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I’ll begin by admitting my bias: I am an unashamed fan of ‘Sex and the City’, HBO’s successful comedy/drama about four women living, loving and fucking in New York City. I have no time for the columnists and TV critics who deride the show and its characters as shallow, vapid, or morally bankrupt. Much of the show has been, IMHO, somewhat of a revolution in mainstream TV programming for an adult female audience, bringing us women masturbating, pursuing orgasms and true love, and grappling with such issues as body image, careers, ethics, class, relationships, and much else that is familiar to me and my friends (albeit mainly the straight and bisexual women in my life). The fact that it is framed in a fantasy New York where not much actual work gets done and extremely expensive shoes and cocktails are purchased, merely gives the show a luscious, chocolaty, escapist quality; just the ticket late on a Thursday evening near the end of a hard week’s work. We are not fooled, columnists and critics. We know life is not really like that. But the show very often has a resonance with our own lives, and for me, the vital key is the way it always comes back to affirming the power of female friendship and alliance in this harsh world.

HOWEVER. As with 99.9999% of the culture I consume, popular and otherwise, ‘Sex and the City’ has proved disappointing in its portrayal of bisexuality and other more radical sexual concerns such as BDSM and polyamory. I’m focusing on bisexuality in this article. The trigger point for me was the episode where central character Carrie finds out her new boyfriend is bisexual: it is the most direct representation of bisexuality presented in the programme, and possibly the only such representation I’ve ever seen on TV at all, ‘Buffy…’ notwithstanding. I realised on thinking about it, however, that each of the four characters has had a brush with bisexuality, and then there is a fifth instance… but more on that later… 

So I set about writing a rant about it, in order to think it through. I have long been aware of the way mainstream TV often appears to present a radical take on modern life, while subtly affirming the status quo: the heterosexual nuclear family and its supposed values. For me, Ally McBeal and Northern Exposure were prime examples. To what extent does ‘Sex and the City’ follow this trend?

The title of this article comes from a novel called ‘The Fifth Sacred Thing’ by American writer, political activist, witch, and bisexual polyamorist Starhawk. For those of you unfamiliar with modern paganism, this title refers to the four sacred things: the elements Earth, Air, Fire and Water, with the fifth sacred thing being Spirit. I didn’t invent the analogy with reference to ‘Sex and the City’: the four characters are identified with the four elements in a frothy Internet questionnaire: ‘Sex and the City: The Four Women, the Four Elements”. (http://quiz.ivillage.com/astrology/tests/sexandthecity.htm)

I’ll go through the characters in the order in which their brushes with bisexuality occurred in the series. Each episode has a rating out of five stars for “Attitude to Bisexuality” (five being the highest) and “Disappointment Factor” (five being the most disappointing).

Fire: Miranda

Miranda is my favourite character. She is red-haired, sharp-tongued, brainy as fuck, and doesn’t suffer fools gladly. She is bitter about men, works in a mostly-male law firm, and is commitment-phobic. Like all the main characters, she is a loving and loyal friend.

Episode 3, Series 1: The Bay of Married Pigs

The episode in question was an early disappointment. Miranda’s stories usually centre on the tension between being a badass, workaholic, career woman, and finding love, in a world where men don’t often choose brainy, assertive and highly successful women as partners. This particular episode is no exception: Miranda is given to understand that stable lawyers with long-term partners have better promotion prospects in the law firm where she works. Miranda is single. Then it comes out that her colleagues think she is a lesbian. A lesbian friend of hers is assumed to be her partner. In a neat portrayal of modern PC hypocrisy, her bosses are thrilled that (a) she has the requisite stable relationship and (b) she is a lesbian and hence enhances the firm’s PC profile. She is invited for the first time to a firm dinner party with her ‘partner’; she convinces the lesbian friend to play out the charade with her. With the positive attention and career prospects coming her way at this party, she starts to consider whether in fact she could become a lesbian. On the way home from the party, she pounces on her friend in a lift, and kisses her, quite non-consensually. She feels nothing. Her friend is in concurrence: she is not a lesbian.

“Attitude to Bisexuality”: ** 

The idea that Miranda might have sexual feelings for women is allowed. However, the “b” word is never used, so if Miranda HAD experienced the earth moving when kissing her friend, she would have had to identify as lesbian. 

“Disappointment Factor”: ***

It was more the treatment of the lesbian character than anything else that I found disappointing. The woman doesn’t seem to have a mind of her own or a voice, and barely reacts to being forcibly kissed after enduring a night of being used by Miranda at a boring work dinner. However, the idea that, in a certain liberal, middle class setting, a coupled lesbian might have slightly better career prospects than a single straight woman is interesting.

Water: Charlotte

Charlotte is the prudish, marriage minded, rich girl of the series. She pursues conventional values, but possesses a sense of integrity and an ability to stand up when it counts that I like. She is also the character who acts out the inevitable failures and disappointments of pursuing conventional “happiness”, and who provides the counterbalance to Samantha’s outrageousness. It is she who ends up marrying a rich doctor, who turns out to be impotent. It is she who is embarrassed, then warmed, by a famous artist’s painting of her vulva, in a wonderful episode affirming the beauty of the female body. (Episode 5, Series 1: The Power of Female Sex)

Episode 18, Series 2: The Cheating Curve

Charlotte’s stories usually centre on her wilful naivety being shattered to comic effect, but culminating in her growing in strength. Her brush with bisexuality continues this tradition, while ending on a rather sad and bitter note. In it, Charlotte meets some arty, rich and fashionable lipstick lesbians in the gallery where she works. She hits it off with them, and starts hanging out at their posh lesbian clubs and social gatherings. She enthuses to her friends about the freedom and happiness she feels in the company of women who don’t obsess about men, who are powerful and fun and have “great glasses”. She feels safe and is having a wonderful time. Finally, at a party in the mansion of the Queen Bee lesbian, she is formally introduced to this unofficial gatekeeper of Manhattan Sapphism. At last she admits out loud that she is not a lesbian but that she loves hanging out with them. Queen Bee says “That’s all very nice, honey, but if you don’t eat pussy, you’re not a dyke” (this quote is from memory only!). Charlotte is thereby summarily dismissed from the sisterhood.

“Attitude to Bisexuality”: 0 stars

The idea that Charlotte MIGHT extend her interest in this women-loving world to actual lovemaking barely makes a blip on the screen. This is fully in keeping with her character, but could have been broached in some other way. And of course, there is no “b” word intruding on the either/or theme.

“Disappointment Factor”: ***

I quite enjoyed this episode, because on one level it portrayed some of the truth of my own experience in the lesbian world. And I thought the payoff was funny and true, AND it was fitting because it brought home to prudish Charlotte the pussy-eating reality of same sex love; Charlotte wanted romantic female companionship but she was shocked into a new awareness of how this powerful women’s community has come about.

Air: Carrie

Carrie is the central character of the series, supposedly the “everywoman” character. As such she is somewhat empty; you are supposed to be able to project yourself into her, but I absolutely despise her, from her wishy-washy winsome alpha-male placating simpering to her ridiculous outfits and over-exercised body. She is a newspaper sex columnist whose musings provide the backbone on which the series is constructed.

Episode 34 Series 3 Boy, Girl, Boy, Girl
It is Carrie who ends up confronting bisexuality directly by encountering an actual community of bisexuals. This is also the episode where the show’s purported sexual liberalism and affirmation of exploration really break down. Quite simply, it is an episode I wouldn’t willingly watch twice: it mocks my queer family and is too close to the bone.

Carrie has a cute new boyfriend. He casually mentions in conversation that he has an ex who is (gasp) a MAN. His friends are all bisexual too. Carrie is shocked and shaken. Because he is sexy and nice however, she decides to make a supreme effort at keeping an open mind. She goes to a party and meets his friends; it is so hilarious how these FREAKS OF NATURE openly talk about how they’ve all been out with each other in the past in all kinds of freakish pairings. Carrie is freaked. But she tries to act cool. Then there is a game of mixed-gender spin-the-bottle, and Carrie relents to peer pressure to join in, her desire to appear free of hang-ups getting the better of her true feelings of fear and repulsion. Of course the inevitable happens and she has to kiss a (gasp) GIRL. To make it even more horrid the girl is played by Alanis Morrisette. Ewwww! Afterwards Carrie runs away from the party with nary a word to her boyfriend, which is mean because for some reason he really likes her. Her only comment on the kiss is that it “tastes a little like chicken” which I’ll admit is kind of a witty line (another quote from memory). Anyway, the boyf and his mates are dismissed, and Carrie admits with backhanded modesty that she is just too straight-laced for this outrageousness.

“Attitude to Bisexuality” * 

I know, I know, actual bisexuals with some resemblance to real world bisexual communities ARE portrayed, which earns five stars. But they are mocked and dismissed which earns zero stars. So that leaves an average of two and a half stars. However, I’m mighty pissed off so I’m only giving it one, in the grand tradition of the insulting 5p tip.

“Disappointment Factor” *****

Full marks. My hopes were raised at the beginning of the programme and dashed summarily by the end. I hate Carrie, ‘Sex and the City’ and the whole fuckin’ world.

Earth: Samantha

Well now. Samantha, the character many of us would like to be, if only we could believe it possible. Samantha is successful, intelligent, powerful, older than the other three but also more beautiful and elegant, and she is a completely sexual being with no desire for a committed relationship whatsoever, while being a great friend to her girl-gang. You name it, she’s done it, enjoyed it and promoted it to her more straight-laced friends. It is often claimed that she is in fact a gay man written as a woman by the gay male writers of this series. This pisses me off, because it means noone believes in the idea of a sexually assertive, sexually free, sexually fulfilled, powerful woman.

Episodes 51- 53, Season 4: What’s Sex Got to do with it?; Ghost Town; Baby, Talk is Cheap

Samantha is the only character who gets to actually have a sexual relationship with a woman, which lasts a full three episodes. This woman is powerfully attracted to Samantha for her feistiness and elegance. Samantha realises that she is being appreciated in a way no man has ever been able to appreciate her, and by a woman who is equally experienced, gutsy and magnetic. She decides to give it a go. There is a wonderful scene where Samantha enthuses to the gang over brunch about sex with a woman: she says there is a big difference between “this” (mimes blindly thrusting penis) and “this” (mimes delicately probing and swirling fingers). While the assumption that someone as sexually experienced and assertive as Samantha has never discovered this with a man, or even via masturbating, is kind of annoying, it is a delight to see it graphically performed in any way on mainstream TV.

What is not so delightful is the reaction of Samantha’s friends. For once they find it difficult to be supportive and are scathing and sceptical behind her back. This may be realistic, and they do reach a kind of supportiveness, laced with disgust and unwillingness to hear the details, but it is never meaningfully resolved. Samantha breaks up with the woman in question, thwarted by her own distaste for monogamy, and by her partner’s horror at her zillions of male lovers. Again, not unrealistic, and true to both characters and some lesbian relationship dynamics. Ultimately, of course, a previously straight TV character could never be in a long-term same-sex relationship. And again, the “b” word is never used.

“Attitude to Bisexuality” *** 

Would’ve been four stars if the other characters had been less revolted, more open-minded, or more finally accepting. Five stars if they’d used the “b” word. But still, the most encouraging of the episodes.

“Disappointment Factor” *

See above. Much of this story line was revolutionary and encouraging, laced with discomfort at the attitudes given voice by previously likeable characters.

The Fifth Bisexual Thing

Episode 28, Season 2: Was it Good for You?

Here the pagan analogy falls down. But anyway, Samantha is friends with a gay male couple. In an obvious play on Samantha’s popularity with the show’s gay audience, these two men declare that they’ve been talking, and, have thought that if they ever did have sex with a woman, it would have to be one of their movie star idols. Samantha is the closest they have to this and they invite her to a threesome. She heartily concurs. However, as they are lying on either side of her, working their way down her luscious bod with kisses, the awareness of what is awaiting them “down below” dawns. They stop simultaneously and one says, “How about we go for an ice cream?” Samantha is left high and dry (or wet, as it were). A failed attempt at spicing up a long-term gay relationship, and a woman sexually disappointed by men, AGAIN.

Now, my experience of gay men tells me this is REALLY unrealistic. If they were gonna do it, they’d do it. A bit coy, and oozing slightly with acceptance of that covert gynophobia certain gay men harbour. Yuck.

“Attitude to Bisexuality”: ** 

Well, the possibility is there, but then completely elided. It’s not really mocked, just dismissed as unrealistic.

“Disappointment Factor”: *****

So near and yet so far. And this is my favourite fantasy too, which I’ve not yet managed to fulfil in real life. DAMN IT! 

Conclusion

There we have it. Not as bad as I thought, but not as good as it could have been. Ultimately, ‘Sex and the City’ does not allow its characters to meaningfully explore beyond the current either/or hetero/homo liberal sexual orthodoxy. But it opens the door a tiny crack, albeit with much fear and loathing. Perhaps by doing so with a keen eye to the prejudices and phobias of the majority of mainstream viewers, it is meeting them at their level and breaking the ground for the next generation of smart, cutting edge popular culture. For now, the readers of this magazine, however, had best watch with one eye squinted and a bar of anger-suppressing, good quality chocolate handy, or perhaps a Carrie-shaped pillow to punch. And remember, one day we’ll probably be the orthodoxy and the young folk will be spitting tacks at us…

