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Ian Thomas

Issue Analysis #2

“Homosexuals in television sitcoms”

Get out your remote, grab onto your seat and get ready for the homosexual invasion.  Okay, it might not be an invasion, but homosexual television shows are hitting the American primetime like no one could have ever anticipated.  Characters in today’s television certainly do not resemble the character’s we are used to seeing in years past.  The likes of NBC’s flamboyantly gay Jack from “Will and Grace,” the real life gays in MTV’s “The Real World: Chicago” and the drastically erotic and sexually explicit queers in Showtime’s “Queer as Folk” depict America’s changing attitude from the traditional homophobia to now prevalent “homomania.”  

These shows are just three examples of the headway gays are making in our television industry.  Although these shows aren’t necessary liked by all Americans, they all have been extremely successful.  “Will and Grace,” in just its fourth season, has pulled in ratings as high as 21 percent (NBC) and continually wins its 9 p.m. timeslot on Thursdays.  The show has continually growing popularity among adults ages 18-49, continually topping this age range.  Where “Will and Grace” has enjoyed a gradual climb to the top, “Queer as Folk” used its shock value and rampant gay support to fuel its second season and set record ratings for Showtime.  Variety magazine reported that the December premiere of “Queer as Folk” scored a 4.5 rating in cable homes, which marks an 80 percent jump over Showtime’s Sunday-at-10 ratings a year ago and almost double the network’s prime-time average.  These were the highest premiere ratings that Showtime had seen in three years.  Many consider MTV’s “The Real World” to be a pioneer in putting gays in primetime television (advocate.com).  Now in its eleventh season, “The Real World” has included a gay or lesbian in each of its past 10 seasons, and currently two out of the seven members openly admit to being either gay or bisexual.  It, unlike the other two shows, is a reality television show that depicts “seven strangers picked to live in a house and have their lives taped” and shows the gay behaviors that were often left out of past television programming.

Each of these three shows have different depictions of gay life in America, and these differences give us a much broader sense of a homosexual lifestyle as depicted in prime-time television.  On one side we have the flamboyant and fiery character Jack on “Will and Grace” that undoubtedly encompasses most American’s view of a homosexual man.  “He’s wacky, pretentious and bitter,” describes Sean Hayes who plays Jack on camera (NBC.com).   With this emotion Jack sets the stage for hilarious gay humor by embodying an outrageous and obvious gay character.  On the other side of the spectrum, Brian Kinney, the lead role in “Queer as Folk” is described in his bio as a “confident ad executive” that looks more like a professional businessman than a stereotypical gay man.  In MTV’s “The Real World: Chicago,” two characters, Aneesa and Chris, are admittedly gay; however, there is no mold placed on these two characters to act a certain way, or depict a certain type of gayness.  They are filmed as they are, never adapted or changed.  

As each of these shows relies heavily on their gay characters, we can begin to see how different the shows would be if they had gays that acted in different ways or did not have gays.  Jack from “Will and Grace” gives us a funny and satirical form of homosexuality and is often the brunt of many jokes, wise cracks and friendly insults.  Perhaps this is one of the main reasons why it is the most successful out of the three shows.  If Jack were not at the forefront of humor, then the show would lend itself to a more gay audience instead of appealing to the average American.  In this case humor is a great way for NBC to diffuse some of the show’s gayness.  If MTV were to leave out homosexuality from “The Real World,” would young Americans get a real sense of true lifestyles in America?  On the other hand “Queer as Folk” show passionate kissing and explicit sex scenes to depict an extremely “horny” homosexual society.  For some who watch these uninhibited sex scenes, it takes a while to get over the initial shock.  “That initial shock…is what keeps most Americans from tuning into the show,” says Showtime Network’s president of programming Jerry Offsay in an interview with Variety Magazine. In this case it appears that “gay-friendly” does not necessarily translate into heterosexual-friendly; however, it may be more than just the initial shock that keeps Americans from tuning into “Queer as Folk.”  A 1998 survey conducted by The National Opinion Research Center (NORC) showed that 36 percent of Americans viewed homosexuality as “always wrong”, two times more than responded “not wrong at all.”  

In Larry Gross’ “Out of the Mainstream” he says that when minorities (i.e. gays) reach visibility in television, which he feels is almost never, they will “reflect the biases and interests of those elites who define public agenda. (p. 62)” Although Gross appears right in his claim while looking at “Will and Grace,” where the character Jack is caricatured to appeal to a heterosexual society, “Queer as Folk” entertains no such claim.  In “Queer as Folk” directors and producers alike defy what straight people want to see on screens.   “We offer more gay-friendly programming,” says Jerry Offsay.  With references to gay characters dressing in  “straight drag” to look more like heterosexuals shows how straightness is portrayed very similar to the way heterosexuals view gays.  What straight people consider normal is viewed as “drag” clothing to homosexuals, creating a fascinating irony and showing that this television show does not cater to the masses.  “Queer as Folk” also addresses two heated issues in its episodes: marriage and children.  The show depicts both of these issues with homosexuality at the forefront.  In a poll done by Yankelvich/Clancy/Shulman public opinion poll showed that out of 1800 people surveyed 65 percent said that gays should not be able to get married.  In that same poll, of 1250 people surveyed, 63 percent said that gays should not be able to parent children.  These are two issues that remain controversial, yet they are included in almost every episode of “Queer as Folk.”   MTV also offers starch contrasts to Gross’ claims.  It frequently shows homosexual men and women engaging in kissing and has even gone as far as installing night vision cameras in the bedrooms to catch the beginning of gay “hook-ups.”  There is even a link on MTV.com that charts all the hook-ups of the cast.  

Each of these sitcoms depicts gays in different settings.  “Will and Grace” and “The Real World” tend to show gays living in a society dominated by heterosexuals.  Two members of “The Real World” cast openly object to gay views while living with Aneesa and Chris.  When one of these members, Theo, saw Chris receive flowers from another male he said, “This is just too gay!”  Theo’s opinion echoes what many Americans feel towards gays.  Where these shows show a heterosexual community, “Queer as Folk” delves deep into the extremely sexual gay community.  With nightly visits to “Woody’s,” the gay techno club, regular gay hook-ups and in depth gay story lines, “Queer as Folk” shows many viewers a group dominated by a “gay society.”  Although it is set in Pittsburgh there is not much story line devoted to straight activities.  The overwhelming sex portrayed in “Queer as Folk” could be seen as a negative portrayal of the gay community; however, most of the characters appear to be successful professionals with lavish homes and decadent lifestyles, which would lead to a contrary portrayal.  

These television shows are certainly a sign of the changing times for homosexuals in America.  Nearly a million gays and lesbians identified themselves as members of same-sex couples in the 2000 census, which for the first time gave us an authoritative record of homosexuals in America.  The Census Bureau has reported that there are 479,107 same-sex couples sharing a household; however, this is not an estimate of the number of gays nationwide, which is certainly higher since single gays could not identify their sexual orientation.  In 1992 the NORC estimated that the gay population comprised about 6 percent of the total population, but gay activists put the number closer to 10 percent.  Whatever the real number is, it is certainly increasing as years go by and as homosexuality slowly becomes more accepted.  The three television shows “Will and Grace,” “The Real World: Chicago” and “Queer as Folk” give us three different perspectives on homosexual behavior in America.  These shows have paved the way for a society that has been repressed for many years and will continue to open doors for them in the future.     
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