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Abstract

In the early 2010s, the term “queerbaiting” emerged in fan 
communities to describe the phenomenon of films and 
TV shows including intentionally homoerotic moments in 
order to ensnare a queer audience, but without the intention 
of ever following through and confirming the characters 
to be in any way “canonically” queer. In recent years, the 
term has spread from fandom to academia as a way of 
criticizing the state of queer representation in pop culture. 
While “queerbaiting” is almost always seen as an action on 
the part of producers that harms fans, I argue that these 
accusations of queerbaiting create more interesting, dynamic 
relationships between creators and audiences. In this paper, 
I will be exploring the fan reaction to queerbaiting, and 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.57928/vv9c-g757

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9438-3089


98 • https://gnovisjournal.georgetown.edu/

Volume 22, Issue 1 • Spring 2022

how it allows fans to be more empowered in their readings 
of the text, creates a more active and engaged fanbase, 
and allows fans to hold the creators accountable for their 
promises.

On YouTube, there is a series of 49 videos, each 
ranging from ten minutes to two hours long, 
where a smiling graduate student enthusiastically 

reassures fans that the characters John Watson and Sherlock 
Holmes were going to become a romantic couple in the 
upcoming fourth season of the BBC’s Sherlock adaptation. 
In each video, the host painstakingly breaks down different 
aspects of the show, from the largest overarching plotlines 
to the most minute set dressing details, using in-depth 
literary analysis to “prove” that the creators were, without a 
doubt, setting up a big, romantic ending for the show’s two 
male protagonists, dubbing it “TJLC”, or, “The Johnlock 
Conspiracy”. 

In the last video, titled simply “Get Ready”, posted the night 
before season four was set to premiere, the host is close to 
bursting with excitement and states that “as amazing as it’s 
been to know the truth before the rest of the world, it's 
going to be even more rewarding to see everyone realize 
what story they’ve actually been watching.” 

But then season four aired, and there was no kiss. No 
confession. No grand, romantic ending. The host, like the 
thousands of people who watched the videos, and the 
thousands more gathered in other fan communities on 
the internet was hurt, disappointed, and betrayed. It’s easy 
to paint these fans as delusional, easy for mean spirited 
people to laugh at just how quickly these confident hopes 
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were shut down, but when you look into the show, and 
the instances that TJLC Explained points out, it becomes 
easy to understand how people reached that conclusion. 
The show constantly made jokes about Holmes and 
Watson’s friendship, characters would assume they were in 
a relationship, villains would use one of them as bait for 
the other, and in one particularly painful instance, Holmes 
stands in front of Watson, moments before his impending 
death, and tearfully tells him that there’s something he’s 
always meant to say to him, and because this may be his 
last time to say it… “Sherlock is a girl’s name.”

If you were expecting a love confession, congratulations. 
You have just been queerbaited.

The term “queerbaiting” has caught on in recent years, 
with media outlets like Rolling Stone and even the BBC 
publishing news stories on the term and its harmful side 
effects. It’s a relatively new area of academic study, with 
the earliest instance being an article published by Judith 
Fathallah in 2015. While the origins of the term are unclear, 
academics like Emma Nordin have credited its inception 
and spread to the microblogging platform Tumblr and 
other, smaller fan forums of the early 2010s, where the 
most popular media properties of the time were similar 
to Sherlock: shows that focused on the dynamic between 
two male protagonists, a dynamic many fans interpreted as 
romantic.

Fans of these pairings exist on a spectrum: some content to 
enjoy fan content of the characters without the expectation 
that the pairing would ever “go canon,” or become an 
established romantic relationship within the source 
material, others waiting with bated breath every episode 
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in the hope that this would be the episode when they finally 
admit their feelings. 

The accusation of “queerbaiting” exists somewhere between 
these two extremes.  Queerbaiting acknowledges that the 
creators and showrunners have no intention of confirming 
these characters as queer, but also acknowledges that 
many times queer coding is included intentionally for the 
purpose of “baiting” gay viewers. Fans who level accusations 
of queerbaiting recognize that the likelihood of a pairing 
getting together is slim to none, but these accusations are 
usually done with the hope of changing this outcome.

A friend once likened queerbaiting to the old joke about 
porn: “I can’t define it, but I know it when I see it.” In 
Queerbaiting and Fandom: Teasing Fans Through Homoerotic 
Possibilities, Joseph Brennan defines queerbaiting as “an 
industry tactic where “those officially associated with a media 
text court viewers interested in LGBT narratives...without 
the text ever definitely confirming the nonheterosexuality 
of the relevant characters” (Brennan, 2019, pp.2). It's often 
a point of contention, in and out of fandom communities, 
what is an example of queerbaiting and what isn’t. If a 
character comes out as gay but dies immediately after, is that 
still queerbaiting? If the creators imply in an interview that 
characters have romantic feelings for each other, even though 
it’s not confirmed in the canon, is that still queerbaiting? 
If actors backtrack on a love confession, claiming that it’s 
“up for interpretation,” is that still queerbaiting? Even with 
a seemingly catch-all definition like Brennan’s, the place 
where the line is drawn is still unclear, and a lot of it hinges 
on attempting to judge the creators' intentions and the 
viewers’ own perceptions. For the purpose of this paper, I 
will be working with my own definition of queerbait as “the 
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intentional queer coding of a character or characters to 
gain or maintain a queer audience without the intention 
of ever explicitly addressing the subtext.” 

However, like the old adage about porn, sometimes, you 
really do know it when you see it. I was an avid Tumblr 
user, spending my teenage years on the website during 
what I refer to as “the Golden Age of Queerbait”, where 
“queerbait” mostly referred to broadcast television and 
movie franchises queer coded their protagonists and 
made winking jokes and heartfelt exchanges between the 
intimate same-sex friendships of their cast. Light enough 
to be plausibly played off as a “bromance”, but serious 
enough to give their audience the impression that they 
had to be leading up to a romance. I observed, in others 
and in myself, that this form of queerbaiting frustrated and 
insulted viewers, but it also led to a more robust fandom 
and devoted fans. As a fan and as an academic, I became 
fascinated with why that was and became interested in 
studying the potential upsides to queerbaiting.

Literature Review/What is Queerbaiting?

As most of my previous research has shown, the line 
between “queerbait” and “subtext” is very blurry and difficult 
to define, the difference seems to lie in the intentions of 
the creators. In order to gain a better understanding of 
queerbait, I believe that it is necessary to have a basic 
understanding of what constitutes homoerotic subtext, 
how and why it comes to be, and how audiences receive 
it. Vito Russo’s book The Celluloid Closet is an in-depth 
examination of the way homosexuality has been portrayed 
(or obscured) in Hollywood during the 20th century, and 
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the chapter I chose delves into the way homosexuality is 
hinted at, while Hollywood was under the Hays Code, 
a set of guidelines for films from 1934 to 1968 aimed at 
prohibiting “immoral” content, which included depictions 
of homosexuality. Despite the code, “while on the lookout 
for overt references to stereotypical homosexuality, censors 
missed the ephemeral emotional commitments to the 
kind of male bonding that had characterized couples 
since Wings” (Russo, 1987, pp.92). This era of subtext and 
homoeroticism in the film allowed the heroes to be queer 
coded or have intimate same-sex friendships, as long as 
homosexuality was never explicitly mentioned. 

Russo’s examination of homoerotic subtext in the buddy 
genre is particularly interesting and very relevant, as 
many of the high-profile cases of queerbait take place in 
TV shows with a similar conceit - centering around an 
unlikely friendship between two men with very different 
personalities. Russo writes that the buddy films of the 50s 
and 60s were mostly about “a group of men going off to fight 
a war or to conquer a wilderness - men’s work, in which a 
female presence is superfluous but tolerated” (1987, pp.71), 
not too far off from today’s superhero films and action 
shows, where female characters may be present, but  “the 
primary buddy relationships in films are those men who 
despise homosexuality yet find that their truest and most 
notable feelings are for each other” (Russo, 1987 pp. 70). 
Russo cites Joan Mellon’s study of masculinity in film in 
stating that “the less violent men were in their film personas, 
the more likely they were to be in heterosexual love” (1987, 
pp.72), and goes on to infer that “the opposite has been true 
for homoeroticism. The perception of homosexual feelings 
as a brutal furtive and dangerous force saw it flourish in 
films of male bonding and violence” (1987, pp.72). This 
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again holds true for modern-day instances of queerbaiting 
and homoeroticism, including in the case of queerbaiting 
that I’m planning on covering in my paper, Supernatural, 
where the male characters would routinely beat each other 
up in routinely violent ways while the female characters 
were only there to represent a safe, nonviolent life that they 
would never end up choosing. 

The treatment and portrayal of women in these genres 
also feed into the homoerotic readings, but oftentimes, 
“homosexuals - invisible in fact but not in theory - take 
the rap for the heterosexist woman-hating attitudes that 
permeate buddy films and characterize the attitudes 
of heterosexuals toward both gays and women, whom 
they consider indistinguishable” (Russo, 86). Russo cites 
the film newspaper Jump Cut’s review of the buddy film 
Thunderbolt and Lightfoot, stating that the review’s author’s 
homophobia caused him to “attribute the misogynist 
attitudes in Thunderbolt and Lightfoot not to the tiresome 
conventions of a misogynist genre but to the latent 
homosexual sensibility of the film” (Russo, 1987, pp.85), 
the same way that the fans of the homoerotic relationship 
in Supernatural are often blamed for the way women are 
often sidelined and killed off on the show. Oftentimes, the 
homoerotic subtext that emerges in male-led media like 
Supernatural is an accidental result of misogyny. In specific 
genres, such as the action-adventure genre or the buddy 
film, the focus of these films and movies is on the male 
characters and their deep, manly bond (Klink and Minkel, 
2020). Female characters are often scarce, underwritten, 
and just exist as a way for the male protagonists to prove 
their heterosexuality. In the absence of well-written female 
characters (or any female characters), it’s natural that 
audiences (particularly queer audiences) read deeper into 
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the more fleshed-out relationships between the presumably 
straight male protagonists.

Russo writes that these buddy films justified the 
heterosexuality of male protagonists and their intimate 
relationships through bringing in “actual” gay characters in 
order to contrast their affectations and behavior to that of 
the heroes, with the protagonist often reacting negatively 
or violently towards these homosexuals. “The presence 
onscreen of homosexual characters was a perfect way of 
saying, oh no, this isn’t what we mean at all. Homosexuals 
draw suspicion away from the buddies” (Russo, 1978, pp. 
80). These representations were often comical caricatures, 
as “comedy has been able to comment on sexual roles 
more readily than drama could do only because people 
may dismiss it as impossible farce” (Russo, 1987, pp.74). 
In contemporary instances of queerbaiting, however, the 
homosexual characters included may not be portrayed as 
comical, pitiful, evil creatures (or not always portrayed 
like that), but serve as a way of both proving that the 
characters in question are not gay and that the creators are 
not homophobic or afraid of including gay characters. For 
example, many fans of the newest Star Wars movies were 
interested in the close relationship between the characters 
Finn and Poe, and wondered if there was a possibility of 
the two getting together, especially as director J.J. Abrams 
hinted in an interview that the last installment of the 
trilogy would have the franchise’s first openly LGBT 
characters. However, when the movie was released, the 
highly anticipated LGBT characters ended up being a pair 
of extras, kissing in the background of a blink-and-you’ll-
miss-it shot that was cut from many international releases, 
including Singapore and Dubai. Having these background 
characters be confirmed as “the” gay characters implies that 
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Finn and Poe can’t be gay, while also having the added bonus 
of appearing progressive. This is an example of what Russo 
calls “the yardstick sissy,” which plays off the assumption 
that homosexuality is uncommon and alien. If there is one 
homosexual character or gay couple in a film or TV show, 
there couldn’t possibly be two, that would challenge the 
assumption that heterosexuality is the norm. 

Interestingly, Russo writes that “the suppression of 
homosexuality, or the incorporation of it as something 
alien and sinister, plus the emotional tension created by the 
all-male dynamic in buddy films influenced homoerotic 
ideas and longings that achieved expression on the screen” 
(Russo, 1987, pp.97), because “the secret signals and hidden 
signs of homosexuality in Hollywood features were the 
only frames of reference for most gays, who learned about 
themselves chiefly from movies that said that the whole 
world was heterosexual” (Russo, 1987, pp. 98). “Subtext” is 
both informed by the identities and desires of the audience 
and informs the identities and desires of the audience. 

Queerbaiting has been criticized for being “misattributed 
to texts that are in fact employing subtext” (Brennan, 
2019, p.10). Historically, the homoerotic subtext being 
intentionally included but also intentionally ambiguous 
was due to laws and censorship surrounding homosexuality 
and depictions of it onscreen, such as the Hays Code. 
However, unlike the writers including subtext under the 
Hays Code, “those who queerbait only offer a facsimile 
of the real thing.” (Brennan, 2019, p.12). Instances of 
homoerotic subtext are no longer the valiant attempts of 
filmmakers to smuggle in as much queerness as they can 
pass the censors. While homophobia still exists, there is no 



106 • https://gnovisjournal.georgetown.edu/

Volume 22, Issue 1 • Spring 2022

longer the same oppressive censorship in the United States 
preventing queerness to be shown onscreen. 

This is where, according to Brennan, “queerbaiting” diverges 
from “subtext”. As he states in his definition, Brennan 
believes that queerbaiting is “a concept and a condition 
of its historical moment” (Brennan, 2019, p.2), we’re at a 
cultural moment where conversations about pop culture 
and mainstream film and TV center around concepts of 
representation and visibility for marginalized communities 
who rarely get to see themselves reflected on screen, but 
many media producers are still reluctant to actually take 
that step. Brennan writes that “a culture of keeping it vague 
also encourages a public refusal of queer fan interpretations, 
fans of which frequently find themselves met with “denial 
and mockery” that functions to “reinstate a heteronormative 
narrative that poses no danger of offending mainstream 
viewers at the expense of queer eyes” (Brennan, 2019, p.16) 
and that:

Fans often face ridicule and censoring from authors 
and gatekeepers, who continue to police and assert 
ownership over meaning in line with a more 
homogeneous or safe interpretation of their texts. 
Such efforts are likely in service of protecting the 
broadest possible appeal of a product, while also 
keeping open parts of the text that might inspire 
more subversive interpretations and thus continue 
to capture niche followings (Brennan, 2019, p.13).

This is where queerbaiting becomes a form of fan activism. 
"The emergence of queerbaiting in the present decade has 
come to represent such a future, and with it an audience-
driven call for media producers (cast, writers, showrunners, 
executives, and marketers) to deal with the intricacies 
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of queer identities and own up to the strategies they 
employ to court such followings. In short, those who have 
'communicated covertly to gays or implied gayness with a 
wink' must now declare their intentions to these audiences” 
(Brennan, 2019, p.18).

While “queerbaiting” may at first seem similar to older 
fandom terms describing same-sex relationships, such as 
“slash” or “HoYay” (short for “Homoeroticism, Yay!”), it 
plays a very different role in fan discussions. As previously 
mentioned, queerbaiting is generally understood as a 
criticism of the media and the creators, while “slash” and 
“HoYay” were coined to celebrate homoerotic tension 
between straight characters in TV shows (Nordin, 2019). 
“Slash” differs from “queerbait” because the focus is on 
queer relationships, the term itself coming from the 
practice of Star Trek fans denoting a romantic relationship 
between Kirk and Spock as Kirk/Spock, or K/S. The term 
has been used as a way to describe same-sex relationships 
in fandom and fan works since the 1980s, alongside the 
“character A/character B” naming convention for ships, but 
both have fallen out of use in recent years. Fans now prefer 
a naming convention of mashing the two characters’ names 
together (Kirk/Spock becomes “Spirk” for example). The 
term “HoYay”, on the other hand, is specific to instances 
of homoerotic subtext within a piece of media, and doesn’t 
typically extend to fanworks, nor does it explicitly apply to 
wanting a romantic relationship between two characters.

While there were still some voices of criticism in fandoms 
regarding slash and HoYay, namely how “long looks and 
lingering touches did not get the same recognition did not 
get the same recognition or conclusion when they occurred 
between a male and a female character” (Nordin, 2019, 
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p.29), the tone still was overwhelmingly positive. This view 
of queerness and homoeroticism in media, however, is based 
on an older era of fandom. In the early 2000s, people had 
lower expectations for LGBT representation in mainstream 
media and were generally more content to have their own 
queer readings of a text knowing that they were unlikely (or 
impossible) to happen in canon. However, the 2010s were 
a decade of changing attitudes in regard to the gay rights 
movements for the American public and media, and it's no 
coincidence that this is around the time when the concept 
of “queerbaiting” began to catch on in fandom spaces. The 
aim of holding creators accountable and negotiating for 
better and more interesting queer representation onscreen 
is one that is unique to accusations of queerbaiting. 

Some critics in academia, such as Nordin, claim that “it 
is not that fans accusing producers of queerbaiting are 
unaware of a pleasurable queer reading, but that they 
do not trust that such a reading will make a difference” 
(Nordin, 2019, p.29), but these I think these criticisms 
fail to consider that we do still live in an age where queer 
characters are underrepresented in mainstream media. It’s 
not a hollow, insecure pursuit for people to expect better 
queer representation, especially when this representation is 
dangled in front of them in the form of queerbaiting. 

Thesis Statement

The act of queerbaiting is almost always framed as an 
exploitation of the fans at the hands of the creators. 
However, I argue that this view of queerbaiting fails to take 
into account the interesting interactions at play between 
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fans and creators, and the ownership that fans claim over 
the text when discussions of queerbaiting are taking place. 

The relationship between fan and creator has always been an 
interesting one within the field of fan studies, but Brennan 
writes that with queerbaiting, “what is unfolding here is the 
power struggle over meaning between author and text, text 
and reader. Such power struggles are not new, but they have 
become more pronounced with the rise of the audience 
as a visible entity” (Brennan, 2019, p.9). Discussions of 
queerbait exist somewhere between “the Death of the 
Author” and taking authorial intent as the word of god, 
respecting the content of the text while also understanding 
“the potential benefits of alternative forms of interpretation 
and consumption” ( Jenkins, 1992, p.26). Nordin describes 
this as a case where “the author was dead, but fans had 
now revived the author, an author they held responsible for 
intentionally hinting at and alluding to queerness without 
ever delivering on this promise” (Nordin, 2019, p.28). And 
while some critics view this as simply wishful thinking or 
fan entitlement, many times queerbait accusations are a 
direct response to the content and promises that creators 
are already putting in the show. It’s a way of taking the 
authors to court, exerting control over the text, and trying 
to affect the outcome. Fans have significantly less power 
than creators, and are “peasants, not proprietors” within the 
media landscape ( Jenkins, 1992), but are still able to assert 
their power over media through their engagement with the 
text and through the organization of fan groups. Prior to 
the rise of the internet, fan communities were limited to in-
person meetups for specific fandoms, and even in the early 
2000s, fan sites online were still fairly isolated (Klink and 
Minkel, 2020). The shift to larger social media platforms, 
such as Tumblr and Twitter, allows for more crossover 
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between fanbases, which helps fans recognize patterns 
of queerbaiting as a larger issue and not just specific to a 
singular show.

Fans’ attempts to influence text are not new. There are 
records dating back to the 1960s of fan-run campaigns 
to keep certain shows on the air, campaigns that are often 
appreciated by creators and networks as ways of attracting 
higher ratings ( Jenkins, 1992). Fandom’s move to social 
media allows for fans to be able to connect with each other 
across the world, while also making these discussions easier 
and more public. While creators, actors, and producers 
similarly gaining more of a social media presence means 
that they become more aware of fan expectations, theories, 
and complaints, and are sometimes even swayed by them; 
as was the case with the Westworld creators scrapping a 
major plot point of the 2nd season when fans on Reddit 
already “figured it out” (McCreesh, 2017). The relationship 
between reader and writer, audience and actor, or fan and 
creator - a relationship that has rarely been comfortable 
( Jenkins, 1992) - is becoming more blurred and more 
participatory with the rise of social media, which fosters 
more direct interactions between celebrity and fan. Because 
of this, I would argue that queerbaiting is not always a one-
sided exploitation of the fans, but can be a conversation or 
a game of tug of war between fan and creator.

In this paper, I will be exploring the fan reaction to 
queerbaiting, and how it allows fans to be empowered 
in their readings of the text, which creates a more active 
and engaged fanbase and allows fans to hold the creators 
accountable for their promises. Because it’s difficult to prove 
the intentions of creators (Nordin, 2019), this paper focuses 
primarily on the fan and media response to queerbaiting. I 
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analyze one of the most infamous cases of queerbaiting, one 
that is practically undisputed, for content, media coverage, 
and fan response.

The Last Great American Queerbait

It’s difficult to discuss queerbait in any setting, fan 
or academic, online or offline, without mentioning 
Supernatural. It’s listed in the limited selection of examples 
on the Wikipedia page for Queerbaiting, and news outlets 
such as TVGuide and Insider have written articles about 
Supernatural’s queerbaiting problem (Gennis, 2017; 
Tenbarge, 2020).

Supernatural was a fantasy/adventure show that ran on the 
CW for 15 seasons between 2005 and 2020. It initially 
took the form of a monster-of-the-week, horror-themed 
show about two brothers hunting various horror movie 
monsters while searching for their missing father, it later 
grew infamous for its increasingly convoluted plotlines 
and attempts to find bigger, scarier antagonists as the show 
increased in popularity and kept being renewed far beyond 
creator Eric Kripke’s initial plans. 

The show began to shift away from its monster-of-the-
week format in the fourth season, with the introduction 
of the angels - and more specifically, Castiel. The character 
Castiel (played by Misha Collins) was introduced in 
the first episode of season 4, as the mysterious inhuman 
entity that rescued Dean Winchester (the elder of the two 
protagonist brothers, played by Jensen Ackles) from Hell 
for unknown purposes. Despite only being introduced in 
the last five minutes of the episode, the very first Dean/
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Castiel fanfiction community appeared on LiveJournal 
that same night. A lot of this early excitement about the 
Dean/Castiel pairing [hereafter referred to as “Destiel”] 
was standard for slash shippers and communities, many 
of whom were excited for the potential of a slash pairing 
in Supernatural, where previously the only recurring male 
characters were the two brothers and their father (not 
that that stopped some fans), but as their relationship was 
developed on the show, it started attracting different fans. 
Namely, young queer teenagers, who saw themselves in 
these characters.

What stands out about Destiel is that the queer coding of 
these characters is not limited to their relationship dynamic, 
and is therefore different from cases of “Homoeroticism, 
Yay!” or Slash, which would often present the characters' 
attraction to each other as a new, one-time case, with 
fanworks often depicting the complex emotions of this sort 
of discovery ( Jenkins, 1992). It was more typical for queer 
readings to involve presumed heterosexual male characters 
realizing they’re bisexual through their attraction to the 
character they’re paired with. Fans accusing Supernatural 
of queerbaiting assert that on top of homoerotic subtext 
between Dean and Castiel, the two are queer coded 
independently through aspects of their characterization. 

There have been plenty of queer readings of Dean 
Winchester since before Castiel was even on the show. He 
has plenty of flings and flirtations in the early seasons, but 
despite his ladies’ man persona, he just can’t seem to settle 
down or have any fulfilling relationships with women. 
His longest-lasting and most impactful relationship with 
a woman was with a woman named Lisa, who represents 
a “white picket fence” life: a normal, heterosexual lifestyle 
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that Dean felt was something he could never had and was, 
therefore, something that he always wanted. The show was 
supposed to end in season 5, with Dean returning to live 
with Lisa and her son, heterosexually ever after. However, 
because the show was renewed, season 6 opened with Dean 
finding himself restless and unhappy in his new heterosexual 
life and missing the dangerous monster-hunting lifestyle. A 
lifestyle which, in the show, has very few women and holds 
intimate male friendships in high regard. Later that season, 
he leaves her and all her memories of him are erased, and 
she’s never mentioned again. 

While much of Dean Winchester’s queer coding feels 
accidental, or a result of the treatment of female characters 
on the show, the queer coding of Castiel feels much more 
intentional, and at times malicious. When Castiel was 
introduced, he was a very serious, powerful, and mysterious 
character. However, as he became more and more of a fan 
favorite, Castiel would frequently become the butt of gay 
jokes, both on and offscreen. In almost every episode, the 
Winchester brothers would go undercover as FBI agents, 
and use the names of classic rock stars and traditionally 
macho action movie stars as aliases, but Supernatural 
developed a running joke of Castiel using the names 
of female pop stars instead. While Dean and Sam were 
Agents Eastwood and Willis, Castiel would be Agent 
Beyonce or Agent Lizzo. In a moment from the season 5 
gag reel, Ackles can be heard saying “we’re missing the gay 
angel”, and Collins responds “you mean gay as in happy, 
right?”,1 and at a convention in 2016, Ackles read part of a 
script using “the way the dialogue sounds in his head”, and 
Castiel’s voice is a high-pitched, stereotypically fey lisp. 
Another convention appearance alluded to a deleted scene 

1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Ih8swamYZI
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where Castiel is trying to find a way to get into heaven 
and finds his own “personal heaven” which is plastered with 
pictures of shirtless men with Dean’s face glued onto it. 
Even when he’s not being the butt of the show’s gay jokes, 
Castiel’s storylines are often ones that queer people can 
relate to. 

Castiel is an angel and is therefore supposed to be incapable 
of emotion and above humanity, but as the show states 
over and over again, Castiel is different from all his celestial 
siblings. The ugly duckling/fish out of water narrative is one 
that can often be read as queer-coded, as it hits upon the 
themes of exclusion, isolation, and a desire for community 
and understanding that many queer people, especially 
young and/or closeted queer people have faced in their lives. 
The other angels are equally hostile to Castiel, responding 
with everything from pity (a sister telling him that it gets 
worse)  to heartbreak and outright hostility (a sister telling 
him that he has “fallen in every way imaginable” (Kripke 
et al., 2005-2020)), and even in one case, sending him to 
the angelic equivalent of conversion therapy, with another 
angel performing lobotomies on him in order to make 
him behave like a proper angel again, and free him of his 
attachment to Dean Winchester. 

It is hard to discuss Castiel’s queer coding without bringing 
in the relationship between him and Dean Winchester, 
because, for most of the show, Castiel is relegated to the 
role of love interest for Dean. Almost immediately, Castiel 
is set up as an important relationship for Dean, when Dean 
emerges from hell, it’s with Castiel’s handprint burned 
into his shoulder. Through the entirety of seasons 4 and 
5, whenever Castiel appears, it's to interact with Dean, 
who slowly sways him into rebelling against heaven and 
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joining Dean on Earth. Other characters frequently make 
reference to their relationship. Meg, the character who was 
the closest thing Castiel had to a female romantic interest 
(like most of Dean’s female love interests, died far away from 
Castiel and was never mentioned again), tells Dean that 
he “was his [Castiel’s] boyfriend first”,1 another character 
calls Cas the “[angel] in a ratty trenchcoat who is in love 
with [Dean]”,2 and in later seasons, another angel directly 
compares Castiel’s relationship with Dean to his own 
romantic relationship with a human woman.3 I mentioned 
previously that the loss of Dean’s female romantic interests 
fails to impact him emotionally in long term arcs, which 
stands out in a show that centers so much around themes 
of male grief and vengeance, however, Castiel “died” 
several times throughout the show, and each one of his 
deaths has profoundly affected Dean, turning him into a 
dark, vengeful, grief-driven antihero for long stretches of 
episodes until Castiel has been written back onto the show 
and brought back to life once again. This happens multiple 
times, in seasons 7, 8, and 13. Season 13 is by far the most 
powerful of these moments, as Castiel dies leaving behind 
a newly born adopted son, and Dean’s rage and grief at 
losing Castiel and the way he takes it out on Jack (the son) 
is a direct parallel of Dean’s own childhood, with his father 
mistreating him after being driven to grief following the 
loss of his wife. 

Between these two characters, there is significantly more 
pushback against queer readings of Dean than of Castiel. 
Debates over whether Dean Winchester is straight or not 

1 Season 7, Episode 21: “Reading is Fundamental”

2 Season 6, Episode 17: “My Heart Will Go On”

3 Season 12, Episode 10: “Lily Sunder Has Some Regrets”
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rage across Supernatural fan communities online. This is in 
part due to the fact that throughout the show Dean does 
show romantic and sexual attraction to women, something 
that has never stuck with Castiel. Another reason is that 
Dean is a much more traditionally masculine character 
than Castiel, leading fans to believe that means he couldn’t 
possibly be queer. As one Reddit commenter put it, “Dean 
is the textbook case of a stereotypical late 70s early 80s 
born heterosexual male” (LittleMissFirebright, 2021). 
However, both of these things have led some fans to argue 
even harder for a queer reading. Samantha Pajour writes 
for Mic that “Dean Winchester, a masculine guy in his 
mid-30s who loves whiskey, classic rock, and his '67 Chevy 
Impala; who was raised by an abusive father; who has been 
hunting since he could hold a shotgun; and who is a lead 
character on an urban fantasy drama popular with a male 
audience would be such an important and groundbreaking 
representation of bisexuality on TV” (2013). 

The introduction of Castiel and the Dean/Castiel dynamic 
brought in a brand new type of fan to Supernatural ’s 
audience, fans who were tuning in specifically because of 
the relationship between Dean and Castiel. While there 
has always been a subculture of shipping and slash within 
the Supernatural audience (as expected for any show with 
two conventionally attractive male leads), many Dean/
Castiel fans brought a different set of expectations with 
them. In “Supernatural Has a Queerbaiting Problem that 
Needs to Stop”, Sadie Gennis writes that early slash fans 
would ship the brothers, and while the show would throw 
in the occasional joke about hotel clerks assuming they 
were a couple, these fans understood that this relationship 
was completely out of the realm of possibility within the 
show. But when these same jokes were made about Dean 
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and Castiel, many fans thought that a romantic relationship 
between the two was something that could really happen 
(2014), and seeing posts and clips of these jokes and 
exchanges on social media brought in new fans interested 
in their dynamic.

Despite Supernatural having a sizable fanbase that crosses 
many demographics, the “Tumblr Fangirl'' types were not 
an invisible minority, and in fact were even acknowledged 
in the show, where the story of Supernatural exists in 
a series of in-universe books, complete with fandom. 
Supernatural’s first fan insert character was a mean-spirited 
caricature of a fangirl named Becky, a socially inept shut-in 
who wrote incest fanfiction and spent her time onscreen 
hysterically drooling over Sam’s muscles. Everything she 
did was to make her the butt of the joke, a clear indication 
of how the writers of Supernatural saw their fans in 2009. 
However, as the show went on and as its popularity grew 
among young, mostly queer women, they grew slightly 
more generous with their fan inserts. In the special 200th 
episode, titled Fan Fiction, we meet Marie, a high schooler 
at an all-girls school who is writing and directing a musical 
based on the in-universe Supernatural books. Unlike Becky, 
Marie is confident and proud of her interpretation, calmly 
explaining the queer subtext to Dean, a far cry from the 
hysterical fangirl persona they previously ascribed to 
their young, female audience. The episode plays out as a 
proxy dialogue between the creators and the fans, as the 
Winchester brothers (insiders who know the real story, a 
stand-in for the writers) and the high schoolers (young 
female Supernatural fans, an obvious stand-in for real-life 
young female Supernatural fans) clash over their different 
interpretations of the text. At first, Dean is defensive, 
offended that Marie is changing the plot of his real life, but 
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eventually concedes that he can’t stop the girls from having 
their own interpretation of the show, finally telling Marie 
that even if he doesn’t like her story, “I have my version, and 
you have yours” (Kripke et al., 2005-2020).

One of the most glaring interpretations that Dean takes 
issue with is the acknowledgment of the show’s queerbaiting 
and homoerotic subtext. When Dean sees the two actresses 
playing himself and Castiel hugging and holding hands, 
Marie tells Dean that “it’s just subtext, but we do explore 
the nature of Destiel in act two” (Kripke et al., 2005-2020), 
after which Dean stares directly into the camera, letting 
us know that they know all about the shipping that goes 
on online. This sort of wink-nudge that the show would 
use is one of the core components of queerbaiting. While 
it can be hard to discern creator intention with in-canon 
homoerotic subtext, the intention becomes very obvious 
when they acknowledge the fandom, and especially the 
fandom’s complaints.

Despite the popularity of the show, Supernatural ’s 
reputation began to decline as conversations about 
queerbaiting became more and more prevalent. In 
November of 2014, as a response to the special 200th 
episode, TVGuide published an article titled “Supernatural 
Has a Queerbaiting Problem That Needs to Stop”, where 
reporter Sadie Gennis states that the episode “put the final 
nail in the coffin of the great queerbaiting debate” (Gennis, 
2014). Despite the relatively generous portrayal of fangirls, 
Gennis writes that the episode’s overall message is that 
it was fine for fans to have their own interpretations, but 
they would never be the creators’ intended message (as 
Dean puts it “I have my version, and you have yours, and 
that’s OK” (Kripke et al. 2005-2020)) cannot hold up if 
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the creators are actively benefiting and profiting from fans’ 
interpretations. Supernatural ’s reputation for queerbaiting 
and casual homophobia was only exacerbated by the 
cast’s interviews and behavior at fan conventions. At one 
particularly infamous convention in 2013, a young fan asks 
Jensen Ackles a question about queer coding and Dean’s 
evolving sexuality, clarifying that she herself is a bisexual 
person. To which Ackles replies that he was going to 
pretend he hadn’t heard the question at all, before telling 
the fan “don’t ruin it for everybody now.” This incident 
caused outrage, and while it was framed at the time as 
a crazy fangirl meltdown, media outlets and outsiders 
to the fandom have been reconsidering the incident in 
recent years and recognizing it as a pattern of homophobic 
behavior (Micarelli, 2021). Fans having their own queer 
interpretations of the show were perfectly fine, as long as 
they kept it to themselves. According to those involved with 
the show, queer interpretations were seen as something that 
could “ruin” the show for a straight audience. While it was 
perfectly fine for the creators to tease fans with homoerotic 
subtext and gay jokes, it was seen as crossing a line for fans 
to respond to it directly. Many creators give their blessing 
to fans writing fan fiction and having their own versions of 
the story (the Supernatural crew included, as seen through 
their Fan Fiction episode),1 but take issue with it when 
discussions of these interpretations leave fan spaces and are 
brought to their attention.

With instances like these, as well as factors such as 
the teenage fanbase growing older and general waning 
enthusiasm, a significant portion of the Supernatural fan 
base faded away during the mid-2010s. Rotten Tomatoes 

1 With notable exceptions. Diana Gabaldon, author of the Outland-
er series, once likened fanfiction of her works to “white slavery”.
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audience scores dropped 10% between season 10 and 
season 11, and Google Trends shows a steady decline in 
search activity since October 2014, only exceeding that 
peak in November 2020. Fan communities on social 
media sites such as Tumblr started to shrink as former fans 
began moving on to other interests and only remembering 
Supernatural as a cringe-worthy phase of their high school 
past.

And then, in the third to last Supernatural episode ever, 
the unthinkable happened, and Castiel confessed his love 
to Dean. Supernatural continued to play up the homoerotic 
subtext between Dean and Castiel in later seasons, going as 
far as to give the two of them an adopted child, and an arc 
commonly referred to in the fandom as “the divorce arc”, 
but it was still generally assumed by most of the fanbase that 
the best Destiel could hope for was a still ambiguous, still 
homoerotic friendship. The episode in question, “Despair” 
opened with one of the supporting characters losing her 
girlfriend, and at the midpoint, Dean’s brother Sam lost 
his girlfriend. And following the formula, at the end of 
the episode, in a scene described by Castiel’s actor, Misha 
Collins, as a “homosexual declaration of love”,1 Castiel 
sacrifices himself to save Dean, but not before confiding 
in him that Dean changed him, ever since they met, and 
delivers the long-awaited “I love you” right before dying.

The internet subsequently lost their minds. Fans of the ship 
watching the episode live took to social media to air their 
shock and disbelief. Some were celebratory over the love 
1 https://twitter.com/i/broadcasts/1kvJporDONPGE?ref_
src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwter-
m%5E1325627381063639040%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%
5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pride.com%2F-
geek%2F2020%2F11%2F10%2Fmisha-collins-confirms-castiels-ho-
mosexual-declaration-love
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confession, some upset over the way the scene played into 
the “bury your gays” trope. In their 2020 year in review, 
Tumblr reported an overall 5,065% increase in engagements 
around the hashtag, “#destiel” (with a 2,083% increase in 
original posts and an 11,042% increase in reblogs), during 
the week following the episode’s airdate.1 The night the 
episode aired, “Destiel” was trending on Twitter (above the 
US election, which was on its 2nd day of vote counting). 

It wasn’t only these fans, who reacted, though. People who 
had been Supernatural fans in the past turned to social 
media platforms to revel in what they all assumed was the 
unthinkable. A tweet from @AlannaBennett read “Destiel 
is apparently canon now and my 2011 personality just 
stirred in her grave” (Bennet, 2020).  Fans of Supernatural 
who weren’t necessarily fans of Dean/Castiel or queer 
readings in general argued that the confession could be 
read as platonic, with one Reddit user writing that “can 
we all agree that when one man says I love you to another 
ma[n], insisting that it’s gay is a pretty clear example of toxic 
masculinity” ( JuniorInPink, 2020). However, the majority 
of viewers did interpret this confession as explicitly queer 
and romantic, even if they didn’t view the confession as 
a positive thing. Some fans argued that the writers were 
pandering to “stop the destiel girls throwing…tantrums” 
(ronon-dex, 2020). Even people who disliked Supernatural 
weighed in, with memes making fun of the confession scene 
circulating on different social media platforms. One meme, 
using close-up shots of Dean and Castiel’s faces during the 
confession scene to deliver unexpected or surprising news, 
is still in use on tumblr.2

1 https://fandom.tumblr.com/post/636605729704411136/des-
tiel-is-canon
2 https://transmascskywalker.tumblr.com/
post/673924209531125760/i-couldnt-help-myself
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The Destiel event was covered by media outlets like Buzzfeed 
and Vox, YouTubers made video essay retrospectives 
about Destiel, and Supernatural was seeing a new influx 
in popularity the likes of which it hadn’t seen since the 
early 2010s. Tumblr, in particular, came together in a way 
the site, which has become extremely fractured and user-
unfriendly in recent years, hasn’t since around the same 
time. Because Supernatural, and more specifically Destiel, 
were such a large part of Tumblr’s history as a website, the 
majority of its users had some sort of strong reaction to 
it, the official staff-run Tumblr account even made a post 
asking “hey @cwspn fandom, how y’all doing?”.1 One 
blog, started in 2016 dedicated to posting and answering 
“Is Destiel Canon Yet?” after every episode, finally got to 
answer their post with “Yes”.2  As Tumblr user @thexfiles 
put it, it was a “big day online for everyone who is using the 
same blog they made in 2011”. 3

The renewed interest in Supernatural and Destiel didn’t 
fade away after the one eventful night, either. In the year 
since November 5th, Destiel has become the first ship to 
reach 100,000 works on the fanfiction hosting site Archive 
of Our Own, Supernatural, and Destiel were Tumblr’s 
most reblogged and referenced TV show and ship of the 
year, respectively.4 As I previously mentioned, the fandom 
started to decline around 2014, around the same time 
that people started to gain a deeperunderstanding of what 
1 https://fandom.tumblr.com/post/634001385606807552/hey-
thecwspn-fandom-how-yall-doing
2 https://is-destiel-canon-yet.tumblr.com/
post/633999455027429376/is-destiel-canon-yet-1152020-yes
3 https://moopet.tumblr.com/post/669141959832748032/byzan-
tined-the-best-part-of-experiencing-november
4 https://fandom.tumblr.com/post/669320356627202048/2021-tv-
shows https://fandom.tumblr.com/post/669380161647591424/2021-
ships
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queerbaiting was. While fans still frequently expressed 
anger and disappointment in Supernatural’s treatment of 
LGBT themes and queerbaiting, fans returning in 2020 
started to make jokes about the concept, and even embrace 
the queerbaiting that led to the confession. Tumblr user @
lesbianboboberens writes that “the conditions that created 
Destiel can never be replicated” and credits queer fans’ 
response to queerbait with “setting the stage” for canon 
gay representation.1 Instead of viewing Supernatural’s 
queerbaiting as an exploitation, it’s viewed as a victory that 
the fans have had over the creators. As user @steveyockey 
says (about the love confession), “outside the story it is the 
most plotted-towards and hard-won narrative development 
in all of supernatural but more so within the story it turns 
everything on its head!.” 2 While these gay jokes and 
moments of homoerotic tension might have been included 
as a way of ensnaring or maintaining a queer audience, 
assuming that the interaction stops there is underestimating 
the agency of the fans; it paints fans as helpless victims of 
queerbaiting who are unable to react to queerbaiting in a way 
that puts any pressure on the creators. When fans respond 
to these moments, creating fan communities and boosting 
ratings, showrunners are likely to respond in kind and keep 
inserting these moments. A Tumblr post by user @badcode 
states “it demands something from the audience, demands 
care and attention and a sharing of a part of themselves, 
and in return transforms what could otherwise be a process 
of passive consumption into a mutual and reciprocal act 
of co-creation”.3 These moments of queerbaiting are 
included by the creators because they know it's what the 
1 https://lesbianboboberens.tumblr.com/post/634883752434270208/
thinking-about-how-the-conditions-that-created
2 https://steveyockey.tumblr.com/post/647759920013459456/the-
confession-will-never-not-stop-in-my-tracks
3 https://stonerfag.tumblr.com/post/668311512415371264
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audience wants, and even though they may never explicitly 
confirm the characters as gay, if they explicitly confirmed 
the characters as straight, they know they would lose their 
audience. Castiel was initially supposed to be a one-off 
character who died after a few episodes, but after seeing 
how popular he was, they decided to keep him around. He 
was supposed to die again for good in season 6, but when 
the ratings started to scrape rock bottom after he left, he 
was brought back again.

Destiel was never supposed to happen. If fans didn’t get 
involved through fan works and engagement and, in 
the words of Jensen Ackles, “ruin it for everybody”, and 
the creators had had their way, this queerbait wouldn’t 
have existed, and the character of Castiel would have 
never come out as queer. The gay jokes and homoerotic 
plotlines included as ways to appeal to and maintain their 
queer audience built up over time. This combined with 
the pressure from their audience and from media outlets 
resulted in the show’s outcome, one that would not have 
been possible if the show hadn’t been attempting to appeal 
to this demographic of fans. As I previously mentioned, 
showrunner Eric Kripke intended for the show to end with 
Dean happily married to a woman, with Castiel far out of 
the picture. Instead, it ends with Castiel confessing his love 
to Dean, and Dean never loving again. The fans changed 
the trajectory of the show. Unlike other classic examples 
of queerbaiting (like the aforementioned Sherlock), 
Supernatural ran for an exceptionally long time; many 
fans who were already invested in the show learned what 
queerbaiting was during its 15-year run and were able to 
recognize it in the show. Fans’ criticism of the show and the 
show’s dependence on the fans eventually wore down the 
creators and caused them to end the queerbait game of cat-
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and-mouse and finally confirm what they’d been hinting at 
the whole time. In recent years, since the term has gained 
popularity, it’s much more common to see the accusation 
leveled against pieces of media, and creators are much more 
aware of it. Queerbaiting itself has even changed, with 
the most common instances of it going from homoerotic 
tension between protagonists to promising “a gay character” 
that ends up being a minor or one-dimensional character, a 
practice Disney is infamous for. 

Conclusion

Brennan wrote that “queerbaiting is a movement to reclaim 
and hold to account the stories that matter to us most” 
(Brennan, 2019, p.22), which I think is the key idea at the 
very center of queerbaiting. Fans have these discussions 
and these strong reactions to queerbaiting because they 
love the thing that’s baiting them, and they want better 
from it. Many times you’ll see fans criticizing other fans 
complaining about queerbaiting, telling them to simply 
watch another show, suggesting pieces of media with 
explicit LGBT representation. 

When asked a question about Castiel’s confession at a 
convention in 2021, Supernatural star Jared Padalecki argued 
that Castiel’s confession could have been platonic, and stated 
that Supernatural was “ not a show about heterosexuality or 
non-binary — it’s a show about, hey, you can choose to live 
your life with love, not, hey, this means they wanna make 
out,”1 a sentiment echoed by many when fans attempt to 
hold pieces of media accountable for queerbaiting. The 
message seems to be that while heterosexual romance 
1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pFzXsFbPPAc
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and characters are appropriate to show onscreen, LGBT 
themes are still too taboo to discuss outright. The female 
love interests and heterosexual sex scenes that characters 
have in Supernatural don’t make the show “about sexuality”, 
but a confession of love between two male characters is a 
step too far.  There’s a message that is sent to LGBT fans 
that being gay is something that is dirty and shameful. 

However, as we start to see the concept of queerbaiting 
change from queer coded protagonists and unaddressed 
homoerotic subtext to creators' promises of representation 
(Nordin, 2019), only for that representation to be 
underwhelming to many queer viewers, I find that I’m a 
bit nostalgic for the “golden age” of queerbaiting. In The 
Celluloid Closet, Vito Russo (1987) wrote that “the secret 
signals and hidden signs of homosexuality in Hollywood 
were the only frame of reference for most gays, who learned 
about themselves chiefly from movies that said that the 
whole world was heterosexual” (98), and I think this is 
applicable to the era of queerbaiting. Many gay characters 
in mainstream media are often relegated to side characters 
who are either reduced to just their sexuality or completely 
stripped of it. Even the few canon LGBT characters in 
Supernatural (with the exception of Castiel) are given this 
role. When gay characters are in a relationship, or show any 
form of romantic connection, it’s portrayed as a joke,1 they 
can only stick around if they’re completely stripped of any 
sort of romantic desire.2 By engaging with queerbaiting, 
1 Characters like the “Destiel” girls from Season 10 Episode 5: “Fan 
Fiction”, the cosplayers from Season 5 Episode 9: “The Real Ghost-
busters”. In both of these cases, the couples appear only for the 
comedic value of Dean being visibly surprised at the existence of 
gay people.
2 Characters like Charlie Bradbury and Max Banes, who can off-
handedly mention flirtations or past hookups, but not any serious 
relationships.



gnovis • 127 

Fake People Kissing: Queerbaiting and Fan Agency

queer audiences are able to see themselves in the heroes 
and protagonists. The relationship between Dean/Castiel 
gave viewers the opportunity to create the nuanced 
representation they want to see by taking the instances of 
“queerbaiting” into their own hands. What queerbaiting 
offers is a chance for the fan to become the author. Every 
dropped plotline and every cheap gay joke is a different clue 
or building block for the fans to create their own story, but 
the way this diverges from fan fiction or ordinary shipping 
is the feeling that you’re in conversation with the creators. 
The queer references and moments of romantic tension are 
either clues or mockery, but anyway you look at it, it feels 
like the writers are speaking directly to you. 
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