Illustrate and Critically Discuss the Notion that Contemporary Cinema Plays a Significant Role in Maintaining Heteronormativity
Chris Howell

With the conclusion of the war in 1945 came a new outlook on cinema: the days of the debonair gentleman and mischievous Cockney characters were rapidly abandoning our screens, although there still existed many anachronistic ideologies, including marginalisation due to the apparent necessity to maintain heterosexual identities.  Progressions through the 1960s and 1970s, including the modification of ‘the Code’, enabled a drawing of pace towards the future post-modernism and seeming plurality of contemporary cinema.  I intend to analyse the concept of heteronormativity within this cinema, indicating if, how and why cinema has changed over the years, and to try to uncover the covert methods and styles that are used to maintain heterosexual standards in film - if indeed they exist at all.
DEFINTIONS
· ‘Heteronormativity’ (dictionary definition):  Heteronormativity describes a binary gender system, in which only two sexes are accepted, and sex is equated with gender identity and gender role, and (heterosexual) sexual preference.
(http://en2.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heteronormativity)

· ‘Heteronormativity’ (academic definition):  Those punitive rules (social, familial, and legal) that force us to conform to hegemonic, heterosexual standards for identity. The term is a short version of "normative heterosexuality."
(http://www.sla.purdue.edu/academic/engl/theory/genderandsex/terms/heteronormativity.html)

· ‘Contemporary cinema’ (my definition):  Upon citing ‘contemporary cinema’ in this work I refer to any film made since the mid-1980s.
· The cinema ‘industry’ (my definition):  the film studios (and their sources of finance) loosely combined with the directors and the actors
· ‘Gay-themed’(my definition): a generic term for a primary theme that relates to non-heterosexual issues (usu. homosexual male, lesbian, bisexual)
· The Code: “the enforcement of which prevented the overt representation of ‘perversion’” (Medhurst & Munt 1997: 69)
BACKGROUND

By 1930 the Motion Picture Production Code had been formed so that the film industry could become self-regulatory.  According to Vito Russo, film’s “borderline gay characters fell into well-worn innuendo and reliable sissy credentials…” (Russo 1987: 31)  Nevertheless, with the relaxation of the Code in 1961 came the introduction of homosexual themes.  The development of this era of film-making has led to the post-modernist contemporary cinema of the late 1980’s and the 1990s, which embraces sexuality-themed films in a significantly different manner.
THE EXISTENCE OF HETERONORMATIVITY

Since the introduction of the Code over seventy years ago, the issues of heterosexuality vs. homosexuality and consequently normal vs. abnormal have been and still are perpetually rife in the politics of film-making.  Some film theorists believe that the heterosexual world, and its need to ensure heteronormativity, has marginalised the homosexual world to such an extent that any gay-themed films have ridiculously complex restrictions.  Derek Jarman says “It is difficult enough to be queer, but to be queer in the cinema is almost impossible.  Heterosexuals have fucked up the screen so completely that there’s hardly room for us to kiss there.” (Murray 1998: 1)  I completely agree with Jarman here because there is much evidence to support his comments when analysing a number of contemporary, gay-themed films.  This ‘impossibility’ has derived from both the general mainstream (Hollywood) shunning of pro-homosexual themes and the overall tone that suggests that characters should either be laughed at, be felt sorry for, or be violently murdered.  The sadness that this instigates is underlined by Eve Sedgwick, as she discusses homophobia and the inexplicable need of the industry to maintain any ‘hegemonic, heterosexual standards’ in film or indeed within society: “This society wants its children to know nothing; wants its queer children to conform or (and not a figure of speech) die.” (Sedgwick 1985, 3)  Sedgwick is not alone in her view that cinema seems to be laying down (heterosexual) laws which preserve everything that is ‘straight’ and normative in the world.  Adrienne Rich, for example, discusses “the presumption of universal heterosexual desire and behaviour” and how “the term ‘man’ is meaningless unless it includes ‘desiring women,’ and ‘woman’ is meaningless unless it includes ‘desiring men.’”  (Kimmel 2003)  This encapsulates the belief that heterosexuality rules and that it is the only way of life, deriving from the traditional principles of procreation.  Since film can offer escapism to an often idyllic world and presents role models to its audiences, it plays a major part in the lives of many – notably through idolisation – imparts that it should be wholly representative of minorities as well as majorities, simply due to the concept of equality.  When western civilization was less liberal, minority groups, such as the gay male, therefore had only ‘gay subtexts’ to relate to: “earlier generations of gays, isolated from one another and with very few live role models, developed images about who they were.”  (Craig 1992: 18-19)  This may be the case in the past, but I don’t think that it is much different within contemporary cinema.  
HOMOPHOBIA, SOCIAL IGNORANCE & THE NEED FOR ‘SENSITIVITY’
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In Philadelphia (Jonathan Demme, 1993) the representation of gay men has been extremely polemical, amongst film theorists and gay audiences.  For a start, during the early 1990s, “Hollywood studios weren’t interested in investing major budgets in homophile stories” (Hadleigh 2001:  253)  Perhaps ironically, this AIDS-related story was hugely successful amongst heterosexual audiences and therefore in the box offices.  Furthermore, it is frustrating to see unnatural depictions that the film employed: for example, the only real signs of affection demonstrated between Andrew and his partner Miguel are when they dance at the party, and when Miguel kisses Andrew’s hand just prior to the latter dying.  Not even a kiss on the lips exists.  This is not representative of a gay male couple, regardless of the fact that one has AIDS.  Even the men’s social surroundings seem to have cast aside, with the only vaguely positive portrayal of gay social groups attending the party hosted by the two men.  I say ‘vaguely’ because it was a costume party, which is stereotypical and naïve in the sense that queers ‘do that sort of thing all the time’.  Also, the film cannot go without emphasising heteronormative viewpoints throughout, through the voices of the defence lawyer, the partners of the law firm, the demonstrators outside the court and most significantly through Joe Miller, the black lawyer who finally represents Andrew in his case.  It is indeed important to note that Miller is an Afro-American man, who, although is self-admittedly a homophobe, came to see that discrimination is the same, whether it is due to gender, sexuality, race or disability.  The audience does indeed feel sympathy for Andrew and his condition, but it is probable that the audiences would have been rather less comfortable if the lovers had not have been ‘desensitized’ in their affections.  It does not, however, portray them as bad people, although Andrew is shown to die at the end of the film.  In 1981 Vito Russo first said that “the majority of gay characters on the screen have been portrayed as morally reprehensible simply because they are homosexual.”  It is clear to me that this is not the case with Philadelphia, although the argument can still stand firm when analysing most other gay-themed films.
POSITIVE REPRESENTATION

Having maintained the notion that the average gay-themed films in contemporary cinema, and indeed older films, never tend to portray non-heterosexuals in a positive way, it is important to now focus on examples that do indeed contradict this.  Films such as Who Killed Cock Robin (David Stuart, 1989) and Days of Pentecost (Lawrence Elbert, 1994) are shamefully camp examples of contemporary gay-themed film, although they were never meant to be serious.  Thus, the appearance of gays in film is carefully manufactured.  As Steve Craig says: “Aside from victimization, mainstream culture’s only authorized nonmasculine male behaviour is comic… behaviour that offers straight male audiences pleasure… risk is low, since parody is non-erotic.” (Craig 1992:  203)  It is therefore clear to me that filmmakers believe that these genres fulfil the potential that gay themes have within film, let alone that they are pressured by the heteronormative ideologies of the studios and the necessity to make a film that will be popular and therefore successful.
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The best example I can think of that positively represents gay life is My Beautiful Launderette (Stephen Frears, 1985), which “hit theater screens like an intoxicating gulp of fresh air” (Olson 1996, 165).  It is true that the two lovers, Omar and Johnny, face many challenges throughout the course of the film, but unusually for a gay-themed film they do actually prevail.  It could be suggested that this is due to it having other themes that it is combined with – namely class and race – that takes the emphasis and significance of the story away from their sexuality.  I think that this is true, but it has more to do with the fact that the sexuality of the two men is incidental, as the film shows their triumph over adversity in general.  This social realist drama depicts the punk, Johnny (played by straight actor Daniel Day Lewis), who becomes romantically involved with launderette-owning Omar.  Omar and his Pakistani family, living in South London, are trying to overcome the lower-class struggle against the oppressive Thatcher government and generally survive.  The use of sub-plots, such as Omar’s father wanting him to return to university, allow the film to include a number of issues and consequently to not concentrate on one particular area and become too profound.  The central love story, of Omar of Johnny, is positively contrasted with that of his uncle and his white mistress, and their socially controversial relationship.  The film is not telling the audience that any type of relationship, sexuality, race or class are important – it simply tells a charming story that has a real feel-good factor about it.  Furthermore, what is relatively pioneering about it, especially under the Thatcher ‘reign’, was that gay people were actually represented in a positive light and not killed or forced to commit suicide.  It is important to note here that particularly British cinema has always had a strong governmental influence.  Statutory powers on film still remain with the local councils, which may overrule any of the BBFC’s decisions.  Also, the Home Secretary controls the types of videos that are sold within the UK.  In 1984 the BBFC changed the meaning of the ‘C’ from ‘Censors’ to ‘Classification’, in order to make it a regulatory board rather than a banning one.  Thus it is clear to see that a nation’s politics could play a key role within the maintaining of heteronormativity in contemporary cinema.
HOMOSEXUALITY vs HETEROSEXUAL
I feel it is important to discuss here an American film that was made very recently, in 1999, but that disappointingly conforms to many of the heteronormative styles and stereotypical concepts of gay-themed film.  “More than any other modern, educated country, the U.S. still believes in polarities…that ‘gay’ and ‘straight’ are opposites.” (Kidman in Hadleigh 2001:  308)  With its well-known lead actors (namely Matthew Perry, Neve Campbell and Dylan McDermott), Three to Tango (Damon Santostefano, 1999) supports this theory, although through its subtext, whole-heartedly.  Upon realising he is believed to be gay by the woman he has fallen in love with, Oscar declares to his gay best friend, Peter: “How could they think that…Me gay…I mean it’s just so embarrassing, so mortifying.” (Ammar 2002:  96)  Although Peter knows to not take it personally, he does make Oscar that what he is saying is extremely insulting to non-homosexuals.  This, in my opinion, is an unintentional microcosm which hopefully broadcasts to the cinema-goers of western civilization the extent of the offence that this kind of comment can cause from day to day.  It does not prevent Oscar from being, although unintentionally, impertinent again soon after.  “I have no problem with people being gay.  In fact I’m all for homosexuality. Especially when it’s between two gorgeous women or three.  But I’m not gay.”  What with these comments, which are often typical of an arrogant, heterosexual male (without trying to enforce stereotypes), and the fact that he is later proved not be homosexual AND he achieves the romance with Amy (Campbell) shows that this was not far off the common gay-themed movie based on heterosexual ideologies that is churned out of Hollywood – with the sole purpose of making money.  I use the words ‘not far off’ because I do commend the film in some respects.  As Hadleigh says, “Gayness is exploited as a comedy device in Tango, but it’s somewhat offset by the inclusion of actually gay characters…” (Hadleigh 2001:  309)  It appears that, unlike Philadelphia and so many other films where the gay does not triumph, for whatever reason, Three to Tango includes many gay characters who are not affected by the occurrences throughout the film and continue their individual lives as normal and as they want.  That Oscar is presumed gay largely because of his friendship with Peter is also another offensive notion, as it suggests a fear that either homosexuality (or indeed non-heterosexuality) is contagious or that only sexually like-minded people do, or should, socialise together.  Nevertheless, Hollywood got what it wanted: a popular, high-grossing film that was, putting aside its subtexts and potentially appalling interpretations, entertaining.
TO CONCLUDE…
There are many problems with trying to analyse anything to do with sexuality and representation because the former is impossible to perfectly define.  Nevertheless, when opening up the chapter it is almost unnecessary to concern oneself with this, since it is so hard to avoid all of the factors that are involved with it.  For example, one cannot look at homosexuality themes without having to define it for a start, then to look at whether it embodies a realistic interpretation, then to see if that is positive or not, then to see what the film is saying as a social comment, and what its purposes are.  Heteronormativity is controlled by the belief that we live in an arrangement in which only two sexes are permitted, and like Adrienne Rich said, men desire women and vice-versa.  Thus heterosexuals dominate this ideology and use film, the powerfully political that it is, to covertly expose it and maintain it.  Many film industries are in some ways unwittingly doing this - because they are only interested in the money – but nevertheless must realise what they are doing.  Finally, with a brief reference to St. Elmo’s Fire (Joel Schumacher, 1985) Schumacher “treats homosexuality as a joke and a problem because that’s the way Hollywood wants it and Schumacher wants to work in Hollywood.” (Russo 1987:  258)  This once again displays the age-old, conscious preservation of heteronormativity within contemporary cinema.
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