
	

	

Queer Subjects and the Contemporary United States 
	

A one-day colloquium at the University of East Anglia, U.K. 

Hosted by the School of Art, Media, and American Studies. 

Saturday 5th August 2017 

 
Recent upheaval from the Trump administration’s policy-making in the United States has 
seen the lives of queer subjects radically altered. This has included numerous executive 
orders that seek to curtail the power and agency of certain groups based on race, disability, 
gender, and sexuality particularly. Such identity distinctions are being made through an 
increasingly nationalist, and therefore heteronormative, lens that lends itself to the 
supremacy of ideals that support hegemonic cultural discourse.  
 
This one-day colloquium aims to highlight queer subjectivities in the contemporary context 
of the United States, and seeks to uncover modes of resistance and ways in which the queer 
subject can lay claim to public and private spaces within both the nation-state and its 
outward global effects.  

 
Location 
 
The University of East Anglia is accessible via plane, train, coach, and car. More details can 
be found at the UEA website.  
 
The colloquium will be taking place at The Enterprise Centre, which can be found on 
University Drive. This building is accessible; however, we would ask that if you have any 
additional requirements, that you notify us in advance.  
 

Registration 
 
Please visit the website to book your tickets. There will be limited space so we advise 
booking early and can only admit registered attendees. A nominal fee of £5 (plus booking 
fee) will be taken prior to the event.  
 
If, on the day, you have any dietary requirements that we should be made aware of please 
let us know at least two weeks prior to the event. Vegetarian options will be provided. 
 
 



	

	

Programme of Events 
	

9.00-9.25  Registration and Coffee 
 
9:25-9:30  Welcome and Introduction 
 
9:30-10:50  Keynote 

Chair: Christopher W. Clark 
 

   Sam McBean, Queen Mary, University of London 
   ‘Queer Networks’ 
    
10:50-11:00  Break (refreshments provided) 
 
11:00-12:30  Panel One: Queer Narratives 
   Chair: TBC 
 
   Maria-Irina Popescu, University of Essex 
   ‘Queer “Terrorists” and Political Resistance in Recent 9/11 US  

Fiction: Pearl Abraham’s American Taliban, Jarett Kobek’s ATTA, and  
Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West’ 

 
   Christopher Lloyd, University of Hertfordshire 
   ‘“To see the past like that”: Narrative Compressions of Memory in  

Garth Greenwell’s What Belongs to You and Justin Torres’ We The  
Animals’ 
 
Christopher W. Clark, University of East Anglia 
‘Crossing Borders: Queer Movement and Memory in Junot Díaz’s The  
Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao and Akhil Sharma’s Family Life’ 

 
12:30-1:15  Lunch (provided) 
 
1:15-2:15  Panel Two: Queer Resistance and Protest 
   Chair: TBC 
 

Jess Cotton, UCL 
   ‘“If he builds a wall, I’ll grow up and tear it down”: The Queer Logic  

of the Child-in-Protest’ 
 
   Giulia Nazzaro, Sainsbury Research Unit for the Arts of Africa,  

Oceania, and the Americas  



	

	

   ‘Looking back to look forward: tracing modes of resistance in the  
photographic collection at the Lesbian Herstory Archives (LHA) in  
New York City’ 
 

2:15-3:45  Panel Three: Queer Subjectivities 
   Chair: TBC 
 
   Dora Mortimer, Independent Artist 
   ‘Make America Great Again or How We Came to Crave Nostalgia  

for a Future That Never Happened’ 

 
   Aimee Merrydew, Keele University 
   ‘Trans(forming) Bodies: Poetry, Phenomenology, and Blossoming into  

the Desired Body in Ely Shipley’s Boy with Flowers’ 
 
Jacob Breslow, London School of Economics 
‘“Flirting with the Islamic State”: Sexual Politics, Queer Childhood, 
and Contemporary Islamophobia’ 

 
3:45-4:00  Break (refreshments provided) 
 
4:00-5:30  Panel Four: Queering Culture 
   Chair: Christopher Lloyd 
 

Jon Ward, University of East Anglia 
   ‘Serving “Reality” Television “Realness”: Reading RuPaul’s Drag Race  

and its Construction of Reality’ 
 
   Danielle Girard, Lancaster University 
   ‘Resisting Representation: Pop Culture, Pence, and the Problematic  

Practice of Queerbaiting’ 
 
   Ibtisam Ahmed, University of Nottingham 
   ‘Longing and Belonging – intersectional representation of the queer  

immigrant in Young Avengers’ 
 
5:30-6:00  Roundtable Discussion/Closing Remarks 
 
7:00   Dinner 
   Location TBC 
 
 
 



	

	

Abstracts and Biographies 
	

Keynote: ‘Queer Networks’ 
 
From Facebook’s policing of names to Instagram’s deletions of drag performers’ accounts, 
many social networks have proven inhospitable to queer subjects, affects, and modes of 
performance. Yet, many scholars have explored the potential for queer subjectivities online 
(O’Riordan and Phillips 2007; Raun 2016), others have experimented with the possibility of 
a queer OS (Barnet et al. 2016; Keeling 2014) and some have also suggested that social 
networking platforms offer the potential to queer temporalities (Cho 2015; McBean 2016). 
In this talk, I build on queer explorations of contemporary media, by pursuing the concept 
of a ‘queer network’. It has been argued by many that ‘network’ has emerged as the 
dominant logic of connection in our contemporary moment (Franklin 2015; Galloway 2010, 
2011; Jagoda 2016). In this context, what is a queer network? Can we trace a network 
imaginary within queer theory? What would it mean to queer the network? Pursuing the co-
emergence of queer within/as technological mediation, this talk will consider what a ‘queer 
network’ might do to hegemonic formations of intimacy and belonging. 
 
Sam McBean is Lecturer in Modern and Contemporary American Literature at Queen Mary 
University of London. She is the author of Feminism's Queer Temporalities (Routledge, 2015) and is 
currently working on a project on contemporary narratives of intimacy and/as technology. 
 
‘Queer “Terrorists” and Political Resistance in Recent 9/11 US Fiction: Pearl 
Abraham’s American Taliban, Jarett Kobek’s ATTA, and Mohsin Hamid’s Exit 
West’ 
 
Starting from Jasbir Puar’s concept of ‘homonationalism’ and exploration of the “sexuality of 
terrorism” (Puar, 2007), I will interrogate the problematic portrayals of queer subjects 
featured in two post-9/11 American novels inspired by ‘real-life’ figures: Pearl Abraham’s 
American Taliban (2010) and Jarett Kobek’s ATTA (2011). After establishing whether these 
texts promote or counter the racialised figure of the ‘queer-immigrant-terrorist’ (Chávez, 
2015) disseminated in political and media discourses post-9/11, I will propose that Mohsin 
Hamid’s recent novel Exit West (2017) resists ‘homonationalism’ by imagining a queer 
subject with agency to claim private spaces in a globalised world.    
Drawing inspiration from the historical case of John Walker Lindh, a US citizen convicted in 
2002 for aiding the Taliban, Pearl Abraham’s American Taliban tells the story of John Jude 
Parish, a teenager who converts to Islam and migrates to Pakistan, where he experiences 
sexual encounters with two male militants. The ‘queering’ of his subject position, from 
‘patriot to terrorist’ (Puar, 2007, xxiv), is representative of a larger ‘queering’ of Islam 
(Schotten, 2015). Jarett Kobek’s ATTA is similarly inspired by the ‘real-life’ Mohamed Atta, 
one of the 9/11 hijackers. Kobek translates the media narrative of the ‘real-life’ Atta’s 
‘queerness’ (Robin, 2001; Chávez, 2015) into a problematic scene in which the protagonist 



	

	

buys and applies make-up during a schizophrenic episode. The novel follows the same 
homophobic media narrative which features the racialised figure of the ‘queer-immigrant-
terrorist’ driven to violence against white American bodies by an unresolved internal 
conflict of ‘queer’ identity. 
Although generally queering both Islam and ‘terrorism’, Abraham’s and Kobek’s novels do 
gesture towards beginning to understand ‘terrorism’ as an act of political resistance to the 
US empire (Schotten, 2015). However, it is Hamid’s Exit West, I suggest, that, by 
destabilising (hetero-)normative and (homo-)national identities, begins to imagine queer 
subjectivities equipped to resist homonationalism.         
 
Maria-Irina Popescu is currently an AHRC CHASE-funded doctoral candidate at the University of 
Essex. Popescu holds a joint BA degree in Literature and Art History and a MA degree in Literature, 
both from the University of Essex. Her thesis examines the representations of ‘homegrown 
terrorists’ in contemporary post-9/11 American novels published after 2010. Her research interests 
include, but are not limited to, American mythologies, contemporary and 9/11 US literature, 
comparative literary studies, media studies, human rights, and terrorism studies.  
 
‘“To see the past like that”: Narrative Compressions of Memory in Garth 
Greenwell’s What Belongs to You and Justin Torres’ We The Animals’ 
 
A recent crop of novels about gay male identities in the United States—including Justin 
Torres’ We the Animals (2011), Garth Greenwell’s What Belongs to You, Matthew Griffin’s 
Hide, and Megan Bradbury’s Everyone is Watching (2016)—share an interest in the 
workings of memory and the compaction of the novel form. This paper will examine 
Greenwell and Torres’ short books to explore the ways in which the compressions of 
novelistic form dovetail with the densities and affects of remembrance. For the unnamed 
narrator of We the Animals, the experience of a mixed race Latinx childhood in upstate 
New York is one rich in brotherly and parental bonding as well as sexual confusion. Torres’ 
slim novel is made of fragments from the past: memories that focus on highly symbolic and 
formative moments. The story tracks a coming-of-age tale that ends in tragedy and queer 
animalization. Comparatively, What Belongs to You is also told by an unnamed narrator, an 
American man working in Sofia, Bulgaria as a literature professor. In the first section of the 
book, the narrator meets a man named Mitko while cruising in the toilets beneath the 
National Palace of Culture. What follows is an infatuation and affair with Mitko, wrought 
with melancholy. The second section changes tone and style, offering a dense overflow of 
memory, articulated in an uninterrupted forty-page stream. The final part intertwines past 
and present, ultimately evoking larger cultural memories of gay life in the twentieth century. 
In all, these two slim novels demonstrate how formal compressions of the novel form both 
metaphorize and evidence the workings of queer memory in contemporary fiction. 
 
Dr Christopher Lloyd is a Lecturer in English Literature at the University of Hertfordshire. He is the 
author of Rooting Memory, Rooting Place: Regionalism in the Twenty-First-Century American South 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2015); special issues on U.S. landscape photography, contemporary southern 



	

	

writing, and American Exceptionalism; and articles/chapters on the U.S. South, Hurricane Katrina, 
and HBO’s Girls, among others. Christopher is the Reviews Editor of the European Journal of 
American Culture and the founder of the Southern Studies in the UK Network. 
 
‘Crossing Borders: Queer Movement and Memory in Junot Díaz’s The Brief 
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao and Akhil Sharma’s Family Life’ 
 
Theories of transcultural memory have emphasized movements of remembrance between 
and beyond borders, through various media and forms. In this paper, I want to question 
how contemporary migrant fiction, such as Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao 
(2007) and Akhil Sharma’s Family Life (2014) embodies or problematizes this notion of 
transcultural remembrance. Using narratives that are, at the same time, transnational, 
transhistorical, and transcultural, this paper wishes to examine how textual movement, and 
migration, can work to undermine normative conceptions of U.S. state and citizenship. 
Charting the queerness in narrative, plot, and characterisation, I wish to explore how this 
can destabilize the way in which “America” and “American-ness” are imagined, often 
centred around a heteronormative framing. Characters in these texts especially 
demonstrate how bodies can be shown to undermine certain nationalist imaginaries. 
Through an examination of instances of queerness and non-normativity in these texts, I 
want to suggest that they highlight the problematic effects of a monolithic version of 
national identity, and how a reliance upon such homogenizing ideals can lead to a flattening 
out of critical understandings of transcultural memory. In doing so, I hope to complicate the 
idea of the transcultural turn, and suggest ways to navigate these complexities.  
 
Christopher W. Clark is a doctoral researcher in the School of Arts, Media, and American Studies 
at the University of East Anglia. His thesis, titled ‘Queer Transcultural Memory: Contemporary 
U.S. Culture and the Global Context’, examines the role of state and citizenship in recent 
frameworks of U.S. memory and the outward effects on the transcultural. He has a forthcoming 
article in Mississippi Quarterly and a review in the European Journal of American Culture. As a poet, 
Christopher has been published in The Cadaverine and Ink, Sweat & Tears. He is also a member of 
the Contemporary Studies Network, the Southern Studies in the UK Network, and is the founder of 
Queer Studies Network. 
 
‘“If he builds a wall, I’ll grow up and tear it down”: The Queer Logic of the 
Child-in-Protest’ 
 
During a protest in LA shortly after Trump’s election, an image of a child holding up a sign 
reading, ‘If he builds a wall, I’ll grow up and tear it down,’ went viral. By examining protests 
that have been organised since Trump’s inauguration, I consider the importance of the child-
in-protest and how the child is queered by protest. I read the forms of protest in which 
children have participated as specifically connected with an image of tearing down borders, 
of both material and imaginative kinds, and thus as vital tools of resistance to the current’s 
administration’s agenda. The child’s potential to organise and to channel a queer logic of 



	

	

unruly dissent is, I argue, vital to disrupting what Lauren Berlant refers to as ‘infantile 
citizenship’. The unruly child is a key figure in the potential to destabilise patriotic 
inclination, social membership and normalised ideas of national character. I argue that the 
child’s visibility in political life is historically and socio-spatially specific and that the 
increasing representation of children in protest should be read alongside a rehabilitation of 
the ‘streets’ and of the ability to create new publics at a moment when the space of the 
child’s ‘play’ is being increasingly privatised.  
 
Children’s political formations – as opposed here to a broader notion of youth movements 
– have been a vital political force, most notably, since the 1963 Children’s Crusade in 
Birmingham, Alabama, where children, some as young as six, marched to protest 
segregation, were jailed and spurred political change. In this paper, I consider the 
importance of articulating and making visible the child’s political subjectivity, making space 
for its stubbornness and its rage. I examine images of the queer child in protest and in 
literature to illuminate the importance of establishing a noninfantile and nonsecuritising 
image of the child and a language for ‘children’s politics’. In establishing the position of the 
child’s rage, I revisit David Wojnarowicz’s Untitled (One Day, This Kid), a polemical AIDS text 
which is placed around an ‘innocent’ snapshot of himself as a child. The juxtaposition of the 
child’s image surrounded by the trenchant text is pointed in its mapping of the 
contradictions both of the child’s innocence and of the failure of the state to safeguard the 
rights of its ‘non-innocent’ subjects. 
 
Jess Cotton is a third-year LAHP-funded English Literature PhD candidate at UCL. Her thesis 
examines the representation of queer childhood in the work of John Ashbery, Elizabeth Bishop, Joe 
Brainard and James Schuyler. Her writing on poetry has been published or is forthcoming in 
‘Harper’s’, ‘Modernist Cultures’, ‘On Joe Brainard Oxford Poetry’, ‘Reading Elizabeth Bishop’ 
and ‘The White Review’.  
 
‘Looking back to look forward: tracing modes of resistance in the photographic 
collection at the Lesbian Herstory Archives (LHA) in New York City’ 
 
This paper explores the relationship between photographic material and its management at 
the LHA as a particular form of resistance, which promotes both visibility and invisibility 
of queer subjectivities. In particular, it asks: how does the LHA’s photographic collection 
and its archival policies inform us about modes of resistance enacted by the LHA since 1974 
to respond to the aftermath of the state of repression and surveillance which lead to the 
1969 Stonewall riots in NYC? Through a visual analysis of selected photographs as well as 
ethnographic data collected at the LHA, this paper aims to show how past responses to 
regimes of oppression become relevant to shape present and future modes of existence for 
US queer communities in times of crises. 
 
Constituted by material donated over four decades, the LHA’s photographic 
collection mirrors the nature of the archive itself, which exists across public and 



	

	

private, institutional and family spheres. Largely forbidden to be circulated outside the LHA 
premises, the photographic material however is continuously transformed within the 
archives shifting its shape, form and location in order to respond to LHA’s changing needs 
of self-representation. 
 
The photographs’ liminal dimension unveils the complex relationship between the idea of 
in/visibility and the representation of queer subjects. The LHA embodies a space as well as a 
modus operandi that simultaneously disrupts and embraces physical and conceptual borders 
for queer subjects. This paper interprets such a dichotomy as a mode of resistance from the 
past which holds relevance in the present in order to claim public and private spaces – 
nationally and transnationally – against the current threat to queer lives in the USA. 
 
Giulia Nazzaro is a PhD candidate at the Sainsbury Research Unit for the Arts of Africa, Oceania, 
and the Americas at the University of East Anglia, Norwich, UK. She uses an interdisciplinary 
approach that combines social anthropology, art history and queer studies to explore how LGBT 
archives in North America, in particular the Lesbian Herstory Archives in Brooklyn, New York, make 
use of their photographic collection in order to validate, support, and question their own existence 
throughout time. Her research project is supervised by Dr Aristoteles Barcelos Neto (SRU-UEA) and 
Karen Jacobs (SRU-UEA). 
 
‘Make America Great Again or How We Came to Crave Nostalgia for a Future 
That Never Happened’ 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘In real time, the universe has a beginning and an end at singularities that form a boundary to 
space time and at which the laws of science break down. But in imaginary time, there are no 
singularities or boundaries. So maybe what we call imaginary time is more basic, and what 
we call real is just an idea that we invent to help us describe what we think the universe is 
like.’ - Stephen Hawking 



	

	

 
My paper will take an inventive, cross-disciplinary approach to how time’s character 
appeared to change in 2016. What did 2016 do to our heads as western citizens? It will 
analyse the US/UK populist narrative of turning back the clock. And wonder aloud at the 
possibility that time travel is already upon us.  
 
I will demonstrate how queer internet cultures (memes, gifs, artwork) responded to the 
onslaught of news in 2016. And crudely pit Hawking’s conception of imaginary time against 
‘real-time’ in 2016 to expose the empty rhetoric of conservatism through potent examples 
of queer mimesis.  
 
Dora is a queer intersectional feminist writer and artist based in London. They have previously given 
talks on the choreography of the closet in the novels of Patricia Highsmith and in December 2016 
they delivered a paper entitled ‘Thumbs in Space: love in the age of likes’ at UEA’s Hybrid Writing 
conference. They write for DIVA magazine, vice.com and The Guardian. Current research topics 
include: creative-critical poetics, chimeric beings, animal studies, theories of loss and extinction, 
queer aging processes and Mountain Lions.  
 
‘Trans(forming) Bodies: Poetry, Phenomenology, and Blossoming into the 
Desired Body in Ely Shipley’s Boy with Flowers’ 
 
This paper explores the relationship between poetry, phenomenology, and the transgender 
body. While the contemporary Trump administration seeks to curtail transgender 
subjectivities by passing policies that reinforce the sex/gender binary (i.e. bathroom bills), 
phenomenology and transgender poetry encourage the “felt sense” of the body to 
materialise, metaphorically, through the words on the page. 
 
In this paper, I consider the body of the poem to be an extension of, or an alternative to, 
the literal body. Poetry is particularly compatible with trans identities and bodies: its 
language and syntax often transcends linguistic boundaries, similarly to how trans people 
typically transcend socially defined boundaries such as binary gender. Likewise, 
phenomenology returns authority to subjectivity and counters the heteronormative 
assumption that biology single-handedly determines the truth of one’s self, or experience of 
the body.  
 
Despite a growing body of literature on transgender studies, scholars largely neglect poetry 
as a serious literary genre or form of expression. Yet, written by transgender people, this 
poetry provides a wealth of unexplored insight into the lived experiences of being trans. 
Reading Ely Shipley’s collection Boy with Flowers through a phenomenological lens, this paper 
highlights poetry’s potential to express and affirm trans identities in the face of socio-
political opposition. I am particularly interested in the use of floral imagery and how the 
speaker utilises flowers not as a symbol of ‘femininity’ as we would expect, but as a 
metaphor for the speaker’s claimed masculinity and transitioning body. 



	

	

 
Aimee Merrydew will be starting her PhD in English Literature this September, following her 
Bachelors and Masters degrees (all at Keele University). Her research focuses on gender expression 
in contemporary American culture and poetry, with particular interest in representations of the body 
in Ely Shipley’s Boy with Flowers. 
 
‘“Flirting with the Islamic State”: Sexual Politics, Queer Childhood, and 
Contemporary Islamophobia’ 
 
This paper extends the concerns and conceptual framings of homonationalist literature 
towards an analysis of the specific work that fears of “grooming” engender within 
contemporary discourse about the Islamic State. It attends to the sexual touch of the 
racialized discourses of so-called “radical Islamic” grooming, and it argues that we are in a 
moment wherein fears about childhood sexuality structure an increasingly militarized and 
Orientalist demonization of Islam. Turning to a recent article and documentary by the New 
York Times about a young woman from the United States who allegedly converted to Islam 
under the flirtatious seduction of online recruiters, this paper interrogates the deployments 
of sexuality, grooming, Islamophobia, and queer childhood within this discourse. Here, it 
situates the “queer child” as an emerging subject whose articulation has been proliferating in 
queer theory, but who has yet to be articulated in relationship to contemporary 
homonationalism. Expanding on this emergent subject, this paper analyzes the grooming of 
the queer child in relation to a historical lineage of racist narratives and knowledges about 
the sexual “perversity” of the racialized Muslim other. It thus specifically argues for an 
expansion of the terms of sexual politics and queer liberalism beyond seeing homosexuality 
as sexual liberalism’s main node. Rather, it argues that the bolstering of Euro-American 
nationalisms gain legitimacy through an Islamophobic construction of sexuality in the Middle 
East vis-à-vis a notion of the West’s supposed ethical praxis regarding childhood sexuality. 
Arguing that this “exceptionality” is underpinned by a racist disavowal of white culpability in 
childhood sexual abuse, and a displacement of this lack of accountability onto a phantasmatic 
racialized and sexualized other, this paper seeks to build productive links between the 
scholarship on sexual politics and queer childhood in ways that they might counter the 
projects of Euro-American empire building and Islamophobia in the contemporary moment. 
 
Jacob Breslow is a Teaching Fellow in Transnational Sexuality and Gender Studies at the LSE 
Department of Gender Studies, where he completed his PhD in 2016. His publications include “The 
Queer Story of Your Conception: Translating Sexuality and Racism in Beasts of the Southern Wild” 
in Queer in Translation (Epstein and Gillett 2017); and "‘There is Nothing Missing in the Real’: 
Trans Childhood and the Phantasmatic Body” Transgender Studies Quarterly (2017 forthcoming). 
His research interests span queer, trans, feminist, anti-racist, and psychoanalytic theories, social 
justice movements in the contemporary U.S., as well as childhood studies. 
 
 



	

	

‘Serving “Reality” Television “Realness”: Reading RuPaul’s Drag Race and its 
Construction of Reality’ 
 
The realness / Th-the realness / Catch it, touch it / Touch it, catch it / Flavor of this fever 
The realness/ Doesn’t really matter if it’s real/ Only really matters how we feel 
(lyrics from The Realness by Rupaul Charles, released 2nd March, 2015) 
 
‘[W]hen drag talks about realness, it's always with a wink because, you know, here I am, a 
drag queen talking about looking and feeling real, which is the joke itself.’ 
(“RuPaul on 'Drag Race,' Brand-New Album & the 'Gayest' Show on TV,” Billboard Magazine, 
24th February 2015) 
 
RuPaul’s Drag Race provides a particularly intriguing opportunity for thinking about the 
dynamics of “reality” television through the various ways in which the programme engages 
with the “real.” In addition to actively engaging with drag – which already brings with it 
concerns of representing reality, and indeed what is considered as constitutive of the real – 
RuPaul’s Drag Race demonstrates both the general appeal of reality television as a distinct 
genre, and also its own particular success compared to the vast array of alternative reality 
television shows. 
 
The programme simultaneously calls deliberate attention to its own artificial construction as 
a televisual product, yet also disavows this very artifice; this paper will seek to answer 
whether this is simply a contradictory element of the production of the show, or if there is 
something more intriguing taking place: does the placing of drag into the realm of reality 
television provide radical potential for the rethinking of reality itself?  
 
Jonathan Ward received his PhD from the University of East Anglia in June 2016, with his doctoral 
thesis entitled: ‘“What-Is-It?” Containing the Threat of the Black Male Body in American Popular 
Culture’. He was part of the Steering Committee of “Art, Culture and Ethics in Black and White: 
100 Years of D.W. Griffith’s ‘The Birth of a Nation’” research network in 2014-15, as part of which 
he was responsible for organizing a screening of DJ Spooky’s ‘The Rebirth of a Nation’ combined 
with a Q&A with the director at the Whitworth Gallery in Manchester. He was also the 
Postgraduate Representative for the British Association for American Studies between 2012 and 
2014. He currently teaches American Studies at the University of East Anglia, where he won the 
Excellence in Teaching award in 2016. 
 
‘Resisting Representation: Pop Culture, Pence, and the Problematic Practice of 
Queerbaiting’ 
 
It is of great disappointment and little surprise that the image of queer sexuality within the 
mainstream of popular culture is wholly lacking in impact. Consider the travesty of 
“representation” depicted in Star Trek Beyond (2016), Beauty and the Beast (2017), and Power 
Rangers (2017). Mainstream pop culture is inherently resistant to proper queer 



	

	

representation, even Moonlight (2016) lost its spotlight as the first LGBTQ film to win Best 
Picture at the Academy Awards as a backstage mix-up lead to the false announcement of a 
La La Land (2016) victory. Popular American cinema offers few canonically queer narratives, 
and this resistance to representation creates a sphere in which discriminatory political 
legislation thrives.  
 
In this paper I will investigate the insidious homophobia that lurks within popular American 
cinema, the numerous failed attempts at representation, and the problematic trend of 
“queerbaiting,” a practice employed by the media that consciously uses – primarily – film 
trailers to hint at a homosexual relationship the studio has no intention of delivering. I will 
examine this trend’s birth through the slash fiction (homoerotic fan-written fiction) 
movement and further question whether or not said movement has had any real effect on 
pop culture. My main focus will be on high-budget cinematic texts that held their weight at 
the box office and were released either during the heat of the 2016 campaign season (post-
primaries) or following the national shock of Election Day. This paper will argue for the 
power of voice – be that voice slash fiction or the platform of fame – in the Trump 
administration and the increasing importance of normalising queer sexualities and 
relationships in the popular and public sphere.  
 
Danielle Girard is an international (American) PhD student at Lancaster University. Her thesis, 
tentatively titled: ‘Slashing the Frontier; Queer Representation and the Heteronormative Agenda: 
Examining Star Trek and the Effects of Participatory Culture’ examines ‘Star Trek’s place in fan and 
queer history.  She is particularly invested in uncovering the relationship that exists between the 
textual canon and slash fanfiction. 
 
 
‘Longing and Belonging – intersectional representation of the queer immigrant 
in Young Avengers’ 
 
Popular culture is becoming an increasingly powerful means of critiquing the world order. 
As such, media such as graphic novels are important and potentially subversive methods of 
subtle resistance in the mainstream. 
 
In this paper, I propose to focus on the construction of the queer immigrant identity for the 
gay characters Wiccan and Hulkling and, in doing so, critique representations of belonging in 
an age of heightened prejudice. Wiccan is of Romani descent, born in supernatural 
circumstances and from a pagan background. He is adopted and raised by a suburban 
American Jewish family. Hulkling is an alien from two fictional warring species, both of which 
are antagonistic towards Earth, and raised by a single American woman. In both their story 
arcs, there are specific aspects of their identities that are used as a means of creating a 
“Self” and “Other” dichotomy that speaks to a wider narrative of queer immigration. 
 



	

	

Both characters navigate the difficult nature of idealised queerness; Wiccan fetishizes his 
East European heritage through camp references to musicals such as The Sound of Music 
while Hulkling uses his shape-shifting superpowers to fashion a body that is tall, broad-
shouldered and blond. Yet, they also distinctly position themselves as outsiders, Wiccan 
through the choice and exploration of his superhero name (particularly when exploring his 
pagan heritage) and Hulkling through a growing comfort in having scaly green skin (his 
natural form) in addition to his blond hair and muscular build. In both cases, it is the specific 
intersection of being queer and immigrants that allows for this reading. 
 
By looking at their visual representations and the ways in which they navigate their sense of 
being insiders and outsiders at the same time, I hope to explore how the lived experience of 
queerness can provide an important space of critique. 
 
I am a third-year doctoral research student at the School of Politics and IR at the University of 
Nottingham. My thesis focuses on the legacy of Empire as an attempt at utopia, and a significant 
portion of that is a focus on imperial policies on policing queerness, desire, and gender. I have 
worked on cultural depictions of queerness in my project, including a journal publication on the use 
of clothing and fashion to denote political identities. I have also been published on the politics of 
popular culture, with an undergraduate student essay on superheroes being published online and an 
upcoming journal article with the Journal of Homosexuality for their pop culture special issue. I 
sincerely feel that the arts play an important role in shaping socio-political concerns and provide an 
important safe space for exploring otherwise taboo topics. 
 


