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Abstract

This paper analyzes the romantic story arc between a 
cisgender heterosexual man (Stan) and a transgender 
woman (Angel) in the first season of Ryan Murphy’s 
groundbreaking television series, Pose (2018-2020). It also 
explores how fans have responded to its portrayal of a cross-
gender relationship. I provide a descriptive summary of the 
#StanGel arc and conduct a discourse analysis within threads 
of the subreddit r/PoseFX on Reddit. In juxtaposition to 
Microsoft researcher danah boyd’s networked publics and 
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Sarah Jackson, Moya Bailey, and Brooke Foucault Welles’ 
understanding of counterpublics, my discourse analysis 
of selected threads make three key findings: (1) new 
media can complement traditional media by extending 
the discussion beyond the screen and to a shared space; 
(2) LGBTQ+ fans want to see accurate portrayals of their 
experiences, especially its more lighthearted aspects; and 
(3) queer-dominated online communities like r/PoseFX 
serve as networked counterpublics that challenge the 
dominant cis-heterocentric narrative and ideologies of 
the mainstream society. This paper aims to contribute to 
both Media Studies and Queer Studies, with a greater aim 
of acknowledging the scarcity in academic literature on 
transgender representation in popular media, particularly 
cross-gender relationships between transgender women 
and cisgender men.

Ryan Murphy’s Pose (2018-2020) garnered warranted 
praise for its groundbreaking representation of 
transgender (trans) creatives of color (Willis, 2018; 

Satterwhite, 2019; Turchiano, 2021). Set in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s New York City ballroom scene, the series 
does not merely offer trans representation on screen but also 
in its writing and production development. The inclusion 
of trans and nonbinary main actors, writers, and directors 
played an impactful role in the show’s success in—as they 
say in the ballroom scene—“serving realness.” This goal is 
not just evident in how Pose tackles issues of race, class, 
gender, sexual expression, and survival, but also in the 
human desire to love and be loved by somebody. One of 
its most compelling arcs is the first season's main romantic 
storyline. A clean-cut, middle-class, cis-heterosexual white 
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man from the suburbs named Stan (played by Evan Peters) 
becomes infatuated with a trans woman of color, Angel 
(played by Indya Moore).

The cross-gender relationship between Angel as a trans 
woman and Stan as a cis man offers a narrative that is not 
often portrayed in media despite the recent increase in 
trans visibility within popular culture. Refinery29’s health 
and living writer Sadhbh O’Sullivan (2021) argues that the 
lack of such media content has an impact on how trans 
people see themselves:

This lack of visibility makes it easy to draw the 
conclusion that trans women aren’t lovable, which 
has an understandable effect on their self-esteem 
(especially early in their transition). It also helps 
stigmatise the cis men who desire trans women 
(para. 2).

Trans writer and director Janet Mock, who wrote all the sex 
scenes in Pose, said in an interview that Stan and Angel’s 
relationship is a romantic relationship that she has been 
searching for. Her intention in writing was to “undo the 
link between [trans] bodies as being points targets [sic] 
of violence and ridicule” (Veneble, 2018, para. 3). In this 
sense, Pose is a groundbreaking show for trans visibility 
and representation because it breaks away from the 
stereotypical depictions involving violence and humiliation. 
As TV Guide’s Malcolm Venable puts it colorfully, “If sex is 
a political act, so often informed by religious and cultural 
codes as well as baggage about power and who’s giving it 
away, then Pose’s sex scenes are a Molotov cocktail intended 
to burn down the old system and start a revolution” (para. 
4).
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With the scarcity of healthy cross-gender relationships 
in media and Mock’s intentionality, it is essential to study 
how the audience receives and responds to Angel and 
Stan’s relationship (referenced throughout this article 
as “#StanGel”) and what this says about contemporary 
understandings of such relationships. Borrowing O’Meara’s 
definition of “cross-gender friendship” as “a non-romantic, 
non-familial, personal relationship between a man and 
a woman” (1989, p. 526), I use the term “cross-gender 
relationship” in this paper in reference to a romantic 
or sexual relationship between a cisgender person and a 
transgender person.

This paper aims to contribute to Media Studies and Queer 
Studies by discussing how fan communities on Reddit 
interrogate cross-gender relationships. Reddit makes for a 
more interesting platform than other social media sites, as 
subreddits cater to a specific niche communities that often 
share interests and identities. In the case of r/PoseFX, 
the subreddit has clearly defined boundaries where the 
online forum becomes a shared space for a fan community 
and where many members identify with the LGBTQ+ 
community. Moreover, as a discussion-based platform, r/
PoseFX produces ample content on my topic of interest. 
My work analyzes both the portrayal of a cross-gender 
relationship in traditional media (television) and how this 
cross-gender relationship is critically discussed by fans in 
new media (Reddit). I argue that this interaction between 
traditional media and how fans use new media offers 
dialogue that challenges dominant discourse surrounding 
cross-gender relationships and cis-heteronormative 
expectations regarding gender and sexuality, thereby 
elevating marginalized voices.
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Literature Review

As a fan community dedicated to discussing Pose, r/
PoseFX functions as what danah boyd (2008) calls a 
networked public. Much like Habermas’ public sphere 
(1989), networked publics are spaces where people gather, 
discuss, and debate publicly relevant topics, which can 
influence their participants’ worldview. However, boyd 
differentiates networked publics from the public sphere 
insofar as networked publics bind people together “through 
technological networks” rather than a shared physical 
space (2008, p. 125). Thus, r/PoseFX is a networked public 
where fans gather and discuss Pose, its themes, and social 
commentaries. As a discussion website, Reddit is divided 
into subpages called “subreddits” that focus on niche topics, 
including specific television shows. Similar to a café where 
a book club might meet, subreddits and the discussion 
threads they facilitate function as a digital metaphor for a 
public sphere.

The #StanGel discourse on r/PoseFX provides a topic-
specific example of how the subreddit is a networked 
public that facilitates discussion and debate on a publicly 
relevant topic within the trans community: cross-gender 
romantic and sexual relationships between transwomen 
and cis men. Although this is not a common experience 
within mainstream culture, it is a salient issue that many 
trans people (and their cis partners) grapple with (Mock, 
2013; Gamarel et al., 2019; Trepany, 2021).

As a show that centers on the narratives of queer and trans 
women of color, many Pose fans come from the LGBTQ+ 
community. Accordingly, many of their perspectives are 
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often underrepresented in mainstream media and culture. 
Therefore, r/PoseFX is a queer-dominated space where 
queer Redditors can offer different perspectives to their 
cis and heterosexual counterparts. In this case, r/PoseFX 
can function as a networked public and as a networked 
counterpublic.

Jackson and Foucault Welles (2015) offer an example of 
how the hashtag #myNYPD has been used to facilitate 
a networked counterpublic. In their network analysis 
and qualitative discourse analysis, Jackson and Foucault 
Welles discuss how anti-police violence activists hijacked 
the hashtag to counter the dominant narrative that frames 
law enforcement in the image of heroism. The researchers 
draw from scholarships by Felski (1989), Squires (2001), 
and Asen and Brouwer (2001), extending the definition 
of counterpublics as publics that challenge the “‘dominant 
knowledge’ inherent to the mainstream public sphere” 
( Jackson & Foucault Welles, 2015, p. 934) to digital 
communications and technology. Thus, Jackson and 
Foucault Welles describe networked counterpublics as 
a type of public where people challenge the mainstream 
discourse and the ideologies it reproduces through counter-
narratives, often from those who belong to marginalized 
communities. Jackson, Bailey, and Foucault Welles (2017) 
apply networked counterpublics to the trans community, 
particularly how trans women use the hashtag #GirlsLikeUs 
to challenge trans representation in mainstream media. In 
stark contrast to how film and television have portrayed 
trans people in the context of hypersexuality and the subject 
of physical and sexual violence, the researchers found that 
#GirlsLikeUs offers a different narrative wherein trans 
women can be seen building community, advocating for 
and effecting positive change, and celebrating trans lives 
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(p. 1876). I argue that the same can be said for online 
fan communities like r/PoseFX, as demonstrated by the 
discourse on historical and contemporary issues faced by 
the trans community.

Methodology

This paper aims to analyze how Pose fans interrogate cross-
gender relationships through the media text they consume 
and the online community in which they participate. To 
analyze how fans engage with the text and its portrayal of a 
cross-gender relationship, it is important to offer a detailed 
summary and analysis of the #StanGel arc. The first part 
of my analysis summarizes and discusses Angel and Stan's 
relationship throughout Pose's first season.

I conducted a discourse analysis of posts centered around 
#StanGel on r/PoseFX. This was done through keyword 
searches within the subreddit, including “Stan Angel,” 
“Stan + Angel,” and “#StanGel.” The investigation identified 
several threads, including “How do we feel about Stan?” “Is 
Stan Going To Kill Angel?” and “I’m Ignorant and Looking 
for Guidance on Transgender Sexuality Discussed in the 
Show” (referenced in the rest of this article as “Transgender 
Sexuality”).

Pose’s #StanGel: A Summary and Brief  Textual Analysis

In the pilot episode of Pose (Murphy, Falchuk, & Canals, 
2018a), Stan drives to the pier where Angel is searching 
for clients as a sex worker. After months of cruising by and 
eyeing Angel, he finally works up the courage to engage her 
directly. He takes her to a hotel room—a completely new 
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experience for him but an all-too-familiar one for her. All 
he wanted that night, however, was companionship. While 
lying in bed, Stan half-naked and Angel in her lingerie, 
he asks her to tell him about her dreams and aspirations, 
catching Angel off guard:

No one’s ever asked me that before. I want a home 
of my own. I want a family. I want to take care of 
someone. And I want someone to take care of me. 
I want to be treated like any other woman. That’s my 
dream [emphasis added] (40:30).

The scene captures that desire to love and be loved by 
somebody, offering a humanized depiction of Angel's 
drop-dead gorgeous trans sex worker. The audience 
is not presented with just another two-dimensional, 
hypersexualized trans sex worker. Rather, they see—and 
perhaps even relate to—a beautiful young woman who has 
the same human desire for another person’s affection.

When Stan brings Angel back to the pier, he hands her 
$60 for her companionship. Bashfully, he asks if he may 
kiss her. She obliges (42:00). Anecdotally speaking, it’s not 
often that (cis) men are thoughtful enough to ask about a 
woman’s boundaries, even more so for women like Angel. 
Thus, this leads the audience to infer that Stan might be 
sincere in his intentions with Angel. His marital status 
aside, maybe he is interested in something beyond just a 
sexual encounter with her. After all, he didn’t have sex with 
Angel. It is a tempting fantasy to believe, especially when 
trans women are constantly told by society that they are an 
oddity—a “developmental failure” (Butler, 1990). But that’s 
all it is: a fantasy. The scene cuts to Stan in his bathroom, 
vigorously brushing his teeth, as if trying to get rid of 
Angel’s kiss (43:25).
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These contradictions between his charmingly boyish 
demeanor around Angel and the shame he carries play 
throughout their complicated relationship. There is this 
“will-they-won’t-they” cliché as the show depicts the 
tension between Stan’s infatuation and the stigma toward 
a straight, cisgender man being attracted to a trans woman. 
As queer theorist Judith Butler says of our society, “we 
regularly punish those who fail to do their gender right” 
(1990, p. 190), and Stan is not doing his gender right—at 
least according to society’s cis-heterocentric norms. In a 
society where trans women of color are at the very bottom 
of the social hierarchy, a person of Stan’s gender, sexuality, 
and socioeconomic and racial identity isn’t supposed to 
fall for a woman like Angel, especially in the politically 
conservative decade of the 1980s. This is depicted in the 
scene later in the pilot where Angel waits for Stan outside 
the Trump Tower, looking to be cheered up after being 
turned away from a job opportunity because she is trans. 
Stan responds coldly with embarrassment as he asks her to 
leave, only to drive back to the pier to see her again in the 
closing scene of the pilot.

There are aspects of Stan that lead the audience to think 
that perhaps he truly likes Angel. In the second episode, 
he takes Angel out for coffee at a nearby diner (Murphy, 
Falchuk, & Canals, 2018b). He confesses his jealousy—
how he doesn’t like that other men get to see Angel—and 
how he wants her to be his kept woman and provide for 
her. But his confession is coupled with a vocalization of his 
insecurities and his admiration for Angel’s authenticity:

I want what I’m supposed to want, I wear what I’m 
supposed to wear, and I work where I’m supposed 
to work. I stand for nothing. I’ve never fought for a 
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Season 1, Episode 7: "Pink Slip" (32:58)

war, and I probably won’t ever have to ‘cause the next 
one’s gonna kill us all. I can buy things I can’t afford, 
which means they’re never really mine. I don’t live. I 
don’t believe. I accumulate. I’m a brand—a middle-
class white guy. But you’re who you are, even though 
the price you pay for it is being disinvited from the rest 
of the world. I’m the one playing dress-up [emphasis 
added]. Is it wrong to want to be with one of the few 
people in the world who isn’t—to have one person in 
my life who is real? (44:15)
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Stan’s monologue and his prior actions create tension 
between his shame of being attracted to a trans woman 
and his desire to care for her shamelessly.

Ultimately, Angel accepts Stan’s offer to provide for her. But 
even as they play this little game of house, the complicated 
dynamic of Stan being married and hiding an affair with 
a trans woman gets in the way of what seemed to be a 
budding romance. This is evident in the third episode, when 
Stan stands Angel up after she eagerly gets ready for their 
Christmas night together, despite Stan promising Angel 
that he will spend at least an hour with her (Mock, Our 
Lady J, & Cragg, 2018, 50:00). Angel internalizes this sense 
of abandonment and becomes fixated on her dysphoria. 
Her reaction is underscored by how she began asking 
Stan if he likes curvy women and how she feels insecure 
about her body after Stan confesses to finding curves more 
attractive after his wife gave birth to their children (Mock 
& Horder-Payton, 2018).

After an argument over feeling like Stan is only using her 
to fulfill the exotic pornographic fantasy of having sex with 
a trans woman, they stop seeing each other (Canals & 
Howard, 2018). Stan, however, eventually crawls back to 
Angel after his wife finds out about their affair (Murphy & 
Mock, 2018). He asks Angel to take him to the ball with 
her to give him a glimpse of her world. When she tells him 
she has never brought a date, he responds, “Well, I’m not a 
date. I’m your boyfriend.” (Canals, Our Lady J, & Mabry, 
2018, 18:10). Angel looks visibly delighted. However, 
while in the ballroom, Stan looks extremely overwhelmed 
by the flamboyant queerness that envelops him. It is almost 
as if this man might be different from all the other Prince 
Charming figures who have come and gone in her life. Thus, 
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the audience is led to believe that maybe Stan is trying to 
overcome his shame and that this relationship might work 
out after all.

After the show, Stan confides to Angel about hating that 
he felt out of place in the ballroom. Angel tries to comfort 
him by reminding Stan that the balls are just a piece of her 
world and not its entirety. But he tells her that this scene 
is a huge aspect of her life, just like his office and his kids 
are a huge part of his life. Following this conversation, he 
leaves Angel’s apartment empty with just a note and her 
belongings in a black trash bag. Devastated, Angel could 
cry, get back to working as a performer at a peepshow, and 
move back in with her ballroom family—the House of 
Evangelista.

In the season finale, Stan tries to get back with his wife 
(Murphy, Falchuk, Canals, & Horder-Payton, 2018). 
However, she tells him that - though she thinks he should 
still be in their kids’ lives - they should not pretend that 
things are all right between them. Rather, they should be 
honest about their separation, but without the details of 
its nature. After this rejection from his wife, Stan makes 
his way back to the ballroom, waiting for Angel outside. 
He tells her that he’s come to “rescue” her and that what 
they had was “real.” He reminds her of what she told him 
in the hotel room—how all she wants in life is a home, a 
family, and someone to care for and be cared by. He tells her 
he is ready to give her that. But Angel is a smart woman. 
Although she still has affection for Stan, she also has 
enough self-respect to recognize that Stan has not treated 
her the way she deserves to be treated:

You’re not my first Prince Charming. You’re not real. 
We were just good ideas in each other’s minds. And 
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they turn into bad ones once they get out into the 
regular world, right? (49:12)

She tells him that what she wants has changed and that her 
friends are her family—people who care for her and vice 
versa. Though she admits still caring for him, she tells him 
to go home to his wife and kids (50:26).

Although Angel does not find a happy ending with Stan, 
she eventually finds comfort in her fellow Evangelista, 
Lil’ Papi. Their relationship transforms from platonic to 
romantic in the second season, and they ultimately get 
married before the series finale in the third season.

Thread Analysis 1: “How do we feel about Stan?”

While Pose’s #StanGel arc offers the on-screen 
representation of a cross-gender relationship and its 
complexities, the discussions on r/PoseFX complement 
the textual representation by allowing fans to talk about 
this arc, its social commentary, and what this type of media 
representation signifies to the audience. The exchange 
between fans on the thread “How do we feel about Stan?” 
captures this symbiotic relationship between Pose as a 
popular show on television (traditional media) and r/
PoseFX as an online fan community (new media).

Stan and Angel's relationship is fascinating because it is 
ambiguous whether Stan is genuinely falling for Angel or 
merely fetishizing her. The original poster (or "OP") asks 
fans about their opinions of Stan and his cross-gender 
relationship with Angel. The OP expresses some degree 
of internal conflict about how they feel about #StanGel. 
However, the OP appropriately points out the tension 
between feeling put off by the fact that Stan is cheating on 
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his wife and touched by how he is “surprisingly thoughtful 
and open about what he values in Angel,” as depicted in the 
diner scene.

A salient sentiment among the fans in “How do we feel 
about Stan?”1 is that Stan is not that bad, but he is not 
amazing either. One fan talks about how Stan is “[p]
robably the most representative of the average middle-class 
population with access to social mobility who may not be 
outright hateful, but whose micro aggressions perpetuate 
ignorance.” This is supported by the notion that bigotry 
can come in less obvious forms. That is, transphobia does 
not necessarily come in blatantly odious ways. It does 
not always manifest in violence. Sometimes it comes in 
seemingly harmless comments, like “You’re so pretty for a 
trans girl” or “I couldn’t even tell.” Although they appear 
innocent or even flattering, these comments perpetuate 
the idea that trans women can never be as beautiful and 
worthy of a romantic interest as their cisgender sisters. This 
comment has 32 net points (as of December 16, 2021) and 
is the first one to come up when the responses are sorted 
according to the “Top” responses,2 suggesting that it is a 
popular opinion.

Another Redditor points out, “For a cishet [cisgender, 
heterosexual] white dude in the 80s, he’s not horrible.” 
The 1980s setting of the show is a subject that comes up 
more than once, including in the OP’s original post under 
“How do we feel about Stan?” This comment stands out 
because it is a subtle acknowledgement by a fan that times 

1 To read the full thread, please see: https://www.reddit.com/r/
PoseFX/comments/8uge67/how_do_we_feel_about_stan/?sort=top.
2 The “Top” comment on Reddit refers to the comment that has the 
comment that has the highest net points. This is determined by how 
the site calculates the upvotes and downvotes.
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have changed and that, while Stan may not be horrible in 
the conservative Reagan era, social norms and values have 
changed. If we consider him by today’s standards, many—
especially trans women—would likely consider him an 
awful and unreliably inconsistent partner.

This same Redditor who briefly mentioned the 1980s 
setting also compares Stan to his more hypermasculine, 
“overbearing,” and “imposing” (as they phrase it) 
counterpart: Elektra’s (played by Dominique Jackson) 
sugar daddy, Dick, (played by Christopher Malone).1 In 
this dynamic, Dick outright fetishizes Elektra as a trans 
woman, forbidding her from pursuing gender-affirming 
surgery and threatening to cut her off financially if she goes 
through with the procedure. This alludes to a concept that 
another fan more explicitly brings up: whether Stan is a 
“chaser.”

A "chaser," more specifically a "trans chaser," is someone 
who fetishizes trans people and chases after them 
specifically because their unique anatomy entices them as 
a woman with a penis (Milloy, 2014). As opposed to being 
attracted to trans women regardless of their anatomy, chasers 
are attracted to trans women because of their anatomy and 
because of the thrill that comes with it. As Dick articulates, 
“…maybe it’s because I like the feeling of knowing that I’m 
getting away with something that no one else knows about 
(Mock & Horder-Payton, 2018, 17:50).” The Redditor 

1 Elektra is the main antagonist for the majority of Season 1. She 
is the mother of House of Abundance—Angel and the protagonist 
Blanca’s original house before Blanca broke away out of frustration 
with Elektra’s domineering personality and founded the House of 
Evangelista. She is portrayed as a cisgender-passing trans wom-
an and well-kept by her sugar daddy, who pays for the House of 
Abundance’s rent, her private penthouse, and a town car to take her 
around the city.
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who brought up chasers engages with Pose as a media text in 
a thoughtful and meaningful way, writing:

Like almost everyone else, I’m conflicted for sure. His 
past arousal at the porn magazines indicates possible 
fetishization, but I think Christopher Malone’s case is 
a cut-and-dry example of fetishization whereas Stan’s 
not so much. Being sexually attracted to a trans woman 
who hasn’t undergone GCS [gender confirmation 
surgery] doesn’t necessarily mean one is a chaser. When 
he described to her why he ‘picked her out’ and how 
he saw her as a woman, that had nothing to do with 
her genitals but more to do with her being a genuine 
and courageous person for not choosing to hide her 
truth in order to fit in with societal expectations. It 
seemed he was quite ambivalent about whether or not 
she got GCS, which further indicates more than pure 
preoccupation with what’s between her legs. He has 
some indication of true respect for her as a whole.

They further elaborate on this cross-gender relationship’s 
complexity, expressing that they are not rooting for #StanGel 
as a couple but rather for Angel as an individual.

This fan’s contribution to the discussion is particularly 
interesting because they do not merely just talk about and 
engage with what is happening on screen. Rather, they are 
drawing attention to the common dilemma that many trans 
women must confront while dating: the question of whether 
their partner is a genuine person or just another chaser. This 
discussion highlights the complexity in Stan and Angel’s 
dynamics and the nuances that come with balancing the 
seemingly genuine things he says to Angel (i.e., the diner 
scene), the stigma attached to cis men dating trans women, 
and the familiar red flag he raises: masturbating to a trans porn 
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magazine as a college student (Mock & Horder-Payton, 
2018). Thus, fan communities like r/PoseFX facilitate as a 
platform where fans can delve deeper into what is shown 
on screen and draw explicit connections between what Stan 
and Angel experience as a cross-gender couple, particularly 
the dilemma and social pressures that many trans women 
and their cis male partners have to confront in real life. 
This gives fans the outlet to express this understanding 
of the text out loud in a way that allows peers to respond 
and engage in conversation, adding more substance and 
complexity to the topic and discussion. In a way, this is 
similar to when we are watching television and impulsively 
talk back or scream at it as though the characters can hear 
us. However, the audience is not screaming into a void. 
Reddit’s technological affordances and structure allow 
viewers to give and receive feedback to fellow fans who are 
also screaming at the television through r/PoseFX.

Apart from interrogating Stan’s motives and whether he 
is genuinely in love with Angel or just merely a chaser, 
fans also appear to interrogate their own response to this 
specific representation and how they perceive cross-gender 
relationships. The internal conflict that the OP expresses 
in “How do we feel about Stan?” is echoed by several of 
the Redditors who responded to the thread. One person 
points out how Stan is relatable “in the sense of sometimes 
the heart wants what it wants” regardless of the social 
repercussions that come with it (i.e., being a cis-heterosexual 
and white businessman attracted to a trans woman of color 
in the 1980s). At the same time, one cannot help becoming 
frustrated by his possessiveness while often choosing his 
cis-heteronormative, white, middle-class suburban life 
over Angel.
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Some fans appear to perceive their enjoyment of this cross-
gender relationship as a guilty pleasure. One Redditor 
writes, “Someone tell me why I crave a relationship like Stan 
and Angel so much?? Like I feel damaged for wanting it lol 
[emphasis added],” to which the OP responds, “Hahaha 
meeee too I know I’m not supposed to ship [emphasis added] 
but lo and behold here I go.” This exchange demonstrates 
both an internal conflict and a subtle acknowledgement 
that Angel deserves better than Stan. It suggests a craving 
to see trans women as desirable, lovable, and worthy of 
admiration in a non-fetishizing way. This is articulated 
more explicitly by another fan on this thread who writes, 
“Regardless of what happens with [Stan], it’d be nice 
somewhere in [Pose] to see that trans women can have 
healthy relationships.” It is a sentiment expressed by several 
others on the thread. This contradiction between rooting 
for #StanGel while feeling “damaged” in doing so and the 
commentaries about wanting to see trans women in a happy, 
loving, and healthy romantic relationship reflects that 
tension O’Sullivan (2021) describes between an increase 
in trans visibility in mainstream media but a continued 
lack in the representation of cross-gender relationships. As 
O’Sullivan pointed out, this has impacts on trans people’s 
self-esteem. The lack of cross-gender relationships also 
correlates with people’s unwillingness to date trans people. 
That is, only 12% of people, regardless of gender and sexual 
identity, are willing to date a trans person (Blair & Hoskin, 
2018). Considering how this lack of representation can 
affect trans people’s self-esteem and the stigma toward cis 
men being attracted to trans women, it is understandable 
why Pose fans, particularly queer and trans fans, might crave 
for a cross-gender relationship portrayed in mainstream 
television and hope that a healthy relationship could come 
out of #StanGel.
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The self-reflection that fans engage in does not just occur 
with the LGBTQ+ fans who draw connections between 
what is happening on-screen and in their own experiences. 
One straight, cisgender Redditor wrote:

Not trans or gay so maybe my perspective is that 
of an outsider looking in, but I like Stan. I think 
he’s a complex character who makes questionable 
decisions, but his heart seems to be in the right 
place. I think he’s genuinely a good person, but he 
needs to realize that his self-discovery is coming at 
a cost to those around him.

 It took me by surprise that everyone seems to hate 
him so much, but maybe that just says I’ve got some 
learning to do about the trans experience [emphasis 
added].

Thus, r/PoseFX not only facilitates dialogue that allows 
LGBTQ+ folks to express their thoughts on representation 
and cross-gender relationships, but it also enables fans 
outside the LGBTQ+ community to learn more about 
trans issues.

Thread Analysis 2: “Is Stan Going To Kill Angel?”

Another salient theme that comes up in the discussions is 
the fan prediction that Stan will end up killing Angel. One 
person specifically highlighted the scene where Angel and 
Stan spend the night at the hotel, particularly the cut where 
Stan asks Angel to undress. They recall feeling “  absolutely 
terrified” because they “feel [that] there’s going to be a big 
conflict there, and it could end so badly for Angel.” They 
further elaborate on the complexity of this possibility:
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Obviously I’m tired of seeing queer people (of color) 
brutalized. I really wish a lot more media would 
show queer and trans people succeeding and being 
in love and happy. On the other hand, the reality is 
that being yourself really does take courage because 
it can be dangerous.

Several other fans shared this fear and what is at stake for 
both transgender representation and the portrayal of cross-
gender relationships in media. Many of these fans do so 
through cross-textual analysis and commentaries on Pose, 
Ryan Murphy’s American Horror Story (in which Evan 
Peters often plays a dark, violent character), his reputation 
for preferring shock value, and how trans women and 
cross-gender relationships have been depicted historically. 
As another Redditor writes, “  I am pretty convinced that 
Stan is going to end up murdering Angel. Trans women 
being murdered by horny men is such a common trope that 
I would be very surprised if the show didn’t bring that in.” 
This is supported by what many trans activists and trans folks 
in the media industry have pointed out in their criticism 
of mainstream media’s transgender representation. That is, 
trans women often end up getting violently assaulted or 
even murdered by the very same men who are attracted to 
them (Feder, 2020). Even Indya Moore shared this anxiety, 
telling ET that they were concerned that their character 
would be killed. As they share in an interview, “Just knowing 
I would be playing opposite of [Evan Peters], I had fears 
my character was going to be killed” (Lambe, 2018).

The OP in “Is Stan Going To Kill Angel” more explicitly 
connects their speculation to real life events, stating, 
“Looking at how the show pushes the truth about justice, 
tragedy, and humanity for trans women of color, and 
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it’s [sic] honesty on how sex workers are treated, it’s not 
unheard of for trans women of color to be murdered. That’s 
an unfortunate truth.” 1Furthermore, an excerpt from 
the “Top” comment on this thread points out how “Pose 
is in that middle space between showing the vibrancy in 
the ballroom scene and optimism of its members and the 
realism of being a black femme/trans woman.” While a 
couple of Redditors in both subreddits, “Is Stan Going To 
Kill Angel?” and “How do we feel about Stan?,” draw 

comparisons between the speculation of Stan murdering 
Angel and the murder of Venus Xtravaganza in real life 
(Livingston, 1990),2 one fan interestingly makes a reference 
to a certain “Naomi.” After some background research 
on Google,3 I have found that this is likely a reference to 
Naomi Hersi, who was lured in by a man through a dating 
and hookup site called “Fabswingers.com” before she 
was murdered in a hotel. A news article published in The 
Guardian reports, “After days together, McDonald drugged 
and stabbed the hospitality worker to death with a knife 
and a broken bottle at a hotel near Heathrow airport, where 
he was staying” (Press Association, 2018). This is likely the 
same person that the Redditor is referring to, considering 
1 To read the full thread, please see: https://www.reddit.com/r/
PoseFX/comments/8sem9f/is_stan_going_to_kill_angel/?sort=top.
2 Venus Xtravaganza is a transgender performer in the New York 
City ballroom scene from the late 1970s to the late 1980s. Her body 
was found dead on Christmas Day of 1988 at the Duchess Hotel 
(Butler, 1993). This was not the first time she experienced sexual 
violence. In Paris is Burning, she shares having narrowly escaped a 
violent assault by a man after he discovered that she was transgen-
der (Livingston, 1990).
3 To conduct this background research, I searched “Naomi + Trans-
gender + Pose + Indya Moore,” which brought me to the People ar-
ticle by Dana Rose Falcone (2018). After identifying Naomi Hersi’s 
full name, I searched her on Google. This led brought me to several 
news articles, including from The Guardian and the BBC.
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how Indya Moore dedicated their performance to Hersi, 
telling Variety, “My role of Angel in ‘Pose’ is dedicated to 
Naomi Hersi. She is a black trans woman of Somali origin 
who was murdered in her London hotel simply because of 
who she was” (Turchiano, 2018).

The speculation that Angel will end up getting murdered 
parallels with the paradox of transgender representation. The 
tail-end of the 2010s witnessed an increase in transgender 
representation and awareness, from fictional shows like 
Pose (2018-2020), Orange Is the New Black (2013-2019), 

Senses8 (2015-2018), and Euphoria (2019-present), movies 
like Tangerine (2015), and reality TV shows like I Am Jazz 
(2015-present) and I Am Cait (2015-2016). Yet, the increase 
in visibility has been coupled with the spike in anti-trans 
violence (Feder, 2020). According to a study by the Human 
Rights Campaign (2020), over 200 transgender and gender 
non-conforming people have been killed between 2013 
and 2020. At least 29 of them were in 2017 and at least 
26 were in 2018 (Human Rights Campaign, 2018)—the 
year Pose aired. Thus, this speculation is not just prompted 
by Murphy and Peters’ past collaborations or how trans 
women and cross-gender relationships have been depicted 
in the past. Rather, this is simply based on the harsh reality 
that many trans women, particularly trans women of color, 
live through. As Indya Moore adds in their ET interview, 
“[Stan killing Angel] wouldn’t be far off at all. It would 
actually be very parallel to the reality of what life is like for 
Angel’ [emphasis added]” (Lambe, 2018).

What is intriguing about this fan speculation is the fact 
that there is nothing about Stan’s character that reasonably 
suggests that he could potentially kill Angel. In fact, his 
character is rather docile, as depicted in the motel room 
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scene. Yet, it is such a common fan prediction simply 
because of trans women of color’s experiences in real life. 
Fans discuss #StanGel as an arc in a fictional television 
series against the backdrop of real life anti-trans violence. 
That is, fans acknowledge that this is the reality that many 
trans women live and we are constantly reminded of this by 
both historical portrayals of transgender women and cross-
gender relationships as well as news reports of another 
trans person either being murdered or violently assaulted. 
But this acknowledgement of reality is also the source of 
craving for a happy ending, much like that craving for 
seeing trans women being depicted as lovable rather than 
exotic. There are enough stories about trans women getting 
murdered that, for once, people just want to see a trans 
woman achieve happiness in the end. As a fan writes, “I 
really wish a lot more media would show queer and trans 
people succeeding and being in love and happy.”

Thread Analysis 3: “Transgender Sexuality”

r/PoseFX also provides a space for non-LGBTQ+ folks 
to learn more about the transgender community and 
trans experience beyond what is portrayed on screen. It is 
unquestionable how Pose has had an educational effect on 
non-LGBTQ+ viewers (Falcone, 2018) ET Online senior 
editor Stacy Lamb tells Inside Edition how Pose helped him 
“[learn] more about [his] brothers and sisters of the trans 
world that I wasn't as familiar with beforehand” (Bono, 
2021, para. 32). For NBA superstar Dwayne Wade, “the 
show changed his life and the life of his wife, Gabrielle 
Union, as well as their family,” because the show and its 
stars taught them so much about raising his transgender 
daughter, Zaya (Bono, 2021, paras. 34-35). As a television 
series, many of the creatives working in the show consider 
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its mainstream status as an opportunity to offer a more 
realistic representation of transgender women of color 
and the issues they face. At the same time, it provides a 
valuable opportunity to undo some of the influence of 
stereotypical trans representations in the past (Venable, 
2018; Feder, 2020). This aspect of Pose as a media text on 
its own is complemented by how fans engage with it and 
how they discuss issues and topics that are either unique 
or more prominent within the trans community than in 
mainstream society.

The educational discussions that occur on r/PoseFX 
contribute to the way Redditors within this specific 
subreddit form an online community, particularly when 
it comes to two of the five characteristics that define an 
online community: (1) shared support and resources and 
(2) interpersonal relationships (Baym, 2010). Online 
communities provide shared support and resources to 
its members, whether it involves sharing content online 
or providing each other with emotional support. An 
online community is also built through the interpersonal 
relationships they form with other members on the platform. 
This is noticeable in r/PoseFX insofar as Redditors rely on 
their peers’ feedback on their questions and, in some cases, 
disclose some aspects of their personal background (2010). 
In other words, Redditors in r/PoseFX share support and 
resources in the form of dialogue and, occasionally, the 
practice of sharing relevant magazine articles and TED 
Talks. These interactions, thus, foster an interpersonal 
relationship amongst the fans who engage with each other 
in r/PoseFX. The “Transgender Sexuality” thread offers a 
case study for how queer-dominated fan subreddits like r/
PoseFX facilitate discussions that can help bring awareness 
and educate the dominant, mainstream society.



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

Volume 22, Issue 1 • Spring 2022

The OP in “Transgender Sexuality” writes:

Disclaimer: I’m not very knowledgeable about the 
trans community. I love the show Pose and I’m 
catching up on season 2. I have a question about 
sexuality and I’m hoping someone can explain it to 
me like I’m five years old. In the first season, Angel 
and her ex-boyfriend got into a fight because he was 
aroused by her (assigned) genitals. In season 2, a 
photographer coerced Angel into taking full nudes, 
which she did not want. The show is saying that it 
is cruel for others to be aroused by Angel’s assigned 
genitals. Are there transgender women who would 
willing/happily consent to sexual relations involving 
their assigned genitals? Or is that less common? Are 
the sexual desires of men like Angel’s ex-boyfriend 
then automatically exploitative? I apologize if this 
post is offensive in any way. Thanks.1

There are a few similarities between the OP and the 
straight, cisgender Redditor mentioned earlier in the “How 
do we feel about Stan?” thread. Both acknowledge their 
“outsider” status in the context of the trans community 
and the issues that many trans people face. At the same 
time, however, they both see discussions on r/PoseFX as a 
learning experience and express a genuine desire to educate 
themselves on the trans experience.

A particularly noteworthy part in the OP’s comment is 
the connection they make between what is portrayed on 
screen and the realities of transgender sexuality. That is, 
the OP describes Angel’s unpleasant reactions to men 
being aroused by her assigned genitals and brings up the 
1 To read the full thread, please see: https://www.reddit.com/r/
PoseFX/comments/h96fo9/im_ignorant_and_looking_for_guid-
ance_on/?sort=top.
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question of whether this is a common experience in real 
life. This is an interesting commentary in the sense that 
the OP is acknowledging that Pose is a fictional television 
show and, thus, there is a possibility that it might not as 
accurately capture real-life transgender sexuality. This is 
a reasonable skepticism, considering the stereotypical 
way that transgender sexuality has been portrayed in the 
mainstream (Feder, 2020). Thus, we are not only seeing 
an interaction amongst fans. Rather, like in “How do we 
feel about Stan?,” there is also a symbiotic relationship and 
interaction between traditional media (i.e., television) and 
new media (i.e., Reddit), wherein new media complements 
traditional media in a way that facilitates discussion on 
whether a certain type of representation is accurate or 
merely stereotypical.

The consensus among the seven Redditors who responded 
to this thread is that it differs for every person. A few also 
pointed out the importance of boundaries. As one fan 
states, “Different people have different boundaries about 
bodies.” Another fan adds to this in a separate response, 
pointing out how “[t]here’s a lot more vocabulary out 
there now than there was” during the show’s 1980s and 
1990s setting. As the “Top” comment touches on, this is 
further complicated by the fact that sometimes anatomy 
and genitalia become the reason for why a trans woman 
is assaulted or even murdered. As such, what one trans 
woman might feel dysphoric about might not be the same 
with another trans woman.

The topics of surgery and genitalia are very personal. They 
are also delicate subjects that can be difficult to address 
between romantic or sexual partners. The “Top” comment 
points out that the dynamic in cross-gender relationships 
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“can get tricky to navigate if the person is only attracted/
aroused by [their trans partner] because they haven’t 
obtained bottom surgery.  It can easily come off as fetishistic 
[emphasis added].” The Redditor adds that this is similar 
to when people say they are exclusively attracted to Black 
cisgender men “because of the stereotype of them being 
well endowed.” Thus, the possibility that Stan was aroused 
by Angel because there is a chance that he sees her as “a 
woman with a penis” (like the women he masturbated to 
in trans porno magazines as a college student) “comes off 
fetishistic and a little degrading.” This is echoed by another 
fan who brings up chasers and how they “like the taboo 
idea but do not see [trans women] as real women, just an in 
between person who they can fantasize about,” as was the 
case with Dick and Elektra.

While the “Top” comment focuses on the topic of fetishism, 
the Redditor who wrote this response also brings up the 
important fact that “Stan would still be a straight guy 
even if he was attracted to a trans woman.” Although they 
believe there is some degree of fetishism in Stan’s attraction 
to Angel, they highlight the belief that being attracted to 
a trans person does not make one’s sexuality any more or 
less valid. That is, a cisgender straight man’s attraction to a 
trans woman and a cisgender woman’s attraction to a trans 
man do not make them any less heterosexual. Accordingly, 
a cisgender lesbian’s attraction to a trans woman and a 
cisgender gay man’s attraction to a trans man do not make 
them any less homosexual.1 Therefore, this thread facilitates 
1 The comments on r/PoseFX regarding gender and sexuality seem 
to suggest that this is the consensus among LGBTQ+ fans. At the 
same time, however, there are also many within the LGBTQ+ com-
munity who have reservations when it comes to dating trans people 
(Blair & Hoskin, 2018). It is important to acknowledge the lack 
of academic literature on the relationship between sexuality and 
attraction to trans people.
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a discussion that pushes back against the cis-heterocentric 
narrative that perpetuates the idea that trans people threaten 
heterosexuality. It challenges the traditional understanding 
of how to “do” one’s gender properly (Butler, 1990).

Much like how the “Is Stan Going To Kill Angel?” 
thread facilitates dialogue regarding a trans-specific issue, 
“Transgender Sexuality” prompts a conversation on a topic 

that many trans people have to confront when dating a cis 
person: whether their partner is attracted to them regardless 
of their anatomy or because of their anatomy. Likewise, it 
also touches on cisgender sexuality in the context of dating 
a trans person, which is often stigmatized (Mock, 2013; 
Gamarel et al., 2019; Trepany, 2021).

Although the thread received only seven responses, these 
comments were detailed and well-conceived. This is evident 
in how the fan responses address topics that academics, 
critics, and activists in significant depth (Mock, 2013; 
Gamarel, et al., 2019; Blair & Hoskin, 2018; Feder, 2020; 
Human Rights Campaign Foundation, 2020; Trepany, 
2021). The difference, however, is that these responses on 
Reddit are much more accessible to the average person than 
academic writings made inaccessible by the paywalls of 
scholarly journals and the academic jargon of the literature. 
As a result, non-LGBTQ+ fans who follow this thread 
are exposed to trans issues and are made aware of societal 
pressures that influence cross-gender relationships.

Findings
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Pose as a show on its own has made a significant impact on 
its fans, both those who are in the LGBTQ+ community 
and those outside. One fan interviewed by Inside Edition 
recalls resonating with the parental rejection that characters 
experienced (Bono, 2021, para. 15). This was also a learning 
experience for non-LGBTQ+ viewers. For NBA superstar 
Dwayne Wade, the show and its stars taught him and his 
wife so much about raising his transgender daughter, Zaya 
(paras. 34-35).

Beyond the on-screen representation, fans educate each 
other and continue to learn about the trans community 
through meaningful conversations about what is portrayed 
on television and its relationship with lived experiences. 
They extend the conversation from the screen to their 
shared virtual space, demonstrating the nonpassive way 
the audience consumes the media text. That is, they are 
not merely accepting what is shown on screen without 
question or personal reflections. Rather, they interrogate it 
and discuss the salience of fetishism, genital dysphoria, and 
stigma in real-life cross-gender relationships. New media 
like Reddit and fan communities within it, therefore, 
facilitate these discussions, and complement traditional 
media.

The analysis of #StanGel-related threads on r/PoseFX 
and the portrayal of cross-gender relationships in Pose, 
thus, offers a key finding that traditional media can be 
complemented by new media through how fans interact 
and critically consume media texts.

A second key finding in my research is that, although 
fans want an accurate representation of the transgender 
community, society —especially trans people —does not 
need constant reminders of the violence and brutality the 
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community faces. Many LGBTQ+ folks and allies want to 
break away from that mold of violence that trans people 
are too often portrayed in popular media. Many crave for 
representations that show trans people thriving and living 
ordinary lives, including seeing trans people in loving and 
healthy relationships. This is evident in both how some 
people were rooting for #StanGel and how some were sick 
and tired of Stan. Those who were rooting for #StanGel 
seem to read this arc as a portrayal in which a conventionally 
attractive and successful cis man can fall for a trans woman 
—a trope that we hardly see in fiction and in real life. At 
the same time, those who were happy to see Angel break up 
with Stan also express that desire to see a trans woman as 
worthy of love. That is, they believe that Stan is not giving 
Angel the love and commitment that she deserves.

Fans, especially trans people, want to see more cross-gender 
relationships. While we have had more trans representation 
and awareness in the past decade, the media industry has 
a long way to go in portraying trans people in healthy 
and fulfilling relationships. This lack of representation 
correlates with current research showing that very few 
people are willing to date a trans person (Blair & Hoskin, 
2018). Considering the media’s influence in reinforcing 
norms and desires, the lack of cross-gender relationships 
in media is contributing to the protracted normalization of 
such relationships in real life.

This sentiment regarding the balance between accuracy 
and a more lighthearted narrative touches on what Laverne 
Cox says about popular media’s tendency to highlight anti-
trans violence: “I hear people say, ‘But it’s based on a true 
story.’ But why is this the kind of story that gets told over and 
over again? [emphasis added]” (Feder, 2020, 47:13). While 
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accurate representations are important and highly valued 
by the trans people, there is no reason to fixate on tragedy. 
Trans joy and triumph are just as real as trans hardships.

A significant part of the discussions on the threads 
analyzed in this paper challenge the stigma attached to 
cross-gender relationships and how this stigma is portrayed 
through #StanGel and the mainstream dominant narrative 
regarding gender and sexuality. This is evident in fans’ 
nuanced reading of Stan and his relationship with Angel, 
as well as the discussion regarding chasers, fetishism, and 
the relationship between heterosexuality and dating trans 
people. Considering how many in society continue to see 
cisgender people dating trans people as inherently queer 
and perhaps even threatening to their sexuality (Mock, 
2013; Gamarel, et al., 2019; Blair & Hoskin, 2018; Trepany, 
2021), these discussions subvert the dominant narrative in 
a cis-heteronormative society. As such, I found that queer-
dominated fan communities like r/PoseFX can function as 
networked counterpublics in the sense that they challenge 
cis-heteronormative understanding of gender expectations 
and sexuality.

The understanding of r/PoseFX as a networked counter 
public is significant, as it illustrates an online community’s 
ability to subvert the patriarchal ideologies reinforcing 
gender norms and expectations that dictate how one 
ought to perform gender (Butler, 1990). While there is 
power in breaking away from stereotypical and monolithic 
portrayals, online communities allow fans to take the 
conversation beyond the screen and discuss these media 
texts in relation to real-life experiences. When LGBTQ+ 
folks recognize and discuss these incongruities on screen 
and in their lives, they offer perspectives that challenge the 
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dominant narrative perpetuating cis-heteronormative ideals that enable 
queerphobia.

Season 1, Episode 1: "Pilot" (51:07)

Season 1, Episode 8: "Mother of the Year" (50:26)
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Conclusion

Stan looks exactly like the very society that disinvites women like Angel 
from the rest of the world: cisgender, heterosexual, white, middle-class, 
male. To have a man like Stan express the same admiration he did to 
Angel at the diner is a powerful statement against the backdrop of 
trans women of color being murdered at alarming rates in a Trump-era 
2018 (and queer people dying from the AIDS epidemic and the lack of 
support given to their community in this season’s conservative Reagan-
era setting), especially for trans women who followed this series. As 
uncomfortable as it is to admit, there is a level of validation when 
someone who looks like Stan tells a trans woman that she is someone 
he desires, not because of her hypersexuality, but because she is more 
real than anyone else in his world. But what Pose gives us in the end is a 
much more meaningful message: trans women deserve exactly the type 
of love and commitment that they want—nothing less. Imagine being a 
transgender teenager sitting in your living room couch watching a trans 
woman of color walk away from a financially stable and conventionally 
attractive straight, cisgender man because he has failed to love her the 
way she knows she deserves to be loved. Now that is powerful. The 
discussions in r/PoseFX shows exactly that.

The #StanGel-related discussions on r/PoseFX suggest that although 
many want to see trans women portrayed as worthy of romantic love, 
they want it done the right way. That is, trans women should not have 
to settle for men like Stan who will sleep with them in a cozy apartment 
but hide their romance from the rest of the world. And if fans cannot 
have a cis straight man give that to his trans partner, they would much 
rather see her walk away from him and be her own source of comfort 
and happiness. 

Although this paper thoroughly addresses traditional media 
representations and new platforms as online communities, networked 
publics, and networked counterpublics, it is important to acknowledge 
its limitations. My analysis primarily focuses on Angel and Stan’s 
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relationship, but there are several other cross-gender relationships in the 
show. In particular, Angel’s relationship with Lil’ Papi offers a different 
perspective on cross-gender relationshops. It is in stark contrast to her 
relationship with Stan, considering how there was no question about 
Papi’s love and respect for Angel. Future work on how cross-gender 
relationships are portrayed and interrogated by fans would benefit from 
an analysis of Angel and Papi’s relationship and its audience reception, 
as it would offer a comparison to the cross-gender relationship between 
Angel and Stan and its audience reception. Considering its heartwarming 
outcome, an analysis of this positive cross-gender relationship could 
identify aspects of its representation that appealed to fans that could 
help provide a model for trans representation.
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