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The Outtake 

Bi-Phobia and Empire 
Is the hit TV show really as ‘woke’ as it claims to be when it comes to sexuality? 

 

Fox’s Empire has come back late last month for its third, thrilling season. Since the shows 
premiere back in September of 2014, it has been praised and critically recognized for its brave, 
diverse, and dramatic content. In its long three season history the show has covered highly 
controversial topics, like masculinity and mental health, with a large and intense focus on 
sexuality.  

Much of the narrative during the first and second season focuses around Jamal Lyon, the openly 
queer middle son of Luscious Lyon, the multimillionaire who owns Empire. While each brother 
receives their own individual storyline that they deal with, Jamal's storyline is particularly 
interesting, as viewers watch him struggle with the ideas encompassed in sexuality, such as 
coming out, public acceptance, and how he deals with all of this whilst being entangled in the 
public eye and a part of the black community. 



 
Jamal and his on and off again boyfriend Michael 

It’s no secret that many members of the black community, famous and non-famous, tend to 
struggle with the idea and acceptance of homosexuality, as co-creator of Empire Lee Daniels 
points out himself. Regardless of the back push against the telling of queer stories, Empire still 
continues to push forward and enlighten people on topics like fluidity.  

 

With all of the steps the show has taken forward, it is still impossible to ignore the other large 
steps back, especially in the arena of bisexual and lesbian relationships.  

 
One of the arguably most interesting characters introduced in Season 1 was Tiana Brown, played 
by Serayah McNeill. Tiana is introduced as a young, strong, and naïve artist who is looking for 
her place to shine. The show makes it hard to not want to root for this girl, and it isn’t long 
before she begins to find her place in the industry on top, dating the youngest Lyon son, Hakeem.  

 

That is until in the fifth episode of the season titled ‘Dangerous Bonds’, where Tiana gets caught 
cheating on Hakeem and outed in the process, as she is seen kissing another woman backstage in 
a video that is posted online.  

 



 
Tianna and India kissing on a set of a shoot 

The odds are already stacked against bisexual people, with opposition in how they identify 
coming from both the LGBTQA+ community and the straight community. Tiana’s character can 
be implied to be a bisexual and/or queer character from what we’ve seen on screen and 
considering the stigma and the shows impact and audience size, this new incident would have 
been the perfect time for the show to take a stance against the classic opinions of bi-phobia. 
Instead the show decides to play into them for plot furthering.  

 

When Luscious, who has been known to have extreme homophobic tendencies, is trying to get 
Hakeem to do the music video again with Tiana and to get past her cheating, he tells his son that 
Tiana having a girlfriend is a deal for him; a bonus girlfriend. 



 
Tianna, Hakeem and India all-star in the music video together, for the better of the company 

For many bisexual women, these remarks may have rung too close to home, making light of one 
of the most pervasive stereotypes inside the bisexual community: The idea that women enter 
sexual relations with other women for the enjoyment of males. The fetishizing of female/female 
relationships by straight men has always been a long standing problem for multiple reasons. 

 

The first problem being the implications of the idea that a woman’s main goal would and should 
be a man’s pleasure rather than her own. This ideal feeds strongly into the social issues of power 
struggles between men and women both socially and sexually. Another problem implied from 
this kind of thinking is that the fetishizing of female/female relationships is the same as 
acceptance of the relationship, which couldn’t be farther from the truth.  

 

The other problem is that, while this scene is brutally reflective of some opinions about what 
bisexuality is about, it does not take the opportunity to contradict these opinions like the show 
has so infamously done with scenes pertaining to Jamal and his sexuality. Instead Tiana goes 
along with Luscious and Cookies plan to make the scandal a selling point. Tiana says nothing, no 
one points out the issues with this thinking, and this problem is never addressed again.  

 

For anyone left with a small glimmer of hope that maybe the show would at least take India and 
Tiana’s relationship farther, sadly, they would eventually receive nothing but disappointment, as 
the show does what can only be described as a ‘television hat trick’, where India, as well her and 
Tiana’s relationship disappear sans explanation, never to be heard, seen of, or discussed again. 



This vanishing of what was initially such an important character really drives home the point that 
India, Tiana, and her sexuality/their relationship serve one purpose: plot devices.  

 

Throughout the rest of the 3 seasons, the show has had many more run ins with biphobia and its 
refusal to address the issues. The idea of bisexuality is either ignored all together as a tangible 
sexuality or disrespected with hateful stereotypes, like bisexuals being ‘confused’ or refusing to 
‘pick a side’.  

 

Empire as a show has all together failed to shine bisexuality in the best light, as Tiana’s bisexual 
storyline falls short, and bi-phobic ideas and plot lines continue to be pushed through the show. 
With the public and viewer out lash towards Empire’s actions, one can only hope that these 
tendencies and anti-bisexual ideals will be challenged by writers in later episodes. It seems like 
we might be waiting for a while.  
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When	it	comes	to	exceptional	depictions	of	promiscuousness,	variance	in	sexuality,	and	feminism	within	
the	media,	Netflix-original	series	Orange	is	the	New	Black	undoubtedly	takes	the	cake.	Featuring	an	
extremely	diverse	cast,	the	groundbreaking	series	focuses	around	the	jailing	of	thirty-two-year-old	Piper	
Chapman	(Taylor	Schilling),	an	upper	middle	class	New	Yorker	who	was	ratted	out	by	her	international	
drug	dealing	ex-college-girlfriend	for	transporting	drug	money.	Convicted	and	sent	to	women’s	federal	
prison	with	a	fifteen-month	sentence,	Piper’s	life	was	turned	upside	down.	As	she	learns	how	to	survive	
within	the	concrete	walls	of	federal	prison,	Piper	is	also	reunited	with	her	ex-girlfriend,	Alex	Vause	
(Laura	Prepon).	Orange	is	the	New	Black	encompasses	a	tremendous	variety	of	gender,	race,	and	sexual-
defying	characters	and	personalities.	Although	I	could	go	on	and	on	about	the	show	and	its	remarkable	
ability	to	crush	social	norms,	let	me	focus	on	one	character	in	particular.		

	

When	described,	Piper	sounds	like	the	typical	American	woman.	Fitting	into	the	perfect	female	
stereotype,	she	is	fit	with	blonde	hair	and	blue	eyes	and	a	tall,	thin	stature.	Co-owning	a	soap-making	
business	with	her	best	friend	and	her	engagement	to	a	loving	fiancé,	what	else	could	she	possibly	ask	
for?	Prior	to	meeting	Alex	at	a	bar,	Piper	had	never	dated	a	woman,	however,	the	two	fell	in	love	and	
embarked	on	an	adventurous	(and	dangerous)	relationship.	

	

Wait,	what’s	going	on	here?		

	

After	her	love-driven	relationship	with	Alex	came	to	an	abrupt	halt,	Piper	(literally)	stumbles	into	her	
then	fiancé,	Larry	Bloom	(Jason	Biggs)	who	vows	to	stand	beside	her	as	she	serves	out	her	sentence.	
When	referencing	her	past	relationship	with	Alex,	she	explains	to	him,	"I	was	in		love.	And	it	was...	all	
crazy.	And	then	it	got...	scary,	and	I	ran	away	and	became	the	nice	blonde	lady	that	I	was	supposed	to	
be." However,	after	a	stubborn	reconnection	with	Alex,	the	two	make	up	and	engage	in	a	sexual	and	
passionate	relationship	within	the	walls	of	Litchfield	prison.	Throughout	the	following	seasons,	Larry	
finds	love	in	Piper’s	best	friend	and	she	resumes	relationships	with	not	only	Alex,	but	an	additional	
female	sexual	interest	throughout	her	sentence.		

	

Okay,	so	now	we	now	can	officially	consider	Piper	as	bisexual,	right?	Hold	on	a	second,	a	bisexual	
woman	portrayed	in	popular	media!?	Is	this	real?	

	



	

	

Although	representation	of	sexuality	in	the	media	has	predominantly	been	centered	around	
heterosexual	relationships,	the	recent	wave	of	movies	and	television	shows	have	brought	LGBTQ	
characters	to	life	more	than	ever.	Orange	is	the	New	Black	presents	some	of	the	most	meticulous	
portrayals	of	queer	women	within	the	media.	With	characters	ranging	from	transgender	to	bisexual	to	
“attracted	to	people”,	the	series	offers	a	wide	variety	of	representations	disputing	sexuality	normativity.	
More	often	than	not,	homosexuality	and	same-sex	relationships	are	not	seen	in	the	media	and	if	they	
are,	they	are	generally	inaccurately	or	negatively	depicted.	Piper	Chapman’s	character	has	penetrated	
the	social	norm	by	representing	a	bisexual	woman	struggling	with	establishing	her	sexuality,	but	doing	
so	while	simultaneously	dealing	with	outside	factors	such	as	criticism,	judgement,	and	her	own	
acceptance.	The	show	itself	has	done	a	preeminent	job	of	“normalizing”	the	idea	of	homosexuality,	
same-sex	relationships,	and	being	transgender.	In	a	constantly	changing	world,	we	need	these	positive	
representations	of	women	and	sexuality	(hair	flip).		

	

Now	that	we	are	all	feeling	empowered	and	strong,	let’s	dismantle	a	set	of	ideas	illustrating	sexuality	
and	social	norms	presented	to	us	in	the	year	of	1999.	According	to	Gayle	Rubin,	a	cultural	anthropologist	
and	influential	writer,	our	sexual	value	system	consists	of	a	charmed	circle	describing	the	limits	of	
“good”	and	“bad”	sexuality.	Within	the	“charmed	circle”	lay	concepts	such	as	heterosexual	and	
monogamous	relationships,	factors	seen	as	“good,	normal,	natural,	and	blessed	sexuality.”	The	outer	
limits	of	the	circle,	however,	encompass	ideals	that	were	considered	“bad,	abnormal,	unnatural,	and	
damned	sexuality,”	such	as	public	sex,	homosexuality,	and	unmarried	sex	(Piper	has	engaged	in	all	of	
these	acts	–	what	a	criminal).	As	this	set	of	ideas	was	argued	in	an	era	where	LGBTQ	relationships	were	
seen	as	shocking	or	distasteful,	it	is	certainly	naïve	to	think	that	times	have	not	changed.		

	



	

	

	Since	the	1990’s,	LGBTQ	visibility	portrayed	in	the	media	has	risen	immensely	(thank	you	activists).	
Throughout	the	last	few	decades,	LGBTQ	individuals	have	fought	relentlessly	to	gain	visibility	of	gays,	
lesbians,	bisexual	and	transgender	individuals	in	the	media.		Not	only	is	it	important	to	establish	equality	
of	sexuality	for	society,	it	is	crucial	to	depict	that,	regardless	of	your	sexuality,	you	are	accepted	as	a	
human	being.		Piper	Chapman	and	Orange	is	the	New	Black	has	wittingly	defined	these	norms	through	
powerful	portrayals	of	LGBTQ	women	in	society.	The	media	is	our	biggest	tool	is	offering	accurate,	
enlightening,	and	empowering	representations	of	individuals	of	all	sexualities,	ethnicities,	genders,	and	
races.	Sexual	normativity	is	outdated	and	there	is	simply	no	need	for	individuals	to	adhere	to	a	
“charmed	circle.”		

	

Unfortunately,	there	is	still	that	chunk	of	society	that	has	yet	to	accept	that	girls	will	date	girls	and	men	
will	date	men,	sexual	activity	will	occur	outside	of	wedlock,	and	that	people	will	watch	pornography.	-	
GASP	-	The	time	for	a	defined	set	of	social	norms	has	passed	and	an	era	of	freedom,	diverse	sexuality,	
and	expression	of	personality	is	upon	us.	With	more	and	more	television	shows	and	movies	like	OITNB	
and	influential	characters	like	Piper,	the	road	to	overall	social	acceptance	is	closer	than	we	think.		
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Luke Cage is a Vivid Portrait of the Dangers of 
Black Masculinity  
 

 

Mike	Colter	as	Luke	Cage		

In Marvel's Luke Cage, showrunner Cheo Hodari Coker goes to great lengths 
to evoke the history of black art, black power, and black politics. But he 
doesn’t just stop there; he goes on to shed light of how masculinity is killing 
men, specifically Black men.  

If we are honest with ourselves, we have long known that masculinity kills 
men, in ways both measurable and immeasurable. While social constructions 
of femininity demand that women be skinny, beautiful, hospitable, virginal 
but also sexually appealing, social constructions of masculinity demand that 



men constantly prove and re-prove the very fact that they are, well, men. Both 
ideas are poisonous and potentially destructive, but statistically speaking, the 
number of addicted and afflicted men and their comparatively shorter 
lifespans proves masculinity is actually the more effective killer, getting the 
job done faster and in greater numbers. Masculinity’s death tolls are 
attributed to its more specific causations: alcoholism, workaholism 
and violence.  

Luke Cage, played by Mike Colter, is the epitome of Black 
masculinity: tall, brooding, strong, handsome, and indestructible 
(literally). Cage is a wrongfully accused ex-convict living in Harlem. 
Having escaped from prison for a crime he didn’t commit, he was 
also given super strength by a botched experiment.  Now Cage lies 
low in the streets of New York, only to emerge when the city needs 
him. 

This is just one side of Black masculinity, the positive side; a Black man who 
uses his abilities for good and to save his community. The show makes Cage’s 
masculinity very apparent, from the way he dresses, to the way he speaks, 
sexual orientation, and of course, the way he kicks ass. With bulletproof skin, 
Cage can take anything the villains dish out, from gunfire to actual fire.  

The other positive side of Black masculinity, which Cage does not relate to, is 
the hard-working, family man. Cage is no longer married (R.I.P. Reva), nor 
does he have children. When he’s not out kicking ass, he sweeps hair in a 
barbershop, where we meet several characters: the barbershop owner, Pop 
(Frankie Faison), Wilfredo "Chico" Diaz (Brian Marc), and the animated 
Shameek (Jermel Howard). With no wife or children to provide for, Cage more 
than makes up for “lack of” masculinity throughout the show.  

On the other end of the spectrum, we have the negative side of Black 
masculinity. Every hero needs a villain, and luckily cage has three Cornell 
Cottonmouth (known as just Cottonmouth), Black Mariah (known as Mariah 
Dillard), and Diamondback (known as Willis Stryker). Cottonmouth and 
Diamondback embody the swagger, strength, power, and anger that also 
accompany masculinity. Unfortunately, this is the side that the media likes to 
focus on the most when it comes to Black masculinity. It is more common to 
see Black men like vicious Cottonmouth and Diamondback, who are greedy, 
money-hungry, and merciless. With their gun-wielding squads, they will stop 
at nothing to get what they want.  



This also feeds into a common negative notion we see on TV, movies, and even 
video games; there cannot be two “good” Black guys. Whenever you see two or 
more Black men together, they are portrayed as being “up to no good”. This 
idea sadly filters into reality, as well. Black boys, teens, and men are more 
often seen as threating and dangerous, and face one of the highest rates of 
racial profiling and police harassment, especially when alone. When dressed in 
knit caps or hoodies, Black teens are often seen as more mature, older, and 
troublesome, which makes them probable cause.  

This brings me back to Mr. Cage, whose superhero attire simply consists of a 
hoodie. This is meant to play on the idea that a Black man wearing such 
clothing isn’t necessarily threatening and dangerous. This is also a nod to the 
Black Lives Matter movement and Trayvon Martin, the 17 year-old young man 
who was murdered back in 2012 for wearing a hoodie while walking home. 
“What if you introduce a bulletproof character into a social ecology that isn’t 
bulletproof?” asks Coker. “How does he affect the police? The streets? People 
in the neighborhood who have turned a blind eye to crime in order to 
survive?”  

Erica Scharrer’s “The Man in the Box” confirms that more Black men and 
other men of color are portrayed negatively rather than positively. She also 
reports that these findings trigger the existing racial attitudes in people. When 
people were exposed to news story that depict Black men as well as Latino 
men as a criminal, they are more likely to support punitive measures due to 
being exposed to negative portraits of Black and Latino men on TV regularly. 
Could this explain why so many Black men are being gunned down by police 
officers without punishment? The more negative portraits of Black men on TV, 
movies, and music, the more “justified” homicides of Black men we see. 
Coincidence…?  

It is impossible to downplay the concurrent influence of images and messages 
about masculinity embedded in our media. TV shows and movies inform kids 
and all of us, really not so much about who men (and women) are, but who 
they should be. Luke Cage diverges from the pattern in other ways. Luke is a 
physically imposing man hesitant to use his strength. He carries himself with 
integrity and ease. He’s thoughtful and reserved. Even his theme music 
combines hip-hop beats with undertones of blues and jazz. Cage has the 
physicality of what we’ve all know and perceived as masculinity, with attitude 
and personality of a “mysterious” and “different” man. With more heroes like 



Luke Cage, hopefully society will be able to replace their internalized racial 
and masculine ideals.  
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 


