Acceptance, humanity, and emotional excess: 
The politics of queer suffering in Big Brother UK
[bookmark: _GoBack]Michael Lovelock, University of East Anglia
Published: European Journal of Cultural Studies, OnlineFirst 18 September 2015. 
Doi: 10.1177/1367549415603377
The research for this article was funded by a Doctoral Studentship grant from the Arts and Humanities Research Council 

	I've learned a lot about myself and I've learned to accept myself, and I really hope the 	British public have learned a lot about the transgender issue, and they will accept me 	and respect me as I go out into the public. And not only me, but respect other 	transsexual people (Celebrity Big Brother, Five, 5 September 2014).  
This statement made by Kellie Maloney, a recently transitioned transgender participant of Celebrity Big Brother UK in 2014, condenses a number of the discursive tropes which have structured the representations of LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender) identities within the UK Big Brother franchise over fifteen years. In this quotation, Kellie positions her appearance on the show as a crucial stage in her broader narrative of gender transition, situating her participation in Celebrity Big Brother as part of an existential journey to discover and affirm her 'authentic' self. Prior to 2014, Kellie had been known to the British public as Frank Maloney, a male boxing promoter, and appearing of Celebrity Big Brother as Kellie functioned as her public 'coming out' as a transgender woman. Central to Kellie's coming out narrative was a striking conceptual convergence - between dominant understandings of gender transition as the actualisation of an inner 'truth' of selfhood, and broader cultural notions of reality television participation as a therapeutic - yet emotionally turbulent - 'journey' in which a participant's 'real' or 'authentic' self will gradually emerge (Corner, 2002; Ekins and King, 2006). Celebrity Big Brother in particular, is situated within a broader economy of celebrity authenticity. Questions of authenticity (what is this celebrity really like?) have been central to the commercial strategies of celebrity-media industries for many decades (Dyer, 1986: 7), and like other reality shows with celebrity casts, Celebrity Big Brother lays claim to offering a deconstruction of the carefully manufactured celebrity façade, in order to expose the celebrity’s ‘real’ self lurking beneath (Holmes, 2006). It is in this generic context that Kellie’s intuited, female identity was constructed as the essence of who she ‘really is’. 
'Learning', in the above-cited passage, therefore takes on dual meanings. Firstly, the therapeutic and revelatory qualities of the Big Brother format are conceived as having enabled Kellie to connect with and articulate publicly her true and authentic female identity. Secondly, the mass mediation of her gender transition narrative is endowed with a pedagogical function. Kellie voices her hopes that (heterosexual and non-transgendered) viewers will have been able to 'learn' about the emotional and physical challenges of transgender life through having witnessed her own struggle represented on the show. The pop cultural conceptualisation of participation in reality TV as an emotional ‘journey’ of self-revelation is here implicated in the shifting contours of 'acceptance' and 'integration' for transgender people within contemporary British society.  
Indeed, discourses which assert the apparently transformative potential of reality TV visibility have surrounded not only transgender, but gay, lesbian, and otherwise gender/sexuality non-conforming participants of both Celebrity Big Brother, and its non-celebrity counterpart Big Brother, since the format's inception in the UK in 2000. By the second decade of the twenty-first century, Big Brother has attained a popular legacy as a space of unprecedented visibility for LGBT identities. Whilst often vilified in almost every other way, the show continues to be celebrated by broadcasters and critics for helping to foster a climate of ‘acceptance,' 'tolerance,' and 'inclusion' for sexual minorities in contemporary Britain (see, for example, the documentary Big Brother: A Decade in the Headlines, 30 May 2009, Channel 4).
However, despite fifteen years of scholarship on both Big Brother, and reality television more generally, academic interrogations of queer identity within the genre have largely followed two limited trajectories. On the one hand, scholarship has focused intensely upon the makeover subgenre of reality programming, with the North American incarnation of Queer Eye for the Straight Guy occupying a particularly canonical position within this literature. Many of these studies have explored how the insertions of gay male identities within the makeover paradigm have worked to shape certain normative conceptions of modern homosexuality, particularly the notion of the gay man as an exemplary consumer of fashion and lifestyle products (for example, Gamson, 2013). 
The small body of work which has interrogated reality programming outside of the makeover subgenre has largely approached reality television as simply another set of texts within an existing history of queer representation in film, soap opera and documentary (for example, Pullen 2004). Perhaps the only notable exception here is Misha Kavka's consideration of the queer dimensions of the affectivity of reality TV in her monograph Reality Television, Affect and Intimacy (2008), which I engage with in more detail later in this article. In the majority of existing work, however, the significance of the specific tropes and qualities of reality TV - what sets it apart from other forms of media - have passed largely unaddressed. 

For example, in her study of the online reception of gay participants of Survivor, Kathleen LeBesco noted, 'Because these characters are framed as honest-to-goodness people and not merely figments of wild Hollywood imagination, their representations and reception carry significant weight in reaffirming or altering ideas about sexual difference' (2004: 271). LeBesco points towards a relationship between the claims to 'reality' specific to reality TV, and the socio-political ramifications of the form's depictions of gay-identified people, yet she does not carry this observation further in her analysis. 
Similarly, Christopher Pullen has conceptualised reality television as the contemporary extension of a tradition of politicised queer documentary making. He approaches gay male reality participants as 'political agents' who, in 'alliances' with programme producers, deliberately utilise their media visibility to alter public perceptions of gay masculinity (2007). Pullen's conceptual framework is therefore not transferable to a reality format such as Big Brother, which has explicitly distanced itself from any kind of overt political agenda. Further, as I explore in more detail below, the apparent political potentiality of Big Brother's representations of LGBT people has been repeatedly located in the format's investment in the personal and the emotional, over and above the political.  
My intervention here is therefore to return to Big Brother in order to interrogate how the generic specificities of reality television as a form come to bear upon the programme’s constructions of LGBT identities. Specifically, I focus upon textual and inter-textual mobilisation of images and discourses of purportedly 'authentic' emotional intimacy and excess. These are both central of Big Brother, and some of the defining tropes of reality TV more broadly (Aslama and Pantti, 2006; Kavka, 2008).  However, by taking Big Brother and Celebrity Big Brother as empirical cases, I do not mean for these shows to 'stand in' for all non-makeover reality TV. The arguments I make here in relation to these shows are by no means seamlessly applicable to other iterations of reality programming (talent shows such as The X Factor, or 'structured' reality such as The Only Way is Essex). Yet, as a space of almost unrivalled LGBT visibility, and one of the most iconic and widely discussed reality franchises within both popular and academic discourses, Big Brother's representations of LGBT people are long overdue an in-depth scholarly interrogation. 
In this article, I explore how the at once emotionally intimate and excessive depictions of certain gay and transgender Big Brother participants have been constructed as emblematic of an era of 'tolerance' and 'acceptance' for sexual minority identities in twenty-first century Britain, in both the texts of the show itself, and in surrounding extra-textual commentary. Critically engaging with this rhetoric, I argue that Big Brother's tropes of excessive/intimate emotionality have entailed the commodification of a kind of queer emotional suffering, which, in its mobilisation as a form of commercial capital, has worked to reify the subordinate position of LGBT people within heteronormative society.     
I take both foundational and recent examples of queer Big Brother and Celebrity Big Brother participants: Brian Dowling, the gay male winner of Big Brother 2001; Nadia Almada, a male-to-female transsexual, and winner of the show in 2004; Mark Byron, a gay male housemate of Big Brother 2014, and the afore-mentioned Kellie Maloney of Celebrity Big Brother 2014. Having attained a substantial level of celebrity status through their appearances on the show, Brian and Nadia are some of the most wide-reaching embodiments of gay and transgender identity in the British popular media, since the millennium. Alongside these, the recentness of Mark and Kellie's mediations attest to both the entrenchment, and on-going significance of the representational tropes I address. Further, this wide empirical timescale enables an ongoing interrogation of how the commodification of queer suffering has remained a consistent feature of Big Brother and Celebrity Big Brother UK for 15 years. The striking continuity between these textual examples illuminates how the commercialisation of queer suffering has in fact worked to perpetuate the 'otherness' of non-heterosexual forms of life, and consecrate the unmarked ubiquity of heteronormativity, via a seemingly progressive rhetoric of liberal inclusion.
Broadly, I am defining heteronormativity as the cultural expectation that everyone, or most people, are straight (that is, attracted to members of the opposite sex from their own). As a critical concept, heteronormativity encompasses the myriad ways in which this assumption of heterosexuality is embedded within the fabric of day-to-day life, on a range of social, cultural and political levels (Chambers, 2009: 35).  The bifurcation of public toilets into 'male' and 'female', the ubiquitous imagery of heterosexual romance in advertising, and the traditional legal definition of marriage as the union of man and woman, provide just three quotidian examples of heteronormativity at work in everyday life. 
Further, it is important to emphasise that I do not mean to conflate gay and transgender identities under the homogenous labels of 'queer' or 'LGBT'. Nor do I wish to disavow the highly divergent experiences of oppression and marginalisation for different queer people, particularly as sexuality and gender intersect with other vectors such as race and class. However, as the examples I listed above suggest, the logic of heteronormativity is reliant upon a binary conception of gender, in which everyone is gendered unproblematically as male or female, and where sexual desire flows from men to women, and women to men. Thus, both gay and transgender lives are characterised by experiences of 'gender disaffection' - the feeling that the behavioural and sexual expectations attached to one's assigned gender do not correspond to one's intuited desires and sense of self, albeit in somewhat different ways (Sinfeld, 2000:162). I therefore employ the term 'queer' (interchangeably with LGBT and 'sexual minorities' for semantic variation) to mean that which is 'at odds with the normal, the legitimate, the dominant' (Halperin, 1995: 62). 'Queer' in this sense captures paradoxical construction of contemporary gay and transgender identities: at once relatively normalised features of the British social terrain, yet distinctly beyond the parameters of the heterosexual norm. Moreover, I believe that the discursive similarities between the representations of the gay and transgender Big Brother and Celebrity Big Brother participants I analyse here would render the exclusion of either an omission, and these figures are often grouped conterminously in the popular discourses I interrogate as part of this study. 

Exploitation or Democracy? Queer identities in Big Brother UK

Since the format's early years, the inclusion of LGBT participants within Big Brother has incited both criticism and celebration from popular critics, at once condemned as symbols of exploitation, and praised as emblems of the democratic potential of the contemporary media realm. This dichotomous rhetoric is congruent with the critical reception of the Big Brother franchise as a whole (and reality TV more broadly) (Holmes, 2004), as well as echoing earlier debates around the inclusion of sexual minorities within other forms of broadcasting, such as daytime talk shows (Gamson, 1998). These arguments have not circulated in a clear-cut binary, however, as many critics who have celebrated what they perceive as the socially transformative possibilities of LGBT visibility within Big Brother have, at the same time, positioned these representations as exceptional invigorations of a latent political charge within a format more usually paradigmatic of ethically-dubious, lowest-common-denominator broadcasting. 
In the UK, these debates have often evoked the public service obligations, or perceived lack thereof, of Big Brother's broadcast contexts. Channel 4, a public service channel, and Big Brother's initial UK broadcaster is widely considered a pioneer of sexual minority representation (Franklin, 2014), and the polyvalent identities of Big Brother cast members have been repeatedly mobilised in institutional discourse as evidence of the channel's commitment to representational diversity in its output (Jackson, 2001). In contrast, the purchasing of the broadcasting rights to Big Brother UK (including Celebrity Big Brother) by Five in 2011 (a commercial network with a popular reputation for low-quality output) was positioned by commentators as signalling the format’s relinquishing of any sense of public service responsibility (Stephens, 2011). Yet, as the quote from Kellie Maloney with which I opened this article make clear, within the programme texts, the format’s shift to Five has engendered little real change. The apparent power of Big Brother to effect socio-political change, remains a pervasive discourse in the context of sexual minority participation.  
Crucially, both the exploitation and democratisation theses have evoked the emotional intimacy and excess inherent to Big Brother as apparent evidence for their arguments. On the one hand, a repudiation of the emotive excess of reality texts is mobilised in accusations that the format has embodied the contemporary afterlife of early twentieth century freak shows (for example, Morton, 2004; McGrath, 2014). On the other, the discourses and aesthetics of intimacy and excess through which Big Brother participants are represented, is hailed as enabling the recognition of a transcendental, common 'humanity' between the show's LGBT participants, and the ostensibly heterosexual and normatively-gendered viewership. 
In the context of this latter argument, critics have repeatedly located a perceived political efficacy in Big Brother's divergence from other (more 'serious' or directly political) forms of broadcasting. In particular, commentators have pointed towards the subjectifying qualities of the emotionally excessive mediations of LGBT people found in the texts of Big Brother. For example, hailing the public popularity of Nadia Almada as evidence of a sea-change in public awareness of transgender issues, activist Christine Burns stated:
The positive response to Nadia is a sign of growing public understanding of transsexuality – but it has only happened because viewers have had an unprecedented opportunity to get to know her as a person rather than a label […] She is treating the diary room as a place she goes to empty out her heart, which enables people to see in a way they might not have seen before, that transsexual people get hurt and cry about it (Burns quoted in Edge, 2004).   
Burns refers here to the numerous moments in which Nadia recounted the day-to-day struggles of life as a transgender woman, within sealed, confessional and intimate space of the iconic Big Brother 'diary room'. Nadia articulated feeling perpetually haunted by the spectre of her 'past', her sadness at her inability to find a partner accepting of her transsexuality, and the mixed feelings of physical pain and emotional euphoria following her gender reassignment surgery ('It was the happiest day of my life, but I was in so much pain'). Burns centralises Big Brother's eschewing of any attempt to 'label' Nadia as a metonym for 'transsexual people' as a whole. Rather, she suggests that the emotionality of Nadia’s mediation had worked to override her inherent difference to normative conceptions of personhood (her transgender identity), and expose a common, transcendental humanity between Nadia and the ostensibly heteronormative viewers.   
This argument is tightly bound to reality television’s broader investment in notions of ‘authentic’ self-representation. The large, cushioned diary room chair is clearly evocative of a psychotherapist’s ‘couch’, and sitting upon this, contestants discuss their thoughts and feelings with the measured and soothing, disembodied voice of the omniscient 'Big Brother', who encourages them to reflect cathartically upon their emotions and behaviour. Sitting upon the diary room chair, framed in continuous, static mid-shots as she looked directly into the camera's lens, the seeming absence of technological intervention or manipulation in the diary room scenes which Burns alludes to in her discussion of Nadia, functioned to construct the emotional experiences which Nadia articulated here as emanating from some deep and ontological core of her self-identity.  
In this way, popular commentators have positioned the revelation of purportedly ‘authentic’ selves seemingly promised by the Big Brother format as an ‘ideal’ context for the ‘humanisation’ of queer contestants. Journalist Julie Burchill, for example, argued that Nadia’s emotional representation had resonated with audiences, ‘because we recognise that nothing human is alien to us’ (Burchill, 2005). Echoing Burns’ argument which I cited above, Burchill offers a reading of Nadia’s narrative in which Nadia’s capacity to experience deep, and often harrowing, emotions, had worked to discursively situate transgender Nadia under the sign of normative and universal ‘humanity’. This assertion points towards the striking symbiosis I outlines at the beginning of this article, between the kinds of ‘authentic’ self-expression valorised within, and in relation to, reality TV, and mainstream epistemologies of transgender (and also gay) selfhood, in which gender identity and sexual orientation are conceived as being at the heart of one’s essential self.  Shaped by the format’s emphasis upon authentic emotional revelation, in articulating their queer identities emotionally onscreen, LGBT Big Brother contestants have been constructed as simply ‘being themselves’: the ultimate mandate for participation within the show (Ritchie, 2001), and thus exposing the human being beneath the queer label.  

'I don't want to rub it in people's faces': Performing Queer Suffering in Big Brother
The representation of LGBT identities through images and discourses of emotionality is, of course, far from unique to Big Brother. Throughout modern history, non-heterosexual and gender non-conforming people (alongside other subordinate social groups, such as women and people of colour) have been closely associated with emotional excess. Western popular culture has played host to a plethora of recognisable stereotypes of over-emotional queerness: lesbians and gay men, for example have been repeatedly constructed as figures of depression, sadness and melancholia (Dyer, 2002; Ahmed, 2010), whilst transgender people have often figured within popular representations as mentally ‘disturbed, erratic and unstable’ (Keegan, 2013). 
The social, cultural and political marginalisation of queer people has been repeatedly legitimated through their association with the lesser value within Darwinian hierarchies of reason/emotion. In this hierarchy, emotionality is subordinated to the ‘higher’ human faculties of reason and rationality, which are thus demarcated as the property of the white, heterosexual male (Ahmed, 2004). Indeed, much of the cultural devaluation of reality television has been bound to an implicit perception of the form as inherently ‘feminine’ due to its emphases upon emotional (and bodily) exposure. Reality TV has therefore been constructed as less culturally ‘valuable’ than more ‘serious’, ‘rational’, masculine-coded forms of broadcasting, such news, documentary or drama, through an inherently gendered optic (Weber, 2014).
In this context, it is perhaps unsurprising that it is in the female-coded domain of reality programming that LGBT identities have become most visible in the British popular media. Historically, it has been the theatre (and musical theatre in particular), a cultural form similarly denigrated as space of emotional and bodily display, which was considered a ‘haven’ for sexual dissidents (Schanke and Mara, 1998: 9). Reality TV can thus be conceptualised as a contemporary iteration of the historical linking of non-heterosexual people with culturally de-valued contexts of emotional performance and display. Reality TV has come to function as a space in which subjects traditionally excluded from other forms of public culture: sexual minorities, women, people of colour, and the disabled, have been able to attain public visibility, accruing different kinds of value (celebrity status, monetary gain) through engaging in forms of emotional labour (Skeggs and Wood, 2012: 33; Sender, 2014: 221). 
For LGBT people, I would argue that their ability to attain public visibility in reality TV has been largely contingent upon performances of emotional suffering which are explicitly tied to their statuses as sexual minority subjects. Within both critical commentary and the shows themselves, the emotionality of LGBT Big Brother participants has been repeatedly positioned as emanating from the highly contradictory construction of LGBT subject positions in contemporary British popular culture. By this, I mean that whilst the apparent ‘acceptance’ of sexual diversity has become discursively and legislatively consolidated as a core ‘value’ of the twenty-first century British nation (Haritaworn, et. al., 2008), social life continues to be structured upon a default assumption that the vast majority of people are heterosexual. Therefore, to identify in any way other to the heterosexual norm is to take on a complex and ambivalent subject position, which is at once (relatively) normalised, yet distinctly non-normative. Whilst it may now be acceptable to be LGBT (or so mainstream discourses claim), to be LGBT is still to be inherently different to hegemonic (heteronormative) conceptions of personhood and identity. This existential contradiction of modern queer life has been discussed by queer theorists as a source of highly negative emotion:  'hard feeling, difficult feelings - shame, resentment, rage, grief' (Sender, 2014: 207). Writing in the context of phenomenology, Sara Ahmed has argued that the experience of being queer in a straight world can feel 'like a bodily injury [...] one's body feels out of place, awkward, unsettled,' through the sense that one does not 'fit' within a sociality structured upon heteronormative dialectics (2004: 147-148).
These kinds of negative, elusive emotional experiences described by Ahmed, have become intensely visible in the texts of Big Brother. In the very first episode of Big Brother 2001, gay participant Brian Dowling articulated to other housemates his anxieties that he would be the first person to be evicted because, in his own slightly euphemistic terms, 'I'm quite outgoing and I camp things up a bit, I think people won't like that, some of the guys won't like it...that's my biggest fear'. Despite verbal reassurances from many of the other participants that they had no issues with Brian's flamboyant and effeminate homosexuality, the suggestion that his gay sexuality did not entirely ‘fit’ within the heteronormative spatial organisation of the Big Brother house was repeatedly played out throughout the series. In particular, the seeming irreconcilability of Brian's gay identity with the gendered division of sleeping quarters (a 'girls' room' and a 'boys' room'), became the source of numerous conflicts and debates, most potently in the third week of the series, when a new arrival, Josh Rafter, entered the house. Whilst Josh in fact identified as gay, he was initially perceived by all of the other housemates to be heterosexual, and so a group decision was made that Brian would move out of the male bedroom and into the female bedroom in order to make way for Josh. Brian was reluctant to switch bedrooms, but clearly realised that, as a gay man, his claim to inhabiting the male room was the least legitimate, as the very necessity of a gendered bifurcation of sleeping space corresponded to heteronormative logics of social organisation, with which appeared to render Brian's own identity incoherent, extraneous and redundant. 
The bedroom incident was shown to cause something of an existential crisis for Brian, culminating in an aggressive and emotional, drunken confrontation with Josh the following day. Brian articulated how the sense of integration and belonging he felt he had achieved in bonding with the others, was ruptured by a visible intensification of his inherent otherness to the norms of heterosexual personhood, wrought (ironically, considering Josh's own sexuality) by the arrival of Josh. 
Moving forward to 2014, it is perhaps difficult to imagine a gay contestant stating they fear being disliked purely due to their sexual orientation, as Brian did over a decade ago. However, Big Brother's representations of queer identities continue to be bound to expressions of unease, anxiety and distress, born of the inherent failure of queer subjects to live up to what Ahmed has termed the 'hey you too' of heterosexual social organisation (2004: 147). Much of Mark Byron's mediation in Big Brother 2014 centred upon the development of a romantic relationship between Mark and another gay male housemate, Christopher Hall. Big Brother's 'first ever same-sex romance' was widely celebrated, both in the press, and on Twitter (Welsh, 2014), and Mark and Christopher's potential statuses as role models for young gay viewers was discussed in the show, with housemates praising the couple's courage for articulating their same-sex desires within the mass mediated spaces of the Big Brother house. 
However, the open expressions of their relationship - kissing in the storeroom and under the bedcovers - were represented to induce much anxiety in both men, particularly around the damaging effects this could have upon their relationships with their families in the 'outside world'. At one point, Mark was shown sobbing alone in the bathroom. Framed by a static, high-angle camera, positioned in the corner of the room (evoking a surveillance camera), the bracket of the door hinge obscuring the shot, this moment was aesthetically coded as a voyeuristic intrusion upon a private moment of emotional vulnerability. Mark later explained this outburst in a conversation with housemate Zoe. He told her, 'I don't think that the way I've carried on is going to make [my family] proud of me...the situation with Christopher.' Zoe replied, 'It's just one kiss, that's all you've had,' to which Mark retorted, 'Yeah but on the fucking telly [...] All the time I've been here I've been worried about it [...] I don't want to rub peoples' noses in it at home that don't know [that I'm gay], not that they don't know, but they've never heard them words come out me mouth' [sic]. 
Mark suggests that it is not so much the personal sensations of same-sex desire that form the source of such negative feelings, but the public articulation of this desire in the mediated space of reality television. His narrative thus exemplified the extent to which, even at a cultural and historical moment in which 'pride' has become the watchword of LGBT visibility (Love, 2007: 4), the open expression of a non-heterosexual identity continues to be bound to feelings of discomfort and distress. As a space of emotional intimacy, revelation and excess, Big Brother plays host to the emotional costs of modern queer existence. 
Indeed, in Celebrity Big Brother 2014, Kellie Maloney was represented almost exclusively in sequences which tied her process of gender transition to experiences of emotional suffering. She was frequently shown sitting alone, arms wrapped around herself, head bowed, in postures of vulnerability, often crying and rocking back and forth. At other times, she appeared consumed by fits of rage, squaring up aggressively to other housemates, threatening them with violence. These dramatic oscillations between passive, 'feminine' vulnerability and violent, masculine aggression were attributed by Kellie herself, other participants, and popular commentators as symptomatic of her unstable and fractured gender identity.
The narratives of Nadia, Brian, Mark and Kellie are each therefore congruent with a representational history in which queer identities have been sutured in negative emotionality. What is in many ways unique to Big Brother, however, is how far these depictions are the product of a twenty-first century media landscape, in which LGBT people are constructed as integrated and legitimised features of the contemporary social terrain. In this context, the inherent 'otherness' of queer people to heterosexist norms of personhood is perpetuated through discourses of emotion, yet discourses which are, somewhat paradoxically, inflected with a rhetoric of societal ‘acceptance’ and political transformation.   

Exploring the dynamics of queer emotionality

It would, of course, be highly problematic to claim that the representations of LGBT people found in Big Brother have been directly implicated in shifting public attitudes towards sexual minorities in the UK, as the textual and extra-textual discourses I explored above have done. However, the fifteen years since the show's emergence on British TV have seen exponential transformations in the civic status of LGBT people, and in the level of popular cultural visibility of sexual minorities. As the sociologist Mark McCormack has noted, the advances in legislative rights for sexual minorities in the UK, have been largely predicated upon the notion that LGBT people are 'humans' like any other. Within mainstream discourses, LGBT rights are now mostly considered to be human rights (McCormack, 2012). If we recall the journalistic claims I outlined above, where the emotionally-saturated representations of LGBT Big Brother participants were endowed with a socially transformative, 'humanising' function, it would be difficult to argue that reality TV has not been involved in the discursive re-constitution of sexual minorities as recognised 'human' subjects, at least in some peripheral way.
It could be argued that in bringing to the fore queer participants' experiences of emotional suffering, Big Brother has worked to expose and acknowledge some of the ways in which queer people have been traditionally positioned outside of the norms of heterosexual personhood. The visibility of difference (sexual or otherwise) does possess the potentiality to augment and destabilise the ‘unsteady contours of normalcy’ (Adams, 2001: 9), bringing to light the exclusionary conditions under which these categories operate, undoing and reconstituting their borders to integrate lives previously designated outside this fold. In the second decade of the twenty-first century, it is difficult to image a contestant on a British reality TV show stating they fear being disliked purely due to their sexual orientation, as Brian Dowling did in 2001. 
The social and political implications of representing the emotional suffering of marginalised identities within cultural texts are therefore incredibly complex: at once reifying the subordinate position of those depicted by associating them with emotion rather than the ‘higher’ value of reason, and providing discursive spaces for exposing, and potentially resisting, the causes of this subordination. A slight detour into the field of feminist film studies, particularly its engagement with the emotionally excessive women of film melodrama, clearly illuminates this complexity. Laura Mulvey (1987: 75-76) has claimed that the emotionality of film melodrama - signified not only through performance, but music, costume and set design - functioned as a ‘safety valve for ideological contradictions centred on sex and the family.’ Mulvey asserts that these films could offer female viewers a moment of recognition of the ‘pent-up aggression, bitterness and disillusion’ caused by women’s subordination within the patriarchal structures of family life. Whilst narratively, female characters often accepted their fates, female audiences might question the ways in which the causes of the character’s suffering may inflect their own lives, thus opening up a space for resistance to patriarchal power (Williams, 1987: 320). Further, Mary Ann Doane (1987) and Tania Modleski (1987) have argued that the emotionality of melodrama speaks to the inability of women to find a ‘voice’ within phallocentric systems of communication. For Doane, this emotion is the ‘excess’ and incoherency produced through attributing the inherently male gaze of cinema to the female protagonist, whilst Modleski (1987: 328) has suggested that the emotional excess of melodrama be read as an ‘outlet for the repressed feminine voice.’   
These debates are highly resonant in Misha Kavka’s discussion of the queer contestants in the US reality show Project Runway. Kavka argues that the emotional excess of reality TV has enabled the circulation of what she terms 'affective knowledge', opening up a space for the representation of queer subject positions which cannot be 'cognitively deciphered' in relation to heteronromative scripts of self-identity (2008: 160). I would argue, however, that Kavka's emphasis upon the affective dimensions of reality TV does not engage adequately with how far reality texts are embedded within the discursive tropes of therapy culture, where cognitively deciphering one's feelings is very much positioned as a prime imperative for reality television participants. In this way, I would argue that whilst Kavka's focus is on 'affect', it may be more accurate to state that reality television is increasingly invested in the representation of emotion. 
The distinction between 'affect' and 'emotion' is more than just a question of semantics. As defined by scholars such as Brian Massumi (2002), affect refers to non-conscious, pre-subjective feelings or intensities, whilst emotion is 'conscious, qualified, and meaningful "content" that can be attributed to an already constituted subject' (Shaviro, 2010: 3). Emotion is affect 'captured' by a subject, cognised, named (sadness, for example), and interpreted in light of material events and life circumstances (ibid). If, as Kavka suggests, the circulation of affect is integral to the reality televisual form, and that this affect enables specifically queer kinds of communication, I would argue that reality TV is also defined by an impetus to 'capture' this affect and translate it into emotion. As I discussed above, Big Brother borrows heavily from discourses and imagery of psychotherapy, and thinking about and interpreting how one feels, and why one feels this way, is central to the action of the show. In this way, within Big Brother, the kinds of queer affect which Kavka describes, comes to be made sense of through inherently heteronormative frameworks for understanding the self. These are frameworks in which to be queer is to be distinctly outside the norm of (heterosexual) subjectivity, and in which this otherness is demarcated as the cause of the emotional turmoil and unease faced by LGBT participants.  
In this context, I would argue that queer emotional suffering has found such pervasive representational space within Big Brother, as these depictions are highly congruent with the viewing pleasures of this particular format. Big Brother is a space of 'emotional labour', in which visibility is governed by certain 'feeling rules', which demarcate the expectation of specific kinds of emotional performances (Biressi and Nunn, 2010). Whilst Big Brother participants must be  'sincere' and 'authentic', at the same time, their affective expressions must, somewhat contradictorily, never be boring or banal, and must be 'adequately performed' so as to be worthy of mass mediation (Ellis, 2009: 104). Sexual minority identities are easily reconcilable with this demand. As popular epistemologies configure gay sexualities and transgender identities as innate and intrinsic essences of these peoples' very beings, and as the emotive performances of LGBT participants are frequently constructed as emanating from the heart of their 'otherness' to heterosexist norms of personhood, these individuals embody almost completely the ambivalent amalgamation of authentic-extraordinariness demanded of those who enter reality TV. 

Conclusion

In contrast to popular appraisals of the inclusion of sexual minority participants in Big Brother as emblematic of the diversity-centric values of contemporary Britain, I would argue that the mainstream visibility of queer identities within the show has been, and remains, contingent upon the ability of these representations to 'fit in' with the affective pleasures of both the Big Brother franchise, and the celebrity economy more broadly. Indeed, it is in these terms that some queer cast-members have accrued no small amount of celebrity status in the broader media realm, following their appearances on the show. In late 2004, and throughout 2005, Nadia Almada became a regular feature in the tabloid press and celebrity gossip magazines. Here, she divulged the details of her troubled past: how her gender reassignment surgery was paid for with money she earned as a sex worker, how disaffection with her gender identity had almost driven her to suicide (Perry, 2004), and her continuing despair at being unable to find a romantic partner who would accept her transsexuality (Compton, 2005). Nadia's gender transition narrative was thus resituated from one economy of authentic self-exposure (Big Brother) to another: the inter-textual spaces of tabloid newspapers and celebrity magazines, where 'exposure' is coded through written and photographic depictions of (mostly female) celebrities in various states of pathological turmoil and emotional distress. In the present moment, many months after the Celebrity Big Brother series, the mainstream media (and Kellie herself) continue to mine the commercial appeal of the traumatic aspects of Kellie Maloney's on-going process of gender transition. Images of her swollen, bruised and disfigured face following complications during facial feminisation surgery have recently dominated the front pages of both the Saturday and Sunday editions of the tabloid newspaper The Mirror, and circulated prolifically online, and she has appeared on popular daytime TV show This Morning, discussing her ordeal. 

Clearly, representations of queer suffering have come to possess commodity value in the contemporary British media marketplace. Media producers, and reality contestants themselves, are able to exploit the commercial capital of queer suffering, whilst appearing to celebrate diversity and sexual plurality. Despite being framed as beacons of liberal 'tolerance' and 'inclusion', the visibility of LGBT people within Big Brother is contingent upon the mandate that they perform their difference from heteronormative conceptions of gender, sexuality, and the self. Under a rhetorical smokescreen of 'acceptance' and political transformation, these representations have repeatedly situated sexual minority identities as 'other' to normative logics of heterosexual personhood, thus working to produce the suffering and marginalisation they purport to both expose and resolve. 

In this way, the inclusion of queer identities within the Big Brother necessarily involves the reification of heterosexuality as the normative mode of social organisation. These representations are invested in the ambivalent construction of contemporary LGBT subjectivities as at once 'accepted', yet decidedly beyond the parameters of the 'normal'. This is not to claim that Big Brother, and those involved in its production, casting, editing, and such, are wilfully anti-queer. However, as Graeme Turner has argued, the interests of media producers lie in the promotion of behaviours and identities which make for successful media products (2010), and in this context, the continuing longevity of Big Brother as a successful franchise in the UK is, in part, the result of the perpetuation of queer marginalisation, and the emotional suffering which this produces. The 'acceptance' of LGBT people purportedly enabled by reality television in many ways extends to the proliferating availability for public consumption, of media representations predicated upon the emotional costs of heterocentric differentiation. 
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