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Sitting in my therapist's office last month, I suddenly declared that I thought I was a misplaced drag queen. In her low-key way, my counselor seemed a bit taken aback—we didn't pursue the random thought—I mean, where would we have gone? To drag, to queen, to where? As a seemingly heterosexual mother and wife, a "drama person," and as a Jewish woman, I have enough to cover in therapy—so we didn't go there. However, I have always been drawn to gayness, to queerness, and to dragness in particular. I was never a fag hag, more like a fag wannabe, especially as a younger woman. At this point in my life, however, I am content with being a friend and voyeur into lifestyles of which I can only dream. These thoughts have not been lost on some film directors in the past decade, to the point that gay/queer/dragness has become a focus of mainstream Hollywood films. Using my own positionality as a wannabe, I offer these thoughts to discuss and problematize the new trend in cinema outing.

The film, The Celluloid Closet, is an excellent documentary on the past 100 years of gayness and lesbianness in films. As the film begins, we are informed that Hollywood "has taught us how to think like and about gay people." Although discussions of stereotyping, homophobia, and outing are lengthy in this film, I question the lack of attention in the film to Hollywood's heterosexual agendas and/or exploitations in the name of sexual diversity. This implied pedagogy, or pseudo queer theory, is ignored in the discussion of films dealing with issues of homosexuality, lives of homosexuals, and queerness. Although I agree, indeed, that teaching has taken place and the viewer is left with a curriculum of thinking about gayness, I am concerned that this curriculum is a liberal attempt to cover up, sanitize, and Disney-fy queerness. This cleansing, then, becomes a reinscription of homophobia and heterosexism.

Since the beginning of cinematic history, homosexuality has been implied, and occasionally overt, in films. Flirtatious scenes can be identified as either gay or straight. In older movies, we are empowered as viewers to choose an interpretation to fit the image. However, in the 1940s and 1950s, Hollywood was commanded to clean up its act in the form of the Hays Code. In order to prevent "sleazy" and suggestive or compromising scenes, the code censored producers' and directors' film work. Restricted through the code were the following:

• open-mouthed kissing

• lustful embraces

• sex perversion

• seduction

• rape

• abortion

• prostitution and white slavery

• nudity

• obscenity

• profanity

For more than 20 years, the code was followed and "ugly sex situations" were avoided in the cinema (The Celluloid Closet, 1995). However, as the Legion of Decency, the Catholic Church, and conservative politicians lost their stronghold, the code was disregarded in the 1960s and forgotten by the 1970s. The once-forbidden scenes were plentiful in films—all except those showing "sex perversion" (i.e., homosexuality). For mainstream films, gayness remained, and remains, a taboo—June and Ward Cleaver can allow the Beaver to view stalker/slasher films, but never films dealing with same gender sexual situations. During the Hays days, some films inserted subtexts that could be deconstructed by gay viewers to their own desire. However, for the most part, Hollywood was squeaky clean. When Jack Lemmon and Tony Curtis made Some Like it Hot, the idea of men in drag was funny and acceptable—of course, they dressed that way in order to seduce women. Dustin Hoffman's Tootsie was legitimated by the fact that he was screamingly heterosexual, and once again, in pursuit of a female, Jessica Lange. Hoffman's character was never sexually compromised in the film, as there was never any boundary crossing. Lange's character's homophobia was revealed in her frightened reaction to Dorothy's (Hoffman) declaration of her/his love for her. Even though several men pursued Dorothy (one even proposed marriage), s/he was never in any sort of physical relationship with a male. Her spurned suitor remarked to him/her after the masquerade was revealed that "the only reason you're still alive is because I didn't kiss you." Consequently, the Dorothy character was rendered sexless. Similarly in Victor/Victoria and Yentl, the protagonist appears in drag, falls heterosexually in love and causes discomfort and fear on the part of the desired one, who believes the suitor-in-drag to be of the same sex. This uncomfortable disclosure is a secret joke between the audience and the suitor; heterosexual audiences are secure because we know the true gender—in the end it will all work out: man and woman will couple, heterosexism is reinscribed, it never really was threatened.

Films in the 1980s and 1990s that touch on or deal directly with homosexuality are often sanitized in order to make them palatable to the movie-going audience. For instance, Philadelphia was a film that dealt with a gay man with AIDS—a gay man, played by a straight man who was strangely asexual with his partner throughout the film. In a personal conversation with Ron Nyswaner, the screenwriter of Philadelphia, my suggestion that the film was depoliticized and sanitized was met with an angry defense of such practices. Indeed, the creator of Philadelphia told me that there was no political agenda within his script, he just wanted to "talk" about AIDS to the public. Heterosexual audiences were not alienated, because the film focused on the prejudices surrounding the illness; what gay men indeed did in bed was erased. In contrast, Torch Song Trilogy is about gay men in bed with gay men and is written by and stars a gay man. Men kiss and display sexual desire in the film, and consequently, the film has never been considered mainstream. These two films exemplify two main categories of films dealing, in some way, with queerness. I label the first liberal, as in viewed by the American public, palatable, considered for public awards, and comfortably discussed in the news media; and the second, well, I'll just call them queer, as in awkward to the American public, nonpalatable, alternative, and not discussed in the media. My contention in this chapter is that liberal movies presented to normalize queerdom and to create a comfort zone with heterosexuals serve to reify homophobia in tacit and dangerous ways. Because mainstream cinema has yet to produce a queer movie, this category remains, by and large, for films for and by gays and lesbians in an alternative genre.

As discussed in The Celluloid Closet, gay stock characters have been cast in plays and films for decades. Humor in the form of identifying the swishing, limp-wristed queer in films is easily won. Dressing in drag also elicits laughter from viewers, as there seems to be something innately funny about a man in women's clothing. Ed Wood's early film, Glen or Glenda, was a quasi-documentary about his own transvestitism. However, viewers were told more than once, being a transvestite did not mean that one was a homosexual. Wood's caution to the audience was obviously connected to his own homophobia and sexual confusion.

Many films of the past have dealt with queerness as an illness, something to be cured, something to hide. A liberal rejection of this tradition of the condemnation has emerged in films of the last decade, creating a false comfort zone among many progressive viewers. As I left the theater after watching To Wong Fu, Thanks for Everything, Julie Newmar, a gay male told me that he was celebrating the fact that so many straight and fraternity-type males in the audience were not offended. I argued that his comfort was illusionary, and that he should still not walk down frat row at night without an escort. These males were not legitimizing queerness, they were merely enjoying Flip Wilson turned into Wesley Snipes in an updated romp through dragdom. To Wong Fu, and Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, are two liberal films that reinscribe heterosexism and avoid the political. Sex is not topical in either film, that is, no one has it. In both films queers romp around in high heels looking for the "right" man—but no one has sex. Indeed, when a character in To Wong Fu does fall in love, holding hands is as far as they get. As queer as the dragqueens appear, they are depicted as sexless, libidoless, and there is no mention of what exactly it is that queers actually do sexually. Face it, queers fuck, just like heterosexuals do (well, maybe not just like heterosexuals). I understand, of course, that queerdom involves more than just having sex, but to deny the sexual element in homosexuality is problematic and insulting.

Sure, Wesley Snipes can go in drag. Was there ever an instant when we supposed that he could possibly swing over to males? Not in our lifetime. The straight audience's comfort with films like To Wong Fu, and Priscilla, is embedded in the fact that the viewer still sees the males as heterosexuals playing at being gay. To be fair, in Priscilla, there are indeed a couple of scenes that border on the transgressive. The queens' bus is vandalized with homophobic/AIDS slogans—their feelings are hurt; they are hassled in a bar—however, we are always aware as an audience that these are straight men playing gay—we know they don't really do it.
Indeed, I contend that when sex is explicitly discussed and engaged in (on, with, upon), the diversity romanticization of gayness by liberals is lost. Once the abstract ideal of queerness is made concrete, once gay men get physical and inscribe the body in queerness, acceptance disappears and homophobia is reinscribed. In the spirit of Guess Who's Coming to Dinner? liberal audiences proclaim that queerness is okay, just so it "isn't with my son or daughter." The liberal emphasis on diversity—all of us are different—is, on the surface, liberating. However, such a position is frightened by confrontation with the queer body. The liberal reading of gayness in films becomes dangerous to homosexual freedom and homosexual rights in the long run. When the penis comes out, all the warm and fuzzy liberal notions of acceptance retreat into a heterosexist cocoon.

To this point, the films discussed present homosexuality and drag in a humorous or sexless way. The last two decades have witnessed a new type of film, one that proclaims diversity and acceptance but reveals homophobia and disgust when issues of sexual diversity are confronted. The Crying Game was an independent film that many claimed shed a different, more positive light on same-sex love. In fact, the big secret was kept from friends and family so that it wouldn't be spoiled when one went to see the film. Viewers were caught up in a bittersweet tragedy cum love story; a man falls in love with a young hairstylist, an ex-lover of a man for whose death he feels responsible. The audience is enamored with the growing love affair, but when the action moves to the bedroom, and the stylist's clothes peel off to reveal a penis, the protagonist is repelled and runs to the bathroom to vomit. In the Rocky Horror Picture Show, young and innocent Brad believes he is having euphoric sex with his fiance. When he discovers that indeed, he is being orally titillated by a male drag queen, he jumps and runs out in horror. Both films proclaim a liberal text in that they are assumed to be crossing borders, moving beyond traditional boundaries; but when the ol' John Thomas comes out, the only proper reaction is to be reviled. In the same tradition, M. Butterfly takes it a step further; after 18 years of marriage to a man whom he believes is a woman (figure this), the character played by Jeremy Irons finds out that his wife is, indeed, a man. The only way out—suicide. Retreating to an early theme in cinema, justifiable suicide legitimates the inappropriate sexual activity. As in The Children's Hour in the 1950s, death is the proper solution to homosexual behavior.

More alarming are the newest wave of pro-gay films—Jeffrey, for example. A favorite of many queer activists, Jeffrey is written and produced by Paul Rudnick, a known queer. The film directly discusses sex (as in not being able to have any). Jeffrey is terrified of AIDS and decides to become celibate. The film opens with his narration and comment that "I love sex." However, due to the fears ushered in by the 1990s, he selects to "just cuddle" and not fall in love. Because ''sex was never meant to be safe, or negotiated or fatal," Jeffrey chooses to live without a lover and without sex. His plan works until he falls in love with bulked-up Steve, the bartender. Marginally acting as his muse, Patrick "we know he is really straight" Stewart (from Star Trek: The Next Generation fame), as the character Sterling, tries to convince Jeffrey that love is all he needs. As an interior designer, Stewart's character flames, swishes, and flirts uncontrollably. As risky as this role appears for a straight actor, the character never kisses anyone on the lips, indeed, even his own lover is given only a couple of gratuitous pecks on the cheek. In The Celluloid Closet, Harvey Fierstein states that queers need "visibility at any cost." He endorses any and all depictions of queerness in the cinema, hoping that the exposure will eventually soften mainstream audiences to "gay images." I argue that this "any cost'' exposure only serves to reinscribe homophobia by creating a pedagogy of heterosexism through the antiquated Hays Code. On the one hand, Jeffrey makes political claims about queerness, the recognition of AIDS, and men loving men. As in previous films, however, sex is implied but never explicit. One never really does know what one does when he is queer. Staying out of the bedroom becomes the theme of these liberal queer movies—say it, act it, just never do it. Hollywood films with queer content still adhere to the Hays Code:

• open mouth kissing? no way;

• lustful embraces? Only in your mind;

• sexual perversion? What perversion? This is a film about sexual preferences;

• rape? Only in prison movies, sometimes with minority men and rednecks ("squeal like a pig"), and never with the hero;

• abortion? Physically impossible;

• prostitution and white slavery? Yes, this is addressed, the end result usually being suicide or heterosexual conversion;

• nudity? Never penis-with-penis shots;

• obscenity? Sure, why not, well not all obscenity—you can call someone a cocksucker, just don't show anyone sucking cocks.

Probably the most revealing scene in Jeffrey is the first scene where Jeffrey and Steve have a loving kiss. Within a moment the scene dissolves into the audience focusing on two all-American hunks and their female dates eating popcorn. The males are totally grossed out, the girls think "it's cute." In this short scene, Rudnick's direction endorses the homophobic feelings one might expect in the audience. What is going on here? Why spoon feed and pander to the audience? Is this really coming out? This scene actually validates anticipated homophobia with a "that's ok, I understand that it is gross" signification.

Queer females seem to fare better in Hollywood depictions. Mainstream films bankrolled by large production companies tiptoe around the idea of woman-with-woman sex. What man—heterosexual man—is not turned on by the thought of more than one woman? Women in Hollywood's lesbianesque films are heterosexual turn-ons. The male audience is grateful to see private fantasies acted out, the female audience keeps quiet. Lesbianism (for heterosexual male consumption) is totally acceptable, and even has become a matter of media discussion. Fried Green Tomatoes never reveals a lesbian relationship—but come on! Sharon Stone turned both sexes on with her bisexual character in Basic Instinct, I don't believe anyone felt uncomfortable with his or her own sexuality as a result of Stone's performance. Bound is a film that both terrorizes and turns on as two women engage in a lesbian relationship. Thematically, these films come from the same root: it is evident that the women have had relationships with males and being a lesbian is not the point—having sex with women is. In Chasing Amy, the lesbian protagonist is converted as she becomes straight and conservative when told by a male suitor that she just needs a "deep dicking"; previous sexual liaisons are behind her, she confesses, repents, and becomes a moral, heterosexual woman. Films with women having explicit sex with women invert the themes we have explored in films about male queerness. At all costs, in a patriarchal society, dominant masculinity must be protected. The reinscription of patriarchy takes place whenever dominant masculinity is threatened. However, in female same-sex movies, there are no societal demands for women to protect a similar ideology. Consequently, in male-male movies, depiction and elongated explanations of gay lifestyles abound, with no evidence of sex. In female-female movies the opposite occurs: the emphasis is on the explicit sexual experience—rarely is there a need to explain or deepen the backgrounds of the women as gay/lesbian.

The Incredibly True Adventures of Two Girls in Love centers around two high-school girls, one straight and one gay, who fall in love. The ending of the film is not clear as to whether or not the lovers will stay together. Parents, friends, and family shout for them to cease their behavior, and the film ends with the two girls coming out of a hotel room to "face the music." Each of these films points out that at least one of the women wasn't always gay. Ellen's coming out in the spring of 1997 was heralded by many gay and lesbian groups as the final taboo coming of age to primetime television. The outing episode with Ellen Degeneres and entourage was accompanied by weeks of media coverage. Ellen introduced her real-life lover to the world, making sure that in every interview we were told and retold that before meeting Ellen, indeed, she (the lover) was straight. The softening of the blow of gayness is in the possibility that maybe this is just a phase. Ironically, the television network has been explicit in the promise that there will never be a scene with Ellen kissing another woman. While other television shows in primetime depict men and women humping in every possible way, Ellen is forbidden from a mere kiss. This is empowerment? Not quite. The question becomes: did the Ellen outing serve as yet another sanitation device for Hollywood's attempt to clean up queerdom?

Pedagogically as progressives we must engage in an analysis of the cultural curriculum, in this case, more critical readings of films with queer content. The sanitized notion of queerness within films does not serve either the heterosexual or homosexual community in a positive manner. Rather, it removes itself from questions of identity, community, and personal growth while neglecting recognition of the power of dominant masculinity/patriarchy. Current films romanticize queerness—queerness without sex—and exploit women fucking women who are not really lesbians. These antibacterial soap sprayed movies "film" over any conversation or outing in mainstream cinema. I believe as cultural consumers we can demand more in our viewing; we deserve multidimensional, thrilling, erotic, and intelligent portrayals of people that are unafraid of depicting the queer world. To take one step out, then two steps back, as in Philadelphia, The Crying Game, M. Butterfly, and the rest is not sufficient. Film as gay counterhegemonic cultural work must not apologize to homophobes for the practices of queerness. Indeed, homophobes should not tacitly dictate the operation of gay cinema. Harvey girlfriend, I love you, I worship you, and I disagree with you—visibility is not enough. Responsible, unsanitized, and self-conscious film making is.
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