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When we chose The Birdcage, we thought it predated Philadelphia Story, but it wasn’t released until 1996. Even though it’s perfect for the assignment, our perception of it as ground-breaking support for homosexuals was far off. When Armand’s son asks him to pretend to be straight meeting his fiancée’s right wing parents, Armand replies, “I don’t want to be anyone else. . . .  I’m a middle-aged fag.  I know who I am. It took me 20 years to get here.”  Armand refers to his own personal history as well as to the changes in the American landscape for homosexuals in the past 20 years.  As his lover Albert remarks, “We need a total redecoration so we can be like other people” to be acceptable. The film suggests that there are at least places within the safety of their “family” where Albert and Armand can exist without having to change themselves. Our culture has also told the women in this film that they are either appendages to men or independent women like Val’s biological mother, who hasn’t seen him since birth. The situation for the women isn’t as clearly ameliorated although by the credits one “wife” has financial security and the other has become more outspoken.  Writing to the National Liberty Journal may be useless, but it has forced me to be more moderate and reasoned.

Editor, The National Liberty Journal
:   

While The Birdcage was nominated for an Oscar and received several important awards, it was certainly condemned by NLJ when it opened in 1996.  The entire premise, a homosexual Jewish couple (Armand and Albert Goldman) rearing a son to marry the daughter of conservative Christian parents (Senator and Mrs. Kevin Keeley), would be anathema to most NLJ readers. Having the gay couple successfully disguise themselves for the Keeleys as a traditional married couple provides humor but could also be offensive.  The senator, who leads the Coalition for Moral Order, thinks the pope is too controversial and Billy Graham too liberal, but barely skirts disaster from a sex scandal, is clearly a hit at the Christian Coalition. No doubt few members saw the film: word of Day Glo g-strings and drag queens’ adjusting their body parts to fit into bikini bottoms would have kept members of the Coalition away from theatres—except to protest the film as promoting homosexuality and an anti-family agenda. The film also shows the gay Jewish “family” as being more in tune with values such as forgiveness and love than the “Christian” family; Barbara Keeley, the daughter, clearly prefers the Goldmans to her own parents.  Her own mother is absorbed with her husband’s career, and Barbara’s father’s response to everything is, “I can’t talk about this now. I’m busy.”    

While I enjoyed the film, I can understand others being offended. For one thing, the humor in the visually slick film is based on sight gags and stereotyping.  Armand tries to teach Albert, the wife of the Goldman duo, how to act like a man, beginning with how to shake hands, walk, and talk. Albert puts on a business suit and tries to walk like John Wayne, but his attempts are farcical.  When Armand asks Albert how he feels about the Miami Dolphins, Albert’s “feminine” response is, “How do you think I should feel?  Betrayed?  Bewildered?”  Such sex reversals provide a new lens, though, not just humor.  

Albert sees the world through the eyes of a very traditional female. Albert worries about everyone’s diet, her son’s dirty clothes, the décor of her home, keeping everyone happy, and losing her looks—and consequently her man and financial security.  Senator Kelley, who alternately patronizes and ignores his own wife (whose situation is very similar to Albert’s), views Albert in drag as a vulnerable, middle aged housewife who should be protected. He tells Val not to patronize his mother and informs his wife that Albert  “just breaks my heart. They don’t make women like this any more.”   Albert serves as a foil to the senator’s wife, making the narrowness of Louise Keeley’s life apparent. Seeing the subordinate roles of each of these women may break our hearts also. When Albert is finally revealed as a drag queen, he reassures everyone that “Nothing is changed.  I’m still me—with one tiny difference.” The slight tilting of the lens created by Albert’s female disguise has allowed the senator and the audience to see the world with a slightly different focus.  I would hope that the Christian Coalition wouldn’t find a film that explores family relationships and love—with one tiny difference—threatening or essentially opposed to their vision of family values. 

One critic complained the film is not serious enough about homosexuality, implying that “Middle America just won't understand. . . . We'll lose them if we show them the true love and heart here” (Lodger, 1996). Was humor Robin Williams’s way of  helping us gain understanding, love, and heart? His first major role as a Martian on the sitcom Mork and Mindy showcased the—literal—universality of our differences and individuality. As Armand in The Birdcage, Williams brings the lesson closer to home for everyone, including the Christian Coalition and readers of National Liberty Journal. The film begins and ends with a rousing rendition of “We Are Family.” Let’s be one.

References

Lodger. (1996). The birdcage. [Electronic review of the film: The Birdcage]. Filethirteen. Retrieved February 18, 2006, from http://www.filethirteen.com/reviews/birdcage/birdcage.htm 

Moral majority. (2006, February 2). Wikipedia. Retrieved February 18, 2006, from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moral_Majority
� Jerry Falwell began publishing The National Liberty Journal (NLJ), a conservative monthly newspaper, in 1995. It specifically targets such issues as the homosexual rights movement “to inform Christians on the pertinent political, social and religious news of the day so that we are an educated voting bloc during election times.”  The publication also focuses on “key religious freedom cases of the day, as people of faith continue to be the most persecuted individuals in America” and “cutting-edge articles on biblical prophecy, the Last Days, and the imminent return of Christ and 21st Century ministry strategies.”  The publication is part of a coalition of a “religious right,” whose stated aims are to outlaw abortion, suppress homosexuality, enforce its vision of family life, and censor media outlets that promote what it called an ‘anti-family’ agenda  (Moral majority, 2006).





