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Past the definitions: Searching for Identity

“Who am I?” A question that has come up either implicitly or explicitly over the course in most of the works we have covered. It is a question packed not only with an identification of self as a nuclear unit but ripples out into associating the people in our circle of life and also society as a whole. Because each unit plays a distinctive role in the journey that the self embarks on, identity is then an ongoing process of fluid boundaries and shifts that transforms who we are. Even though The Wedding Banquet and Happy Together focus the story around a pair of gay couple, it is the individual that I seek to explore and not just their gender orientation. Thus, the paper will focus on the two main characters Wai Tung and Lai and their search to find an answer to “Who am I” as both men struggle to find a place in the society that shapes them.

The Wedding Banquet, a family melodrama centered around a Chinese son’s need to fulfill his duties to his parents, juxtaposed beside Happy Together, one man’s journey to find a recluse called home. On the surface it seems as if both works are of very different genres, but upon closer inspection, a common theme of searching for one’s self seems to run through both movies. Indeed the main difference is that the Wedding Banquet is outward looking, for Wai Tung needs to reinvent himself in a society that looks down upon homosexual relationships while Lai needs to look inwards and reexamine himself and his goals. The issue of identity have been discussed and re-discussed till we have exhausted in trying to find a perfect definition of what it is. This piece is not attempting to find another definition to constrain what perhaps has become an idea that transcends words, but rather suggest that it is an ongoing process, a journey of self-discovery in a world that has tried time and again to categorize people and fit them somewhere into society. 

           
            www.lesliecheung-dreamworld.com
One of the most memorable scenes in Happy Together was the road that Lai was on as he ventured towards the Falls. The scene was shot in black and white and seemed to go on forever. If a picture paints a thousand words, then the long shot of the road captured emotions and ideas that were beyond words. Wong Kar Wai did a phenomenal job in portraying what a search for the inner self could be like; a journey on a road that ceases to end even though parts of it can be left behind. Wai Tung’s story can mirror Lai’s journey in the sense that they were both hiding parts of themselves and it is finding a resolution between the conflict of self and society that the journey begins.
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Set upon a stage away from Taiwan and away from the traditional norms that bound Chinese men to their duties to carry on the family name, Wai Tung is able to find an abode for himself being in a relationship with Simon. It is the opening minutes of the film where we see Wai Tung being in control of his relationship with Simon. It is during this period of time where he is the most comfortable being himself when he is able to live a relatively open life. However, his comfort zone is being threatened when his parents decide to fly to Manhattan to partake in his wedding festive. During the time of his parents’ arrival, Wai Tung is forced into being the person that his parents expects of him, leaving him to create an identity that was fictitious not only to himself, but also to his parents. Ironically due to his need to be a filial son, he needs to be unfilial and lie to his parents about his true sexual orientation. Thus he becomes bounded in his need as a Chinese son to undermine his true nature in order to satisfy his parents. It is in trying to hide himself that he would truly undergo a journey to learn how to be honest about his relationship. 
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On the other hand, Lai’s identity becomes overshadowed by his relationships with Ho. It is significant that only after ending the abusive relationship with Ho, Lai was able to complete his journey to Iguazu Falls. As Lai mentioned in the beginning, he was never able to reject Ho whenever he asked him to start over again. Thus, similar to Wai Tung, Lai, in a relationship with Ho, was hiding a part of himself, the part that was not subservient to Ho. I think the picture above captures a rare sense of tenderness in their relationship that Lai is unable to control. In frustration and response to Ho’s continuous abuse, even after they have broken up, Lai hides Ho’s passport, perhaps a sign that he has to distance himself from this man who has constantly plagued his life (Braun).  It is when he leaves Ho that he is able to begin on his journey to the Falls and perhaps even the end of the world. The black and white scenes depict a past that Lai wants to forget, that despite being in a relationship, there is no colour in his life. However, when the scene transitions into colour, that’s where his journey truly begins, not bounded by anyone or anything. 


This leads to the next core unit of family. How important is the family? In fact we don’t even see much of any idea of family in Happy Together since Lai was away from home. But as the Chinese saying goes, when one’s home, he depends on family, when one’s away from home, he depends on friends. In this respect, his family are the people whom are around him, like Ho and Chang. Nursing Ho back to health could be out of love, but I felt it was more out of Lai’s compassion for a man who is desolate and has no one else to turn to. During this period of time, Lai finally realizes that he must have a clean cut with Ho in order to start anew his journey. Even though at this point, the end may just be a blur, it is the leap of faith that Lai has to take. While Ho becomes an obstruction to Lai’s progress, Chang’s appearance gives him a sense of renewal, or an intangible to hold on to because Chang’s carefreeness and ability to appreciate the world around him was something that Lai longed for.  
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The theme of family that runs through Wedding Banquet is much stronger than Happy Together because a wedding is a family affair. Wai Tung’s need to carry on the family name becomes the center of the drama and comedy. It is through the continuous performance of a relationship with Wei Wei that Wai Tung learns he is unable to keep such a big part of his identity from the people closets to him, his parents. In a society, still very much guided by Confucian classics, such relationships are regarded as perverse, thus Wai Tung is forced to make a decision to hide his true self or the people around him will get hurt. But in that performance, he starts to learn that while family is still plays a major role in his life, what’s more important is his ability to be true to himself, to Simon and to the world that he lives in and not his parents’. Even though the movie ends with his parents accepting his awkward relationship as partner of Simon and father of Wei Wei’s child, Wai Tung would still have to continue to find a way for this dysfunctional family to come together.  

It is no coincidence that both movies were shot outside of Hong Kong and Taiwan. The directors’ ability to transcend boarders suggests that identity could still be bounded by invisible boundaries. Society plays an important role in shaping a person’s character because there is always a need to live up to expectations that have been implicitly put upon them. Society in the Wedding Banquet is created through tradition and the need to preserve that tradition. It is ironic that Wai Tung is able to be honest about his relationship with Simon in a society that while accepting is distant from him and not the people closest to him. This shows that identity manifests itself in different forms, which is very much guided by the unspoken societal rules. A wedding may be just a formalized ritual to the younger generation, Wai Tung’s parents think otherwise and in the moment to “save face” for his parents, Wai Tung agrees to a wedding banquet, one that holds no meaning since both parties did not love each other. He could have made a choice to be honest about his sexual orientation; however, he conformed to society and tried to forge a world that he did not belong to. Thus, he lost his identity as the dominant, in control male partner.

However, in Happy Together, the director tries to capture the emotional aspect of Lai and freezes it in different scenes as we keep trying to root for him to find a way home. This inward looking style differs from Happy Together because feels as if the characters become unfazed by the society around them as they live in their own world. While Buenos Aires was first mentioned as a place of escape for Lai and Ho, their paradise also came a place of pain and suffering, especially after they broke up. Lai has to try and raise money for tickets home while Ho continues to lead a frivolous life of meaningless relationships. The creation of a private sphere allows them to be free from the “chains” of tradition and pursue the kind of relationship that they want. Even when the setting changes from Buenos Aires to Taiwan, the sense of journey still continues, for the destination is home and Lai has not yet quite reach it. The ending scene where the train travels in warp speed amongst the bright lights and colours of Taiwan, represents a dichotomy between past and present, as if Lai’s journey from the black and white past has been left far behind, at Iguazu Falls, while the train symbolizes a new future and perhaps even an appreciation for life that Lai did not seem to have before. It is significant that the scene is set in Taiwan because it was Chang whom was the one who helped to forge the appreciation. The train symbolizes another journey, one that the car could no longer go on and perhaps Lai will eventually find where he needs to be.  

The title of the movie Happy Together could be a question of “what if”. No one really seems to be happy or together at the end but that sense of happiness could be something they would like to achieve if possible, just like Wai Tung in the Wedding Banquet.  The music at the end of Happy Together reminds us that the journey has come to an end for Lai at one point but it will continue hence forth as he tries to return home to Hong Kong. Similarly, the scene at the airport in the Wedding Banquet suggets a new life that Wai Tung would have to create for his new family even though his parents are clearly upset when they say they are not. So “Who am I?” How are these characters trying to portray themselves? I think their portrayl of the search for a clear identity as a gay Asian man becomes synonymous with happiness. Even though both Lai and Wai Tung tries to break through society in their own way, it is the compromise between society and the self in which happiness can be found. Thus a journey for identity is a journey for happiness, something that can be picked up along the way and get lost again at the same time. Each director was perhaps trying to tell us that happiness could be within reach, although it differs from person to person, each of us just have to stretch our hands a little further on our journey of self discovery and find who we are in that happiness. 
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