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ROLE MODELS
Esther Newton

THE ACTRESS

Female impersonators, particularly the stage impersonators (see Chapter One), identify

strongly with professional performers. Their special, but not exclusive, idols are female enter-

tainers. Street impersonators usually try to model themselves on movie stars rather than on

stage actresses and nightclub performers. Stage impersonators are quite conversant with the

language of the theatres and nightclubs, while the street impersonators are not. In Kansas

City, the stage impersonators frequently talked with avid interest about stage and nightclub

"personalities." The street impersonators could not join in these discussions for lack of

knowledge.

Stage impersonators very often told me that they considered themselves to be night-

club performers or to be in the nightclub business, 'just like other [straight] performers."

When impersonators criticized each other's on- or off-stage conduct as "unprofes-

sional," this was a direct appeal to norms of show business. Certain show business phrases

such as "break a leg" (for good luck) were used routinely, and I was admonished not to whis-

tle backstage. The following response of a stage impersonator shows this emphasis in re-

sponse to my question, "What's the difference between professionals and street fairies?"

This impersonator was a "headliner" (had top billing) at a club in New York:

Well (laughs), simply saying. . . well, I can leave that up to you. You have seen the

show. You see the difference between me and some of these other people (his voice

makes it sound as if this point is utterly self-evident) who are working in this left field

of show business, and I'm quite sure that you see a distinct difference. I am more

conscious of being a performer, arId I think generally speaking, most, or a lot, of other

people who are appearing in the same show are just doing it, not as a lark - we won't

say that it's a lark - but they're doing it because it's something they can drop in and

out of. They have fun, they laugh, have drinks, and play around, and just have a good
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time. But to me, now, playing around and havirng a good time is (sic.) important to me

also; but primarily my interest from the time I arrive at the club till the end of the eve-

ning - I am there as a performer, as an entertainer, and this to me is the most impor-

tant thing. And I dare say that if needs be, I probably could do it, and be just as good

an entertainer . . . I don't know if I would be any more successful if I were working in

men's clothes than I am working as a woman. But comparing myself to some of the

people that I would consider real professional entertainers - people who are genuinely

interested in the show as a show, and not just as I say, a street fairy, who wants to

put on a dress and a pair of high heels to be seen and show off in public.

The stage impersonators are interested in "billings " and publicity, in lighting and make-up

and stage effects, in "timing" and "stage presence." The quality by which they measure per-

formers and performances is "talent." Their models in these matters are established per-

formers, both in their performances and in their off-stage lives, insofar as the impersonators

are familiar with the latter. The practice of doing "impressions" is, of course, a very direct

expression of this role modeling.

From this perspective, female impersonators are simply nightclub performers who

happen to use impersonation as a medium. It will be recalled (Chapter One) that many stage

impersonators are drab in appearance (and sometimes in manner) off stage. These men

often say that drag is simply a medium or mask that allows them to perform. The mask is

borrowed from female performers, the ethos of performance from show business norms in

general.

The stated aspiration of almost all stage impersonators is to "go legit," that is, to play

in movies, television, and on stage or in respectable nightclubs, either in drag or (some say)

in men's clothes. Failing this, they would like to see the whole profession "upgraded," made

more legitimate and professional (and to this end they would like to see all street impersona-

tors barred from working, for they claim that the street performers downgrade the profes-

sion). T. C. Jones is universally accorded highest status among impersonators because he

has appeared on Broadway (New Faces of 1956) and on television (Alfred Hitchcock) and

plays only high-status nightclubs.

THE DRAG QUEEN

 Professionally, impersonators place themselves as a group at the bottom of the show busi-

ness" world. But socially, their self-image can be represented (without the moral implications;

see Chapter Six) in its simplest form as three concentric circles. The impersonators, or drag

queens, are the inner circle. Surrounding them are the queens, ordinary gay men. The
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straights are the outer circle. In this way, impersonators are "a society within a society within

a society ," as one impersonator told me .

A few impersonators deny publicly that they are gay. These impersonators are mar-

ried, and some have children. Of course, being married and having children constitute no

barrier to participation in the homosexual subculture. But

Skip Arnold at home

whatever may be the actual case with these few, the impersonators I knew universally de-

scribed such public statements as "cover :' One impersonator's statement was particularly

revealing. He said that "in practice" perhaps some impersonators were straight, but "in the-

ory" they could not be. "How can a man perform in female attire and not have something

wrong with him?" he asked.

The role of the female impersonator is directly related to both the drag queen and

camp roles in the homosexual subculture. In gay life, the two roles are strongly associated. In

homosexual terminology, a drag queen is a homosexual male who often, or habitually,

dresses in female attire. (A drag butch is a lesbian who often, or habitually, dresses in male

attire.) Drag and camp are the most representative and widely used symbols of homosexual-

ity in the English speaking world. This is true even though many homosexuals would never

wear drag or go to a drag party and even though most homosexuals who do wear drag do so
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only in special contexts, such as private parties and Halloween balls.1 At the middle-class

level, it is common to give "costume" parties at which those who want to wear drag can do

so, and the others can wear a costume appropriate to their gender.

The principle opposition around which the gay world revolves is masculine-feminine.

There are a number of ways of presenting this opposition through one's own person, where it

becomes also an opposition of "inside" = "outside" or "underneath" = "outside." Ultimately, all

drag symbolism opposes the "inner" or "real" self (subjective self) to the "outer" self (social

self). For the great majority of homosexuals, the social self is often a calculated respectability

and the subjective or real self is stigmatized. The "inner" = "outer" opposition is almost paral-

lel to "back" = "front." In fact, the social self is usually described as "front" and social relation-

ships (especially with women) designed to support the veracity of the "front" are called "cover

." The "front" = "back" opposition also has a direct tie-in with the body: "front" = "face"; "back"

= "ass."

There are two different levels on which the oppositions can be played out. One is

within the sartorial system2 itself, that is, wearing feminine clothing "underneath" and mascu-

line. clothing "outside." (This method seems to be used more by heterosexual transvestites.)

It symbolizes that the visible, social, masculine clothing is a costume, which in turn symbol-

izes that the entire sex-role behavior is a role - an act. Conversely, stage impersonators

sometimes wear jockey shorts underneath full stage drag, symbolizing that the feminine

clothing is a costume.

A second "internal" method is to mix sex-role referents within the visible sartorial sys-

tem. This generally involves some "outside" item from the feminine sartorial system such as

earrings, lipstick, high-heeled shoes, a necklace, etc., worn with masculine clothing. This

kind of opposition is used very frequently in informal camping by homosexuals. The feminine

item stands out so glaringly by incongruity that it "undermines" the masculine system and

proclaims that the inner identification is feminine.3 When this method is used on stage, it is

called "working with (feminine) pieces." The performer generally works in a tuxedo or busi-

ness suit and a woman's large hat and earrings .

1
In two Broadway plays (since made into movies) dealing with English homosexuals, "The Killing of Sister

George" (lesbians) and "Staircase" (male homosexuals), drag played a prominent role. In "George," an entire
scene shows George and her lover dressed in tuxedos and top hilts on their way to a drag party. In "Staircase,"
the entire plot turns on the fact that one of the characters has been arrested for "going in drag" to the local pub.
Throughout the second act, this character wears a black shawl over his shoulders. This item of clothing is sym-
bolic of full drag. This same character is a camp and, in my opinion, George was a very rare bird, a lesbian camp.
Both plays, at any rate, abounded in camp humor. "The Boys in the Band," another recent play and movie, does-
n't feature drag as prominently but has two camp roles and much camp humor.
2

This concept was developed and suggested to me by Julian Pitt-Rivers.
3

Even one feminine item ruins the integrity of the masculine system; the male loses his caste honor. The su-
perordinate role in a hierarchy is more fragile than the subordinate. Manhood must be achieved, and once
achieved, guarded and protected.
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The second level poses an opposition between a one sex-role sartorial system and

the "self," whose identity has to be indicated in some other way. Thus when impersonators

are performing, the oppositional play is between "appearance," which is female, and "reality,"

or "essence," which is male. One way to do this is to show that the appearance is an illusion;

for instance, a standard impersonation maneuver is to pull out one "breast" and show it to the

audience. A more drastic step is taking off the wig. Strippers actually routinize the progres-

sion from "outside" to "inside" visually, by starting in a full stripping costume and ending by

taking off the bra and showing the audience the flat chest. Another method is to demonstrate

"maleness" verbally or vocally by suddenly dropping the vocal level or by some direct refer-

ence. One impersonator routinely tells the audience: "Have a ball. I have two." (But genitals

must never be seen.) Another tells unruly members of the audience that he will "put on my

men's clothes and beat you up."

Impersonators play on the opposition to varying extents, but most experienced stage

impersonators have a characteristic method of doing it. Generally speaking, the desire and

ability to break the illusion of femininity is the mark of an experienced impersonator who has

freed himself from other impersonators as the immediate reference group and is working fully

to the audience. Even so, some stage impersonators admitted that it is difficult to break the

unity of the feminine sartorial system. For instance, they said that it is difficult, subjectively, to

speak in a deep tone of voice while on stage and especially while wearing a wig. The

"breasts" especially seem to symbolize the entire feminine sartorial system and role. This is

shown not only by the very common device of removing them in order to break the illusion,

but in the command, "tits up!" meaning, "get into the role," or "get into feminine character."

The tension between the masculine-feminine and inside-outside oppositions pervade

the homosexual subculture at all class and status levels. In a sense the different class and

status levels consist of different ways of balancing these oppositions. Low-status homosexu-

als (both male and female) characteristically insist on very strong dichotomization between

masculine-feminine so that people must play out one principle or the other exclusively. Low-

status queens are expected to be very nellie, always, and low-status butch men are so "mas-

culine" that they very often consider themselves straight.4 (Although as mentioned in Chapter

Four, the queens say in private that "today's butch is tomorrow's sister.") Nevertheless, in the

most nellie queen the opposition is still implicitly there, since to participate in the male homo-

sexual subculture as a peer, one must be male inside (physiologically).

Recently, this principle has begun to be challenged by hormone use and by the sex-

4
The middle class idea tends to be that any man who has had sexual relations with men is queer. The lower

classes strip down to "essentials," and the man who is "dominant" can be normal (masculine). Lower class men
give themselves a bit more leeway before they consider themselves to be gay.
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changing operation. The use of these techniques as a final resolution of the masculine-

feminine opposition is hotly discussed in the homosexual subculture. A very significant pro-

portion of the impersonators, and especially the street impersonators, have used or are using

hormone shots or plastic inserts to create artificial breasts and change the shape of their

bodies. This development is strongly deplored by the stage impersonators who say that the

whole point of female impersonation depends on maleness. They further say that these

"hormone queens" are placing themselves out of the homosexual subculture, since, by defi-

nition, a homosexual man wants to sleep with other men (i.e., no gay man would want to

sleep with these "hormone queens").

In carrying the transformation even farther, to "become a woman" is approved by the

stage impersonators, with the provision that the "sex changes" should get out of gay life alto-

gether and go straight. The "sex changes" do not always comply, however. One quite suc-

cessful impersonator in Chicago had the operation but continued to perform in a straight club

with other impersonators. Some impersonators in Chicago told me that this person was now

considered "out of gay life" by the homosexuals and could not perform in a gay club. I also

heard a persistent rumor that "she" now liked to sleep with lesbians!

It should be readily apparent why drag is such an effective symbol of both the out-

side-inside and masculine-feminine oppositions. There are relatively few ascribed roles in

American culture and sex role is one of them; sex role radiates a complex and ubiquitous

system of typing achieved roles. Obvious examples are in the kinship system (wife, mother,

etc.) but sex typing also extends far out into the occupational-role system (airline stewardess,

waitress, policeman, etc.). The effect of the drag system is to wrench the sex roles loose

from that which supposedly determines them, that is, genital sex. Gay people know that sex-

typed behavior can be achieved, contrary to what is popularly believed. They know that the

possession of one type of genital equipment by no means guarantees the "naturally appro-

priate" behavior .

Thus drag in the homosexual subculture symbolizes two somewhat conflicting state-

ments concerning the sex-role system. The first statement symbolized by drag is that the

sex-role system really is natural: therefore homosexuals are unnatural (typical responses: "I

am physically abnormal"; "I can't help it, I was born with the wrong hormone balance"; "I am

really a woman who was born with the wrong equipment"; "I am psychologically sick").

The second symbolic statement of drag questions the "naturalness" of the sex-role

system in toto; if sex-role behavior can be achieved by the "wrong" sex, it logically follows

that it is in reality also achieved, not inherited, by the "right" sex. Anthropologists say that

sex-role behavior is learned. The gay world, via drag, says that sex-role behavior is an ap-

pearance; it is "outside." It can be manipulated at will.

Drag symbolizes both these assertions in a very complex way. At the simplest level,
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drag signifies that the person wearing it is a homosexual, that he is a male who is behaving

in a specifically inappropriate way, that he is a male who places himself as a woman in rela-

tion to other men. In this sense it signifies stigma. At the most complex, it is a double inver-

sion that says "appearance is an illusion." Drag says, "my 'outside' appearance is feminine,

but my essence 'inside' [the body] is masculine." At the same time it symbolizes the opposite

inversion: "my appearance 'outside' [my body, my gender] is masculine but my essence 'in-

side'[myself] is feminine."

In the context of the homosexual subculture, all professional female impersonators

are "drag queens." Drag is always worn for performance in any case; the female impersona-

tor has simply professionalized this subcultural role. Among themselves and in conversation

with other homosexuals, female impersonators usually call themselves and are called drag

queens. In the same way, their performances are referred to by themselves and others as

drag shows. But when the varied meanings of drag are taken into consideration, it should be

obvious why the drag queen is an ambivalent figure in the gay world. The drag queen sym-

bolizes all that homosexuals say they fear the most in themselves, all that they say they feel

guilty about; he symbolizes, in fact, the stigma. In this way, the term "drag queen " is compa-

rable to "nigger ." And like that word, it may be all right in an ingroup context but not in an

outgroup one. Those who do not want to think of themselves or be identified as drag queens

under any circumstances attempt to disassociate themselves from "drag" completely. These

homosexuals deplore drag shows and profess total lack of interest in them. Their attitude

toward drag queens is one of condemnation combined with the expression of vast social dis-

tance between themselves and the drag queen.

Other homosexuals enjoy being queens among themselves, but do not want to be

stigmatized by the heterosexual culture. These homosexuals admire- drag and drag queens

in homosexual contexts, but deplore female impersonators and street fairies for "giving us a

bad name" or "projecting the wrong image" to the heterosexual culture. The drag queen is

definitely a marked man in the subculture.

Homosexuality consists of sex-role deviation made up of two related but distinct parts:

"wrong" sexual object choices and "wrong" sex-role presentation of self.5 The first deviation

is shared by all homosexuals, but it can be hidden best. The second deviation logically (in

this culture) corresponds with the first, which it symbolizes. But it cannot be hidden, and it

5
It becomes clear that the core of the stigma is in "wrong" sexual object choice when it is considered that there is

little stigma in simply being effeminate, or even in wearing feminine apparel in some contexts, as long as the male
is known to be heterosexual, that is, known to sleep with women or, rather, not to sleep with men. But when I say
that sleeping with men is the core of the stigma, or that feminine behavior logically corresponds with this, I do not
mean it in any causal sense. In.fact, I have an impression that some homosexual men sleep with men because it
strengthens their identification with the feminine role, rather than the other way around. This makes a lot of sense
developmentally, if one assumes, as I do, that children learn sex-role identity before they learn any strictly sexual
object choices. In other words, I think that children learn they are boys or girls before they are made to under-
stand that boys only love girls and vice versa.
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actually compounds the stigma.

Thus, insofar as female impersonators are professional drag queens, they are evalu-

ated positively by gay people to the extent that they have perfected a subcultural skill and to

the extent that gay people are willing to oppose the heterosexual culture directly (in much the

same way that Negroes now call themselves Blacks). On the other hand, they are despised

because they symbolize and embody the stigma. At present, the balance is far on the nega-

tive side, although this varies by context and by the position of the observer (relative to the

stigma). This explains the impersonators' negative identification with the term drag queen

when it is used by outsiders. (In the same way, they at first used masculine pronouns of ad-

dress and reference toward each other in my presence, but reverted to feminine pronouns

when I became more or less integrated into the system.)

THE CAMP

While all female impersonators are drag queens in the gay world, by no means are all of

them "camps." Both the drag queen and the camp are expressive performing roles, and both

specialize in transformation. But the drag queen is concerned with masculine-feminine trans-

formation, while the camp is concerned with what might be called a philosophy of transforma-

tions and incongruity. Certainly the two roles are intimately related, since to be a feminine

man is by definition incongruous. But strictly speaking, the drag queen simply expresses the

incongruity while the camp actually uses it to achieve a higher synthesis. To the extent that a

drag queen does this, he is called "campy ." The drag queen role is emotionally charged and

connotes low status for most homosexuals because it bears the visible stigmata of homo-

sexuality; camps, however, are found at all status levels in the homosexual subculture and

are very often the center of primary group organization.6

The camp is the central role figure in the subcultural ideology of camp. The camp ethos

or style plays a role analogous to "soul" in the Negro subculture.7 Like soul, camp is a "strat-

egy for a situation."8 The special perspective of the female impersonators (see Chapter Six)

is a case of a broader homosexual ethos. This is the perspective of moral deviance and,

consequently, of a "spoiled identity ," in Goffman's terms.9 Like the Negro problem, the ho-

6
The role of the "pretty boy" is also a very positive one, and in some ways the camp is an alternative for those

who are not pretty. However, the pretty boy is subject to the depredations of aging, which in the subculture is
thought to set in at thirty (at the latest). Because the camp depends on inventiveness and wit rather than on
physical beauty, he is ageless.
7

Keil, Urban Blues, pp. 164-90.
8

This phrase is used by Kenneth Burke in reference to poetry and is used by Keil in a sociological sense.
9

Irving Goffman, Stigma (Englewood Oiffs, N.l.: PIentice-Hall, 1963.)
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mosexual problem centers on self-hatred and the lack of self-esteem.10 But if "the soul ideol-

ogy ministers to the needs for identity,"11 the camp ideology ministers to the needs for deal-

ing with an identity that is well defined but loaded with contempt. As one impersonator who

was also a well known camp told me, "No one is more miserable about homosexuality than

the homosexual."

Camp is not a thing. Most broadly it signifies a relationship between things, people,

and activities or qualities, and homosexuality. In this sense, "camp taste," for instance, is

synonymous with homosexual taste. Informants stressed that even between individuals there

is very little agreement on what is camp because camp is in the eye of the beholder, that is,

different homosexuals like different things, and because of the spontaneity and individuality

of camp, camp taste is always changing. This has the advantage, recognized by some infor-

mants, that a clear division can always be maintained between homosexual and "straight "

taste :

He said Susan Sontag was wrong about camp's being a cult,12 and the moment it be-

comes a public cult, you watch the queens stop it. Because if it becomes the squares,

it doesn't belong to them any more. And what will be "camp art," no queen will own.

It's like taking off the work clothes and putting on the home clothes. When the queen

is coming home, she wants to come home to a campy apartment that's hers - it's very

queer - because all day long she's been very straight. So when it all of a sudden be-

comes very straight - to come home to an apartment that any square could have -

she's not going to have it any more.13

While camp is in the eye of the homosexual beholder, it is assumed that there is an

underlying unity of perspective among homosexuals that gives any particular campy thing its

special flavor. It is possible to discern strong themes in any particular campy thing or event.

The three that seemed most recurrent and characteristic to me were incongruity, theatricality,

and humor. All three are intimately related to the homosexual situation and strategy. Incon-

10
I would say that the main problem today is heterosexuals, just as the main problem for Blacks is Whites.

11
Keil, Urban Blues, p.165.

12
I don't want to pass over the implication here that female impersonators keep up with Susan Sontag. Gener-

ally, they don't. I had given him Susan Sontag's "Notes on 'Camp' " (Partisan Review [Fall, 1964]: 515-30) to see
what he would say. He was college educated, and perfectly able to get through it. He was enraged (justifiably, I
felt) that she had almost edited homosexuals out of camp.
13

Informants said that many ideas had been taken over by straights through the mass media, but that the mo-
ment this happened the idea would no longer be campy. For instance, one man said that a queen he knew had
gotten the idea of growing plants in the water tank of the toilet. But the idea is no longer campy because it is being
advertised through such mass media as Family Circle magazine.

How to defend any symbols or values from the absorbing powers of the mass media? Jules Henry, I be-
lieve, was one of the t1Ist to point to the power of advertising to subvert traditional values by appropriating them
for commercial purposes (Culture Against Man, New York: Random House, 1963). But subcultural symbols and
values lose their integrity in the same way. Although Sontag's New York avant garde had already appropriated
camp from homosexuals, they did so in the effort to create their own aristocracy or integrity of taste as against the
mass culture.
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gruity is the subject matter of camp, theatricality its style, and humor its strategy.

Camp usually depends on the perception or creation of incongruous juxtapositions.

Either way, the homosexual "creates" the camp, by pointing out the incongruity or by devis-

ing it. For instance, one informant said that the campiest thing he had seen recently was a

Midwestern football player in high drag at a Halloween ball. He pointed out that the football

player was seriously trying to be a lady, and so his intent was not camp, but that the effect to

the observer was campy. (The informant went on to say that it would have been even

campier if the football player had been picked up by the police and had his picture published

in the paper the next day.) This is an example of unintentional camp, in that the campy per-

son or thing does not perceive the incongruity.

Created camp also depends on transformations and juxtapositions, but here the ef-

fect is intentional. The most concrete examples can be seen in the apartments of campy

queens, for instance, in the idea of growing plants in the toilet tank. One queen said that TV

Guide had described a little Mexican horse statue as campy. He said there was nothing

campy about this at all, but if you put a nude cut-out of Bette Davis on it, it would be campy.

Masculine-feminine juxtapositions are, of course, the most characteristic kind of camp, but

any very incongruous contrast can be campy. For instance, juxtapositions of high and low

status, youth and old age, profane and sacred functions or symbols, cheap and expensive

articles are frequently used for camp purposes. Objects or people are often said to be

campy, but the camp inheres not in the person or thing itself but in the tension between that

person or thing and the context or association. For instance, I was told by impersonators that

a homosexual clothes designer made himself a beautiful Halloween ball gown. After the ball

he sold it to a wealthy society lady. It was said that when he wore it, it was very campy, but

when she wore it, it was just an expensive gown, unless she had run around her ball saying

she was really not herself but her faggot dress designer.

The nexus of this perception by incongruity lies in the basic homosexual experience,

that is, squarely on the moral deviation. One informant said, "Camp is all based on homo-

sexual thought. It is all based on the idea of two men or two women in bed. It's incongruous

and it's funny." If moral deviation is the locus of the perception of incongruity, it is more spe-

cifically role deviation and role manipulation that are at the core of the second property of

camp, theatricality.

Camp is theatrical in three interlocking ways. First of all, camp is style. Importance

tends to shift from what a thing is to how it looks, from what is done to how it is done. It has

been remarked that homosexuals excel in the decorative arts. The kind of incongruities that

are campy are very often created by adornment or stylization of a well-defined thing or sym-

bol. But the emphasis on style goes further than this in that camp is also exaggerated, con-

sciously "stagey ," specifically theatrical. This is especially true of the camp, who is definitely
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a performer.

The second aspect of theatricality in camp is its dramatic form. Camp, like drag, al-

ways involves a performer or performers and an audience. This is its structure. It is only

stretching the point a little to say that even in unintentional camp, this interaction is main-

tained. In the case of the football player, his behavior was transformed by his audience into a

performance. In many cases of unintentional camp, the camp performs to his audience by

commenting on the behavior or appearance of "the scene," which is then described as

"campy ." In intentional camp, the structure of performer and audience is almost always

clearly defined. This point will be elaborated below.

Third, camp is suffused with the perception of "being as playing a role" and "life as

theatre."14 It is at this point that drag and camp merge and augment each other. I was led to

an appreciation of this while reading Parker Tyler's appraisal of Greta Garbo15 Garbo is gen-

erally regarded in the homosexual community as "high camp." Tyler stated that " 'Drag acts,'

I believe, are not confined to the declassed sexes. Garbo 'got in drag' whenever she took on

heavy glamour part, whenever she melted in or out of a man's arms, whenever she simply let

that heavenly-flexed neck bear the weight of her thrown-back head."16 He concludes, "How

resplendent seems the art of acting! It is all impersonation, whether the sex underneath is

true or not."17

We have to take the long way around to get at the real relationship between Garbo

and camp. The homosexual is stigmatized, but his stigma can be hidden. In Goffman's termi-

nology, information about his stigma can be managed. Therefore, of crucial importance to

homosexuals themselves and to nonhomosexuals is whether the stigma is displayed so that

one is immediately recognizable or is hidden so that he can pass to the world at large as a

respectable citizen. The covert half (conceptually, not necessarily numerically) of the homo-

sexual community is engaged in "impersonating" respectable citizenry, at least some of the

time. What is being impersonated?

The stigma essentially lies in being less than a man and in doing something that is

unnatural (wrong) for a man to do. Surrounding this essence is a halo effect: violation of cul-

turally standardized canons of taste, behavior, speech, and so on, rigorously associated

(prescribed) with the male role (e.g., fanciful or decorative clothing styles, "effeminate"

speech and manner, expressed disinterest in women as sexual objects, expressed interest in

men as sexual objects, unseemly concern with personal appearance, etc.). The covert ho-

mosexual must therefore do two things: first, he must conceal the fact that he sleeps with

14
Sontag, "Notes on 'Camp,' " p. 529.

15
Parker Tyler, "The Garbo Image," in The Films of Greta Garbo, ed. Michael Conway, Dion McGregor, and

Mark Ricci (New York: Citadel Press, no date), pp. 9-31.
16

Tyler, "The Garbo Image," p, 12.
17

Ibid.p.28.
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men. But concealing this fact is far less difficult than his second problem, which is controlling

the halo effect or signals that would announce that he sleeps with men. The covert homo-

sexual must in fact impersonate a man, that is, he must appear to the "straight" world to be

fulfilling (or not violating) all the requisites of the male role as defined by the "straight" world.

The immediate relationship between Tyler's point about Garbo and camp drag is this:

if Garbo playing women is drag, then homosexuals "passing" are playing men; they are in

drag. This is the larger implication of drag/camp. In fact, gay people often use the word

"drag" in this broader sense, even to include role playing which most people simply take for

granted: role playing in school, at the office, at parties, and so on. In fact, all of life is role and

theatre - appearance .

But granted that all acting is impersonation, what moved Tyler to designate Garbo's

acting specifically as "drag"? Drag means, first of all, role playing. The way in which it defines

role playing contains its implicit attitude. The word "drag" attaches specifically to the outward,

visible appurtenances of a role. In the type case, sex role, drag primarily refers to the wear-

ing apparel and accessories that designate a human being as male or female, when it is

worn by the opposite sex. By focusing on the outward appearance of role, drag implies that

sex role and, by extension, role in general is something superficial, which can be manipu-

lated, put on and off again at will. The drag concept implies distance between the actor and

the role or "act." But drag also means "costume." This theatrical referent is the key to the

attitude toward role playing embodied in drag as camp. Role playing is play; it is an act or

show. The , necessity to play at life, living role after superficial role, should not be the cause

of bitterness or despair. Most of the sex role and other impersonations that male homosexu-

als do are done with ease, grace, and especially humor. The actor should throw himself into

it; he should put on a good show; he should view the whole experience as fun, as a camp.18

The double stance toward role, putting on a good show while indicating distance

(showing that it is a show) is the heart of drag as camp. Garbo's acting was thought to be

"drag" because it was considered markedly androgynous, and because she played (even

overplayed) the role of femme fatale with style. No man (in her movies) and very few audi-

ences (judging by her success) could resist her allure. And yet most of the men she seduced

were her victims because she was only playing at love - only acting. This is made quite ex-

plicit in the film "Mata Hari," in which Garbo the spy seduces men to get information from

them.

The third quality of camp is its humor. Camp is for fun; the aim of camp is to make an

audience laugh. In fact, it is a system of humor. Camp humor is a system of laughing at one's

18
It is clear to me now how camp undercuts rage and therefore rebellion by ridiculing serious and concentrated

bitterness.
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incongruous position instead of crying.19 That is, the humor does not cover up, it transforms. I

saw the reverse transformation from laughter to pathos - often enough, and it is axiomatic

among the impersonators that when the camp cannot laugh, he dissolves into a maudlin

bundle of self-pity.

One of the most confounding aspects of my interaction with the impersonators was

their tendency to laugh at situations that to me were horrifying or tragic. I was amazed, for

instance, when one impersonator described to me as "very campy" the scene in "Whatever

Happened to Baby Jane" in which Bette Davis served Joan Crawford a rat, or the scene in

which Bette Davis makes her "comeback" in the parlor with the piano player.

Of course, not all impersonators and not all homosexuals are campy. The

camp is a homosexual wit and clown; his campy productions and performances are a con-

tinuous creative strategy for dealing with the homosexual situation, and, in the process, de-

fining a positive homosexual identity. As one performer summed it up for me, "Homosexuality

is a way of life that is against all ways of life, including nature's. And no one is more aware of

it than the homosexual. The camp accepts his role as a homosexual and flaunts his homo-

sexuality. He makes the other homosexuals laugh; he makes life a little brighter for them.

And he builds a bridge to the straight people by getting' them to laugh with him." The same

man described the role of the camp more concretely in an interview:

Well, "to camp" actually means "to sit in front of a group of people" . . . not on-stage,

but you can camp on-stage . . . I think that I do that when I talk to the audience. I think

I'm camping with 'em. But a "camp" herself is a queen who sits and starts entertaining

a group of people at a bar around her. They all start listening to what she's got to say.

And she says campy things. Oh, somebody smarts off at her and she gives 'em a

very flip answer. A camp is a flip person who has declared emotional freedom. She is

going to say to the world, "I'm queer ." Although she may not do this all the time, but

most of the time a camp queen will. She'll walk down the street and she'll see you

and say, "Hi, Mary, how are you?" right in the busiest part of town. . . she'll actually

camp, right there. And she'll swish down the street. And she may be in a business

suit; she doesn't have to be dressed outlandishly. Even at work the people figure that

she's a camp. They don't know what to call her, but they hire her 'cause she's a good

kid, keeps the office laughing, doesn't bother anybody, and everyone'll say, "Oh, run-

ning around with Georgie's more fun! He's just more fun!" The squares are saying

this. And the other ones [homosexualsJ are saying, "Oh, you've got to know George,

she's a camp." Because the whole time she's light-hearted. Very seldom is camp sad.

Camp has got to be flip. A camp queen's got to think faster than other queens. This

19
It would be worthwhile to compare camp humor with the humor systems of other oppressed people (Eastern

European Jewish, Negro, etc.).
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makes her camp. She's got to have an answer to anything that's put to her…20

Now homosexuality is not camp. But you take a camp, and she turns around and' she

makes homosexuality funny, but not ludicrous; funny but not ridiculous. . . this is a great,

great art. This is a fine thing. . . . Now when it suddenly became the word. . . became like. . .

it's like the word "Mary ." Everybody's "Mary." "Hi, Mary. How are you, Mary." And like "girl."

You may be talking to one of the butchest queens in the world, but you still say, "Oh, girl."

And sometimes they say, "Well, don 't call me 'she' and don 't call me 'girl.' I don't feel like a

girl.  I'm a man. I just like to go to bed with you girls. I don't want to go to bed with another

man." And you say, "Oh, girl, get you. Now she's turned butch." And so you camp about it.

It's sort of laughing at yourself instead of crying. And a good camp will make you laugh along

with her, to where you suddenly feel. . . you don't feel like she's made fun of you. She's sort

of made light of a bad situation.

The camp queen makes no bones about it; to him the gay world is the "sisterhood."

By accepting his homosexuality and flaunting it, the camp undercuts all homosexuals who

won't accept the stigmatized identity. Only by fully embracing the stigma itself can one neu-

tralize the sting and make it laughable.21 Not all references to the stigma are campy, how-

ever. Only if it is pointed out as a joke is it camp, although there is no requirement that the

jokes be gentle or friendly. A lot of camping is extremely hostile; it is almost always sarcastic.

But its intent is humorous as well. Campy queens are very often said to be "bitches" just as

camp humor is said to be "bitchy ."22 The campy queen who can "read" (put down) all chal-

lengers and cut everyone down to size is admired. Humor is the campy queen's weapon. A

camp queen in good form can come out on top (by group consensus) against all the competi-

tion.

Female impersonators who use drag in a comic way or are themselves comics are

considered camps by gay people. (Serious glamour drag is considered campy by many ho-

mosexuals, but it is unintentional camp. Those who see glamour drag as a serious business

do not consider it to be campy. Those who think it is ludicrous for drag queens to take them-

selves seriously see the whole business as a campy incongruity.) Since the camp role is a

20
Speed and spontaneity are of the essence. For example, at a dinner party, someone said, "Oh, we forgot to

say grace." One woman folded her hands without missing a beat and intoned, "Thank God everyone at this table
is gay."
21

 It's important to stress again that camp is a pre- or proto-political phenomenon. The anti-camp in this system is
the person who wants to dissociate from the stigma to be like the oppressors. The camp says, "I am not like the
oppressors." But in so doing he agrees with the oppressors' definition of who he is. The new radicals deny the
stigma in a different way, by saying that the oppressors are illegitimate. This step is only foreshadowed in camp. It
is also interesting that the lesbian wing of the radical homosexuals have come to women's meetings holding signs
saying: "We are the women your parents warned you against."
22

The "bitch", as I see it, is a woman who accepts her inferior status, but refuses to do so gracefully or without
fighting back. Women and homosexual men are oppressed by straight men, and it is no accident that both are
beginning to move beyond bitchiness toward refusal of inferior status.
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positive one, many impersonators take pride in being camps, at least on stage.23 Since the

camp role depends to such a large extent on verbal agility, it reinforces the superiority of the

live performers over record performers, who, even if they are comic, must depend wholly on

visual effects.

23
Many impersonators told me that they got tired of being camps for their friends, lovers, and acquaintances.

They often felt they were asked to gay parties simply to entertain and camp it up, and said they did not feel like
camping off stage, or didn't feel competent when out of drag. This broadens out into the social problem of all
clowns and entertainers, or, even further, to anyone with a talent. He will often wonder if he is loved for himself.


