“Queer As Folk”: The Gayest programme on TV.

By bentbastard. 

Queer As Folk [QAF]
 can be forgiven for being unashamedly based on the contemporary capitalist adage that ‘sex sells’. You are guaranteed that whether you like to watch men have sex or not, it’s a [if not the] highlight of the viewing week. What distinguishes QAF from other TV programmes with regular ‘gay’ characters [Ellen, Spin City, The Secret Life of Us, Will and Grace] is that the characters in QAF have sex, ‘gay’ sex and lots of it.

The in-ya-face ‘gay’ sex in QAF is deliberately so.  According to co-executive producer Ron Cowen
: 

Frankly, we do the sex … for more political reasons than titillation. I feel that we've all seen straight people having sex in "R" rated movies since we were born, but we've never seen gay people having sex, so I think we've got about 35 years to catch up to. I think it's our turn to see us having sex. 

I want straight people to keep seeing us having sex until they think it's absolutely boring, till it's so mundane and nothing, that they don't care anymore. I think that's when we've taken a step forward. I want the gay sex to be boring. 

And this plan seems to be working, with a large following by the ‘straight’ community. Even my mother watches it! Cowen continues: 

I heard all these strange remarks [from straight men], like what did they think [‘gay’ sex] was, or did they think it was really grotesque or ugly or violent, or repulsive. I have no idea what they were imagining. Now that they've seen it, they say, "Well, it's not that different than what I do with my girlfriend." 

In fact a lot of the criticism apparently comes from within the ‘gay’ community: "Oh, they're gay stereotypes, there's too much sex, the sex is gratuitous." And while Cowen admits to making a show for the ‘gay’ community, he eloquently retorts: “fuck 'em”.

It is not uncommon for there to be a backlash against any attempt to develop ‘gay’ characters. Over the years many other TV programmes and movies have suffered at the hands of the ‘gay’ community, for being too stereotypical or simply not ‘truly’ representative. But we must ask how can they be? And indeed this is the usual response, as opposed to the one received by Cowen above. 

The queer community is a diverse group of people. Regular readers of my work here in Out Now will by now be familiar with my opinions surrounding the use of the word “queer” as a descriptive for the diversity of ‘our’ community. A diversity that is not captured by either of the terms: ‘gay’, or ‘lesbian and gay’. I personally don’t see how any programme can be ‘truly’ representative of a community it purports to fictionalise, so why should the queer community expect anything more from the creators of QAF? 

It is safe to argue that the characters in QAF are in themselves diverse, and indeed some may say non-stereotypical. In the name of brevity I wont do a character-by-character analysis. Therefore I will hopefully be forgiven for generalising that the usual equations: “gay” = feminine, limp wrested and altogether camp; and “lesbian” = butch, big and altogether rough-as-guts do not seem to translate easily over to the characters in QAF. To highlight this point let us briefly compare the characters in QAF to the other ‘gay’ programme on Australian TV, Will and Grace. The QAF characters are by no means as stereotypical as are Will and Jack. Having said this I don’t want to come too quickly to rally on the side of QAF. It does have its problems.  In particular I have to ask how “queer” is QAF?

While “Queer As Folk” resembles (linguistically) the 1990’s catch-cry “Queer As Fuck”, and attempts a “political” rather than a “titillating” message it falls short of siding with the development of other contemporaneous queer movements. The use of the term “queer” in its title misleads the audience toward the contents of the programme. Although I have argued that QAF doesn’t present the characters as overly stereotypical gay or lesbian, I suggest that QAF sidesteps the issues surrounding the contemporary coinage of the term in our communities (at least for the past thirteen years). 

While “queer” is not widely agreed upon as the term of choice for many queers, it cannot be denied that queer has come to be more representative, inclusive and accepting of the multiple identities found within today’s community. While the characters of QAF do not sport stereotypical behavioural traits, they fail to live up to the expectations encapsulated by the title. They fail to develop any form of queer identity. To put it bluntly QAF is so gay, in fact the gayest thing on TV. The gay characters are gay, the lesbian characters are lesbian, and … actually that’s it. There are no bisexual or transgender characters. Further, we are not privy to any knowledge pertaining to the characters’ past or present non-homosexual sexual explorations, which appears to be common among a number of gays and lesbians. The sole exception to this point of view, and I am willing to concede on the basis of this one incident. Justin, the “17-year-old preppie hungry for initiation”
 has sex with his [female] best friend. 

I must hasten to add that I do not want to fall into the trap of the abovementioned criticisms of the programme because it isn’t ‘truly’ representative. However, I think it is important to acknowledge and make a cautionary note about the way that the producers admit to making a “political” statement, and blatantly use the controversial term “queer” in the title, yet continue to portray quite traditionalist ‘gay’ images, issues and characters. Perhaps I am being too harsh after all, I do commend the creators for using “queer” and see this as a step in the right direction toward not only reclaiming the term but also placing “queer” literally in the audiences’ faces. “Small steps Ellie. Small Steps”

It is impossible not to acknowledge the positive effects QAF is having on the community at large. If ‘straight’ men (and my mother) are watching it, and perhaps one day being ‘gay’, ‘lesbian’, ‘bisexual, ‘transgender’ or ‘queer’ wont be such a big deal one day. And that I guess has been the ultimate goal of the gay liberation and queer movements of the past thirty-odd years. And admittedly from the producers of QAF as well.

There’s just one more thing that I remind myself whenever I watch QAF or whenever I talk to friends at the pub about QAF. I remind myself of a letter read out on SBS’s feedback programme. Juxtaposed with some letters criticising QAF was one from a young man who lived in regional Australia. He said (and I paraphrase here) that watching QAF made him feel like he belonged to a community. Made him feel like he wasn’t alone. The needs of this young man, and the others, who feel the same, would appear then to override other concerns. While not dismissing the validity of the arguments made above, this young man’s words certainly put all these other considerations in their place. 

William Shatner once belligerently said to a convention of Star Trek fans: “Get a life. It’s just a TV show”. It is obvious that Queer As Folk is more than just a TV show. Indeed, it is many things to many different people. Whether it is ‘political’, ‘stereotypical’, an outreach of the queer community or even the gayest thing on TV. Whether you like watching men have sex or not. You have to admit Queer As Folk is still a great way to start the viewing week.

� Please note that I refer to the North American version of QAF [currently seen on SBS television Monday’s 10pm, in case you didn’t know], not the British version. 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.showcase.ca/queerasfolk/features/article_ronCowan/" ��http://www.showcase.ca/queerasfolk/features/article_ronCowan/� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.sbs.com.au/queerasfolk/" ��http://www.sbs.com.au/queerasfolk/�


� A Quote taken from the movie  “Contact” with Jodie Foster.





