Kurt’s lamp and blanket “faggy” (S1:E20). 
Kurt is visibly upset by Finn’s reaction to the room and choice of words. Burt enters 
the basement mid-rant and yells at Finn. While Burt challenges Finn on his choice 
of words for Kurt, or even Becky, he attempts to connect with him on a level Finn 
would understand. Burt uses his previous experience as a football player to connect 
to Finn as quarterback, “You think I didn’t use that word when I was your age? Some 
kid gets clocked in practice we tell him to stop being such a fag, to shake it off. We 
meant it exactly the way YOU meant it.”

If bullying is a tool of social power, yielded in order for the bully to elevate 
their own status above that of the victim, bystanders can flip that power on itself. 
The majority of jocks in Glee view LGBTQ individuals as beneath them, that as 
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heterosexuals they have the social power. Burt, as a bystander, taps into that social 
identity to dispel and redistribute the heteronormative power. We see that Burt is not 
intervening as Kurt’s dad, but rather as his common membership in a group Finn 
values, helping Finn hear him. The audience can imagine these words being spoken 
not just to Finn, but to each jock who derogated anything different or cultural as 
homosexual.

Manimal. As Karofsky’s reign of terror over Kurt comes to its height, Rachel 
attempts to rally the men of the Glee club to his defense. She is shocked to find Finn 
unwilling to plan to intervene. Finn explains that if he interferes with Karofsky, it 
could have consequences on the football field. “Karofsky is a right guard,” explains 
Finn, “and if he gets pissed at me I’ll get tackled more than Jay Cutler, which means 
we’ll lose, which means Coach Beiste will make Sam the quarterback.” (S2:E8, 
13:52). Finn is much more concerned with losing his social identity of quarterback 
and leader of the popular jocks than he is the physical safety of his soon-to-be step-
brother Kurt. “I want to but I can’t,” says Finn dejectedly. This scene is an incredibly 
important and real representation of the difficulty bystanders to bullying face every 
day. Social identities may play more important of a role in bystander intervention 
than self-efficacy or physical ability. The audience is a witness to the ramifications 
of non-intervention for both the bystander and victim. Others are disappointed by 
Finn’s preemptive decision to not intervene based on a threat to his popularity. Yet 
the audience has also seen how intervention causes the bullies to set their sights on 
the bystander instead of the victim. Multiple individuals give up their personal safety 
and ambitions in order to defend Kurt and intervene in Karofsky’s bullying. Finn’s 
insistence in not getting involved for fear of losing his own social identity as a leader 
is framed as cowardly and not indicative of a leader.

Bullywhips and beards. Throughout Season 2, Karofsky is in constant fear that 
Kurt is going to inform others of his true orientation. At every moment possible, 
Karofsky physically threatens Kurt and Blaine into silence. At one point, Santana 
witnesses this intimidation and figures things out. In order to keep her own secret 
at bay, Santana strikes a deal with Karofsky to be each others’ beards. As Santana 
explains, “it’s when a gay man and woman date each other to hide the fact that 
they’re gay” (S2:E18). The two decide to embrace a socially acceptable identity 
while hiding their true identity to claim social power and status.

Santana and Karofsky form a new club called the Bullywhips, who will be “like 
guardian angels” in McKinley. The club, however, is just a ruse for Santana to 
engender support for her bid for prom queen and Karofsky to keep his secret hidden. 
The farce of the McKinley anti-bullying club could be considered a metaphor for 
the assumed efficacy of most anti-bullying attempts in high schools. In reaction 
to high profile suicides where cyber-bullying is often cited as a mitigating factor, 
many states pass laws like Jared’s Law in Idaho or the Jessica Logann Act in Ohio 
(Hinduja & Patchin, 2013). As of 2010, nearly every state had either legislation or 



K. P. DILLON

56

policy against bullying, yet hardly any carried funding for enforcement, training, 
or both (Stopbullying.gov). The audience watching Glee knows the Bullywhips 
are in name only, and Kurt’s harassment has ended mainly, as Burt Hummel points 
out, because his main harasser has stopped (Karofsky). What happens, then, when 
Karofsky is true to his real identity and role at school?

CONCLUSION

When Glee first aired, its opening scenes were frought with examples of the 
bullying adolescents endure daily in America’s high schools. Whether it’s slushies, 
swirlies, dumpster dumps, cyberbullying, or being left out of the in crowd, Glee’s 
characters were perpetrators, victims, and bystanders. But in these dramatic scenes, 
the audience got a glimpse into the effects of bullying, including the torment bullies 
themselves may go through. Difficult topics like unwilling bystanders and suicide 
have been dealt with head on. The bully pulpit Ryan Murphy has in Glee is part of 
the fabric of popular culture. Conversations can be started between children and 
parents based on the topics covered each week. Bullies may recognize some of their 
own behavior on the small screen and finally realize their consequences. Bystanders 
are given a first person account of how inaction can harm others. While not perfect, 
Glee is comprehensive in its portrayal of bullying. The topic is not solved in a 
30-minute episode, complete with a laugh track or PSA. Instead, bullying is woven 
in the narrative and character arcs that make the show unique. Glee’s audience can 
recognize the authenticity of these portrayals, and therefore proceed to make its 
statements more powerful.
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JENNA GUITAR

4. GLEE GOES GAGA

Queering Concepts of High School Identity Formation

High school is regularly depicted through television shows as a formative time in 
life that helps build a person’s sense of identity. The many clichéd stereotypes that 
come to populate the landscape of television, aimed at teen viewers, illustrates a 
environment where people are measured by a singular attribute, i.e., the jock, the 
nerd, the stoner, the artist, etc. These well worn staples of teen television create a 
feeling that people are flat, one dimensional, and often stagnant. The problem in 
putting forth these clichéd stereotypes, other than the tedious boredom inherent in 
seeing more vapid stereotypes, is the emphasis that is placed on the stagnant sense 
of identity.

Depiction of traditional conservative American identity politics has long worked 
under the assumption that a person can be represented by fixed characteristics, such 
as sexuality and gender. The binary structure of traditional American identity politics 
does not allow for representation of the complex and evolving factors that ultimately 
build our sense of identity. Identity is not stagnant, but instead, fluid, shifting and 
changing as a person encounters new people and experiences fresh encounters with 
the world around them (Butler, 1990).

Judith Butler (1990) ends her much lauded book, a touchstone in the study of 
queer theory, Gender Trouble, with the probing question, “what other local strategies 
for engaging the ‘unnatural’ might lead to the denaturalization of gender as such” 
(p. 203)? Arguably, the television show Glee (FOX 2009-present) can be seen 
as one of these “local strategies”. Glee club members utilize theatrical song and 
dance numbers as a means in which to articulate their identity. The heteronormative 
opposition (such as bullies interested in upholding the status quo) continually plague 
the glee club members; however this generally only spurs the members of New 
Directions onto create new systems of fluid and multi-dimensional identities. These 
new systems stand in stark contrast to the fixed normative ideas of identity that Butler 
criticizes in her argument concerning identity politics. Glee represents a resistance 
to heteronormative ideals of static identity theory and instead proposes the use of 
performance, theatricality and camp as ways to promote theories of fluid identity.

Butler’s theory concerning fluid identity relies on the understanding of gender 
roles as inhabiting a more elastic dimension, than the concrete binary roles that 
generally govern fixed philosophical ideas concerning gender. Butler criticizes the 
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emphasis of sexuality as representing a profound link to our identity. This dependence 
on accepting sexual desire as a representation of our selfhood limits our ability to 
understand the social construction at large in gender roles. Butler attempts to disrupt 
this line of thought by arguing that gender roles are merely learned repetitive acts 
that have been instilled into us by social means. These socialized institutions of 
power (such as school, church, government, etc.) create and inform the make up of 
one’s identity to a large degree. The problematic nature inherent in these systems of 
power is that they create binaries between male and female behavior. For example, 
a young boy learns not to wear dresses because it is not masculine, while a young 
girl learns to wear dresses because it is feminine. These arbitrary learned social 
behaviors are thus ingrained in us as children and continue to be exacerbated within 
us well into the trying times of high school, when American culture regularly implies 
that identity formation is at its peak. For high school students, the forming of social 
cliques and the rabid need to categorize people based on their behavior is a vicious 
result of an intense societal focus on identity politics. Butler argues that in order 
to denaturalize these stagnant formations of gender and identity theory, one must 
look at ways of showcasing the performative element inherent in the composition 
of gender roles.

Glee is a representation of high school life that consists of flashy dance numbers 
and impromptu singing. Glee dramatizes the continuous struggle of figuring out 
one’s identity. American pop culture engages in perpetuating the cultural perception 
of high school as a critical time in forging one’s identity: “Adolescents are engaged 
in the development of social identity, and of a sense of community structure outside 
the family. Their use of social symbols such as dress, territory, case, music and 
language is an important process of manipulating and signaling the developing 
identity” (Eckert, 1989, p. vii). The operation of social cliques and the influence 
that these social spheres represent can be seen as a training ground for the social 
systems operating in the world at large. The formation of identity can be seen 
as the representation of learned social acts repeated until they become a learned 
mechanism. Butler (1990) sees that “intelligible identity” as viewed through “rules 
that are partially structured along matrices of gender hierarchy and compulsory 
heterosexuality, operate through repetition” (p. 198). The problem with the idea of 
identity as a solid representation is that identity is a fluid model, always changing. 
Judith Butler posits that the problem with identity politics is the very fact that 
identities are consistently shifting. If identity is a fluid mechanism why do we rely 
on identities to inform us of a person’s social standing and capital? “If identities 
were no longer fixed as the premises of a political syllogism, and politics no longer 
understood as a set of practices derived from alleged interests that belong to a set 
of ready-made subjects, a new configuration of politics would surely emerge from 
the ruins of the old” (Butler, 1990, p. 203). The adoption of identity politics negates 
the image of identity as fluid, and instead relies on a stagnant representation of an 
individual’s identity. Based on this stagnant view of identity, identity politics operates 
under a hierarchical model of identity that privileges certain identities over others. 
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According to the assertion of patriarchal hegemony, the identity of the straight white 
male is perceived as the highest level of identity in the hierarchical mode of thought. 
However, this system completely negates the idea of fluidity found present in the 
ever shifting reality of identity.

Butler purposes the theory that identity is shaped, in part, by gender performance. 
Gender performance is the revelation of the learned social systems of repeated acts. 
“The rules that govern intelligible identity are rules that are partially structured 
along matrices of gender hierarchy and compulsory heterosexuality, operate 
through repetition” (Butler, 1990, p. 198). Therefore identity is a learned concept 
that individuals then perform in the world. In order to understand the differences 
between performativity and performance, Kristin M. Langellier (2006) develops a 
distinction between Judith Butler’s idea of performativity and her own, personal, 
definition of performance: “performance designates a type of imperfection that 
implies a transgressive desire for agency and action, performativity articulates a 
display of differences that challenges the forces of discourse and institutionalized 
networks of power” (p. 123). Performance then desires agency for change, while 
performativity merely constitutes an act of some kind. Performance is attempting 
to change these learned acts. The glee club students use their time in the club to 
perform different identities; their performance then constitutes grounds for desire of 
“agency and action.” The student’s performances demand a space to articulate the 
oppressions felt in the “institutionalized networks of power.”

Turning now to a specific season one moment of Glee, we will see how the episode 
“Theatricality” (S1:E20) captures many of the major themes that Butler espouses in 
her work. The episode begins with a figure from an “institutionalized network of 
power,” Principal Figgins (Iqbal Theba) wanting Tina (Jenna Ushkowitz) to come 
to school in “another style of dress” (Murphy). Tina dresses “Gothic” and Principal 
Figgins tells Tina that her outfit is outside the norm of acceptability. Figgins, as the 
voice of an institution of power, states that “Studies have shown that a strict dress 
code fosters a safe and stable learning environment with fewer instances of gang 
violence and vampirism. So, if I see you dressed in lacy demon clothes again, Tina 
Cohen-Chang, you will be suspended!” (S1:E20). Tina must locate herself within 
an identity that is perceived as non-threatening to the school environment. Principal 
Figgins attempts to uphold the stagnant ideals of identity politics, by threatening Tina 
with suspension unless she chooses to surrender her self-expression and conform to 
the norm.

Will Schuester (Matthew Morrison) the glee club instructor, decides to make 
Tina’s dilemma about her expression of identity a project for all the glee club 
members. Will invokes the spirit of Lady Gaga and assigns the Glee club students to 
pick a Gaga look which artistically demonstrates a facet of their identity. Tina uses 
this assignment to transcend her “Gothic” identity and adopt a different, bubblier, 
one: “I love wearing champagne bubbles. I get to express a whole different side 
of myself. Even though I’m painfully shy and obsessed with death, I’m a really 
effervescent person” (S1:E20). Given the opportunity to showcase another facet of 
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her identity expands the ways in which Tina conceives of herself and also allows 
for her to broaden her own understanding of her identity, which is complex and 
does not easily fit into one normative ideal. The ability to dress in costumes and 
experiment with image, shows the arbitrary nature of identity formation. It is strictly 
a matter of wearing certain clothes and donning a certain attitude. These caricatured 
performances of identity also illustrate the material nature of identity formation in 
high school as well. Students dress a certain way, because they want to be perceived 
a certain way, but their ability to easily change or transcend these barriers helps to 
illustrate a more fluid understanding of identity formation.

Tina also uses theatricality and performance to her great advantage to disrupt 
the normative ideals of the system of power as she dresses up like a vampire and 
threatens Principal Figgins. Tina plays on Principal Figgins belief that vampires are 
real by theatrically dressing up like a vampire and demanding her right to wear 
whatever she wants to school. Instead of conforming to the norm, Tina resists the 
school dress code and merely uses her clothes to express a different side of her 
multi-faceted identity, but she also uses parody, camp, and performance to great 
success in her vampire impression, all tools that Butler mentions as ways in which 
to denaturalize the insidious nature of identity politics.

By forcing Tina to dress in clothes other than the ones in which she feels most 
comfortable, Principal Figgins is forcing Tina to “cover”. Kenji Yoshino (2006) 
defines covering as “ton[ing] down a disfavored identity to fit into the mainstream” 
(p. iv). Principal Figgins wants Tina to fit into the mainstream by dressing like 
everyone else. He is afraid of what will occur if Tina is allowed to dress in her “lacy 
demon clothes.” Covering is a destructive mechanism of heteronormative society 
that insists on hiding the parts of ones-self that are culturally deemed as deviant from 
the norm. However, Yoshino is quick to point out that everyone covers something. 
Covering, then, in turn, becomes a universal mechanism that humans all use as a way 
to fit in and sometimes to blend in. The detriment of not acknowledging covering, 
then, is to continue to focus on the differences inherent in people, rather than their 
similarities. Instead of lying and pretending to be something one’s not, one should 
embrace one’s similarities rather than focus on the differences. This will then provide 
unity and understanding. Tina’s proclamation at the end of the episode where she 
refuses to be someone she’s not is indicative of the “desire for authenticity, our 
common human wish to express ourselves without being impeded by unreasoning 
demands for conformity” (Yoshino, 2006, p. xii). Tina fights against the smothering 
demands of conformity and the alienation she feels in an identity that is not one of 
her choosing. The theatrical and artistic nature of Tina’s style of clothing also shows 
the many ways in which conformity also stifles creativity. Tina fights back valiantly 
with theatricality and camp against this stifling dictate against her self expression.

The other way the episode transcends the normative expectations of identity 
politics is through the character of Finn (Cory Monteith). Finn is met with constant 
opposition and ridicule by his fellow football players Azimio (James Earl) and 
Karofsky (Max Adler) by inhabiting two different social spheres in the school 
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simultaneously. Azimio and Karofsky have issues with Finn attempting to inhabit 
a sphere of social privilege, the football team, while also inhabiting a sphere of 
social denigration, the Glee Club. Azimio comments to Finn, “How many times do 
we gotta go through this? You being a jock and being in Glee club does not make 
you versatile. It makes you bisexual” (“Theatricality”, E1:S20). For Azimio, Finn’s 
identity can exist in only one category, or one sphere. It makes the most sense in 
Azimio’s mind that Finn should choose the role of the jock. The role of the jock 
is at the top of the hierarchical identity “food chain” in the high school universe. 
Traditionally, the jock world is where “masculinity and athleticism are highly 
valued” (Beach, 2008, p. 49). Inhabiting the masculine world of the football team 
and the feminine world of the Glee club causes nervous apprehensions in Azimio 
about the nature of Finn’s identity, causing him to label Finn as “bisexual.” Azimio 
cannot comprehend a world of fluidity, to him the world must be in black and white 
with little room for grey areas.

Not surprisingly Azimio and Karofsky take offense with other members of the 
Glee club as well. Kurt (Chris Colfer) and Tina show up in their Lady Gaga costumes 
and are immediately the target of Azimio and Karofsky’s desire to normalize the 
outrageous identities of their schoolmates. Karofsky complains: “You dress all 
freaky and then you rub it in everybody’s faces. I don’t wanna look at it all day. 
It’s weird. Makes my eyes tired” (S1:E20). Being confronted with different and 
unique perceptions of identity bothers Karofsky and instead of working towards 
comprehension, he claims fatigue and attempts to push the “freaky” identities back 
into the closet or to use Yoshino’s terminology again, Karofsky desires Kurt to cover.

The influence of Azimio and Karofsky’s bullying leads to tensions between Finn 
and Kurt who have recently moved in together. Finn and Kurt are both subjected 
to the bully’s oppressive urge to closet identities that do not fit within the status 
quo. Finn becomes overwhelmed by the pressures of living within his dual identity 
and mistakenly lashes out at Kurt (the self-assured, flamboyantly queer teen, who 
embraces his differences from the norm as what make him special): “We live in 
Ohio, not New York or San Francisco or some other city where people eat vegetables 
that aren’t fried. I don’t understand why you always need to make such a big 
spectacle of yourself. Why can’t you just work harder at blending in” (E1:S20)? 
The confrontation escalates to the point where Finn refers to Kurt’s new interior 
decorating choices for their shared bedroom as “faggy.”

At this moment Kurt’s father Burt Hummel (Mike O’Malley) storms into the 
room and demands to know why Finn is referring to Kurt as “faggy”. Finn attempts 
to argue that he didn’t mean “Faggy” in that way, but Burt counters with “I know 
what you meant! What, you think I didn’t use that word when I was your age? You 
know, some kid gets clocked in practice, we’d tell him to stop being such a fag. 
Shake it off. We meant it exactly the way you meant it. That being gay is wrong. 
That it’s some kind of punishable offense. I really thought you were different, Finn. 
You know, I thought that being in glee club and being raised by your mom meant 
that you were some, you know, new generation of dude who saw things differently. 
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Who just kind of, you know, came into the world knowing what it has taken me years 
of struggling to figure out. I guess I was wrong” (S1:E20). “This new generation of 
dude” is the male who Burt envisions as being able to successfully exist in these 
shifting and fluid systems of identity and not feel the pressures to fit into the narrow 
confines ruled by hegemonic forces. However, by the end of the episode Finn has 
become the “new generation of dude.” Finn realizes that his identity is not defined 
by being a part of the football team or a part of the glee club, but a conflation of the 
two. In other words, Finn’s identity is not reliant upon one social sphere or the other, 
but the ability to fluidly go between the two spheres.

As a sign of solidarity and as an apology to Kurt, Finn comes to school dressed 
in a campy red rubber dress. Finn insists to the bullies that he exists within both 
the realms of traditional masculinity and non-traditional masculinity, by using the 
performative nature of camp and theatricality. The use of camp helps to shape the way 
in which gender roles are merely performative: “Camp, by focusing on the outward 
appearances of roles, implies that roles, and, in particular, sex roles, are superficial-a 
matter of style. Indeed, life itself is role and theater, appearance and impersonation” 
(Babuscio, 1993, p. 24). Thus, by Finn performing gender, he showcases the way 
in which gender is conceived as a set of acts, repeated and learned by society at 
large. Once the rules of gender have been learned anyone can easily perform them, 
which also upholds the fluid model of identity formation. Finn specifically chooses 
to employ camp in his provocation of Azimio and Karofsky as “a way of poking 
fun at the whole cosmology of restrictive sex roles and sexual identification which 
our society uses to oppress its women and repress its men” (Babuscio, 1993, p. 26). 
Finn’s campy outfit symbolizes solidarity and his own growth in the show.

Earlier in the episode, Finn speaks with Mr. Schuster, complaining about having 
to perform Lady Gaga for this week’s assignment. Finn uses gender norms to explain 
that the girls want to do Lady Gaga, but the boys with the exception of Kurt, would 
rather do something else. Finn’s reluctance to perform his inner Gaga establishes a 
very binary ruled universe where the girls are supposed to perform certain artists and 
perform in certain feminine ways, while the boys want to perform something more 
masculine, but still theatrical in nature. The boys eventually perform a KISS song in 
theatrical make up and outfits.

Applying the makeup for the KISS performance in the bathroom stirs trouble 
between Azimio and Karofsky. Finn may not be performing Lady Gaga, but still, his 
KISS performance stirs the bullies to denigrate his masculinity. Finn’s choice to try 
and escape what the girls always want to do, does not allow him to escape derision 
and bullying by the hands of Azimio and Karofsky. This collision of what Finn sees 
as masculine theatricality, and what the bullies see as bisexuality, help to lead Finn 
to understand that he himself still has a lot to learn. Finn, as the common everyman, 
signals to the world that the people still have a lot to learn themselves about the 
dimensions of sexuality and identity, as diverse and shifting as they are.

In the end, Finn’s ability to embrace his Gaga persona signals his willingness 
to now cross boundaries that he is originally uncomfortable with. Showing up in 
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his “shower curtain” dress helps to signal a transformation in Finn, but also in the 
depiction of the normative high school jock character. As Finn attests to Kurt in the 
choir room, “he is different.” Finn is able to express his diverse sides through the 
use of theatricality and to show that he is indeed an ally to Kurt and the LGBTQ 
community as a whole, by choosing to stand up for what he believes in. Finn uses 
camp and theatricality as a weapon in his arsenal against the conformity imposed 
upon him by the code of heteronormativity. However, the show also uses the tool 
of the musical to destabilize ideas of identity. Judith Peraino (2006) asserts that 
“music is the vehicle for the deployment of queer identity” and that music works 
“toward destabilizing phallic identity and reconfiguring masculinity” (p. 252). 
The hierarchical method of identity politics is interested in establishing the white 
straight male as the dominate identity. However, the musical genre destabilizes 
this identity of masculinity. Finn is the traditional representation of the white 
straight male as evidenced by his membership in the fraternity of the football 
team, but, Finn also inhabits the space of the show choir. Finn is able to embody 
his queer identity when he is in the glee club without sacrificing his masculinity, 
but instead reconfiguring it. The performances that Finn plays a part in for the 
Glee club “resignify social and behavioral practices” as progressive behavior and 
allows for a different perception of Finn’s masculinity to be portrayed (Worthern, 
1998, p. 1098). Finn develops a new form of masculinity by operating in both 
spheres of traditional masculinity and the socially denigrated sphere of the glee 
club. His ability to operate in both of these spheres also exemplifies the fluidity 
with which gender can be performed, hence adding to the theory of the multitude 
of fluid identities that are able to flourish when people are not restricted to certain 
preconceived notions of identity.

While utilizing camp is beneficial in thinking about the ways in which Glee helps 
to destabilize issues surrounding identity politics, the use of theatricality is equally 
important. Educator and scholar C. J. Pascoe (2007) works with high school theatre 
students at River High. Her case study highlights the many benefits that theatre 
has specifically had on her male students. The safe space of high school theatre or 
other theatrical programs (like a glee club) help “male students…enact a variety of 
gender practices” (Pascoe, 2007, p. 78). The act of theatrical performance allows 
male students a freedom from the strict confines of heteronormative masculinity that 
is traditionally associated with such male dominated activities as football and allows 
for gender exploration in a safe environment. Within the glee club the students are 
encouraged to engage with varying degrees of masculinity and femininity and are 
encouraged to see the ways in which these systems are performative in nature. In 
Pascoe’s (2007) findings “the boys [involved in theatre] were able to try on gender 
identities, integrating masculine and feminine gender practices, without fear of being 
teased” (p. 81). Inside the walls of the glee club, the students are praised for their 
lavish costumes and encouraged to express themselves without fear or mockery. 
While, the glee club inhabits a safe space, the students band together to make the 
rest of their school a similar safe haven, attempting to work together as a community 
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to band against the social institutions of power (such as Principal Figgins, and the 
bullies, Azimio and Karofsky) that attempt to closet their differences.

Glee uses multiple angles to destabilize the world of identity. Judith Butler (1990) 
at the end of her book calls for other means in which to destabilize the hierarchical 
domination of identity politics and Glee does just this by utilizing a vast array of 
tools such as performance, camp, and theatricality. Glee provides a model which 
configures identity and gender on a more fluid spectrum, while showcasing the 
logical fallacies inherent in the old stagnant model of identity politics.
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RYAN CALES

5. SOMETHING OLD & BORROWED

Homonormativity and Marriage in Glee

Since its inception, the television series Glee has been both praised and scrutinized 
for its exploration of contemporary gay youth social issues. Though initially focusing 
on a single character, Kurt Hummel, and his struggle with his own sexuality and 
navigating heteronormative paradigms, the show quickly extends to other characters 
and their issues regarding bullying, relationships, and ultimately, self-affirmation. 
This exploration of identities and experiences has helped reaffirm Dhaenens’s 
(2013) dual understanding of the show establishing narratives of victimized at-risk 
gay teens and normalization, as well as counternarratives of gay youth autonomy. 
Though once focused heavily on the characters’ oppressive conditions in the show–
particularly with various manifestations of bullying in the first two seasons—Glee 
has provided viewers access to negotiated moments of struggle which have helped 
promote an understanding of gay teen identity formation beyond subjugation.

As the show has extended outward from its high school roots, this negotiated 
understanding of Glee’s queer politics has also ostensibly developed to allow 
for characters to situate themselves in contemporary contexts outside the show’s 
previously established issues: namely, gay teen marriage. At the end of the series’ fourth 
season, Kurt’s ex-boyfriend Blaine Anderson has planned to ask Kurt to marry him; 
during the season premiere of the fifth season, Kurt says yes to the proposal. Though 
it can certainly be seen as a social triumph that such a proposal exists, it nevertheless 
calls into question the focus of identity formation and narrative progression within 
the series. By emphasizing the larger narrative of marriage equality with Kurt and 
Blaine, the show seems to have abandoned its particular message of social awareness 
and change through subversion and resistance to reinforce what Duggan (2002) 
would refer to as a need for recognition and assimilation into heteronormative 
institutions—what she has coined homonormativity. Further, as Dhaenens (2013) 
has warned, although we should understand the cultural significance of gay youth 
representation on contemporary television, we should also be aware of the nature of 
such representations that reinforce social inferiority and desire for assimilation into 
heteronormative structures.

This paper is interested in picking up Dhaenens’s (2013) discussion of gay 
fictional characters in television with a particular focus on teen gay marriage. Rather 
than provide a comparative analysis of gay teenage representations on television, 
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or a discussion of how Glee holistically negotiates heteronormative paradigms, 
this work is concerned with how the show’s treatment of gay teen marriage has 
altered its ethos by disrupting its negotiations of gay teen identities: entering a 
conversation of equality that has fomented heteronormativity, rather than challenged 
it. Through textual analysis of Kurt and Blaine’s engagement and its relation to the 
larger plot, it is argued here that Glee has further—and more clearly—reinforced 
homonormativity. Where the show once equally oscillated between expressions 
of gay sexual identities outside of dominant social structures and representations 
of gay teens being normalized (Dhaenens, 2013), its current focus has marked 
further departure from its approach of resistance and autonomy. By situating Kurt 
and Blaine’s relationship in the larger context of marriage equality, the television 
series has further promulgated what Cohler & Hammack (2007) have referred to as 
the narrative of emancipation and emphasized what Warner (1999) has deemed as 
a need for resisting sexual shame. In privileging this focus, Glee has undermined 
its message of diversity and exceptionality regarding gay teen sexual identities to 
encourage an embrace of normalization.

NORMAL NARRATIVES

Before analyzing Glee directly, it is necessary to first discuss the relationship 
between homonormativity and gay teen identity narratives. The concept of narrative 
here not only includes how we communicate reasons to commonly inform others 
(Fisher, 1986), but also how it functions as a discursive framework for shaping public 
beliefs (Foucault, 1978; Sloop, 1996). Perhaps most importantly to this discussion, 
the concept informs how we construct personal meaning through our individual life 
stories (Bruner, 1990; Cohler, 1982; McAdams, 2001). As Cohler and Hammack 
(2007) argued, narratives serve as powerful devices for identity construction through 
lived experiences: the development of specific “language of self” informing our 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (p. 51). Through this development, a diachronic 
understanding of the self is achieved through a concurrent acquaintance with one’s 
direct past, present, and expected future (Bruner, 1990; Cohler, 1982; McAdams, 
1997).

Regarding contemporary gay teens, Cohler and Hammack (2007) have discussed 
a negotiation between two coexisting narratives of identity: the narrative of struggle 
and success and the narrative of emancipation. The narrative of struggle and success 
is commonly manifested in terms of victimization and alienation. As a subordinate 
figure, gay youths must overcome oppressive conditions to openly assert themselves 
in a public: acknowledging their sexual desires and affirming their nascent status 
within a dominant heterosexist culture. This model, though perhaps empowering, 
exists outside of current cultural shifts and does not precisely account for larger 
contemporary discourse on homosexuality. Given the current socio-historical 
climate of growing acceptance of gay youth, the narrative of emancipation has 
emerged, highlighting the ways in which gay youths have constructed identities 
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outside of influence from victimization and conflict. Though issues of struggle and 
the social and psychological impacts of prejudice and stigma certainly still exist (see 
Cover, 2013), there has been a developed sense of sexual homogeny—particularly 
in affluent communities (Hostetler & Herdt, 1998)—bolstered by positive media 
influence (Brown, 2002). Thus, given the wider—though not comprehensive—
range of access and identification with such narratives, it is argued that the narrative 
of emancipation exists in tandem with the narrative of struggle and success to 
account for varying trajectories of gay youth development and life stories (Cohler & 
Hammack, 2007, p. 54).

While these divergent narratives jointly help account for the formation of sexual 
identities in contemporary society and push an understanding of gay youth identity 
formation beyond victimization, Cohler and Hammack (2007) have warned that the 
narrative of emancipation promotes a desire for inclusion into dominant culture: a 
“kind of assimilation to a heterosexual life course” (p. 55). Rather than embrace 
exceptionality with sexual desires and experiences, the current socio-historical 
index allows and encourages normal life trajectories. This is in accordance with 
Halberstam’s (2005) conception of the dominant logic of societal life progression: 
one encouraging marriage, reproduction, and longevity. The individual here develops 
in a fixed position where dominant cultural norms are not only attainable, but readily 
accessible. Consequently, gay youth sexual identies are cultivated through a pursuit 
of homonormative desires.

If it is true that contemporary gay teens are more commonly developing identities 
within dominant societal norms rather than challenging heteronormativity, then the 
worry of silencing subordinate voices essential in establishing new sexual identities 
becomes more salient. Warner (1999) has argued that the movement toward sexual 
equality has mistakenly sought to normalize individuals with same-sex desires and, in 
turn, has promoted a new kind of sexual shame: one that “reduces the gay movement 
to a desexualized identity politics” (p. 24). Put another way, rather than aspiring 
to establish new sexual politics and promoting autonomy, seeking for recognition 
and acceptance in a heteronormative system as a principal goal. As Duggan (2002) 
urged, goals with such sexual politics are assimilative and dangerous because 
individuals acquiesce to heteronormative institutions while also supporting them (i.e. 
homonormativity). The effect of such desires is a “demobilized gay constituency” 
where dominant lifestyles including domesticity are the end goal (p. 179). Thus, 
while the narrative of emancipation helps describe the current pulse of gay youth 
identity formation, it also reifies a growing lack of young sexual autonomy.

The discussion of contemporary gay teen identity narratives here has suggested 
that gay youths have increasingly distanced themselves from narratives of struggle 
and have adopted narratives of emancipation due to a more applicable socio-historical 
context. However, through these narratives of identity development, gay teens have 
commonly embraced homonormative aspirations blanketed by a more accepting 
social climate: an historic interpretation of narrative progression has ushered in new 
societal standards and expectations. This paper uses this moment as a turning point 
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to discuss the ways in which such gay youth narratives and desires are represented 
in Glee. As Dhaenens (2013) suggested, the television series has denied the idea that 
gay youth narratives can only manifest in terms of struggle and success as well as 
homonormative assimilation. While this is not disputed, the extent of the latter point 
is nevertheless questioned and explored here through a textual analysis of specific 
episodes of the series. Whereas Dhaenens (2013) focused on sixteen episodes from 
the first two seasons featuring a range of gay-related themes, this paper has heavily 
drawn upon specific episodes addressing teen marriage.1 Thus, a larger look at gay 
representation in Glee has remained absent here; this paper has only included the 
relevant details and context necessary for the analysis related to the specific theme 
presented.2

TYPICAL TEENS

Though the show has included many instances of struggle and overcoming 
victimization for its gay characters, Kurt and Blaine’s relationship commonly exists 
outside of these specific challenges. By many accounts, the relationship is very 
normal, following what seems to be a typical ebb and flow of teen drama romance 
narratives: the two meet, one falls for the other and fawns unrequitedly until the other 
realizes the feelings are mutual, they become a couple, fall in love, have challenges 
and break up (or have multiple breakups), and ultimately get back together. Though 
this suggestion of normality is complicated in particular moments of nonnormative 
subject matter (ex. when Kurt and Blaine’s sexual relationship becomes a major 
conversation (S2:E15)), they nevertheless establish an ostensibly ordinary romance. 
This, in part, is because of Blaine’s position within the show as an archetypical 
normal gay teen (Dhaenens, 2013). Because he is openly out regarding his sexuality 
and accepted as equal—both originally as a part of the Wharblers Glee Club of 
Dalton Academy and later as a student at William McKinley High School—Blaine 
has embodied a normalized identity able to manage his and Kurt’s relationship in 
gender-normative ways. As such, Blaine fits within the narrative of emancipation 
aligned with a heterosexual life course (Cohler and Hammack, 2007), where having 
a “normal” relationship is privileged over resisting or upsetting heteronormative 
structures.

This focus on identity formation through Blaine’s desire of inclusion is 
complicated by negotiating contemporary socio-historical contexts of marriage 
equality within the series. When announcing his plan to ask Kurt to marry him to 
his fellow Glee Club members (S5:E1), Blaine explains, “I want this to be more 
than just an ordinary proposal. I want this to be a cultural statement.” Blaine’s 
proposal to Kurt marks an important departure in the show from dealing with 
their relationship as an off-and-on “high school” romance to now addressing 
it as a necessary social message going beyond their love for each other. Blaine 
explains further:
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Our generation is at a turning point. People everywhere—except, like, 
Russia—are beginning to see that it doesn’t matter who you are, where you’re 
from, or even what God you believe in. They’re beginning to see that people 
really aren’t that different.

The larger recognition of growing social acceptance has allowed for Blaine to assert 
himself in a less stigmatized context and alter his current understanding of self by 
anticipating a realistic future including marrying Kurt. However, as Cohler and 
Hammack (2007) have argued, this narrative of emancipation should be viewed with 
skepticism for encouraging a dismissal of exceptionality from the dominant culture. 
Thus, shifting views mentioned by Blaine affords acceptance in larger society, 
though at the risk of total homogeny. By urging engagement, their relationship shifts 
from being special to becoming standard.

Moreover, it is unclear what rhetorical work is being done here: what Blaine 
references as a “cultural statement.” By describing the proposal as something with 
larger social significance, the weight of the engagement rests on something different 
than gay marriage itself given its increased legality and presence in America. 
What is culturally significant here is not that they are gay and (possibly) getting 
married, but that they are gay, young, and (possibly) getting married. This focus on 
age necessarily causes a shift in the conversation of marriage equality by including 
identities established outside of the older model of struggle and success: Blaine’s 
desire to get married is not rooted in a narrative of overcoming oppressive conditions, 
but acknowledging a history with them while existing beyond them. When Blaine 
tells his best friend Sam Evans that he wants to ask Kurt to marry him and Sam offers 
initial criticism (S4:E22), Blaine responds: “Will you listen to yourself? You sound 
exactly like the rest of the world, saying that ‘it’s not time yet.’ Well, you know 
what? People like me have been hearing that for hundreds and hundreds of years.” 
Blaine’s stress of “people like me” being denied the ability to get married punctuates 
his position of being informed, but not involved, with historical discursive conflict. 
This understanding reinforces the importance of history with identity formation, but 
also pushes a concept of gay teens to desire conformity and be normal: that it is time 
to show that they are the same as everyone else and share the same life goals.

A significant problem with this conception is that the performative nature of making 
such a “cultural statement” is that it can easily be conflated with empowerment. As 
discussed, the narrative of emancipation allows and encourages trajectories of gay 
teen identity development that are assimilative and influenced by heteronormative 
sexual hierarchies (Warner, 1999). Rather than affirming counternarratives of 
sexuality, gay teens seek to be heard in a dominant public as viable members. 
As Driver (2008) has argued, empowerment manifested this way is symbolic of 
adopting passive and familiar models of identity and belonging, where gay teens are 
accepted as passive, normalized figures. Blaine’s self-promotion in such a way with 
a larger agenda of acceptance exemplifies this demonstration of agency aligned with 
the status quo. By urging for approval of marriage within dominant culture, coupled 
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with a temporal context of growing acceptance of gay teens, Blaine can be seen as 
a stagnate, desexualized figure conforming to heteronormative values. When Blaine 
goes to Kurt’s father Burt to ask for his consent and Burt expresses his disapproval 
(S4:E21), Blaine remarks, “I don't think that you understand how it feels to finally 
be able to legally get married” (36:24). Blaine’s excitement of such acceptance 
through a marriage platform supports what Duggan (2002) has argued as a kind 
of neoliberal privatization, where “we have been administered a kind of political 
sedative—we get marriage…then we go home and cook dinner, forever” (p. 189). 
The possibility of marriage here is not merely alluring, but couched as essential 
given the contemporary normative context: Kurt and Blaine can get married, so they 
should get married. Empowerment, then, is tailored here to fit societal parameters of 
inclusion and a heteronormative life progression (Haberstam, 2005).

This confusion with empowerment and assimilation is further exemplified with 
Blaine’s understanding of his position within the narrative of marriage equality. 
Blaine’s remark to Burt about not understanding the magnitude of finally having the 
ability to get married (S4:E2) is meant to represent overcoming oppression and a 
new progressive force that should be celebrated. Moreover, it is impossible for Burt 
to understand this: he is not gay. However, to say that Blaine understands this merely 
because of his sexual orientation is a quick leap, especially given Blaine’s position 
within the current socio-historical climate. In a sense, Blaine, too, does not know 
how it feels to “finally” be able to get married within this context: he is a teenager. 
Though, by situating himself in larger struggle for marriage equality--one that he 
understands through hindsight rather than experience—Blaine reinforces his desire 
for acceptance within dominant culture.

LOVE IS ALL YOU NEED

Although much focus should be given to how the characters individually negotiate 
heteronormative paradigms, it is important to consider how teen marriage is 
holistically understood and discussed within the series in order to precisely establish 
how normalization manifests. As Driver (2008) suggested, studies of queer youth 
should be attuned to individual problems while also giving focus to the broader 
contexts of social power and pressures which envelop subjective thoughts and 
feelings. Beyond Blaine’s individual desire for inclusion, the series additionally 
promulgates homonormativity through the attitudes surrounding Blaine and Kurt: 
how characters perceive their engagement within the larger context of both the series 
and current cultural climate, and how their perceptions differ from teen marriage 
with heterosexual couples. Ultimately, it is through the series’ coupling of both 
individual and group desires that normalization is fully achieved.

Historically within the series, there has been no real endorsement of teen 
marriage: it has neither been praised nor promoted. The first engagement was 
between Finn Hudson and Rachel Berry during the end of senior year at McKinley 
High School (S3:E10), and the second—and less serious—engagement was 
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between Brittany Pierce and Sam when both characters fear that the world is 
coming to an end (S4:E10). Specifically with Finn and Rachel, their engagement 
is neither seamless nor successful: many characters—friends, family, and Rachel 
herself—question whether the engagement is appropriate, primarily because of 
their age. Once Rachel accepts Finn’s proposal, their families both go to great 
lengths to dissuade the two from going through with the marriage. Both Finn and 
Rachel’s parents devise a plot to force the young couple to spend the night with 
one another to “proceed with the teenage love making” (S3:E13) in an attempt to 
make them realize that they cannot handle the pressures and norms of marriage: 
one being sharing the same bathroom. Though initially causing a rift in the 
relationship, this ultimately drives Finn and Rachel closer together and to also 
push the wedding significantly forward. On the wedding day (S3:14), all of the 
parents are distraught: Burt declaring, “Our kids are getting hitched. We screwed 
up, big time” and Rachel’s father Hiram saying, “They are nowhere near ready for 
this commitment.” Thus, though marriage may be seen as something desirable and 
encouraged, it is widely urged as something for adults.

Kurt and Blaine’s engagement marks a departure from such dismissal and becomes 
supportive and celebratory. This can easily be seen with interactions between Blaine 
and Jan, the older jewelry salesperson that helps Blaine pick out an engagement ring 
for Kurt (S4:E22). During their conversation about Blaine and Kurt’s relationship, 
Jan reveals that she has been with the same woman, Liz, since she was eighteen and 
encourages Blaine to disregard considerations of age and to follow his heart:

JAN: “Doesn’t matter how young or old you are. True love is true love.”

BLAINE: “My friends have been giving me so much flak.”

JAN: “If we all had listened, we wouldn’t be moments away from the Supreme 
Court finally telling us that we are just as crazy and awesome as everybody 
else.” (14:01)

Jan functions as a mentor for Blaine explaining that same-sex relationships can 
endure just like heterosexual ones, and that this is becoming publically validated. In 
turn, this deemphasizes the focus on mere young gay teen love to propel Kurt and 
Blaine’s relationship toward achievable heteronormative life goals. This is further 
demonstrated when she and Liz go to dinner with Blaine and Kurt and Jan proposes 
to Liz and she accepts. This demonstration is meant to mimic the success and bliss 
Blaine could have with Kurt, ultimately acting as encouragement for the proposal. 
Here, Jan serves as a model for the life progression Blaine could have with Kurt: one 
leading to a publically recognized and accepted marriage.

However, understanding Jan as an attainable model for Blaine undermines key 
distinctions between their lived experiences: namely, divergence in time and place. 
Blaine cannot attain the same life narrative as Jan because he is not temporally 
acquainted with historical experiences of struggle and success. When discussing 
their relationship at dinner, Jan and Liz reflect on their shared experiences:
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JAN: “What haven’t we seen from our front porch?”

LAZ: “Nothing. AIDS…. Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, Ellen. We’ve seen it all side-
by-side.”

The discussion at dinner serves as a live negotiation between the narrative of 
struggle and success and narrative of emancipation. Both couples exist within the 
same shifting cultural changes, attitudes, and discourse, though Jan and Liz have an 
historical understanding that Blaine and Kurt cannot access—they are too young. 
Blaine and Kurt only operate within a cultural context becoming more accepting 
of nonnormative sexual identities: one encouraging gay teens to dismiss their 
distinctiveness from dominant culture (Cohler & Hammack, 2007). By highlighting 
a life progression model that Blaine and Kurt necessarily cannot attain, Jan’s 
support and excitement for their potential engagement is positioned in furthering 
a heteronormative life progression where marriage is the focus, and a necessary 
representation of love.

This acceptance is further complicated when looking at the larger recognition, 
acceptance, and encouragement from other characters. As discussed, Blaine’s plan 
to propose to Kurt is met with initial trepidation and skepticism. However, these 
attitudes are minimal and quickly lose salience. When Blaine initially explains to the 
reluctant Glee Club members his intentions to propose to Kurt and it being a larger 
social message (S5:E1), Artie Abrams defends Blaine’s position and then quickly–
and humorously–utters that he still thinks that Blaine and Kurt are too young to get 
married. The Glee Club members then jump into song (The Beatles “Help!” no less) 
where Blaine successfully corrals his fellow club members, as well as rival Glee 
Club members, to help him with this proposal plan. Artie’s swift utterance is playful 
in context; his point cannot be a serious disapproval given the almost immediate 
support from everyone. Thus, Blaine and Kurt’s age is functionally unimportant 
regarding approval, much unlike Finn and Rachel’s engagement. Moreover, while 
dissent permeated throughout Finn and Rachel’s engagement, practically everyone 
comes together to support and help Blaine in a very elaborate proposal at Dalton 
Academy. Here, the engagement is more than a decision to get married—it is a 
definitive moment of inclusion into dominant culture. By bringing everyone 
together, both friends and rivals, to unite in support, Blaine and Kurt can officially 
assert themselves as life goal equals: something Finn and Rachel did not have to 
demonstrate.

Even Burt is included in this larger push for assimilation. Though initially resistant 
to the idea of engagement when Blaine first mentions his plan, Burt’s expression 
of his attitudes differs wildly when talking to Kurt as he brought him to Dalton 
Academy for the proposal. When Kurt mentions that he loves Blaine but that they 
may be too young to get married, Burt discusses his marriage with Kurt’s mother:

Your mom and I met when we were twenty-two, and I asked her to marry me 
six months in. We were just kids…. I wish I’d met her ten years earlier. I didn’t 
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know then that I was only going to get so much time with her, you know? That 
she was going to leave so soon…. We only get a few days when you come 
down to it, Kurt.

Though not directly saying that they should get married, Burt urges that age should 
not matter when discussing marriage. Like other characters’ dispositions, this is very 
dissimilar to Burt’s reactions to Finn and Rachel’s engagement and his concerted 
efforts to stop their marriage. Though, aside from sexual orientation, there is little 
difference between Finn and Rachel’s engagement and Kurt and Blaine’s. Burt 
does more than abandon the objection on grounds of age—he suggests that age 
is irrelevant, and love is all that should matter. Moreover, he does so through a 
comparison of his own marriage. In doing so, Burt reinforces the notion that because 
Kurt and Blaine can get married, they should: this is what people do when they are 
in love. Kurt then becomes a passive, desexualized figure that, like Blaine, conforms 
to heteronormative values and desires.

CONCLUSION

This analysis of Glee and its representations of developing sexual identities has 
suggested that its focus on gay teen marriage has pushed the series further away from 
important moments of subversion and challenges within dominant social structures 
to instead promote them. The current focus on Kurt and Blaine’s engagement 
emphasizes an understanding of a heteronormative life trajectory where marriage 
is an essential—and attainable—goal. Emancipation narratives are promulgated 
through Kurt and Blaine’s relationship where they develop sexual identities with 
end goals of acceptance within dominant culture: or, homonormative aspirations. 
By broadening the scope of the show’s queer politics, these identities are cultivated 
within social norms beyond its original rural roots.

The location of these narratives plays a significant role in their development, as 
well as how the larger push for normalization discussed should be perceived. As 
Dhanenes (2013) argued, McKinley High School, situated in small town Lima, Ohio, 
can serve as a metaphor for Western society being governed by heteronormativity. 
Yet, the hierarchical structures at play within the high school—football players and 
cheerleaders being at the top of the social ladder while Glee Club members exist 
on the bottom rungs—are simultaneously endorsed and criticized within the series, 
upsetting the social fabric representative of larger dominant culture. In doing so, 
there are negotiated moments for characters both being victimized by dominant 
figures within the series, as well as moments of subversion and resistance. These 
experiences within the high school social structure can be seen as resonating to a 
larger public, where dominant power dynamics are challenged and resistance to the 
status quo is fomented.

This discussion of homonormativity, then, seemingly becomes diluted—or 
perhaps even misguided—when looking at the importance of location with the 
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urge for marriage equality. Though McKinley High School may symbolize social 
pressures of dominant publics, is also exists geographically outside of such spaces. 
As Brown (2012) argued, conditions in which gay people live their lives in rural areas 
need to be understood before making broader, or even ubiquitous, claims regarding 
normalization. Here, homonormativity and assimilation are privileged criticisms that 
do not account for different geographies allowing for divergent sexualities. When 
applied to Glee, it may be misguided to couch Kurt and Blaine’s relationship in 
terms of normalization and assimilation given the rural setting of the show and how 
gay identities may develop specifically given the cultural climate of Lima, Ohio. 
Such disregard may help perpetuate calcified classist understandings of distinctions 
between of rural and urban perceptions of gay communities (Haberstam, 2005). 
Thus, it seems vital to consider both socio-historical and geographical contexts when 
trying to understand how we should discuss normalization with the series, if we 
should at all.

However, geographical considerations can only go so far when discussing how 
homonormativity materializes specifically within Glee. First, marriage equality 
must necessarily be seen on a larger, national scale because of the nature of cause 
for ubiquitous rights and public recognition. Though, specifically within the series, 
geographical considerations run thin. Glee no longer has a fixed geography given its 
departure from solely focusing on Lima to include many of the characters (including 
Kurt) in New York City. Opening up the larger narrative of marriage equality, in 
conjunction with the show broadening outside of just high school, has shifted the 
conversation to apply within a larger social framework; it has equally made the 
series more susceptible to criticism regarding how it negotiates gay teen identity 
formation given these contexts.

Given these contexts coupled with the focus on marriage, Glee has established 
gay youth narratives of development which deemphasize sexual agency to privilege 
a desire for achieving dominant life goals. As argued, the possibility of marriage 
becomes essential within the series and reduces Kurt and Blaine’s relationship to 
something standard—something normal. Moreover, given Kurt and Blaine’s position 
within the larger narrative of marriage equality—one they are acquainted with 
contemporarily but not historically—this desire for normalcy is further bolstered 
and, in turn, assimilative. Future discussions should explore how Kurt and Blaine’s 
relationship is negotiated as the series progresses alongside continuing shifting 
social contexts, especially as the series takes plots outsides of Lima, Ohio. Such 
discussions could hopefully then develop a more comprehensive understanding of 
how gay teen sexual identities are established and developed within contemporary 
society, and to what end.
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NOTES

1 Dhaenens (2013) refrained from including episodes from the third season before it ended. The first 
episode of the fifth season (and current season at the time of this chapter) is necessarily utilized given 
the presented argument.

2 The episodes analyzed include ‘Yes/No’ (S3:E10), ‘Heart’ (S3:E13), ‘On My Way’ (S3:E14), ‘Wonder-
ful’ (S4:E21), ‘All or Nothing’ (S4:E22), and ‘Love, Love, Love’ (S5:E1).
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GENE KELLY

6. KURT AND BLAINE

New Sexual Scripts for Gay Youth

Normal versus deviant. Monogamy versus promiscuity. Purity versus filth. These are 
just some of the ways in which heterosexual intimate relationships are juxtaposed 
against queer1 ones. Youth observe the normalcy of male/female relationships, well, 
everywhere: their family systems, schools, faith communities, and, possibly the most 
far reaching and impactful, the media. Gagnon and Simon (1973) argue that sexual 
scripts (i.e. expectations about sex and sexuality that are expressed and standardized 
as the norm) permeate our society every day. All scripts are socially-constructed 
and can be based upon gender (e.g. boys should have as much sex as possible while 
girls should be chaste and pure) or even on race (e.g. “once you go Black you never 
go back”). While sex may indeed be everywhere we look, sexual scripts based 
upon sexual orientation differ. Heteronormativity is the absolute ‘gold-standard:’ 
individuals should strive for a monogamous, male/female relationship that produces 
children and, at the very least, the house with the white picket fence. Scripts for 
queer youth have been vastly different. They are hidden, judged, and definitely do 
not exist as readily in popular media. This chapter will explore sexual scripts in 
regard to gay male youth behavior, specifically, using episodes and characters from 
the popular FOX television show Glee to describe how these scripts have shifted 
for today’s generation and why acknowledging how sexuality is portrayed can help 
develop social change.

SEXUALITY AS A SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION

While sex serves a biological function, sexuality, or how we express our sexual 
desires, is socially-constructed (Weeks, 2010). While this construction exists, how 
does one learn the norms and expectations that come with their varying identities? 
One theory helps explain the ways in which we learn about norms— social cognitive 
theory (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). Social cognitive theory is comprised of multiple 
components: observation, imitation, reinforcement, and punishment. As an example, 
picture a young boy who is playing with his sister. He observes his sister playing 
with a baby doll, rocking it back and forth. Their mom, sitting across the room, 
smiles at her daughter and says how nicely she’s playing. Later that day while his 
sister naps, this boy picks up the same doll and mimics his sister’s actions. His 
mother comes across the room and takes the doll away from him, telling him that 
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boys don’t play with dolls, handing him a truck instead. In this moment, this boy is 
learning that boys aren’t supposed to play with ‘girl toys’ like dolls. If you break this 
down using the social cognitive theory, this boy observes his sister’s actions and the 
praise she receives (reinforcement), imitates the behavior in order to gain the same 
approval, but instead is rebuked for this behavior through punishment, thus reducing 
the likelihood that he will engage in the action again.

While the example described above is based in gender, sexuality follows a 
similar path. Weeks (2010) argues that sexuality is organized and structured 
through five realms: kinship and family systems, economic and social organization, 
social regulation, political interventions, and cultures of resistance. If we examine 
constructions of homosexuality, family systems play a vital role. Gay men learn 
about ‘appropriate’ sexual expression from our parents, older siblings or cousins, 
as well as through other kinship networks—older, more experienced individuals 
who pass along vital information about the ways of the world. This last notion, 
intergenerational mentorship, is argued to be vital for developing a healthy notion of 
identity (Rice, 2006).

Economic and social organization refers to the ways that the world is structured 
by its groups, often defined by income/availability. During the 1960s and 70s, most 
of queer life was ruled by economics and living conditions. Those who lived in rural 
areas were in complete isolation; information about queer life was being discreetly 
distributed in the cities alone, and almost exclusively in Los Angeles and New York 
(Miller, 2006). Urban gay male life, specifically in regard to sex, revolved around 
the three Bs: bars, bookstores, and bathhouses (Miller, 2006). Sex acts were fleeting 
and rarely were long-term relationships celebrated. As society cracked down on 
these types of establishments through raids (and the resulting humiliation of arrest 
and its eventual publication in area newspapers), civil rights organizations began 
forming to fight this injustice, forever shaping how homosexuality was constructed 
(Miller, 2006).

Social regulation and political interventions refer to the ways in which we have 
historically codified expectations about sexual expression through law, custom, and 
religious mores. As an example, consensual same-sex sodomy was still considered 
illegal in multiple states (even though consensual heterosexual sodomy was legal) 
until the Lawrence v. Texas case before the United States Supreme Court in 2003 
(Mezey, 2007). Multiple religious denominations still bar openly-queer clergy, do 
not celebrate or bless same-sex unions, and will denounce ‘the sin’ of homosexual 
sex but not ‘the sinner.’ Education systems do not typically cover homosexual sexual 
practice in sex education classes (if they are offered at all) (Pingel, Thomas, Harmell, 
& Bauermeister, 2013). Lastly, the option of marriage for same-sex couples has only 
been possible since 2003, only on the state level, and as of the writing of this chapter, 
limited to 19 states and the District of Columbia (National Gay and Lesbian Task 
Force, 2014). While additional states including Idaho and Arkansas have been moving 
toward legalization, these states are currently in a “limbo” while various lawsuits and 
appeals are moving through the courts (Human Rights Campaign, 2014).
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Queer individuals have historically found ways to organize to resist the expectations 
placed upon them by the dominant heterosexist society. The LGBTQ civil rights 
movement has been cited as a very quick civil rights movement (Harwood, 2013). 
Groups like the Mattachine Society and the Daughters of Bilitis formed in the 1950s 
to help bring attention and visibility to an invisible group (Miller, 2006). As their 
‘polite resistance’ was viewed as ineffective by burgeoning activists, new groups 
like the Gay Liberation Front formed and fought more directly (Miller, 2006). In 
the 1980s as the AIDS epidemic enveloped the queer community, AIDS Coalition 
to Unleash Power (ACT-UP) created very “in-your-face” demonstrations to bring 
attention to a disease that was going unrecognized by the government (Miller, 
2006). Today, groups like the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force and the Human 
Rights Campaign have set their sights on federal and state governments and are at 
the forefront of addressing safe schools, marriage equality, hate crime legislation, 
and other legal problems. Regardless of the amount of change generated by the 
movement, growing up heterosexual is the baseline; so much so that the world is 
constructed around this norm.

Queer youth are on a different path. Developing a positive sexual identity that is 
against the norm takes significant effort and, quite possibly, many years. Theories 
have been developed that help explain this process. Cass’s (1984) sexual identity 
development model posits that since queer youth exist in a heteronormative world, 
their first inkling of a differing sexual desire brings about multiple reactions—
accept, deny, reject. If a person follows the accept route, they will begin a journey 
that encourages them to explore how their sexual identity can be expressed, to 
whom, when, and where. Eventually, this person will follow a path of development 
that brings them to disclosing their identity, developing relationships with other 
queer individuals, creating social and support systems, and integrating their identity 
into an overall sense of self. Denial or rejection of this identity can take multiple 
forms—excusatory (e.g. I was drunk, it’s only a phase, he/she took advantage of 
me) or hostile (e.g. internalized homophobia). All along these paths are social 
learning theory interactions—heterosexual peers going to proms and losing their 
virginity; heterosexual couples having their engagement and wedding photos in their 
local newspapers; other queer youth being denounced, taking their own lives, and 
sometimes (albeit rarely) queer youth being celebrated, but not without a fight.

As a gay male growing up in the mid-90s, I certainly lacked visible role models. 
There were no openly queer faculty members or students in my small rural high 
school. Our curriculum didn’t focus at all on the contributions that queer individuals 
made to history and was not inclusive of homosexual practices in regard to our 
sex education classes. The one male student who was effeminate was bullied on a 
daily basis, even, as much as it shames me, by me. Those days, pre-Internet, were 
isolating. Even the shows I watched on television and the movies I saw didn’t 
include homosexual references. Where was a young gay man to turn to learn that his 
identity was just as normal, just as valid, just as desiring of celebration as those that 
were heterosexual?
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Unfortunately for most individuals up until the early 2000s, my experience 
wasn’t abnormal. In a society that didn’t celebrate differing sexual orientations, 
queer individuals had to create their own societies, built around shared values and 
camaraderie, usually in urban enclaves such as New York City’s Greenwich Village, 
Chicago’s Boys Town, and Washington D. C.’s Dupont Circle. Sexual expectations, 
particularly for men, passed from generation to generation and from partner to 
partner. Without a dominant paradigm, queer people developed their own sexual 
scripts. If heterosexual society was going to demonize us for who we choose to love 
and be intimate with, why limit ourselves? Why not “kick up our heels” and push the 
boundaries of gender and sexuality? Sex was easy to be found in these urban centers.

MEDIA PORTRAYALS

The media specifically has an incredible influence on development of a sexual 
identity. Ward (2004) argues that adolescents are more likely to turn to their peers 
and the media than to their parents for sexual information. Sexualized media content 
can appear in multiple forms, including implied, explicit, real, contrived, funny, 
serious, violent, and loving (Ward, Reed, Trinh, & Foust, 2014). Even if one chooses 
to avoid channels or content that one determines is overly-sexualized (e.g. HBO’s 
True Blood or Girls or Showtime’s Hung or Master’s of Sex), sex and sexuality have 
crept into everyday life (Caputi, 2011).

In order to study mass media, Kellner (2011) examines three specific areas: textual 
analysis, political economy, and reception studies. The political economy focuses 
on the times in which the media is being produced—politically, socially, culturally. 
Textual analysis examines the media itself as a text—what messages are being 
encoded in the piece that are then decoded by those who consume it? Receptions 
studies research how consumers are responding and why they are responding.

How much media is being consumed by today’s youth? According to a report from 
the Kaiser Family Foundation (Rideout, Foehr, & Roberts, 2010), youth aged 8 to 18 
spend approximately ten hours a day consuming media of which approximately 45% 
is spent watching television and 15% using a computer. In addition, almost one-third 
of youth have Internet access in their bedrooms (Rideout et al., 2010).

In a time where youth are turning to their peers and media for information 
about the world around them, sexualized media consumption has been shown to 
help predict age of first sexual experience, even while controlling for demographic 
variables such as race, age, and class background (Brown, L’Engle, Pardun, Guo, 
Kenneavy, & Jackson, 2006; Martino, Collins, Kanouse, Elliott, and Berry, 2005). 
In addition, Martino and colleagues (2005) found that sexual initiation was impacted 
by consumption of televised sexual content; however, this relationship was mediated 
by beliefs about peers’ sexual behaviors. Chandra et al. (2008) even found a positive 
relationship between consumption of sexual media content and rates of teen 
pregnancy. The media has a significant impact on attitudes and behaviors—thus we 
must examine it as a medium for social change.
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For the most part, television lacked any central gay characters throughout the 
‘90s. It wasn’t until 1994 when the FOX teen-drama My So Called Life premiered 
that we got our first glimpse of queer youth. Wilson Cruz’s Rickie Vasquez portrayed 
the trials of trying to grow up gay in a time and place where this wasn’t discussed. 
His disclosure of his sexual identity prompts his family to throw him out of his 
house (“So-Called Angels,” S1:E15). Also in 1994, Pedro Zamora was one of the 
first openly-gay members of MTV’s Real World cast, appearing in Season 3 in San 
Francisco. Pedro was not only gay, but also HIV-positive. During these times, rarely 
were gay men being portrayed on television or in movies and when they were, they 
were almost exclusively HIV-positive or storylines revolved around fears of AIDS. 
Films such as Philadelphia (1993), It’s My Party (1996), and Jeffrey (1995), included 
these scripts (Benshoff & Griffin, 2006). While these scripts existed, another, one 
built upon the normalcy of gay relationships without the fear of AIDS developed in 
the late ‘90s when Kerr Smith’s character Jack McPhee appeared in Dawson’s Creek, 
a popular drama for youth of the time. The kiss between Jack and Ethan (played by 
Adam Kaufman) was the first same-sex kiss between men broadcast on national 
television (“True Love,” S3:E23).

The television landscape dramatically shifted in the early part of the new 
millennium when the U. S. version of the U. K. drama Queer as Folk premiered on 
Showtime. QAF followed the lives of a group of queer individuals in their 20s and 
30s in Pittsburgh. Due to the more permissive nature of premium subscription-based 
television networks, the show could take an unabashed look at queer sexuality—
summarized by the first words uttered by the show’s narrator, Michael: “It’s all 
about sex” (“Premiere,” S1:E1). The sexual scripts support a stereotypical view of 
queer life: the two lesbians on the show are partnered, and in the first episode, we 
see Lindsay (Thea Gill) and her partner Melanie (Michelle Clune) in the hospital 
preparing to give birth; meanwhile, the five gay men spend the five seasons 
struggling to find a balance between “sex-on-demand” and long-term monogamous 
relationships. The show’s examination of queer life—including sex, drugs, clubs, 
and love—prompted a divided response from the community, fearful that the show 
focused too much on sex and this would cause heterosexuals to reduce queer life to 
this only (Kilday, 2001).

The social and political gains earned by queer individuals in the last 20 years have 
not come without costs (Brown, 2012; Dhaenens, 2013) and thus the last few years 
has brought us to a new social and media landscape: homonormativity. Brown (2012) 
argues that gains in visibility have focused primarily on White, middle- to upper-class 
queer individuals and thus this has “entrenched” this viewpoint in modern discourse. 
As opposed to heteronormativity (which posits that the only acceptable way to be is 
to be heterosexual), homonormativity grounds queer life, suggesting that in order to 
gain acceptance, queer individuals have to give up their sexual freedoms (Dhaenens, 
2013). By negating the examination of sex for gay male youth in current media 
discourse, Dhaenens (2013) argues that “in the end, heteronormativity offers the gay 
teen only one feasible option: to become a homonormative subject (p. 307).”
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In today’s media generation, queer life is being portrayed more and more in 
this homonormative way. NBC’s The New Normal (2012) followed the life of two 
successful White upper-class gay men who have built a life together and are ready 
to have a child with a surrogate. FOX’s Modern Family (2009) brings us Cameron 
and Mitchell with their adoptive child, helping us to adjust our notions of family life. 
Lastly, the producers of HBO’s new dramedy Looking (2014), following a group 
of three gay male best friends in San Francisco, have made it a point to make sure 
their potential viewership knows that their show is “no Queer as Folk” and that they 
are attempting to show “the most contemporary way we can show gay characters 
(Gelman, 2014).” Unfortunately, though, while there are significantly more queer 
identified characters on television, many of these shows do not depict gay youth. 
Social cognitive theory argues that we learn easiest when we see others like us 
engaging in behavior that we may be considering. In an Entertainment Weekly cover 
story, author Jennifer Armstrong (2011) argues that we are in the midst of a new gay-
teen television revolution, yet other than Glee, the Canadian drama Degrassi is the 
only show that has a significantly queer presence (which has an average viewership 
of only 500,000 (Brioux, 2009).

Queer youth are bombarded with real-time communication and instant 
gratification, is it a surprise that queer individuals have taken to the ‘net and their 
smartphone to meet others like them and thus feel confused about what they want? 
Gay male sexual society today is no longer built upon the bars, bathhouses, and 
bookstores of the 1970s and 1980s, but rather, one can argue on the Internet and 
through social media sites. Research suggests that men who seek out sex with men 
are more likely to use the Internet as a connection platform—it provides discretion 
and anonymity (Bolding, Davis, Sherr, Hart & Elford, 2004). Furthermore, Rice and 
his colleagues (2014) indicate that approximately 75% of the 18-24 year old youth in 
their survey had a sexual encounter with someone they met off of the popular social 
networking application Grindr. Grindr is different in that it uses GPS technology to 
pinpoint users who are around you. Those in the public health sphere are concerned 
about the ways in which these applications and other social networking opportunities 
are increasing the risk of HIV and other STI transmission.2 The scripts of “sex 
whenever you want it” and homonormativity are alive and well; however, this sexual 
examination for gay male youth does not exist in today’s media landscape.

GLEE FOLLOWS THIS NEW SEXUAL SCRIPT

Today, this new script of homonormativity is playing out, if one keeps an eye open 
for it. Chris Colfer’s character, Kurt Hummel, on FOX’s Glee is cited as a positive 
force for queer youth (Anderson, 2011). Rather than being caught up by the sexual 
script of promiscuity, Kurt dreams of the romances portrayed in classic Broadway. 
He wants a Tony for his Maria like West Side Story, a Marius for his Cosette in Les 
Miserables, and even a Tom Collins for his Angel like Rent. At first, Kurt’s affection 
is centered on Finn, the classic, all-American quarterback. Finn is popular, athletic, 
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and adorable. Girls fight for his attention—the entire first and second seasons of the 
show use this as a guiding story.

Kurt, instead, is the effeminate counterpart to Finn. In the first episode of the series 
(“Pilot,” S1:E1), we see Kurt being tossed into a trash bin, asking first to remove 
his designer clothes. In the fourth episode (“Preggers,” S1:E4), Kurt is discovered 
by his father choreographing a dance number to Beyonce’s hit “Single Ladies (Put 
a Ring On It)” to which he convinces his father is for the football team. While Finn 
gets attention from girls, Kurt gets attention from nobody, except for Mercedes Jones 
(who asks him out) and Dave Korovsky (who bullies him). His audition song during 
the first episode personifies this: “Mister Cellophane” from the musical Chicago.

At no point during the show’s five seasons is Kurt depicted as using the Internet 
for dating or hook-up purposes, even though it seems like everyone around him 
is dating or engaging in sex. Take, for example, Noah Puckerman, or “Puck” as 
everyone calls him. Puck is the quintessential bad-boy—he has stunning good looks, 
a nipple piercing, and has been sexually active with half of the high school (and some 
of the mothers who take advantage of his pool cleaning business). Santana Lopez 
is similar—she brags about her conquests, makes fun of those who haven’t yet had 
sex, and even says, “I'm like a lizard. I need something warm beneath me or else I 
can't digest my food (“Duets” S2:E4).” Santana’s case is a bit different in that while 
she has been extremely sexually active with men, she also develops a relationship 
with Brittany, and later in the show’s run, comes out as a lesbian. Santana’s take on 
sexuality is summarized in her statement from “Sectionals” (S1:E13): “Sex is not 
dating.”

Even Quinn Fabray, the captain of the über-popular Cheerios cheerleading squad 
and president of the Celibacy Club, has been sexually active, since her pregnancy 
and romantic juggle between the actual father, Puck (with whom she has a one-
night stand while she is dating Finn) and presumed father, Finn is a main plot line 
for season 1. Finn even decides that he needs to lose his virginity since Santana 
keeps making fun of him because of it (“The Power of Madonna,” S1:E15). Those 
who aren’t having sex in the first season include the outcasts: Tina Cohen-Chang, 
Mercedes Jones, Rachel Berry, Artie Abrams and, of course, Kurt. This sexual script 
is fairly obvious—to be popular, one must be sexually active.

In season two, we are introduced to Blaine Anderson, a golden-piped, attractive 
singer at Dalton Academy, a school that Kurt transfers to because of the bullying he 
is enduring at McKinley. Blaine comes out during the first time he is introduced to 
the viewership, and Kurt is immediately, for lack of a better term, smitten (“Never 
Been Kissed,” S2:E6). Kurt and Blaine’s relationship follows the traditional, almost 
1950s pattern of courtship, showing sexual restraint and modesty (Marwick, Gray, 
& Ananny, 2013). They allow love to enter into their picture before sex, which 
doesn’t happen until season three. Both have agreed to wait, which is discussed 
during season three (“First Time,” S3:E5). Kurt is somewhat concerned that he is 
boring, wondering if he and Blaine are missing out or if he isn’t satisfying Blaine 
by choosing to engage in kissing and no real sexual contact. Blaine assures him that 
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they have both decided that waiting is appropriate and that he is comfortable with 
that.

To further this point, it is important to further examine this episode in depth. In 
this episode, Blaine and Rachel have been cast as Tony and Maria in McKinley’s 
production of West Side Story. Both of them are madly in love with their partners 
outside of the show, Finn for Rachel and Kurt for Blaine, yet, they have not had sex 
with them yet. At the encouragement of Artie, who is the director of the musical and 
who feels that they cannot accurately portray the emotion necessary for the parts if 
they are still virgins, both of them decide that they should explore sexuality to better 
understand the tortured love that Tony and Maria have.

Juxtaposed against this storyline, we are introduced to Sebastian, a new openly-
gay student at Dalton Academy whom Blaine meets when he returns to visit his 
friends in order to invite them to the show. Sebastian is the anti-Kurt; he lives the 
script of gay male promiscuity. During an exchange while at the Lima Bean, the 
local coffeeshop. Sebastian blatently tells Blaine that he’s interested in hooking up 
with him and even after Blaine tells him that he has a boyfriend, Sebastian informs 
him “Doesn’t bother me if it doesn’t bother you.”

Later in this discussion, Sebastian suggests that Kurt and Blaine meet him at 
Scandals, the gay bar in West Lima (coincidently, the bad section of town). Kurt 
spontaneously agrees to go; he is feeling non-adventurous and figures it would be a 
good idea to check some things off his and Blaine’s list of “firsts.” Later that week 
the pair arrives at Scandals, where it’s “Drag Queen Wednesday.” After dancing 
for a while, Kurt has been nursing Shirley Temples while Blaine has been drinking 
and it’s time to leave the bar. The show cuts to this scene which takes place in the 
parking lot:

BLAINE: This is the best night of my life.

KURT: Okay. Alright.

BLAINE: It’s the best night of my life! I wanna live here. I wanna live here, 
and I just wanna make art and help people.

KURT: You can certainly help people make fires with your breath.

BLAINE: Hey, c’mon, I only had one beer. Kiss me.

KURT: Oh, no. No, no, no, no.

BLAINE: Kiss me, come on.

KURT: No, c’mon, you ride in the back. C’mon. Lay down.

BLAINE: Alright.

KURT: So then you throw up that way.

BLAINE: C’mere.
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KURT: Woah - woah - woah - wait! Alright, oh, oh, oh, alright. Blaine, 
alright.

BLAINE: Hey, Kurt, let’s just do it. I want you.

KURT: No.

BLAINE: I want you so bad.

KURT: No, no, stop it!

BLAINE: I know you wanted to do it in a field of lilacs with Sting playing in 
the background and all that, who cares where we are?

KURT: Alright-

BLAINE: It’s all about us, right?

KURT: Right! It’s about us! Which is why I don’t wanna do it on a night 
you spent half of dancing with another guy! And that you’re sober enough to 
remember it the next day!

BLAINE: Why are you yelling at me?

KURT: Because I never felt less like being intimate with someone and either 
you can’t tell or you just don’t care! Where are you going?

BLAINE: I’m sorry if I’m trying to be spontaneous and fun! I think I’m just 
gonna walk home.

KURT: Blaine!

After the opening night of the performance, Kurt approaches Blaine to discuss 
what happened:

KURT: All your friends were here tonight. The Warblers.

BLAINE: Yeah.

KURT: Sebastian. They were all loving it.

BLAINE: Come here. Gimme your hand. And hold it to your heart.

KURT: Just like the song?

BLAINE: Like the song. Kurt… Sebastian doesn’t mean anything to me. And 
you were right. Our first time shouldn’t be like that. I was drunk, and I’m 
sorry.

KURT: Well, it sure beats the last time you were drunk and made out with 
Rachel. But I’m sorry too. I wanted to be your gay bar superstar, but, try as I 
might, I’m still just a silly romantic.
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BLAINE: It’s not silly.

KURT: You take my breath away. Not just now, but tonight on that stage. I 
was so proud to be with you.

BLAINE: I hope so. I want you to be. Um… Artie’s having an after party. At 
Breadstix. Would you accompany me?

KURT: No. I wanna go to your house.

BLAINE: Okay.

The viewership isn’t told if Kurt and Blaine have actually decided to be intimate or 
not; however, the message is pretty clear: your first time should not be while you’re 
drunk, but rather, should be special and only when you are in love with someone. 
This is a radically new sexual script for gay male youth. Even with these messages, 
The Parents’ Television Council lambasted the “First Times” episode, saying in a 
statement: “Research proves that television is a teen sexual super peer that can, and 
likely will, influence a teen’s decision to become sexually active…Fox knows the 
show inherently attracts kids; celebrating teen sex constitutes gross recklessness” 
(Goldberg, 2011).

GLEE AS AN EXAMPLE OF SOCIAL CHANGE

The Social Change Model of Leadership Development posits that in order for true 
social change to be achieved, we must combine individual, group, and social values 
(Higher Education Research Institute [HERI], 1996). SCM breaks these values 
down into the 7 ‘Cs:”

• Consciousness of Self: One must have knowledge of who they are.
• Congruence: Once we know who we are, we must choose to live our individual 

values.
• Commitment: In the face of adversity, we must persevere.
• Collaboration: We must work with others who share our individual values.
• Common Purpose: Gather others to work toward the same goals.
• Controversy with Civility: Growth only happens when we learn, and we can 

only learn if we are challenged. When challenged by others, we must always 
be respectful.

• Citizenship: Take an active role in your community.

In a three-pronged approach investigating how youth examine Glee, Marwick, 
Gray, and Ananny (2013) utilized Twitter analysis, observations of a small group 
of college students when they watched the show, and interviews with these students 
after. These authors found that the students used several of the situations explored by 
the characters in Glee as trial for their own experiences. Where the literature involving 
a textual analysis of Glee lacks is in terms of its portrayal of teenage sexuality.
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Glee is full of examples of individual and group values; however, for the 
purposes of this chapter, I will focus on the individual values (Consciousness of 
Self, Congruence, and Commitment). The series depicts life in an American high 
school full of adolescents who are struggling to find themselves and establish a 
positive identity (Erikson, 1950). This consciousness of self appears in relation to 
different identities: religious identity (“Grilled Cheesus,” S2:E3; “Heart,” S3:E13); 
racial identity (“Asian F,” S3:E3); issues of ability (“Wheels,” S1:E9; “The Power 
of Madonna,” S1:E115; “Bad Reputation,” S1:E17; “Laryngitis,” S1:E18; “Grilled 
Cheesus,” S2:E3; “Furt,” S2:E8; “A Very Glee Christmas,” S2:E10; “Funeral,” 
S2:E21; “Glee, Actually,” S4:E10; “Movin’ Out,” S5:E6); gender identity, 
specifically around the role of Wade “Unique” Adams (“Saturday Night Glee-ver,” 
S3:E16” “Nationals,” S3:E21; “The New Rachel,” S4:E1; “The End of Twerk,” 
S5:E5); and class issues (“Rumours,” S2:E19). The sexual identity and expression 
episodes and story arcs are too numerous to even mention.

Commitment in Glee exemplifies what to do when faced with the possible 
negative outcomes of this consciousness of self and living a life of congruence. 
Storylines have included how to combat bullying in school and accepting who one 
is regardless of what others think (“Born This Way,” S2:E18) and to pursue your 
dreams even in the face of obstacles (“Dream On,” S1:E19; “New York,” S2:E22; 
“The Purple Piano Project,” S3:E1; “Goodbyes,” S3:E22).

Commitment when it comes to intimacy and relationships has been a significant 
storyline during seasons four and five. Kurt plans to attend the New York Academy 
of Dramatic Arts (NYADA), a fictional college based in New York City. After Rachel 
gets accepted and he does not, Kurt sticks around Lima so that he can be near Blaine 
until he graduates the next year. He ultimately decides that his true dream is to be 
in New York City and he and Blaine decide to be in a long-distance relationship. In 
“The Break-up” (S4:E4), we learn that Blaine cheated on Kurt with someone who he 
met online, citing that he was feeling neglected.

Kurt and Blaine’s relationship becomes cemented again in “Love, Love, Love” 
(S5:E1) where Kurt accepts Blaine’s marriage proposal. The decision to complicate Kurt 
and Blaine’s relationship helps to more accurately portray the maturity necessary for an 
adult relationship, one full of pitfalls and miscommunications, love and frustration.

Interestingly, the two short storylines involving technology or fleeting ‘hook-
ups’ with one-night-stands end poorly for Kurt and Blaine. Blaine’s cheating has 
already been discussed; however, during the time that Kurt and Blaine are not 
together, Kurt (and Rachel and Santana) invite the actor playing Santa at their mall 
to come home with them (“Previously Unaired Christmas,” S5:E8). All of the parties 
get intoxicated and we see Kurt being extremely flirtatious and sexual with this 
person. The next morning, the trio awake to find their apartment ransacked and their 
possessions stolen by this individual. This message is clear—picking up strangers 
for sex will end dangerously. When combined with Blaine’s cheating, emotionless 
sexual encounters do not end well.
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THE FUTURE OF GLEE 

While statements have already been released that the sixth season of Glee will be its 
last, the impression that it has left on the media landscape is significant (Harnick, 
2013). Millions of individuals tune in to this show—consuming episodes and 
storyline that help challenge our notions of ‘teen life.’ The presence of young gay men 
struggling with the same questions and issues that their heterosexual counterparts 
do is refreshing. The fact that the show discusses these same gay men as having a 
sexual identity helps place a holistic sense of self in the mainstream. Queer youth in 
America and around the world can find themselves and their concerns dramatically 
portrayed on their televisions and computer screens. While there is still a lot to be 
accomplished, having these storylines in the discourse helps to combat the scripts 
that may in fact be dangerous for youth. I can only hope that after its conclusion, 
other shows pick up where it has left off.

NOTES

1 For the purposes of this chapter, I have chosen to use the term “queer” to be inclusive of all individuals 
who are part of the gay, lesbian, bisexual, queer, and pansexual community.

2 See Blackwell (2009) and Rice et al. (2014).
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KATHRYN HOBSON

7. SUE SYLVESTER, COACH BEISTE, SANTANA 
LOPEZ, AND UNIQUE ADAMS

Exploring Queer Representations of Femininity on Glee

The first episode of Glee first aired May 19, 2009 to an audience of 9,619 viewers 
(Seidman, 2009). With varying storylines concerning contemporary social issues 
such as bullying, characters coming out as gay and lesbian, characters dealing with 
the recession and poverty, and characters experiencing material realities of racial 
and ethnic differences, Glee has been touted as anti-Christian (Gibbs, 2009) and 
promoting the “homosexual agenda” (“Victoria Jackson,” 2011) by conservative 
individuals and political organizations. While the treatment of these controversial 
topics has been lauded by few, and considered problematic by several (Samtori, 
2012), the idea that some representation is better than no representation appeals to 
many of us who never feel that we are reflected in the media (Samtori, 2012). These 
few examples of plot lines on Glee challenge the archetypal high school dramedy 
with the carefully defined jocks, nerds, divas, and rich kids; blurring the lines 
between these categories of difference. For example, Finn Hudson (Cory Monteith), 
Noah Puckerman, and Quinn Fabray (Dianna Aragon) are all popular members of 
the football team or the Cheerios cheerleading squad and also glee club geeks. Glee 
works to challenge dichotomies of identities, instead relying more on a post-racial 
(Dubrofsky, 2013), post-feminist take on multicultural issues; opting to satirize, and 
at times mock the real complexities of oppressed groups.

While mostly privileging a white, upper-class, gay male sensibility and aesthetic, 
most likely due to executive producer, writer, and director Ryan Murphy’s 
positionality as a white gay man, Glee has offered very little treatment of lesbian 
characters, relying on Santana Lopez (Naya Rivera) to carry the weight of this 
complex personal and political identity, opting out of dealing with many of the 
traditional arguments of lesbianism as a historical act of political resistance to the 
capitalist, heterosexist, patriarchal social structure (Clark, 2002). Although the topic 
of lesbian or queer women’s sexuality is rarely touched upon with any nuance or 
finesse, Glee has its moments of working to challenge the often times hegemonic and 
problematic notions of what it means to be a woman and be feminine on the show.

Juxtaposed with the overly heterosexualized depiction of Rachel (Lea Michele), 
who desires to marry directly post-high school, Quinn the beautiful blonde head 
cheerleader espousing purity and chastity despite having had a baby in season 
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one, and Brittany S. Pierce, the dumb blonde stereotype are four representations of 
queer femininity: Sue Sylvester, Coach Beiste, Santana Lopez, and Wade/Unique 
Adams. These characters offer different possibilities for feminine performances on 
primetime television. I read these characters as challenging traditional feminine 
aesthetics and relational styles, and in doing so I define a new sense of culture and 
identity around diverse representations of femininity, where queerness is based 
on challenging normative assumptions of cis/gender identity and not necessarily 
sexual norms. Cisgender means that the gender someone was born with is the 
same gender they identify with as an adult, which gives someone who is cisgender 
privilege for not being transgender or read as transgender. Johnson (2013) explains 
“Cisgender privilege is given to persons whose morphology aligns with socially-
sanctioned gender categories” (138). Cisgender gender identity is considered to be 
more authentic and real than transgender identities, leaving those who identify as 
transgender outside the gender norms for our contemporary U. S. society (Johnson 
2013). In the end this broadened definition of queer theory and gender theory, open 
up spaces for possibilities for new gender identities and expressions that may be 
outside the norms both in queer academic scholarship and society more broadly.

Glee wavers between fantasy and reality; for example, it is highly unlikely 
that high school students would break out into song to cope with problems, have 
group hallucinations about Britney Spears and puppets, or where the minimal 
Glee club budget translates into elaborate props and glamorous costumes. Even 
more unrealistic is the timing of the show; one minute everyone is in the choir 
room rehearsing, the next moment they cut to a performance in the auditorium; 
or the moments when Glee club members walk down the hall singing, yet no one 
notices what is happening, no one bothers to stop and listen, and instead everyone 
continues on with their day. Ryan Murphy has been quoted in the media, “There’s 
so much on the air right now about people with guns, or sci-fi, or lawyers running 
around…everything’s so dark in the world right now … [Glee is] pure escapism.” 
(Hoffman, 2013). While fantasy and escape provide the back drop for the show, 
Glee has also managed to explore a variety of issues currently affecting a wide 
array of social identities.

Yet, Glee, while challenging this fantasy/reality binary, has no doubt impacted 
the materiality of the cultural landscape of which it is a part; mostly paving the way 
for differing ideas about identity, especially sexual identity to evolve. This show has 
both challenged and affirmed archaic stereotypes of gays and lesbians, challenged 
the pathology of their sexuality as some sort of disease, and allowed for supportive 
parents of gay children to find representation, while promoting a pro-gay marriage 
political agenda (Marwick, Gray, & Annany, 2013; Dhaenens, 2012). Much of the 
current literature has focused on how Glee impacts young adults and their attitudes 
toward sexuality (Marwick et al., 2013; Meyer & Wood, 2013). No doubt this 
has had positive impact, and is helping to craft a new, more liberal stance on gay 
and lesbian rights issues. While this could be lauded, this “normalizing” equality 
discourse centered around, “we’re just the same as heterosexuals” logic, instead 
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surfacing a more comprehensive queer critique of representations of characters who 
while not all LGBTQ identified, definitely challenge stereotypical notions of what it 
means to be feminine, to be heterosexual, and to be cisgender.

QUEER THEORY

Queer theory, which came into existence out of feminist, and gay and lesbian studies, 
privileges alternative understandings of gender and sexuality. While about sexual 
subjectivity and identity, queer theory is also is about embracing non-normative 
politics that attempt to build both stronger community affiliations and also political 
resistance to the institutional threats of violence and oppression facing those who do 
fit nice and neatly into the gender and sexuality binary of men/women, masculine/
feminine, heterosexual/homosexual. As Davis (2005) explains, “Queer is based on a 
political position which embraces the stigmatized sex…and includes all people who 
are interested in pursuing this type of politics. It is not a politics of who you are, 
but of what you do and what you think” (23). Halberstam (2005) defines queer as, 
“Nonnormative logics and organizations of community, sexual identity, embodiment, 
and activity in space and time” (6). This definition takes into account the fluid nature 
of queer as more than only sexual identity. Instead community affiliations, history, 
and context create this dynamic, moving definition of queer. Thus, queer is about 
opening up possibilities, and finding ways of challenging the status quo. This is 
true for gender expression, too. Although femininity has often been viewed as 
heterosexualized gender normalcy, queer theory allows us to explore the nuances of 
gender and sexuality iterations of femininity.

GENDER, FEMINIST THEORY, AND FEMININITY

Gender is a complex set of systems, ideologies, feelings, and performances. Lorber 
(1994) argues that, “Gender is so pervasive that in our society we assume it is bred 
into our genes…gender, like culture, is a human production that depends on everyone 
constantly ‘doing gender’” (323). Similarly, Butler (1999) argues that normative 
understandings of gender are performative. She argues from a post structuralist 
framework that gender is a set of performances that are iterated and reiterated so 
that the performances become solidified as natural and unchangeable, despite the 
fact that performances by there very nature are dynamic and constantly in flux. In 
this case, gender is what we make of it, a discursive system that people ascribe 
meaning to (Butler, 1999). It is only through a shared meaning that we come to have 
gender at all (Butler, 1999). Butler claims, “There is no original or primary gender 
drag imitates, but gender is a kind of imitation for which there is no original” (as 
quoted in Salih, 2004, 127). Instead of gender being determined through biology or 
physiology, Butler and other post structuralist communication scholars argue that 
gender is made meaningful through the communication and performances of gender 
discourses.
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While these theories of gender are helpful for deconstruction and critique, they 
do not necessarily privilege the materiality of everyday experiences of women of 
various identity positions. In contrast to poststructuralists like Butler, materialist 
feminists like Alcoff (2006) critique Butler, and instead argue that gender is a 
positionality, and while not universal or essential, that the category of woman as a 
marginalized identity is materially and politically salient. Alcoff states that gender, 
“Is not exhaustively determined by biology; it is not ahistorical or universally the 
same. Thus there is no gender essence all women share. But gender is, among other 
things, a position one occupies and from which one can act politically” (47-8).

In this sense gender is both a production of history and culture, and as such 
still holds power in terms of political resistance and advocacy. While a seeming 
combination of both post structuralism and materiality, these theories of gender 
do not necessarily encompass any gender outside of cisgender identity, as Alcoff 
(2006) explains that women have a particular alignment with reproduction and 
as such, biology, which denies the various ways that gender and womanhood are 
embodied different based on various intersection of identity, including trans* 
women’s experiences. Alcoff privileges cisgender identites as the most authentic 
genders, denying the lived experiences of trans* women as women. This is 
particularly troubling when performing a queer critique of queer women, including 
queer trans* women. In the vein of gender and sexuality activists, I use the “*” 
to signal gender nonconformity. This may include folks who identify as men and 
women, as well as, persons who challenge or reject the gender binary altogether 
(Johnson, 2013).

Aligning myself with transgender gender theorists, there are socio-cultural and 
historical elements of gender that cannot be divorced from our physiological beings 
(our bodies) as well as our psychological experiences of our gender identities. 
Serano (2007) suggests a broader definition of gender that encapsulates elements 
of sex, “I will use the word ‘gender’ in a broad way to refer to various aspects of 
a person’s physical or social sex, their sex-related behaviors, the sex-based class 
system they are situated within, or (in most cases) some combination thereof” (25). 
Gender is then experienced materially, historically, culturally, physiologically, 
psychologically, socially, and performatively, and I adopt a gender theory need that 
accounts for all of these elements. However, as Serano (2007) notes, and from which 
this chapter draws, the idea of gender expression is what is most salient. These four 
characters all express and perform femininity in unconventional ways, and these 
various queer articulations of femininity have important implications in terms of 
representations of women that are multiple, complex, and non-hegemonic. Queer 
and feminist theories offer a lens for re-imagining the possibilities for gender and 
sexuality performances, and Glee provides significant fodder from which to draw 
these divergent performances. In the following, I will explore the characters of Sue 
Sylvester, Coach Bieste, Santana Lopez, and Wade/Unique Adams’ iterations of 
queer femininity that serve an important juxtaposition to the other overtly masculinist 
interpretations of femininity on Glee.
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SUE SYLVESTER

Clad in multicolor track suits, standing taller than most male characters, and wearing 
her hair in a short coif, Sue Sylvester (Jane Lynch) often vies for the ultimate position 
of power at McKinley High school: the Principal. Rarely showing care or affection 
for anyone other than her disabled sister Joan, and Becky Jackson, (Lauren Potter), a 
student with Down syndrome, Sue defies the traditional elements of femininity, both 
in style and behavior.

From her first appearance on the show (S1:E1), Sue is a morally reprehensible 
character, who never does anything without an agenda. In her first scene, Sue walks 
into the teacher’s lounge wearing a black Adidas tracksuit, carrying three lattes. 
Bringing lattes for both Will Schuester (William Michael) and Ken Tanaka (Patrick 
Gallager), she slyly says, “Hello, boys. Who needs a pick-me-up?” Emma Pillsbury 
(Jayma Mays) is also in the teacher’s lounge; however, Sue does not grace her with a 
latte, and when Emma asks her why she is bringing fancy coffee Sue exclaims, “I felt 
bad about [Principal] Figgins cutting the coffee budget to pay for a nutritionist for 
the Cheerios,” sarcasm and condescension dripping from every word. While Sue and 
Emma scuffle about the budget, ultimately Sue leaves, and Ken and Will thank her 
for the coffee, not acknowledging the interaction that has just taken place between 
the two women. In this scene the juxtaposition of Sue with Emma, showcases how 
Sue manages to both reify and break stereotypical roles for femininity. While Emma 
is concerned for everyone at the school and budget cuts all around, Sue brings coffee 
and an apology for the men at her place of employment in order to get them onto her 
side; the side that benefits from cutting everyone else’s budget for her club to have 
the most opportunities and resources for success. While this is catering to men and 
masculinity, it is clear that her intentions are more of a persuasive tactic to get what 
she wants. She relies on her feminine relational style only so long as it serves her.

The next time we see Sue in the episode she is screaming at the Cheerios during 
practice. A new bright blue Adidas tracksuit, accompanied by a megaphone, and 
her shrill, high-pitched voice yelling, “You’re sloppy; sloppy babies. It’s just 
disgraceful…uh uh, Lance do not start crying; you’re the weak link; how does 
it feel to be the weak link? That can’t feel very good!” (S1:E1). Although earlier 
on, Sue attempted to coddle and sway the male teachers with sweet words and 
gestures, with her Cheerios she is loud, abrasive and mean. She calls the Cheerios 
“babies,” to insinuate their lack of power and authority, and also to assert herself 
as a maternalistic figure with power. Instead of treating Lance (whom we never 
see) with the same feminine relational style as Ken and Will, she berates him for 
his lack of proficiency. Usually mothers are associated with positivity, caring, and 
nurturance; however, Sue is anything but those qualities. Sue is thus a model of 
queering stereotypical femininity. By being a mean mommy to her Cheerios, she is 
challenging the assumed naturalized role of mother as a caregiver.

Lorber (1994) argues that gender is a social institution that is created and 
maintained through process, stratification, and structure. While in society, gender 
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roles are constructed to privilege men as tough, strong, hard, and unemotional, 
women are constructed as men’s opposite—night to his day (Lorber 1994). This 
system essentializes women’s roles as nurturers and caregivers, concerned about 
making everyone comfortable and happy; often sacrificing their needs for the needs 
of others.

Sue, however, is constructed with a contradictory set of ideals. She is selfish, she 
is negative, and while she may at times have moments of tenderness and caring, 
they are often trumped by an intentional verbal slight. Instead of attempting to 
participate in the normative heterosexist constructions of relationships, including 
marriage and childbirth, Sue marries her only worthy counterpart—herself. What 
could be queerer? She also conceives of a child with a sperm donor, who is later 
revealed to be Michael Bolton. Instead of waiting for the perfect man, for the perfect 
relationship, and the perfect baby, Sue defies traditional heterosexist logics and 
creates her own relationship formations, designs her own plan to have a child, and 
chooses to raise a child with Downs Syndrome solo. What Sue Sylvester offers the 
audience is a contradiction to the essentialized gender norms as described by Lorber 
(1994). While this does not lead to equality between men and women, it offers an 
alternative way of constructing feminine gender identity, regardless of how far from 
reality it might be. Seeing a different relational pattern for women on television can 
begin to change attitudes about traditional gender roles, behaviors, and norms.

COACH BIESTE

While Sue Sylvester may queer feminine gender roles, Coach Shannon Beiste 
(Dot Jones) embodies many masculine characteristics and roles, thus providing a 
different construction of queer-femininity on Glee. Beiste was introduced to the 
Glee ensemble cast during the season premiere episode, “Audition” of season two. 
She premiered as the head football coach, replacing Ken Tanaka, season one’s 
football coach. Coach Beiste is in a traditionally masculine profession, yet with her 
gentile relational style, and offerings of sound advice, she encapsulates elements of 
masculinity and femininity, challenging the rigid gender binary. Dressing in gym 
clothes, with a larger physical body, and deeper voice than other feminine characters, 
Beiste’s femininity and heterosexuality are in a constant state of suspicion.

One of the initial moments where the audience is exposed to bit of Coach Beiste’s 
background occurs during the season two episode, “Never Been Kissed” (S2: E6). 
In this episode, Finn Hudson and Sam Evans (Chord Overstreet) brainstorm ways 
for them to not become too sexually aroused when they are making out with their 
girlfriends, Rachel and Quinn respectively. While sitting in the hot and cold tubs 
next to one another, they discuss trying to find the opposite of what they are doing 
(making out) to distract them. Finn uses a memory of hitting a U. S. Postal Service 
worker with his car. Looking to the backside of Coach Beiste who is yelling at a 
football player about wearing a cup, Finn says to Sam, “Hey, ever notice that when 
the Beiste gets all fired up, her underpants go right up her butt?” They stare at Coach 
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Beiste pulling a wedgie from her rear end. Sam responds, “I think I just found my 
mailman,” meaning that he found his opposite thing to think of when making out 
with Quinn. In this moment, Beiste’s body is used as the abject of femininity; the 
opposite of sexualized femininity because she does not present as stereotypically 
feminine in aesthetic that would appeal to a heterosexual male audience. Beiste’s 
body is tall, she has a broad neck and shoulders, and she has large muscular arms, 
and a short curly hairstyle. In this scene, her body, which does not make sense in 
a normatively dichotomized gender structure, is actually used as a detractor from 
heterosexual intimacy. The thought of Coach Beiste’s body is meant to serve 
a purpose of disgusting and revolting Finn and Sam from experiencing sexual 
gratification too soon.

This is further solidified when later in the episode, after a heavy makeout session 
between Sam and Quinn, Sam accidentally utters, “Beiste.” Quinn goes to Sue 
Sylvester’s office to discuss this confusing outburst, not knowing of Sam’s plan to 
use Beiste as a deterrant. When Quinn explains herself to Sue, “Coach, I need help. 
I’ve done everything I can to rebuild my image. I’m getting straight As, dating the 
cutest guy at school,” Sue responds,

Who would rather be dry-humping She-Hulk. Oh, dear God. Why did I say 
that, now that’s what I’m picturing. You know what kind of disgusting images 
I’m gonna have to look at to get this outta my head? I’m gonna have to go 
straight to the wound care centre, I’ll have to stare at some wounds. (S2:E6)

Although Sue’s femininity is also untraditional, in this moment she asserts herself as 
at least being better than the abject who is a “She-Hulk,” a monster or mutant. Sue 
would rather stare at images of open flesh wounds than think about Coach Bieste in 
a sexual way. Again, Beiste’s body is exploited and made a heterosexual mockery. 
While Sue’s lines are delivered as satire, equating Coach Bieste with that of a sexual 
mutant is problematic for anyone who falls out of the carefully defined gender 
expression binary. Later in the episode the audience comes to find out that Bieste’s 
femininity is not only unappealing to these high school boys, but to all heterosexual 
men. Coach Beiste says, “I’m kind of a specific type,” to Will, and later admits that 
she has never been kissed. Revealing this aspect of her personality demonstrates that 
she is willing to disclose personal information, which tends to be a characteristic of 
stereotypic feminine relational styles. She has a tough exterior, but a soft vulnerable 
interior, who is self-aware enough to know that she isn’t the type of woman that most 
men go for.

The writers capitalize on this feminine vulnerability with their story line of Coach 
Beiste, a masculine woman, marrying a handsome college football recruiter, who 
turns violent during the marriage. This theme, while dealt with over the span of two 
episodes and then generally never discussed again, reminded audiences of Coach 
Beiste’s ambiguous gender and sexual vulnerability. The underlying ideology is a 
moral question of whether or not Coach Beiste, should leave her husband, as it is 
likely he chose her because she was in a vulnerable position where most heterosexual 
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men wouldn’t want her, and knowing that not wanting to lose the one man who did 
express interest in her, regardless of his violent tendencies. While the other characters 
are quick to rush her to judgment and push her to leave, they do not account for the 
complexity of her bodily experience. First they mock her as a completely unsexy 
being, and then once someone pays sexual attention to her it is just to provide an 
outlet for his violent aggression, the glee club kids are not very understanding as to 
her hesitation to leave. In the end, Coach Beiste does get up her courage and also 
develops a support system with Sue Sylvester, where she finally feels she can leave 
the abusive situation. Coach Beiste is an example of queer femininity, and through 
her representation on Glee we see possibilities for a variety of gender expressions 
that go beyond the stereotypically beautiful and sexy stereotypical portrayals of 
women on television, which is an important transgression for people to see.

SANTANA LOPEZ

Unlike Coach Bieste, Santa Lopez expresses her gender in a hyper-sexualized, 
feminized manner. Although never identifying herself in terms of her gender 
identity, Santana’s gender expression can be read as a queer-femme performance. 
Queer-femme is an identity full of contradiction. It is a complicated identity because 
those who identify as femme often appear invisible, as those who identify as queer-
femme have the supposed advantage of fitting into what appears to be normative, 
stereotypical femininity (Hobson, 2013). There are cultural assumptions about what 
queer female identities look like: White, middle-class, androgynous, short hair, 
adorned in flannel shirts and cargo pants, wearing sensible shoes and denying all 
aspects of femininity, as that would be associated with patriarchy and oppression. 
Queer femmes are viewed as inauthentic and conforming queers, which is then not 
viewed as queer at all (Hobson, 2013).

Santana is one representation of a queer-femme character on a prime time television 
show. Queer-femme is an articulation of femininity that is not singular, but multiple 
and contingent upon various other identities such as race, class, sexual orientation, 
ability and body size. Santana dresses in stereotypically feminine clothing, has long 
hair, painted nails, and performs a traditional notion of the sexualized Hollywood 
“Vamp” stereotype of Latina women (Merskin, 2007). As the only out lesbian 
character on the show, she defies traditional heterosexist logics of the heterosexual 
matrix (Butler, 1999) and challenges the notion of a supposed natural coherence of 
gender, sex, and sexuality. Santana does not dress or act for the pleasure of male 
characters; however, it is likely that she garners male attention regardless. Instead, 
Santana embodies Brushwood and Camilleri’s (2002) definition of femme:

Femme might be described as “femininity gone wrong”—bitch, slut, nag, 
whore, cougar, dyke, or brazen hussy. Femme is the trappings of femininity 
gone awry, gone to town, gone to the dogs. Femininity is a demand placed on 
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female bodies and femme is the danger of a body read female or inappropriately 
feminine. (13)

Queer-femme tends to have queerness at its center, which is where “femininity goes 
wrong” (Brushwod & Camilleri, 2002). While Santana is traditionally beautiful, 
skinny, and traditionally sexy and sexualized, her snarky comments, humorous quips, 
and cynical attitude defy traditional nurturing and caretaking elements of both her 
femininity and her identity as a Latina woman. She is unapologetically outspoken 
and charismatic, making her behavior a challenge to heterosexist femininity as well 
as traditional racialized roles.

Santana has also had a complicated sexual history, complete with sexual 
promiscuity, bisexual sexual experiences, and falling in love with her best friend, 
Brittany. Some scholars have even referred to Santana as a “sexual opportunist” 
(Marwick et al., 2013, 7). Santana eventually comes out as a lesbian to the glee club, 
who are elated to find out, and her grandmother, who is not accepting of her admission 
of her sexual orientation (S3:E7). Her sexual past suggests that her queerness has 
evolved and changed over time. Brushword and Camilleri (2002) continue:

Many femmes are lesbian, but femmes are also drag queens, straight sex 
workers, nelly fags, all strong women and sassy men…We reject singular 
interpretations of femme “identity” and choose to beguile, employ trickery, 
and dance between locations with ease. (13)

Santana’s character can be seen engaging in a queer-femme performance in episode 
12 of season three when she challenges Will Schuester on his role as the Spanish 
teacher when all he does is make a mockery out of Latino culture when teaching 
Spanish by creating and perpetuating cultural stereotypes, and not having passion for 
the subject. In response to Mr. Schue’s outlandish portrayal of Latinos as classical 
Spanish toreros, with dancing bulls, and Mariachi music in the background in his 
performance during their “Spanish-off,” Santana angrily says:

This is my education, and it’s not a joke to me, although it seems to be one to 
you…they [other glee club members] don’t know any better. It’s your fault. 
You’re their teacher. You went from “La Cucaracha” to a bullfighting mariachi. 
Why don’t you just dress up as the Taco Bell Chihuahua and bark the theme 
song to Dora the Explorer? You don’t even know enough to be embarrassed 
about these stereotypes that you’re perpetuating. (S3:E12)

As Brushwood and Camilleri articulate, queer-femmes are all strong women, and 
Santana displays her strength and defiance of power dynamics by critiquing her 
teacher’s “authentic” Spanish performance. Instead of going along with the rest of 
the glee club, who enjoy the performance, Santana speaks out, challenging Mr. Schue 
to do better for his students. Instead of only focusing on gender and sexuality issues, 
Santana speaks out for racial justice for herself and her communities, which shows 
her dancing between the intersection of gender, sexuality, and race with ease. This 
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is an important distinction of queer-femme identity, as it is broader than a lesbian 
who expresses in a feminine way, but is more encompassing of all of one’s identities, 
rejecting singular interpretations.

WADE/UNIQUE ADAMS

Unlike Santana, who has been a member of the original cast since the beginning, 
Wade/Unique Adams (Alex Newell), is one of the newest additions to the glee club. 
When a few of the glee club members initially meet Wade/Unique, she is the lead 
vocalist of a rival glee club, Vocal Adrenaline (S3:E16). She explains that she is less 
shy when she is able to dress and perform femininely. She later joins the glee club at 
McKinley because she feels that they will be more accepting of her feminine identity 
and expression, which she feels is her true self (S4:E1).

Wade/Unique is the is the only character with a transgender plot line to date, 
although she never defines herself as transgender and instead self-identifies as a 
woman. It is clear, however, that her character is meant to represent trans* women’s 
narratives, including being subjected to the violence of cissexism, which Serano 
(2007) explains, “Is the belief that transsexuals’ identified genders are inferior to, 
or less authentic than those of cissexuals (i.e., people who are not transsexual and 
who have only experienced their subconscious and physical sexes as being aligned)” 
(12).

Although, her racial identity never overtly becomes the topic of conversation, it is 
obvious that the writers of the show are using Unique as a Mercedes (Amber Riley) 
replacement. Now that Mercedes has left for LA, there is a “sassy black woman” 
character void on the show, and one that Wade/Unique can fill. Like Mercedes, 
Unique is portrayed along similarly stereotypical roles for black women as loud, 
having attitude, and at times being overly dramatic. What is queer about Unique’s 
femininity is that not only is she a trans* woman, but she is flamboyantly feminine. 
Not only does Unique have a wide vocal range like Mercedes, she also prefers to 
dress in an overtly feminine manner. Often being shown in dresses, heels, hats, 
faux fur coats, bold jewelry, fringe, feather boas and false eyelashes, nothing about 
Unique’s style is muted or toned down. In this sense, Unique’s trans* femininity 
cannot be ignored, which is threatening to other characters both from glee club and 
the McKinley school body at large.

One of the clearest altercations occurs between Unique and Ryder during their 
feud. The feud has occurred because Ryder (Blake Jenner) refuses to call Unique a 
girl, regardless of her outward aesthetic expression and her demands to be recognized 
as a woman. Standing there in a bright pink dress, an oversized leopard-print fur 
coat, heels, and a short black weave adorned by a crystal tiara, Unique says that she 
will make up with Ryder if he will call her a girl. In response, Ryder says, “Look, I’m 
just so confused okay, yesterday you were dressed as a boy, today you’re a girl. What 
bathroom do you use? I mean, make up your mind” (S4:E16). Unique responds, “It 
doesn’t matter what you see, it’s not up to you to decide for me” (S4:E16), turns on 
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her heels, pulls off her tiara, and storms out of the room. The removal of her tiara is 
a signal of discouragement, but not defeat in terms of getting others in the Glee club 
to recognize that she is a feminine woman. Although she storms off, it is not before 
she gets out the final word of the interaction.

While Unique does not define herself as trans*, by being identified as male 
at birth, but later self-identifying a woman, Unique follow the arc of traditional 
transgender narratives, including the inevitable bathroom “problems.” Unique 
endures an unwelcoming bathroom situation enmeshed with violent and cissexist 
male football jocks that do not want a trans* woman in their space (S5:E5). While in 
the past this may have been considered homophobia, it is important for discussions 
of queer femininity to distinguish that this is not homophobia because Unique has 
never disclosed her sexual orientation, other than having a brief connection with 
Ryder via the Internet. Instead, what Unique is experiencing is what Serano (2007) 
calls the “Scape goating of femininity” where transgender women are not only 
punished and policed for being trans*, but also for expressing in an overtly feminine 
way. While it is important to acknowledge the portrayal of a transgender character 
on the show, Unique’s femininity must also be seen as an additional element of her 
identity. Unique offers us an interesting portrayal of a feminine trans* woman, and 
in a time and place where trans* women are rarely represented, let alone trans* 
women of color, this is a much needed intervention into prime time television. 
Unique serves as a public pedagogue, educating the general public on transgender 
issues, and although “sassy,” her character is portrayed with enough wit and charm 
to make her a loveable transgender character for a mainstream audience.

IMPLICATIONS

The implications for this piece are far-reaching as Glee is one place where we 
are provided with multiple models of femininity. Because media and culture 
ultimately influence and shape each other, the incorporation of these diverse queer 
representations of femininity may make it possible for viewers to find new modes of 
gender expression, feel a sense of community with others who express their gender 
in ways other than the gender binary, or recognize that being different does not have 
to be a negative reality. These representations also have the potential to shift cultural 
perceptions to one of openness and positivity, instead of characterizing gender and 
sexual differences as medical or spiritual problems in need of fixing. This shift in 
attitudes towards folks who identify as outside the gender and sexuality binary, 
where there are no clearly defined categories to express one’s identity is a necessary 
change that needs to happen in the present moment, for the well-being of queer 
individuals, and queer communities everywhere.

Although there is truth in seeing the possibilities in these representations, there 
also come limitations to examining media representations of any identity. There can 
never be a complete or perfect representation of all people from any identity group 
because groups are made up of diverse individuals, with unique culminations of 
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identities and experiences. Thus it is impossible to make sure that everyone feels 
their identity and experience is represented in mainstream media. This is especially 
true in a primetime television show where a good portion of the content is dictated 
by advertising and profit margins. While Murphy is known for pushing boundaries 
and limits, he has not always done so in a way that is ethical or encompassing of 
the diverse groups he is trying to represent. While the critiques are valid, it is also 
vital that we have a starting place for beginning conversations around difference and 
identity, which is something that Glee offers a mainstream audience. So while there 
are limitations and critiques, they should not outweigh the potential benefits of these 
controversial plot lines.

CONCLUSIONS

In this piece, I have used queer and feminist gender theory to read queer female 
characters on Glee, in order to show ways that the show is opening up possibilities 
for new potential realities for women, femmes, and transwomen who may not see 
themselves represented in mainstream media. Through examining the characyers 
of Sue Sylvester, Coach Bieste, Santana Lopez, and Wade/Unique Adams, I have 
analyzed four diverse representations of queer femininity; those characters who 
do not express femininity in stereotypical ways, or with stereotypical intentions. 
By looking at Sue’s defiance of gender expectations for wives and mothers, Coach 
Beiste’s challenge to traditional beauty norms, Santana’s sexualized queer femininity, 
and Unique’s trans* femininity, we can see how each one of these characters 
embodies a different style of femininity, which is important for broadening our 
ideas and understandings about gender and sexual differences, pushing back against 
narrowly defined roles and standards for women, and ultimately finding potential 
places of agency.
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8. GLEE AND “BORN THIS WAY”

Therapeutic and Postracial Rhetoric

In recent years, questions of difference have been of the utmost concern in American 
consciousness. After 2011’s rash of high-profile LGBT youth suicides, teaching 
young people how to embrace difference became a top priority. In response, a glut of 
popular culture was produced that proclaimed the beauty of difference and the need 
for individuals to embrace their supposed flaws. Although well-intentioned insofar 
as they attempt to provide a corrective to existing social intolerances, these artifacts 
located the solution to such intolerance as an increase in one’s self-esteem.

Lady Gaga’s anthemic “Born This Way” is perhaps the best exemplar of a popular 
text that frames individuals as all the same deep down while simultaneously positing 
personal acceptance as the precursor to social change or acceptance. While some 
artifacts focused on specific social niches, Gaga proclaimed that everyone – “black, 
white, beige, Chola descent” (Germanotta, Laursen, Blair, & Garibay, 2010, track 
2) – was beautiful in their own way. As true as this may be, Gaga’s approach to 
difference was similar to other texts but certainly more explicit as she asserted that 
if you feel bad about yourself being treated as a social aberration, all that needs to be 
done is “rejoice and love yourself” because you were “born this way” (Germanotta et 
al., 2010, track 2). Easily the most popular of the texts borne from this period, Gaga’s 
approach is reflective of a shift to personal empowerment over an engagement with 
structural issues and serves to usher in what is functionally the “born this way” 
moment wherein personal empowerment is seen as the corrective to intolerance.

Heralded for its diverse cast, the popular television show Glee actively responded 
to the “born this way” moment with an episode of the same title. While critics 
have chastised the show for engaging in tokenism and not approaching questions 
of difference with sufficient depth (Winfrey Harris, 2011), Glee’s second season 
episode titled “Born This Way” (S2:E18) takes a converse though not necessarily 
productive approach by producing what amounts to a “very special episode” wherein 
the focus is on normalizing personal acceptance of difference as an alternative 
to intra-personal and inter-personal hostility. The representation of difference as 
“resolvable” through personal transformation and displacement is concurrent with a 
postrace undertone that politics are unnecessary to resolve structural issues. While 
Glee’s harmonious vision of the future is good in theory, it erases any hope for 
social change and understanding identity as a perpetually negotiated process. In 
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this chapter, I argue that Glee reinforces the perception that we are in a postrace 
moment, specifically though the use of therapeutic rhetoric. In doing so, Glee 
actively depoliticizes questions of race and difference and steers viewers away from 
an engagement with structural inequality.

Toward this end, I begin with a review of relevant discussions of postidentity 
and postrace discourses alongside therapeutic rhetoric. I then describe Glee and the 
episode in question as a text for analysis before mapping what I contend are three 
keys ways in which Glee depoliticizes issues of race: a) making all oppressions 
equal, b) engaging in therapeutic talk that places the racialized on the therapy couch, 
and c) presence through absence.

POSTIDENTITY AND POSTRACE DISCOURSES

For years, cultural studies research has focused on questions of how identity is 
produced and cemented in popular texts. However, mediated texts have started to 
reflect a different reality which insists that society is now past identity politics. 
Rockler (2006b) outlines and maps a comprehensive trajectory of postidentity politics, 
arguing that popular media approaches and frames identity politics as an irrelevant 
relic of the past. This occurs by eliminating difference through an insistence that 
“we are all equal now” (Rockler, 2006b, p. 454) that emphasizes the supposed gains 
made by various civil rights movements and renders identity ahistorical. Rockler 
notes that “[g]ender, race, and other power disparities commonly are discussed as 
problems of the past that have been eradicated and replaced with equality,” leading to 
an overall depoliticizing effect that “reifies race, gender, and other power structures 
by deterring critical examination of these structures” (p. 454). In her conceptual 
framework, Rockler argues that postidentity ideological commitments are asserted 
in three key ways: “(a) the personalizing of identity politics, (b) the scapegoating 
of marginalized people, and (c) the transparency of the normative gaze” (p. 461). 
A cursory examination of Glee demonstrates all three of these characteristics in far 
more insidious ways than initial examinations of postidentity could have accounted 
for. However, I am most concerned with the personalization of identity politics in this 
chapter because of Glee’s purported representation of a diverse group of students. 
Glee goes to great lengths to highlight just how different the characters are from 
one another, in a move that seems to almost emphasize the importance of identity 
politics. However, it is the approach to that difference through the personalization of 
identity politics that renders the show problematic.

Glee’s representations seem to mimic a “one of every color” multicultural ethic that 
serves to homogenize and “[flatten] out the complexity of difference” (Hilderbrand, 
2009, para. 1) by framing all identities-and by extension, marginalization-as equal. 
This is very much in line with postrace ideologies which assert that we live in a 
world where “racism no longer exist[s and] race itself no longer matters” (Joseph, 
2009, p. 239). Similar to postidentity frameworks wholesale, postrace’s view that 
racism has been eradicated and race no longer matters leads to a general public 
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sentiment that political change oriented toward redistributing power is unnecessary 
and that discussion of racial difference could roll back our supposed harmonious 
status quo. Ono (2010) argues that this could not be further from the truth. He 
posits that postrace discourses operate as a specious political strategy and fiction 
designed to mask historical context that would otherwise spur social intervention 
and further argues that popular representations in particular are part of a "reinvented 
project of forgetting race and maneuvering and adjusting reality to deny historical 
and contemporary reality” (p. 232). As such, shows like Glee play a critical social 
function, perhaps even a pedagogical one, in articulating and naturalizing postrace 
discourses.

Much scholarly discussion about postrace discourses have focused on mediated 
images of President Obama. For example, Joseph (2011) argues that images of Obama 
strip him of his blackness and frame him as an everyperson for whom race is not 
important. Framing him as such renders his blackness as “safe” for consumption and 
serves as a means to visualize the present as moving toward a racial utopia, masking 
existing power structures. Similarly, Cobb (2011) argues that images of Obama set 
his blackness up as already accounted for and his identity as a performance of a new 
black identity that is divorced from arguably hegemonic traditional black tropes. 
Essentially, these messages advance postrace positions by positioning Obama as 
deracialized, asking us to “focus on visible triumphs to turn blind eyes on obvious 
instances of discrimination” (Cobb, 2011, p. 413).

Although there is a heavy Obama focus in postrace literature, Ono (2010) explains 
that scholarly engagement with popular texts are a necessary intervention in the 
circulation of postrace discourses. He explains that rhetorical projects are key to 
rendering the “invisible visible and [address] racism as neither always intentional 
nor necessarily as part of some larger plan, scheme, or project” (p. 230). Some 
scholars have taken up this mantle in analyses of Friends (Chidester, 2008), Psych 
(Thornton, 2011), and Tyra Banks as media figure (Joseph, 2009) in an attempt to 
elucidate the myriad ways that postrace operates in civil society.

THERAPEUTIC RHETORIC

As Rockler (2006b) aptly notes, the personalization of postidentity politics, or the 
positing of identity as a personal concern over a structural one, is key to maintaining 
existing power structures by rendering a challenge undesirable. Peck (1994) and 
Cloud (1998) explain that the personalization of structural issues to the individual 
is the hallmark of therapeutic rhetoric. Peck (1994) elaborates that, operating as a 
direct reflection of American individualism, therapeutic rhetoric “tends to translate 
everything into individual and interpersonal terms . and to encourage ‘taking 
responsibility’ for one’s owns feelings and behavior based on the belief that we 
are powerless to change anything beyond our own lives” (p. 94). Further, Cloud 
(1998) extrapolates that therapeutic rhetoric “dislocates social and political conflict 
onto families, privatizes both the experience of oppression and possible modes of 
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resistance to it, and translates political questions into psychological issues to be 
resolved through personal, psychological change” (p. xx-xxi) much in the same 
way that postrace discourses do. As such, postrace and therapeutic discourses 
seem to be inextricably linked insofar as both serve to reprivatize the political: the 
personal is no longer political – politics can only be transformed vis-à-vis personal 
transformation.

It is important to note that therapeutic rhetoric has been theorized in a variety 
of ways. Peck’s (1994) analysis of therapeutic rhetoric on Oprah specifically 
interrogates the use of therapeutic rhetoric to ameliorate one’s own racist tendencies 
as a self-directed task, whereas other examinations of therapeutic rhetoric point to 
a larger expectation – that one solve their own personal insecurities with how the 
world treats them in order to change such treatment wholesale. Cloud (1998) points 
to therapeutic rhetoric as encouraging people to solve their own problems without 
so much as considering issues of race or gender – in essence, the rhetoric of pulling 
one’s self up by his or her bootstraps without a consideration of the structural or 
social inequities that constrain action and movement. This actively diverts attention 
away from one’s social location and how that identity is influenced by power and 
toward a notion of personal responsibility for one’s discomfort.

While the connection between postrace discourse and therapeutic rhetoric 
has been well-established, an analysis of Glee demonstrates a new dimension of 
therapy that has gone overlooked. While Peck (1994) points to racism as being 
“treated” as an individual illness and Cloud (1998) notes that therapeutic operates 
to fundamentally ignore issues of race and gender by focusing on one’s “dis-ease” 
and the supposedly equal opportunities laid out in front of them, Glee operates to 
put the raced onto the proverbial therapy couch by emphasizing personal acceptance 
as a means to deal with oppression. Whereas existing notions of therapeutic rhetoric 
point to a discouraging of political engagement by focusing on one’s ability to seize 
opportunities (Cloud, 1998) or positing race as personally constructed (Peck, 1994), 
Glee’s deployment of therapeutic rhetoric discourages one’s identification with his or 
her own personhood as a means to achieve harmony. Such a framework dangerously 
posits that people of color should be responsible for alleviating their own discomfort 
with the inequalities they may face by framing the existence of such inequalities as 
mere fiction. This places the sole responsibility for reducing discrimination in the 
hands of those subjugated and insists that normative structures are the ones in which 
we should operate as no alternative exists.

GLEE AS TEXT

Before engaging in analysis, it is necessary to provide an overview of the show 
itself and the “Born This Way” episode (S2:E18) to better understand how Glee 
engages in the construction of a postrace future through therapeutic personal 
acceptance. Premiering in 2009 to unprecedented popularity, Glee focuses on the 
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New Directions, a show choir from fictional William McKinley High School in 
Lima, Ohio. A central plot device is a focus on the marginalization of the supposedly 
“lame” New Directions by their peers. As a whole, marginalization operates as a 
central trope in Glee as the marginalization of the New Directions by their peers is 
mirrored in the personal narratives of each New Directions member, all of whom are 
presented to be “different” in some way. Despite being set in an idyllic Midwestern 
suburb characterized by what one can safely assume is a homogenous white 
Midwestern character, the New Directions somehow manage to have an openly gay 
white male (Kurt), a Latina lesbian (Santana), a curvy Black diva (Mercedes), and 
an Asian-American faux stutterer (Tina) in their midst. For all intents and purposes, 
Glee appears visually as diverse and respecting difference, perhaps to the point of 
commodification. This is particularly true in the episode I take up in analysis, season 
two’s “Born This Way.”

Like many episodes of Glee, “Born This Way” opens with show choir rehearsal at 
McKinley High. The New Directions are preparing choreography for their upcoming 
regional competition when football player Finn whacks Jewish Broadway hopeful 
Rachel across the face during an errant dance move, breaking her nose. The show 
soon cuts to a doctor examining Rachel’s nose and suggesting rhinoplasty as a 
beautifying procedure that is functionally, as he notes, a “rite of passage for Jewish 
girls.”  After Rachel announces her decision to get a nose job, director Will Schuester 
insists that the New Directions are “represented by just about every race, religion, 
sexual orientation, and clique” and that the choir members must learn to “love 
themselves for who they are.” He further asserts that the week’s closing number – a 
performance of Gaga’s “Born This Way” – will culminate in the personal acceptance 
of each character’s individual flaws.

Several concurrent character-driven story arcs then emerge around a unifying 
theme of difference and acceptance. Rachel struggles throughout the episode with 
her decision to either get or forego rhinoplasty. Santana attempts to run for prom 
queen to both prove her heterosexuality and win back the love of her friend Brittany. 
At the same time, overweight Lauren is also running for prom queen in an attempt 
to knock “size two teenage dream” and once-pregnant former cheerleader Quinn 
down a few pegs on the social ladder. At the end of the episode, as Will noted, 
the New Directions proudly wear tee-shirts printed with examples of what make 
them different while performing “Born This Way” to declare their self-acceptance. 
For instance, new student Sam who is often teased for his large lips wears a shirt 
proclaiming his insecurity to be his “Trouty Mouth” while Asian-American star 
dancer Mike wears a shirt reading “Can’t Sing.” Both Mercedes and Tina – two of 
the New Direction’s three women of color – are prominently featured in the number 
while Santana – the group’s third woman of color – sits out. The camera pans to 
Santana wearing a shirt reading “Lebanese” (a gift from Brittany that was supposed 
to read “Lesbian”) sitting isolated in the auditorium and ashamed of her queer status 
to close the number.
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TRACING TRAJECTORIES OF THERAPY

Making Difference Equal

“Born This Way” makes one of its few references to race and identity at the start 
of the show shortly after Rachel reveals to the New Directions that she is seeking 
rhinoplasty. After Will expresses skepticism, Santana asks the New Directions to 
“stop lying about how there aren’t things that we wouldn’t change about ourselves.” 
She then rattles off an extensive list of the things choir members have likely sought 
to change about themselves. As pleasant, lilting music plays in the background, 
Santana states:

I mean, I’m sure that Sam’s been at the doctor’s office and rifled through 
pamphlets on mouth reduction. I’ll bet [wheelchair-bound] Artie’s thought 
about getting his legs removed since he’s not really using them anyways. And 
I’m definitely sure that Tina’s looked into getting an eye de-slanting.

The camera then cuts to Tina taking Santana to task for being “extraordinarily racist” 
by presuming that Tina is uncomfortable with her Asian features. When Santana 
responds that she is just “keeping it real,” Tina seems to embrace her personhood 
and states in a rapid and not necessarily emphatic tone, “I’m a beautiful person. 
I’m in love with myself, and I would never change a thing.” The once buoyant 
music quickly cuts out as Tina’s boyfriend Mike turns to her to call her out for her 
contradictions and condescendingly asks, “Is that why you’re wearing blue contacts 
today, Tina?” before murmuring that Tina is a “self-hating Asian.” The music picks 
back up with Tina justifying her contact lens use by lamenting the lack of Asian sex 
symbols and claiming that she is just trying to mirror what she sees in popular press. 
The conversation about Santana’s comment and Tina’s personhood abruptly ends 
with Santana continuing her argument after Finn briefly – and unsuccessfully – tries 
to argue that he is comfortable with his own body.

This exchange is problematic in several ways, the least of which being Santana’s 
racist comment that frames Tina’s eyes as non-normative and thus in need of personal 
rejection. What I focus on here, however, is the denial of race as a central issue and 
the equation of Tina’s struggles with the struggles of the show’s white characters. It 
is obvious from the exchange between Tina and Santana that Tina does take some 
issue with the characteristics of her raced body in relation to a dominant white 
aesthetic – her assertion that she loves herself delivered in an almost self-assuring 
way coupled with her obvious discomfort with not seeing more Asian representation 
in magazines points to a palpable discontent with how her body is otherized. 
However, the discussion is actively moved away from a focus on racial identity in 
the same way that postrace discourses obscure power structures: Santana insists that 
Tina’s eyes are something that can and should be changed given Tina’s discomfort 
instead of recognizing that such discomfort is produced by social structures which 
privilege whiteness.



GLEE AND “BORN THIS WAY”

117

The omission of an interrogation of whiteness aside, it is important to note that 
Santana functionally reduces Tina’s raced characteristics and internal struggles tied 
to said identity as equal to the physical struggles faced by three white male students. 
Santana’s comments render the pressure placed on Tina to adhere to a white aesthetic 
standard of beauty as damaging as Sam being self-conscious over the size of his 
mouth, Artie not using his legs, or – as Santana goes on to note – Finn having rather 
large nipples. Although there is certainly an argument to be made that Sam and Finn 
are being shamed for not adhering to how an ideal white male should look and that 
Artie is being shamed for being disabled, the larger problem here is a fundamentally 
postrace move wherein the entire playing field is leveled and all oppressions are 
framed as equitable to one another. The message that difference, particularly racial 
difference given the comparison of Tina’s female Asian body to a standard of male 
whiteness, is no longer important is clear: all of Glee’s characters are equal in their 
struggles and the inherent barriers to resolving their otherization are of the same 
height or are equally transcendable.

Therapy and Reducing Hurdles

Glee’s therapeutic approach to difference extends beyond the treatment of characters 
of color as the show advances a rhetoric of acceptance through therapy in the closing 
number. As noted earlier, choir director Will uses the end performance of “Born 
This Way” as a means to emphasize the importance of self-acceptance to the New 
Directions after hearing them discuss how “the thing that makes you different is 
what is used to crush your spirit” at McKinley High. As valiant as Will’s effort may 
be, the claim that accepting one’s self is the lynchpin to all being right with the world 
fits squarely in Cloud’s (1998) understanding of therapeutic rhetoric. For instance, 
Rachel’s desire to change her nose is not necessarily tied to her physicality but, 
instead to her ethnicity with her doctor saying that a nose job is a “rite of passage 
for Jewish girls” and fellow Jewish student Puck attempting to persuade Rachel to 
embrace her birthright. Rachel’s discomfort is clearly located in structural issues that 
disallow her from being “accepted” by virtue of her nose yet Rachel’s only choices 
lie within herself – either get her nose “fixed” or just accept that she is “different.” 
In saying that the students need to “love themselves for who they are,” Will bolsters 
an interpretation that the best way to change discrimination is not to alter the system 
but to circumvent it, give up, or take an individualist resistant action by embracing 
one’s self.

This therapeutic frame continues in the show’s finale as the members of the New 
Directions dance to Gaga’s “Born This Way,” clad in white shirts that proclaim what 
they feel makes them different or uncomfortable with themselves for all the world to 
see. Some salient examples of phrases worn across the chest of the New Directions 
include “No Weave” (Mercedes), “Four Eyes” (Artie), “Bad Attitude” (Lauren), and 
“Can’t Dance” (Finn). It should be noted that – outside of Kurt’s “Likes Boys” shirt 
– all of the New Directions proclaim a form of difference that is personal and not 
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structural. Lauren can come to terms personally with her bad attitude and rectify it 
– she cannot necessarily fix the fact that she is discriminated against because of her 
weight. The same can be said for Artie – he can learn to accept that he has to wear 
glasses, but we should pay little attention to how discourses of ability and disability 
structure his everyday life.

The location of difference outside of structural power operates to reinforce 
postracial underpinnings tinged with therapeutic rhetorics. The very act of wearing a 
teeshirt with one’s difference on it is a clear act of display and displacement that sees 
discomfort borne from difference as something than can be shed as easily as dirty 
clothing. As Will implies earlier in the episode, the New Directions enact, embody, 
and complete their self-acceptance journey during their performance of “Born This 
Way” by exposing their insecurities on their shirts. Once the music stops, however, 
the New Directions can remove their teeshirts and still accept themselves, having 
purged their lives of their difference merely by singing alongside their classmates. 
Insofar as the performance purges one’s discomfort, Glee perpetuates the idea that 
all difference is equally easy to expose and the solution is located in one’s self; 
the confessional nature of therapeutic rhetoric manifest (Cloud, 1998; Peck, 1994; 
Rockler, 2006a, 2006b). In this instance, the members of the New Directions are 
transformed through their celebratory song and personal exposure, rendering an 
engagement with social structures and power unnecessary. With that said, the act 
of displacement through the removal of one’s shirt adds some nuance to the nature 
of therapeutic rhetoric by moving away from a paradigm of “taking responsibility” 
(Peck, 1994) and toward a framework of confession and purging. The members 
of the New Directions confess their differences but their very act of confession 
through clothing allows them to shed and purge that difference once they engage in 
psychological change through song and dance.

A framework of confession and purging, as well as therapeutic rhetoric’s tendency 
to make the subjugated responsible for resolving the incongruity between their lived 
experience and the existence of power structures, is also seen in earlier in the episode 
in a revisiting of Tina’s discomfort with her appearance. After a visit to a surgeon, 
Rachel approaches the New Directions in the choir room to further discuss her 
rhinoplasty. Tina begins to voice that the choir thinks Rachel’s choice is a terrible 
idea when Rachel interrupts, saying, “Blue eyes, you’re such a hypocrite” (20:21). 
The same happy music from the aforementioned scene becomes more amplified as 
the camera cuts from Rachel to Tina. Arms crossed, Tina confesses that she “doesn’t 
like [her] eyes sometimes – the shape, the color” (20:25) but that – in light of Rachel’s 
push to change her own appearance - she will accept her physical differences and 
work to become the Asian sex symbol she wished existed for her to emulate because 
she wants to “be the change you want to see in the world.”

This localization of being able to level the racialized playing field by simply 
changing one’s personal perspective simultaneously engages in postrace discourse, 
operates as a therapeutic moment, and is reflective of a wholesale flattening of 
difference. First and foremost, it is necessary to note how the camera frames Tina as 
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she makes her proclamation of self-love. Rather than focus solely on Tina or on the 
whole of the New Directions, the shot includes all four of the New Directions’ people 
of color – Tina, Mike, Mercedes, and Santana are all grouped together and the camera 
captures all of them as Tina verbally comes to terms with her physical difference. 
Such a shot seems to infer that Tina is speaking for all of the New Directions’ people 
of color or that the other members should follow her lead. Furthermore, the shot 
implies that the struggles faced by Tina are equitable to those faced by Mercedes, 
Santana, or Mike and that the narratives of all people of color are similar enough. 
Essentially, the difference between Asian, Black, and Latina oppressions are one 
and the same, especially since we are now past the need for race and all four of the 
students have an equal chance at whatever they desire.

More important here is how Tina’s discussion of coming to terms with her 
physical characteristics in hopes that she will eventually become an Asian sex 
symbol is a pertinent example of how Glee renders a person of color responsible 
for their own happiness through individual acceptance. Tina’s sudden revelation 
that she will just “be the change” even prompts the ever-observant Rachel to refer 
to “Tina’s abrupt personal transformation” before changing the subject back to 
her rhinoplasty. The idea that Tina can solve her clearly racialized discomfort by 
changing her psychological position is in line with therapeutic rhetoric’s emphasis 
that an individual needs to solve his or her own personal insecurity since his or her 
“dis-ease” is the only thing keeping him or her back from seizing an opportunity or 
living life to the fullest. In this instance, Glee’s representation of Tina as ameliorating 
her discontent with her personhood through confession – and later the removal of her 
contact lenses – sends the message that the problem is not the invisibility of Asian 
women in mainstream media. Instead, the problem is that Tina herself has a problem 
with said underrepresentation – her discomfort is borne from perception, not reality. 
As such, she needs to come to terms with her discontent as it is unwarranted since 
she is the only thing standing in the way of her happiness – not structural issues.

Emphasizing Postracial Identity through Absence

To this point, I have focused on how difference is flattened out to emphasize postrace 
ideology and how therapeutic rhetoric makes structural issues solvable by personal 
transformation, placing people of color in therapy over those who perpetuate the very 
structures that otherize them. In a remarkably striking example, Glee also operates to 
advance a postrace future through the absence of Mercedes throughout the episode 
followed by a specious emphasis on her in the final number.

For some time, Glee has faced criticism for its treatment of students of color. As 
Winfrey Harris (2011) notes, students of color in New Directions are particularly 
underdeveloped, with Mercedes treated in ways similar to black female characters 
before her have been treated – “as hook singers, as comic relief, as funny sidekicks, as 
advice givers, as checks on the inclusiveness scorecard, but never as fully-actualized 
human beings” (para. 5). In “Born This Way,” Mercedes’ presence is sparse. She 
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appears as part of a “welcome back” committee to greet Kurt upon his transfer back 
to McKinley after a bullying incident and also appears in the choir room throughout 
the episode, though she has very few lines. The lack of Mercedes’ development 
throughout much of the episode is in line with her treatment in previous episodes 
where is she prominently featured in musical numbers but underutilized on the 
whole.

Despite not being present through much of the show, Mercedes appears somewhat 
prominently in the ending performance of “Born This Way.” As the song opens, she 
dances on stage with only Kurt and Tina, almost as if their triumvirate of difference 
sets the stage for the rest of the chorus to expose their own. Although Tina starts 
the song, Mercedes quickly takes over toward the middle of the first verse, her shirt 
clearly reading “No Weave.” When the curtain opens to reveal the rest of the New 
Directions, Mercedes’ voice is the most prominent one throughout the first chorus of 
the song and the remainder of the song’s choruses. She is also center-stage for most 
of the song and is positioned in the middle of the crowd as the song ends.

Mercedes’ absence throughout the episode makes her “No Weave” choice a 
difficult one to understand and interpret on face. A close read of Mercedes’ shirt 
indicates that her discomfort with her lack of weave is presumed to indicate that 
she is uncomfortable with her natural black hair; that her difference is rooted in her 
rejecting attempts to conform to a white aesthetic and embracing her racial identity. 
While Tina’s choice of “Brown Eyes” for her shirt makes sense within her story arc 
of coming to terms with her appearance, Mercedes’ personal discomfort with how 
her body is raced or – moreover – how she is treated socially is not discussed at all. 
However, should one think about the lack of representation as a specific choice made 
to avoid interrogation of what it means to want or not want a weave, Mercedes’ shirt 
begins to make more sense. Had the show approached Mercedes’ insecurity about 
her hair in the episode itself, it would not have been as easy at recouching Tina’s 
eyes as a color issue instead of a shape issue – it would have necessitated a complex 
discussion about the relationship between women of color and their hair and would 
have most certainly entailed a discussion of what being forced to conform to a while 
aesthetic looks like. By presenting Mercedes’ difference at the end of the show, Glee 
relies on the viewership to fill in the blanks about what it means to have or desire a 
weave without opening up the space for the interrogation of structural issues.

Furthermore, Chidester (2008) notes that presence as absence – the “refusal 
to speak race” (p. 164) coupled with visual encounters with racialized bodies – 
operates to cement whiteness, in this case a white visual aesthetic, as privileged and 
normative. In this instance, viewers encounter Mercedes as a black woman, but there 
is no discussion about what it means to have (or not have) a weave. Despite the fact 
that Mercedes’ discomfort about her lack of weave exists because of expectations 
placed upon her because of her race, the lack of discussion after the visual encounter 
reinforces a white beauty standard as normative and divorced from racial hierarchies 
insinuates that the focus should be on her personal discomfort with the state of her 
hair. As Rockler (2006b) argues, this is precisely the type of representation that sets 
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up identity politics as a foregone conclusion because it still places a white aesthetic 
at the center for Mercedes to achieve.

CONCLUSION

With Glee, we are presented with what is – for all intents and purposes – what 
appears to be a progressive vision of the future where students of color are seen as 
equal to their white counterparts and their collective differences are acknowledged. 
However, I argue that Glee actually engages in the reinforcement of postrace and 
postidentity ideological commitments in its treatment of difference.

Glee’s reduction of all difference to an equal playing field is the most obvious of 
the show’s attempts to advance a postrace vision of how the world works. Throughout 
“Born This Way,” the struggles of all characters are framed as equally oppressive 
with personal acceptance of one’s flaws framed as the only available solution. This is 
not to say that acceptance is not a valid framework by which to resolve one’s internal 
conflicts. For instance, Artie can – and probably should – resolve his discomfort with 
wearing glasses by simply accepting that he wears glasses because he was born with 
such a need. However, Glee frames the imposition of a white aesthetic on Tina and 
Mercedes as resolvable with the same sort of acceptance, essentially arguing that 
there is no need to interrogate the structures that present a white aesthetic as the only 
option. In essence, Glee asserts that such structures exist and one must merely deal 
with it as a social reality.

Related to the reduction of difference as one and the same is the undertone that 
one must “treat” themselves psychologically to deal with the imposition of power 
in their lives. In numerous instances, Tina is framed as uncomfortable with herself 
because of the lack of Asian sex symbols in popular press. Glee presents the solution 
to this discomfort as an act of personal transformation where she accepts that there 
are no Asian sex symbols and infers that the problem is not the magazines that 
say she needs to look a certain way – the problem is Tina’s discomfort with the 
messages that given magazines are sending. While there is an argument to be made 
that Tina demonstrates some resistance against the postrace insistence that structural 
issues are unimportant by saying she will “be the change” and eventually become 
an Asian sex symbol, this too is indicative of an abdication of politics. Tina places 
the onus for change onto herself as if her mere existence and detachment from white 
beauty standards will be enough to effectuate change. While “being the change” is 
certainly an admirable goal, Glee insinuates that individual recognition of inequality 
is somehow enough to resolve that inequality.

Finally, the lack of Mercedes’ presence through the episode coupled with her 
sudden appearance at the end points to the show’s choice to actively avoid discussing 
issues of race. Although Glee purports to deal with these issues, Mercedes is 
purposefully obfuscated, in part because showing her discomfort with her hair 
earlier in the episode would have necessitated a discussion of hair as inherently 
raced. While it was easy to resituate Tina’s “dis-ease” as an issue of eye color, it 
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would not have been as easy to situate Mercedes’ “dis-ease” as anything but raced. It 
is precisely this lack of interrogation in spaces where it is obvious that interrogation 
is needed that serves to mask inequality in the status quo in order to argue that we 
are all one and the same.

Indeed, there are problems inherent with such an approach to difference. As 
Rockler (2006a, 2006b) explains, flattening difference and arguing that issues 
of gender and race are antiquated relics of the past actively depoliticizes these 
issues, rendering critical examination of these structures unnecessary. Further, the 
deployment of therapeutic rhetoric in the text posits one’s race or gender as a personal 
problem, diverting attention away from how engagement with power structures can 
push back against institutionalized oppression. Given the overarching sentiment that 
both rhetoric and mediated culture operate as tools or filters through which viewers 
understand the world around them, presenting these issues as somehow personally 
solvable or obsolete forecloses social change as an option for viewers – that is, if 
the show operates as an allegory for their own lives, they are markedly less likely to 
intervene when similar situations present themselves or when their subject position 
is somehow jeopardized.
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KRISTEN NAVARRO

9. ‘LOSER LIKE ME’

Unicorns, Romeos, and Ethical Failure

Glee as a series has received equal parts ire and adoration for its stubborn insistence 
on grappling with ‘hot button’ social and political issues. The tactfulness with which 
this well-meaning endeavor has been handled has varied dramatically throughout 
its run, which is perhaps partly why there has been a burgeoning critical tendency 
to dismiss the show as contrived and objectionable in its ongoing efforts. This 
essay is concerned less with criticizing the series for its occasional missteps and 
more with considering how its combined successes and failures have potentialized 
complex renderings of queer representation. Kurt’s unique position in the show will 
be my central point of focus, considering also the supplementary figure of Blaine 
and the impact his establishment on the show had on the trajectory of Kurt’s own 
character arc. Blaine’s entry into the show pushed Kurt further into the realm of 
the subversively non-normative by positioning him as a character that decidedly 
cannot pass. Where Blaine passes in all senses of that word, Kurt fails: he fails to 
pass for straight, fails to land the gigs that require such passing, and, perhaps most 
importantly of all, fails to understand why these failures occur with such frequency. 
I would like to consider how Kurt’s inabilities work to render him as an ethically 
oriented and effectively queer character that offers and opens up new possibilities 
for LGBTQIA representation. How Kurt’s personal failures can be read as textual 
successes for our purposes will be the major queering task of this piece, a task that 
hinges upon the belief that there is an ethical and political efficacy in being incapable 
of assimilative passing.

I will take as my starting point the season three episode “I Am Unicorn,” which 
launches plot arcs for two competitive high school events: a high school production 
of West Side Story and a run for the coveted role of student body president. The 
audition process for West Side Story is especially significant, as it pits him directly 
against Blaine when the two of them are up for the leading male role of Tony. It ends 
up going, unsurprisingly, to Blaine, a loss on Kurt’s part that is devastating for him 
but potentializing for us. This loss is the first of a series of many to remind us that, for 
every Blaine that passes for a Tony, we need a Kurt who either can or will not. Kurt’s 
incapacity to fit into the leading male norm reveals to us the violence of the norm 
as it stands and calls the ethics of valuing passing into question. Kurt, serving as the 
textual space through which representative processes are made multiply explicit, 
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marks a moment of genuinely queer rather than simply gay representation through 
his repetitious encounters with failure. It is through this repeated loss that alternative 
potentialities for queer visibility emerge: Kurt loses Tony so that we may gain the 
possibility of something else. The ambiguity of this ‘something else’ comes to be 
more concretely considered in several plot arcs of the recent season five, which once 
again thematizes Kurt’s relationship to failure throughout a number of episodes. 
The beginning and continued trajectory of Kurt’s tendency to lose will thus be the 
focus of this essay, throughout which failure will be considered as its own kind of 
specifically queer and paradoxical triumph.

Before delving into closer analysis of the scenes and episodes that constitute Kurt’s 
failure-driven character arc, it will be helpful to first outline the specific terminology 
and theoretical concepts underpinning my argument. Firstly, I should clarify what is 
meant by my deployment of the term “queer” as opposed to simply “gay.” My use of 
the word is heavily influenced by queer theory, which uses it to refer to the strange 
and non-normative in all its potential forms. Entrenched within issues of sexuality 
but existing beyond the identity categories that ordinarily define it, the word queer 
is strategically fluid and inconclusive. Nikki Sullivan (2003), in her book A Critical 
Introduction to Queer Theory, writes that it “struggles against the straitjacketing 
effects of institutionalization, to resist closure and remaining in the process of 
ambiguous (un)becoming” (v). Queerness is thus not palatable and it is willfully 
incapable of assimilation into the normative mainstream. It works against what is 
ordinarily thought of as coherence. Where a mainstream gay politic foregrounds 
normalcy and seeks tolerance and acceptance, a queer politic foregrounds instead 
its own difference and seeks to challenge the violences of what is normative and 
acceptable in the first place. In sum, a gay politic aims for entry into already existing 
societal structures and discourses, whereas a queer politic aims to overhaul those 
very structures rather than fit neatly within them. Throughout this essay, I will be 
reading Blaine as a character who tends to align tidily with the assimilative, passing 
properties of a gay politic. Kurt, as I have already suggested, will be considered in 
contrast as a queer figure whose specific strand of strangeness is rejected time and 
time again by the normative world that Glee depicts.

These rejections will be discussed in the terms of failure. I am indebted to Judith 
Halberstam’s (2011) The Queer Art of Failure, which poses the fruitful claim that 
“failure allows us to escape punishing norms that discipline behavior” (3). At the 
heart of both queerness and failure, then, is a resistance to societal normativity and 
the rigidity of its expectations and possibilities of identity. For Halberstam, queer 
failure blurs boundaries and unveils what is ethically suspect about the capacity to 
achieve or desire success in a world held up by unjust and oppressive conventions. I 
will consider “passing” as the flipside to queer failure: passing both in the sense one 
might use the word to discuss passing an exam, but also in the sense that one may 
pass for straight. Kelby Harrison (2013) discusses the latter in Sexual Deceit: The 
Ethics of Passing, writing that “‘passing’ designates a successful self-presentation in 
line with a socially favored identity at the expense of an ‘authentic’ one – e.g., passing 
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for white when black, heterosexual when LGB/Q, cisgender when transgender, etc.” 
(1). While Harrison presents a compelling argument for considering the ethical 
and political powers of this kind of successful passing, I will be focusing on Kurt’s 
own inability to pass in order to posit that Glee offers a narrative that situates this 
incapacity as the more ethically generative option. Kurt’s failure to pass is both a 
failure to pass in the more generalized sense of career success and a failure to pass 
as anything other than queer. The nuances, problematics, and representations of that 
layered failure will guide the course of this essay.

‘I AM UNICORN’: STREISAND, SHAKESPEARE, AND FEMININITY

The ethics of failure that Kurt represents is, interestingly, an accidental one, at least at 
first. That is to say, Kurt really does desire to pass and to succeed in all the normative 
endeavors and positions he finds himself striving for. The fear of failure in that 
regard is the major impetus behind his arc in the show’s third season, in fact. Now a 
graduating senior, Kurt is applying for a prestigious musical theatre college program 
in New York City. Season three’s end fittingly sees him being rejected from the school, 
the failure of which is foreshadowed by a couple of smaller ones introduced in “I 
Am Unicorn,” the second episode of the season. This episode, as I have mentioned, 
sees Kurt vying for both the lead role of Tony in his school’s production of West Side 
Story and for the position of student body president. The audition process and the 
campaign that these two plot threads necessitate demand that he face the matter of his 
externalized presentation as it is rendered both by his own design and by the design 
of others. Kurt seeks varied pathways to re-fashion these representative formations 
with the explicit intention of appealing to the normative masses who must accept 
him if he is to succeed. The seamless assimilation that characterizes mainstream 
gay politics is precisely what Kurt aims for in his dual campaigning. The failure of 
these attempts is ultimately doubled when Kurt not only fails to succeed, but fails 
also to even comprehend the reasons for that repeated failure. Kurt demonstrates 
an ignorance of his own queer signification in a manner that I will argue reveals 
an ethically oriented intellect grounded in gender. As the examples I am about to 
turn to will reveal, the failure and obliviousness that Kurt exhibits in the episode 
stems from his privileging and deployment of feminine voices and aesthetics. Kurt is 
seemingly incapable of comprehending that his tendency to ventriloquize the voices 
of woman is queer, undesirable, and off-putting to most. In failing to grasp the tenets 
of heterosexism that shape this very undesirability, Kurt does lose, but it is a loss that 
is ethically efficacious in its refusal to buy into misogynistic principles.

Kurt’s attempt to assimilate in order to acquire positions of privilege is illustrated 
first through the student political campaign. Brittany, herself a queer character, 
though one who can and does successfully pass, is eager to take the role of his 
campaign manager. The first scene of the episode sees Brittany approaching Kurt 
and notifying him that she intends to run his campaign because she admires the fact 
that he is the school’s “biggest unicorn” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011). The 
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image of the unicorn is deployed throughout the episode as a symbol of queerness: 
magical and immediately distinctive by the horn atop its head, the likeness is a 
fitting, if obvious, one. “The point is,” Brittany urges, “is that a unicorn is someone 
who knows they’re magical and isn’t afraid to show it” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 
2011). Distinctive visibility, as Brittany notes, is central, but it is exactly what Kurt 
wants to avoid. The two come to a disagreement over how best to present Kurt’s 
image when both create separate and opposing campaign posters. Garishly bright 
pinks, rainbows, and unicorn horns audaciously dominate the posters that Brittany 
designs and presents. Kurt is slightly horrified upon seeing them, gently suggesting 
that they are “a tad too gay…I feel like I may as well have a big neon sign above my 
head that says ‘gay diddy gay di gay gay gay’” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011). 
He presents the posters of his own design, which stand in stark contrast to Brittany’s, 
featuring only a black and white photo of him clad in a suit with the accompanying 
text “What becomes a legend most? Winning” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011).

These two oppositional campaign strategies make the divide between the jarringly 
queer and the quietly assimilative immediately obvious, but what is striking about 
this exchange is the way in which Kurt’s efforts at such quiet assimilation are hastily 
unraveled. He explains to Brittany that the understated elegance of his chosen poster 
is inspired by the classic Blacglama fur coat ads, an explanation which progresses 
seamlessly into an anecdote about Judy Garland. Judy Garland’s influence on gay 
male culture is of course widely and commonly recognized, the history of which 
has been explored by Richard Dyer (2003), who concludes that various elements of 
Garland’s representation aligned with gay male cultures “sense of what ‘poofs’ were, 
a connection between image and social identity” (191). Brittany, pleased with Kurt’s 
supplementary exposition, cheerfully suggests that he repeat it during his campaign 
speech because “it’s, like, so unicorn” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011). As Brittany 
so quickly noticed, the text that Kurt cites in his attempt to convey heteromasculine 
normality is already itself entangled within a queerness that everyone but himself 
will be able to recognize. Kurt is himself so jarringly queer a figure, it seems, that 
his most earnest efforts to prove otherwise only push him further outside the scope of 
the plausibly normative. That his first attempt to expunge queerness from his image 
is informed by Judy Garland is only the first of missteps that Kurt makes in this 
episode. He finds himself again and again turning to feminine voices and images to 
exert identity normality, oblivious as to why these exertions do not succeed. Beneath 
what he imagined as the utter conventionality of his poster design lays a gushing 
queerness he is unable to contain or cover over because he alone cannot see the 
problem to begin with. This initial, relatively minor failure sets the stage for the 
larger one to come when the auditions for West Side Story roll around a few scenes 
later.

Kurt performs in two separate auditions for the school musical, each version as 
doomed in its self-oblivious queerness as his Garland-infused campaign poster. As 
with the poster, Kurt’s first audition for Tony contains all the right external trappings 
needed to depict ideas of normative masculinity, featuring sai swords and a steel 
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scaffolding setup that allows him to demonstrate impressive physical strength and skill 
as he moves and swings around it. With these carefully calculated details, however, 
comes a fatal misfiring in his audition song choice. He performs Barbra Streisand’s 
“I’m The Greatest Star” from the musical Funny Girl, once again supplementing 
images of conventional masculinity with feminine voices that then render that 
conventionality impossible. It is not that Kurt is so essentially and inescapably queer 
that he could never hold even the hope of convincing anyone otherwise, but rather 
that he possesses a unique and singularly ethical way of interpreting the texts and 
cultural narratives he is drawn to and chooses to perform. It does not occur to Kurt 
to view the ventriloquizing of female voices as detrimental to ideas of masculinity. 
When Kurt announces the title of his chosen song, the directors judging the auditions 
promptly express skepticism. He is dubiously asked if he is referring to the Streisand 
song and completely misinterprets the intent of the question. “I know what you’re 
thinking,” he begins, confident, “But I got written permission from the woman 
herself, Ms. Rachel Berry” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011).

In assuming that their implied disapproval stems only from a belief that Rachel 
(Barbra’s “heir apparent” [S4:E13, Falchuk & Barclay, 2013]) reserves the right 
over who gets to sing Streisand songs, the joke becomes that Kurt’s asserted 
knowledge here is utter ignorance. Despite his opening claim to the contrary, he 
does not know what they’re thinking, and cannot know for as long as he privileges 
queer and feminine voices over the ones he is expected to exalt. Obliviousness 
here is actually an impressive astuteness that is ethical in origin. Kurt does not fail 
because he is in any way inadequate or literally incapable of performing idealized 
masculinity. He fails only because he is the only character who has not been 
interpolated into the specific violences of what that ideality looks like. When Kurt 
overhears the committee of directors discussing his audition after the fact, he is 
genuinely surprised to hear them come to the unanimous conclusion that he is too 
“delicate” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011) to play Tony. The femininity that he so 
values is precisely what works against him here, with the sentiment that “Hummel’s 
too much of a lady” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011) prevailing. When Emma 
poses the question, “Could he pass?” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011), the answer 
is apparent. No, he cannot pass, and so he fails, as has been obvious to all since 
the episodes opening scene. That Kurt can manage to be surprised by something 
everyone, viewing audience included, saw coming from a mile away solidifies his 
standing as a character whose only real failure is a refusal to engage the heterosexist 
ideology that determines what a lead male role looks like.

Reeling from this unexpectedly negative response, Kurt demands a second 
emergency audition, which he deploys with the expressed purpose of proving 
the “pure masculine power and intensity” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011) he 
could bring to the role of Tony. After hearing it voiced aloud in the cruelest manner 
imaginable, it seems that he finally grasps the root of the issue. He tells the directing 
panel that because they’ve already heard him sing, he is instead going to focus on 
proving his acting prowess. He sets out to do this by performing a scene from William 
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Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet with Rachel playing his onstage partner, noting that 
he’s turning to the play that West Side Story was originally based on. This audition 
is far more disastrous than the first, the magnitude of this mistake being made clear 
to the panel and the audience once more before he’s even properly begun. Rachel, 
as Kurt himself has already reminded everyone with his first audition, inescapably 
bears the trace of Barbra Streisand that doomed his previous audition performance. 
While he this time avoids ventriloquizing Streisand himself, the memory of that 
first defeat nonetheless hangs over him through Rachel’s presence. The originally 
male-voiced role of Romeo seems nonetheless a step in the right direction, but one 
glance at Kurt’s chosen costume indicates once more that he has not fully grasped 
the continued snag in his presentation of self. He steps onstage fully decked out in 
vaguely Renaissance inspired wear, complete with lavender tights and a feathered 
hat. Though Kurt does modulate his speaking voice to make it lower and less breathy 
in pitch as he recites Romeo’s lines, he can do little to masculinize the poetics and 
dramatics of the Shakespearean speech that he performs quite well. We as the 
audience are encouraged to laugh as the camera circles Kurt and his Barbra-Juliet in 
overwrought sweeps, the treacly music that kicks up behind them emphasizing the 
campy ridiculousness of the production.

The comical outrageousness reaches its genuinely tragic climax when both 
Rachel and the full panel of directors bust into laughter just as he moves in to kiss 
his Juliet. There is nothing obviously miscalculated about Kurt’s performance as 
Romeo. The joke doesn’t stem from his failure to play the part itself, but rather from 
his very ability to. The joke, that is, is not that Kurt can’t be Romeo, but that he 
thought that playing Romeo could prove anything about heteromasculine capacity 
to begin with. Kurt makes an effective Romeo, who famously declares at a climactic 
moment of the play: “O sweet Juliet, / Thy beauty hath made me effeminate / And 
in my temper softened valor’s steel” (Shakespeare, 3.1.118-120). The effeminizing 
of masculine steel that Romeo here announces is precisely what went wrong with 
Kurt’s original audition: the androgynous melding together of the steel of his sai 
swords with the high-pitched, recognizably feminine trill of the Streisand song that 
accompanied it. Kurt can’t recognize Romeo’s queerness for the same reason that 
he can’t decidedly recognize his own, even after it’s been explained to him. He 
is laughed off the stage for thinking that playing the self-proclaimed effeminate 
Romeo could prove anything about playing Tony, described by the directors as “an 
alpha gang member and a leader” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011). Kurt’s every 
attempt to fit himself into that role as the directors so narrowly imagine it backfires 
every time, and success in any traditional sense won’t be his until he internalizes 
the misogyny and effeminophobia that bolsters the criticisms he receives. It may be 
failure, but its failure of an ethical sort. Ultimately, Kurt does far more to offer Glee 
a genuine subversiveness in this failure than he ever could in his successes.

The role of Tony finally goes to Blaine, who emphatically does not share Kurt’s 
particular brand of gender-melding queerness despite his own homosexuality. 
Blaine’s audition sees him outfitted simply in a polo shirt and jeans, singing a Tony-
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sung song from the musical itself for his audition piece. He is all suave charisma 
and charm, with no theatrics and no discernible queerness present on his person or 
in his voice. The directors are floored by his performance and just about offer him 
the lead role on the spot as Kurt miserably looks on from the side of the auditorium. 
That the role would go to Blaine is a move that once again shocks no one but Kurt. 
It is apparent that the role will be his the moment the opening notes to “Something’s 
Coming” swell behind him as he takes the stage, but it seems that Kurt still cannot 
discern the differences in their performance styles until Blaine gets the response 
that Kurt desired but didn’t come close to acquiring. While the episodes following 
this one feature a plot arc that has Rachel and Mercedes dueling over the role of 
Maria, Blaine’s audition is the conclusive end of Kurt’s West Side Story arc. Rachel 
and Mercedes are ultimately both offered the female lead role when it is decided an 
extra week will be added to the play’s run in order to accommodate both of them. 
A similar opportunity is not offered to Kurt, nor is it even discussed as an option. 
Kurt was never really being considered at all, and his failure is an all-consuming 
and definitive one in light of Blaine’s ability to pass. There is a moment, earlier in 
the episode between Kurt’s two auditions, where Kurt looks upon the rainbow and 
unicorn covered posters for himself that Brittany has plastered all over the school 
without his consent. “I’m not gonna win” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011), he 
says aloud, and though he keeps fighting from here, this is the only moment of the 
episode in which professed knowledge on his part turns out to be true. He loses 
Tony, he loses the role of student body president, and the end of the season sees him 
losing his dream college as well. With each failing, he watches a peer pass where 
he could not. Despite Brittany’s belief in his status as proud unicorn, Kurt is very 
much afraid to “show his magic” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011), but can’t help 
but to do it anyway. This magic, it turns out, is failure itself, and the frustrating but 
powerful immunity that it grants him from being complicit in the violent structures 
the narrative is fueled by, however unwillingly.

Kurt’s failure accomplishes something textually and narratively fruitful in 
revealing the fragile and violent ideologies that bolster the audition process. There 
is something compensatory about that alone, but one of the episodes closing scenes 
nonetheless offers something more. After his two ineffective auditions, Kurt visits 
his father at his workplace, which is, fittingly, a tire shop. It becomes another 
masculine-associated space that Kurt acknowledges his own exclusion from when 
he asks if Finn, his stepbrother, is the only son capable of occupying it. Kurt begins 
to vent his frustrations to his father, sadly stating that he’s finally realized that he is 
never going to be in the running for the lead romantic roles necessary to the acting 
career he desires. If Kurt is hoping to hear his father tell him that that isn’t true, he is 
once again mistaken. Burt responds simply, “You’re gay. And you’re not like Rock 
Hudson gay, you’re really gay. You sing like Diana Ross and you dress like you own 
a magic chocolate factory” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011). What Burt essentially 
tells Kurt here is exactly what the episode has been suggesting all along. It’s not 
simply that Kurt is gay; it’s also that he is queer, and the figures that Burt draws upon 
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to make this claim are telling. Rock Hudson of course connotes the heteromasculine 
passing that Blaine has proven himself capable of, and likening Kurt’s singing to 
Diana Ross once more suggests a link between Kurt and feminine voice. That Willy 
Wonka is cited also implies a queerness that extends beyond obvious markers of 
gender and sexuality. Willy Wonka is not a gay or even particularly feminine cultural 
icon, but he is nonetheless a queer one. An unmarried man who needed to find creative 
means to ensure the heir he opted not to acquire the so-called natural way, Burt’s 
reference to Willy Wonka links Kurt to a queerness that exceeds specific sexual 
identity and enters the realm of more generalized eccentricity and non-normativity.

The divide between the way in which Blaine is gay and the way in which Kurt 
is gay is made all the more concrete when Kurt comes to be identified with the 
atypical and unnatural. Blaine passes for straight and he also passes for normal, but 
even if Kurt managed to reach a point where he could pass for one he could never 
hope to pass for both. Gayness and queerness become distinct entities, related but 
separate, and the markedly different trajectories that Blaine and Kurt’s character arcs 
will take are initiated in the moments wherein this episode makes that claim. Burt, 
like Brittany, encourages Kurt to embrace the reality of his situation, furthering his 
advice when he urges Kurt to create the roles that will fit his particular odd, male-
identified, and feminine-voiced type. “If they’re not writing movies and plays for 
performers like you,” he insists, “Then you gotta start writing your own…Change 
the rules. Write your own history” (S3:E2, Murphy & Falchuk, 2011). There has 
since been no indication that Kurt will turn to such writing, but Burt nonetheless 
here opens up possibilities for alternative representation in the filmic and theatrical 
world that are capable of widening the conventions that currently dictate who may 
be cast within them. Burt’s imperative that Kurt “change the rules” (S3:E2, Murphy 
& Falchuk, 2011) is exactly what a queer politic aims for: it does not want to mold 
itself into what passes for acceptable in the roles and structures already available. It 
wants to change them. And this is perhaps the vague “something else” that Kurt’s 
failures open up: a creative space that widens rather than closes of queer possibility. 
Amidst those who assimilate, there are queer voices and bodies that either can’t or 
won’t comply. Kurt’s repeated experiences with failure remind both him and us that 
he is just one of several such examples, and it’s why the often frustrating tendency of 
the series to deny him success has an ethical valence amidst the disappointment. It is 
only through such disappointment that an urgency to overhaul the current landscape 
emerges. Kurt’s failures, after all, are not really his; they work to reveal the ethical 
failings of the world he is embroiled within.

‘IT’S GOT BETTE MIDLER’: FAILURE REDEFINED

Season three closes with Kurt learning that he has not gotten into the New York 
Academy of the Dramatic Arts (NYADA). He opens season four still stuck in Lima, 
Ohio before deciding at Blaine’s urging to move to New York anyway to figure 
something else out. Season four marks something of a strange moment in Kurt’s 
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character arc. Failure is not as directly or frequently thematized for him as it is in the 
seasons both preceding and following it, and he does, in fact, have some brushes with 
the kind of unbridled success denied to him in season three. He lands a prestigious 
internship at Vogue and finally gets into NYADA after a second attempt about midway 
through the season. One episode even sees him beating Rachel in a NYADA-hosted 
singing competition. Kurt gets three solo song performances throughout the season, 
and, interestingly, all three are songs written for and originally performed by male 
vocalists: “Being Alive” from the musical Company, “Bring Him Home” from Les 
Miserables, and “You Are the Sunshine of My Life” by Stevie Wonder. It seems that 
the ethically grounded obliviousness that hindered him throughout “I Am Unicorn” 
has been replaced with an understanding of what will actually get him ahead, and, 
indeed, all three of these season four songs happen either before or after moments 
of triumph. “Being Alive” is his successful NYADA audition (replacing his initial 
instinct to do “Wishing You Were Somehow Here Again,” a female-sung song, from 
Phantom of the Opera). “Bring Him Home” is the competition song he manages to 
beat Rachel with, and “You Are the Sunshine of My Life” is a celebratory number he 
sings to his father after learning that his cancer is in remission. Despite these literal, 
narrative successes, however, there is a structural level at which Kurt feels more like 
the loser of the season than ever before.

Andrew Sims (2013) of Hypable.com recorded statistics of which characters were 
granted the most performance time of season four. Blaine came in, unsurprisingly, 
at number one, having been featured in 26% of the season’s performances with 34 
songs total. Coming in at number nine on this same list is Kurt, who got a mere 10.7% 
of the performance time with only 14 songs to his name. In the season three episode 
entitled “Dance With Somebody,” Kurt confesses frustration with the imbalance of 
success between himself and Blaine: “You don’t know what it’s like being your 
boyfriend, okay? You are the alpha gay…I used to get solos every week. Do you 
know how many times I’ve had to sit on a stool and watch you perform” (S3:E17, 
Maxwell & Barclay, 2012)? For all of Kurt’s justifiable frustration, the inequality 
of screen and song time we saw between the two wasn’t nearly as pronounced back 
then: season three allowed Kurt focus in 22 performances alongside Blaine’s 27. 
Kurt, it seems, was allowed a great deal more structural and performative relevance 
in a season riddled with literal failures for him than in the one allowing him successes. 
Season four, though seemingly striving to expunge further failure from Kurt’s arc, 
positioned him as a loser in a more palpable sense by sidelining him almost entirely 
for all but a few episodes. Even in his wins Kurt is indelibly marked by failure, here 
a structural rather than narrative-level failure that renders him irrelevant in a series 
that he had previously been absolutely central to. This structural defeat is rectified 
in the most recent season five, which pushes Kurt back into the narrative spotlight 
by returning to the theme of failure initiated in season three. Season five refashions 
Kurt’s relationships to both failure and success, and presents several events in which 
Kurt begins to find traces of triumph in his continued unfulfillment. The despair of 
failure in season three transforms into something different here, or something more. 
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Kurt rediscovers his vocal bonds to femininity, and failure along with it, but has 
begun to take an actively queer approach to his interpretation and perceptions of 
these alliances. Kurt’s failures in season five become concretely productive for him 
in addition to the audience. While I have argued that season three opened ethically 
generative moments when Kurt failed to comply with violent norms, it was apparent 
that the political force of these moments was nothing Kurt was able to pick up on 
or savor. Season five changes this for him, and his losses allow Kurt to develop a 
renewed, queerer sense of self that carves out a space of personal fulfillment within 
larger patterns of continued failure.

One of Kurt’s more memorable season five failures occurs in the fifth episode, 
entitled “The End of Twerk.” In it, Kurt decides to shake himself out of a grief-
induced trance by getting a tattoo with Rachel. We see Kurt and Rachel enter the 
tattoo parlor before the scene cuts to the two of them at home the next morning. 
Wrapped in a bathrobe, Kurt prepares to reveal the tattoo to Rachel, explaining that 
he chose something both “personal and political, just like me” (S5:E5, Hitchcock 
& Stanzler, 2013). He drops the robe to unveil a one-line text tattoo on his shoulder 
blade. “It gets better” (S5:E5, Hitchcock & Stanzler, 2013), Rachel excitedly 
begins to read aloud, until the background music grows ominous and her face 
falls. Rachel finds herself in the awkward position of having to explain to Kurt that 
his tattoo has been misspelled, reading the grammatically unsound “It’s get better” 
instead of his chosen phrase. Kurt turns to look at it, horrified, and declares, “Oh 
my god…I have absolute nonsense written on me permanently” (S5:E5, Hitchcock 
& Stanzler, 2013). He angrily blames the tattoo artist and heads back to the parlor 
to confront him, but the man is adamant that that’s exactly what Kurt asked him 
for. He retrieves the piece of paper Kurt handed him the night previously, and, 
sure enough, the misspelling was entirely Kurt’s fault, his mistake and his failure 
to literally bear alone. The irony of Kurt receiving a botched variant of a phrase 
that was intended to inspire hope is apparent to all, and marks yet another cruel 
narrative instance of Kurt being denied the bright optimism that so many of his 
peers are continuously allowed. With the flubbed tattoo comes the message that it 
probably won’t get better, at least not for Kurt and not in any traditional sense of 
that sentiment. Kurt’s move to tattoo himself in order to “shake off [his] doldrums” 
(S5:E5, Hitchcock & Stanzler, 2013) becomes instead a newfound source of 
loss, which he notes when Rachel tells him he can still get his money back and 
he responds, “What I want back, I can’t get…my innocence, my pride, and my 
unblemished alabaster skin” (S5:E5, Hitchcock & Stanzler, 2013)! However 
comically rendered, Kurt’s assertion of myriad loss here nonetheless situates this 
within Kurt’s patterned failure, echoing the list of catalogued losses he recounts in 
season three: “And I lost. I lost the election, I lost the lead in West Side Story, I can 
forget about New York and NYADA, ‘cause they’ll never take me now” (S3:E7, 
Hodgson & Donovan, 2011).

Before considering the way in which Kurt transforms this moment of failure, it’s 
worth interrogating the botched tattoo itself and what it can be said to signify for a 
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queer politic. The politics of the tattoo was significant to Kurt, as he tells Rachel, 
and it is of course a reference to the “It Gets Better” viral campaign kicked off by 
Dan Savage in response to a slew of queer youth suicides. Critics of this campaign 
emerged soon after its launch, queer theorist Jasbir Puar among them:

Savage’s IGB video is a mandate to fold into urban, neoliberal gay enclaves, a 
form of liberal handholding and upward-mobility that echoes he now discredited 
“pull yourself up from the bootstraps” immigrant motto. Savage embodies the 
spirit of a coming-of-age success story. He is able-bodied, monied, confident, 
well-traveled, suitably partnered and betrays no trace of abjection or shame. 
His message translates to: Come out, move to the city, travel to Paris, adopt 
a kid, pay your taxes, demand representation. But how useful is it to imagine 
troubled gay youth might master their injury and turn blame and guilt into 
transgression, triumph, and all-American success? (Puar, 2010)

Puar critiques the campaign specifically for its promise that failure is always capable 
of turning to success, and for its assumption that success in the American tradition 
is valuable for all queer peoples. Puar’s citation of the “bootstrap” motto points 
to the violences of promising marginalized groups that they will all be capable of 
achieving conventional fulfillment despite the institutional structures that never stop 
hindering those efforts. Notably, what Puar also observes here when stating that 
Savage’s person reveals no abjection is that Savage passes. He passes for normal 
in all the ways that a mainstream gay politic precisely seeks to pass: appropriately 
wealthy, gender conforming, and nuclear family oriented. His narrative privileges 
exactly the kind of assimilative prowess that not all queer people desire or are capable 
of similarly acquiring. As Puar writes, “Projects like Savage’s risk producing such 
narrow versions of what it means to be gay…that for those who cannot identify 
with it but are nevertheless still targeted for ‘being different,’ It Gets Better might 
actually contribute to Making Things Worse” (Puar, 2010). The standard of success 
that It Gets Better posits is only available to a select few of the people to whom it 
claims to appeal to, and it both exalts and concretizes societal norms that oppress 
all those incapable of seamless assimilation. As we saw with Kurt’s West Side story 
arc, Kurt has a difficult time passing, and so it seems perfectly fitting that his efforts 
to fit himself into the political thrust of Savage’s campaign fail so catastrophically. 
The model of success that it abides by is so far from what we have seen Kurt capable 
of that it seems he cannot even succeed at accurately typing its three-word promise 
without his ubiquitous tendency toward failure getting in the way. In failing here, 
Kurt implicitly bears the failure of the campaign itself on his skin. Just as his 
loss of the role of Tony revealed the oppressive injustices that go into systems of 
representation, so does his loss of assimilative hope here reveal ethical failings in 
even the movements put in place to allegedly help him.

This time around, Kurt finds something better in his loss, however. His return 
to the tattoo parlor both solidifies the fact of his personal blunder and offers him 
something as a direct result of it. The tattoo artist assures him that it can be fixed, 
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and asks Kurt to trust him to make something of the mistake ink. Kurt agrees and 
the scene once again cuts off, until we are soon met with yet another scene in 
which he shows Rachel the result. Rachel asks how the artist managed to fix the 
tattoo, to which Kurt replies, “He got a little creative with the phrasing…you might 
say poetic. But, you know, I really do think he captured my essence given the 
circumstances” (S5:E5, Hitchcock & Stanzler, 2013). Kurt once more disrobes and 
allows Rachel to read the newly altered text, which is revealed to now declare “It’s 
Got Bette Midler.” Rachel is clearly a little baffled by Kurt’s positive response to it, 
saying, “It’s genius and it makes absolutely no sense” (S5:E5, Hitchcock & Stanzler, 
2013). Kurt insists that it makes perfect sense and that he loves it despite Rachel’s 
skepticism. Rachel is right, of course, in that the tattoo fails to signify anything 
clearly at all. If anyone was tempted to say that Kurt was able to find that things can 
get better through the fixing of his tattoo, the fact that there’s a significant degree to 
which the tattoo got even worse makes that argument an unsustainable one. If the 
mistyped “It’s Get Better” was “absolute nonsense” (S5:E5, Hitchcock & Stanzler, 
2013), then this is unquestionably even more incomprehensible. Kurt adores it, 
though, and with that adoration embraces the queerness that has made his life so 
frustrating at every turn. That Kurt sees his so-called essence in a phrase that came 
into being through failure and was made even more incoherent by the inclusion of 
the name of a popular female figure speaks volumes about how he’s come to view 
himself. He accepts his failure and refashions it until it looks like success in a way 
that appeals to no one but him. The new phrase is unpalatable, off-putting, and 
imbued with the feminine in exactly the way all of Kurt’s moments of failure have 
been. Kurt recovers something indefinable in the several losses and failures that the 
original tattoo came to signify, and he finds a triumph in something that still looks 
a lot like failure to the normative eye.

“It’s Got Bette Midler” comes to capture exactly the approach Kurt takes to 
failure in the remainder of the season. It represents an illegible triumph that emerges 
in the face of loss, and its evocation of the popular female vocalist snaps Kurt back to 
the feminine and queer-voiced songs he has always been known to favor. In closing, 
I will turn to the one proper solo he is given in the show’s fifth season (after the 
tattoo) to demonstrate how it exemplifies an ethical, queer failure in its complex 
intermingling of defeat and prosperity. This moment comes at the end of an episode 
ominously entitled “Bash,” in which Kurt intervenes on a hate crime he encounters 
on the streets of New York and gets, as the title suggests, bashed himself in the 
process. As with the botched tattoo, the grisly injuries that Kurt bears on his skin 
following his assault stand as a physical testament to what has been suffered. Kurt’s 
intervention is perceived by the characters around him as a reckless mistake, as his 
father immediately and angrily articulates upon seeing him: “Kurt, what were you 
thinking? I mean, I know what you were thinking, but…who do you think you are? 
Diehard, or Charles Bronson, or something” (S5:E15, Brennan & Buecker, 2014)? 
That he reads Kurt’s misstep here as related especially to Kurt’s masculinity (or 
lack of it) is made clearer when he responds to Kurt’s comment that he would have 
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done the same with the statement, “I played football” (S5:E15, Brennan & Buecker, 
2014)! Kurt is steely and free of misery, even as he lies battered and bruised on his 
hospital bed. “I hurt, just not on the inside” (S5:E15, Brennan & Buecker, 2014) he 
states, making it clear that he does not regret his actions despite his direly wounded 
state. Though literally beaten, Kurt does not express any negative affect at all. “Now 
I know who I am” (S5:E15, Brennan & Buecker, 2014), he declares, and he once 
more finds self-knowledge in his intervention-invoked beating just as he found his 
essence in the botching of his tattoo. It is specifically these mistake-driven states of 
vulnerability and disorder that Kurt has come to find his most noteworthy successes 
through, and he has lost the impulse to despair in the face of tragic failure. He refuses 
to see defeat where everyone around him expects him to see it. It has been redefined 
and re-signified for him, and it matters far less to him now whether or not that re-
definition makes sense to anyone but himself.

The surrender to failure that Kurt embraced with his tattoo reaches culmination 
in the episode’s ending, where he performs a mid-semester evaluation at NYADA. 
The setting is the same room that hosted his second audition for the school back 
in season four, where he performed the male-voiced “Being Alive” and was met 
with much success. Now, the scars on his face serve as a reminder of what he has 
just been through, and so he stands in the physical state of having been beaten in 
the most literal sense of the word. As previously noted, the last three solos Kurt 
performed before this one all took place in season four and were all, bizarrely, 
songs originally sung by men. We see a shift here, and he opts to perform “I’m 
Still Here” from the musical Follies. The song is not only just originally meant 
for a female performer, it also draws repeated lyrical attention to the fact of its 
female speaker. The femininity Kurt was chided for in season three and sought to 
suppress in season four is on full display here, with even the lights of the room he 
performs in casting a magenta background behind him that evokes the audaciously 
bright pinks of Brittany’s campaign posters in “I Am Unicorn.” This particular 
setting has been featured three times previously: firstly, during Kurt’s NYADA 
audition in season four, and then two more times in this same episode while 
Rachel and Blaine performed their own mid-semester evaluations. The lighting 
of the room remained the same shade of orange for all three performances, which 
makes the transition to vivid magenta here conspicuous. Femininity and failure 
are here joined, both through the visual markers of Kurt’s beaten body cast in pink 
lights and the lyrics of the song being performed: the narrative the song presents 
comes from the point of view of an aged, female performer in a state of failure 
who nonetheless triumphs to still be around at all. “Seen all my dreams disappear 
but I’m here” (Sondheim, 1971), Kurt ventriloquizes, prideful and triumphant 
even as he acknowledges the diminution of hope that has intensified for him with 
this passing season. Kurt puts his failures and his gender-melding queerness on 
shameless display, and is met with thunderous applause and a standing ovation 
from everyone who witnesses it. Kurt passes his evaluation, and he passes it 
precisely by failing to pass for non-queer. He passes and fails simultaneously, 
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and by so doing carves out a space of queer existence that had previously been 
unavailable to him and the show at large.

PASS AND FAIL: IN CONCLUSION

Ultimately, Glee’s inclusion of an additional gay male character frequently featured 
in close proximity to Kurt opened up a discourse on queer identity and representative 
processes. Through the tensions and interactions that play out on both a narrative 
and structural level, consideration of the divides and overlaps between gayness 
and queerness were brought to the textual fore. Season three’s “I Am Unicorn” 
implemented the rhetoric of sexual identity passing and by so doing created a space 
for a uniquely queer failure that Kurt has filled time and time again since. Kurt’s 
failure, I have argued, opens up possibilities for queer existenc e by revealing that 
the norm that a mainstream gay politics advocates for is not a norm that all queer-
identified bodies can achieve. Kurt rejects the heterosexist ideologies that dictate 
precisely what that norm looks like without being fully conscious of that rejection. 
He embraces and takes on the female voices and influences that he values so highly 
while having a difficult time comprehending why this impulse continuously works 
against him. Kurt’s personal failures reveal ethical failures in the systems that dictate 
our perceptions of the societal world, and he is as a result paradoxically exalted within 
the narrative as the more subversively active figure. Through failure, Kurt generates 
something that exists beyond despair and disappointment even as it can never fully 
escape either of those things. Kurt learns to redefine what failure can mean for him 
and by so doing finds newer and queerer ways to interact with his surroundings. 
This act of redefinition blurs the boundaries between passing and failing and locates 
pockets of triumph within the inescapability of his repeated defeat. It is with that 
defeat that we as viewers come to realize that Kurt’s failures are failures on our part 
more than they are on his, and an urgency to consider our own responsibilities as 
consumers and interpreters emerges. Just as Kurt finds meaningful signification in 
mistake ink that makes no obvious sense, so must we strive to consider his storylines 
in terms that empower both him and ourselves.
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DANA HASSON

10. “HANDI-CAPABLE”? 

An Analysis of How Disability is Represented on Glee

Focusing on the roles that youth with disabilities (9–18 years of age) play on Glee, 
this chapter uses a thematic analysis approach to determine the recurring themes, 
sub-themes, and patterns that may impact audience perceptions of youth living with 
disabilities. To accomplish an analysis of this nature, there is a move away from 
descriptions, to a more categorical, analytic, and theoretical level of coding. The 
intention of this analysis is to discover where and how youth with disabilities are 
being represented within contemporary network and cable television and to what 
effects. 

Influenced by postmodern philosophies on deconstructing messages, semiotics 
and language (McLuhan, 1964; Derrida, 1967; Barthes, 1977), using Hall’s (2006) 
theory on encoding and decoding, this chapter examines the limits and parameters 
of the encoding/decoding process that the audiences of these shows might perform. 
According to Hall (2006), one of the key characteristics of the process of encoding 
the “receiver’s” acceptance of the message as meaningful discourse, which can then 
be decoded. The decoded message and its associated meanings “‘have an effect’, 
influence, entertain, instruct or persuade, with very complex perceptual, cognitive, 
emotional, ideological or behavioral consequences” (Hall, 2006, p. 165). Within this 
coding system, individuals might arrive at multiple, oppositional meanings. The 
coding system serves to condense possible meanings by encouraging an audience 
to arrive at dominant or preferred meanings, which are secured through multiple 
viewings, observations, and interpretations (Hall, 2006). However, there are no 
fixed meanings, since readings can be constantly modified or reinterpreted. This 
type of decoding is not looked at favorably by television producers and chiefs of 
marketing (Hall, 2006). Hall goes on to say:

The consumption or reception of the television message is thus also itself a 
“moment” of the production process in its larger sense, though the latter is 
“predominant” because it is the “point of departure for the realization” of the 
message. Production and reception of the television message are not, therefore, 
identical, but they are related: they are differentiated moments within the 
totality formed by the social relations of the communicative process as a 
whole. (p. 165)



D. HASSON

140

Thus, while multiple meanings can exist, codes can guide the audience as they 
decode the messages they are receiving. As individuals/audiences continuously 
deconstruct meaning, relations of power and language allow for associations and 
assumptions to take place. 

The social model of disability is directly concerned with the deconstructive 
process. Hall discusses the concept that audience members can participate in 
decoding messages as they refer to their individual social contexts and experiences, 
and with that messages may shift mutually.

The representations and story arcs of the show allow for the development of 
themes and subthemes that can be used to analyze the television show for the very 
purposes of deconstruction and assessing the relationship between language, images 
and meaning within the framework of disability.  They begin to decode the messages 
set forth in the media regarding youth with disability. The episodes of Glee under 
scrutiny are useful as a point of entrance in providing information to better assess the 
current state of disability in the media and popular culture. 

This will be assessed at the conclusion of the study when a summary of the 
types of storylines displaying both the positive and negative traits associated with 
disability are organized and interpreted as well as the previous literature discussing 
notions of disability as represented in the media. An important aspect of organizing 
this analysis was breaking up each theme into a type. Specifically, three distinct 
theme types—physical, emotional, and academic—were identified and these 
eventually gave way to the sub-themes of each show. The sub-themes provide a 
more elaborate description and are grouped together based on the specific dialogue 
relating to disability and representation.

The show’s characterizations of the physical encompass both the look/appearance 
of an individual and their reaction to something (Hahn, 2010). Many connotations 
can arise from encounters with the physical differences—for example, wheelchairs, 
crutches, facial features, and behaviors—of people living with disabilities. In 
relation to representations of disability on television, the physical aspect is arguably 
the most critical, since so much is assumed about a disability just by its physical 
characteristics. Rooted in psychology, the term emotional (derived from emotion) 
is subjective, bringing together aspects of motivation, reciprocating moods, 
temperaments, personality, and disposition (Schacter, 2011). The emotional aspect 
of this thematic analysis was important because of the various emotional responses, 
feelings, and opinions of the person/people involved with hearing a diagnosis 
or facing some of the physical obstacles of disability. The term academic means 
anything related to education, schooling, administration, and decisions with respect 
to providing appropriate schooling for students with disabilities. Since schooling is 
at the core of an adolescent’s daily life and the focus and concern of the storylines of 
the episodes analyzed, this was another important theme to examine.

Lastly, throughout the analysis, featured scenes are described using the medical 
and social models of disability: the medical model refers disability as a sickness, so 
individuals living with disability need to be treated and rehabilitated (Hughes, 2005). 
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The social model attempts to move away from the medical model and so is more 
concerned with the social construction of terms (e.g., the differences between 
impairment and disability) and the shared beliefs/meanings of the society’s view 
of disability as a whole (Oliver, 1990; Clogston, 1990; Haller, 1995). By creating 
an awareness of the impact of these two models, I hope to provide a clearer view of 
how youth with disability are represented and how the physical setting, terminology, 
and dialogue used in the three shows analyzed are connected to these two models.

Below is an analysis of the themes and topics that continuously emerged 
throughout the study. It was important to include a detailed synopsis of each of the 
areas relating to disability and representation. 

BULLYING AND STEREOTYPES

During Season 1, bullying and stereotyping are prevalent in the first few episodes. In 
the Pilot, the audience is introduced to Arty Abram’s character, a submissive, quiet 
16-year-old adolescent who is confined to a wheelchair. Intellectually, Arty performs 
equally alongside his peers, and his love for music and performing helps him to 
integrate into the mix with the other students.

Overall, the status of the glee club students is low, and they are not received well 
by the other students at the school (i.e., football players, cheerleaders, “popular” 
students). Therefore, bullying is prevalent for all the students involved in the club, 
which includes marginalized groups like homosexuals and African-Americans. In 
addition, bullies, for example, constantly bombard the glee club students by having 
slushy drinks thrown in their faces. The bullying theme is used as a springboard 
to reinforce the many issues and difficulties facing students with disabilities and 
their perceptions of how they should be treated in school. The representation of 
differences and the reactions of the other non-disabled students paint a picture of 
intolerance and ignorance. Since Glee is considered to be a mainstream show, which 
attracts millions of viewers, its influence on young audiences is significant as it 
creates an ideology that disability equals weakness and disrespect. 

In the pilot episode Arty, a wheelchair-bound student, is at the center of a bullying 
tirade by Puck, one of the stars of the football team and his posse. The scene creates 
a strong sense of helplessness and entrapment as Arty is being violently held inside 
a port-a-potty. The basis for the bullying stems from Puck’s anger towards Finn, a 
teammate of Puck’s who refused to quit the glee club in deference to the football 
team. Puck and the rest of the team look at Finn’s behavior as weak and effeminate. 
Arty is used as the bait because he is in the most vulnerable position physically. Puck 
offers Finn a conciliatory “present” and tells Finn that they have the “wheelchair kid 
inside” the porta-potty and that he plans to flip it over with Arty still inside, Finn 
recognizes the danger and tries to convince Puck not to do it, but Puck ignorantly 
makes the statement: “He’s already in a wheelchair.” The exchange between Puck 
and Finn over Arty’s well-being puts them in positions of power and authority 
over Arty because he is in a wheelchair and unable to break free of confinement. 
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Ignoring Puck’s threats, Finn finally opens the door to an extremely grateful Arty. 
Arty is overwhelmed with fear and disgust at the smell of the toilet where he was 
trapped. Puck continuously refers to Arty and the other glee club members as losers 
and the club as a “Homo Explosion.” The scene is laced with derogatory slurs and 
intolerance, a bullying tactic often used in relation to disability (Haller et al., 2006). 
A full description of the dialogue follows:

ARTY: Help!! Help!!

FINN: Is someone in there?

PUCK: We got that wheelchair kid inside. We are going to flip it.

FINN: Isn’t that kind of dangerous?

PUCK: He’s already in a wheelchair. Come on we saved you the first roll. 

(Finn shakes his head no and opens door where Arty is. Gasps at smell)

ARTY: (Relieved) Thank you, thank you so much. Thank you. My god the 
smell. 

PUCK: What the hell, dude? I can’t believe you are helping out this loser.

FINN: Don’t you get it man? We are all losers. Everyone in this school. 
Everyone in this town. Out of all the kids that graduate maybe half will go to 
college and two will leave the state to do it. I am not afraid of being called a 
loser cause that is what I am. But I am afraid of turning my back on something 
that actually made me happy for the first time in my solid life.

PUCK: So what are you quitting to join Homo Explosion? 

FINN: No, I am doing both. You can’t win without me and neither could they. 

Once again this behavior is influenced or supported by the medical model of 
disability, which leads to harsh and explicit language targeting individuals living 
with impairments. Arty feels a sense of empowerment with Finn by his side, and as 
the scene ends, he hisses at Puck and the other members of the football team, finally 
able to retaliate now that he has the support of an able-bodied person by his side after 
being “rescued”.

A major theme focuses on the bullying and stereotyping present on Glee, which 
depicts situations involving disabled adolescents.  Briefly, the American Psychological 
Association (APA, 2014) defines bullying as “aggressive behavior that is intended 
to cause distress or harm, involves an imbalance of power or strength between the 
aggressor and the victim, and occurs repeatedly over time. Bullying may take many 
forms, including physical, verbal, relational and cyber” (Bullying and School Climate 
section, para. 1). The APA also pinpoints specific types of groups that are more 
bullied then others, and individuals living with disability (physical or emotional) are 
amongst the most targeted.  Keeping this in mind, listed below are the subthemes 
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that emerged from the examination. Using Hall’s (2006) encoding/decoding theory, 
an overarching emotional tone of dominance and masculinity was being developed 
through the codes used to portray the characters doing the bullying: “Moreover, they 
emerge within the play of specific modalities of power, and thus are more the marking 
of difference and exclusion, than they are the sign of an identical naturally constituted 
unity” (Hall, 1996a, p. 4). The theme types—academic, emotional and physical—
have been decoded to reveal the power struggles and representations of the other. The 
bullying subthemes in Glee—discrimination, peer’s insensitivity, helplessness, needs 
rescuing, demeaning, confidence building are grouped together according to their 
relationship to the central themes, since they are the fundamental basis for decoding 
the relationships between disability and bullying.  

Throughout the show’s early episodes, the educators and administrators served 
both in the mitigation and support of bullying, particularly in relation to students 
with disabilities.

THE ROLE OF EDUCATION/EDUCATORS

Although Glee includes Becky, a character with Down Syndrome, she is only in 
three episodes of the first season. Nothing is explained regarding her differences 
or what types of challenges she faces when attending a mainstream public school. 
She appears, and while assumptions are made by her teachers regarding her overall 
appearance and stature, they are dealt with in a safe manner by ignoring her 
differences. There are more significant links to Coach Sylvester and Becky in later 
seasons.

Lukes’s (1974) work on power and dominance posits that:

the bias of the system is not sustained simply by a series of individually chosen 
acts, but also, more importantly, by the socially structured and culturally 
patterned behaviour [sic] of groups, and practices of institutions, which may 
indeed be manifested by individual inaction. (pp. 21–22)

Although Lukes’s argument regarding power, policy, and decision making is complex 
and multidimensional, his overall message is critical in relation to the dominant 
structures already put in place by those in power positions. This argument supports 
the   analysis of the portrayals of youth with disabilities and the power struggles they 
face regarding education, access, acceptance, and society’s overall understanding 
of disability. Often, those in powerful positions who make decisions on behalf of 
a disabled individual, which leave him/her powerless and marginalized, perpetuate 
many of the misconceptions regarding disability. 

Briefly, Gramsci’s views on education are still at the center of the educational 
debate today with respect to the relationships between education and class, 
vocationalism, and the ideology of the “comprehensive” school. Gramsci described 
schools as socially driven institutions with their own characteristics and set of 
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guidelines based on the social group that administers them. Schools are “intended to 
perpetuate a specific traditional function, ruling or subordinate” (p. 40). Gramsci’s 
theories on education have also influenced the research on conventional schooling 
and education through the work of Giroux (2001), Sandlin (2011), Kincheloe (2008) 
and McLaren (2006). 

The “Wheels” episode (S1:E9) focuses on disability and the lack of adaptive 
equipment for individuals with physical difficulties. In this episode, the glee club is 
trying to raise money for a bus that can accommodate Arty’s wheelchair, so he can 
join the rest of club at their upcoming performance at the sectionals. This episode 
in particular is a stellar example of the types of situations with which the social 
model of disability is concerned (Clogston, 1990; Haller, 1995). Often people living 
with disabilities face hardships that are generated by the lack of support and access 
within certain public spaces (in this case, the need to find a special vehicle that 
could transport Arty to his performance with his peers), which lead to isolation and 
feelings of being a burden to others.  

In the beginning of the episode, Schuster and Principal Figgins argue about the 
unfair nature of the school for not providing Arty with transportation to the event due 
to budget cuts. Many of Principal Figgins’ statements are ignorant and insensitive. 
The exchange below describes the view that accomodations are an educational/
administrative conundrum:

WILL: This isn’t fair…

FIGGINS: Is it fair that I had to stop providing the baseball team with protective 
cups? I only get a certain amount of dollars to spend William. 

WILL: Arty is…

FIGGINS: …Is used to overcoming challenges. He’ll just have to find his own 
ride to sectionals. That handicapable bus costs six hundred dollars a week to 
rent. We can’t afford it. 

WILL: Oh…but there is enough money in the budget to fly the Cheerios all 
over the country for their competitions? 

FIGGINS: Sue Sylvester had boosters that write fat checks. None of her travel 
expenses come out of the school budget!

WILL: Look, when I was in the Glee Club, the best part of the competition was 
the bus ride to the event…it was about camaraderie and supporting each other. 

FIGGINS: You think I feel good about this? 

WILL: Well, my students won’t stand for it. 

FIGGINS: That’s very moving but my hands are tied, Shue. If you want that 
bus, you are going to have to find a way to pay for it yourself!
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The inner turmoil and frustration that Arty must suffer from being in a wheelchair is 
a key theme developed throughout the episode. Arty expresses himself best through 
music and movement, and there is a powerful scene where he is on stage by himself, 
which represents how he internalizes his disability. Arty moves about on the stage 
while in his wheelchair, dancing to the music. The scene draws on the empathy of 
the audience and is part of the dramatic arc that moves toward an understanding 
of differences between individuals utilizing wheelchairs due to paralysis or 
other situations to individuals who do not require or have not experienced using 
wheelchairs.

During the episode, some of the glee club students use borrowed wheelchairs 
for a few days to gain a better of understanding of what it is like to be confined to 
a wheelchair. They experience the difficulties of reaching for things and have food 
thrown in their faces, but overall, they seem to adapt fairly well to their temporary 
situations, and act as though nothing much has changed. 

The glee club goes even further by putting together a “Handicapable Bus Bake 
Sale” to raise money for the adaptive bus for Arty. This is the scene in which Becky 
Jackson’s character is finally introduced. She joins the bake sale scene with Brittany, 
one of the glee club students who are perceived as having a low IQ, and plays the 
role of the dumb blonde not very aware of the world around her. The other students 
are surprised by Brittany’s comfort while walking through the crowded cafeteria 
with Becky, a young girl with Downs syndrome who is clearly different from the 
others. The students are confused, particularly Santana, one of the tough, popular, 
promiscuous girls at the school. Brittany comes across as unaware and unaffected by 
Becky’s disability, which helps to establish an atmosphere of inclusion and a sense 
of belonging for Becky.

While the majority of the “Wheels” episode deals with acceptance and 
understanding, some of its scenes contribute to negativity and stereotyping. Since 
the nature of Glee is at times farcical and blunt, many of its marginalized groups are 
not treated fairly. Everyone is a target at some point or another. 

In this episode the educators and administration are discussing the positive actions 
taken by the glee club students to raise money and awareness for their peers with 
disabilities. However, Sue Sylvester, the strong willed cheerleading coach, is not 
impressed and makes some very insensitive comments about the time being wasted 
on this cause. In the formulaic tradition of television, “good” and “bad” characters 
are developed, so the audience is able to root for the “good guy.” The remarks that 
Sylvester makes are so extreme that her words become nonsensical when contrasted 
with the attempts the episode makes at being inclusive through the constructive 
actions taken by the glee club students. Nevertheless, overall, the episode divides the 
educators and the students (excluding Will Schuster, who is trying to encourage the 
students and advocate for them). Whereas the students make the effort to raise money 
for Arty’s bus, the administration tries to undermine their efforts. The dynamic being 
played out portrays the students as the compassionate group and the educators as 
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insensitive and uncaring with no regard to the progress made regarding disability 
over the last 20 years (e.g., Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990).

Sue Sylvester—the sarcastic, demeaning cheerleading coach—runs auditions 
alongside Will Schuster, who is known for being fair and balanced with his students. 
The purpose of the audition is to find students who want to join the cheerleading 
squad. Throughout the scene, Sue is incredibly blunt and critical of all the students 
who are auditioning, until Becky Jackson enters the scene with a jump rope. Will 
begs Sue to “be nice” and to give Becky a fair chance as she puts herself out there.  

In general, this scene featuring Becky is laced with many different meanings. 
Earlier in the episode, Becky is introduced to the audience through an affiliation 
with Brittany, a popular cheerleader turned New Directions member. By her physical 
appearance, the audience “knows” Becky has Down syndrome. When she comes 
to audition for a spot on the cheerleading squad, she struggles with the jumps and 
overall routine. However, the fears that Will (and the viewing audience) may have 
that Sue will dismiss Becky and treat her more harshly because of her disability 
are relinquished when she picks her to be on the team with other able-bodied 
students. Although this unexpected shift in attitude from Sue Sylvester may leave 
the audience questioning her intentions, it also turns the scene into a positive and 
optimistic movement toward inclusion and equality.

BUILDING TOWARDS INCLUSION 

In an interesting turn of events, before Becky makes the cheerleading squad, she is 
shown practicing with Sue. She has a jump rope in her hand and is struggling with 
the movements. Sue is berating Becky, the way she would any student at the school. 
As Will looks on, he is disgruntled and upset about how Sue is speaking to Becky’s 
disability. Sue explains to Will that her treatment of Becky is no different than how 
she would treat any other student and that Will’s statement about her being “different” 
is exactly the problem with how society treats individuals with disabilities. 

SUE: Faster…harder

(Becky trips on rope looking tired…Will is looking through door upset about 
what he is seeing)

Those better be tears of joy Becky. Faster! Harder!

Okay stop. (She presses the stop button on her stop watch)

Becky this is terrible. (Will continues to look on)

BECKY: I tried, Coach. This is really hard. 

SUE: You think this is hard? Try auditioning for Baywatch and being told 
they are going in another direction. That was hard. (Becky looks at her 
confused) 
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Hit the showers.

BECKY: Thanks, Coach. 

(Will waits for Becky to walk away and then approaches Sue)

WILL: Sue, you are unbelievable. 

SUE: (not looking at him) You are a terrible spy. You might try breathing 
through your nose sometime. If you were a sniper I would already have radioed 
in your coordinates (she begins to get up to leave) Just like in the Falklands.

WILL: I am not going to let you bully that girl, Sue!

SUE: Oh I bully everybody Will, it’s just the way I roll. 

WILL: Yeah but this is different…she is not like everybody else.

SUE: (stops walking and turns to Will) I want you to listen to what you just 
said William. You are asking me to treat this girl differently because she has 
a disability. When actually it just seems to me she wants to be treated like 
everybody else. Why are you doing this?

WILL: Because I know you…and you are up to something.

SUE: You don’t know the first thing about me. 

Later in the episode, we learn that Sue has a personal connection to Down syndrome. 
Her older sister, who is in an assisted living home, has Down syndrome, and Sue 
looks up to her and admires her greatly. In general, the “Wheels” episode was pivotal 
to the first season because of how it took on the following controversial themes—
inclusion, empathy for others, portrayals of disability, role of educators with respect 
to disability, stereotyping, and discrimination. 

ACCEPTANCE, TOLERANCE, INCLUSION

Although the “Wheels” episode centers on Arty’s disability, his character is finally 
given a platform for growth. Arty begins to have a romantic relationship, and his 
peers gain a sense of awareness about what it’s like for him to be confined to a 
wheelchair day after day. Nevertheless, disabled viewers in the audience may 
question the “truthfulness” of the episode, and Glee in general, because Arty’s 
character—paralyzed from the waist down and restricted to a wheelchair—is played 
by an able-bodied actor, which perpetuates the injustice of disabled actors not being 
hired to play major television roles because of their limitations. 

On the other hand, this episode also introduces Becky Jackson’s character (a real 
person with Downs syndrome playing the role), which brings authenticity to the show. 
Although there is not much explanation about how her character fits into the overall 
trajectory of the school, the producers are trying to take a well-rounded approach 
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toward inclusion and acceptance. Perhaps regrettably, Glee never addresses Becky’s 
Downs syndrome as a negative thing nor does it go into any depth as to how living 
with Downs syndrome in a mainstream school may effect her ability to fit in or learn. 

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS

As the “Wheels” episode continues, Arty’s character grows more and more. He is 
given the task of choreographing a dance number with wheelchairs, and he begins 
to have a romantic connection with Tina, another glee club member who has her 
own insecurities and perceived difficulties (stuttering). It is unclear whether Tina 
and Arty are connecting because they are dealing with their different adversities, 
or if they are genuinely attracted to one another. Arty wants to make it apparent 
that his physical disability does not impede his ability to be sexually active. Just 
because he is paralyzed from the waist down, he still has use of his penis. The 
episode attempts to explore his “normal” wants and desires towards other girls 
his age. 

The dialogue between Arty and Tina about their feelings towards one another 
and Arty’s ability to teach a dance routine to the other students are attempts to teach 
empathy for and understanding about how difficult it is to manipulate a wheelchair 
and to be part of the mainstream school culture. 

ARTY: The key to a double turn is to just go for it. You push with the right 
wheel and pull as hard as you can with the left. And find a spot on the wall to 
spot you so you don’t get dizzy (he spins around while others do the same)

(students are having some difficulty and Will takes notice)

WILL: Okay guys take five. Alright…oh and remember to show up early 
on Thursday. It’s Rachel versus Kurt for the big solo. (Rachel looks at Kurt 
cautiously)

(students begin to wheel away bumping into each other as they leave the stage)

ARTY: Be careful…respect the chair.

(Everyone is gone accept for Tina who wheels herself up to Arty)

TINA: I really admire you Arty.  I had no idea how difficult this was.

ARTY: Its just like you with your stutter you don’t really notice it after awhile.

TINA: (stuttering) H…how did it happen? You don’t talk about it.

ARTY: My mom and I got into a really bad car accident when I was eight. 
She was fine but I have been in the chair ever since. But I want to be very 
clear…I still have the use of my penis. 

(Tina looks disgusted and wheels away)
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The theme of building relationships attempts to portray disability in a positive light, 
with an emphasis on the inclusive attitudes of the students. The romantic relationship 
between Arty and Tina is used to show how characters with differences due to 
disability can take on a central role in the life of a mainstream school and to display 
the everyday difficulties and situations that the “typical” high school teenager faces 
on a daily basis. This exchange has many characteristics that are the concern of both 
the medical model and social model (Clogston, 1990; Haller, 1995) of disability.  
Arty’s concern with his paralysis from the waist down and his apprehension about 
his ability to perform sexually with a partner is the within the purview of medical 
model. The social model of disability can be used to better understand the barriers 
that make it difficult for Arty to participate in certain situations at the school, which 
make him feel isolated and distant. The acknowledgment of the bond between Arty 
and Tina helps the storyline to become relatable and meaningful to an audience. 

MISUSING DISABILITY FOR THE PURPOSES OF GAINING

In the episode above, the audience is made aware that Tina has a stutter and that 
the other students are beginning to notice the extra attention and privileges that are 
gained by exploiting their temporary confinement to a wheelchair. Although it seems 
that Tina and Arty are connecting, as a result of their differences, later the audience 
learns that Tina was faking her stutter the whole time in an attempt to get attention 
and empathy from others. 

In another scene from the episode “Wheels,” which involves faking or misusing 
disability, Finn, one of the jocks, uses his wheelchair to obtain a job that previously 
was unavailable to him. When another glee club member learns of this, she takes the 
initiative to go into the restaurant with Finn in his wheelchair and angrily express her 
disappointment that the restaurant is not being fair to “handicapable” Finn. 

RACHEL: (confidently speaking to manager) Excuse me…are you the 
manager?

MANAGER: (Suspiciously) Yes.

RACHEL: You need to hire my friend Finn. He is clearly handicapable and 
your refusing to hire him could be seen as discrimination…my dads are gay 
and unless you want the full force of the American civil liberties union coming 
down on you I’d work something out.

(Scene goes back to present WMHS hallway)

FINN: I am going to need to stay in my wheelchair as long as I am working 
there but…screw it its worth it. 

The dialogue picks up in the middle of a scene already in progress. The social model 
of disability can be used to understand their significance (Clogston, 1990; Haller, 
1995). In this episode, disability is represented negatively when Puck, another jock, 
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explains to the other students in the glee club how he managed to get access to 
medicinal marijuana from Sandy Ryerson, a teacher. Puck tells Ryerson that he 
injured his spinal cord as a result of a shark attack at an aquarium. Feeling great 
empathy for him and his “disability,” Ryerson passes on the marijuana to him without 
blinking an eye. This is an obvious slapstick made-for-TV moment. 

After viewing this scene, it is clear that Puck’s character is turning a physical 
disability into a punch line. The scene is meant to be comedic and show the dark, 
thoughtless side of Puck’s character. The seriousness and emotional distress 
associated with a spinal cord injury is not the meant to be the focus; rather, it is turned 
into something playful. Puck’s character wants to obtain marijuana, and so he fakes 
a major injury, and Ryerson fails to respond as a responsible educator. Ryerson plays 
into the stereotypical attitude discussed by the social model of disability (Clogston, 
1990; Haller, 1995) of feeling sorry for Puck because of his disability (which the 
audience knows is fake).

In yet another example from the “Wheels” episode relating to the misuse of 
disability to “gain” something, Tina goes out on a date with Arty. Initially, they 
connect because Tina has a “stutter” and Arty feels comfortable around her. However, 
after their first date, Tina admits to Arty that she has been faking her stutter since the 
sixth grade because she wanted to get out of a speech assignment. Arty is extremely 
disappointed and automatically retreats from Tina’s explanation as to why she felt 
the need to fake stuttering for so long. After hearing Tina’s apology, Arty makes a 
critical statement: “I am too… I am sorry that you get to be normal and I am stuck in 
this chair for the rest of my life. And that’s not something I can fake.” Once again, 
Arty’s statement acknowledges the difficulties of being bound to a wheelchair and 
feeling a constant sense of disconnection from others. The behavior of some of the 
able-bodied characters that used their wheelchairs to learn a life lesson but took 
advantage of their situation demonstrates a lack of compassion and selfishness in 
order to gain. Nevertheless, the Baudrillardian notion of hyperreality also haunts 
these multi-layered interpretations, since, of course, Arty, in real life, is not in a 
wheelchair. 

In Glee, the misuse of disability for the purposes of gaining, exposes the many 
injustices towards disabled individuals who do not have the luxury of turning their 
disability on and off. 

The theme can be broken down into the following subthemes: Glee—role of 
educator, misusing disability, educating (teachable moments); The students/peers of 
the characters with disability are seemingly unaware of what it is like to live with 
a disability whether it be physical or emotional. The treatment of disability as a 
disease and or an impairment still runs rampant in the way it is socially constructed 
or addressed. Disability rights activists are still working hard to break the cycle of 
misrepresentation and mistreatment of individuals living with disability (Charlton, 
1998; Stone, 1997). In both the episodes deconstructed, disability is glorified and 
misused for the benefit of able-bodied individuals. Wasserman, Asch, Blustein, and 
Putnam (2013) argue that: 
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Most nondisabled people, after all, are not told that they are inspirations simply 
for giving the correct change at the drugstore. Perhaps there would not even be 
a “disability experience” in a world without the daily indignities, barriers, and 
prejudices that characterize life with disability almost anywhere. (Disability: 
Definitions, Models, Experience section, para. 30)

The distinction between disabled and able bodied individuals is more noticeable 
in the episodes discussed in the following paragraphs, since a certain dimension of 
power and authority color the actions of the characters who misuse disability for 
their own benefit. 

REAL VS. HYPER-REAL

Another aspect that warrants mentioning is the issue of a disabled actor versus a non-
disabled actor playing the characters in these three shows, and the degree of attention 
paid to the actual disability of these characters. In Baudrillardian terms this is the non-
real becoming the real. For example, in Glee, Kevin McHale, an able bodied actor, plays 
Arty, a paralyzed, wheelchair-bound student whose disability is featured in many of the 
storylines surrounding his character, making it the central focus of what he represents 
on the show. Actress Lauren Potter, who plays the character, Becky, on the other hand, 
does have Down Syndrome; however an actual discussion about her disability and 
what it entails never comes up as an issue or difficulty on the show. She represents a 
disability based purely on her physical appearance. A great irony is revealed when this 
observation is considered in the wake of Baudrillard’s (1995) theory of “hyperreality.” 
That a non-disabled actor is portraying disability as the central theme of his character 
and that his storyline is mainly focused on disability is a kind of hyperreality. On the 
other hand, the actors that are actually living with disability are not pressed to emphasize 
their disability on their respective shows— their disabilities are downplayed or brushed 
over. This state of affairs encourages the audience to believe that the non-real disabled 
are the real disabled and confuses the distinction between a character playing a made 
up role of disability for the purposes of television with authentic disability. Baudrillard 
discusses “maps” and how individuals map out television, film and other media are 
more realistic then real life. The characters featured on a television show become our 
friends and family and are thus copies of our real selves (Baudrillard, 1981/1994). He 
goes on to say it is, “now impossible to isolate the process of the real, or to prove the 
real” (Baudrillard, 1981/1994, p. 21). From the perspective of including characters with 
disability on contemporary television, Baudrillard’s interpretation of reality and how 
representation is implemented in these false ideologies is critical in understanding the 
impact that images and semiotics has on individuals. 

LIMITATIONS OF PARTICULARIZING A STUDY

While conducting any type of study, limitations will arise, and one of the first 
drawbacks encountered was the limited ability to make a general assumption about 
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the quality of the show because the focus was specific to youth with disability (ages 
9–18 years). Additionally, the only examined content was of the first season of the 
show; therefore, the storylines in subsequent seasons featuring those characters 
living with disability are not included in this analysis. The main purpose of this 
chapter is to provide a substantial overview of the overarching themes, messages, 
and representations of youth living with disability on Glee. This examination also 
delves deeper into how television transmits messages about disability during a short 
period of time (a season lasting a few months), which gives the audience a brief, 
albeit ample, look at disability and the many issues that arise for young individuals 
(ages 9–18) living with disability. 

CONCLUSION

Throughout this chapter, the show’s content outlined areas that deal directly with 
disability issues in a larger social-political-cultural context, which include:

1. Types of disabilities represented
2. Bullying issues 
3. Education and schooling 
4. Inclusion, equity
5. Administrative involvement 

These aspects as well as taking note of what types of actors (i.e. whether or not the 
actor is actually living with disability) are chosen to play the role of the featured 
disabled character have contributed to a topic that so often falls under the radar 
(Darke, 2004). 

This thematic analysis has been used to investigate Glee with respect to its 
representations of youth with disabilities. It is a tool used to code for the purposes 
of qualitative research. “In providing access to discoveries and insights generated 
through qualitative methods, thematic analysis expands the possible audience for 
the communication and dissemination of ideas and results” (Boyatz, 1998, p. vii).

Through close analysis of the early episodes, many recurrent themes emerged 
dealing with disability, stereotypes, relationships (teacher/administration and peer), 
and education. It was crucial to analyze these representations of disability on 
television that is so often misjudged and misrepresented in the media. This analysis 
is important at a time when so much of how we identify ourselves comes from the 
images we see on television and other forms of media.  By doing the analysis, it 
became clear that these representations of disabled youth are sending both positive 
and negative messages about their place in society. These messages are consistent 
with the difficulty producers and writers are faced with when attempting to fairly 
and accurately represent a marginalized group of individuals in the mainstream 
media. It is important to note that the television show examined in this study is doing 
its best to highlight recurring issues like the ones described above. Perhaps these 
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flawed representations are the most obvious forms of dealing with a subject matter 
as sensitive as disability in the mainstream, but at least some attempt is being made. 

Mainstream television has come a long way from the days of the telethon. 
Although negative images of disability still exist in characters on popular television 
shows, a more concerted effort has been made to start a dialogue about disability 
and to represent youth living with disability. The inclusion of characters with various 
disabilities in mainstream television shows is affirmative action to balance a usually 
marginalized group and illustrate a type of acceptance. 
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11. FROM “GRILLED CHEESUS” TO “THE 
QUARTERBACK”

The New Directions’ Search for Meaning

All human beings are in the complex process of meaning making. Through sensation 
and perception we long to organize our experience of thoughts and feelings into 
patterns that represent something worthwhile and potentially significant. We long 
to know that we matter and possess a distinctive individualized purpose while 
belonging to something or someone. In the episode “Grilled Cheesus” all of the 
New Directioners are struggling to discover what they believe and find meaning in 
the scary tragedy of Burt Hummel’s heart attack. All of the students, teachers, and 
staff including Sue Sylvester journey through a significant spiritual quest asking 
meaningful questions and sorting through beliefs and the challenging concepts of 
faith.

In the episode “The Quarterback” the entire cast pays tribute to the 
incomprehensible loss of Finn Hudson and again the search for meaning continues 
in the face of life-altering heartbreak. All of the “New Directions” are looking for 
the right direction. Exploring questions of how to move forward while celebrating 
the life of one who inspired you is a critical component of spiritual formation and the 
search for meaning. Who am I? Does my life matter? Who do I want to become? Am I 
loveable? How should I spend my time – and my life? What is my purpose? Through 
the stages of grief the search for meaning begins with the simple yet complicated 
question: Why?

Utilizing the faith development theory created by Fowler (1981; 1996) and 
further expanded by Parks (2000; 2011), this chapter explores how some of the 
Glee characters grapple with the questions above by contemplating spirituality 
in the search for meaning. Developing your consciousness of self, congruence, 
and commitment values are integral components of the Social Change Model for 
leadership development that can enhance spiritual formation. In order to create 
positive social change, everyone must find their purpose through a spiritual quest. 
This chapter will follow the spiritual formation journey of Rachel, Finn, Kurt, 
Mercedes, Noah Puckerman, and Santana as the New Directions search for meaning.

In order to understand spiritual formation and the search for meaning of some 
of the Glee characters, it is imperative to discuss some relevant terms and fully 
define various words, such as: belief, faith, spirituality, religiousness and spiritual 
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formation, to provide important context and direction for this chapter. These words 
are often used synonymously but in definition can have significantly different 
purposes and meanings as illustrated below. We will offer a definition for each term 
utilizing prior research to guide the current conversation.

FAITH

Fowler (1981) describes faith as “a universal human activity of meaning making: 
it is grounded in certain structures that shape how humans construe their world and 
interact with self and others” (as cited in Parker, 2009, p. 40). Fowler (1996) expands 
this description highlighting the personal and existential nature of faith by writing, 
“faith is foundational to social relations, to personal identity, and to the making of 
personal and cultural meanings. Faith includes unconscious dynamics as well as 
conscious awareness” (p. 55). Fowler presents a solid argument for the need to study 
faith development and for differentiating faith from belief or religiousness in young 
adult identity development.

Like Fowler, Sharon Daloz Parks has produced some significant research on faith 
and identity development; specifically, studying the impact for religious and spiritual 
growth. Chickering, Dalton, and Stamm (2006) write, “She [Parks] suggests that 
the basic capacity and necessity among humans to make meaning in their lives is 
associated with faith” (p. 40). In her own writing Parks (2000) elaborates, “Faith 
goes far beyond religious belief. Faith is more adequately recognized as the activity 
of seeking and discovering meaning in the most comprehensive dimensions of our 
experience” (p. 7). For the current conversation faith is defined as the activity of 
meaning making in various dimensions of the human experience.

BELIEF

Fowler (1996) defines belief as “the giving of intellectual assent to propositional 
statements that codify the doctrines or ideological claims of a particular tradition 
or group” (p. 55). In contrast to faith, Fowler (1996) writes, “Faith is both more 
personal and more existentially defining than belief” (pp. 55–56). High School 
students may possess many different types of beliefs that can evolve throughout 
their secondary education experience. Most students enter high school with beliefs 
or belief systems that are highly formed from their family environments and values. 
For the current conversation belief is defined as the support of an idea or concept 
that is spiritual in nature.

SPIRITUALITY

Spirituality is a very broad term that Americans have adopted as a way to express or 
explain the inner subjective life. Mayhew (2004) defines spirituality as “the human 
attempt to make sense of the self in connection to and with the external world” 
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(p. 666). Spirituality can be a set of beliefs or an individual’s connection to self, 
others, or the overall society. For the current conversation, I will be using Astin, 
Astin, & Lindholm’s (2011) comprehensive definition of spirituality: “spirituality 
has to do with the values that we hold most hear, our sense of who we are and where 
we come from, our beliefs about why we are here—the meaning and purpose that 
we see in our work and our life—and our sense of connectedness to one another and 
to the world around us” (p. 4).

RELIGIOUSNESS

Fowler (1996) believes that religion consists of “a cumulative tradition composed 
from the myriad of beliefs that have expressed and formed the faith of persons” 
(p. 56).

Parks (2000) explains religion as “a shared way of making meaning” (p. 197). 
Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis (1993) define religion as “a self-contained set of 
beliefs or an institution in society” (p.5). Additionally, Astin, Astin, and Lindholm 
(2011) differentiate religion into the concept of religiousness writing, “We see 
religiousness as involving adherence to a set of faith-based beliefs (and related 
practices) concerning both the origins of the world and the nature of the entity or 
being that is believed to have created and govern the world” (p. 5). For this chapter, 
religiousness is defined as a shared set of beliefs and way of making meaning 
through the practice of a doctrine or established set of beliefs.

SPIRITUAL FORMATION

Spiritual formation is yet another complex concept to consider in order to fully 
grasp the search for meaning. For the current conversation, spiritual formation is the 
combination of faith, belief, religiousness, and spirituality described above as well as 
several of the Glee character’s journey to make meaning throughout the development 
of each individual. Spiritual formation is not limited to religiousness or one’s desire 
to adhere to a defined set of guidelines and beliefs. Rather, spiritual formation, in this 
case, encompasses a McKinley High student’s journey to find meaning and purpose 
and ultimately his/her vocation or calling to positively influence humanity.

Each of these terms is an important concept to consider individually in order 
to understand spiritual formation. The journey of spiritual formation is one that 
everyone engages in at various stages of life. Every character on Glee is on a spiritual 
journey to understand his or her individual beliefs and values. The following models 
and theories can help explain spiritual formation.

FAITH DEVELOPMENT THEORY

There are two principal student development theories that address spiritual or faith 
development for both men and women: Fowler’s (1981) life-span model of faith 
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development and Parks’ (2000) three-component forms model. Fowler’s faith 
development theory or six stages of faith is based on the work of psychologists 
and developmental theorists: Piaget (1928, 1932) and Erikson (1968). Piaget and 
Erikson’s work was critical for presenting the first stage-based theories. Parker 
(2009) describes Fowler’s (1981) model as a growth oriented approach to explaining 
student faith development. Parker (2009) elaborates further:

Fowler (1981) described six stages of faith that humans may pass ′through 
as their ways of meaning making and relating become more complex and 
comprehensive. He described faith as a universal human activity of meaning 
making: it is grounded in certain structures that shape how humans construe 
their world and interact with self and others. (p. 40)

Fowler (1981) created a life-span model of faith development to forge a bridge 
between psychological development and human faith. The model is described below:

THE 6 STAGES OF FAITH

Stage 1-“Intuitive-Projective Faith” (typically 3-7yrs): This early stage, corresponds 
to Piaget's (1928) description of pre-operational thinking, and is the stage of 
imagination and fluid-like thinking. In describing this way of thinking, faith takes 
on the form of fantasy and the child begins to develop powerful and permanent 
interpretations of both the positive and negative; more specifically, the differences 
between good and evil. The child's imagination is influenced by moods, actions, 
and examples of faith by people, usually parents, in their direct sphere of influence. 
Logic, or linear rationalization, is diminished by allowing the imagination of the 
child to flourish.

Stage 2-“Mythic-Literal Faith” (typically 7-12yrs; sometimes also present in 
adolescence and adulthood): This stage, which corresponds to Piaget’s (1928) 
concrete-operational thinking, is the stage in which the person begins to take on the 
stories, beliefs, and observances that symbolize belonging to his or her community. 
The person still interprets faith primarily by stories of fantasy or myth, however, the 
imagination developed during stage 1 becomes more ordered and controlled, and 
symbols are interpreted literally. Additionally, the morality of the person is based on 
justice and reciprocity.

Stage 3-“Synthetic-Conventional” (typically 12-18yrs): This stage primarily 
functions to synthesize all the spheres of the individual’s world into a coherent 
whole with the onset of formal-operational thinking, adolescence, and a realization 
that the world is both complex and oftentimes conflicting. Usually, for the first 
time, the person allows others to influence their thoughts and beliefs beyond family. 
Peers, school, work, media, and potentially religion, all become various spheres of 
influence. Faith becomes the synthesizing tool by which one can order the world 
according to their spheres of influence, and by which one can gain a unique identity. 
Many people stop developing their faith past this stage. Fundamentally based on 
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relationships, the faith community in which a person resonates becomes a powerful 
motivating factor in further faith development.

Stage 4-“Individuative-Reflective” (typically 18-40yrs): This stage is usually 
stimulated by various traditional rites of passage or transitional time periods. For 
example: formally leaving home, a significant change in the community, a search for 
more individual identity, or a challenge to one’s belief system by the negative actions 
of the member of a community. This stage is characterized by a person committing 
substantially to their beliefs (even though they may still be evolving and changing), 
and taking responsibility for what s/he believes. A person in this stage takes ownership 
for his or her lifestyle, attitudes, actions and words in addition to beliefs. For the first 
time a person begins to demythologize translating symbols into larger concepts.

Stage 5-“Conjunctive Faith” (typically 40+ yrs): Unusual before the age of 40, 
this stage of faith development involves the integration of self. An individual can only 
enter this stage when one moves past the self-certainty and ego-centrism of the past 
stage, and unites their self and worldview with the complexity of a more objective 
reality. A person in this stage becomes comfortable with paradox and contradiction. 
This person is able to understand and see the meaning behind various symbols and 
the cause of both unity and division within humanity. Mortality is understood and 
embraced in this stage.

Stage 6-“Universalizing Faith” (Exceedingly Rare): Considered the stage of 
enlightenment, this person transcends the need for a formalized system of beliefs 
and becomes unified and inclusive of community and all humanity. This person 
is almost always a spiritual leader, because of his or her complete openness and 
understanding of deep spiritual myths are contagious and many times subversive of 
standing religious institutions. They engage in fellowship and are mentors to people 
in all other stages of faith development. Usually, people see them as almost “super-
human” in their spiritual knowledge.

McKinley High School students will mostly find themselves in Fowler’s 
middle stages, three and four, synthetic-conventional and individuative-reflective, 
respectfully. In the synthetic-conventional stage (stage 3), authority in matters of 
faith lie outside the self, and the individual seeks to conform to that authority. An 
ideology of belief has been formed, but critical examination of that belief has not 
ensued (Fowler, 1981; 1996). In stage four, individuative-reflective, the reliance upon 
outside authority is relinquished and the assumptions about values are challenged. 
More specifically, a sense of the bigger picture of humanity and the complexity of 
life and relationships is developed (Fowler, 1981; 1996).

Sharon Daloz Parks, a doctoral student of Fowler’s expanded upon his original 
work while also relying on the seminal works of Piaget, Perry, Kegan and Gilligan 
(Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2006). She added another stage to Fowler’s initial 
theory focusing specifically on emerging adults (Parks, 2000). In this stage, the 
young adult becomes aware of the individual self as a distinct entity, and is able 
to critically and constructively assess the self. Additionally, she emphasized the 
significance of community and mentoring in the identity development process, and 
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emphasized commitment as the test of adulthood in faith. Park’s development theory 
describes the process of spiritual formation. Spiritual formation includes: one’s inner, 
subjective life, a sense of who you are, the values you hold dear, a sense of purpose, 
and connecting to the world around you (Astin, Astin, & Lindholm, 2011; Fowler, 
1981, 1996; Parks, 2000). Love (2001) explains Parks’ theory writing, “The three 
interacting components she describes are forms of knowing (cognitive aspects of 
faith development), forms of dependence (an affective aspect of faith development), 
and forms of community (social aspects of faith development)” (p. 9).

 Adolescent/
Conventional

  → Emerging
Adult

→ Tested
Adult

→ Mature
Adult

Forms of 
Knowing

Authority-bound, 
Dualistic (tacit)

→ Unqualified 
relativism

→ Probing 
commitment 
(ideological)

→ Tested 
commitment 
(systemic)

→ Convictional 
commitment 
(paradoxical)

Forms of 
Dependence

Dependent/
Counterdependent

  → Fragile inner-
dependence

→ Confident 
inner-
dependence

→ Interdependent

Forms of 
Community

Conventional  Diffuse → Mentoring 
community

→ Self_selected 
class/group

→ Open to other

(Parks, 2000, 2011)

Fowler (1981) and Parks (2000), both noted the central role of struggle and crisis 
in spiritual growth. Fowler observed that life crises, challenges, and revelatory 
“disruptions” produce periods of disequilibrium that necessitate and stimulate 
“changes in our ways of seeing and being in faith”. Parks (2000; 2011) focused 
expressly on the experiences of emerging adults which she isolated to ages 17-32, 
and used the metaphor of “shipwreck” to mark movement in the young adult life 
toward a transformed sense of meaning and faith that exhibits greater depth and 
complexity (Love, 2001, 2002; Parks, 2000, 2011).

In the “Grilled Cheesus” episode, Rachel, Finn, Kurt, Mercedes, Noah Puckerman, 
and Santana reveal their individual spiritual formation journey and search for 
meaning through their “shipwreck” experience of Kurt’s dad, Burt Hummel’s heart 
attack. Asking: Who am I? Does my life matter? Who do I want to become? Am I 
loveable? How should I spend my time – and my life? What is my purpose? Through 
the stages of grief the search for meaning begins with the simple yet complicated 
question: Why?. In the following table, each character is placed in one of Fowler’s 
stages of faith, one of Parks’ forms with direct quotes illustrating the spiritual 
formation and development of Rachel, Finn, Kurt, Mercedes, and Noah Puckerman.

Stages of Faith Form Quotations
Stage 3-Synthetic-
Conventional

Knowing Rachel:
“I want my children to be raised in the Jewish 
faith. Both of my dads’ people were slaves once. 
I need to know that my children will be free to 
worship in the way that I decide is right.”

(Continued)
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Stages of Faith Form Quotations
Stage 2-Mythic-
Literal

Dependence Finn:
“I saw the face of God. Literally, I had made a 
grilled Cheesus.” “I am not the most religious 
guy. I decided to pray.” “Something happened to 
me. And, I can’t really get into it, but it’s shaken 
me to my core. There is a man – a man who has 
sort of recently come into my life. And, that man 
is Jesus Christ.” “I used to think that God was up 
there looking over me. Now, I am not so sure.”

Stage 2-Mythic-
Literal

Knowing Kurt:
“Sorry, uh but if I wanted to sing about Jesus I 
would go to church. And the reason I don’t go to 
church is because most churches don’t think much 
of gay people or women, or science.” “I don’t 
believe in God. I think God is kind of like Santa 
Claus for adults. Otherwise God is kind of a jerk, 
isn’t he? I mean he makes me gay and then has his 
followers going around telling me it’s something 
that I chose. As if someone would choose to be 
mocked every single day of their life.”

Stage 4-Individuative-
Reflective

Community Mercedes:
“I don’t see anything wrong with getting a little 
church up in here.” “This song is about being in a 
very dark place and turning to God.” “You cannot 
prove that there is no God.” “I know that you are not 
spiritual or whatever, but I feel like you are closing 
yourself off to experiences. Come to church this 
Sunday.” “I know that you don’t believe in God. 
You don’t believe in the power of prayer, and that’s 
okay. To each his own. But you’ve gotta believe in 
something. Something more than you can touch, 
taste or see. Because life is too hard to go through 
alone without something to onto and without 
something that is sacred.”

Stage 3-Synthetic-
Conventional

Community Puckerman:
“I am a total Jew for Jesus. What I don’t like seeing 
is people using J-money to cramp everybody else’s 
style. Because it seems to me that true spirituality 
or whatever you want to call it is about enjoying 
the life that you have been given.” “I went to 
temple with my Nana to pray for Burt Hummel.”

Grilled Cheesus Stages of Faith, Forms, and Quotations

In the “The Quarterback” episode Rachel, Kurt, Mercedes, Noah Puckerman, and 
Santana reveal their individual spiritual formation growth and search for meaning 
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through their “shipwreck” experience of Finn’s shocking and sudden death. Asking: 
What is the meaning of life? How should I invest my time and with who? Do I have 
a specific calling? How do I make meaning in the struggle of losing someone? In 
the chart below, each character is placed in one of Fowler’s stages of faith, one of 
Parks’ forms with direct quotes illustrating the spiritual formation and development 
of Rachel, Kurt, Mercedes, Noah Puckerman, and Santana.

Stages of Faith Form Quotations
Stage 
4-Individuative-
Reflective

Community Rachel:
“No it’s beautiful. I just had to see it. Nobody treat me 
with kid gloves. Okay? I don’t know what to say either. 
I loved Finn and he loved me and he loved all of you 
guys. I know he did. This was the first song that I sang 
with him when we would drive around together.” “I 
have no idea. I talk to him a lot. I can still see his face 
and I can hear his voice so clearly. Do you think I will 
ever forget it? Because I am afraid that one day I will.” 
“I had it all planned out. I was gonna make it big on 
Broadway. Then I would walk through those doors and 
we would live happily ever after.” “He was my person.”

Stage 3-Synthetic-
Conventional

Dependence Kurt:
“Being together is hard. It makes it more real but I also 
need my friends right now. I care more about how he 
lived and everyone should remember that. He was my 
brother.” “This isn’t real. I’m not going home for this. He 
is going to be there. I am going to spend my entire life 
missing him.” “If there is one thing that I have learned 
from Finn dying, it is that shame is a wasted emotion. Do 
you really think that one day on your deathbed you are 
going to think, ‘Oh good, no one knew I was kind’?”

Stage 
4-Individuative-
Reflective

Knowing Mercedes:
“If I don’t get this all out now. I don’t think I will ever 
stop crying.”

Stage 3-Synthetic-
Conventional

Dependence Puckerman:
“Singing isn’t going to bring him back.” “No one 
understands. If I start crying I don’t think I will ever 
stop.” “What chance do I have of not being an idiot and 
hurting people without him around to remind me who 
I really am?” “You what is tripping me out? This line 
between the two years. It’s his whole life, everything 
that happens in that line. I’m gonna make a man of 
myself. You know if Finn was around I’d just keep 
letting him point me in the right direction. Now it’s up 
to me to figure it all out.

(Continued)
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Stages of Faith Form Quotations
Stage 
4-Individuative-
Reflective

Dependence Santana:
“I had to get out of there. Felt like my head was 
gonna explode.” “You have no right to take down that 
memorial.” “Okay, I know that Finn had his doubts 
about God, but I am convinced that Squishy Teats is up 
in heaven right now plopped down next to his new best 
friend, Fat Elvis. So this for you Hudson.” “He was a 
much better person than I am.” “I owe you an apology. 
Okay, look, all I can say.” “I am not coming back here 
for a while. More than a while, maybe never. You know 
I used to love coming here. But now this just reminds 
me of everything that I have lost.”

“The Quarterback” Stages of Faith, Forms, and Quotations

SPIRITUAL FORMATION AND LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

Komives, Lucas, and McMahon (2006) define an instrumental aspect of identity 
development element as a “consciousness of self” and it is one individual values 
aspect of the Social Change Model of Leadership Development. McKinley High 
students need a space to consider important and meaningful questions for both 
spiritual formation and leadership development. The Social Change Model of 
Leadership Development (SCM) was first developed and published in 1996 by the 
Higher Education Research Institute (HERI). This model addresses college student 
leadership development specifically and approaches leadership as a process that 
is collaborative, purposeful, and values-based to produce positive social change 
(Komives & Wagner, 2009). The model focuses on two primary goals: enhancing 
student learning and development and facilitating positive social change. More 
specifically, the model augments student learning and development through self-
knowledge and leadership competence for every individual student. The SCM 
explains that leadership is a process and not simply a position.

The social change model includes seven distinct dimensions referred to as 
the “Seven C’s” and these dimensions are: Consciousness of Self, Congruence, 
Commitment, Collaboration, Common Purpose, Controversy with Civility, and 
Citizenship. These dimensions are additionally grouped into three interactive clusters: 
individual, group, and community. Consciousness of Self (personal values and 
beliefs; self-actualization) was described above and is a part of the individual values 
cluster along with Congruence (being consistent in your attitude, actions, and words) 
and Commitment (natural passion and purposeful invest toward action) (Komives & 
Wagner, 2009). The group values: Common Purpose (shared responsibility towards 
a goal), Collaboration (the strength and diversity of interconnections working 
together), and Controversy with Civility (bringing together various ideas with civil 
discourse) empower the college student leader to think outside one’s self (Komives 
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& Wagner, 2009). Finally, the community value of Citizenship (actively working 
toward change to benefit others) describes how the college student progress from 
leading on campus to becoming an active member of the global society following 
graduation (Komives & Wagner, 2009).

The Social Change Model of Leadership Development explains that leadership 
is a process and not an explicit title or position which allows every student to 
explore his of her leadership through a valuable lens. This model is critical to 
exploring college student leadership through the Socially Responsible Leadership 
Scales created by Tyree (1998) and Appel-Silbaugh & Dugan (2006). The current 
conversation focuses specifically on the measures of the individual values of social 
change leadership: consciousness of self, congruence, and commitment and their 
connection to spiritual formation. The above figures describe each individual value 
and illustrates the transformation of Rachel, Finn, Kurt, Mercedes, Noah Puckerman, 
and Santana from the “shipwreck” of Burt Hummel’s heart attack to their recent 
“shipwreck” of the loss of Finn Hudson on “The Quarterback.”

CONCLUSION

The search for meaning and purpose is a complex process in which we all embark 
upon throughout life. We long to organize our experience of thoughts and feelings 
into patterns that represent something worthwhile and potentially significant in order 
to contribute to society or humanity. We long to know that we matter and possess 
a distinctive individualized purpose while belonging to something or someone: a 
spiritual formation journey. Employing the life span faith development theory created 
by Fowler (1981; 1996) and further expanded by Parks (2000; 2011), this chapter 
explored how various Glee characters grappled with existential questions—Who am 
I? Does my life matter? Who do I want to become? Am I loveable? How should I 
spend my time – and my life? What is my purpose?—by contemplating spirituality 
in the search for meaning. The chapter then expressed how developing your 
consciousness of self, congruence, and commitment values are integral components 
of the Social Change Model for leadership development that can enhance spiritual 
formation. This chapter explained the spiritual formation journey of Rachel, Finn, 
Kurt, Mercedes, Noah Puckerman, and Santana as the New Directions searched for 
meaning through two serious and life-altering shipwreck experiences.

How can you apply spiritual formation and leadership development to your 
personal experiences? What are the challenges or shipwrecks that you have 
encountered and overcome to develop into the person that you are today? You are on 
a journey of making meaning and defining the purpose of your life. Use this chapter 
to contemplate the spiritual formation questions considered above, and to reflect on 
your consciousness of self, congruence, and commitment as you continue to become 
the leader and person that you aspire to be to make positive social change in your 
community.
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DUSTIN BRADLEY GOLTZ

12. “ON MY OUR WAY”

Gay Suicidal Logics and Queer Survival

The 2012 winter finale episode for Glee, “On My Way,” [S3:E14] sought to tackle 
a topical and relevant social issue through an attempted suicide storyline of closeted 
gay character Dave Korofsky. Suggesting the importance and effect of this episode, 
the Trevor Project—an organization dedicated to the crisis intervention and suicide 
preventions for LGBTQ youth—marked a 300 percent spike in calls and web activity 
immediately following the broadcast of the show (‘Glee’ Suicide, 2012). The surge 
in calls to the Trevor Project was considered proof of the show’s success and of the 
prevalence of gay suicidal ideation in our culture. In short, logic presumed that the 
episode helped broach a complex social issue, bringing much-needed mainstream 
attention to gay teen suicide.

Through this frame, “On My Way” arguably fits within an established lineage of 
socially relevant minority-based storylines on Glee examining race, gender, sexuality, 
class, and ability. This chapter asserts the cultural implications of the episode extend 
far beyond mere awareness of an issue, suggesting the episode works to reify a long 
established history of what can be termed “gay suicidal logic” (Goltz, 2013). While 
the treatment of gay suicide in “On My Way” falls short of directly challenging 
several long-established narrative conventions that operate to the detriment of queer 
persons, the show sets forth a complicating and complex discourse of queer kinship; 
how different lives are constructed as grievable, how specific sexual relations are 
privileged, and to whom we, as an audience, are asked to identify with as “our” 
own—one of “us.”

In order to demonstrate the representational significance of Glee within the 
discourses of gay representation more generally, and representations of gay suicide 
most specifically, it is necessary to entertain a hypothetical question: why not Kurt? 
Although the regular cast of Glee has faced multiple seasons of socially relevant 
hardship, the show’s writers ventured outside the glee club to narrate and examine 
themes of gay suicide. In previous episodes, the majority of the social issues on 
the show are storied through the diverse cast of main characters. The show rarely 
turns to peripheral characters to explore “an issue,” with the exception of supporting 
characters whose bodies specifically signify an identity not represented in the main 
cast (Ex. Becky, Marley’s mother). While Max Adler, the actor who plays David 
Korofsky, was “thrilled that the writers went there” and praised the importance of 
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bravery of the show for tackling such an important issue (“Glee” Suicide, 2012), 
why did the show need to turn to Korofsky to explore gay teen suicidal ideation? 
What did this turn afford and allow in the narrative? How would it have differed 
if the show explored this plotline through a regular cast member? With the rare 
and unique position of having several prominent queer characters to choose from 
(Kurt, Santana, Blaine), what rhetorical technologies made it necessary to bring 
in a secondary character to broach this subject? The rhetorical significance of that 
move opens up a broader discussion of entrenched gay suicidal representation, 
homophobia, the reification of heteronormativity, and the radical reconfiguration of 
queer relations being produced through Glee.

Although primetime TV has a long history of cramming social issues into single-
episode minority issue subplot arcs—where the foregrounded white and straight 
characters experience short lived encounters with racial and sexual others to resolve/
contain their prejudices (Becker, 2006; Gray 2000)—Glee has defined itself through 
racial and sexual diversity in casting and storyline representation. It has not shied 
away from asking its main characters to tackle major social issues (pregnancy, 
gayness, bisexuality, transgendered experiences, school shooting, teenage sex, 
drinking, bullying, texting & driving, etc). Although the show launched with the fairly 
base, sexually predatory, and bumbling older gay stereotype of Sandy Ryerson—
the short-lived character whose job is taken over by Mr. Schuester—the show’s 
main character of Kurt Hummel quickly introduced a complex gay teen character 
that surely challenged previous gay representations. Kurt was proudly feminine, 
fashionable, and soulful—mindfully embracing and extending one-dimensional 
stereotypes. Through sustained development and exploration in the first two seasons, 
Kurt challenged a lineage of cardboard LGBTQ characters within broader cultural 
representation that were two-dimensional stand-ins for an “issue” rather than three-
dimensional people. Since the second season, the show has introduced several 
additional LGBTQ characters that varied in masculine performance (Blaine), race 
and sex (Santana), race and gender performance (Unique), sexual identity (Brittney), 
and age (Rachel’s fathers). In short, LGBTQ representation was being extended in 
the way lives were storied, identities were represented, and diversity was considered. 
This is not to say the mere presence of certain forms of diversity is not limited, 
subject to critical intervention, and always—in many ways—operating to conform 
or appeal to mainstream comforts and sensibilities. Still, amidst this negotiation, 
Glee is actively multiplying and diversifying the once confining and homogenized 
box of gay representation.

Beyond proliferation and variation of representation, Glee has been extremely 
important in challenging LGBTQ models of representation by pushing against 
the gay punishment subplot. Emerging in the 1960s, gay identified characters 
first found their way “out of the closet and into the shadows” (Russo, 1987,  
p. 122) as morally depraved villains and deviants whom audiences were meant 
to pity and loathe, if not fear and hate (Fejes and Petrich, 1993; Gross, 2001; 
Russo, 1987; Seidman, 2002; Walters, 2001). Gayness was written through 
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“unhappiness, murder, despair, freakishness, and invisibility” (Peele, 2007,  
p. 6). They were predatory monsters whom the audience shared no identification. 
These representations of gayness depicted cautionary tales of failed development 
in need of punishment or to be put out of their own misery. The monstrous model 
of representation became less frequent through the 80s and into the 90s, ushering 
in a major shift in gay representation. The age of Ellen, Will & Grace, and white, 
middle class, “normative” models of lesbian and gay representation began 
shifting how mainstream audiences were asked to relate to gays and lesbians in 
the land of primetime. Well documented in media and rhetorical criticism as the 
heteronormative shift in representation, and later coined by the show The New 
Normal, the mainstream gay representation was no longer defined by monstrosity 
and fear, but rather a lukewarm vanilla “just like you and me” neighborliness 
(Battles and Hilton-Morrow, 2002; Brookey and Westerfelhaus, 2001; Dow, 2001, 
Goltz, 2010; Gross, 2001; Seidman, 2002; Shugart, 2003, Walters, 2001). These 
were depoliticized representations that played to the comforts and acceptance of 
mainstream mom and pop audiences (Brookey, 1996; Goltz, 2010). This shift from 
punishment subplot to the “no big deal” and “just happens to be gay” shift presents 
revised strategies in representation that can be summed up by gay apology, 
heteronormative endorsement, and threat prevention.

Heteronormative endorsement and threat prevention help to label the way 
gay and lesbians have been represented in a manner that is often conceived of as 
“positive” and even “progressive” by many for their normalizing tendencies. While 
traditionally gendered, upper middle class, professional, often white, and openly 
committed to systems of marriage and child, these representations depict safe and 
relatable images of gays and lesbians that actively appealed to mainstream values. 
These characters, whether David from Six Feet Under or Jack from Dawson’s 
Creek were “respectable guys” who just happened to be gay. Queer theorists have 
produced a long lineage of work questioning the neo-liberal and exclusionary effects 
of assimilationist politics (Duggan, 2002; Halberstam, 2006) and the representations 
that endorse assimilationist gay postures (Battles and Hilton-Morrow, 2002; Brookey 
and Westerfelhaus, 2001; Dow, 2001, Goltz, 2010; Gross, 2001; Seidman, 2002; 
Shugart, 2003, Walters, 2001). Most relevant to this chapter, however, is the strategy 
of gay apology that often works to rhetorically bridge these representations with 
mainstream sensibilities. This apology is a rhetorical step that often introduces and 
frames gay and lesbian characters for mainstream audiences, soliciting identification 
(Brookey, 1996) wherein the gay character goes through a process of self-loathing. 
This self-loathing (and sometimes even physical harming of self) offers recurrent 
ritual of mortification (Goltz, 2010) where audiences see that the character did not 
choose to be gay, once hated them self for being gay, and has dutifully tried to 
not be gay. What this introduction, this history of being ashamed, offers is a subtle 
but sufficient reestablishment of the inherent correctness and betterness of being 
straight. Heterosexuality is not being threatened. It remains the desired and correct 
norm.
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Glee, however, has made some important strides in resisting gay apology, where 
both Blaine and Kurt embody a post-millennial trend in representation of ‘from the 
womb’ pride. Although Kurt has a few moments of trying to performatively act more 
straight early on in the show, this struggle was less about his own self-loathing than 
attempting to negotiate common ground in a relationship with his father. Similarly, 
from his first introduction, Blaine’s sexuality was not a matter of self-doubt or self-
hatred. Thus, by presenting unapologetic characters, Glee bypassed a significant 
trend in representation for not pandering to audience sympathies and/or approval to 
debate or question the worth of LGBT persons.

While it can be argued that Glee “has become an arena for audiences to rethink 
sexual stereotypes” (Montalbano, 2013, p. 61), specifically opening up dialogic 
spaces around violence and suicide (p. 61), “On My Way” and its treatment of gay 
suicide still falls into several entrenched and limiting narrative patterns. Perhaps the 
most important point of entry to highlight is how the treatment of gay suicide in “On 
My Way” is hardly groundbreaking. Suicide, as a gay subplot, has been around for 
decades. In fact, suicide was, for quite some time, THE only gay subplot. Gay suicide 
has been naturalized in discourse, creating the effect of suicide being fundamentally 
fused to gay identity and a central part of the mainstream gay narrative. The cultural 
myth that all gays are miserable and want to kill themselves has a long and repeated 
history (Goltz, 2010; Rofes, 1983). The image of a distraught gay man facing his 
choices and turning to suicide is, in representational terms, a cliché. From Children’s 
Hour to Will on the television series Nashville in 2013, gay characters and suicide 
have a long, but unfortunately simple history.

This well-worn history of gay suicide, and its entrenched narrative pattern has 
become cultural short hand, allowing “On My Way” to lap several hurdles in an 
extremely condensed period of time. Consider the gravity of the act of suicide 
in comparison to the amount of time and set-up the episode expends on building 
Korofsky’s story. The episode is not the first appearance of Korofsky in the series, 
and so his storyline from earlier episodes also informs the narrative move. For the 
majority of the show Korofsky is a homophobic bully who is later shown to carry 
repressed same sex desires. He is transferred to another school, and later reappears 
in “Heart” (S3:E13) where he asks Kurt out on a date. Kurt turns him down, yet as 
the two share a moment of friendly affection, they are spotted by one of Korofsky’s 
teammates from his new school. This sighting at the end of “Heart” provides the 
context for the sequence of events narrated in the next episode, “On My Way.”

Five and a half minutes into “On My Way” is our first site of Korofsky. In this 
scene (one of only two in which he appears in the episode) Korofsky’s storyline is 
cut into brief snippets that are intercut with Blaine performing Young the Giant’s 
“Cough Syrup.” As Blaine sings to Kurt on the McKinley stage, Korofsky enters 
the locker room of his own high school to a hostile sea of stares and glares by his 
teammates. His face drops when he looks forward to discover the word “Fag” 
painted on his locker. A teammate shoves Korofsky, he is ridiculed and he walks 
out. In music video style, this occurs in a few brief seconds and is emotionally 
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framed through the music. The visual focus returns to Blaine’s performance, and 
Korofsky’s next segment places him at home, in front of a computer, either directly 
experiencing or audiencing gay cyberbullying. Next, there is a quick moment of 
him, in his bedroom, looking at his sports trophies and a model airplane, seemingly 
marking objects that represent his commitment to and alienation from normative 
masculinity. Immediately following, he turns his attention to his closet and stares 
at a beam in the ceiling. The second half of the song depicts his determined and 
careful preparation for suicide, testing his belt’s strength, dressing up in a suit, and 
resolutely stepping onto a chair. At five and a half minutes into the episode he walks 
into the locker room. It takes about less than thirty seconds of visual information 
before the narrative “logic” of his suicide is produced through the montage. Before 
eight minutes into the episode, he attempts suicide, and the majority of the time 
of that two minute and thirty second song is intercut with Blaine’s performance. 
Although the show solicited a broad range of discussion, one thing that did not seem 
to emerge in the episode’s wake was anyone asking,” Why did he do it?” Rather, 
as has been the case for decades, the gay character is linked to suicide in ways we 
fail to (as we need not) interrogate. As a counterpoint to mark this representational 
trend, (assumed to be) straight teen suicide in mainstream entertainment is often 
defined by the question of “why,” and is coded with a unique air of mystery (Goltz, 
2013). Suicide endows the heterosexual teen with complication and mystery and 
this can be used to create a storyline where friends and family realize they “never 
really knew” him or her. The storyline works to play out the lingering and never-to-
be answered question: why did they do it? The action of straight suicide, however, 
is deemed selfish and cruel, and these representations often are about the harm and 
pain inflicted upon the nuclear family. In popular culture, we are not led to ask why 
a gay character or person commits suicide, because gayness, rhetorically, explains 
why. Gay, according to cultural logic, is the “why.” In other words, suicide is not a 
mystery for a gay representation, but a boilerplate plot point centralized in the gay 
narrative—an ingrained cultural logic. Unlike the cruel senselessness of heterosexual 
suicide, gay suicide is written as sensible (Goltz, 2013).

To demonstrate this point, consider the rhetorical weight that has come to hover 
around gayness and suicide. In the opening scene of “On My Way,” the menacing 
Warbler Sebastian threatens to leak a naked feminized Photoshopped picture of Finn 
on the Internet unless the New Directions agree to throw the regional competition. 
Finn is upset and says, “I’d kill myself if something like that happened to me.” 
While foreshadowing what was about to occur with Korofsky, this statement holds 
little weight, as Finn is not a character coded with suicidal risk. It becomes a mere 
expression and accepted hyperbole. Had Kurt uttered the same words, however, 
the threat would carry a different charge, as the gay suicidal character is part of 
our cultural grammar. Note that Korofsky never utters the threat of suicide, for the 
minute we see him sadly exit the locker room, after being taunted, his expression 
and the cultural discourses that write him say it for him. The cultural story is so 
entrenched in mainstream audience understandings that a camera lingering on the 



D.B. GOLTZ

178

face of a gay teen that is being outed, bullied, rejected, or simply looking in the 
mirror with sadness arguably signifies suicidal ideation and foreshadowed suicidal 
attempt.

Herein marks the technologies wherein Glee operates within gay suicidal logic, 
but also underscores the powerful effects and potentials of its own representation. 
To demonstrate this point, it is necessary to return to the question at the top of the 
chapter: why not Kurt? Could Glee have explored gay suicide, as a theme, through 
the character of Kurt Hummel? In terms of narrative coherence, there would be 
massive obstacles to this choice, given the world the show has produced, and surely 
it would require several major plot developments to realistically take Kurt Hummel, 
as he has been represented, to this place. Even if Kurt was taken through a series 
of narrative obstacles that placed him at the edge of self-destruction, this chapter 
argues that the suicidal episode simply could not have played out in the manner that 
it did when storying the suicide of Korofsky. This obstacle works to define a radical 
contribution that Glee has introduced: queered forms of accountability. Unlike past 
representations, the queer characters on Glee have built bonds with one another that 
would render gay suicide not only illogical (how could Kurt do that?) but also cruel, 
selfish, and weak (how could Kurt do that to us?).

The aftermath of Korofsky’s suicidal attempt follows a pattern that mimics the 
“very important (insert social issue) episode of television’s past, where the effect of 
Korofsky’s actions produced two specific and familiar outcomes. One, as is often 
with these episodes specifically and minority representations in general, the suicidal 
act becomes less about Korofsky and more about creating a space to explore the 
experiences and effects of the suicide upon the main characters. Rachel and Finn use 
this as a wake up call that life is short and they should get married. Sebastian, the 
evil Warbler, learns his caddy posturing has gone too far and now wants to dedicate 
Warbler performance proceeds to a gay suicide intervention charity. Sue uses the 
suicide as a space to reflect upon her newly conceived child and her future role as 
parent. The rest of the choir reflects on the fragility of life and focuses on what they 
look forward to. This confessional circle, on the performance stage, is punctuated by 
Rory tasting peanut butter for the first time to demonstrate all the great things that 
lay ahead in their futures. While not devoid of some powerful messages about future 
and hope (which will be explored in the final section) the show does use Korofsky’s 
suicide without having to deal too much with Korofsky. Thus, gay suicide is now an 
issue on the table for discussion, but only in the abstract and never too close to home. 
The narcissism of the show turns the suicidal act into a vehicle for staring at the main 
character’s reflections.

The second outcome of the act is that Korofsky is made human, whole, and 
recognized because of his suicidal attempt. Less insulting, but far more dangerous, 
the show reifies suicide as a vehicle for a gay character to finally receive much-
deserved compassion, forgiveness, attention, love, acceptance, and respect. Before 
his suicidal attempt, Sebastian mocks David’s advances and Kurt refuses to return 
his calls. In fact, from the perspective of the Glee club, Korofsky is merely the 
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bully who hurt Kurt. Yet, his internalized homophobia and the attempt at suicide 
render Korofsky sympathetic, forgivable, and visible. Mirroring a long lineage 
of gay suicidal representation, through self-hatred, a gay character can become 
sympathetic, identifiable, and tragically redeemed. Furthermore, after the scene in 
the hospital near the end of “On My Way”— where Kurt agrees to now be David’s 
friend, —Korofsky has yet to return the show. The show, after tackling the issue in 
the episode, moves forward. In fact, the episode ends with Quinn getting into a life 
threatening car crash because she is texting and driving—an accident that carries 
through the entire second half of the season.

Consider the alternative as a counterpoint to the Korofsky suicide. Were Kurt 
bullied (which he has been on the show) and alienated for his sexuality (which he 
has been), the three snippet music video leap to suicide for Kurt could not work. The 
narrative logic unravels, because Kurt is not a “one episode” issue. He is accountable. 
Kurt taking his own life (or even attempting to take his life) would fundamentally 
change the show, and consider how this act of taking his like would mark the ripple 
of unraveling of his father, Blaine, Finn, Rachel, Mr. Schuester, and every other 
main character. Had he attempted suicide, and failed, the characters response could 
not mirror the sobered apology and redemption that Korofsky’s produced. Rather 
there would be anger, betrayal, terror, and trauma. He would be taken to task and 
held responsible for his actions, for Glee has produced Kurt as a character who’s 
life is not solely beholden to himself. Kurt is tied, relationally and emotionally in a 
manner that forecloses the act of suicide as cruel and selfish.

Where gay representation has historically produced the story of gay suicide as 
the logical effect of isolation, loneliness, and internalized self-hatred and shame, 
straight teen suicide subplots are produced in relation to the nuclear family. Straight 
suicide is selfish. Unlike Korofsky’s, which is about the effect of social homophobia 
and bullying producing a sequence of events for which we never hold Korofsky 
accountable, straight suicide is cruel and illogical. The heterosexual teen is regularly 
written within systems of belonging. It is the queer outsider, the queer alien, who is 
so commonly narrated as alone in the world, and in that isolation, the act of suicide 
can be boiled down to “an issue” or a plot point. This distancing is demonstrated 
in the removal of Korofsky from his own storyline. A traditional, heteronormative 
exploration of straight suicide would center on Korofsky’s friends and family and 
we would see their agony—a cautionary testament to suicide’s cruelty. Rather, we 
watch a series of characters distanced from Korofsky contemplate his actions from 
afar. In a fleeting moment, Sue says she keeps thinking about David’s parents, and 
there is a rapid cut to the image of Korofsky's father holding his limp son. We don’t, 
however, experience this level of grief through the emotional perspective of the 
parent, but rather through Sue, whose perspective is primarily speaking to her own 
role as a future parent. The alternative would allow us more access into the scene 
where the father finds his son, that horrific discovery and suspended wail of agony, 
demonstrating the oft-ignored storyline that queer deaths matter to people. Queer 
deaths are not merely poetic or socially tragic, but are as relationally devastating 
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as straight ones. Gay suicide is not merely a social issue at a distance that teaches 
heterosexuals about the effects of homophobia, but a coldly individualizing act of 
suicide inflicted upon a relational system of those who do love, support, and stand 
with queer teens. The alternative would invoke pain, rather than mere sympathy. 
It would conjure the traumatic brutality of severing a limb, rather than the mere 
soberness of a “sad issue” from a sad person.

The result of this representational choice is that gay suicide is reified as a central 
part of the gay narrative, a logical response for feeling alienated and bullied, and 
a choice that is rewarded/corrected with visibility, appreciation, and a sense of 
belonging. Satirically this discursive function was parodied in the 80s dark comedy 
Heathers, where suicide “gave” credibility, intelligence, and a soul to those who 
had died (although they were actually murdered and the murders were staged as 
suicide). One method for covering up the murder of two sexist and homophobic 
heterosexual football players was to stage the scene to make them appear to be gay, 
as this would “explain” their suicide. The narrative parodied this run-of-the-mill 
“repressed homosexual suicide pact” as a cultural shorthand that required no further 
explanation.

Although presented as logical, this is not to argue that suicide is constructed as 
good. There is, however, a strong sense of redemption for Korofsky that is granted 
through the suicidal act. He receives care, attention, love, and compassion. He 
becomes part of a “we.” The dangers of presenting suicide as attractive, sympathetic, 
or logical can be summed up in the notion of suicidal contagion wherein the idea 
of suicide, as a redressive or logical action, is given visibility. The 2012 National 
Strategy for Suicide Prevention specifically listed the issue of contagion as an 
additional concern for LGBT suicide, alongside minority stress. Specifically, it 
stated, “An additional risk factor is contagion resulting from media coverage of 
LGBT suicide deaths that presents suicidal behavior as a normal, rational response 
to anti-LGBT bullying or other experiences of discrimination” (Johnson, 2012). In 
the episode, the notion of contagion is given fleeting reference, wherein principal 
Figgins expresses fear that Korofsky’s actions might lead to “a string of copy cats.” 
This point, while put out there, is not further explored and, given that it came from 
the often silly and disconnected Figgins, it is likely to be received as paranoid and 
potentially ridiculous. Thus, through a frame of gay suicidal logic, Glee appears 
to have done little more than reify an already strongly fused connection in popular 
discourse between gayness and suicide.

What often gets diminished in gay suicidal representation is the role of agency for 
the gay character. Too often the story is about succumbing to or giving into suicide, 
suggesting suicide is to surrender to an existing force or current and survival, rather 
than suicide, is the active choice. In the moment when Quinn is processing Korofsky’s 
actions, she states, ““I feel sorry for Korofsky, but what he did was selfish. He didn’t 
just want to hurt himself, he wanted to hurt everyone around him.” Kurt overhears 
this and quickly corrects Quinn for not understanding. The implication of Kurt’s 
very deliberate response is that she does not understand what it is to be gay (and 
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being gay somehow gives him different insight/proximity to suicide). Quinn is 
shut down as insensitive and cold, and we, as audience, are goaded to believe Kurt 
carries a knowledge Quinn does not. What, however, about being gay invalidates 
Quinn’s claim? Quinn productively narrates Korofsky as an active agent who made 
a choice with consequences beyond himself, but Kurt’s resolute shut down of her 
comment works to undermine this charge, as if suicide, if gay, is blameless. Agency 
is removed and the gay/suicide linkage is reaffirmed. The indictment of the choice 
of gay suicide is minimized. For gay suicide to be criticized as cruel or selfish, it 
would require that the gay character be written into an existing system of belonging. 
A different narrative that sought to dispel the logic of gay suicide would assign 
Korofsky agency and responsibility for what he did. The text would ask why he did 
this and demonstrate the agony he was inflicting. He would have a choice and we 
would be taken inside of that choice. Kurt and Blaine could have had a very candid 
discussion exploring the intimate “understanding” Kurt alludes to and potentially 
question/interrupt this logic. This was not the story Glee told.

The argument being made here is not to claim negative intention of the episode. 
Just as with much mainstream treatment of gay suicide, the narratives put forward 
operate to memorialize the loss of queer teens that were valued, lives that were lost, 
wasted, and are deeply mourned. It tries to give visibility to an issue. The stories 
work to indict bullying and social homophobia, and how these social issues produce 
feelings of helplessness, worthlessness, and isolation. The representations work to 
shame and punish a homophobic culture. What the representations don’t do is ask 
why, and by not asking why, they perpetuate an equation. They assume the issue of 
“gay suicide” needs attention, when in fact; the issue has been well attended to. What 
the issue requires is complication and interrogation of the tacit assumptions within 
the representation. This storyline does not assign agency to the gay characters, 
and by denying the presence of agency, the suicidal choice is not interrogated. In 
the process of teaching straight characters the tragedy and pain of gay suicide, it 
reifies the recognition and belonging through self-destruction. It’s a story we need 
to stop telling and retelling, as, in the end, its not serving queer youth. However, 
by stepping outside of their treatment of this immediate issue, and considering the 
relational landscape of the show, Glee’s representational work against gay suicidal 
logic deserves considered attention, as well.

There was an additional story Glee did offer (and one it could not offer): Kurt 
chose otherwise. Even if Kurt understood something that he believed to share with 
Korofsky, Kurt did not and has not acted upon it. Neither did Sebastian. Nor Blaine. 
On the most surface of levels, this means you have representations that would not 
go to that place, even if the logic or some essential gay understanding goads them to 
do so. Kurt chooses otherwise, and as discussed earlier in the chapter, the narrative 
logic of how Kurt has been written insists otherwise. He is required to have agency 
and that agency makes him accountable to many others beside himself. In short, Glee 
writes its queer characters into systems of belonging that work to trouble, disrupt, and 
undermine a fundamental law that permits gay suicidal logic—the alienated queer.
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Glee writes a story of alienated and outcast teens finding a space of support, 
refuge, and community wherein difference is celebrated and people are accountable 
to one another. Glee is about the formation of queer bonds, a production of alternative 
forms of family, belonging, and kinship that disrupts the singular authority of the 
nuclear heteronormative family. By building relational networks that have the 
strength and commitment of Mercedes, Finn, Rachel, Tina, and Artie, there was 
simply no quick and easy way to narratively make sense of Kurt contemplating 
suicide and this, in itself, marks a huge and important shift. Kurt belongs. Kurt is 
tied. The narrative system demands that Kurt survive. For Kurt to take his life would 
be selfish, cruel, and devastating (rather than merely topical or narratively logical). 
Thus, the larger design of the show introduces an important counter narrative that 
needs to be underscored.

The tragic and unexpected death of actor Cory Montieth provides a horrible but 
immediate example of this relational network. The show, literally, came to a halt, 
and the question of how (or if) to proceed was highly uncertain. Considering the 
relational bonds forged in New Directions, the show had to examine and process 
this loss for each character, and the severity of it required its acknowledgement leap 
several weeks past the passing of the character Finn. Still, weeks later, the characters 
were numbed, raw, immobile, broke, in disbelief, and undone. Most devastating in 
this tribute episode were the moments about the unexpected relationships Finn built 
in the show. The episode was not a solitary tribute to “the quarterback” as much as a 
memorial to the relations Finn forged with Santana, Mercedes, Kurt, Mr. Schuester, 
and Rachel. This loss to the show, which will forever mark an irrevocable severing, 
speaks to the unique relational bonds depicted that cross and disrupt designations of 
friend, family, kinship, and relations.

A second important contribution of “On My Way” is the rhetorical effort to both 
address and correct the negativity that has come to define and confine queer images 
of future. The future, as many queer and media critics has argued, is written through 
systems and meanings of heteronormativity that produce queer characters as future-
barren, futureless persons, and developmental failures (Edelman, 2004, Halberstam, 
2005). The aging gay male is a site of temporal punishment and caution, and the 
horrific casting of queers outside of future works to promote and justify future anxiety 
and disinterest in longevity (Goltz, 2010). Thus, if aging and future are something 
to fear or avoid, these cultural meanings work in tandem with self-destructive 
behaviors and suicidal ideation. Glee’s “On My Way” enacted a somewhat simple, 
yet effective gesture in its response to Korofsky’s actions. Mr. Schuester brought the 
New Directions onto the stage and confessed that he contemplated suicide at one 
point in his life.

The New Directions are charged with the task of naming something they are 
looking forward to. By doing so, Schuester is demanding that they not only force 
themselves to picture a “next,” but to also encode that yet-to-be with satisfaction, 
value, and fulfillment. A parallel message is produced in the hospital between Kurt 
and Korofsky, where Kurt forces Korofsky to picture a future he can invest in. While 
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the future he writes can be easily critiqued as masculinist and homonormative (upper 
middle class job as a sports agent, married, male child, attending professional sorting 
events with male child), it writes a positive future relation. This work shifts the 
equation of the issue of gay suicide with social homophobia, and seeks to intervene 
in the punishing discourses of future.

The message can easily be critiqued for adopting a simplified “It Gets Better” 
frame, invoking all of the privileges and simplifications the national campaign has 
received. However, as an integrated message of future-positivity and relational 
collectivity, the episode works to remap and rewrite the gay suicidal story in differing 
terms. Suicide is now, by the end of the story, no longer the legacy and burden of 
Kurt or Blaine to carry, but rather forges a space of identification across the entire 
group. It renders everyone in that circle, including the annoyingly chipper Mr. 
Schuester, vulnerable, and that shared vulnerability further strengthens a collective 
accountability. Had Mr. Schuester taken his life, their current world would not exist. 
In that moment, the choice felt like his, but from this moment in the future, the 
choice could not and must not ever just be his own. To take one’s life is not an 
individual act, as each person is part of a circle. Gay or straight, these characters are 
now tied. They belong and thus their lives are not solely their own.
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DAVIS B. SMITH

13. THE ASTEROID AND THE SHOOTER

Lessons Learned from “Shooting Star”

INTRODUCTION

Love takes care for all, and nothing is neglected. It watches over all, provides 
for all, and makes wise adaptations for all; for age, for infancy, for maturity, 
for childhood; in every scene of this or another world; for want, weakness, 
joy, sorrow, and even for sin. All is good and well and right; and shall be 
so forever…Then we shall see…that which has caused us trial shall yield us 
triumph; and that which made our heart ache shall fill us with gladness; and we 
shall then feel that there, as here, the only true happiness is to learn, to advance, 
and to improve; which could not happen unless we had commenced with error, 
ignorance, and imperfection. We must pass through the darkness, to reach the 
light. (Albert Pike, 1871)

School shootings are unfortunately becoming a regular part of the conversation in 
American news stories and on school campuses all across the country. What makes 
these events so tragic is that they shake the core of our innocence. Hearing of an 
attack on a kindergarten classroom, a high school cafeteria, or a university student 
union, affects the psyche in a way that perhaps no other event can. The places which 
are supposed to be pure, safe, and built for expanding the mind, are robbed of any 
notion of solace and make us feel as if there is no safe haven that exists anymore.

Young men and women who are in high school and college today do not know a 
world where these types of events do not exist. Today’s college seniors were born 
into a world where their first memories include the Oklahoma City bombing, the 
Olympic bombings in Atlanta, and the attacks of September 11, 2001. Peppered 
in with these horrific occasions have been countless incidences of violence at our 
schools and institutions of higher education.

The hit show Glee used the sobering realness of school shootings as a plot in the 
April 11, 2013 episode called “Shooting Star (S4:E18).” The episode aired in the 
wake of arguably the most disgusting of these events. In December 2012, the news 
story of a shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut 
aired around the clock. To say that the story shocked citizens all across the country 
would be a gross understatement. The story sparked incredible emotions, and divided 
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America as to what actions and solutions should be taken to prevent future incidents. 
Glee received praise and criticism alike for its attempts to provide commentary on the 
topic. Reviews noted that the episode aired too soon after the Sandy Hook tragedy, 
or that it did not go far enough with tackling the issues that surrounded schools 
shootings, or that it provided no clear message at all (TV.com website, 2013).

Perhaps “Shooting Star” is a bit scattered and confusing at first glance. It begins 
with Brittany announcing to the glee club that an asteroid, called “Tubbington-
Bopp,” was going to hit Earth very soon. Brittany explains that she was going to 
tell everyone in her life, particularly her cat, Lord Tubbington, her goodbyes. Mr. 
Schuester, in an attempt to quell the situation, tells the class that they can either 
ignore Brittany’s claims, or use the situation as a reason to practice hard and make 
the upcoming singing competition the best one of their lives. The next scenes show 
the cast members making amends with those in their lives and telling their loved 
ones how they truly feel.

In the midst of the feel-good conversations, two gunshots are heard from down 
the hall. The members of “New Directions” immediately go into lockdown mode in 
the music room. Emotion overcomes the characters and the audience. In the wake of 
the scare, the police and school officials search lockers, erect metal detectors, and 
interrogate students, the same way that American news watchers have seen on all of 
the newscasts following such events. When Ms. Sylvester learns that every student 
is going to be questioned about the gunshots, she confesses that the shots came from 
her own gun that she had brought to school. In her following conversations with 
Principal Figgins, and later Mr. Schuester, Ms. Sylvester sarcastically points out the 
absurdity of the reaction that (often) happens in the wake of such events. Ironically, 
the act of Ms. Sylvester bringing a gun to school herself is absurd.

As Ms. Sylvester is packing her office, the viewer gets to see what actually 
happened when the gunshots rang out. In fact, Becky - who claimed to be afraid 
of what the real world would bring after her friends left following graduation - was 
the one who actually brought the gun to school. Revealing to Ms. Sylvester that 
she had brought the gun to school, Becky accidentally pulls the trigger while Ms. 
Sylvester tries to take the gun away. Frightened and distressed, Becky drops the gun, 
causing a second accidental discharge, and Ms. Sylvester vows to protect Becky, and 
tells Becky that all will be fine. The episode ends with a montage of Ms. Sylvester 
leaving the school, juxtaposed with the students trying to comprehend the event that 
had occurred, while at the same time appreciating the renewed love and support that 
they had gained for each other throughout the threats of Tubbington-Bopp and the 
gunshots.

Throughout the episode, many superficial themes emerged including how 
individuals react to threats (particularly those that are very rare, yet very destructive), 
how individuals often wait until it is too late to express their feelings, how individuals 
fail to speak up about the danger that others might present, and how the national 
conversation directs itself in the wake of tragedies. What is missed by many viewers 
is the theme of how this episode was not necessarily trying to proffer a solution to 
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school shootings. It did not need to make the shooting scene more severe, nor solve 
the problem of the madness that typically ensues after a tragic event happens.

Perhaps the most overlooked angle of the “Shooting Star” episode is that it really 
did not have anything to do with preventing or dealing with school shootings any 
more than it had to do with preventing asteroids from hitting the earth. The point 
of the show, which was missed by viewers, is that the real message of the episode 
was to talk about how many problems could be solved by actually listening to, 
empathizing with, and helping others to change the world for the better. The sad 
fact is, not only do today’s students deal with the fear of the remote possibility of 
an active shooter, or a natural disaster, but the more real possibility and problems 
of bullying, suicide, or being excluded for something beyond their own control. 
Recently, a young boy attempted suicide because he was ostracized for being a fan 
of “My Little Pony” (USA Today website, 2013). Though multiple lives were not 
affected by this particular event, parents of suicide victims have the same grief as 
other parents who were involved in shooting tragedies.

Swanson (2013) presents a perspective that says that the path to social change is 
empathizing with each other, rather than just sympathizing. Swanson said that by 
transcending our own feelings and understanding the feelings of others, people can 
better understand what the real problems are and move towards real solutions and 
real change. Collins (2004) adds to this philosophy through the Interaction Ritual 
Theory. This theory says that as individuals are around each other and interact with 
each other, they eventually create social rituals with each other and build a common 
emotional energy which creates the transpersonal empathy to which Swanson refers.

Just as “Shooting Star” does not seek to solve the problem of school shootings, or 
resolve the debate about gun control in America, this chapter will not seek to inform 
institutions or individuals about how they can make themselves safer or prevent 
shootings on their own campus. Rather, it will point out instances in the show where 
love, empathy, and understanding can help individuals make it through small daily 
problems, and perhaps better equipped them for the bigger problems in life, like the 
real life-threatening dangers of shootings or asteroids, or perhaps more prevalent, the 
problem of exclusion of classmates in schools. This chapter will examine “Shooting 
Star” as a commentary on how laws, preventative measures, metal detectors, and 
hidden cameras cannot replace human beings talking with and understanding each 
other and working towards creating a better environment for themselves. By using 
Swanson’s (2013) philosophy of transpersonal, transindividual empathy, and Collin’s 
(2004) interaction ritual theory, this chapter will highlight examples of human 
understanding (and lack thereof) during a day in the life of the Glee cast members.

SAY

Take all of your wasted honor, every little past frustration…walkin’ like a one-
man army…have no fear for givin’ in, have no fear for givin’ over, you better 
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know that in the end it’s better to say too much than to never say what you need 
to say again…even if your hands are shakin’, and your faith is broken…say 
what you need to say – John Mayer – “Say”

The most profound sequence of “Shooting Star” takes place during the scenes of the 
last eight minutes of the show. The sequence starts out with a scene of Mr. Schuester 
talking with Shannon.

Scene 1: Mr. Schuester is helping Shannon set up her online dating profile on a 
library computer:

MR. SCHUESTER – “The first word I would use to describe you would be 
brave. Then funny. Strong inside and out. Great hugger. Wears kick-ass red 
lipstick. In fact, that’s what I used to describe you in this.”

The camera pans to the computer screen which shows Shannon’s dating profile. The 
name of the website, “E-Symphony,” is prominent on the screen.

SHANNON – “Online dating?! Nobody ever meets anyone on this.”

MR. SCHUESTER – “Of course they do! I mean, how do you think everyone’s 
meeting up nowadays?”

SHANNON – “How did you know my favorite Beatle was George? And my 
favorite food was everything?”

MR. SCHUESTER – “You know, I could not have gone through that horror the 
other day without you. I know this seems scary, but the time for you to get ‘out 
there’ is now.”

SHANNON – “Thank you, Will, for doing this for me.”

MR. SCHUESTER – “I love you.”

SHANNON – “I love you too.”

Scene 2: Sam and Brittany meet in the hallway. Sam gives Brittany a new cat as a 
gift.

Sam reveals a cat from his gym bag.

SAM – “Her name is Lady Tubbington. I made sure to get a fat one at the 
shelter so that Lord Tubbington doesn’t feel self-conscious.”

BRITTANY – “Aww! How long was she in there for?”

SAM – “A while.”

BRITTANY – “She’s amazing. I love you.”

SAM – “I love you.”
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Scene 3: Mr. Schuester confronts Ms. Sylvester in Ms. Sylvester’s office. While 
Ms. Sylvester tells Mr. Schuester the lie about the gun being hers, the audience 
sees a separate scene where Becky reveals the gun to Ms. Sylvester. Throughout the 
sequence, a sign posted on Ms. Sylvester’s bulletin board stating, “win at all costs,” 
can be clearly seen throughout the two scenes:

MR. SCHUESTER – “Why, Sue? Why did you do it?”

MS. SYLVESTER – “Well, I had my reasons. I explained them to Principal 
Figgins.”

MR. SCHUESTER – “I heard. But I don’t accept that. Bringing a gun to 
school? That’s not you.”

(flashback scene) BECKY – “I was scared, Coach. About graduating, being 
out in the world with no one to protect me.”

MS. SYLVESTER – “Honey, I told you, you will always have a place here.”

BECKY – “No! I wanted to be prepared, and protect myself. I NEED HELP!”

Becky then pulls a gun from her bag. The scene cuts back to Mr. Schuester and Ms. 
Sylvester talking:

MS. SYLVESTER – “I don’t know what to tell you, Will, but I stand by my 
actions.”

(flashback scene) MS. SYLVESTER – “Becky, give me the gun. Where did 
you get that?”

BECKY – “It’s my dad’s. I wanted to be ready.”

MS. SYLVESTER – “Oh, I know, sweetheart, don’t worry about it, I completely 
understand, just give me the gun.”

MR. SCHUESTER – “So that’s it? This is how it ends? Give me something so 
I can talk to Figgins. Let me help you.”

As Becky hands the gun over to Ms. Sylvester, the gun discharges. Scared, Becky 
drops the gun and it goes off again.

BECKY – “I’m sorry, Coach! I’m sorry!”

MS. SYLVESTER (looking away from Becky) – “Shhh! It’s okay. It’s okay, 
I’ll take care of it.”

MS. SYLVESTER to MR. SCHUESTER – “Keep an eye on Becky, will you? 
She’s tough, but like all the kids, she gets scared sometimes. Thanks, buddy.”

Scene 4: Ms. Sylvester leaves her office with her box of possessions. In the hallway, 
she meets Ryder, who has been receiving text messages from an unknown person 
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who is interested in him. Throughout the episode, Ryder has become upset because 
the anonymous person refuses to reveal themselves. Ryder believes he is being 
pranked or “catfished” by someone at the school. Ryder has asked the person to meet 
him in the hallway at that time, even though the entire student body is supposed to 
be in a mandatory assembly to talk about the shooting.

MS. SYLVESTER – “Shouldn’t you be at the mandatory school assembly?”

RYDER – “We’re having a secret Glee club meeting instead, but I was waiting 
for someone. She was supposed to meet me here at 3:30.”

MS. SYLVESTER – “Well, good luck with that.”

RYDER – “What, aren’t you going to write me up for not being at the 
assembly?”

MS. SYLVESTER – “I would, but I don’t work here anymore.”

As Ms. Sylvester walks away and the sequence ends, John Mayer’s “Say” begins 
to play.

This sequence of events is an incredibly important illustration of how individuals 
interact with each other, and demonstrates very different ways of how people 
can show sympathy and empathy. Swanson (2013) discusses how empathy and 
transpersonal and transindividual feelings are important for creating social change. 
By this theory, an individual does not simply sympathize with someone else – in other 
words, simply caring for others and their suffering – rather, a person empathizes, 
or mutually experiences the other person’s pain. By empathizing, rather than just 
sympathizing, Swanson notes, individuals can release their own self and help the 
other individual realize that when one person suffers, the other person suffers as 
well. In doing so, the two individuals can collectively work towards action to resolve 
the problem. The helping person does not have to own the symptoms or problems of 
the suffering person, but can rather determine what the needs of the suffering person 
are and help work towards action and change.

The sequences in the episode help illustrate the differences between simply 
sympathizing with another person, and actually taking on transpersonal feelings 
so that as a group, individuals can work towards a social change. For instance, 
throughout the episode, Mr. Schuester and Shannon have experienced a tension 
between themselves. It is evident that there has been a failed romantic history 
between the two. When the cast members are making amends with each other and 
telling each other how they feel during the threat of the asteroid, Mr. Schuester and 
Shannon share a dinner together. Mr. Schuester tells Shannon that even though he 
does not feel like he is right person for Shannon romantically, he still loves her as a 
friend and assures his unfailing friendship with Shannon. Knowing that Shannon is 
hurt, Mr. Schuester does not simply sympathize with her, rather, he empathizes with 
her feelings and shows her that he will be a dedicated friend by helping her set up a 
profile on a dating website. Mr. Schuester does not take over Shannon’s problem for 
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her, nor does he try to solve it alone, nor does he ignore it. Instead, he shows her that 
he cares, and works with her to make a change in her own life. The name of the dating 
website, “E Symphony,” is very important to Swanson’s message. When individuals 
can transcend their own self, and realize what the other person is actually feeling 
and actually needs, then both can work together to actually create change to solve 
the crisis. This is the way in which a symphony acts. Though there are individual 
instruments playing different parts of a piece of music, all of the musicians in the 
orchestra empathize with what the others are playing, and work together to create a 
harmonic piece of music that is larger than any individual instrument.

Empathy is seen again in Sam and Brittany’s exchange. Sam had experienced 
some jealousy around how much attention Brittany was giving to her cat. Rather 
than continue to be jealous, or insensitive toward Brittany’s feelings, Sam displays 
empathy by showing her that just as she cares for Lord Tubbington, he cares for her. 
He transcends his own feelings and understands hers, thus allowing the two to move 
towards a common goal. The sequence ends, just like the sequence between Mr. 
Schuester and Shannon, by the two exchanging “I love you’s.”

Once more, empathy can be seen from Mr. Schuester directed toward Ms. 
Sylvester in the next sequence, but unfortunately, Ms. Sylvester does not respond 
to Mr. Schuester’s empathy. She also misses an opportunity to empathize with 
Becky. The scene-within-scene sequence serves as a juxtaposition of how empathy 
and working towards true social change can do battle with a lack of understanding 
of other’s feelings and needs. In the exchange between Mr. Schuester and Ms. 
Sylvester, Mr. Schuester is genuinely trying to understand Ms. Sylvester’s feelings, 
and trying to comprehend why she might bring a gun to school. He wants to do this 
so that he can ultimately help her.

On the other hand, Ms. Sylvester cannot look past her own feelings in order to 
understand what Becky really needs, and try to work with her to find a solution 
that she needs. Ms. Sylvester is known in the show as being compassionate, but 
competitive. This is illustrated by the sign in her office which states, “win at all 
costs.” Becky clearly gives Ms. Sylvester the message that her problem is that she is 
scared and needs help. Ms. Sylvester is unable to understand the feelings that Becky 
is experiencing: loneliness, fear, and anxiety. Instead, Ms. Sylvester sees the problem 
as the fact that Becky has a gun. Perhaps she is more concerned with the fact that 
Becky will get in trouble, or that Becky will not be able to handle the consequences 
that the school will inflict on her for bringing a gun to school. Whatever the reason, 
because Ms. Sylvester cannot transcend her own need to be the hero and problem-
solver, she walks away never actually helping Becky. Getting in trouble for having 
a gun was not Becky’s real problem. Being lonely and scared was Becky’s problem. 
Possessing a gun simply complicated matters.

If Swanson’s philosophy is applied, then Ms. Sylvester could have used empathy 
to help with both of Becky’s problems. Presumably, Ms. Sylvester did not agree with 
the zero-tolerance gun policy of the school. This was evidenced by Ms. Sylvester’s 
previous admission to Principal Figgins when Ms. Sylvester listed her long list of life 
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accomplishments, and then followed with the profound, “…all I’ll be remembered 
for is this one thing” statement. Ms. Sylvester thought surely that Becky would be 
expelled from school, and would not be able to handle the consequences. Perhaps 
Ms. Sylvester thought the policy was not fair. Interestingly, when Mr. Schuester 
believed that Ms. Sylvester was the shooter, he tried to empathize with her, find 
out what the deeper problem was, and assured her that he would work with her 
to talk logically with the administration about Ms. Sylvester’s character and track 
record with working with students. Mr. Schuester believed in working together to 
create a social change. Ms. Sylvester, on the other hand, did not realize that what 
Becky needed at that point was not someone to cover for her, but rather someone to 
help her with her emotional problems. Yes, there was then a new layer of discipline 
for having a gun, but Ms. Sylvester could have done the same for Becky that Mr. 
Schuester did for her – not try to cover the situation up, by try to create a change in 
how the situation was handled.

When Becky reveals the gun and it goes off, Ms. Sylvester breaks eye contact 
with Becky and looks around the room. This is important because it shows that 
Ms. Sylvester is no longer empathizing with Becky’s feelings and thinking about 
Becky’s problem, rather she is now focused on her own need to be the hero. In every 
other scene throughout the sequences, the characters’ eyes stay locked, indicating 
that they are truly empathizing with each other, and are working together.

Once more, Ms. Sylvester misses an opportunity to empathize with and help 
Ryder in the hallway. Ryder expressed that he was having a problem, which was that 
someone had been texting him and toying with his emotions. Like guns on campuses, 
harassment and bullying are also a major problem in this country. Ryder was trying 
to express his own turmoil throughout the episode, but instead of transcending 
and feeling Ryder’s feelings, Ms. Sylvester was only focused on her own feelings. 
Always trying to be problem solver and disciplinarian, Ms. Sylvester only saw a 
superficial problem with Ryder in his absence from the mandatory assembly. She 
again breaks eye contact with Ryder and walks away from him, leaving him with 
emotions and feelings that were not dealt with. Though Ms. Sylvester had been fired, 
she internally felt that she had won some battle by covering up for Becky. Instead, 
she had lost a huge battle by not joining with Becky and Ryder to actually help them.

The song “Say” that comes on as Ms. Sylvester exits the scene is appropriate. 
Ms. Sylvester had become her own one-person army, and was fighting a battle in 
her own head, rather than “giving in” to actually listen to what the real problems 
were, and saying those things that actually needed to be said. Becky did not need 
someone to cover up for her. Instead, she needed someone to listen and help her to 
get help. Ryder did not need to get out of going to an assembly. He needed someone 
to listen to his problem and help him through his emotions. What is not exchanged 
between Ms. Sylvester and Becky, and later Ms. Sylvester and Ryder, are the “I love 
you’s” that Mr. Schuester and Shannon, and Sam and Brittany exchanged. There 
were no “I love you’s” because Ms. Sylvester had not actually heard what Becky and 
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Ryder had to say. She was not able to empathize and reach the true level of love and 
understanding with them.

Utilizing Collin’s (2004) interaction ritual theory, a vehicle can be provided 
for showing empathy and love for others. Collins discusses that when a collective 
conscious is formed – through group membership, or symbolism – individuals can 
begin to assemble and start the interaction ritual. This ritual happens when people 
group together physically and share a common mood or experience. This common 
experience makes participants aware of and empathetic towards each others’ 
feelings. The outcomes of this interaction includes group unification and a feeling of 
membership, emotional feelings of confidence and enthusiasm, symbols are created 
for the group, and feelings of group morality are created (Collins, 2004).

By this philosophy, student leaders and organizational members can create 
opportunities for individuals to group together and create these interactions. For 
example, many college orientation programs are designed to create an enthusiastic 
community where new students could feel like they belong in their new campus 
community. Likewise, a student group could make an effort to sit with classmates 
who normally sit by themselves at lunch in order to make those individuals feel a 
part of the group. By the theory, individuals would feel bonded and included in the 
group. By individuals taking action to create group interactions, and then having 
empathy and sensitivity for one another’s feelings, rather than their own, individuals 
can be unified and create scenarios where personal problems can worked to be 
solved collectively, rather than festering inside of an individual. In essence, more 
conversations like Mr. Schuester’s and Shannon’s, or like Sam and Brittany’s, and 
fewer like the ones in which Ms. Sylvester participated, would perhaps mean more 
understanding and empathy for each other, rather than festering problems which 
manifest themselves through the ugliness that was discussed in the introduction of 
this chapter.

CONCLUSION – MORE THAN WORDS

…but if you only knew how easy it would be to show me how you feel. More 
than words is all you have to do to make it real. Then you wouldn’t have to 
say that you love me, ‘cuz I’d already know. – Extreme, “More Than Words”

Tragedies come into our lives in many forms. The episode “Shooting Star” of Glee 
highlights a situation which plagues our society. The viewers of Glee might have 
easily mistaken the tragedy in “Shooting Star” as that of being an active shooter in 
the school. While that scenario was tragic, and is all too common of an occurrence in 
today’s world, the tragedy of the episode is that an individual in the community (Sue 
Sylvester) could not look past her own feelings and needs to empathize with those 
in need of real help. As the episode progressed, the viewer gets to witness many 
examples of how individuals create inclusiveness and communities, and ultimately 
places where individuals feel like they are cared about as members of the group. This 
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feeling of membership creates a bond of love, and when faced with a challenging 
situation, the member feels secure knowing that there is a support system for them. 
By showing Shannon how much he cared about her feelings, Mr. Schuster was 
able to help Shannon realize that she could move on through her difficult time. By 
showing Brittany how much he cared, Sam was able to convey to Brittany that he 
did understand how much her can meant to her, and that he did realize that he too 
had a place in her life. Too often in today’s society, particularly with young adults, 
individuals go without being recognized by others, or are not included in a group or 
community, leaving that person to feel alone in the world, and unsure of how to react 
when faced with adversity. This sentiment is personified by the exchange between 
Becky and Ms. Sylvester, and later between Ryder and Ms. Sylvester. In both cases, 
Ms. Sylvester did not take time empathize with the other person. For Ryder, the 
consequence was feeling lost and lonely. For Becky, the consequence was much 
darker. Though Ms. Sylvester took the blame for Becky’s gun shots, Becky is still 
left with a feeling of emptiness, something that drove her to the point of bringing a 
gun to school.

Two theories shed light on how people can include one another and create feelings 
of inclusiveness. Swanson (2013) shows that empathizing with other’s feelings can 
help to create positive change, while Collins (2004) demonstrates that creating an 
environment of inclusiveness can lead to individuals feeling as a part of a community 
with shared emotions. While these two philosophies might not be the sole answer 
to solving the problems of bullying, mental illness, or active shooters on school 
campuses, employing them can certainly be a step in the right direction for student 
leaders to be able to begin to create an environment of inclusion where members can 
feel comfortable expressing their feelings in a safe manner, rather than letting their 
feelings fester until the point where tragedy occurs.

REFERENCES

Collins, R. (2004). Interaction ritual chains. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Extreme. (1990). More than words. On Pornograffitti [CD]. Santa Monica, CA: A&M Records.
Flannigan, N., Miles, L. K., Quadflieg, S., & Macrae, C. N. (2013). Seeing the unexpected: 

Counterstereotypes are implicitly bad. Social Cognition, 31(6), 712–720. doi: 10.1521/
soco.2013.31.6.712

Hodgson, M. (Writer), & Buecker, B. (Director) (2013). Shooting star [Television series episode]. In 
B. Falchuk & R. Murphy (Producers), Glee. Los Angeles, CA: Paramount Studios.

Le Coz, E. (2014, April 14). 11-year-old boy’s suicide attempt part of epidemic. Retrieved from USA 
Today website, http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2014/04/14/boy-suicide-attempt-my-
little-pony-bullying/7712843/

Mayer, J. (2008). Say. On continuum [Vinyl]. New York, NY: Sony Music Entertainment.
Pike, A. (1871). Morals and dogma. Washington, DC: Library of Congress.
Sleasman, M. (2013, April 12). Glee “shooting star” review: Shots fired. Retrieved from TV.com website: 

http://www.tv.com/news/glee-shooting-star-review-shots-fired-136570835583/
Swanson, G. (2013). 'The tender instinct is the hope of the world': Human feeling and social change 

before empathy. New Formations – A Journal of Culture, Theory, and Politics, 97(79), 126–148.

http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2014/04/14/boy-suicide-attempt-mylittle-pony-bullying/7712843/
http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2014/04/14/boy-suicide-attempt-mylittle-pony-bullying/7712843/
http://www.tv.com/news/glee-shooting-star-review-shots-fired-136570835583/


B. C. Johnson & D. K. Faill (Eds.), Glee and New Directions for Social Change, 195–206. 
© 2015 Sense Publishers. All rights reserved.

LISA K. PERDIGAO

14. SWAN SONG

The Art of Letting Go in Glee

In its five seasons, the storylines of Glee celebrate triumph over adversity. Characters 
combat what they perceive to be their limitations, discovering their voices and senses 
of self in New Directions. Tina Cohen-Chang overcomes her shyness, Kurt Hummel 
embraces his individuality and sexuality, Finn Hudson discovers that his talents 
extend beyond the football field, Rachel Berry finds commonality with a group 
instead of remaining a solo artist, Mike Chang is finally allowed to sing, and Artie 
Abrams is able to transcend his physical disabilities through his performances.1 But 
perhaps where Glee most explicitly represents the theme of triumph over adversity 
is in the series’ evasion of death. The threat of death appears in the series, oftentimes 
in the form of the all too real threats present in a high school setting: car accidents 
(texting while driving), school shootings, bullying, and suicide. As Artie is able to 
escape his wheelchair to dance in an elaborate sequence, if only in a dream, the 
characters are able to avoid the reality of death and part of the adolescent experience 
and maturation into adulthood. As Trites (2000) states, “For many adolescents, trying 
to understand death is as much of a rite of passage as experiencing sexuality is”  
(p. 117). However, Glee is forced to alter its plot in season five. The season begins 
with a real-life crisis for the series; actor Cory Monteith’s death is a devastating loss 
for the actors, writers, and producers as well as the series itself. In “The Quarterback,” 
Glee offers its characters and viewers the means to memorialize Finn by celebrating 
his life in and through song. This can be considered Glee’s most difficult and 
rewarding performance—providing an outlet for grief that could otherwise leave the 
characters and viewers in stasis, unable to move on.

Episodes in seasons two and four suggest the series’ dance with death as the 
characters are confronted by the reality that they could lose family members and 
glee club members. In season two, Kurt’s father Burt almost dies after suffering a 
heart attack (“Grilled Cheesus”) and Quinn Fabray is involved in a life-threatening 
car accident (“On My Way”). In “Grilled Cheesus,” Kurt’s father is in a coma and 
“On My Way” ends with a cliffhanger that leaves the characters and viewers with 
the idea that Quinn might not survive. However, the threats to the characters’ lives 
are resolved. Burt is restored, both in his health and in the storyline. In season three, 
Burt defeats Sue Sylvester in her run for Congress, thwarting her masterplot to limit 
resources for glee clubs on a national level. In a sense, Burt’s new role on Glee helps 
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to secure the future of the glee club and the series. Quinn’s accident punctuates an 
episode that is otherwise concerned with the aftermath of Dave Karofsky’s attempted 
suicide, and death is evaded in both instances. After the accident, Quinn’s life is 
remarkably altered, at least for a time, but, similar to the Burt Hummel storyline, 
Quinn also experiences a complete recovery. In season four’s episode “Shooting 
star,” the glee club members fear that there is a school shooter at McKinley High. 
Yet again the threat is evaded and the “true” story behind the gunshot they hear is 
revealed. In these episodes, Glee avoids the deaths of its characters, evading stasis 
by moving from loss to recovery.

Despite this larger masterplot that runs throughout five seasons of Glee, seasons 
two and five introduce crises that demonstrate death and mourning cannot be 
repressed. The season two episode “Funeral” brings death and grief to the forefront 
as it depicts the funeral of Sue’s sister Jean. Here Glee recalls the lines from William 
Carlos Williams’ poem “Tract”: “I will teach you my townspeople / how to perform 
a funeral / for you have it over a troop / of artists.” The glee club members come 
together to participate in Jean’s funeral, showing how music is restorative, offering 
meaning at the site of loss. Performing “Pure imagination” from Jean’s favorite film 
Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory and staging the funeral as an extension of 
the film, members of the glee club offer “new directions” for the series to depict loss 
while not becoming immobilized by it. Fittingly, the funeral is conducted by Kurt and 
Finn. While the season four episode “Swan Song” features Marley Rose’s onstage 
collapse during sectionals and the end of the regionals and nationals plotlines, the 
term “swan song” takes on new meaning in the episode memorializing both Cory 
Monteith and Finn Hudson.

The episode “The Quarterback” expands upon the themes presented in “Funeral” 
to present the process of mourning as well as the attempt to let go. While “Funeral” 
finally introduces the reality of death in the series, it remains a fiction. Jean is not a 
central character and even her funeral is performed, made performative. A “troop / 
of artists” performs it and, in a sense, it transforms the site into a playground where 
the characters celebrate the possibilities of imagination, of escapism in and through 
fantastic reimaginings. This episode can be read in relation to Williams’ speaker’s 
directives in “Tract” as the characters attempt to find a way to celebrate Jean’s life 
and help Sue to move on. Schmidt (1988) states that the rhetoric of Williams’ “Tract” 
“does not reject artifice, but rather contrasts honest and dishonest artifice—a rite 
that acknowledges the facts of nature versus a rite that does not” (p. 36). The design 
for the hearse (and poem) calls for no black, no polish, no glass, no upholstery, no 
wreaths, “especially no hot house flowers,” “Some common memento,” “his old 
clothes,” and “a few books perhaps,” rejecting the traditional markers of the funeral. 
The poem itself is a “Tract” for creating poetry, poetry that figuratively represents 
the funeral and, more specifically, the dead. As Glee self-consciously plays with the 
idea of performing the funeral, it exposes the struggles that Williams depicts in his 
poem. Here, the poem is refashioned as another creative act, one representative of 
what is at work in and throughout Glee.
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The beginning of the “Funeral” episode introduces Sue’s attempts to repress her 
grief. In Williams’ poem, the mourners are directed to “sit openly—/ to the weather 
as to grief” and questions them, “Or do you think you can shut grief in?” before 
calling to them to “Share with us / share with us.” As these mourners are taught 
“how to perform a funeral,” they are told that they cannot “shut grief in.” The role 
of Williams’ speaker, a funeral director, is played by Will Schuester, Kurt, and Finn, 
and, like Williams’ speaker, they also advise Sue to share her grief rather than shut 
it in. Will confronts Sue after he learns that she has kicked Becky Jackson, a student 
with Down syndrome, off of the Cheerios; he doesn’t understand why because 
Sue is particularly fond of Becky. Sue tells Will that her sister, Jean, whom Becky 
reminds her of, passed away the day before and it’s too painful to see her. While Will 
struggles to connect with Sue and help her to work through her grief, Kurt and Finn 
directly approach Sue, appearing in her office with flowers and a stuffed animal. 
They attempt to bridge the divide between them by telling her that they both know 
what it is like to experience the loss of a loved one; as children, Finn and Kurt had 
lost parents. But Sue initially cannot connect with them and mocks their efforts. She 
only eventually agrees to open herself to their help because, as she callously tells 
Will, she wants them to sort through her sister’s things. This act is performed again 
in “The Quarterback” with a change of roles: Kurt attempts to sort through Finn’s 
things with his father and stepmother, Finn’s mother.

When Kurt and Finn approach the rest of the glee club with their plan to help 
Sue, Santana Lopez asks if they are going to try to put the “fun” back in funeral. 
Performance is key to the members of New Directions and “Funeral” expands on this 
idea by weaving together the storylines depicting the characters’ plans for sectionals 
with those for the funeral. De Kosnik (2010) writes that Glee’s representations of 
characters who achieve self-actualization through performance are indicative of a 
trend in contemporary television as well as postmodern culture. She writes,

Not only do TV characters engage in theatrical performance regularly, but 
when they perform, they also transform themselves. That is, primetime 
television programs of the past few years have been rife with instances of 
individuals achieving self-realization (“finding themselves”) through acting, 
singing, and/or dancing in front of audiences – not just for television audiences 
at home, who watch their antics from a distance, but for audiences who exist 
within the narratives of the show and who are the performers’ immediate 
witnesses. In other words, these (fictional) people consciously make spectacles 
of themselves in the eyes of others, and by exposing themselves in this way, 
they realize and reveal core truths about themselves. (De Kosnik, 2010, p. 370)

The “spectacular” nature of these productions highlights the externalization of 
what is private. The extension of these performances to the work of mourning 
is suggestive of what Williams and scholars in grief-work map—how to work 
through grief without losing oneself to it.2 As De Kosnik (2010) notes, “Besides 
theatre, there is an additional genre of performance with which television has long 
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allied itself: therapy” (p. 385). Tanner (2006) writes that Sigmund Freud’s model 
of mourning does not address the “way in which the subject’s relationship to the 
lost object is constituted through the body as well as through the psyche” (p. 94). 
The therapeutic aspect of “Funeral,” directed at Sue’s recovery, is predicated on 
embodied performance. What is realized in “Funeral” becomes a solid foundation 
for dealing with the crisis in season five.

The process of grieving appears to be antithetical to Glee, to the celebration 
that the episodes and musical numbers most often are committed to. In “Funeral,” 
Finn tells the group that it is appropriate that they perform the funeral because 
Jean was like them—an outsider and an underdog throughout her whole life. He 
says, “‘We, of all people, should celebrate that.’” Where Sue initially counters their 
attempts to offer ideas about healthy mourning, their new consultant Jesse St. James 
from Vocal Adrenaline (and Rachel’s love interest) tells them, “‘When someone 
dies, yes, it’s a tragedy. But it’s also a part of life. You can’t let death put your 
life on hold.’” While this advice seems sound, that the characters cannot become 
immobilized by grief, he punctuates his point by telling them that they shouldn’t be 
planning a funeral at the same time as they are preparing a set list for Sectionals. 
But, for the members of New Directions, it is an extension of the process: they will 
celebrate her life in song.

While Kurt and Finn find a performance reflective of Jean’s life after hearing that 
she loved Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, Sue continues to struggle with 
the very idea of memorializing her sister. She proposes to Kurt and Finn that they 
throw out almost of all her sister’s things, including the VHS tape of the film, saying 
that that she has memories and that these are just objects. Freud’s work in “Mourning 
and Melancholia” depicts a process of mourning that moves from the lost body to 
objects that are connected to the lost loved one. Clewell (2004) writes,

Freud claimed that the mourner, by comparing the memories of the other with 
actual reality, comes to an objective determination that the lost object no longer 
exists. With a very specific task to perform, the Freudian grief work seeks, then, 
to convert loving remembrances into a futureless memory. Mourning comes to 
a decisive and “spontaneous end,” according to Freud, when the survivor has 
detached his or her emotional tie to the lost object and reattached the free libido 
to a new object, thus accepting consolation in the form of a substitute for what 
has been lost. (p. 44)

According to Freud, the distinction between “healthy” mourning and melancholia lies 
in the ability to move on from the obsessive attachment to these objects as surrogates 
for the lost loved one and, along with it, a process of “hyperremembering.” As Freud 
notes, the melancholic is unable to let go. What is interesting in “Funeral” is that Sue 
appears to repress the reality of her sister’s death; she attempts to rid herself of the 
objects that held meaning for both of them and signified their relationship. However, 
she does hold on to one object—the stuffed animal that Jean had since childhood. 
And when we see Sue in her car before the funeral, she is holding on to a photograph 
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of the two of them. She is caught between her desire to repress her grief and her 
longing to recover what is lost.

When Sue enters the funeral, she discovers a message on the board stating that 
the event is “In celebration of Jean . , ” and we hear that it will “capture and express 
the joy of her life.” When Sue enters the room, she finds that it is a “full house,” 
suggesting the performative aspects of the funeral. The show that the glee club will 
put on is for a full house and it is of the same type of celebration that marks their 
other performances, including the ones that they are preparing for sectionals in the 
very same episode. Here, music is presented as therapeutic, an extension of the 
work that is always already present within the series. Where characters have worked 
through their own struggles through song, presenting their complicated emotions to 
their peers (and themselves), here they are able to help others experience and work 
through their grief. It is interesting that this episode allows that process to occur by 
proxy; they did not know Jean well and are performing the service for Sue. Yet that 
is the work of these performers—their work begins with a personal connection and 
idea about a song and extends to include an audience. Even when the characters 
in Glee are performing solos, alone on stage, they are always performing for the 
viewers. The public performance of this grief-work here can be read as a kind of 
glief-work, a specific idea about how mourning is redefined in the series, enabling a 
process of letting go that is restorative and regenerative rather than one underwritten 
with loss and despair.

The funeral is indeed a fantastic reimagining of Willy Wonka’s world, almost the 
antithesis of the directive to strip down the funeral, to lay it bare. Fitting the lyrics 
of “Pure imagination,” “The world of [their] creation” defies “explanation.” In the 
original version of the song, Gene Wilder sings, in the world of imagination, “You’ll 
be free / If you truly / Wish to be,” here signifying perhaps not only Jean’s release 
from life but also the release from mourning for those left behind. There are painted 
mushrooms, lollipops, and a chocolate fountain beside the coffin and the priest 
calls it the “most unusual funeral” for the “most unusual person” he has known. As 
the characters sing, a slideshow of photographs representing Sue and Jean plays, 
presenting the illusion of photography and film, the reanimation of what was lost. 
As Sue sees the funeral “capture and express” Jean’s life, she reaches out to hold 
Will’s hand. Sue’s eulogy, which is read by Will once she is too overwhelmed by her 
emotions to continue, refers to the invisible tether that connected her to her sister in 
life. Will’s reading of Sue’s eulogy is mirrored in Kurt’s reading of Santana’s letter 
in “The Quarterback.” Both perform the work of the apostrophe, an address to the 
dead that cannot and will not be answered. Through Will, Sue says that there is now 
no one on the other end; a piece of her had been ripped away. However, the funeral 
offers Sue a means of inspiration, a reason to “go on.” Her memories are given form 
and substance through its performance.

The ending of “Funeral” hinges on Finn’s response to what Sue says about her 
loss that is itself tethered to “The Quarterback” and its performance of the memorial. 
Finn turns to Quinn, his on-again girlfriend, and tells him that he doesn’t feel 
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connected to her; she is not an extension of him like Sue describes her loved one, 
Jean. Emphasizing the importance of this moment, Finn says, “‘This is real. This 
is happening’” when Quinn doesn’t immediately accept it. In season five, Cory 
Monteith’s death forces Glee to confront the reality of death. While Kurt says, “‘This 
isn’t real,’” ironically, death becomes all too real. The episode is staged after the 
funeral, a private affair, and focuses on the memorialization of and mourning for 
the character and actor. As Williams’ speaker plays with the distinction between 
public and private grief, Glee blurs this distinction as well. When members of New 
Directions, including those that have “moved on” from the group, Mercedes Jones, 
Noah “Puck” Puckerman, Mike, Kurt, Britney Pierce, and, eventually, Rachel, meet 
in the choir room, Will tells the group that “‘The funeral was for everyone. I wanted 
to do something for us.’” This ironic reversal plays with the idea of performing grief-
work. The funeral is concealed from the viewers of Glee; however, their “private” 
memorialization is what is performed for an audience, that full house. By inverting 
the dynamic of private and public mourning, Glee experiments with the space of 
grief-work, introducing the possibilities of what constitutes glief-work, performed 
in the dynamic combination of song, dance, and speech acts.

The beginning of “The Quarterback” performs as an extension of not only 
“Funeral” but also the season three episode “Dance with Somebody” to suggest 
how the characters’ sense of loss becomes realized, appearing closer to home. 
Episodes such as “Britney/Brittany,” “Britney 2.0,” “The Power of Madonna,” and 
“Theatricality” demonstrate the influence of musical superstars on the characters’ 
lives. After Whitney Houston’s death on February 11, 2012, Glee commemorates her 
life and her music through the glee club members’ mourning and even melancholia 
over the loss of a musical icon. Most notably, the episode begins with Mercedes, 
Santana, Kurt, and Rachel singing “How Will I know,” illuminated by individual 
spotlights, and the song stripped down, a capella. At the end of the opening sequence, 
the shot is of a spotlight on an empty space. At the beginning of “The Quarterback,” 
the characters, dressed in all black, sing “Seasons of love” from Rent. The story told 
through the production is one of generations—the most recent cast members (Ryder 
Lynn, Kitty Wilde, Jake Puckerman, Unique Adams, and Marley) are introduced 
first and then are joined by Tina, Artie, and Blaine Anderson before Santana, Mike, 
Kurt, Puck, and Mercedes join them. Rachel is notably absent. The spotlight is again 
used but redesigned to form a heart around the characters. The loss is made more 
immediate, central to the characters and the series.

From the beginning of the episode, Glee plays with the public and private spaces 
of grief—from the personal acts of mourning by not only the characters in Glee 
but the actors behind the roles to acknowledge the grieving of its viewers. Fox’s 
introduction of the episode is a voiceover: “‘The hardest word to say is goodbye. 
Glee’s farewell to Finn.’” At the end of the group’s first performance, they all turn 
to Finn’s picture, mourning Finn who wears a “McKinley Football” shirt, posed 
on the field. During a commercial break, a picture of actor Cory Monteith appears, 
reading Glee and “farewell to Finn.” At the end of the episode, the words Cory 
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Monteith and the years 1982-2013 appear on the black screen, emphasizing the 
dash that Puck refers to as signifying an entire life. And throughout the episode, 
#RememberingCory appears in the lower right-hand corner of the screen. Where the 
episode collapses the distinction between public and private mourning by referring 
to a private funeral that never happened and airing a public memorial that is said to 
be private, the line between real and fictional deaths is blurred for actors, characters, 
and viewers. The production of the episode is distinct from others; Ryan Murphy 
stated that many of the performances were filmed in one take because the actors’ 
emotions were overwhelming. Where a fictional Sue could not finish her eulogy, the 
“show must go . all over the place . or something,” according to Finn, as seen on the 
plaque that Rachel presents at the episode’s end.

Kurt frames the episode with a voiceover that provides a sense of time and 
distance from the loss. He says that three weeks had passed since the funeral and 
that they were returning home for a “special memorial.” But where the work of the 
memorial is to be restorative and recuperative, as Kurt admits, “‘Being together is 
hard. It makes it more real.’” He says, “‘I’m not going home for this. He’s going to 
be there,’” only to negate that fantasy by asserting “‘I’m going to spend my whole 
life missing him.’” Again collapsing the lines between fiction and reality, “breaking 
the fourth wall” in an almost unintentional reference to reality in the fictional world, 
Kurt says, “‘Everyone wants to talk about how he died. I care more about how he 
lived.’” While the revelation of Cory Monteith’s death on July 13, 2013 had been 
met with surprise that the actor lost his life to his addiction, here, Kurt and Glee 
refuse to address causality and instead focus on the celebration of life that they 
present in “Funeral.”

As the episode struggles with ways to remember Finn and Cory, it takes the 
characters and viewers through different theories about the possibilities and 
limitations of “healthy” mourning that will eventually come to an end. A “memorial 
garden” is planted but the tree is stolen by Puck. As Sue notes, Emma Pillsbury is 
not a licensed grief counselor although her pamphlets stating “It’s not about you,” 
“When to stop talking,” and “Wait, am I callous?” seem to be appropriate responses 
to the solipsistic Tina who meets with her because she is worried about her return to 
a Goth look. Where Sue claims that objects are not memories, Kurt, Santana, Puck, 
and Will fight over Finn’s jacket as a physical reminder of the friend that they lost. In 
her analysis of the treatment of death in adolescent literature, Trites (2000) refers to 
Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’ identification of the five stages of grief: denial, anger, guilt, 
depression, and acceptance (p. 118). While the episode demonstrates the characters’ 
negotiation of these stages, the jacket is presented as a catalyst for these responses. 
Puck angrily insists that Kurt turn the jacket over to him and the one flashback in the 
episode, of Puck throwing Kurt in the dumpster in season one, appears. As Puck tells 
Coach Beiste, he wants to retire Finn’s number and frame his jacket; however, after 
they replant the tree that Puck had stolen, Puck worries that kids seeing the tree fifty 
years from now will not know who Finn was. Yet Finn’s presence is marked, with 
the word “quarterback” etched into the bark.



L.K. PERDIGAO

202

Objects like the football, lamp, jacket, and photographs serve to re-member the 
lost loved one; however, it cannot offer a recovery of what is lost. Tanner (2006) 
writes, “What Freud describes as the ‘intense’ opposition between the presence of 
the lost object in memory and the absence of that object in reality not only fuels but 
constitutes the ‘work of mourning’” (p. 95). She writes, “The object’s function, then, 
is not to substitute for embodied presence but to invoke its absence, acknowledging 
the irrecuperable dimension of grief that lurks beneath existing cultural discourses 
of compensation for loss” (Tanner, 2006, p. 179). As Will tells Puck, “‘All of us 
want some piece of Finn to keep close to us.’” The revelation that Will had taken 
the jacket at the episode’s end punctuates the point that one cannot “shut grief in.” 
Emma and Rachel worry that he is not able to grieve because he is too busy worrying 
about everyone else, about being a “rock” for them. As Emma notes, Will doesn’t 
know how to move forward, to move on. But, by the episode’s end, he sobs into the 
jacket, allowing himself to be comforted by Emma, perhaps beginning that work of 
consolation that Freud argues is central to the completion of mourning. And Rachel’s 
plaque is both commemorative and comical. It is reminiscent of the plaque honoring 
the glee club founder Lillian Adler3 that haunts the early seasons, with Finn looking 
out into the distance in a similar pose, and a nonsensical line that shows that he was 
smart “in an untraditional way.” As Tanner (2006) notes, “objects lend grief a form 
that exposes rather than compensates for bodily absence” (p. 178); Finn cannot be 
recovered by or in these objects.

Yet perhaps the most stripped down act of memorialization is the one word 
Finn that appears on the white board behind the characters as Will presents their 
assignment—to mourn Finn in whatever way that they want to, singing his songs or 
ones that remind them of him. At times, his name is focused upon, but, in others, it 
is out of focus—a haunting reminder of the absent presence of the character in the 
episode and, in a larger sense, the series. Even Rachel’s appearance toward the end 
of the episode—after an initial absence when Kurt first addresses her as he leaves 
their apartment—is marked by the presence of his name, bore on her necklace. The 
episode works to re-present Finn through these objects, props that are central to the 
staging of a television series, made symbolic in the mourners’ attempts to hold on to 
what is lost and cannot be recovered.

While Sue is helped to let go and move on after her sister’s death in season two, in 
season five, she tells Emma and Will, “‘We honor Finn Hudson by taking care of the 
people he loved, and the way we do that is by helping them to move on,’” perhaps 
suggesting the grief-work performed for the viewers as well, with the “special 
memorial” episode that is made a public rather than private affair. And although Sue 
is resistant to the glee club’s efforts, including those involving her sister’s funeral, 
she says that they can best remember Finn by “‘not making a self-serving spectacle 
of our own sadness.’” Paskin (2013) notes, “But this was not entirely avoidable: 
The power of sadness as spectacle, the potential catharsis of group mourning, the 
healing nature of the heaving sob were the episode’s raison d’être—grief theater 
understood as something collectively restorative.” As Will tells the assembled group, 
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the episode’s goal is to “‘memorialize him the only way we know how—by singing, 
all week long.’” When Puck says, “‘Singing isn’t going to bring him back,’” Will 
responds, “‘No, it’s not, nothing is, not ever. But, for two minutes or so, we can all 
maybe remember the best parts of him.’” Ramazani (1994) writes that “For many 
of us, religious rituals are no longer adequate to the complexities of mourning for 
the dead. Insufficient too are the sentimental consolations of the funeral parlor, the 
condolence card, and the pop song” (p. ix). Ramazani (1994) refers to Countee 
Cullen’s 1927 declaration “We need elegies” to emphasize how the modern elegy is 
made to matter (p. ix). But, as Ramazani (1994) says, “the modern elegy offers not a 
guide to ‘successful’ mourning but a spur to rethinking the vexed experience of grief 
in the modern world” (p. ix). My suggestion here is that Glee offers an alternative 
model for grieving, a new art of “letting go.”

Surprisingly, the episode does not feature flashbacks. The only images of Finn are 
photographs—the one the characters turn to at the end of “Seasons of love,” Kurt 
and Finn’s graduation photos that Kurt hides under his pillow, and the one Rachel 
presents on a plaque to Will. Where “Funeral” works to reanimate Jean as if she were 
still present, Glee is haunted by the static representations of Finn. But, conversely, 
the songs that the characters choose ostensibly reanimate him, inspiring the work of 
memory. While the musical selections complement and drive the plots throughout 
the series, in “The Quarterback,” they are acts of remembrance that recall earlier 
performances and plots. The songs that the characters sing work to re-member Finn. 
The actors are in tears for most if not all of the performances; the continual collapse 
of the fourth wall in the episode suggests that they are actively in the process of 
remembering. While some songs are evocative of feelings about Finn—“If I die 
young” and “Fire and rain”—one is reminiscent of an earlier performance. When 
Mercedes sings “I’ll stand by you,” it (and she) recalls when Finn sings the song to a 
sonogram in season one’s “Ballad.” Here, the viewers are able to actively remember 
Finn. While Puck worries that he won’t be there to guide him, Coach Beiste tells him 
that “‘He’s dead, and all we’ve got left is his voice in our own heads.’” Puck needs to 
be his own “quarterback.” Rachel also says that Finn’s voice is still inside her head. 
Here, with Mercedes’ performance, the viewers can also remember him singing, of 
coming into his own and accepting his adult responsibilities.

Rachel is another absent presence in the episode and the reality of the actress Lea 
Michele’s relationship with Cory Monteith haunts the episode. At the beginning of 
the episode, Kurt addresses her, but she does not respond. In fact, the camera is in 
her point of view, a subjective camera that reveals an unfocused close-up of Kurt’s 
face, suggesting that she is, like Emma says, feels that reality has become surreal. 
The season one episode “Vitamin-D” depicts Finn sleepwalking through life with 
similar camera effects, showing his perspective upon waking to Kurt and Puck in 
front of him. But here, the access to Rachel’s point of view but not thoughts makes 
her appearance and performance more weighted. Rachel emerges in the third act to 
affirm that the memorial in the hallway, a collection of football helmet, drumsticks, 
and candles, is “beautiful” and she just “‘had to see it.’” When Rachel appears in the 
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choir room to deliver her cover of Adele’s cover of Bob Dylan’s “Make You Feel 
My Love,” the performance is richly layered. Her introduction to the song details 
that it is the first song she sang with Finn in the car. Creating a sense of a private 
world beyond what the viewers have access to in the episodes further complicates 
the idea of private and public spaces, fictionality and reality. Rachel does not sing a 
recognizable Journey song, reminiscent of their early relationship but a fictionalized 
early performance that occurred in a private space between the two characters (and 
suggesting, one could infer, the space occupied by the real actors in their real lives).

Ostensibly performing as a public performance of private grief, “Make You 
Feel My Love” is a poignant exhibition of  Mourning. She would go to the ends 
of the Earth for him and desires to hold him “for a million years,” yet she is on the 
“highway of regret.” As Rachel tells Will, she can still see his face and hear his 
voice; she will never forget it. Tanner (2006) writes, “Insofar as it lends presence 
to an absent loved one, memory, we are often told, keeps that loved one ‘alive’ 
in the mind’s eye. Memory, however, taunts the grieving subject with images that 
figure presence only as they bespeak bodily absence” (p. 103). Ironically, “Funeral” 
features Rachel and Finn’s separation and longing to be reunited. When Rachel sings 
“My man,” Jesse asks her if she is thinking of anyone in particular. Rachel doesn’t 
answer but a flashback of Finn (which is decidedly absent in “The Quarterback”) is 
shown, indicating that Rachel is thinking of him. After Finn breaks up with Quinn, he 
goes, with a flower, to find Rachel, only to discover her kissing Jesse. When Rachel 
enters the choir room to talk to Will in “The Quarterback,” Will tells her that he had 
flashbacks, “good ones,” of their early times together, and it’s a private recollection. 
Although the Rachel/Finn storyline is not resolved in season five before Monteith’s 
passing, Rachel tells Will that she always knew that they would be together, that 
she’d eventually return to Lima to start their life together and “happily ever after.” 
But now she is left not knowing what her future will hold without him. What she is 
able to discover is that she can and will sing again. Rachel’s “swan song” performed 
for Finn indicates that she, and the entire group, will be able to move on.

While Glee’s “The Quarterback” is a special performance of the memorialization 
of Finn Hudson and Cory Monteith, it is also indicative of the work of contemporary 
primetime serial television that continues to be meaningful for its viewers. Trites 
(2000) refers to Peter Brooks’ argument that an “avoidance of death” drives narrative, 
describing how the “length of the narrative is designed to circumvent its own death, 
which is represented by the novel’s ending” (p. 136). While the goal for a television 
series is to sustain its narrative and viewers’ interest throughout its run, the crisis 
that Glee faces in season five is reconciling private and public acts of grieving with 
the characters’ storylines. The success of “The Quarterback” can be measured in its 
ability to show that total recovery is not an option. As Will admits, Finn is never 
coming back, but for forty-three minutes, and for the remaining episodes of the series, 
they can work to remember him. As a series representing its protagonists’ maturation 
from adolescence to adulthood, including the space in-between represented by New 
York City, Glee addresses—and must address—the loss inherent in “growing up.” 
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Trites (2000) writes, “Accepting one’s mortality is indeed a powerful rite of passage 
predicated on understanding oneself as finite” (p. 140).

Glee’s convincing performance is in its proposal of a new approach to grief-work, 
a means for addressing and combatting the overwhelming sense of loss that can 
lead to stasis in place of the growth necessary at this stage in development (and, by 
extension, throughout the stages of life). When Santana talks to Will about leaving 
for New York, she tells him that Lima reminds her of everything she has lost. Will 
tells her that his job as a teacher is to see his students “grow up” and “leave the 
nest.” An earlier memorial episode, “Dance with somebody,” identifies the students’ 
obsessive mourning for Whitney Houston as a symptom, as Emma diagnoses it, 
of a reluctance to graduate, leaving their high school and friends behind. The glee 
club members are ultimately able to accept change and move on in season three, 
introducing possibilities for Glee post-graduation, including the new direction of 
Rachel’s, Kurt’s, and Santana’s lives in New York.

While Glee works to deny the reality of death throughout five seasons, the crisis 
of Cory Monteith’s death forces the series to confront it and chart a path for “healthy” 
mourning performed by the characters that the viewers can mirror. De Kosnik (2010) 
writes,

Just as television has always classified itself as similar to theatre, but better than 
theatre, because TV brings theatre to so many more people than could fit into 
a theatre space; so, too, has television always presented itself as resembling 
the confessional and the therapy session, but better than therapy, because TV 
shows the viewer many more intimate self-disclosures than the viewer could 
ever encounter on his own, in that way feeding his hunger for gossip about 
strangers while simultaneously modelling for him what “healthy” behaviour is 
(telling the truth, or displaying the truth, to others). (p. 386)

In “The Quarterback,” Glee depicts a redefined notion of grieving, of a glief-work 
that does not obsessively try to recover what is lost but is able to offer consolation 
through remembrance, through song. Glee’s experiment with the televisual musical 
redefines the elegy for a new medium, demonstrating how music does more than 
provide emotional outlets for the characters; it becomes the means to inspire—to 
breathe life into the series.

NOTES

1 De Kosnik (2010) explores why it has become “a priority for U. S. television to depict the existence 
of a ‘true’ self, which is, for the most part, hidden or concealed (sometimes even from the characters 
themselves), a self that is then exposed through theatrical performance” (p. 370). She argues that Glee 
“showcases theatrical performance as a means by which its gay and disabled characters can express 
their innermost selves, which are often invisible in everyday social settings” (De Kosnik, 2010, p. 
376-377).

2 Tanner (2006) writes that “the challenge of Grief-Work begins with the acknowledgment that the loss 
of the body as body cannot be recuperated and extends to an exploration of the way in which cultural 
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tendencies to recuperate loss translate not only to the marginalization of embodied experience but to 
the unspeakability of embodied grief” (p. 105).

3 Ironically, Adler’s quotation is “By its very definition, Glee is about opening yourself up to joy.” Here, 
we find a template for the series that these episodes challenge as they deal with Glee’s antithesis, grief.
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NATALIA CHERJOVSKY

15. DEFYING GRAVITY

Are Glee’s Fat-Bottomed Girls Helping Us Rise above Fat Stereotypes?

Kermit famously crooned about the challenges of being green, but the tune would 
have worked even better had it been sung by a dejected Miss Piggy, lamenting, “It’s 
not easy being fat.” Except that in terms of how problematic it is to be overweight in 
Hollywood, the porcine puppet probably had a pretty painless experience compared 
to what heavy women of the flesh and blood variety must endure. While a diverse cast 
is de rigueur nowadays, overweight women are still routinely passed up for leading 
roles and are mostly relegated to playing secondary, often stereotypical characters. 
When not pigeonholed as the unpopular girl who is the butt of the jokes, an overweight 
actress is nevertheless asked to reprise one of a handful of roles over and over again. 
It is likely that she will be typecast as the champion for size acceptance, the girl 
everyone likes for her humor or brains, or the character who serves as a signpost 
for a social concern, an excuse to address the obesity epidemic in an inevitably 
heavy-handed, preachy episode that comes across more as a sappy public service 
announcement than edgy entertainment. Even at their best, these one-dimensional, 
tired depictions do little to change the public’s perception of overweight women 
and, worse still, they conflate with other less than flattering images and narratives to 
affect the self-concept and self-esteem of those girls who see themselves reflected 
in them. Especially for younger girls, who may be grappling with what it means to 
be fat, media is an ugly mirror that offers a limited array of patriarchal, hackneyed, 
negative reflections. In the midst of a grim sea of sameness, hit series Glee appeared 
to offer a beacon of hope. Perhaps it was the island-of-misfit-toys feel of the show or 
the creative team’s willingness to take on controversial issues like teen pregnancy, 
sexuality, religion, homophobia, and bullying that created a sense of possibility. 
Whatever the reason, it seemed Glee was fertile ground to begin to problematize 
the archetypal portrayal of overweight women. Characters like Lauren Zizes and 
Mercedes Jones hinted at a promise to eschew the stereotypes and maybe serve up a 
fresh alternative to the clichéd identities to which heavy women are circumscribed 
on the screen. The question is: Did they deliver?

In order to understand the media landscape as it relates to weight, it is necessary 
to appreciate the culture that supports it. A few years ago, when I was teaching in 
Florida, a former student, whom I had always considered bright and polite, waved 
at me as he climbed into his truck and wished me a good rest of the day. The shiny 
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sticker on his bumper caught my eye, and as I made out the words, my heart sank. 
It read, “No fat chicks allowed. Bottom might scrape.” This surprised me from a 
young man who had been very engaged during a class discussion about language and 
representation, and had shown concern for intolerance. I was also taken aback by this 
blatant disparagement since he was a member of a racial minority, and I knew from 
reading a paper he wrote for my class that he had been the victim of stereotypes and 
bigotry. Yet, somehow, despite his own experiences, his alleged sensitivity, and his 
apparent intellect and good manners, his truck was also a vehicle for the propagation 
of hate. I wondered how he reconciled that with the rest of his life.

Fat shaming is the last frontier of open prejudice, the last bastion of tolerable 
discrimination. People who would gasp at anyone’s use of racial slurs or other forms 
of hate speech or who would feel uncomfortable with someone making a joke about 
any particular ethnicity, religion, or medical condition may still be completely at 
ease with someone poking fun at a fat people or using derogatory terms to refer to 
them. Giving overweight people unsolicited (and often inaccurate) advice about their 
diet and health, chiding them in public about their eating patterns or lack of physical 
activity, and engaging in other similarly intrusive and humiliating behavior may be 
considered acceptable to some people, who may not even begin to understand the 
complexities of weight.

The issue of weight is quite intricate, made up of multiple variables, and perceived 
through very dissimilar lenses. Researchers Saguy and Riley (2005) asserted, “…the 
so-called obesity epidemic remains a highly contested scientific and social fact” 
(p. 869). In their work, they identified various competing ways in which fat bodies 
are understood, namely “…fatness as body diversity, obesity as risky behavior, and 
obesity as disease,” which are in turn shaped by two areas of scientific contention, 
to wit, “…(1) whether fatness is a mostly immutable characteristic such as height 
or a product of bad lifestyle and (2) whether high weight is a health risk, a genetic 
or biological defect, or harmless” (Saguy and Riley, 2005, p. 882). This means that 
there isn’t one accepted narrative or prevailing truth to guide the path of how to 
deal with overweight people, medically or socially. There are those who believe in 
body diversity and compare being fat to being of a particular skin color, an attribute 
determined by genetics. Others postulate that being fat belongs in a distinctive 
category, separate from and not equal to other markers that have invited or still 
inspire inequity because those who are overweight choose this trait by making bad 
decisions in terms of food and exercise. Some people consider being overweight 
akin to being saddled with a disease, the cure to which needs to be found, whether 
in the form of a pill or behavior modification. And yet others claim that if fat people 
are afflicted, it is only with a marked lack of willpower to control themselves when 
it comes to food and exert effort when it comes to exercise.

The introduction of the variable of choice is not entirely confined to the issue of 
weight. Gay people have encountered opposition to their plight for equal rights from 
those who align themselves with the religious right and see sexual orientation as a 
decision. As opposed to dealing with the church, those who have fought against fat 
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phobia and for equality for the overweight have had to contend with the medical 
community, the diet industry, and the pharmaceutical companies. This multi-billion-
dollar complex, which has an economic interest in this debate and the decisions 
made pursuant to its results, has proven a formidable opponent that often drowns 
out those who challenge their received wisdom. This situation has often been aided 
by the media apparatus, especially the news media, which draw almost exclusively 
from the research of those who look at obesity as a medical problem derived from 
lifestyle choices and frames it as an epidemic, even if that word is problematic in 
this case (Saguy & Riley, 2005). This reductionist view of weight only serves to 
pathologize it and deny the complexity of the issue altogether. It disallows us the 
room to discuss what is at its roots any further. As it is evident, the matter of fatness 
is a thoroughly intricate one. It is not just about being afraid of ‘the other,’ those 
who are different from the real or perceived norm, or the media-dictated ideal of 
the healthy body. Beyond aesthetics, weight also encompasses issues related to 
food production, education, medicine, pharmaceutical companies, socio-economic 
stratification, politics, and consumerism, among others. Whatever the truth may be, 
it lies somewhere in this matrix and is more complex than what we expect it to be.

This struggle over the framing of overweight people isn’t just about semantics or 
even acceptance, but it has very real repercussions in terms of social and political 
changes, especially as it pertains to the experience of equality that eludes millions 
of people based on the number on the scale or on the tags on their clothes. On the 
other hand, because of the growing movement in support of fat acceptance, there is 
concern that if indeed being overweight is a health risk and there is an element of 
choice, normalizing the notion of a bigger body is a disservice to our health and our 
future. A study conducted by Chandler-Laney, Hunter, Ard, Roy, Brock, and Gower 
(2009) that investigated how the perception of other people’s body size influenced 
weight loss and regain found “…a potential role for social perception on body weight 
regulation by suggesting that the mere perception of overweight as common in the 
general society may itself sabotage weight loss and weight management success” (p. 
418). If this is so, and fatness is really a health hazard and about choice, then people 
who subscribe to this belief would perhaps perceive this as justification for their 
oppression of overweight people and consider it their civic duty to warn others about 
the ills of being fat and discourage the behaviors that lead to this obesity epidemic. 
Then, it would maybe follow that my former student’s bumper sticker may not only 
no longer be offensive but indeed serve as a PSA of sorts. Or at least that is what 
some people may tell themselves. It is easy to begin to see where those who feel it 
is necessary to ostracize and ridicule the overweight may get their ideas beyond the 
impulse to mock that which they don’t understand or that which is different.

Fat shaming and discrimination is further complicated by the fact that being 
overweight is also not a one-size-fits-all circumstance. The incidence, acceptance, 
and even desirability of fat bodies vary across race, gender, and sexual orientation, 
among other lines. For example, researchers Deputy and Boehmer (2014) confirm 
that adult gay and bisexual men tend to have healthier weights than heterosexual 
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men, and that within the LGBT community, a healthy weight is more prevalent 
among adult White, Latino, and Asian men, rather than in African American men. 
The same paper (Deputy and Boehmer, 2014) reported that both lesbian and bisexual 
African American and White women tended towards being overweight as adults, 
more so than their heterosexual counterparts. An article in the popular magazine 
Ebony (Sisters Speak Out, 2004) highlights that a disproportionate amount of African 
American women are fat. The piece explains that while the disparity between the 
races may be in part due to the economic challenges faced by this minority group 
and to the existence of a “thrifty gene” that helped slaves’ bodies function on less 
food, there is also a cultural aspect to this because “…some Black women (and 
their men) don’t think themselves attractive unless they carry ‘a little meat on their 
bones.’” (Sisters Speak Out, 2004, p. 72). Indeed, the template we use as a society to 
understand fatness is quite elaborate.

To this already multifaceted issue, we add the matter of the under and 
misrepresentation of fat people in the mainstream media. As previously discussed, 
the news media report almost exclusively about obesity in terms of an epidemic 
that can be managed by personal responsibility and medical intervention, and the 
rest of the media outlets do not offer a significantly broader depiction of those who 
are overweight. Fat female depictions–or more often than not, their conspicuous 
absence–are particularly more problematic than that of men simply because the 
media acts as a gender-biased version of the Foucaultian panopticon that is wrapped 
up in our patriarchal society’s patriachal grip and watches women, leading them 
to also watch themselves (Mulvey, 1975; Focault, 1977, 1978). Waif-looking, 
oversexualized models and actresses adorn pages of women’s magazines and grace 
our screens to the exclusion of overweight women. This dearth becomes even more 
violently blatant when companies decide to feature non-model-size or even plus-
size women. In 2004, Dove launched a venture that featured real women of all 
colors, sizes, and shapes and claimed that they wanted to call into question ideas 
and stereotypes about beauty and help dissipate the anxiety women experience in 
regard to their own looks (The Dove Campaign for Real Beauty, n.d.). However, the 
whole escapade seemed very self-referential and self-congratulatory ‘In the ads, the 
company seemed to be pointing to their own campaign as an example of goodwill, 
as if asking to be patted on the back for their bravery and magnanimity. As a result, 
the whole campaign had an air of stunt, of public relations maneuver, as opposed to 
being based on a real belief in the cause. Television has been part and parcel of what 
Giovanelli and Ostertag (2009) called the symbolic annihilation of the overweight 
female, both qualitatively and quantitatively. In their survey of prime-time television, 
they found that fat female characters were represented only in 1.7% of their viewing 
hours and that they were most often disregarded in terms of romance and sexuality, 
and instead used as foils to their thinner, more attractive counterparts (Giovanelli & 
Ostertag, 2009). 

Historically, overweight women have seldom had leading roles in television and 
film and instead have been circumscribed to the role of funny sidekicks, if they were 
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lucky. Otherwise, they have often been cast as tragic figures, or smart but unpopular 
geeks. A notable exception was the lead female character in the hit television sitcom 
Roseanne (Barr, Carsey, & Wener, 1988). Despite it being a leading role, and even 
though the character was married, the sickly-sweet romantic or sizzling sexual plot 
lines we see in other sit-coms were nowhere to be found on that show. Roseanne 
wasn’t glamorous; she was loud, crude, and from a relatively low socio-economic 
background. Above all, what made her existence as a leading lady acceptable is that 
she was a funny girl who was married to a man who was just as big if not, at times, 
larger than she was. It is indeed interesting how we don’t often see an overweight 
woman paired with a “normal-sized” man. In the television show Mike & Molly 
(Lorre, Roberts, Burrows, & Foster, 2010), the modern version of Roseanne, and 
one of the few shows featuring a fat female lead, an overweight woman is again 
romantically paired with an overweight man. Granted, the character played by 
actress Melissa McCarthy is closer to the ideal of beauty than Roseanne ever was, 
but she still only managed to marry another fatty that she met, of all places, at 
Overeaters Anonymous. At least the creators and writers of Roseanne saw it fit to not 
make her weight the punch line for any jokes. Still, this makes one wonder: Could 
Phoebe have snagged a suave dude like Mike in the über-popular show Friends 
(Crane & Kauffman, 1994) had she put on and never managed to lose the weight 
of a pregnancy with triplets? The show didn’t feature any overweight characters. It 
did feature an ex-fat character whose weight was used mostly for gags. The closest 
we came to a fat main character was Monica (played by Courtney Cox Arquette) 
in a fat suit, and a promise that Chandler would still have fallen in love with her. 
What about the audience? Would they have tuned in had she been fat throughout the 
show? Would she have been given so many romantic plotlines? Would it have helped 
change an industry still stuck on looks? When not pigeonholed as the unpopular girl 
who is the butt of the jokes, an overweight actress is nevertheless asked to reprise 
one of a handful of less-than-flattering roles over and over again. It is likely that 
she will be typecast as the champion for size acceptance, the girl everyone likes for 
her humor or brains, or the character who serves as a signpost for a social concern, 
an excuse to address the obesity epidemic in an inevitably heavy-handed, preachy 
episode that comes across more as a sappy public service announcement than edgy 
entertainment.

There is progress, surely. It used to be that we might feel lucky a show would 
feature a token overweight person, maybe even as a means of advancing some plot 
about the evils of bullying or the need for tolerance, all while failing to be inclusive 
themselves. Today, we see overweight women in more shows, and not just as 
sidekicks or token fat girls, but in leading roles, like in Drop Dead Diva (Berman & 
Taub, 2009), Super Fun Night (O’Brien & Wilson, 2013), and Huge (Holzman, 
Rozenfeld, Morgenstein, & Levy, 2010), among other shows. Unfortunately, the 
stereotypes are still rampant in all of those shows, from an overweight young girl 
who is funny but unsuccessful in love, not to mention unpopular, to a thin woman 
who died and whose spirit is trapped in a fat girl’s body.
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There is one area where the prevalence of overweight people has grown markedly, 
and that’s in reality television. From the advent of new shows such as Here Comes 
Honey Boo Boo (Lexton, Rogen, & Reddy, 2010), which features a family composed 
of mostly overweight people from a lower socio-economic status, to shows that focus 
on weight loss, such as The Biggest Loser (Broome, Koops, & Silverman, 2004), 
Heavy (Nowzaradan & Davidson, 2011), and My 600-Pound Life (Nowzaradan & 
Davidson, 2012), one could surmise that people are interested in watching the 
overweight, just not in their sitcoms. Instead, audiences tune in to either satisfy 
their morbid curiosity with this new electronic sideshow or cheer, as people become 
a better version of themselves by shedding pounds and therefore becoming more 
socially acceptable. Neither the shows where overweight people are mocked or those 
where they are pushed to lose weight do anything for the plight of those who are fat 
to simply be portrayed as complex humans with dignity, and they only conflate with 
the fictional shows to further shun a growing segment of the population.

While overweight actors feature more prominently nowadays, the ratio of fat to 
thin is still skewed in a ridiculously obvious and unrealistic manner towards those 
who fit the media mold. Indeed, it’s 2014, and it’s hard to watch any media and not be 
hit by fat stereotypes. Even in The Big Bang Theory (Lorre, Prady, & Molaro, 2007), 
a show that features a group of unpopular, awkward nerds and an unsuccessful, 
mediocre wannabe actress, one of the running gags is Howard’s obese mother. And 
as this show goes, so do the rest. They don’t pull any punches when it comes to using 
derogatory words or exploiting stereotypes about fat people for the benefit of an easy 
laugh. If, as a sign of solidarity or activism, or even as a matter of principle, one were 
to attempt to commit to not watching any show that gets a laugh at the expense of an 
overweight woman or that privileges thin bodies over curves and rolls, one would 
find little to watch on television in terms of sit-coms and series.

The concerns surrounding the issue of overweight women in the media is 
not limited to what happens on screen, but it manifests in the 3-D world of the 
industry. Iconic heavy women who were either unapologetic about their size or at 
least dealt with weight in a more positive manner have made dramatic physical 
transformations, some having gone as far as reneging on their fat-inclusive stance 
and even becoming poster girls for the diet industry. Bernstein and St. John (2009) 
provide the examples of Ricki Lake, Carnie Wilson, Oprah Winfrey, and Roseanne 
Barr as symbols of this trend of defecting from the clan. More recently, actresses like 
Sara Rue and Jennifer Hudson, once considered curvy, beautiful, and positive role 
models for larger women in need of validation, found salvation in the arms of Jenny 
Craig and Weight Watchers, respectively, and became spokeswomen for the weight 
loss companies that facilitated their makeovers. Perhaps some of these women who 
sought to change their outward selves were reluctant or even unwitting ambassadors 
for the overweight, who were only too happy to conform when the opportunity 
presented itself. Still, the fact is that many overweight women who looked at them 
as a vicarious way to deal with their own embodiment may have experienced this 
metamorphosis as a brand of betrayal of the tribe that made them their idols. One is 
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loath to begrudge anyone a change that may significantly improve his or her health 
and hence his or her life, according to the mainstream view of the weight and health 
paradigm.

It is in the midst of this cultural and media landscape that Glee creators planted 
the seed of something that promised to be new. Perhaps it was the island-of-
misfit-toys feel of the show that created a sense of possibility in terms of changing 
the representation of overweight women, even if this aspect of the show wasn’t 
completely novel. Earlier shows, such as My So-Called Life (Herskovitz, Holzman, 
Zwick & Winant, 1994) and Freaks & Geeks (Apatow & Feig, 1999) among others, 
have focused on the lives of the less-popular or outright marginalized high school 
students and have done their part to help audiences embrace the less socially gifted 
or fortunate. Maybe it was the creative team’s willingness to take on controversial 
issues like gender, sexuality, religion, homophobia, and bullying, even if those topics 
had been explored by other shows as well. Maybe it was that it felt like the right 
time, and the producers seemed eager to embrace the notion of diversity and gray 
areas that made Glee seem like the kind of show where change could finally take 
root. After all, we were presented from the start with an assorted group that included 
a disabled character, Artie Abrams, and an overweight character, Mercedes Jones, 
as part of the principal line-up that was also inclusive in terms of race and sexual 
orientation. Whatever the reason, it seemed Glee was fertile ground to begin to 
problematize the archetypal portrayal of overweight women. Despite the optimism 
this may have bred, it was clear from the start that while Glee was ready to take 
some risks, it also wasn’t ready to dispense with most of the aspects of the formula 
that has made for prime-time television gold. For all their posturing as a tribe made 
up of battle-wounded losers and social rejects, the Glee characters, and the actors 
that embody them, are by and large beautiful by traditional standards, even if the 
show’s creators ask us to suspend disbelief and allow the fantasy that McKinley 
High is an alternate universe where someone that looks like Leah Michelle might be 
considered to be ordinary or even unattractive. Furthermore, for all the edgy topics 
and new perspectives, Glee still relies on stock plot lines and stereotypes. This is not 
meant to indict the show in any way. First and foremost, let us not forget that this is 
still a vehicle for entertainment, and the show’s principal job is understood to be not 
education but diversion, no matter what the cultural consequences may be. If that’s 
its social function, its economic function is to attract the largest number of viewers 
possible and create a solid following, so that the network can sell advertising time 
to companies who want to market their products and services to that segment of 
the population. Even if, after having to contend with those circumstances, the show 
creators had the gumption and desire to work towards revolutionizing television by 
defying stereotypes, this brand of change takes time and perseverance, so it’s hard to 
blame producers and writers for only dipping their toes in the water, when we wish 
they would cannonball in, concerns about the splash be damned.

Despite the abundance of thin, pretty people, Glee does stray from the herd both 
in their quantitative and qualitative portrayal of overweight women. The first sign of 
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this departure from the norm is the number of heavy women featured on the show, 
with Mercedes Jones, Lauren Zizes, Coach Bieist, Millie Rose, and ex-fat girl Quinn 
Fabray spanning a range of shapes and sizes. This multiple representation is in itself 
refreshing, and it is a remarkable deviation from the tired token fat girl syndrome 
that affects many shows. However, in order to understand how Glee stacks up in 
terms of helping advance tolerance, diversity, and acceptance for fat people as well 
as debunking the stereotypes that plague them, we have to take a closer look at each 
of the overweight characters.

First, let’s deal with Quinn Fabray, who is only an honorary fat person since she 
now conforms perfectly to the established beauty standards. Still, the discovery that 
she used to be fat and unpopular seems to be used to humanize her, which is not an 
uncommon move by television writers. This harks back to the assumption that fat 
people are outcasts and have suffered at the hands of others, so they know about pain 
and are more likely to be empathetic toward others. We don’t even have to imagine 
that this is so since Quinn herself comments on her previous lack of popularity (and 
breasts). True to the stereotypical view of the overweight and to the somewhat trite 
ugly-duckling-come-swan trope, weight-loss and beautification through plastic 
surgery have led Quinn to the apex of popularity as we know it: When we meet her, 
she is the head of the cheerleading squad who is dating the captain of the football 
team. A happy ending that is procured by the shedding pounds has got to be one of 
the most tired stereotypes around. To add insult to injury, it is fat girl Lauren Zizes 
that uncovers this secret by digging around in the yearbooks, which makes us feel 
like perhaps the overweight girl needs to bring the thin, popular girl down. Quinn 
appears to struggle with her past and seems to be put at ease only when her boyfriend 
claims he loves the person in the yearbook photo, a fact that we would love to have 
the chance to test. Alas, we won’t ever be able to prove this, and we are loath to take 
him at his word.

Millie Rose, a secondary character and one of the two overweight adult women 
featured in the show, is another example of the conventional representation of fat 
individuals on television. Millie is a cafeteria worker, which complies with the 
notion that overweight women are consigned to lower-wage, unglamorous jobs. Her 
job also means that she is, by design, constantly surrounded by food, which popular 
opinion would have us believe is the center of any fat woman’s life as well as the root 
of her vice. Millie’s weight figures prominently in the episodes where she appears. 
Students humiliate her by using degrading nicknames to refer to her, such as ‘Finger-
licking-lard-loving-Gilbert-Grape-looking mama,’ ‘Fatty, Broken-down-ten-ton-
crap-filled-dumptruck,’ and ‘Jumbo,’ among others. While mortifying, the names 
may get some laughs, especially given their creative flair. In fact, the nicknames used 
to insult others are a bit of an art form on Glee, and to be fair, everyone gets called 
something unflattering at some point. In that sense, Glee is an equal opportunity 
offender. Millie is used as a prop, a catalyst for talking about bullying and eating 
disorders, but she is also a sad forecast for fat girls: She is an unattractive single 
mother who was left by her husband, who is harassed by students as she works her 
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fingers to the bone to support a daughter who is at least partly ashamed of how her 
mother looks, even though her mom takes the time to sew brand name labels onto 
her clothes so that people won’t know they are poor. A tragic figure, indeed. What’s 
worse, when Millie has the opportunity to tell her daughter to love herself just as 
she is, she encourages her to stay thin and beautiful and go on a diet. While that’s 
understandable given what she has endured, the writers could have gifted Millie 
with a more philosophical view of being fat. What is new and fresh about Millie? 
Nothing. Something is rotten in McKinley High School.

The other overweight adult is Coach Beiste. Unlike Millie, she is not obese, and 
she is portrayed as someone who is fit, loves her job, and makes a decent living. The 
fact that she is a football coach for the men’s team is quite unique, and she shows she 
has what it takes to lead the players, even if a bolder choice would have been to make 
the coach feminine and not rely on the trite depiction of a woman who loves sports 
as an unattractive tomboy. Besides, part of me believes that the writers couldn’t 
help themselves when they thought up her name. Beiste? Seriously? Despite her 
name and looks, she gets a smaller share of the insults, with gems like ‘She-Hulk’ 
and ‘Bluto,’ being hurled her way. Her lack of physical appeal is certainly played 
up when her squad soon gets into the habit of picturing their coach as a way to 
extinguish their sexual impulses instantly. We also find out Beiste was unpopular 
and bullied as a child for not looking like other little girls, and she has had such a 
hard time in love that she is still a virgin, who has never been kissed. This reinforces 
the stereotype of the asexual overweight woman. Granted, delicate and feminine 
Miss Pillsbury is also a virgin, and as thin as they come, but her lack of a sex life is 
part of her OCD neuroses, not a lack of interest from men. Coach Beiste’s first kiss 
is with Will, who grants this smooch out of pity, not real passion, again making the 
overweight woman a dejected charity case deserving of pity. To make this character 
even sadder, the creators saw fit to give Beiste a problematic love interest. Just when 
we were starting to feel like this could be a turn away from pigeonholing, we learn 
that this strong woman is the victim of domestic violence and chooses not to leave 
because she doesn’t believe anyone else could love her. A fat girl with low self-
esteem? That’s a novel idea! I am simultaneously offended and bored.

Luckily, this runaway archetypal representation of the pathetic overweight woman 
loses steam with Mercedes Jones, who is a central character in Glee. Mercedes is 
a good-looking individual, and not just attractive for a big girl, but beautiful by 
traditional standards. She is also popular, stylish, talented, and quick-witted. Mercedes 
is no tragic figure. In fact, she even defies the fat romantic stereotypes by not only 
dating a slim guy but being involved in a love triangle where she is being pursued 
by two men. Even the nicknames are less disparaging when it comes to Mercedes. 
While she is called names that compare her to three well-known overweight women, 
Mo’Nique, Aretha, and Little Oprah, the names are also a reference to Mercedes’s 
diva-like behavior and demeanor. Despite these positive aspects of the character, 
there are still facets that comply with the classic fat stereotypes. While the writers 
wrote romantic plotlines for her, Mercedes spent quite a few seasons without a love 
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interest, and even when she is shown to be in a relationship, the interactions with her 
paramours are far less sexual in nature than those of her thinner female classmates. 
Mercedes is also obsessed with food, in particular tater tots, and freaks out when 
they are taken off the menu. Besides, her weight is not completely unproblematic 
as it prevents her from joining the cheerleading squad. Mercedes also attempts to 
diet by restricting her food intake to the point that everyone she sees turns into food. 
When looking at the character of Mercedes, the question of how much her race plays 
a part in her depiction is of interest. As per our preceding discussion of the African-
American culture being more accepting of the oversized, overweight body, perhaps 
Mercedes is not as subject to the stereotypes because her race makes her weight 
more tolerable.

Another complicated embodiment in terms of weight is Unique Adams, 
a transgender, African-American female, who is also seen in her masculine 
presentation, as Wade Adams. Because fat males, especially non-white fat males, 
are more acceptable culturally, Unique’s weight may be viewed differently. Not only 
that, when she presents femininely, her race still makes her heaviness more tolerable. 
In fact, just like with Mercedes, Unique’s nicknames are rarely about her weight. 
Instead, monikers such as ‘Q in the LGBTQ. XYZ,’ ‘Urethra Franklin,’ ‘Tina 
Stomach-Turner,’ ‘Him Slash Her,’ and ‘Pre-op Precious based on the novel Barf 
by Sapphire,’ among others, taunt her about her gender bending and also identify 
her as a diva, a label she applies on herself as well. Another reason why Unique 
may have escaped most of the fat stereotypes is that the fact that she is transgender 
may be enough of a struggle for the character without adding fat shaming to the 
mix. Not that her embodiment is not subject to interpellation and judgment. We see 
evidence of this when Marley catches Unique in the act when she’s downing some 
birth control pills to enhance her breasts. Still, that seems the closest we come to 
a real look at Unique’s possible body issues. Of course, when the show is taking a 
risk creating a main character who is the first teenage transgender girl on television, 
perhaps conflating this particular difficult experience with the complex matrix of 
race and weight is a tall order.

Lastly, there is Lauren Zizes, who is perhaps the most interesting heavy character 
in Glee. Her weight is not as socially acceptable as that of her fellow overweight 
classmates because she is a straight, Caucasian female, who does not fall into the 
category of diva. While she is quite large, and the stereotype would suggest that 
she is unhealthy and out of shape, Lauren is a successful wrestler, and she also 
demonstrates a talent for football. While this goes against the grain of the archetypal 
representation of the unfit fat girl, the sports in which she excels are also the epitome 
of unfeminine, and both of these activities also help illustrate more common 
depictions of the overweight: her former boyfriend broke up with her because she 
pinned him and injured him, an event which aligns itself with the unflattering idea 
that overweight women posses colossal strength that they can’t control. This notion 
is revisited when her aptitude for football is mostly about mowing people down. 
When it comes to trying out for the school’s cheerleading squad, predictably made 
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up of beautiful, athletic, and slim girls, Lauren completely botches her audition and 
is rejected. Whereas we are never privy to why the rest of the overweight people 
in Glee are fat, Lauren gives us a glimpse of the reason when she mentions in 
an off-hand manner that she used to be in pageants but was kicked out when her 
thyroid started acting up. This is an interesting choice by the writers because another 
stereotype of fat women is that they blame their weight on hormonal problems 
while the real culprit is the calorific foods they choose consume constantly. With 
Lauren, in fact, we are unsure of the veracity of this statement about a possible 
thyroid condition because the creators of Glee also decided that the character should 
be obsessed with candy, which we see her demand in exchange for her AV services 
and as an incentive to join New Directions. She seems confident and unapologetic 
or unconcerned about her weight, overall, but she demonstrates a sensitivity to being 
insulted when she is offended by Puck’s choice of serenade song: Fat-Bottomed 
Girls. The choice to make Lauren feel the song is a putdown and upbraid Puck about 
it makes her look poised, but it also runs counter to the notion of her being okay 
with her own embodiment as a heavy person who thinks fat can be attractive. She 
is on the receiving end of denigrating nicknames, like most of the other characters, 
with gems such as ‘Endangered White Rhino’ and ‘Fat Ass’ being flung at her. Her 
romantic life is also unlike that of the typical fat girl. She dates a fellow wrestler 
and was courted by Puck, who is traditionally attractive, but she rejects his advances 
because she thinks she deserves to be wooed and wants a more serious relationship 
than what he could or would offer. However, despite her protestations about seeking 
a solid relationship, she suggests she and Puck should shoot a porn movie to get 
famous. She is also known as a good kisser, who blows Puck’s mind during their 
seven minutes in heaven, which she refers to as three minutes of her life she won’t 
get back. Nevertheless, the sole reason they have that time together is that Puck 
obliges when she requests this as part of the price for her to sing with the glee club. 
We are also aware that Lauren is a member of both the “Old Maid’s Club” and the 
“Too Young to Be Bitter Club,” both groups of unpopular, disaffected girls with 
failed love lives. And the kissing skill? Well, that’s made a lot less appealing when 
we consider that this girl admits to spending her Friday nights making out with her 
cat. All in all, Lauren Zizes, another name that may just reflect the writers ‘affinity 
for puns, seems like a study in contradiction. She seems to defy easy categorization, 
which could be seen as a positive, but her odd and divergent behavior makes her 
come across as more of a caricature at times than a realistic, rounded character.

After examining how each character is either stereotype compliant or defiant, or 
both in many cases, it appears that, on the whole, Glee suffers from a clear case of 
taking a step forward only to take two back. The fact that it teases us with a glimpse 
at what could be only to drag us back to the lackluster reality of what actually is 
may just be what enrages most us about the sitcom. We might actually prefer the 
shows that don’t even pretend to care about any putative responsibility they may 
have to provide us with fresh representations of overweight women. Still, that 
may be cutting our noses to spite our faces. We must remember it takes time to 
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make a change, and this is worse still when we are not sure what it means to move 
beyond the stereotypes with such a complex issue as weight. Do we simply present 
fat people in ordinary life situations and completely circumvent any conversation 
about food, health, nutrition, and aesthetics, among other aspects of life? Isn’t that in 
some ways even more suspect, like we are somehow deliberately ignoring the issue? 
That would make the depiction ever more conspicuous. Could a show be accused 
of mainstreaming fat and giving young people the idea that being overweight is 
not unhealthy or socially problematic? That may not even be an accurate or fair 
depiction. How do we even begin to parse out this information when scientists 
are also unsure? What is the proper way to approach the normalization of the fat 
character, if that is even what is called for? Perhaps the best answer would be to 
just portray fat people as complex, individual human beings whose embodiments, 
abilities, feelings, interests, and problems run the gamut, as do everyone else’s.

Where people, including Glee’s creators and fans, stand on the show’s treatment 
of the fat women on the screen and the effect on the ones in front of it may be 
affected not only by where their beliefs fall within all the matrices about fat people 
that were addressed previously, but also by whether they see the media’s function as 
one of a mirror or an agent of change, or a combination thereof. Is Glee succeeding 
either way? If Glee fails to push far enough to make a real statement, it is because it 
doesn’t seem to engage with the issues sufficiently. The creators point to a problem, 
but fall short of actually exploring it, like a toddler that picks up a toy but gets bored 
with it before figuring out exactly how it works. As a mirror, it does seem to provide 
us with a look at the existing stereotypes. It also furnishes a variety of overweight 
women who look and act differently from one another, which is far more than what 
most other shows have done. Because of how overweight women have been under 
and misrepresented, there may be a tendency to celebrate any indication that we 
are making strides in this evolution. Still, not all progress is created equal, and it is 
time we aren’t appeased by some mere timid steps or even the semblance of growth. 
It’s time to shake things up. The issue of weight is intricate, and it complicates the 
decisions of how to portray it. So what? Humanity is complicated and the full range 
of human complexity, not just what fits into a neat package, deserves recognition and 
representation. Maybe it is a matter of writers and producers continuing to play with 
the ingredients until they figure out the correct recipe for this complicated cocktail. 
When it comes to Glee, while we can’t deem the issue of fat stereotypes on television 
shaken, we may be able to consider it stirred.
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16. DO I HAVE A PAMPHLET FOR THAT?

Miss Pillsbury’s Lack of Social Justice Mentoring

One of the underlying comical themes of Glee can be found through the counseling 
efforts of McKinley high school’s guidance counselor, Miss Emma Pillsbury. Miss 
Pillsbury is one of the most beloved characters on Glee. She is sweet, innocent, soft-
spoken and greatly empathetic. She cares greatly about her students and tries her best 
to provide advice and guidance when they are faced with overwhelming choices and 
struggles. What makes Miss Pillsbury even more likeable is that she also struggles 
with her own issues of self-acceptance, making life decisions and managing her 
obsessive-compulsive disorder. Since many of these challenges are well beyond her 
control, she often relies on her infamous pamphlets as a counseling crutch.

These pamphlets have now become a character in and of themselves, providing 
great comedy for the Glee viewer. After so many seasons, it seems Miss Pillsbury 
has found an educational brochure on almost every teen topic. With titles such as: Is 
that a Zit or an STD? (S4:E2) or Wow, There’s a Hair Down There (S4:E5), or even 
You Won’t Be Alone Forever…Probably! (S4:E13), we all are left with wanting more 
information ourselves! While seemingly most helpful to our teen characters when 
faced with such trials, these pamphlets aligned with Miss Pillsbury’s counseling 
style is one major area of the show that does not match to its overall strength as a 
groundbreaking tool of social justice education and therefore is a missed opportunity. 
If social justice is the view that everyone deserves equal economic, political and 
social rights and opportunities, it seems the only characters on the show that advocate 
for societal equity are the students.

On the surface, Glee is a show like so many others we have seen over generations. 
Its list of characters includes stereotypical classifications of high school students that 
we have seen regurgitated time and time again. We have the jocks, the outcasts, the 
pretty cheerleaders, the attention-starved leaders, the nerds, and even the teachers 
who all try and forget that they too were every bit a part of American education’s 
social stratification. Other than making it a weekly musical, it seemed just like 
Happy Days, Facts of Life, Square Pegs, Saved by the Bell, and Popular (also by 
Glee creator, Ryan Murphy).

However, after just a few of the episodes airing, something was different. This 
show had depth that we hadn’t quite seen before. Of course Glee tackles big teenage 
issues like alcohol, sex, drugs, suicide, divorce, teen pregnancy, and parental 
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differences, but that wasn’t why it connected to so many youth. Glee went where 
no other show dared by covering issues that were taboo and very much off limits 
to the previous high school drama. Glee connected immediately to the lives and 
experiences of modern teens by including characters that are visibly disabled, gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, transgender, homeless, multiracial, and adopted. Teens and many 
adults alike embrace Glee for its very intentional depiction of what today’s student 
population looks like in America. It unapologetically wrote storylines that so many 
have been starved for. Finally, so many can now see themselves and their experiences 
presented on television as normal and relatable.

Why now? Why did it take until this generation for television writers, producers 
and executives to know this time would be the time the risk would pay off? 
Essentially, it was the perfect time generationally. Generation Y, also known as the 
Millennials, are as unique as any other generation before it. Born between 1978 
and the turn of the 21st century, this group of individuals is more culturally and 
socially progressive than any other generation before it. Research by the Center for 
American Progress (Madland & Teixeira, 2009), depicts the majority of Millennials 
with the least conservative social beliefs regarding immigration, religious beliefs, 
sexual orientation and climate sustainability. For example, when it comes to same-
sex marriage, 58% are for it while only 31% of older generations support it. Other 
findings include: 68% of Millennials do not feel that immigrants are a burden on 
society, 64% feel that religious institutions should be promoting more tolerance and 
social justice, and 79% feel Americans should adopt a more sustainable lifestyle 
(Madland & Teixeira, 2009).

Most compelling about these statistics is that for the first time, our youth are 
rejecting the idea that social boundaries cannot be crossed. This is where Glee’s risks 
are paying off. Matthew Gilbert (2009) of The Boston Globe, comments that “this 
shift away from pigeonholing is at the heart of Glee.” Even from the first episode, 
we see the two most popular students at McKinley High School, head cheerleader 
Quinn and football quarterback Finn, join the lowest of all clubs on campus, the 
glee club. Despite early tormenting, Finn speaks for many viewers when he says 
in Season 1, “I see a future where it’s cool to be in glee club, where you can play 
football and sing and dance and no one gets down on you for it. The more different 
you are the better.” This dream of Finn’s is so characteristic of the Millennials. 
They are ambitious, optimistic and very individualistic. Despite the later part of this 
generation growing up in the Great Recession and horrible school shootings, they 
feel that they can create the future they want to.

In a recent study on Millennials conducted by MTV (2013), Stephen Friedman, 
MTV President, stated how impressive today’s teens are in how they are “resiliently 
and optimistically responding to adversity and preparing to win in the game of life.” 
MTV’s study found how quickly Millennials are adapting to new environmental 
conditions and who are the most self-taught over any other generation. They 
utilize each other and YouTube to become “experts” at their interests which greatly 
distinguish themselves from their peers.
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Even though they are largely self-taught, Millennials like guidance and constant 
positive feedback. Hershatter and Epstein (2010) suggest these characteristics stem 
from growing up in a child-centric era in which they received praise, recognition, 
attention, and oversight like no other generation before them. Essentially, they 
are the most “watched over” generation. These are the babies riding around town 
with a “Baby on Board” sign and the children who would receive an award for just 
showing up to mandatory events or for achieving last place at something. They are 
more likely to consult with their parents on major (and minor) decisions and respect 
the opinions of authority figures. While they desperately approach things from an 
individualistic perspective and have their own life brand, they are used to, and almost 
expect, working in groups. This has limited their experiences with solving problems 
independently despite having a great deal of self-confidence in doing so.

It is due to these characteristics of the Millennials that Miss Pillsbury and thus 
Glee misses a great opportunity. While groundbreaking in every other area, Glee’s 
storylines fail to showcase the importance of reciprocal mentoring between Miss 
Pillsbury and her students. Such a mentoring relationship is crucial to advancing the 
social justice movement and in creating advocates for social change. Most adults 
have much less experience with diversity and advocating for others who are different 
from them. Since the Millennials have always been involved with such efforts, they 
have much to teach their older mentors. Since Millennials have limited experiences 
working independently or have seen as much civil injustice, they also have much to 
gain from their elders.

Despite a poor example shown by Miss Pillsbury, there are a few hard fought 
examples of such relationships with the other adult characters on Glee. For example, 
Kurt and his dad have had a very reciprocal mentoring relationship resulting in 
challenges made by each other leading to the acceptance of Kurt’s homosexuality 
by his dad, Burt and Kurt’s acceptance of his dad’s remarriage. These character 
developments and shifts in acceptance occurred as a result of numerous episodes 
showcasing reciprocal mentoring. Kurt would discuss his feelings, introduce him to 
his accepting friends and boyfriend, and expose his dad to gay culture. Simultaneously, 
Burt mentored his son on the meaning of the importance of lifelong happiness and 
being open to having new love in his life while not forgetting or celebrating previous 
loves. Additionally, there are countless examples of Sue Sylvester successfully 
reciprocating the guidance usually forced upon her from her students and colleagues 
in the areas of homosexuality, dis/ability, race, gender, and hairstyles.

If Glee can create such dynamic, yet difficult, examples of social justice character 
growth through reciprocal mentoring, why do the writers choose to omit them from 
the most obvious storylines involving Miss Pillsbury and her students? Doing so 
creates a mockery of the educational counseling profession and doesn’t play to 
what we have learned about the Millennials. Tammy Erickson (2008), who writes 
about generations in the workplace, states that “when Millennials are faced with a 
new challenge, they tend to function like a heat-seeking missile- single-mindedly 
pursuing the person in the organization with the most relevant experience.” Instead 
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Glee’s young students seeking guidance from their high school guidance counselor 
only get a pamphlet and a flubbed attempt at a grounded and helpful encounter. 
While it may have greater entertainment value to have humorous brochure titles as 
a counseling method, it does nothing to show the power behind what a reciprocal 
mentoring relationship among opposing generations can do for affecting even more 
social change.

Reciprocal mentoring is a shift from previous ideas of mentoring in which a 
younger student or employee seeks a grey haired teacher or higher level supervisor 
to shadow and learn from. Instead, Liang, Spencer, West and Rappaport (2013) 
suggest this process is more socially transformative whereas mentors and youth 
establish more collaborative relationships that promote learning for both the mentor 
and mentee while also developing the potential for addressing larger societal issues. 
In fact, when pairing the Millennials with older mentors, Liang, et. al (2013) state 
that such partnerships could further enhance the development of the younger by 
empowering them to build on their own skills to identify, analyze and act on social 
justice issues while mentoring their older “mentor.”

While there is certainly a larger amount of power associated with older mentors, 
today’s students have expressed a growing desire for a greater balance between 
their own autonomy to make decisions while at the same time having their older 
mentors approving and validating those decisions (Liang, Spencer, West and 
Rappaport, 2013). Simultaneously, the younger can challenge the older by raising 
equity issues that they have either previously avoided or never even were aware of. 
This unfortunately is not the partnership we see with McKinley High’s guidance 
counselor and her students.

To be fair to poor Emma Pillsbury, not until recently did the expectations of high 
school guidance counselors include “being transformative and attending to social 
justice as well as academic achievement” among students with diverse cultural, ethnic 
and socioeconomic backgrounds (Shields, 2004, p. 110). Today, effective counselors 
must be able to establish quality relationships with students so that they may take 
on the status quo of inequity at their schools. Shields (2004) argues that educational 
administrators must challenge outdated practices and beliefs through leadership that 
is transformative, based on moral dialogue and is inclusive of each student’s lived 
experiences. Without this style of leadership, educators may inadvertently utilize 
outdated social constructions and stereotypes to allocate blame for a student’s poor 
performance based on generalizations, labels and assumptions (Shields, 2004).

Transformational leadership, as defined by Leithwood and Jantzi (2006), applies 
deep rooted moral and ethical values to advance the socially collective interests 
of everyone in a group. In fact, well known student development theorists Astin 
and Astin (2000) summarize how impactful the application of transformational 
leadership can have on societal change:

We believe that the value ends of leadership should be to enhance equity, social 
justice, and the quality of life; to expand access and opportunity; to encourage 
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respect for difference and diversity; to strengthen democracy, civic life, and 
civic responsibility; and to promote cultural enrichment, creative expression, 
intellectual honesty, the advancement of knowledge, and personal freedom 
coupled with responsibility. (p.11)

So, if practicing this method of leadership, Ms. Pillsbury would be working 
much more intentionally at creating a school community at McKinley High in 
which students, faculty, staff and even Principal Figgins, would be seriously held 
accountable for advancing respect for the considerable difference and diversity that 
exists on campus.

One major component of being a transformational leader includes facilitating 
moral dialogue amongst all members within the organization. Shields (2004) argues 
that this dialogue is crucial to building relationships within the organization that 
recognizes the fundamental differences among human beings and thus, opening up 
each person’s exposure to differing worldviews and realities. The goal here is for 
each member within the community to gain a new understanding of the roles and 
strengths each brings to one another. Shields (2004) further explains that:

Dialogue comes in many forms and serves several purposes. Dialogue may 
be either convergent or divergent. It may seek some sort of agreement or it 
may simply focus on increasing understanding of the different perspectives 
held by members of the community. In an educational community, dialogue 
will at times serve one purpose, at times another; but it will be grounded, as 
the community itself is grounded, on the norms of inclusion and respect and a 
desire for excellence and social justice. (p. 116)

Unfortunately, Glee has depicted most of this dialogue only taking place within 
a subgroup of community members in the choir classroom or in the very private 
Principal Figgins’ office. Some may appreciate this as it shows all viewers the 
deeply rooted hurt the members within New Directions have experienced from the 
bullying they are subjected to. However, we hardly ever get to see efforts being 
made to open up dialogue with the rest of McKinley High School’s students, faculty 
or staff about each character’s life experiences. Emma Pillsbury is positioned to 
be the major transformative leader that facilitates a very powerful dialogue about 
acceptance, understanding, and improving the quality of the educational experience 
for every person at McKinley High.

While Glee hasn’t made Ms. Pillsbury a strong transformational leader, it has 
begun a transformation nonetheless. It has exposed the world to the experiences 
of a few students who were traditional high school outcasts and by doing so, made 
them popular. It has depicted the Millennial generations’ greatest strengths of 
acceptance and label rejecting as a future norm. It has developed within us a desire 
to see the underdogs, the disabled, the jocks, the gays, the cheerleaders, the talented, 
the socially awkward, the dancers, and countless others succeed as a team. It has 
provided strength and hope to viewers who relate just a little too much to the show.
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But it could be doing so much more! It could be showcasing how Millennials and 
older generations have greater reciprocal mentoring relationships. It can educate us 
on what transformational leadership looks like. It could be giving us examples of 
life changing dialogue between the slushers and slushees, the cool and the uncool, 
or the coach and the Spanish teacher. So why hold back? Why place the entire 
burden on the students on Glee to be the face of change? Why not create storylines 
that give a stronger voice to Miss Pillsbury or other “adults” who open up more 
dialogue thus showing the world that social justice and transformational change can 
be multigenerational? Has Glee purposefully done so for entertainment sake, and if 
so doesn’t that fly in the face of hypocrisy? Is it doing more damage than good to 
keep the world from seeing the full potential of a socially just world?
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