Users also use the hashtag to make connections between the Lexa representation and
other significant queer representations from previous television shows. In figure 2, the user
@AEON10 is responding to another user and drawing a link between the social and visibility
implications of Lexa’s death compared to Xena’s in Xena: Warrior Princess, which aired in
syndication from 1995 to 2001. Although the female warrior protagonist was never openly
admitted as a lesbian on the show, the slash fan fiction surrounding her storyline was one of
the first to be shared and circulated heavily online.’® Slash refers to same-sex relationships
between show characters that are imagined by audiences. One author found that Xena fans,
who participated in online discussion forums and create slash, or queer, readings of the show’s
female protagonists, use their relationship to rethink or challenge their own sexual identities in
ways that provide “agency and empowerment.”'% Linking Lexa’s death to Xena’s draws an
interesting connection to “bury your gays” tropes and queerbaiting perspective from 18 years
ago. @Aeon10 responds to another user presumably about other memorable representations
of the “bury your gays” trope: “Before a few years ago, | would have probably said Xena, but
my answer now would be Lexa. Her death (and the way it was poorly handled) brought about a

much needed spotlight on the BYG trope and queerbaiting issue.” 104

This exchange helps show
how lasting these representations can be and their meanings in different ways to audiences. If
previous audiences could make meaningful negotiations about identity, it stands to reason that

newer audiences can do so even more as access to and navigation of the internet has only

expanded since then. Interestingly enough, the relationship between Clarke and Lexa seems

102 posalind Hanmer, “Internet Fandom, Queer Discourse, and Identities.” In LGBT Identity and Online New Media,

eds Christopher Pullen and Margaret Cooper. (New York, NY: Routledge, 2010), 148.
103
Hanmer, 149, 153.

1% Bo, Twitter post. Jan 19, 2019, 8:22 a.m. https://twitter.com/Aeon10/status/1086644986639048705
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like a nod to the slash fan fiction relationship between Clarke Kent and his arch nemesis Lex
Luthor. Researcher Kohnen assesses slash in Smallville, (WB, CW, 2001-2011), which focuses
first on Superman’s teen years where Clark and Lex are initially best friends and whose on-
screen “longing looks and lasting touches” fueled queer slash fiction online and the couple

7105

name “Clex. The similarity of names, as well as the fluctuation of the relationships between

friend and enemy, of Clark and Lex and Clarke and Lexa seems too derivative for coincidence.

Audiences are also using the hashtag to continue to make meanings surrounding the
original television representation by producing and sharing fan art. Drawings, memes, fan
fiction, and fan-made videos where Clarke and Lexa are represented together allow fans a
space to negotiate meanings where they may have been lacking in the original narratives. This
claim is supported by author Eve Ng’s argument that online slash fan videos of Bianca and Lena,
one lesbian and one straight female character respectively from All My Children, (ABC, 1970-
2011) helped show the “significance of fan cultural production with respect to the contours and

1% The two never had a relationship, yet the slash fan videos

stakes of queer representation.
from the storyline in the early 2000s show the audiences creating queer meanings beyond the
original text. Two YouTube fan videos surrounding The 100, “The 100- Lexa and Clarke Kiss
Scene 2x14” and “Every Clarke and Lexa Scene The 100,” help show fans’ discontent with the

lack of quantity of representations that portray Clarke and Lexa’s on-screen intimacy. Fans and

audiences often negotiate meanings with these narratives outside of the texts themselves and

1% Melanie Kohnen, “The Adventures of a Repressed Farm Boy and the Billionaire Who Loves Him: Queer

Spectatorship in Smallville Fandom,” In Teen Television: Essays on Programming and Fandom, eds. Sharon Marie
Ross and Louisa Ellen Stein (Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Company, 2008), 211.

1% Eyve Ng, “Reading the Romance of Fan Cultural Production: Music Videos of a Television Lesbian Couple.”
International Journal of Media and Culture 6, no 2. (March 31, 2008), 103.
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the videos help them create a space where the implications of representations can continue to
be discussed. The scene of their first kiss and a near four-hour compilation of all of their screen
time together have more than 3.1 million and 2.7 million views respectively and thousands of

audience comments.m

The hashtag and extra-textual media created by fans, as well as the surrounding
discourse, allow the audience to find other queer/ally users and connect, whether it is over
issues of representation or simple conversation. One user, @littlespaceheda, linked a story
from Fandemonium Magazine using #LexaDeservedBetter. Three years to the date after Lexa’s
on-screen death, Tara Donahue posted a story on this fan page that is indicative of the queer
community’s use of the hashtag and overall representation: “Her legacy continues to live on,
too. In all of the trending that still happens on Twitter. The way everyone joins together at
planned times and days to make our voices heard is inspiring... There’s even a campaign for a
spin-off with so much support that even some other characters that were part of Lexa’s clans

are willing to take part in if it happens.”**®

This incident of social outrage indicates how powerful and important the representation
of Clarke and Lexa’s relationship was. | continue to argue that the show embodies a new
representation of LGBT identity where bisexuality is used to move away from coming out

narratives and also from the “pigeon-holing” of identities within the LGBT spectrum that are

7 Daniel Pereira. “The 100 — Lexa and Clarke Kiss Scene (2x14).” YouTube video, Duration 2:26. Posted Feb. 25,

2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wmy7c_gT1tw&t=72s Jackgilinskys. “Every Clarke & Lexa Scene The
100.” YouTube video, Duration 3:50:56. Posted July 7, 2016.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RWIMils3pCE&t=9s

%8 Tara Donahue, "Three Years Later, Lexa's Legacy Still Lives On." Fandemonium Magazine. March 3, 2019.
https://fandemoniummagazine.com/lexas-legacy.

57



ignored by the more typical emphasis on gay and lesbian “homonormative” identities.'® This is
not to negate the importance of identity struggles and conflict in other LGBT narratives, as
oftentimes “coming out” is not a seamless flicking of an identity switch. However, the
representation of Clarke Griffin in The 100 may be signaling a new type of narrative that avoids
stereotypical ideas of homosexuality, offering young viewers a place to negotiate their sexual
identities without previous representations about the conflicts of coming out. This is not to say
that this era of post-gay television representation sees questions of sexual identity as resolved.
In this era, however, some programs are moving onto different ways to depict sexual identity
and possibly presenting a broader range of identities that are more reflective of lived
experiences. Post-gay ideology in this example chooses not define sexual identity by name, but
rather use progressive representations of on-screen queer intimacy to establish these

identities.

109 Kohnen, 26-27.
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Chapter Three: Legacies is Open To All

In October 2018, CW network President Mark Pedowitz announced the network’s new
initiative, “CW Open To All,” during the network’s fall launch event. The initiative was centered
around messages of diversity, inclusivity, and representation. “We think this campaign really
captures the spirit and mission of the CW and why our fans come to us. We are committed to
making sure our viewers see themselves represented on screen, and that we also have diverse
voices being heard behind the camera,” Pedowitz announced.'° Shortly after the
announcement, the CW debuted its new series, Legacies, on October 25, 2018. The series
would be one of the network’s first tests to see if its on-air, digital, and social media campaign
for diversity was fulfilling its promises. In this chapter, | use a textual analysis to assess what
post-gay teen television looks like in this representation. How does the CW use bisexual or
sexually fluid narratives to represent queer teen sexual identity? Do the writers and producers
of the show fall prey to previous queer tropes? What does their target audience look like? What

influence, if any, do the producers of the show have on the diversity of the representations?

| argue that, in this CW narrative, coming out stories are no longer the predominant
gueer storyline and are in fact absent from the content completely. Trends and characteristics
of post-gay television narratives in this context do not define sexuality by name, using more
inclusive, non-binary definitions of identity and self. Their target audience resembles Becker’s

slumpy demographic in that they exhibit socially liberal values about identity and

19 panielle Turchiano, “The CW Launches #CWOpenToAll Campaign to Promote Inclusion (Watch).” Variety, Oct.

14, 2018. https://variety.com/2018/tv/news/cw-open-to-all-campaign-launch-video-1202979608/
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representation.' | argue that higher quantities of queer representations on the CW network
have resulted in more diverse representations of queer identity, and that bisexual
representations are being used to highlight these progressive narratives. In the following
sections, | use a textual analysis to look at the metaphor of the supernatural as a place for
gueer and Other identities. | also examine post-gay representations of queer identity in the
characters Josie Saltzman and her off-and-on girlfriend Penelope Park. | will look at the
character of Hope Mikaelson as a representation that defies tropes of monosexism, which at its
core means favoring and valuing single categorical representations of identity over non-binary
ones. Finally I will assess the CW’s diversity campaign #CWOpenToAll and see how this industry

marketing strategy shapes these representations.

The Salvatore School for the Young and Gifted: Supernatural as a Place for Queer and Other

The CW network has long used the television spinoff strategy borrowed from one of its
original networks, the WB, to continue its narratives beyond the expiration date of a single
series. Spinoffs occur when a character or a narrative idea from an original series becomes its
own show. Arguably, the WB’s most successful example was Angel (1999-2004), which was a
spinoff of the wildly popular series Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Here | examine the series Legacies,
which is not the first but the second spinoff of The Vampire Diaries, which aired from 2009 to

2017.

CW series have a tendency not only to reference popular culture, but other CW shows

or “universes” of characters that have related storylines. The Vampire Diaries and its first

1 Becker, 95.
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spinoff, The Originals, which aired between 2013 and 2018, are both centered around the
existence of supernatural beings and their relationships and interference with humans. In The
Vampire Diaries’ narrative, which is set in the fictional town of Mystic Falls, Virginia, a vampire-
werewolf hybrid named Niklaus (Klaus) Mikaelson becomes one of the main antagonists of the
show. As the story progresses, Klaus is in an ongoing battle of morality in his choices as a
generally wicked supernatural being, but also as an extremely protective and loyal advocate for
his family, whose intriguing narrative earned the Mikaelsons The Originals spinoff. Also
introduced in The Vampire Diaries are supernatural hunter Dr. Rick Saltzman and “good”
vampire Caroline Forbes. Dr. Saltzman’s witch daughters, Josie and Lizzie, were featured as
toddlers on The Originals; Caroline Forbes is their surrogate mother. Legacies has become a
narrative repository for all of these supernaturally associated beings’ children. Although The
Originals is largely set in New Orleans, the latest spinoff takes viewers back to Mystic Falls for
what will be the tenth year of these interrelated storylines. Spinoffs also help the CW retain the
audience of its old favorites. In The Vampire Diaries, the Salvatore School used to be the
Salvatore Boarding House, which housed the shows’ protagonist vampire brothers. Dr.
Saltzman, who now runs the Salvatore Boarding School for the Young and Gifted, teaches
juvenile werewolves, witches, vampires, and other “monsters” how to control their abilities and
interact with the very mortal human environment within which they must try to live in

harmony.
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Previous scholarship has offered many assessments of supernatural representations as a

112 Legacies is set entirely around the

place to negotiate queer identities and the Other.
supernatural, and | argue that the Salvatore School for the Young and Gifted is an important
symbol and metaphor for queer identity. Like Lexa’s private war tent that operated as a similar
space to examine identity in The 100, the Salvatore School was created to keep supernatural
teenagers away from the “normal” humans outside of its gates in Mystic Falls. At the beginning
of the first episode, Hope gives a voice-over introduction to help introduce the supernatural
premise of the show: “When we’re young we’re taught the distinction between a hero and a
villain, good and evil, a savior and a lost cause. But what if the only real difference is just who’s
telling the story? My name is Hope Mikaelson and | come from a long line of villains and the
tales you’ve heard about vampires, werewolves, witches, and everything in between. The

7113 This qguote helps illustrate

school behind these gates protects the secrets of people like me.
the link between queer identity and the supernatural. Immediately there is an association

between the supernatural and the identity of villain, which in previous representations more

broadly linked queer with deviant or other.

More than simply a representation that positions the school as a place for Othered
identities, the premise of Legacies is a metaphor for the CW’s stance on diversity. The school is
a place that “protects” teenagers who might otherwise be ridiculed for their different identities.

In the very episode of the series, Dr. Saltzman says, “Everyone here has something that makes

d »n114 In

them special in ways that the outside world wouldn’t understan In this case “specia

"2 ruchs, 99. McCracken 117-118. Owens 351.

Julie Plec, writer. “This is the Part Where You Run.” In Legacies. The CW. Oct. 25, 2018.
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signifies identities that are queer in the broader sense, alluding to different than the majority.
In the school, the students’ difference is encouraged and accepted but only when examined
away from the “outside world” of a non-queer, human-dominant society. This helps show that
while Legacies may avoid coming out narratives, the “struggle” of having a queer identity is not
completely eliminated in these representations. The school—and the network—are safe
places for young people to negotiate their identities. Placing these representations in a high
school where the “teen condition,” or inevitable struggles of agency and identity of the young,
are already in constant negotiation makes the school an obvious space to examine
representations of queer identity. Given their life stage, the characters have narrative space

within which to grow.

Episode 1, “Now is the Part Where You Run,” sets up the “mission” of the series by
having the characters literally refer to the school’s message of inclusivity and diversity. Lizzie
and Josie welcome a new werewolf student, Rafael Waithe, into the school. They are both
linked arm in arm with him, rather flirtatiously, as they give him a guided tour. The tour and
dialogue firm up the values that the show has been alluding to up until this point. “Everybody
gets along here for the most part,” Josie says. “The werewolves are pretty cliquey, they like to
hang with their own,” Lizzie says. “In defiance to our school’s commitment to inclusiveness,”

Josie adds.!®®

By using werewolves as an example of a specific identity, this exchange shows
that staying within one’s clique or group is against the school’s overarching commitment to

inclusivity. Josie’s love interest Penelope Park is also introduced in this scene amidst early

references to pop culture, another attempt to appeal to the liberal target audience the CW

1 Plec, “This is the Part Where You Run.”
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imagines. Lizzie, Josie, and Rafael peer into a classroom where young witches are being taught
spells. Lizzie points out Penelope: “She who shall not be named,” Lizzie says disgustedly. “Who
are you talking about?” Rafael asks. “Josie’s evil ex,” Lizzie replies.!*® Lizzie refers to Penelope
as “she who shall not be named,” which is a reference to Harry Potter, indicating how the
program imagines the sensibilities of their target audience, as well as identifying Penelope as an

evil or dubious character.
Josie Saltzman and Penelope Park: Non-binary Sexuality and the Bisexual Temptress

Josie Saltzman and Penelope Park offer two female representations of queer identity
that defy previous tropes of limiting, stereotypical, or binary representations of sexuality.
Josie’s fluctuation between male and female love interests lends legitimacy to a fluid bisexual
narrative. Although Penelope’s representation can be linked back to older, more negatively
connoted stereotypes of the bisexual temptress, the character’s embrace of sexual fluidity as
an empowering part of her identity helps the representation expand beyond the scope of the

labels gay or lesbian.

While Josie is represented as a very kind, innocent, and caring individual who always
sacrifices her own interests for the good of others, Penelope is seemingly the opposite. She is
bossy, mischievous, and generally serves only her own interests. More than that, she is
represented as overtly sexual. Some of these stereotypical bisexual traits have been identified

with promiscuity, capriciousness, exhibitionism, or even schizophrenia, wherein “female same-

18 1bid.
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sex desire is thought of as narcissistic or as substituted desire for the mother.”**’ Although she
may be a little narcissistic, her representation embraces her sexual fluidity in an empowering
way and simultaneously refutes the binary stereotypes of queer identity that | argue the CW
generally has come to avoid. Penelope tellingly refers to herself as an “equal opportunity
temptress,” which shows her openness to her queer identity and also helps explain to the
audience that she is queer through her actions and dialogue rather than by explicitly

categorizing her as bisexual.

Examples of the bisexual vampire temptress that were common in earlier media
representations were often villainized or Othered. In this representation Penelope is a witch

III

whose supernatural abilities also resist the categorization of human or the “normal” dominant
paradigm. However, rather than rejecting or marginalizing her queer and supernatural
identities, they are valued in Legacies and integrated into the storyline in progressive ways. In
the program'’s first episode, her exchange with a male vampire student, while very sexualized,
shows a representation that values fluid ideas about sexuality; making this clear early on in the
series assists the network’s image of offering diverse and progressive representations. Vampire
teen Milton Greasley, known as M.G., walks into the kitchen of the school and is greeted by
Penelope. She is sitting on the counter and seductively sticks her leg out in front of him and
offers him her neck to drink her blood. M.G. initially resists and says he thought she was more
“into girls.” “I am an equal opportunity evil temptress, and your binary assumptions about

o 118

sexuality are dated... Are you going to suck me dry or not Penelope replies as she walks

"7 san Filippo, 113-114.
2 bid.
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across the room and moves closer to him, kissing him. M.G. runs out of arguments and with
intense blood lust they start making out. Josie walks in on them at that moment before
anything else can happen. Penelope smirks back at her, implying that Penelope was trying to

make Josie jealous by kissing M.G..

There is no need for narrative coding here, the writers of this scene are very overt with
their representations of sexual identity. Penelope is the epitome of a bisexual evil temptress
and her clear rejection of M.G.’s “binary assumptions” not only dismiss that categorization but
delegate it to the “outdated” past, where these previous stereotypical queer representations
belong. This representation broadens that idea even further in that Penelope never outright
says she is bisexual, which leaves room to potentially negotiate an even more fluid queer
identity. This “stunt” with M.G., although not portrayed as a serious relationship, also resists
the previous trope of bisexual erasure or reluctance for queer female characters to give

attention to men after they have been identified as being attracted to women.

The bisexual representation of Josie throughout the first season shows a progressive
narrative of queer identity where her attention goes back and forth between Penelope and
Raphael, avoiding previous tropes of bisexual erasure, and/or failed heterosexual relationships.
The storyline between Josie and Rafael helps give authenticity to the bisexual representation of
identity. In the first three or four episodes, it is made clear that although Josie and Penelope
still have feelings for each other, they are not getting back together anytime soon. In the
meantime, Josie and werewolf Rafael begin to grow closer, despite her sister Lizzie’s open

obsession with him. Because the show is set in high school, “relationship” may be a strong label
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for the interactions between these different romantic pairs, but the CW has also only had one

season to develop these plotlines.

For example, in episode 1 in season 4, “Hope is Not the Goal,” Josie clearly has feelings
for Raphael, which again resists the trope of bisexual erasure and offers what | argue are
diverse representations of fluid queer sexual identity. Raphael and Josie are trapped by a spider
monster’s web. Their hands are also stuck in the web, so the only way for them to escape is for
Josie to borrow magic from werewolf-powered Rafael by kissing him. Josie leans over and kisses
him passionately three times; each time their lips light up with red magic between them. She
literally staggers backward from the force of their kiss. “Did it work?” Raphael asks. “I don’t
know, the room is still spinning,” Josie whispers.'*® Even Penelope and Josie--or “Posie”--
shippers like myself could feel the connection between Josie and Rafael in this episode and the
power of their kiss. This representation also helps show how the CW is normalizing queer
narratives into the overall storylines. While previous television strategies may have been to
highlight queer narratives, Josie’s interactions with Raphael are all about aspects of the teen
condition and romance, not about her (bi)sexual identity. The CW continues to avoid
representing queer sexual identity by calling out its differences, but rather offers progressive

representations of romantic relationships between characters with fluid sexual identities.

One trope of bisexual representation that Legacies is on the verge of falling into this
season is queerbaiting, similar to the pattern of “dead lesbian syndrome.” As the case of
“Clexa” and The 100 makes clear, fans can become extremely invested in the romantic

relationships between queer characters. Penelope is clearly represented as queer, but when it

9 Brett Mathews, writer. “Hope is Not the Goal.” In Legacies. The CW. Nov. 15, 2018.
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is revealed that she is moving to Belgium to attend an all-witch school, the potential erasure of
her storyline borders upon the “dead lesbian” trope. Although we can hardly deny the lengths
to which Legacies has gone to have progressive queer narrative content that exhibits
authenticity and diversity, some fans have already threatened to discontinue watching the
show if Penelope’s departure is permanent. In episode 14 in season 1, “Let’s Just Finish the
Dance,” Penelope reveals two things. First, that all of the wrongdoing she has done was actually
on behalf of Josie. She was trying to save her from a curse in which either Josie or her sister
Lizzie would have to “merge” with the other one on their 22 birthday, wherein the weaker
twin would not survive. Penelope has been trying to force Josie to stand up for herself, rather
than be the “nice” girl, so that she survives the merge rather than Lizzie. Second, Penelope
reveals that her mother got a job in Belgium and that she is moving there to go to an all-witch
school. This development launched the audience’s wariness about the program’s commitment
to sexual diversity, given that the narrative justification for Penelope’s bad-girl behavior also

suggested that fans should reconsider the pairing of Penelope and Josie.

As queer audiences have seen time and time again, at the very moment of gratification
between queer couples, one of the characters is written off unceremoniously. The Clexa
controversy from The 100 after Lexa died was one of the more publicly visible incidents in terms
of backlash, and was indicative of a longstanding trope that the television industry continues to
fall into. Although this show and its predecessors, The Vampire Diaries and The Originals, are a
space where supernatural beings die and are written off at a regularly alarming rate, there are
more serious implications about audience reactions when queer characters are written off. As

one fan, @sheenar1382, wrote on Twitter, “Well #Legacies it’s been a fun ride, but if Penelope
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k.”*2% As the case of Clarke and

Park is leaving so am I... Let me know if you ever bring her bac
Lexa makes clear, fans and audience members have extremely vested interests in the plights of
these characters and their romantic relationships. The network might have learned from the
Clexa debacle to make better on their promises of authentic queer narratives. However, if
audience members have learned anything from the histories of The Vampire Diaries and The

Originals, there are very few characters who are written off permanently or who really die

“forever.” The fate of Penelope and Josie, “Posie,” is yet to be determined.

Werewolves, Witches, Vampires, and Tribreds: Species as a Metaphor for Inclusivity

Although vampires were the obvious narrative focus of The Vampire Diaries, as the
series progressed and extended to spinoffs, witches, werewolves, and other mystical creatures
were integrated as important characters. The introduction of different “species” of
supernatural beings creates a representation that supports multiple identities and inclusivity.
One of the underlying storylines of The Originals and Legacies is that characters who are
represented as villains within each species believe that their species is superior to the others.
The three main species: witches, werewolves, and vampires, are generally positioned as mortal
enemies to one another. Although these dynamics change as the shows progress and
interspecies relationships become more common, the tension between these species never
really goes away. For example, in The Originals, witches are initially controlled by the ruling
faction of vampires in New Orleans, and are subject to horrible treatment because the vampires

are stronger than them. The language that each group uses toward the other is often disdainful

129 Gina Carbone, “Legacies Just Lost One Of Its Best Characters After Her Vampire Diaries Truth Bomb.” Cinema

Blend, March 2019. https://www.cinemablend.com/television/2468446/legacies-just-lost-one-of-its-best-
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or derogatory such as the vampires referring to the werewolves as dogs or mutts and the
wolves calling vampires filthy bloodsuckers. There are even factions of vampires warring
amongst themselves because one “bloodline” believes it is purer and thus more dominant than
another. However, time and time again the narrative rejects the idea that exclusively favoring
one species over the other is ever the answer. To overcome great obstacles, the witches,
werewolves, and vampires must work together. Inclusivity and understanding are represented
as the keys to solving the characters’ problems. Although these ideas are posited throughout
The Vampire Diaries and The Originals, the network’s message becomes much more overt by

the time it gets to Legacies.

The character of Hope Mikaelson, who represents all three of the three main species,
offers a metaphor for diversity and inclusivity. She was briefly introduced in The Originals first
as a young child and then in the final season as a teenager played by the same actress who
would play her in her reintroduction in Legacies. Her representation combats ideas about
monosexism and other queer stereotypes. Monosexism, according to some scholars, “describes
society’s belief that orientations such as heterosexuality or homosexuality — in which a person
is attracted to a single gender — are more legitimate than plurisexual identities.”*** Although
Hope is thus far not represented as queer in the traditional sense relating to sexual identity
(she is in love with Landon who turns out to be a mythical phoenix), her character is a

progressive representation of the broader queer struggle.

12 Corey Flanders, Cheryl Dobinson, and Carmen Logie, “I'm Never Really My Full Self”: Young Bisexual Women's

Perception of Their Mental Health,” Journal of Bisexuality 15, no 4. (Dec. 17, 2015). As cited in Corey, 191.
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The representations of supernatural species being “superior” to one another can be
seen as a metaphor for racial categories of human beings. While overt references to racism are
largely avoided in the show, the constant warring between different categories of supernatural
beings often stems from one groups’ belief of its supremacist status over another. Supernatural
representations also help make a connection to ideas about monosexism. This idea mimics
monosexism’s discrimination against identities that do not fit into one category of
representation. Those categories are most often ones that fit neatly within heterosexual ideas
of queer identity. The show’s narrative metaphorically rejects those stereotypes and values,
both through the character of Hope and overtly within the dialogue. In one scene of “Now is
the Part Where You Run,” Hope explains to Landon who and what she is. The scene reiterates
some of the loneliness Hope feels being the only one of her kind and, metaphorically, the
struggles of characters who are “queer” in the sense that they identify as Other or different
than normal. This helps my argument that the CW is moving away from stereotypical
representations of queer identity. “The blood that runs through my veins isn’t human. My dad
was one of the earth’s original vampires... My mother was a werewolf alpha... My grandmother
was a witch, so all of those things passed down make me” Hope says. “A unicorn?” Landon
laughs. “A hybrid of three different creatures, a tribred...I’'m the only one of my kind,” Hope

122 Inclusivity here is not only about sexual identity, but also race and, more

says solemnly.
broadly, Othered identities. However, while Hope’s representation moves away from

stereotypical depictions of queer identity, it does so at the expense of other intersections of

racial diversity. After all, Hope is a young white female character whose socially dominant racial

122 Plec, “This is the Part Where You Run.”
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identity means that other facets of queer identity and representations may be lost. For all of its
metaphorical depictions of inclusivity, the Legacies’ hero of “diversity” is filtered through a

whitewashed lens.

Here the program shows that there is still a struggle for people with minority identities,
yet it moves away from coming out narratives and other tired representations of queer
struggle. From Hope’s very conception, which was supposed to be impossible in the first place,
her existence and very name were meant to represent an answer to the fighting between the
supernatural species of witches, werewolves, and vampires. Her blood is often the cure to any
ailment. Hope as the answer to division is the ultimate symbol of diversity and inclusivity that
the CW network has been actively trying to represent, especially alongside its 2018 fall “CW
Open To All” campaign. Her character helps show how the network has created narratives that
are tailored to its promises of inclusivity and that put multiple identities at the center. The CW
is taking full advantage of using a supernatural premise to negotiate ideas about queerness and

the Other.

Showrunners, Target Audiences, and Diversity

The producers and show runners of the CW network and more specifically of Legacies
make a conscientious effort to prioritize diversity not only of representation but within their
production teams. The writers and showrunners openly advocate for this diversity and actively
shape those representations. | argue that this diversity is meant to appeal to the values of a
young, socially liberal target audience and also to older individuals with similar lifestyles and

beliefs. This appeal to a target audience is shown through the CW’s integration of social issues
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into their narratives that the network presumably believes resonate with this audience, such as

ideas surrounding gender, race, or sexual orientation.

Executive Producer Julie Plec had a lot to live up to with the successful dynasties of The
Vampire Diaries and The Originals behind her. In Legacies, her new iteration of a supernatural
teen narrative, Plec made it clear from the beginning that the show would offer representations
that were innovative and with the times. The well-written, teen-oriented narratives continually
tackle topics such as feminism, inclusion, sexual orientation, racism, and the teen condition in
general, which are topics that may resonate with younger generations or socially liberal
audiences.'? For example, Lizzie Saltzman is constantly dramatizing the teen condition and
debating ideas about feminism. The premise of the school is based on inclusion. There are
several diverse representations of sexual orientation so far with Josie and Penelope. Racism can
be seen metaphorically in some characters’ beliefs that their distinct “species” (witch,
werewolf, vampire, or other) is superior to the others. The creators also made choices of what
not to include in service of its mission. For example, Plec removed romantic relationships
between teenagers and vampires that were hundreds of years older than them, something that
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was sometimes an uncomfortable narrative for fans.””" Again, this series has only had one

season to develop and it has already posited these ideas early and often.

Though The Vampire Diaries and Legacies have shared a showrunner, narrative, and

even common cast members, the narratives and ideas found in Legacies show the steps that

123 Priyam Chhetri, “Legacies: Fans applaud CW for diversity on display but hope to see a trans character soon.”

Media, Entertainment, Arts, Worldwide, Dec. 6, 2018. https://meaww.com/legacies-cw-fans-are-happy-with-
diversity-on-the-show
% bid.
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the CW has taken toward ideas promoting diversity in the ten years since The Vampire Diaries
began in 2009. As a dedicated fan of the original series, the episodes of The Vampire Diaries
that | regularly watched often centered around the broader narratives of good versus evil, and
saving the “souls” of two attractive several-hundred year old vampire brothers, Damon and
Stephan Salvatore, who owned the boarding house that would become The Salvatore School
for the Young and Gifted in Legacies. The other reigning narrative in the older series was the
theme of epic love, usually the relationships between character Elena Gilbert and both of the
vampire Salvatore brothers. While there were arguably a racially and sexually diverse range of
characters and themes in The Vampire Diaries and even throughout the sequel series The
Originals, those representations are not nearly as overtly focused on ideas about identity,

messages about diversity, or narratives with socially liberal ideas as are those of Legacies.

This shift in focus could be indicative of the current topics that the network imagines to
appeal to its target audience. The network’s promotional material suggests that their audience,
similar to Becker’s slumpy demographic, values television that negotiates ideas about race,
gender, and sexuality. The CW has gone to great lengths to cater to those sensibilities and even

define its network on that premise. A fan on social media echoed this idea:

| think that 'Legacies' is the result of a widening of the minds of the people in charge of
making TV and it's beautiful to see this finally taking shape in what | think it's the best-
represented cast on TV right now. Massive kudos to CW for finally getting things right

creating a socially responsible show. It's taken a long time but we're finally there.'*

122 |bid.
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was the most diverse network of the big five (CBS, NBC, ABC, and Fox) in all four categories of

representation for the 2017-2018 season.'”’

The categories were for the percentages of
Hispanic or non-white lead actors, female leads, Hispanic or non-white showrunners, and
female showrunners. The network had 33 percent non-white or Hispanic lead actors, followed

by Fox with 30 percent, NBC with 18 percent, CBS with 13 percent, and ABC with 9 percent.’? |

t
was one of only two networks with a cast of lead actors that were a female majority, at 67
percent, alongside NBC with 55 percent. Fox, ABC, and CBS trailed with 30 percent, 27 percent,

and 0 percent, respectively.'?

They were also the only network of the five to have a majority of
female showrunners at 67 percent.”*° Heading into the 2018-2019 season, five of their
noteworthy shows with female producers are Charmed (2018- ), Roswell: New Mexico (2018- ),
Legacies (2018- ), All American (2018- ), and In The Dark (2019- ).131 The smallest network
continues to have the largest proportion of diverse representations. Its representations of race,
gender, sexual orientations, and disabilities continue to push back against previous majority
representations, ideas, and paradigms of mainstream identity. By aligning itself within the teen
genre and thereby targeting those who may be considered a marginal population in and of

themselves, the network can push the envelope further than they could if they were trying to

cater to a more mainstream audience.

27 Daniel Hollow, “New 2017-2018 TV Shows Are Mostly White and Male.” Variety, May 19, 2017.

28 bid.

2 pid.

29 bid.

B Caitlin Kelly, “The CW keeps diversifying, both in front of and behind the camera.” Hypable, May 12, 2018.
https://www.hypable.com/the-cw-diversity/
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Value of Live Viewing vs. Streaming

While considering the sensibilities of this niche audience, the ratings among the 18-49-
year-old demographic that overlap with those ideas are still important considerations for
network revenue. In trying to reach this audience, the network combines traditional television
broadcast with the use of streaming platforms to increase the value of its shows. When looking
at ratings for prime time television shows, the higher the percentage of the key 18-49-year-old
demographic in the audience, the higher the likelihood a show will succeed and return for a

132 shows with higher ratings within that demographic are valued by

following season.
advertisers, because some say the younger demographic is harder to reach through traditional
television.'*® Figure 3 below shows roughly how many viewers the Nielsen ratings counted for
each episode and also how many people fell within the key 18-49 target demographic of
viewers tuning in to live, same-day viewing since Legacies aired in the fall.”* For example,
Legacies’ 18-49 year old viewers fluctuated between 210,000- 390,000 throughout the duration
of season one and its highest count of overall viewers was 1,127,000, for episode two, in which

370,000 viewers were 18-49."*> Figure 4 shows how Legacies fairs against other Thursday

evening, 9 PM programs on March 28, 2019. ABC’s Station 19 comes in with the highest views

132 Legacies: Season One Ratings. TV Series Finale, March 29, 2019. https://tvseriesfinale.com/tv-show/legacies-
season-one-ratings/

133 W 2017-18 Season Ratings. TV Series Finale, October 8, 2018. https://tvseriesfinale.com/tv-show/cw-2017-18-
season-ratings/

134 Legacies: Season One Ratings, 2019.

5 Ibid.
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at 5.4 million, followed by NBC’s Will and Grace at 3.28 million, and Fox’s The Orville at 1.31

million. Legacies’ season finale commanded 940,000 viewers.'*

. . demo Viewers Viewers
Air date Episode o
change (millions) change

Thurs | 10/25/2018 01-01 0.29 1.124
Thurs |11/01/2018 01-02 0.37 24.91% 1.127 0.27%
Thurs | 11/08/2018 01-03 0.27  -26.23% 1.004 -2.03%
f— . " 1249 | % demo | Viewers | % mil
Thurs |11/20/2018 01-05 0.32 -6.45% 1.006 -6.77% | |8:00 PM
Thurs | 12/06/2018 01-06 0.32 22.26% 1.180 17.30% CB85  (s) 2013 NCAA Basketball Tournament 16 2.17
Thurs | 12/13/2018 01-07 0.32]  -17.44% 1.040  -11.10% 22 (m) Grevednstomy 1.5, 7.14% .30, 4.20%
e - : ThemmE . TheeETE NBC (n) Superstore 0.8 -11.11% 3.44 -10.87%
Thurs | 01/24/2019 01-08 0.31 -3.73% 1.008 -3.91% | FOX () Gethsm 0.3 1.29
Th
Thurs |02/07/2019 01-10 0.37 15.63% 1.150 13.97%|  [ES0IBH
Thurs |02/21/2019 01-11 0.21  -43.24% 0710 -38.26%  NBC (n) APBio 0.5  0.00% 236 5.83%
Th 1-12 0.30 42.86% 0.872 22.82%
) 9:00 PM
Thurs |03/07/2019 01-13 0.24|  -20.00% 0.814 -6.65% | | pBC  (n) Station19 Al e e e
Thurs |03/14/2019 01-14 0.30 25.00% 0.962 18.18% NBC (n) Will & Grace 0.7 0.00% 328 10.53%
P N N FOX | (r) The Orville 0.3 1.31
Thurs |03/21/2019 01-15 0.29 -3.339 1.002 4.169% =2
urs |03,21/2019 ° ° CN  (r) Leascies 0.3 0.00% 094 -6.49%
Thurs |03/28/2019 01-16 0.29 0.00% 0.025 -7.68%
. . iel . 137 Fi 4 Niel . . 138
Figure 3 Legacies season 1 Nielsen ratings igure ielsen ratings comparisons

Despite the CW having lower overall numbers, their 18-49 year old demographics are
still in the hundreds of thousands and are still valuable in the eyes of the CW’s parent owners,
CBS and Warner Brothers. A Forbes article notes that then-CBS Corporation President Leslie
Moonves said that Warner Brothers and CBS pay to keep the CW afloat because: “The CW as an
entity may lose some money. However, CW is owned by two companies that produce the
shows. The shows bring us more revenue than the losses do. So it’s still valuable, and there’s

7139

still a marketplace for it. Since the CW is paying very little in licensing costs being produced

136 Thursday TV Ratings: Legacies, Grey’s Anatomy, AP Bio, Gotham, NCAA Basketball. March 29, 2019.

https://tvseriesfinale.com/tv-show/thursday-tv-ratings-legacies-greys-anatomy-ap-bio-gotham-ncaa-basketball/
7 Legacies: Season One Ratings, 2019.

138 Thursday TV Ratings, 2019.

Merrill Barr, “The CW Doesn’t Care About Live Views Because The CW Doesn’t Have a Major Stake In Its
Programming,” Forbes, January 11, 2016. https://www.forbes.com/sites/merrillbarr/2016/01/11/the-cw-arrow-
flash-legends-of-tomorrow-jane-the-virgin-supernatural/#482ba24c4fe9
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under the umbrella of two larger corporations, the “next-day buzz” and potential promotion for
later viewing generated by continuing to produce these more niche shows benefits the

network, and its conglomerate owners, in the long run. %

Accounting for the streaming potential where this 18-49-year-old demographic is more
likely to watch rather than through traditional television helps display the value of shows such
as Legacies. This presumably younger, lucrative viewing demographic, at which teen-centric
shows like Legacies are aimed, can be reached through streaming on Netflix and on the CW’s
own streaming app/platform. In 2014, the CW announced at its annual “Upfront” event in New

141 Its

York that its digital streaming of programs was up sixty percent from the previous year.
streaming strategies help distinguish it from other content producers in several ways, and are
likely still commanding high numbers of viewers since their earlier estimates. First, the CW has
a unique relationship with Netflix. The CW first began airing shows on Netflix in 2011 in a nearly
$1 billion deal.™* While CW shows are on air, the network maintains exclusive streaming rights
on its own platforms. However, in an exclusive new deal signed in 2016, eight days after a

3 That means that Legacies

season ends on live television, the entire season goes on Netflix.
season one, with a season finale that aired on March 28, is already available to stream in April

of the same year. In this relationship, the Netflix gets exclusive content very quickly after a CW

show season ends on live television and becomes a repository for full seasons of CW shows,

9 Ibid.

! Samantha Bookman, "CW's streaming audience may be up 60 percent," FierceOnlineVideo. May 15,

2014. https://advance-lexis-com.ezproxy.lib.uwm.edu/api/document?collection=news&id=urn:contentltem:5C72-
0KV1-JB6S-FOJW-00000-00&context=1516831.

%2 Emma Bazilian, “Netflix Pays $1 Billion for CW Streaming Rights,” Adweek, October 14, 2011.
https://www.adweek.com/tv-video/netflix-pays-1-billion-cw-streaming-rights-135799/

143 Kayla Cobb, “The Netflix Bump is a Real Thing for the CW,” Decider, August 6, 2018.
https://decider.com/2018/08/06/cw-tca-2018/
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which broadens its audience. These streaming distributions help support the value of the
programs themselves as products, which are owned by the CW’s parent companies, as they

bring viewers back to the original broadcast platforms which reconnect them with advertisers.

The CW also benefits from recent seasons of its programs quickly coming to Netflix
which helps expand viewership of that key demographic that may favor non-linear viewing.
Pedowitz said that the CW’s relationship with Netflix is important in supporting lower-rated yet
critically enjoyed shows such as Crazy Ex-Girlfriend (2015-2019) or Jane The Virgin (2014- ) that

1% He reiterated that newer,

would probably not be renewed if only airing on live television.
similarly niche shows such as Riverdale faired far better going into their second season due to
the binge watching of the first season that occurred on Netflix.'*> He added that he pays
attention to what even younger viewers, aged 12-to-17, say on social media as they can be very
vocal about their preferences.'*® Social media discourse may help give producers an earlier

indication of which shows are going to be popular. Increasing the buzz about and interest in

their programs in this way also increases the CW’s potential for generating advertising revenue.

The network sells ad time on its own streaming platform that can be accessed on
devices or televisions connected to the internet such as Apple TV, or other streaming devices
such as Roku. It offers next day viewing of shows and the app is free, however it continues to
run advertising. Audiences have unlimited free access to these shows through the app (or at

least the five most recent episodes that were aired) and can therefore be exposed to

14% Liz Shannon Miller, “CW President: New Series Take Chances, But Netflix Deal Is Key,” Indiewire, February 1,

2019. https://www.indiewire.com/2019/02/cw-president-netflix-black-lightning-in-the-dark-1202040374/

143 Cobb, “The Netflix Bump Is a Real Thing for The CW,” 2018.

¢ Elaine Low, “CW Chief Talks Streaming Marketplace, Fate of ‘All American’ and Salim Akil Allegations,” Variety,
January 31, 2019.
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advertising during a show beyond its original air date, increasing the ads’ viewing potential.
Pedowitz commented on this expanded potential: “Despite the linear shortfall in ratings that
you see, we’'re up year to year by three to five percent in the amount of impressions we serve

for the advertisers when you go across all of those platforms.”**’

With its multi-platform
viewing strategy, the CW, which was once considered a struggling network, has managed to
stay afloat against the other major networks. Although Legacies viewership does not lead in the
ratings against other networks or even against other leading shows within the CW, its renewal
for a second season helps show that the CW’s multi-platform strategies can support less
mainstream shows that embody its continued commitment to the sensibilities of its diverse,

niche audience. This strategy helps retain the viewership of the network’s younger target

audience that likely favors non-linear forms of viewing such as streaming.

#CWOpenToAll

The CW makes more than a conscientious appeal to inclusion and diversity; it has
established its entire image around that idea. | argue that it has made more progressive strides
in queer representation than any other of the major networks by aligning its brand with
diversity of representation, defying mainstream sensibilities, and aggressively pushing its
message through its diversity media campaign. In 2016, amidst an extremely divided
sociopolitical spectrum in the United States, the CW pushed its new slogan “Dare to Defy” on
air, online, and in social media. The earlier visualizations of this slogan showed different CW
characters all touting the line, “Dare to Defy,” mostly through the on-air promotions. Although

it was implied that the CW was defying ideas about diversity that were less inclusive or perhaps

1w Miller, “CW President: New Series Take Chances, But Netflix Deal Is Key,” 2019.

81



less progressive, the initiative didn’t really go into specifics about exactly what it was against.
The vagueness of “Dare to Defy” implies a general sense of rebellion, which may be an
appealing ideology to young people or the target audience of those who share similar lifestyle
values. The CW is also the smallest network of the big five, positioning its niche status against
the “dominant” values of the larger networks that have the larger majority of viewers. This
general appeal to defiance creates a connection to socially liberal notions that trend in line with
the imagined target audience that resembles the ideals of Becker’s slumpy demographic. While
this term may apply to that audience, its indefinite use may also appeal to more socially
conservative audiences who also embrace rebellion or defiance in their own ways. Since the
network does not immediately elaborate on what this defiance means, it can be considered a
“safe” slogan that doesn’t risk alienating other potentially valued segments of the audience and
applies to many interests. Defiance is often considered an appealing idea to youth in general.
This was the beginning of the CW creating strong connections between the ideologies within

their shows and the values of their network and audience.

While the content and representations of many shows obviously championed inclusion,
the network began to showcase more overt examples of the values they were hoping to be
known for through their promotional material. Between the vague beginnings of “Dare to
Defy,” and the still continuing 2018 #CWOpenToAll, the network has more strongly defined
what values they are defying and who is included in those claims. The “Dare to Defy” slogan
was developed and began being heavily used around the time in 2016 that the Clexa incident in
The 100 boiled over into a public conversation and PR disaster, which demonstrates that the

network had far from insulated itself from representational flaws. The CW campaign
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#CWOpenToAll, which was launched in the fall of 2018, is one of the network’s latest iterations
of its attempts to brand itself using claims to diversity. One of the original commercial
promotions presented in 2018 consolidated most, if not all, of the network’s most popular
shows and characters into a little over a minute’s worth of a voiceover of characters speaking
about what this new initiative meant. Clips from different shows including, but not limited to,
Riverdale, Black Lightning, Arrow, Supergirl, Roswell New Mexico, iZombie, Supernatural, The
Flash, The 100, In the Dark, and All American were meshed together to create a familiar, action-
packed background over which the characters could deliver the network’s message. Voices of
characters from the above-mentioned shows take turns with each line, taking care to highlight
the word “we” toward the end of the narrative. This message is inviting the audience to be a

part of something that seems exciting and “defiant”:

When | defy assumptions, change happens. When | defy division, hope happens. When |
defy judgements, love happens. We are open to all, all possibilities, and opportunities.
All choices, and orientations. All kisses, and clashes. All hairstyles, and lifestyles. We are
open to all, because that’s when everything can happen. We are open to all because we
believe in it. We are open to all because we deserve it. We are open to all because we,

we ,we, defy ‘not to be.” The CW, dare to defy.148

The CW reinforces its original slogan “Dare to Defy” within this newer “Open To All” promotion.
The format for these promotions that have been produced since fall of 2018 have had similar

compilations of scenes and characters that list off these “values” that the characters, and in

48 Ty Promo 360. “2018 Fall CW Dare To Defy Extended Promo.” YouTube video, Duration 1:25. Posted May 17,

2018. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s9IgpK5sTG8
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turn the network, are promoting. They are being represented as in-line with the network’s
message and, even more than that, as ambassadors of that message. They are defying
assumptions, judgements, and others that are not open: “not to be.” The audience may be
enticed by the message that being open to diverse identities and lifestyles is “when everything

can happen.”

The network does not hesitate to focus on the progressive representational strides they
feel they have made in teen television. This diversity campaign goes to extra lengths to
highlight the sexual diversity that some of their newer representations have offered. When the
characters say that they are open to “All choices, all orientations,” they directly zero in on a
picture of Cheryl Blossom and Toni Topaz, the two bisexual characters from Riverdale who are
in a relationship. When they mention “all lifestyles,” they show a quick scene of Clarke Griffin
from The 100. This promotion also uses the background song “Rescue Me” by the band 30
Seconds to Mars as the characters are delivering the message. The original music video on
YouTube for this song is also making a direct appeal to diversity, as it makes a point to show
people of different races, ages, ethnicities, disabilities, and presumably different sexual
orientations on the same screen, which shows yet another layer of popular culture sensibility
and relevance to the audience they are trying to reach. Tying the network’s image to self-
reflexive ideas surrounding popular culture has also been a successful strategy with the teen

television industry, especially when it comes to popular music.** The song’s name in and of

9 Ben Aslinger, “Rocking Prime Time: Gender, The WB, and Teen Culture.” In Teen Television: Essays on
Programming and Fandom, eds Sharon Marie Ross and Louisa Ellen Stein, (Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Company,
2008), 80.
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itself, “Rescue Me” can be seen as a metaphor for the CW's initiative to offer a safe place to

negotiate these ideas; i.e. the CW can save you from yourself and the division around you.

A later reiteration of a promotion for #C(WOpenToAll takes a slightly different and
perhaps more direct approach in connecting the audience with the message. In this
commercial, the actors and actresses represent their real selves on screen, with various accents
and out of various costumes and written roles. This peels away another layer of the
representation, bringing the message one step closer to people’s everyday lived experiences,
and out of the context of the television shows and narratives themselves. These actors and
actresses are set in more everyday and mundane scenery such as classrooms and hallways and
regular rooms. They take turns speaking each line of the dialogue as the camera focuses on one
person at a time, rather than a montage of action-oriented show representations. Everyone is
more finely dressed and the tones of this promotion seem to invite more welcoming ideas of
inclusivity or “Open to All” than the previously described promotion which seems to channel
defiance in-line with the more general “Dare to Defy” slogan. The lines of dialogue are also
displayed in bold text across the screen while the message is delivered. Although there are
several shows that represent at least some level of Latino/a narratives, they also add a short
line of Spanish to this commercial, “para representar,” or to represent, for one more layer of
inclusivity. The montage begins with lead actress Gina Rodriguez from Jane the Virgin, followed

by various others:

We are open. We are open to all. All choices, all orientations, all lifestyles, all

possibilities. This is the time when anything can happen, and everyone, everyone is
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invited. A time to represent, para representar, and defy the odds. Because when we
defy assumptions, change happens. When we defy division, hope happens. When we
defy judgement, love happens. We are open to all and defy anything that stands in our

way.1*°

This promotion is even more specific with its message, continuously highlighting key words,
repeated by several actors and actresses, throughout the ad. The words “open to all,”

”n u

“represent,” “change,” “love,” and “defy anything,” are all repeated three to four times
throughout the narratives by different voices of the actors and actresses. These are the words
that the network’s promoters have chosen to represent the inclusivity of their cast and
programming. While the word “defy” is still reiterated, which can be seen as highlighting

difference, the other words that were chosen here stand for inclusivity and integration of all

identities into the collective “we.”

The network’s messages of inclusivity and diversity are more than clear. However, do
these ideas go beyond the formation of their brand? While the overall intentions of a network
that by all means still belongs to a profit-driven industry can be hard to discern, the CW does go
at least one further step beyond brand-level value. At the end of this promo, they show text
images for #{WOpenToAll, CW Seed (which is a streaming app and repository for the network’s
cancelled series or older content that is not currently on air), and finally, CW Good. CW Good
shows that the network is engaged with ideas about diversity more so than strictly

representationally and within their brand image. CW Good is a website designed to showcase

01y Promo 360. “2018 Fall CW Open To All Trailer.” YouTube video, Duration 1:00. Posted Oct. 17, 2018.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TA0X8tJQCSg
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causes and organizations linked with participation and activity among the shows’ cast members
as well as their audience. “The CW and its talent are passionate about and committed to raising
awareness for a number of charitable causes. CW Good is the platform designed to spotlight
those efforts and inspire YOU to get involved, as well. Together, we can make the world a

better place.”**

Two examples of initiatives and organizations that are linked on this platform are Guide
Dogs of America, which seeks to provide guide dogs and instruction to visually impaired people
for free, as well as the National Children’s Alliance, which in this particular initiative seeks to
empower victims of sexual abuse and assault. Riverdale’s Madelaine Petsch is featured as
teaming up with the National Children’s Alliance and other cast members are featured on this
page regarding other initiatives. Each dashboard links to the original website with ways to get
involved or donate. In keeping with this activist theme and in line with their 2018 fall launch
events, CW hosted “Powerful Programming, Powerful Women” in conjunction with #SeeHer
and other sponsors. The event included panel discussions with the women of Shethority, “the
global online collective focused on amplifying women’s voices launched by the stars of The
CW’s superhero series, and the women showrunners and executive producers of The CW’s hit

primetimes series.”*?

These direct links to causes and organizations that pair the ideas about
diversity and inclusivity embedded within the representations on CW shows, alongside the

voices of the actors and actresses, help to engage with and petition the audience to participate

in these initiatives as well.

131 The CW Good. http://www.cwtv.com/thecw/cwgood

2 |bid.
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The CW’s branding initiative, which is portrayed by its slogan “Dare to Defy” and its
2018 campaign “CW Open to All,” exemplifies this network’s commitment to progressive and
diverse representations of identity on and off screen. In line with its 2018-2019 key series, such
as Legacies with its racially and sexually diverse cast as well as female showrunner, it is clear
that the network is willing to defy previous boundaries of television industry norms to set itself
apart from bigger, more powerful networks. It has largely avoided previous, stereotypical
tropes of queer representation by using queer and bisexual characters that completely avoid
coming out narratives and monosexist tropes that favor binary categorizations of identity. |
argue that a higher quantity of queer representations within this network has resulted in a
broader range of queer narratives that should only continue to grow if the network continues

to dedicate itself to diversity in this substantive ways.
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Chapter 4: Reasons to Celebrate in the Post-gay Television Era

The 2018-2019 season Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation report found that
bisexual+ characters make up 27 percent of all LGBTQ characters across streaming, broadcast,

133 As bisexual characters and narratives continue to be explored across all platforms,

and cable.
examining the shifting trends within those representations can have many implications for the
gueer fan community. Whereas in previous television, queer content was often stereotypical or
lacking in diverse ideas about sexual identity, my analysis of the CW network shows The 100
and Legacies show more diverse and progressive meanings of sexual identity. The CW has had
some notable stumbles in this representational effort, but | argue that that process has helped

the network learn how to offer progressive representations as it offers more queer content and

characters on its network than ever before.

The overarching narrative and message of The 100 is that survival is only possible
through inclusion of diverse people rather than divisions between them. The relationship
between Clarke and Lexa is always portrayed through the premise of Clarke fighting to prove
that her people from the Ark should be included in the Grounders’ clans rather than being at
war with them. The program as a whole rests on a message of inclusivity. As each character
struggles with their individual issues, all “good” characters must come to the conclusion that
acceptance and peace, rather than division and war, are the way forward. All of the character
stumbles on the path to inclusivity are represented by rejections of those values. This is
significant because it expands the idea of inclusion from being tied strictly to sexual identity

into the basic fabric and premise of the show. Similarly in Legacies, the whole premise of the

>3 “Where We Are on TV 18’-19°,” ( Los Angeles, CA: GLAAD Media Institute, 2019), 26.
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school that houses the supernatural teens is a metaphor for diversity. The intersections of
gueer and Othered identities in the show promote values of inclusion. Representations in teen
television will never perfectly reflect identity struggles. However, they can incorporate
progressive ideas in new ways that help queer and straight audiences alike negotiate meanings
about diversity, identity, and even leadership. Clarke Griffin is not defined by a lesbian or
bisexual identity, but by the leadership and choices she makes to defend her people. She is
defined by her power and therefore defined by her enemies as “The Commander of Death.”
Queer characters in Legacies are also devoid of such labels and are noted rather for their

unique supernatural abilities.

The progression of Clarke’s relationships with Finn and Lexa and the establishment of
her bisexual identity are important representations for the LGBT community and are extremely
impactful because of their potential reach, given the lively fandom associated with the show.
Clarke being the first lead bisexual female character also raised the stakes of this
representation. The 100 showrunner Rothenberg insists that while the show never utters the
word bisexual, inclusion rather than division is the main message: “In our show, all relationships
start with one question: ‘Can you help me survive today?’ It doesn’t matter what color you are,
what gender identity you are, or whether you're gay, bi or straight. The things that divide us as
global citizens today don’t matter in this show. And that’s the beauty of science-fiction. We can

make a point without preaching. We can say that race, sexuality, gender and disability should
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not divide us. The show avoids using labels to categorize queer sexual identity and uses

authentic representations of on-screen queer intimacy to do so instead.

The progression of characters and narratives from The Vampire Diaries to its latest
spinoff Legacies helps show how far The CW has come in its commitment to diversity of
representation. These shows have used the supernatural as a place to explore Othered
identities, as previous television has done. By first introducing the audience to high school girls
dating vampires, the show took a ten year journey to other more obvious queer
representations such as girls dating girls, or vampire boys, or both. The Salvatore Boarding
School for the Young and Gifted is a great metaphor for the show’s underlying premise of
inclusion, but Legacies goes far beyond narrative codes and metaphors to deliver its messages
of inclusivity. It offers progressive representations of teens embracing fluid sexual identities
largely avoiding tired tropes of the past. Penelope Park, Josie Saltzman and Hope Mikaelson are
strong, courageous women who embrace their identities proudly. However the school
secluding the supernatural teens from the outside world, who may not understand their unique
identities, helps show that the conflict or struggle surrounding minority identity is not

completely solved.

| have argued that the CW’s representations as examples of a post-gay television era
turn away from defining sexual identity in heteronormative terms. Both The 100 and Legacies
typically do not use coming-out narratives to define queer identity. This is important because of
the ways in which the network is positioning bisexuality as a substitute narrative practice.

Rather than coming out, characters simply begin moving between heterosexual and

> Rothenberg, Medium.
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homosexual relationships. In Legacies, the problems of the bisexual characters revolve around
common teen issues in general, not their (bi)sexual identities or more stereotypical
representations about the fears of divulging their identity to heterosexual characters. Although
writers have Penelope Park go out of her way to aggressively announce her non-binary
sensibilities, narratives generally steer away from representations that have conflicting ideas
about one’s queer sexual identity. As | continue to notice the CW’s increasing use of bisexual
characters in its shows, this diversity also allows for the opening up of narrative possibilities.
The potential romantic pairings of bisexual characters are essentially doubled and add a whole
different facet to storylines. Other main characters on CW shows, such as Sara Lance on Arrow
and DC Legends of Tomorrow (2016- ), and Cheryl Blossom and Toni Topaz on Riverdale, are
openly bisexual, though with varying degrees of “coming out.” These female bisexual characters
have meaningful relationships with men and with women, satisfying the sensibilities of straight

and non-straight audiences.

The online fan practices such as the hashtag movement #LexaDeservedBetter are
increasingly useful for social media campaigns and also for negotiating identity beyond original
television representations. While the CW’s opportunistic branding makes strong claims about
inclusion and diversity, #LexaDeservedBetter helps to show that much of the social movement
aspect following the representations are actually rooted in audience action. They help shape
industry practices and show producers and writers what representational issues are important
to their niche audience. Extra-textual audience-produced cultural objects, such as memes and
online artwork surrounding the hashtag, also help bind the virtual queer fan community

together. More than that, the representations from The 100 and their implications evolved into
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a broader queer social movement in the creation of a fan convention called Clexacon. Clexacon
began March 3-5, 2017 in Las Vegas, exactly one year after episode “Thirteen” aired and Lexa

died. The event is a media and entertainment convention for LGBTQ women and allies aimed at
empowering media creators to produce more positive LGBTQ content, and provide educational

1>> A variety of writer and

resources to help guide the effort toward better representation.
creator workshops and meet-and-greets with television industry professionals and queer TV
actresses are presented alongside activities deemed just for fun. Now in its third year of
operation, Clexacon helps signify the value of Clarke and Lexa’s relationship beyond its
narrative world. The existence of this event supports my claim that the Clexa incident has

helped guide the television industry and the CW toward more progressive representations of

gueer identity.

While | am satisfied with the arguments | have been able to make, this thesis also has
some limitation. One is the specific scope of the two shows | examined in regard to broader
claims about the network’s representations of diverse identities. The CW has added several
other queer narratives into its newer shows. Without analyzing those as well, | may have
missed other defining queer moments, progressive or stereotypical, in its teen-oriented
television. Also, Legacies has only had one season to make its claims about diversity of
representation alongside the network’s 2018 campaign “CW Open To ALL.” Initial seasons often
take more time and care with character building and setting up the premise of the show, so
without seeing how the plotlines continue to develop it is hard to tell how well the CW lives up

to its promises. For one, we cannot yet tell if Penelope Park’s storyline is really being written off

1> “Oyr Vision,” Clexacon. https://clexa-con.com/about/vision/.
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and thus entering the domain of queerbaiting, or if the threat is merely a narrative twist. Other
new shows introduced for the 2018-2019 season included Charmed, Roswell: New Mexico, All
American, and In the Dark. These shows address many other intersections of diverse identities
including disability and blindness in In the Dark, or the emphasis on dynamics of black identity
on All American, both examples of minority representation that may have different implications

for the network’s branding toward inclusivity.

Whether or not the CW continues to live up to expectations about representational
diversity, these narrative depictions can only go so far. While the network goes to great lengths
to incorporate queer characters, other minority or contested representations remain largely

III

unexamined. The pervasiveness of “post-racial” casting, where roles are filled by either white or
racially ambiguous, young, and conventionally attractive actors and actresses, shows a sort of
homogeneity that veers away from bolder representational “risks” that may alienate segments
of their audience. This branding strategy allows the appearance of socially progressive ideas
that are tempered by the more practical sensibilities of the CW network’s advertising revenues
and industry limits. While the CW’s parent company CBS may be willing to let the smaller

network push some representational boundaries, the limitations are shown by the media

conglomerate’s avoidance of more socially controversial issues.

This study is also centered around bisexual or fluid representations of female characters
and does not investigate in depth the portrayals of those who identify as strictly lesbians, gay or
bisexual men, or transgendered characters. There are several other specific representations

that would warrant further analysis. The CW has broken ground in several categories, such as
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introducing the first transgendered superhero in character Nia, a.k.a Dream Girl, who is played
by transgender actress Nicole Maines. The actress asserts that it would have been inspiring to
her if she had been able to see representations such as this when she was growing up: “If | had
had a trans superhero, someone who looks like me wearing a cape, (while) growing up, that
would have been an entire new level of validation in myself to think that | can be a

136 glated for a potential fall 2019 premiere, the CW is also preparing to introduce

superhero.
another DC superhero storyline in Batgirl, which would follow the storyline of character Kate

Kane, who is described as an openly out lesbian.

As television researchers continue to examine representations of queer identity and its
implications on young people’s negotiations of identity, this thesis helps prompt further areas
of discussion. With a growing quantity of queer representations on screen, how does that
compare with the number of queer actors and actresses who fill those roles? Is queer diversity
behind the camera being considered as well? The most recent GLAAD report notes that bisexual
representations heavily favor women over men across all platforms, with 84 women to 33
men.” Why are networks more willing to grapple with ideas about female bisexual identity
over male? Does this relate to previous tropes about bisexual women that are meant to be
titillating or pander to the male gaze? Season six of The 100 also recently premiered on
Tuesday, April 30, 2019. Will the showrunners ever reinvest time into any sort of romantic

storyline for Clarke Griffin or will fear of audience backlash leave her prey to bisexual erasure?

Up until this point, since Lexa’s death, writers have largely avoided any reference to Clarke’s

136 gjj| Keveney, “‘Supergirl’ Nicole Maines shows her power as TV’s first transgendered superhero,” USA Today,
October 10, 2018. https://www.usatoday.com/story/life/tv/2018/10/10/nicole-maines-plays-first-transgender-
superhero-cws-supergirl/1583499002/
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romantic relationships aside from the occasional hook-up with character Niylah. Another
guestion for consideration is if the narrative foci on queer identity no longer rest upon labels
and coming-out stories, what issues do represent ideas about queer youth coming of age in a
“straight” world? One thing that comes to mind is the depiction of queer sex education. While
teen TV has previously been a place to offer ideas about sex education for straight teens, such
as the multiple birth control-centric episodes on shows such as One Tree Hill, the same cannot
be said for LGBTQ sex education. If the CW is taking a more liberally progressive stance on
youth-and-sex as fun, as researcher Meyers argues, is it also offering authentic ideas about sex
education to its queer viewers? Finally, other researchers may have differing viewpoints on
how progressive these queer narratives are. Although | argue that coming-out narratives are no
longer the main narrative focus of queer identities, others may feel that moving away from this

identity “conflict” inaccurately implies that the struggles over queer identity have been solved.

| argue that the CW’s contributions to television in a “post-gay” era have resulted in a
broader diversity of queer representations that specifically use female bisexual characters to
avoid many previous stereotypical narratives. They use progressive methods to connect
characters to queer identity, which | believe more accurately reflect the lived experiences of
young people who may be questioning their own identities. Growing up a fan of teen-television
shows on the WB, then the CW, and even The N, | was constantly searching for examples not
only of strong women, but of sexually fluid women that would have helped validate my own
feelings about sexuality. Older representations showed me that | was either gay or straight,
with bisexuality either “just a phase” or not represented at all. Now, when | turn on the CW to

any given show, | am not surprised to see bisexual, transgendered, or other non-binary
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characters woven into the storylines with thought and care from showrunners, rather than the

token gay roles of the past.

With a rising quantity of queer representations on the CW, the network’s
encouragement of social media discourse surrounding its shows also makes it easy to connect
with others sympathetic to queer culture. Broader intersections of queer identity can be
examined as the CW continues to emphasize and celebrate diversity. While the CW marketing
strategy insists that it is open to all, all choices, all orientations, all lifestyles, its representations
do not insist that identities are to be defined or restricted by labels. As depictions of non-
straight identity begin to reflect a broader spectrum of the LGBTQ community, heterosexual
audiences that are introduced to more progressive and diverse representations may also make
useful negotiations about minority identities and how those are reflected in their own lives. |
am reminded of how important making these connections are as | watch the eagerly awaited
season six premiere of The 100. | had watched all the extended trailers and searched for pre-
season spoilers as the last survivors of the earth’s apocalypse set foot on a new and uncharted
planet after 125 years of being cryo-frozen traveling through space. Lexa has been dead for
more than three years, and | know that | am not the only one who waits on edge for any small
reference to her and the epic relationship between her and Clarke. | am not the only one
anxiously wondering whether or not Penelope Park will be written back into Legacies. | have
had a “relationship” with some of these characters, such as those reoccurring from The
Vampire Diaries, for ten years, negotiating with them their on-screen relationships, onslaught
of teen identity crises, and coming of age stories in time with similar challenges presented to

me in my own life. These diverse representations have been shaped in part by the advocacy of
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CW showrunners as well as the queer fan community’s continued pursuit for more accurate
representation. However, they have also been shaped by the CW’s marketing strategies that
have undoubtedly tapped into a lucrative advertising market that appeals to an audience who is
attracted to the idea of defiance. This niche network has gone out of its way to offer
progressive representations of non-straight or queer identity in what | consider to be a

celebration of the progress television has made in a post-gay era.
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