Yellowjackets and queer culture in 1998: a look back
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Picture the Yellowjackets arriving home in New Jersey in 1998: the world beyond the wilderness was changing, but not always in a straight line. From a landmark adoption policy to a breakthrough moment on television, queer culture was finding more room in public life, even as major legal and health challenges remained.
Essential Takeaways
A New Jersey milestone: In December 1997, the state agreed to consider unmarried couples jointly for certain adoptions.
Television shifted: Ellen DeGeneres came out publicly in 1997, while her sitcom made her character’s sexuality part of the story.
The cultural spotlight widened: The Lady Chablis appeared as herself in the 1997 film Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil.
Progress came with limits: Federal marriage policy and military rules remained restrictive, even as new HIV treatments offered greater hope.
1998 had a different kind of homecoming
The Yellowjackets’ imagined return to New Jersey lands in a year when queer life was becoming more visible, but hardly free of obstacles. One tangible change had arrived just before the new year: a December 1997 consent decree meant unmarried couples could be considered jointly for certain adoptions on the same basis as married couples.
The Los Angeles Times reported that the policy applied to children in state custody and followed a legal challenge supported by the American Civil Liberties Union. Before the change, an unmarried partner could face a more complicated process to adopt a child already adopted by their partner. It was a meaningful opening for families, though its scope was tied to the state’s child-welfare system.
That mix of possibility and constraint feels central to the period. A door had opened, but the fight over who could build a family on equal terms was far from settled.
Ellen brought queer life into the living room
In 1997, Ellen DeGeneres came out publicly, and her sitcom made her character’s sexuality part of its story. TIME later described her as the first actor to portray an openly gay lead character on American network television, a move that carried professional risks amid public hostility.
The Advocate’s contemporary coverage, recalled in the lead feature, captured the show’s awkward, sometimes uncomfortable conversations about sexuality. That was part of its significance: queer lives weren’t simply being mentioned on television; they were shaping the plot, reactions and relationships viewers saw.
And another big sitcom was just around the corner. Will & Grace had yet to premiere, but the lead feature places it on the near horizon as a show that would bring gay characters to a widely watched audience. For viewers coming in from the wilderness, the cultural landscape was changing channel by channel.
The silver screen made more space for queer performers
The Lady Chablis was among the performers whose work reached a broader audience. The Television Academy identifies her as a transgender performer who appeared as herself in Clint Eastwood’s 1997 film Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil, playing a version of her own public persona.
The lead feature also recalls the period’s attention to figures including Rupert Everett, Lea DeLaria, Alan Cumming and Kate Bornstein. Their work ranged across film, theatre, writing and performance, a reminder that queer culture wasn’t confined to one screen or stage.
It’s a vivid contrast with the era’s restrictive politics: more performers were becoming part of mainstream conversation, even while public recognition and legal equality remained uneven.
Progress had company in the form of real barriers
The wider climate was still shaped by federal policies that limited queer people’s rights. History.com explains that the 1996 Defense of Marriage Act blocked federal recognition of same-sex marriages and allowed states to refuse recognition of marriages from elsewhere. Meanwhile, “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” required gay and lesbian service members to keep their sexuality secret if they wanted to serve.
There was a more hopeful shift in HIV care. TheBody’s history of treatment describes how combination antiretroviral therapy had become standard care by early 1997 for people with significant immune suppression. Combining medicines could suppress the virus and improve health, but it wasn’t a cure: HIV could remain in the body, and questions about treatment timing were still being worked through.
So the mood around 1998 wasn’t simple optimism. It was more like a light appearing beyond the trees: visible, welcome, and not yet close enough to erase the uncertainty.
The past helps explain the series’ imagined world
Looking back through old magazines and cultural milestones, the lead feature sketches a moment when queer stories were finding new audiences, from television and film to theatre, fashion and the early internet. The details are specific, but the feeling is broader: change was happening while many people were still negotiating what could safely be said, shown or claimed.
That’s why the imagined homecoming works as more than a period detail. The Yellowjackets would have returned to a society with fresh signs of possibility, alongside rules and attitudes that could still make ordinary life feel like its own wilderness.
A look back at 1998 shows how progress can arrive in bright flashes, without making the path straightforward.
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