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Formula 17 & the Queer Potential of Taiwanese Cinema
(This is a film studies paper I wrote as a junior in a queer studies class at Evergreen State College. Saw the film with my class at the 2005 Seattle Lesbian & Gay Film Festival.)

Formula 17 is a 2004 Taiwanese film about a 17-year-old virgin named Tien who, despite warnings from his friends, falls for an older guy named Bai.  Bai, known for breaking boys’ hearts after one-night stands, falls in love with Tien, and the two become a couple by the end of the film. 


As clichéd as this plotline seems, a radical characteristic of Formula 17 is that there is no indication throughout it of the greater heteronormative culture of Taiwan.  In fact, everyone in the film is a gay male and no one is either straight or female.  Brian Hu, a student at the UCLA School of Theater, Film and Television, notes that the in-film locations “such as Warner Village, Ximending, and especially Chiang Kai-shek Memorial Hall (the ultimate symbol of conservatism in Taiwan)” are playfully queerified by director Chen Yin-jung (Hu 1).  Yet, in Taiwan, Formula 17 was the highest grossing local film of 2004!  How can a gay, romantic comedy be so popular? 


Hu writes that Taiwanese filmmakers are learning to market to an audience that is roughly the same age as the up-and-coming writers and directors themselves (ibid), and due to the fall of classic moviehouses and the rise of megaplexes in new shopping malls, the average age of the Taiwanese moviegoer has descended in the last decade.  Director Chen Yin-jung, for example, is only 24 years old, and part of what is known as the “7th grader”
 generation.  When asked in an interview by UCLA’s Asia Pacific Arts (APA) why she thinks her film did so well, she stated:  “Because when you have an element of humor, a very easy and interesting product, it doesn’t matter to the audience whether it’s gay or not” (Asia 1).  APA, in its review of the film, agreed:  “By tweaking the gender of the characters, the film makes a genre that frequently comes off as stale and boring seem fresh and lively again” (Flinn 1). 


However, this does not fully explain the popularity of a film like Formula 17.  Not all young audiences are open to “tweaking the gender.”  In America, “tweaking the gender” isn’t such a “fresh and lively” enterprise; it tends to shrink the audience significantly. 


While Hollywood probably considers itself open-minded in its depiction of queer lifestyles, films like Formula 17 rarely make it past scriptwriters’ desks.  The question is, why doesn’t it matter to a young Taiwanese audience whether the characters of a romantic comedy are gay?  In America, how is it that after decades of gay rights activism and pushes for visibility that gay characters are still underrepresented and often misrepresented, whereas in Taiwan, with far less history of gay political activity and visibility, a utopian gay romantic comedy is suddenly a number one hit at the box office? 


The answer is that, paradoxically, the decades of activism and visibility contribute to why gay characters are still underrepresented and misrepresented in American mainstream media.  That is, gay content in American cinema is bogged down by past public discourse of homosexuality; “gay” audiences have been shaped and “heteronormative” audiences have been excluded.  Michel Foucault’s History of Sexuality is helpful in understanding the context in which homosexuality has historically been discussed in America and Europe:

There is no question that the appearance in nineteenth-century psychiatry, jurisprudence, and literature of a whole series of discourses on the species and subspecies of homosexuality...make possible a strong advance of social controls into this area of ‘perversity’; but it also made possible the formation of a ‘reverse’ discourse:  homosexuality began to speak in its own behalf, to demand that its legitimacy or ‘naturality’ be acknowledged.  (101)
In Taiwan, homosexuality does not have so wide a history of “naturalization,” so gay characters have less of a historical context in which they are seen as “unnatural.”  Gay character depiction is not bogged down with naturalization discourse whereby cinematic choice-making is limited due to a predetermined audience.  This is not to say that Taiwan is a queer state-of-nature devoid of homophobia and rich with queer representations, but rather Taiwanese cinema has the potential to be popular and queer at the same time (which arguably lends to a lessening of its “queerness” from a local perspective).
Hu suggests that Formula 17 is a “test”:  that while it isn’t a “radical film, the gay utopia it represents suggests the inchoate mainstream cinema’s malleability in terms of style and content.  Chen Yi-jung...has discovered a working blueprint for marketing and exhibition, and hopefully the emerging ‘7th graders’ will employ it to energetically fashion a mainstream cinema free of narrative and aesthetic formulas” (Hu 1).  Taiwanese cinema has been struggling for some time now, and one of the main goals for directors is to create what will become “mainstream.”
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Through reverse discourse, gay content in America already has a cinematic aesthetic formula and one can tell from the DVD covers at the right what that formula is.  To market a movie like Formula 17 in America, the actors have been reduced to two half-naked, nameless boys in a swimming pool (and I say “nameless” because the actors’ names are not listed on the front cover).  The American audience willing to view a “gender-tweaked” romantic comedy is relatively small and tends to be drawn in sexually (and we must also acknowledge the ways in which white gay men specifically consume foreign media:  there is a racialized discourse at work here, too).  In contrast, the Taiwanese cover reveals the much broader Taiwanese market, showing Tony Yang (who played Tien) and Duncan Chow (who played Bai) in a pose customary of any Hollywood romantic comedy.  They are still sexualized, yes — though not as specifically homosexual characters — rather, as “young, attractive” characters.

The peculiarity of Formula 17’s domestic popularity is dissolved when one realizes that the heteronormativity of Taiwanese society has historically been less discussed.  The characters of the film are not “gay” in the sense that they are fundamentally different from “non-gay” people, even as they use specific signs and expressions of a “gay” Taiwanese subculture.  A heteronormative audience isn’t made to feel excluded by Formula 17’s narrative because naturalizing gayness is not an implicit goal of the film.  Tien and Bai just happen to be two young men who fall in love with each other.
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� “7th graders”:  the 7th decade of Taiwanese born after the beginning of the republic of China in 1911 (those born between 1981 and 1990).  They are known as a privileged generation born during the economic boom and therefore didn't experience the economic, cultural and political turbulence of their parents and grandparents.





